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NEW TO THIS EDITION

 • The book has been restructured. It now contains an extended Part 3 called Theory 
Meets the Real World: Policy and Issues, with four chapters. A chapter on Foreign Policy 
is followed by chapters on Major Issues in IPE and Major Issues in IR, respectively.

 • The final chapter in Part 3 (Chapter 12) is a new addition to the book. It asks the big 
question about the current state of world order, and discusses to what extent and in 
what ways the different theories introduced in the book help us understand where the 
world is going.

 • Substantial revisions have been made to all chapters. Particularly important revisions 
have been made to the chapters on Liberalism, Post-positivist approaches, Foreign 
Policy, Major Issues in IPE, and Major Issues in IR.

 • Chapter 11 now includes an extended discussion of the challenges presented by climate 
change and how far different IR theories take us in understanding these new chal-
lenges. We also introduce the ‘Green Theory’ approaches.

 • All chapters have been brought up to date in the light of current events and ongoing 
debates in the discipline. The book contains a large number of new text boxes and 
 figures.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK
Today, virtually the entire population of the world lives within the borders of those sep-
arate territorial communities we call states—well over seven billion people are citizens 
or subjects of one state or another. For more than half a billion people living in the devel-
oped countries of Western Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan, 
basic security and welfare are often taken more or less for granted, because it is guaran-
teed and sometimes directly provided by the state. But for several billions of people who 
live in the developing countries of Asia, Africa, and the former Soviet Union, basic secur-
ity and welfare are not something that can be taken for granted. Protection, policing, law 
enforcement, and other civil conditions of minimal safety for all cannot be guaranteed. 
For many people, it is a daily challenge to provide adequate food, clean water, housing, 
and similar socioeconomic necessities. The academic subject of international relations 
(IR) revolves around the interactions between actors in the international system, includ-
ing most prominently states. It seeks to understand how the interplay between interna-
tional factors and domestic conditions shapes these interactions. Only in this way can we 
understand how people are provided, or not provided, with the basic values of security, 
freedom, order, justice, and welfare.

What Is in the Book?

First and foremost, this book is an introduction to the academic discipline of IR. What is 
a ‘discipline’? It is a branch of knowledge, aimed at the systematic understanding of a 
subject. As is often the case in the social sciences, in IR there is no one best way to master 
the subject. Instead, what we have are several significant theories and theoretical 
approaches or even just schools of thought: Realism, Liberalism, International Society, 
Social Constructivism, International Political Economy, and what we with an umbrella 
term call Post-positivist approaches. They interact and overlap in interesting and import-
ant ways that we investigate in the chapters that follow. However, each one explores the 
subject of IR in its own distinctive way. Realism, for example, is focused on the basic 
value of security, because according to realists war is always a possibility in a system of 
sovereign states. Liberals, on the other hand, argue that international relations can be 
cooperative and not merely conflictive. That belief is based on the idea that the modern, 
liberal state can bring progress and opportunities to the greatest number of people 
around the world.

All the most important theories and theoretical traditions of IR are presented in the 
chapters that follow, and the book also carefully discusses what these theories have to say 
about some of the major issues of contemporary global politics. There is no need to give a 
detailed account of each chapter here. But a brief consumer guide may be helpful. What is 
it that this book has to offer? The main elements can be summarized as follows:



xx About This Book

 • This eighth edition provides an introduction to the analytical tools that the discipline 
has on its shelves: IR theories and approaches. They are Realism, Liberalism, 
International Society, theories of International Political Economy (IPE), Social 
Constructivism, and the Post-positivist approaches (Post-structuralism, Postcolonialism, 
Feminism) that have gained prominence in recent years (Green theory is introduced in 
Chapter 11 as part of the issue on Climate Change). A separate chapter presents theor-
ies involved in foreign policy analysis.

 • Theories are presented faithfully, by focusing on both their strengths and their weak-
nesses. Our vantage point is a pluralist recognition that, to this day, there is no clear set 
of criteria for science that can be imported by IR scholars. Different theories and 
approaches anchored in different views of what constitutes science therefore have 
analytical value for students of IR—though some theories and approaches are of course 
likely to be more theoretically important or have greater empirical value than others, 
depending on the problem that a student seeks to solve. The main points of contention 
between theories are thoroughly discussed. The book makes clear how major theoreti-
cal debates link up with each other and structure the discipline of IR.

 • The book places emphasis on the relationship between ‘IR theory’ (academic know-
ledge of international relations) and ‘IR practice’ (real-world events and activities of 
world politics). The third part of the book is devoted entirely to this theme. Chapters on 
foreign policy, major issues in IPE and IR and a chapter on ‘world order or world chaos?’ 
discuss important aspects of the theory/practice interplay. Theories matter for their 
own sake, and theories also matter as a guide to practice. The book carefully explains 
how particular theories organize and sharpen our view of the world. We often assume 
that the sword is mightier than the pen, but—as Lord Keynes famously recognized 
when pointing out that practical men are usually the slaves of some defunct intellec-
tual—it is the pen, our guiding ideas and assumptions which usually shape the ways 
that swords are put to use.

Learning Aids

To facilitate a rapid entry into the discipline of IR, the chapters have the following 
features:

 • Summary: each chapter begins with a brief summary of the main points.

 • Key Points: each chapter ends with a list of the key points brought forward in the chap-
ter.

 • Questions: each chapter provides a number of study questions that can be used for 
discussions or as topics for essays.

 • Guide to Further Reading: each chapter provides a brief guide to further reading on the 
subject of the chapter.

 • Glossary: key terms are highlighted in bold throughout the text and then presented in 
the Glossary at the end of the book.



xxiAbout This Book

 • The companion website contains case-studies organized by chapters, additional study 
questions, videos, and web links that include links to specific countries/regions and to 
essential international organizations. It can be found at: www.oup.com/he/sorensen-
moller8e.

Every chapter is guided by our aim to enable students to acquire knowledge of IR as an 
evolving academic discipline. Although we have written the book with introductory-level 
courses foremost in mind, it also contains much information and analysis that will prove 
valuable in higher-level courses, making it possible for students to advance more swiftly in 
their study of IR.

http://www.oup.com/he/sorensenmoller8e
http://www.oup.com/he/sorensenmoller8e


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Summary

This chapter sets forth the liberal tradition in IR. Basic liberal assumptions a

tive view of human nature; (2) a conviction that international relations can b

rather than conflictual; and (3) a belief in progress. In their conceptions of 

cooperation, liberal theorists emphasize different features of world politics.

liberals highlight transnational non-governmental ties between societies, s

munication between individuals and between groups. Interdependence libe

ticular attention to economic ties of mutual exchange and mutual depende

peoples and governments. Institutional liberals underscore the importance

cooperation between states; finally, republican liberals argue that liberal dem

stitutions and forms of government are of vital importance for inducing 

cooperative relations between states. The chapter discusses these four st

i i i i i i i

BOX 5.3 Key Concepts: International system, international socie

A system of states (or international system) is formed when two or more state

ficient contact between them, and have sufficient impact on one another’s d

make the behaviour of each a necessary element in the calculations of the ot

ety of states (or international society) exists when a group of states, consciou

common interests and common values, form a society in the sense that the

themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one a

share in the working of common institutions.

Bull (1995: 9–13)

BOX 5.10 Key Developments: United Nations Security Council R
1973 (2011) on Libya

Determining that the situation in the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya continues to c

threat to international peace and security, Acting under Chapter VII of the Ch

United Nations,

1.  Demands the immediate establishment of a ceasefire and a complete end to vio

attacks against, and abuses of, civilians;

2.  Stresses the need to intensify efforts to find a solution to the crisis which respo

legitimate demands of the Libyan people;

3.  Demands that the Libyan authorities comply with their obligations under interna

including international humanitarian law, human rights and refugee law and tak

to protect civilians and meet their basic needs, and to ensure the rapid and uni

passage of humanitarian assistance;

Key Concepts

Deepen your understanding with 

discussions of Key Concepts.

Chapter Summaries

Identify the scope of the material to be covered, 

and what themes and issues you can expect 

to learn about, with Chapter Summaries at the 

beginning of each chapter.

Key Developments

Contextualize your knowledge with 

information on Key Developments 

in International Relations.

BOX 4.2 Key Arguments: The importance of individuals in globa

Citizens have become important variables .  .  . in global politics .  .  . [for] at

reasons:

 1. The erosion and dispersion of state and governmental power.

 2. The advent of global television, the widening use of computers in the workplace

growth of foreign travel and the mushrooming migrations of peoples, the spread

educational institutions . . . [have] enhanced the analytic skills of individuals.

 3. The crowding onto the global agenda of new, interdependence issues (such as en

pollution, currency crises, the drug trade, AIDS, and terrorism) has made more sa

processes whereby global dynamics affect the welfare and pocketbooks of individ

 4. The revolution of information technologies has made it possible for citizens and

literally to ‘see’ the aggregation of micro actions into macro outcomes. People c

observe support gather momentum as street rallies the pronouncements of offic

Key Arguments

Identify controversies, debates, and arguments, 

and challenge your preconceptions, with Key 

Arguments boxes, which draw out specific argu-

ments for your consideration.

BOX 5.4 Key Quotes: President Gorbachev on Soviet–US collab
(1985)

You asked me what is the primary thing that defines Soviet–American relatio

it is the immutable fact that whether we like one another or not, we can eit

or perish only together. The principal question that must be answered is whe

at last ready to recognize that there is another way to live at peace with each

whether we are prepared to switch our mentality and our mode of acting from 

a peaceful track.

Quoted from Kissinger (1994: 790)

Key Quotes

Gain insight into the subject area 

with important and relevant Key 

Quotes from renowened scholars.



xxiiiHow to Use this Book

BOX 5.1 Key Thinkers: A short history of the International Socie
approach

The International Society approach draws on the work of political theorists su

Grotius and Emer de Vattel and the historian Arnold Heeren. It owes much

School of Economics (LSE) Professor Charles Manning’s interwar work on in

society. Its main institutional home has been the so-called British Commit

Theory of International Politics, which was formed in 1958 and which aim

academics from fields such as History, Philosophy, Theology, and Internationa

together with practitioners, mainly diplomats. The committee can be seen 

generation of International Society scholars. It was chaired, in succession, by 

ans Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight, the diplomat Adam Watson, and the

Hedley Bull. It was dissolved in the 1980s, at about the time the Internatio

Key Thinkers

Put your learning into context with 

information about Key Thinkers in the 

discipline of International Relations.

Key points

• The theoretical point of departure for liberalism is the individual. Ind

collectivities of individuals are the focus of analysis; first and foremos

porations, organizations, and associations of all kinds. Liberals mainta

flict but also cooperation can shape international affairs.

• Liberals are basically optimistic: when humans employ their reason the

ally beneficial cooperation. They can put an end to war. Liberal opti

nected with the rise of the modern state. Modernization means prog

human life, including international relations.

• Liberal arguments for more cooperative international relations are divid

strands: sociological liberalism, interdependence liberalism, institut

republican liberalism.

S i l i l lib li IR t l t di l ti b t

*
Key Points

Consolidate your knowledge at the end 

of each chapter with Key Points, which 

summarize the most important ideas 

and arguments discussed.

Questions

• Liberals are optimistic about human progress, cooperation, and peace

given for that optimism? Are they good reasons?

• Has international history been as progressive as liberals claim? Use ex

• Identify the arguments given by the four strands of liberalism discus

any strand of liberalism more fundamentally important, or are all stran

• Some liberal theories only operate at the level of the international syst

the domestic level. What are the pros and cons of each of these strateg

international relations?

• What arguments can you make, for and against, the assertion that 

striking progress in the world during the past decades?

?

Questions

Review your knowledge of core themes and 

develop your analytical and reflective skills 

with critical end-of-chapter questions.

Guide to further reading

Armstrong, D. (1999). ‘Law, Justice and the Idea of World Society’, Intern

547–61.

Bain, W. (2020). Political Theology of International Order. Oxford: Oxford

Bull, H. (1995). The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politi

Macmillan.

Buzan, B. (2014). An Introduction to the English School of International R

Polity Press.

Dunne, T. and Wheeler, N. (1999). Human Rights in Global Politics. Ca

University Press.

Evans, G. (2008). The Responsibility to Protect. Washington, DC: Brookin

Foot, R. and Walter, A. (2010). China, the United States, and Globa

Guide to further reading

Find out more about the issues raised, 

and locate the key academic literature 

in the field, with guided further reading 

lists.

GLOSSARY

anarchical society A term used by Hedley Bull to 
describe the worldwide order of independent states who 
share common interests and values, and subject themselves 
to a common set of rules and institutions in dealing with 
each other. The concept of ‘anarchical society’ combines 
the realist claim that no world ‘government’ rules over 
sovereign states, with idealism’s emphasis on the common 
concerns, values, rules, institutions, and organizations of 
the international system.

Anthropocene An increasingly influential naming of a 
geological period where humans have had a significant, 
and often devastating impact on ecosystems Some

based) sociological approach to forei
focuses primarily on the organization
context in which decision-making tak
‘bureaucratic’ approach is seen by sup
to other approaches by virtue of its em
relationship between decision-makin
structure. This approach, therefore, e
context over the inherent rationality 
decision; it seeks to clarify the contex
individual foreign policies, but does n
normative, prescriptive component.

classical realism A theory of IR as

Glossary

Look up and revise key terms, which appear in 

colour throughout the text, and are defined in 

a glossary at the end of the book.



HOW TO USE THE ONLINE RESOURCES

Case studies: Reinforce your understanding of chapter 

themes and learn to apply theory to practice with a range 

of case studies and accompanying assignments.

Review questions: Test yourself and revise for exams with 

additional review questions.

Web links: Broaden your learning with a series of annotated web links, organized 

by chapter, which point you to a wealth of relevant and reliable information.

Flashcard glossary: Revise key terms and concepts 

from the text with a digital flashcard glossary.

Videos: Extend your knowledge of International Relations by watching a curated play-

list of videos selected by the authors to deepen your understanding of the subject.
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Summary

This chapter answers the question ‘why study IR?’ It begins by introducing the historical 

and social basis of international relations, or IR. The aim of the chapter is to emphasize 

the practical reality of international relations in our everyday lives and to connect that 

practical reality with the academic study of international relations. The chapter makes 

that connection by focusing on the core historical subject matter of IR: modern sovereign 

states and the international relations of the state system. Why do states and the state sys-

tem exist? Three main topics are discussed: the significance of international relations in 

everyday life and the main values that states exist to foster; the historical evolution of the 

state system and world economy in brief outline; and the changing contemporary world of 

states.
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1.1 International Relations in Everyday Life

IR is the shorthand name for the academic subject of international relations. It can be 
defined as the study of relationships and interactions between countries, including the 
activities and policies of national governments, international organizations (IOs), non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and multinational corporations (MNCs). It can be 
both a theoretical subject and a practical or policy subject, and academic approaches to 
it can be either empirical or normative or both. It is often considered a branch of polit-
ical science, but it is also a subject studied by historians (international or diplomatic his-
tory), and economists (international economics). It is also a field of legal studies (public 
international law) and an area of philosophy (international ethics). From that broader 
perspective, IR clearly is an interdisciplinary inquiry. Aspects of international relations, 
and in particular war and diplomacy, have been scrutinized and remarked upon at least 
since the time of the ancient Chinese philosopher Sun Tzu and the ancient Greek histor-
ian Thucydides, but IR only became a proper academic discipline in the early twentieth 
century.

The main reason why we should study IR is the fact that the entire population of the 
world is divided into separate political communities or independent countries, nation-
states, which profoundly affect the way people think and live. Nation-states are involved 
with us, and we are involved with them. In highly successful nation-states, most of the 
population identify, often quite strongly, with the country of which they are citizens. 
They are proud of their country’s flag. They sing the national anthem. They do not sing 
the anthems of other countries. They see the world’s population as divided and organ-
ized in terms of separate nation-states. ‘I’m American, you’re French, he’s German, 
she’s Japanese, the man over there is from Brazil, the woman is from South Africa, the 
other fellow is Russian . . . ’ And so it goes right around the world.

As a practical matter it is difficult and probably impossible for most people to escape 
from the various effects of nation-states on their daily lives, even if they wanted to. The 
state is involved in protecting them and providing for their security, both personal and 
national, in promoting their economic prosperity and social welfare, in taxing them, in 
educating them, in licensing and regulating them, in keeping them healthy, in build-
ing and maintaining public infrastructure (roads, bridges, harbours, airports, etc.), 
and much else besides. That involvement of people and states is often taken entirely for 
granted. But the relationship is profound. People’s lives are shaped, very significantly, 
by that reality.

IR focuses on the various activities of nation-states in their external relations. To pave 
the way for this, some basic concepts are required. An independent nation or state may 
be defined as a bordered territory, with a permanent population, under the jurisdiction 
of a supreme government that is constitutionally separate—i.e., independent—from all 
foreign governments: a sovereign state. Together, those states form an international state 
system that is global in extent. At the present time, there are almost 200 independent 
states (see Figure 1.4). With very few isolated exceptions, everybody on Earth not only 
lives in one of those countries but is also a citizen of one of them and very rarely of 
more than one, although that possibility is increasing as the world becomes ever more 
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interdependent. So virtually every man, woman, and child on Earth is connected to a 
particular state, and via that state to the state system which affects their lives in import-
ant and even profound ways, including some of which they may not be fully aware of.

States are independent of each other, at least legally: they have sovereignty. But that 
does not mean they are isolated or insulated from each other. On the contrary, they 
adjoin each other and affect each other and must therefore somehow find ways to coex-
ist and to deal with each other. In other words, they form an international state sys-
tem, which is a core subject of IR. Furthermore, states are almost always involved with 
international markets that affect the economic policies of governments and the wealth 
and welfare of citizens. This requires that states enter into relations with each other. 
Complete isolation is usually not an option. When states are isolated and cut off from 
the state system, either by their own government or by foreign powers, people usually 
suffer as a result. That has been the situation at various times recently with regard to 
Myanmar, Libya, North Korea, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. Like most other social systems, the 
state system can have both advantages and disadvantages for the states involved as well 
as their people. IR is the study of the nature and consequences of these international 
relations.

The state system is a distinctive way of organizing political life on Earth and has deep 
historical roots. There have been state systems at different times and places in different 
parts of the world, in, for example, ancient China, ancient Greece, and Renaissance Italy 
(Watson 1992; Kaufman et al. 2007). However, the subject of IR conventionally dates 
back to the early modern era in Europe, when sovereign states based on adjacent ter-
ritories were initially established. One of the prominent ideas in IR, namely that inter-
state relations should be kept in a form of ‘balance’, first seems to have been formulated 
by the Florentine statesman Lorenzo de’ Medici in the late fifteenth century (Watson 
1992: 161). In the sixteenth century, it gained a more general traction in learned circles 
in Europe as a reaction against the hegemony aspirations of the Spanish Habsburg rulers 
Charles V and his son Philip II (Boucoyannis 2007: 713). Ever since the eighteenth cen-
tury, relations between independent states have been labelled ‘international relations’. 
Initially, the state system was European. With the emergence of the United States in the 
late eighteenth century, it became Western. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
however, the state system expanded to encompass the entire territory of the Earth—
east and west, north and south (Buzan and Lawson 2015). Today, IR is the study of the 
global state system from various scholarly perspectives, the most important of which 
will be discussed in this book.

The world of states is basically a territorial world. People must live somewhere on 
the planet, and those places must relate to each other in some way or other. The state 
system is a way of politically organizing populated territory, a distinctive kind of terri-
torial political organization, based on numerous national governments that are legally 
independent of each other. To understand the significance of IR, it is necessary to grasp 
what living in states basically involves. What does it imply? How important is it? How 
should we think about it? This book is centrally concerned with these questions and 
especially with the last one. The chapters that follow deal with various answers to that 
fundamental question. This chapter examines the core historical subject matter of IR: 



STUDYING IR6

the evolution of the state system and the changing contemporary world of states. History 
is important because states and the state system had to come into existence, had to be a 
practical reality, before they could be studied theoretically. It is also important because 
it shows us that IR as a discipline largely generalizes from the European state system 
that eventually became the first global state system in history (Buzan and Lawson 2015; 
see Chapter 11).

Why study IR? To begin to respond to that question, it may be helpful to examine 
our everyday life as citizens of particular states to see what we generally expect from 
a state. There are at least five basic social values that states are usually expected to 
uphold: security, freedom, order, justice, and welfare (see Figure 1.1). These are social 
values that are so fundamental to human well-being that they must be protected or 
ensured in some way. That could be by social organizations other than the state, e.g., by 
families, clans, ethnic or religious organizations, villages, or cities. In the modern era, 
however, the state has usually been the leading institution in that regard: it is expected 
to ensure these basic values. For example, people generally assume the state should 
underwrite the value of security, which involves the protection of individual citizens and 
the people as a whole from internal and external threats. That is a fundamental concern 
or interest of states. However, the very existence of independent states affects the value 
of security; we live in a world of many states, almost all of which are armed at least to 
some degree and some of which are major military powers. Thus, states can both defend 
and threaten people’s security. That paradox of the state system is usually referred to as 
the ‘security dilemma’. In other words, just like any other human organization, states pre-
sent problems as well as provide solutions.

Most states are likely to be cooperative, non-threatening, and peace-loving most of 
the time. But some states may be hostile and aggressive at times and there is no world 
government to constrain them. That poses a basic and age-old problem of state systems: 
national security. To respond to that problem, most states possess armed forces. Military 
power is usually considered a necessity so that states can coexist and deal with each 
other without being intimidated or subjugated. Today there exist a number of countries 
without armed forces (including microstates such as Andorra, island states such as 
Samoa, and Central American states such as Costa Rica and Panama), so military power 
is not a defining attribute of a state. But unarmed states are extremely rare in the his-
tory of the state system. That is a basic fact of the state system of which we should never 

FIGURE 1.1 Five basic social values
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