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Hedley Bull The Anarchical Society

Hedley Bull The Anarchical Society: An In-Depth Analysis of International Order and
Sovereignty Hedley Bull's The Anarchical Society is a seminal work in the field of international
relations, offering profound insights into how order is maintained in a world without a central
governing authority. This book, published in 1977, explores the delicate balance between anarchy
and order in the international system, emphasizing the importance of international society, norms,
and institutions. In this article, we will delve into the core concepts of Hedley Bull's The Anarchical
Society, analyze its significance in IR theory, and examine its relevance in contemporary global
politics.

Introduction to Hedley Bull and the Concept of Anarchy

Who Was Hedley Bull?

Hedley Bull (1932–1985) was a distinguished British international relations scholar and professor at
the London School of Economics. His work significantly contributed to the development of English
School theory, which seeks to understand international relations through the lens of society and
shared norms among states. Bull's approach emphasizes the importance of international society in
fostering order amid anarchy.

Understanding Anarchy in International Relations

In international relations, anarchy refers to the absence of a supreme authority above sovereign
states. Unlike domestic societies governed by laws and institutions, the international system lacks
a central authority, leading to a condition of disorder or chaos. Despite this, Bull argues that order
can still be maintained through a set of shared norms, rules, and institutions that form an
international society.

The Core Themes of Hedley Bull’s The Anarchical Society

1. The Concept of International Society

Bull posits that even in an anarchic international system, states form a society based on shared
interests, rules, and institutions. This international society is characterized by:

Common interests in security, trade, and diplomacy1.
Shared norms such as sovereignty, non-intervention, and respect for treaties2.
Institutions like the United Nations, international courts, and diplomatic practices3.

The existence of such a society helps regulate state behavior, mitigate conflicts, and promote



stability.

2. The Balance Between Power and Justice

Bull emphasizes the tension inherent in international relations between:

Power: The pursuit of national interests and military strength1.
Justice: The adherence to rules and norms that promote fairness2.

He advocates for a pluralist approach, recognizing that power politics coexist with moral norms,
and that international society persists through a balance of these forces.

3. The Role of International Law and Institutions

Bull underscores the importance of international law and institutions in maintaining order. While
acknowledging their limitations, he highlights their role in:

Providing predictability and stability in state interactions1.
Facilitating cooperation on issues such as human rights, environmental protection, and conflict2.
resolution

He argues that these mechanisms are vital for the persistence of international society.

Major Theoretical Perspectives in The Anarchical Society

Hedley Bull's work is often associated with the English School of international relations, which
blends perspectives from realism and liberalism. The book delineates three main perspectives:

1. The Hobbesian Perspective

- Focuses on the inherent conflict and competition among states - Emphasizes the importance of
power and security - Sees anarchy as a source of perpetual conflict

2. The Grotian Perspective

- Recognizes the existence of international law and institutions - Emphasizes cooperation and
order-building - Sees society among states as a means to prevent chaos

3. The Kantian Perspective

- Advocates for moral principles, international democracy, and global peace - Highlights the
potential for a peaceful, cooperative world order Bull's synthesis suggests that the international
system is a complex mixture of these perspectives, and that international society is sustained
through the interplay of power, law, and moral norms.
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Implications of The Anarchical Society for Contemporary
International Relations

1. The Persistence of International Society Today

Despite the challenges posed by globalization, rising powers, and transnational threats, the
principles outlined by Bull remain relevant. International norms around sovereignty, non-
intervention, and human rights continue to shape state behavior.

2. Challenges to the International Society

Modern issues highlight limitations and tensions:

Great power rivalries and shifts in global influence1.
Failures of international institutions to prevent conflicts (e.g., Syria, Ukraine)2.
Emergence of non-state actors, such as multinational corporations, terrorist groups, and NGOs3.

These factors test the resilience of the international society Bull describes.

3. The Role of International Law and Institutions in the 21st
Century

Institutions like the United Nations, World Trade Organization, and International Criminal Court are
central to maintaining order, but face criticism regarding their effectiveness and legitimacy. Bull’s
analysis encourages ongoing efforts to strengthen these mechanisms and uphold shared norms.

Critiques and Limitations of The Anarchical Society

While influential, Bull’s theory has faced various critiques:

Over-idealization of international norms and institutions1.
Underestimation of the persistent conflict and power struggles among states2.
Limited applicability in cases of failed or fragile states3.

Some scholars argue that the international society is fragile and often subordinate to power
politics, challenging Bull’s optimistic view.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Hedley Bull’s The
Anarchical Society

Hedley Bull’s The Anarchical Society remains a foundational text in understanding how order is
maintained in a world lacking a central authority. It highlights the importance of shared norms,
institutions, and the complex coexistence of power and morality in international relations. As the



global community faces new challenges—from climate change to cyber warfare—Bull’s insights
continue to inform debates on international cooperation and the prospects for a peaceful, stable
world order. By recognizing the persistent role of international society, Bull’s work underscores the
potential for constructive engagement among states, even amid the enduring realities of anarchy.
His synthesis of realism, liberalism, and normative approaches provides a nuanced framework for
understanding contemporary international politics and offers guidance for fostering a more stable
and just global order. Keywords: Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society, international relations,
international order, anarchy, international society, international law, global politics, sovereignty,
international institutions, English School, world order

Hedley Bull and the Anarchical Society: A Comprehensive Analysis of International Order

In the landscape of international relations theory, few works have had as profound an impact as
Hedley Bull's The Anarchical Society. This seminal book, published in 1977, offers a nuanced
exploration of how order persists in a world characterized by anarchy—the absence of a central
authority governing states. Bull's work stands as a cornerstone in the English School of IR theory,
bridging the gap between realism and liberalism by emphasizing the importance of shared norms,
institutions, and a sense of order amidst the chaos of international politics. Understanding The
Anarchical Society is essential for anyone seeking to grasp the complexities of global governance,
the nature of state interactions, and the enduring quest for order in an inherently anarchic system.

Introduction to Hedley Bull and the Context of the Book

Who Was Hedley Bull?

Hedley Bull (1932–1985) was a distinguished British international relations scholar and professor at
the University of Oxford. His academic pursuits centered around the ideas of order, sovereignty,
and the norms that underpin international society. Bull's perspective diverged from strict realist
orthodoxy, emphasizing the role of shared values and institutions in maintaining stability among
states.

The Significance of The Anarchical Society

Published in 1977, The Anarchical Society responded to the dominant paradigms of its
time—mainly realism—that viewed international relations as a perpetual struggle for power and
survival. Bull argued that despite the lack of a world government, a "society of states" exists,
governed by a set of rules, norms, and institutions that foster order and cooperation. His work
challenged the assumption that anarchy inevitably leads to chaos, instead proposing that order can
and does emerge through shared practices.

Core Concepts in The Anarchical Society

The Nature of Anarchy

At the heart of Bull's analysis is the concept of anarchy—the absence of a central authority
overseeing international actors. Unlike domestic societies, where governments enforce laws, the



© qr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com Hedley Bull The Anarchical Society 5

international system operates without a world sovereign. This fundamental characteristic shapes
all interactions among states and other actors.

International Society vs. International System

Bull distinguishes between the international system and the international society:

International System: A collection of states operating in proximity but with minimal interaction or1.
shared norms.
International Society: A subset of the system where states share common interests, rules, and2.
institutions, leading to a degree of order and cooperation.

The Principles of International Society

Bull identifies five core principles that underpin the international society of states:

Respect for Sovereign Equality: All states possess equal sovereignty and legal independence.1.
Respect for International Law: States abide by agreed-upon rules and norms.2.
Non-Intervention: States refrain from interfering in the domestic affairs of others.3.
Fulfillment of Agreements: States honor treaties and commitments.4.
Respect for Human Rights and Justice: An emerging norm influencing state behavior.5.

These principles serve as the foundation for order and stability, even in an anarchic environment.

The Role of International Law and Institutions

International Law as a Framework

Bull emphasizes that international law functions as a set of rules that regulate state behavior,
providing predictability and stability. While not enforcing authority like domestic law, international
law creates expectations that states generally follow to maintain order.

International Institutions

Institutions such as the United Nations, World Trade Organization, and various regional bodies
serve to facilitate cooperation, provide forums for dialogue, and help uphold norms. Bull argues
that these institutions are vital in transforming anarchy into a manageable order.

Limitations and Challenges

Despite their importance, institutions lack coercive power and are dependent on the voluntary
compliance of states. Bull notes that the effectiveness of institutions hinges on the shared interests
and norms of the international society.

The Balance of Power and Security

The Realist Perspective

Bull acknowledges the importance of balance of power as a mechanism to prevent dominance by
any single state, thereby maintaining stability. Realists see power dynamics as central to



understanding international order.

The English School View

While recognizing the importance of power, Bull and the English School argue that moral
considerations and shared norms also play a crucial role. The balance of power is complemented
by diplomatic practices and mutual understandings.

Security and the Preservation of Order

Security is a primary concern, prompting states to develop alliances, military capabilities, and
diplomatic relations to prevent conflict. Bull discusses how the concept of deterrence and collective
security contribute to stability.

Challenges to the International Society

Anarchy and Conflict

Despite norms and institutions, the international society faces persistent threats:

Violations of sovereignty1.
Violent conflicts and wars2.
Non-compliance with international law3.

Bull emphasizes that these challenges test the resilience of the society of states but also reinforce
the importance of norms to prevent chaos.

Transnational Actors and Non-State Entities

The rise of multinational corporations, NGOs, and terrorist organizations complicates the traditional
state-centric model. Bull's framework primarily focuses on states, but he acknowledges the need to
adapt to these new actors.

The Evolution of International Society

From Westphalia to the Modern Era

Bull traces the development of the international society from the Peace of Westphalia (1648),
which established sovereignty, through to contemporary efforts to manage global threats like
climate change, pandemics, and terrorism.

The Role of Morality and Justice

Over time, norms related to human rights and humanitarian intervention have gained prominence,
expanding the scope of the international society beyond mere state interests.

The Future of International Society

Bull remains optimistic that shared norms and institutions can adapt to new challenges,
maintaining order in an increasingly complex world.

Critical Perspectives and Legacy
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Strengths of Bull's Framework

Balances realism and liberalism1.
Emphasizes the importance of norms and institutions2.
Provides a comprehensive understanding of order beyond power politics3.

Criticisms and Limitations

Overly optimistic about the efficacy of international law1.
Underestimates the persistence of anarchy and conflict2.
Insufficiently addresses non-state actors and transnational issues3.

Influence on International Relations

Hedley Bull's The Anarchical Society remains a foundational text in the English School, influencing
scholars and policymakers alike. It underscores that while anarchy is a defining characteristic, it
does not doom the international system to chaos—order is maintained through shared norms,
institutions, and the ongoing pursuit of justice.

Conclusion: The Continuing Relevance of The Anarchical Society

In a world where global interdependence grows and new challenges emerge, Hedley Bull's insights
into how order persists amidst anarchy remain profoundly relevant. His emphasis on shared norms,
legal frameworks, and the importance of a "society of states" provides a nuanced perspective that
continues to inform debates on international cooperation, sovereignty, and global governance. The
Anarchical Society invites scholars and practitioners to recognize that peace and stability are not
merely products of power but are also rooted in the collective commitment to shared principles and
the ongoing effort to uphold an international society.

In summary, Hedley Bull’s The Anarchical Society offers a rich, layered understanding of how order
is created and sustained in a system devoid of a central authority. Its insights remain essential for
comprehending the complexities of international relations in the 21st century.

Questions & Answers About hedley bull the anarchical
society

No Question Answer

1 Who was Hedley Bull and what is
his significance in international
relations?

Hedley Bull was a prominent British scholar of
international relations, best known for his work 'The
Anarchical Society,' where he analyzed how order is
maintained among states in an anarchic international
system.



2 What is the main thesis of
Hedley Bull's 'The Anarchical
Society'?

Bull argues that despite the lack of a central authority in
international politics, states and other actors establish a
framework of norms, rules, and institutions to create
order and manage conflicts within an anarchic system.

3 How does Hedley Bull define
'international society' in his
book?

Bull defines 'international society' as a group of states
that, while sovereign and independent, share common
interests, values, and rules that facilitate cooperation and
stability in their relations.

4 What are the key concepts
introduced by Hedley Bull in
'The Anarchical Society'?

Key concepts include sovereignty, the balance of power,
international law, diplomacy, and the role of institutions
in maintaining order among states.

5 How does Hedley Bull
differentiate between 'anarchy'
and 'international society'?

Bull distinguishes 'anarchy' as the absence of a central
global authority, while 'international society' refers to the
organized practices and norms that states adhere to
despite this lack of hierarchy.

6 In what ways does Hedley Bull's
'The Anarchical Society'
influence contemporary
international relations theory?

Bull's work has shaped neorealism and liberalism by
emphasizing the importance of norms, rules, and
institutions, highlighting that order can be achieved even
in an anarchic system through cooperation and shared
values.

7 What criticisms have been
raised against Hedley Bull's 'The
Anarchical Society'?

Critics argue that Bull overemphasizes the role of norms
and institutions, and underestimates the persistent
power struggles and conflicts that challenge international
order in the real world.

8 How does Hedley Bull address
the concept of power in
international society?

Bull recognizes power as a fundamental element but
emphasizes that it operates within a framework of rules
and norms that regulate state behavior and prevent
conflict escalation.

9 What relevance does Hedley
Bull's 'The Anarchical Society'
have in today's globalized
world?

The book remains relevant as it explains how
international norms, institutions like the UN, and
diplomatic practices help manage global challenges
despite ongoing conflicts and power rivalries.

10 How does Hedley Bull's analysis
compare with other international
relations theories like realism
and liberalism?

Bull's analysis bridges realism and liberalism by
acknowledging the importance of power and interests
(realism) while emphasizing the role of norms, rules, and
institutions (liberalism) in maintaining international order.

international relations, sovereignty, balance of power, international order, realism, liberalism,
power politics, anarchy, international society, diplomacy
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