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Introduction:
Why a history of International Relations 
theory?

Why? The first short answer is: because the past has shaped the present. In order 
to understand the present states of world affairs, we need to know about the past 
events that shaped the nations, the states and the international system that we live 
in. The second short answer is: because the past has shaped the way we think and 
talk about the present. Thus, we also need to know how past events have shaped our 
perceptions. For the concepts we use, the theories we employ echo with experiences 
from the past. A reasonable grasp on the past is necessary to understand not only 
present international relations but also the way we have come to think and talk and 
theorize about these relations. 

This double truism raises a double question: how, precisely, do we talk, think and 
theorize about the past? And what is it that distinguishes International Relations 
scholars from anybody else who talks and thinks about international politics? Briefly 
put, International Relations scholars are, first, active members of an academic 
community. Second, they obey a scientific methodology. Third, they are self-
conscious about theory and about their place in a long theoretical tradition. This 
book is about this third distinction; it discusses the theoretical tradition that Inter-
national Relations scholars self-consciously draw on. It argues that it goes quite far 
back. Also, it argues that theories are always shaped by the events of their times. 

This book assumes a generous definition of the academic International Relations 
community. It assumes that this community of scholars is not limited to its present 
members. It also includes traders, soldiers, scholars and statesmen of the past. 
These were people who studied wealth, war, peace and power, who reported their 
assessments of international interaction, and who identified patterns and regulari-
ties in human interaction on the grand scale.1

It is an assumption of the book that these authors discussed international issues 
in order to better understand the events of their own time. Their theories tend to 
reflect questions and concerns of their own age. During the 1950s, US scholars 
were concerned about the Soviet build-up of nuclear missiles and developed game 
theory and theories of nuclear deterrence. During the 1960s, when politicians and 
activists were concerned with decolonization and with the fate of the increasing 

MUP_Knutsen_Printer.indd   1 19/01/2016   10:46



Introduction

2

number of newly independent states, they constructed theories to explain the 
poverty of these new states and to assess their chances of economic and political 
development.

Another assumption of the book is that scholars who address the concerns of their 
times tend to formulate their arguments in concepts and terms they have inherited 
from the past – whether they know it or not. John Maynard Keynes famously noted 
that knowledge about past debates is the hallmark of scholarship. Practical men, 
he noted famously, who care little about theories and old debates and ‘who believe 
themselves to be exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves to 
some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are 
distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back’ (Keynes 
1936, p. 383). 

It is often said that even the most original theorist stands on the shoulders of 
others. There are people who disagree and who think that they are under no one’s 
influence and who renounce all traditions. Such people, Keynes suggests, are no 
true theorists, and their insistence will simply reveal ignorance about whose shoul-
ders they stand on. And if they do, in fact, stand on no shoulders at all, they 
are unlikely to see very far and unlikely to contribute much to their chosen field. 
Writers who are independent of any ‘republic of letters’ and unconnected to its 
conversations are unlikely to add anything of scientific value. 

This book reports on conversations of the past. Most of the people discussed 
here are long dead. Some of them may be defunct. But most of them have raised 
issues which have contributed to the way we talk and think and write about interna-
tional relations today. Take the example of the nineteenth-century Scottish lawyer 
James Lorimer who argued some 150 years ago that any system composed of sover-
eign states is ‘anarchical’ in nature. ‘Anarchy’, however, must not be confused with 
chaos, continued Lorimer (1877). For anarchic systems tend to develop ordering 
mechanisms. In the case of the international anarchy, one such mechanism is the 
‘balance of power’. Another is that of ‘interdependence’. These two mechanisms 
curtail the sovereignty of states and harness the anarchy of the system. To make 
the world even more orderly – to curtail the sovereignty of states even more – 
Lorimer proposed a third mechanism: namely, institutions of law which would 
regulate state behaviour through norms and generally accepted rules. Lorimer, in 
other words, formulated some of the most basic arguments of modern International 
Relations. He would have been a celebrated member of the International Relations 
Hall of Fame – if his arguments had not been so totally forgotten. No one cites 
Lorimer today. Yet, his insights are central to International Relations theory. They 
are, however, regularly attributed to other scholars who have waxed more recently 
on concepts like ‘interstate system’, ‘anarchy’, ‘balance of power’, ‘interdepend-
ence’ and ‘institutions of order’. 

IR, in other words, is not among those academic fields which are distinguished 
by a steady accumulation of knowledge. James Lorimer has, like many other Inter-
national Relations authors of the past, relapsed into total darkness. Then there 
are International Relations authors who are not entirely forgotten but who have 
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slid into partial oblivion. They live the life of the undead. Their texts are twilight 
classics, whose arguments are surrounded by myth and misunderstanding. One of 
these is Norman Angell, who warned against the threat of impending catastrophe 
on the eve of World War I. He began his most famous book, The Great Illusion 
[1910], with a warning: namely, that growing tension among Europe’s Great Powers 
made war likely. And if war should break out, Angell continued, the result would 
be an unprecedented nightmare of slaughter and mass starvation. Four years later 
the Great War broke out. Proving Angell right. 

The Great Illusion was built around the idea of interdependence – although 
Angell did not seem to recognize that his argument rested on the reinvention 
of Lorimer’s idea. Angell’s argument, published in 1910, is part of mainstream 
International Relations theory today – although Angell’s name is rarely noted. The 
concept of interdependence was revived or reinvented by others more than half a 
century later. Today, if Angell is recalled at all, he is often ridiculed for having been 
wrong; his original message is regularly twisted into its opposite and confused with 
somebody else’s claim that war had become impossible (Knutsen 2012). 

IR history is replete with such oversights and misinterpretations. Instead of 
building on old insights and continuing old conversations, International Relations 
scholars have too often followed fads and fashions. Easy prey to the pressures of 
current events, International Relations has too often leaped at new questions, 
dropping old issues and leaving them behind to fade into oblivion – only to reinvent 
them decades later when new questions demand new approaches. Jean Bodin [1566] 
is not much invoked today; yet his discussion of the nature of ‘sovereignty’ still 
echoes through International Relations discussions.2 Benedict Spinoza [1670] is 
rarely referred to, yet it was he (not Thomas Hobbes) who developed the concept of 
the ‘state of nature’ into a theory of interstate relations. William Robertson [1769] 
had a big impact in his time but is not much noted today, although he developed 
the modern ‘balance-of-power’ theory which is still used by International Relations 
Realists. 

This book will recall some of these authors – pulling some of them out of the 
twilight of oblivion and adding a small measure of accumulation to counteract the 
attention-deficit disorder of the discipline. It will seek to recall these authors in 
their proper context. For International Relations theories, as suggested above, tend 
to emerge as responses to pressing questions asked in troubled times. When times 
change – when the troubles settle (or, more likely, when they are replaced by others) 
– and the questions are no longer pressing, the old responses may fade away. Or they 
may live their own life and shape perceptions and theories of some diligent author. 

On ‘Theory’

What is a ‘theory’? It is hard to find a straight definition of the term. Here a ‘theory’ 
is seen as a conjectural answer to a question. A good theory is a well-reasoned and 
speculative explanation for a particular phenomenon. Theories bring enlighten-
ment and understanding to an issue. To theorize is to imagine with an intention to 
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understand. International Relations theories are mental constructs which help us 
make some sense out of the apparently disjointed events on the world scene. 

Scholars have written about wars for hundreds of years in an effort to account for 
their origins, understand their nature and gauge their outcomes. Efforts to explain 
the outbreak of war (and also to identify the preconditions of peace) constitute a 
thick, red thread in the history of International Relations.

Some theories explain; they account for events and circumstances. Others 
prescribe; they produce guidelines for moral action. The focus of this book is on 
explanatory theories. 

In principle there is a clear line of distinction between explanatory theory and 
prescriptive theory.2 On the one hand are theories which are anchored in empirical 
knowledge about the past and which, through the mustering of factual, publicly 
available evidence, account for the way the world works. On the other are theories 
which are informed by value judgements and which prescribe how the world ought 
to be (and often add a discussion on how we ought to behave in order to move the 
world closer to the way it ought to be).

In practice it is hard to keep the two types of judgement apart. The ‘law of 
supply and demand’ is a powerful economic theory; the sweeping claim that the 
free market is the most efficient allocator of scarce resources is an ideological propo-
sition. The distinction between theory and ideology is not always clear.

On ‘International Relations’

It has been observed that speculation about the state goes back to antiquity, whereas 
speculation about relations among states goes back little further than to World 
War I. This book disputes this observation. It argues that scholars, soldiers and 
statesmen have, in fact, speculated about the relations among states since the 
modern state emerged four or five centuries ago. 

The scientific study of international relations is relatively recent – indeed the very 
word ‘international’ appeared only in the late eighteenth century.3 No long, clear 
and obvious tradition of international enquiry and speculation can be discerned 
before that, ‘except dimly and obscured’ (Wight 1991, p. 1). The first parts of this 
book seek to bring these speculations out of obscurity. They identify the major 
concepts and themes of these speculations, note when they emerged and how they 
were defined. These early phases of the tradition of International Relations are 
located in that part of Western history which is bracketed by the Renaissance and 
the Italian Wars on one side and by World War I on the other. These phases have 
been shaken and shaped by largescale war – by the Italian wars, the wars of Louis 
XIV, the Napoleonic Wars and World War I. Especially by World War I: for whereas 
previous wars triggered discussions on war, peace and international relations, only 
World War I produced ‘the science of international politics’ (Carr 2001). It gave 
the tradition a major jolt, a new emphasis, a higher popular profile, a new selfcon-
sciousness, a mission and new institutions to help carry out that mission. It shaped 
the modern science of International Relations. 
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Where can we find the most salient speculations about relations among states? 
Most immediately, we find them in the tradition of political theory. For, while 
speculating about the state, many political theorists have also speculated about 
relations among states. Sometimes these speculations have been brief ‘asides’ – as 
in Hobbes’s remark about how sovereign rulers are ‘in the state and posture of 
Gladiators; having their weapons pointing and their eyes fixed upon one another’ 
(Hobbes 1951, pp. 187f). At other times they have been spelled out in great length 
– as in Machiavelli’s History of Florence, in Rousseau’s discussion of ‘Perpetual 
Peace’, and in Hume’s treatise on ‘the Balance of Power’. Observation of and specu-
lation about international politics are found in other places, as well: diplomatic 
missives, advice to heads of state, autobiographies of statesmen and stateswomen, 
letters of soldiers, deliberations of theologians, and texts on international law – 
especially texts on international law – are rich sources for a historical reconstruc-
tion of International Relations theory.4 

The chief problem of this study is not that there are too few sources, but that 
there are too many. To simplify the selection and the analysis of the sources, and 
to facilitate the presentation of the argument, this book reduces the sources to 
manageable proportions in several ways. Most importantly, it provides a narrow 
definition of its object – that is, the tradition of International Relations theory. 
Also, its primary focus is on the sovereign state. Although economic theories are 
sometimes discussed to complete the account, the main focus is trained on interac-
tions among sovereign states. Concerns about war and military capabilities of states 
are emphasized. 

This restriction of focus has a high cost: it limits the study in time and space. It 
makes the ‘state’ the primary object of the discussion and ‘sovereignty’ the primary 
concept. The two are intimately intertwined through modern history. By the ‘state’ 
is meant the territorial state – an independent political community ‘which possesses 
a government and asserts sovereignty in relation to a particular portion of the 
earth’s surface and a particular segment of the human population’ (Bull 1977, p. 8). 
This ‘state’ emerged out of the tumultuous interaction in Western Europe, which 
gives the present study a geographical limitation: it is inordinately preoccupied 
with Western events and with European theorists. 

By ‘sovereignty’ is understood the ultimate source of legitimate authority over 
the state. This understanding of sovereignty has constituted the core concern in the 
long tradition of political science. Whereas economics has been organized around 
the problematic of ‘wealth’, philology around ‘language’ and medicine around the 
‘health’ of the body, political science has been organized around the problematic 
of ‘sovereignty’. 

On International Relations theory

International Relations deals with human behaviour in the largest of all social 
groups: the international society. This society has two characteristic features 
which distinguish it from other human groups. First – most obviously but also 
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most overlooked – membership in the international society is obligatory. Most 
other human societies offer, in principle at least, voluntary membership; individual 
members can leave if they want to, and the ultimate sanction which can be applied 
to individuals who refuse to obey the rules of sociability is expulsion. It is a peculiar 
nature of international society that membership in it is compulsory. No state can 
alter its geographic location; no territory can be made to go away. 

Second, international society is governed by no ultimate authority. Many 
proposals have been made to organize a world government, yet no true world legis-
lature exists which makes rules and laws that emphasize the solidaric and sociable 
side of human interaction. Although there exists an elaborate body of international 
law, there is neither a global legislator nor an executive power authorized to enforce 
these laws. In domestic society, laws and sanctions are devised and applied by polit-
ical institutions which act in the name of society – domestic society has legislative 
and executive institutions, represented by a prime minister, a president or a king. 
International society has no such supreme institution (Lorimer 1877). Theories 
about international society distinguish themselves from other political theories by 
being preoccupied with human behaviour in a ‘state of nature’ or in an anarchical 
society (Bull 1977). 

The evolution of International Relations theory

The absence of a supreme authority does not mean that human sociability is 
removed from international society altogether, as some authors maintain. Rather, 
it means that the sociable nature of humanity is deemphasized and that allowances 
are made for a larger share of egotistical, unilateral behaviour. The traditional way 
to justify this greater allowance of egotism is to emphasize the concept of sover-
eignty. Modern International Relations has been dominated by the twin notion of 
the presence and the absence of sovereignty. Applied to relations within states, this 
involves the belief that there is a final and absolute authority in society. Applied to 
relations among states, it expresses the antithesis of this belief – that is, the principle 
that internationally, over and above a collection of societies, no supreme authority 
exists. With the concept of sovereignty as its fulcrum, International Relations has 
traditionally been preoccupied with the dichotomies of ‘war’, and ‘peace’, ‘anarchy’ 
and ‘order’. 

When did scholars and statesmen and stateswomen begin to speculate about 
sovereign states and about the nature of their interaction? It is useful to distin-
guish between two phases in the development of International Relations theory. 
The first phase involves the emergence of the basic terms of the discourse – such 
as the modern concept of the ‘state’ and notions of an interstate ‘system’ and of 
a ‘balance of power’. Part I of the book is entitled ‘Preludes’. It covers this early, 
pre-theoretical phase in two chapters. Chapter 1 discusses the growth of states and 
the unique political system in Western Europe during the course of the Middle 
Ages. Several observers noted this development and wrote about it. Most of them 
were theologians – like Thomas Aquinas, Pierre Dubois and Marsiglio of Padua. In 
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these early phases it is hard to assess the quality of their analysis. It is for example 
hard to say when empirical observations end and theological speculation begins. 

Chapter 2 covers Europe in the ‘long sixteenth century’. It presents a more 
secular age in which Renaissance discoveries in space (the Americas) and rediscov-
eries in time (the past cultures of ancient Greece and Rome) altered the traditional 
precepts of geography, history and social order. This chapter notes how these discov-
eries challenged the medieval outlook. It argues that it was during this crowded 
and tumultuous era that the key concepts of International Relations theorizing like 
‘state’ and ‘sovereignty’ found their first secular definitions. Major contributors to 
this formative first phase were Iberian lawyers like Vitoria and Italian civil servants 
like Machiavelli and Guicciardini. 

Part II of the book is entitled ‘Philosophies of war and peace’. It covers the 
second main phase in the development of International Relations theory – which 
stretches from the Renaissance and the Reformation on the one hand to the Second 
Industrial Revolution and World War I on the other. This phase is covered in four 
chapters. They present the continued discussion of concepts like ‘state’ and ‘sover-
eignty’ and their inclusion in larger, explanatory frameworks of order. 

Chapter 3 begins with the scientific innovations of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries and the evolution of modern, rational approaches to the world. Specula-
tions about international relations were now included in larger, secular systems 
of thought. Jean Bodin made an important contribution by clarifying the central 
concept of ‘sovereignty’. Also, he initiated a discussion about the  interaction 
between sovereign actors that was continued by later thinkers – like Gentili and 
Hobbes. 

Chapter 4 covers the seventeenth century. It is a long and dense chapter and 
saturated with conceptual innovations we recognize as modern. It begins with 
the Thirty Years War which sees the growth of the modern European states and 
the concepts and theories of modern politics. The chapter discusses international 
relations in the age of absolutism. At its centre stands a portrait of Thomas Hobbes. 
He was hardly the first theorist to apply the concept of a social contract to describe 
relations between sovereign princes; but he was the first to use the modern concept 
of a precontractual state of nature as an analogy to interstate relations. The chapter 
then shows how Benedict Spinoza elaborated on Hobbes’s concept of the state of 
nature and applied it to relations among sovereign states in a lawless world. 

Other authors were taken aback by the bleak image drawn by Hobbes and 
Spinoza. The chapter shows how Émeric Crucé protested their pessimistic vision of 
international politics as red in tooth and claw and how he painted a more optimistic 
picture of international interaction that emphasized co-operation and harmony 
among rational individuals. Still other seventeenth-century theorists struck a 
middle position between the pessimism of Hobbes and the optimism of Crucé. The 
chapter singles out Hugo Grotius among them. He recognized that international 
interaction takes place in a lawless environment but argued that order could be much 
improved if rulers could agree on a common codex of international law derived from 
human reason, common interest and past habits of peaceful interaction. 
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This seventeenth-century optimism also informs Chapter 5, which presents the 
theories of the European Enlightenment. Its main visions of international inter-
action were built around a basic, mechanical view of human society. This view 
was inspired by the celestial model of Isaac Newton and found its typical expres-
sion in the early balanceofpower theories. This chapter begins with a discussion of 
John Locke. It continues with Émeric Vattel who expanded on Locke’s theory and 
applied it to international relations. It devotes several pages to the social philosophy 
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a complex character who is rich in contrasts and whose 
theories of perpetual peace have inspired generations of subsequent International 
Relations thinkers. The chapter ends with discussions of how Enlightenment 
theories of peace and order were received in Europe (by Hume, Smith, Bentham 
and Kant) and in America (by Paine, Franklin, Hamilton and Madison) where they 
evolved into the theory of a peaceful federation of states. 

If eighteenth-century theories were built around a mechanical vision of self-
equilibrium, then nineteenth-century theories introduced an organic image of 
‘progress’ or ‘evolution’. Chapter 6 first shows how international interaction was 
altered by the economic innovations of England’s Industrial Revolution and by 
the political ideals of the American and French Revolutions. The Enlightenment 
universalism of the revolutionaries triggered local and particularist reactions on the 
Continent. They fired up the modern idea of nationalism and of entire systems of 
political thought – most prominent among them were the ideologies of liberalism 
and radicalism and, after the excesses of the French Revolution, conservatism. The 
ways in which these impulses altered political thought and International Relations 
theory is here conveyed through the ideas of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. 

Part III, entitled ‘The classic age of International Relations’, discusses a more 
mature phase in which International Relations is established as a ‘science of inter-
national politics’ (Carr 2001 [1939], p. 3). The transition from a ‘philosophy of war 
and peace’ to a ‘science of international politics’ was not marked by a sudden rupture 
but by evolution over time; much like the material evolution, in fact, from modern 
history to contemporary history. This transition took place during the course of the 
nineteenth century and involved two ‘industrial revolutions’. It also involved the 
development of new social sciences and new social theories. Chapter 7 shows how 
the growth of industrialism made the West richer and more powerful than the rest 
of the world. A widening gap of wealth and power opened up between the West and 
the rest – which, interacting with nationalism, paved the way for a wave of Western 
imperialist expansion towards century’s end. The International Relations theories 
which emerged during the final decades of the nineteenth century were deeply 
marked by these developments – and by Darwin’s theories of evolution.

Chapter 8 shows how a ‘science of international politics’, which had been 
prepared for centuries, finally emerged under the impact of World War I. The 
birth of International Relations was induced by academics who looked for ways to 
establish a lasting peace and by diplomats who prepared for a major conference to 
establish a robust, new world order. The new discipline was at first dominated by 
the mental furniture of the nineteenth century; in particular by the liberal inter-
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nationalism of the Anglo-American peace movement, expressed by members of 
the British Foreign Office and by the US President Woodrow Wilson. But these 
theories were soon challenged by arguments formulated by strong, illiberal leaders 
on the Continent, such as Vladimir Lenin and, later, Adolf Hitler. This chapter 
ends with a discussion of Hitler and the ways in which he reorganized the German 
state, seduced the German nation and launched a war of imperial expansion.

Chapter 9 emphasizes the importance of individual statesmen. It begins with 
a description of Hitler and his bio-nationalist programme of racial purity. It 
continues with the ways in which Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin worked to contain 
Hitler and destroy his Reich. The chapter then shows how their vast effort to stop 
Nazi Germany exhausted Europe and its old interstate system. In the wake of the 
war, the USA emerged as the wealthiest and the most powerful state in the world, 
with a monopoly of the atomic bomb and with dominance over the political and 
financial institutions of the world. These events – Hitler’s rise and the war to defeat 
him – shaped the International Relations scholarship of the age, as indicated by the 
dominance of Realist theories. This chapter singles out the influential work of Hans 
Morgenthau for special attention. 

Chapter 10 begins with America’s success in establishing a new order on the 
Western world. It then moves into a discussion of the limits of America’s postwar 
influence by noting how the USA was counterbalanced by the Soviet Union. The 
US–Soviet rivalry over central Europe grew tense and then spread to all of Europe. 
Then it spread to the Middle East and to Asia. By 1950 an intense Great-Power 
rivalry encompassed most regions of the world, rendering the international system 
bipolar and affecting its workings for the next half-century. The chapter makes the 
point that theories of liberal internationalism evolved to explain relations among 
Western states, whereas Realist approaches dominated the discussions of super-
power relations. The chapter also notes that in this period, when US observers 
knew little about the inner workings of the USSR, the field of strategic studies 
emerged – a specialized sub-field in International Relations, which sprang out of 
Realism and was nourished by rational-actor models and game theory.

Chapter 11 opens with the changes that followed the outbreak of the Korean 
War and the death of Stalin. Both events affected the nature of the Cold War and 
influenced International Relations theory. The chapter discusses the beginning 
integration of Western Europe and the revival of liberal theories of interdepend-
ence. It also touches upon the new wars of liberation that broke out in the ‘Third 
World’ and the attending rise of radical theories of dependency. The chapter ends 
with an examination of two scholars who tried to systematize the expanding debates 
in scholarly International Relations. In London, Martin Wight organized Inter-
national Relations literature in terms of three approaches. In New York, Kenneth 
N. Waltz developed the notion of three levels of analysis. The conceptual schemes 
developed by Wight and Waltz greatly influenced International Relations for over 
a generation. 

Chapter 12 opens with the Cuban Missile Crisis. It demonstrated the dangerous 
nature of the unregulated superpower rivalry and convinced American and Soviet 
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leaders of the necessity to harness the nuclear arms race. At the same time, a new 
aspect of the Cold War opened up when rebels challenged Western colonial powers 
and demanded independence. The USSR began to systematically support Third 
World independence movements, whose anti-colonial struggles had an electric effect 
on students and scholars in the West. Many academics sympathized with the rebel 
cause and their sympathies were reflected in the rise of radical political theories. 

Radical theories, sparked by Third World rebellions, made a deep mark on 
International Relations theories from the late 1960s on – as discussed in Chapter 
12. Chapter 13 shows how the International Relations theories then changed; how 
revolutionary politics lost appeal whereas a revived brand of liberalism gained 
popularity. The change began in the West – first in Britain and then in the USA – 
and then quickly spread around the world. The economic logic of neo-liberalism 
affected International Relations theorizing deeply. Among other things, it provided 
a new, structural foundation for the Realist approach. This was the result of the 
work done, more than anyone, by Kenneth Waltz. This chapter discusses the struc-
tural approaches and pays special attention to the emergence of ‘structural realism’ 
or ‘neorealism’ during the 1970s. 

Part IV of the book – ‘A future history of International Relations’ – discusses 
the end of the Cold War and reviews some of the scholarly efforts to theorize about 
the post-Cold War world. Chapter 14 first recalls some of the events that led up 
to the collapse of the USSR in 1991. It then discusses the sentiment of triumph 
which washed across the West in the wake of the Soviet collapse. Post-Cold War 
International Relations was coloured by the Western view that the USSR had been 
defeated and that the West had emerged victorious with its liberal ideals vindicated. 
A wave of Neo-idealism swept across the Western world. It coloured the rhetoric 
of statesmen and stateswomen and affected the theories of scholars. It instilled in 
the West neo-liberal ideals of human rights, free trade, democratic rule and inter-
national law. The theory of ‘democratic peace’ resurfaced and rose to pre-eminence 
in the wake of the Soviet collapse, challenging the premises of structural realism. 

Chapter 15 brings the history of International Relations theory up to the twenty-
first century. It focuses in particular on the ideational aspects of globalization, on 
the neo-idealism of the post-Cold War age, the emergence of digital communica-
tions technology and its impact on ideologies and perceptions. The post-men and 
women – scholars who discussed post-structural theory, post-positivist method-
ology and the postmodern condition – are presented and discussed. A special point 
is made, first, of the ways in which philosophical investigations have been brought 
back into the discussions and, second, of a renewed interest in the history of Inter-
national Relations as a discipline – of which this present book is an example.

The purpose of the study 

This book discusses the theoretical tradition of International Relations. It argues 
that contributors to this tradition constitute a ‘community of scholars’ and that the 
tradition goes far back in time. It includes traders, soldiers, scholars and statesmen 
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of the past who have studied wealth, war, peace and power over the long haul. The 
tradition may stretch as far back as to antiquity. and among its earliest contributors 
are authors like Kautilya and Thucydides. 

Aristotle may also be counted among its early authors. He laid the foundation 
for a systematic study of politics with the proposition that the human being is by 
nature a political animal – a zoon politikon. Aristotle argued that attempts to derive 
knowledge about politics from the endowments and behaviour of human-beingsini-
solation are misguided. Human beings, Aristotle emphasized, cannot exist outside 
of a social context: ‘he who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because 
he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god’. 

Political theorists ever since have adopted Aristotle’s argument that political 
actors are influenced by the social context they inhabit. Increasingly, they have also 
accepted that the same maxim applies to political theorists: they, too, are affected by 
their time, shaped by their landscape and coloured by their culture. Their discourse 
is affected by the imagery and the mythology which surround them and which 
form their perceptions, their experience and their knowledge. As this social context 
changes – from one historical epoch to the next or from one culture to another – 
theorists are moulded in different forms and their speculations are given different 
modes and flavours. 

International Relations theory varies across space and time. And to trace the 
history of a subject matter which constantly undergoes mutations and transfor-
mations, as this book tries to do, is much like hunting chameleons. When Robert 
Heilbroner set out to write a brief history of capitalism, he faced this problem of 
the constant transformation of his subject matter. ‘It is helpful’, he observed, 

to approach this daunting task by reminding ourselves that understanding, expla-
nation and prediction are universal attributes of human experience, not achieve-
ments of social science – never complete, but rarely completely inadequate. They 
are attained in varying degrees in different social circumstances. Thus the problem 
for our consideration is not whether we can understand, explain or predict, at all 
... but the limits of our capacity to do so. (Heilbroner 1986, p. 180)

This book on the history of International Relations theory takes Heilbroner’s 
advice ad notam. International Relations (like other social-scientific disciplines) does 
not ‘evolve’ in the sense that it progresses by steadily accumulating new knowledge 
to a field of constantly confined subject matter. Consequently, the purpose of a 
survey cannot be to depict the evolution of International Relations Theory from 
its palaeological past and arrive at a mature, complete set of explanatory principles. 
Rather, the task is to engage with the vast ‘republic of letters’ and report on some 
of the ways in which past observers have sought to understand the nature and logic 
of international politics.
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Notes

 1 A more extensive discussion of these features is found in e.g. Moses and Knutsen 
(2012, pp. 183ff). The idea of a vast virtual community of scholars blazes through 
modern philosophy of knowledge from Pierre Bayle’s notion of a ‘republic of 
letters’ to Karl Popper’s (1979) idea of a ‘world 3’. 

 2 Niccolò Machiavelli (1961, p. 90) was among the first authors to draw this distinc-
tion; although David Hume (1955, pp. 26ff) may be the most famous. Hume’s 
sharp distinction has later been elaborated by others (see e.g. Popper 1963), and 
the debates which have regularly attended these elaborations have been extremely 
useful in defining the scientific core of social investigations.

 3 The word ‘international’ made its first appearance in Jeremy Bentham’s Principles 
of Morals and Legislation [1789]. Bentham was a great innovator of words; however 
most of his neologisms fell still born from the presses – words like phthanao-
paronomic (which referred to the abuse of an officer of the law) or polemo-tamieutic 
(which denoted sabotage of war materiel) never caught on. The word international, 
however, was a huge hit. And Bentham must have sensed the promise of the term, 
for he provides a footnote to explicitly mark its arrival. ‘The word international, it 
must be acknowledged, is a new one’, he boasts (Bentham 1948, p. 326). 

 4 Wight (1991, p. 1) recognized that the discipline of law carries a long and sustained 
tradition of International Relations theory. So did Bentham. He had no sooner 
invented the term ‘international’ than he sensed that it bore all the hallmarks of an 
instant hit, and defined it – in legal terms. The new term, he wrote, ‘is calculated 
to express, in a more significant way, the branch of law which goes commonly under 
the name of the law of nations’ (Bentham 1948, p. 326). 
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