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Barry Buzan has written a splendid introduction to the English School as a theoretical approach to   

the study of international relations. It presents the general theory of international society and many 

of its tools in a way that is accessible and stimulating to students and scholars alike. This goes for 

the refined theoretical vocabulary, the eclectic but self-confident presentation of English School 

methodologies, the clear explanation of the difficult discipline of comparative historical states 

systems, the refreshing analytical approach to the key distinction between pluralist and solidarist 

ways of organizing international affairs, and the dynamic presentation of what the school sees as 

historically developed ‘fundamental’ or ‘primary’ institutions. 

  

 What makes Buzan’s introduction particularly attractive is the space it opens up for further 

theoretical reflection and development. As a contribution to such further innovation this review will 

discuss two questions: First, how can primary institutions be open for change and yet continue to 

serve as pillars of modern international society? Second, what are the limits to solidarist 

international  change? 
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Fundamental Institutional Change  

 

The notion of ‘primary institutions’ is a cornerstone in Buzan’s introduction to the English School 

as it was in his first comprehensive (2004) statement on English School theory. This is very much 

in line with the tradition. In their theory of international society, Martin Wight (1977: 129-152; 

1978: 105-112), Hedley Bull (1977), Adam Watson (1992), Alan James (1973; 1978; 1986) among 

other classical exponents of the English School stressed the importance of what they thought of as 

the “fundamental” or “basic” institutions of international society.i More precisely, they referred to 

mutual recognition of sovereignty, the balance of power, diplomacy, international law, great-power 

management and (regulated) war (among others) as bases of meaningful interaction: institutions as 

sets of “habits and practices shaped towards the realisation of common goals” (Bull, 1977: 74). 

They traced these institutions a long way back in history and their works strongly implied that 

without them, there would not be an international society or at least it would be a significantly 

different one.  

  

 In ontological terms, such institutions are intersubjective understandings laid down in shared 

principles and practices which are constitutive of international order and international society as 

such. The relationship between state actors and primary institutions is mutually constitutive: 

Primary institutions are produced and reproduced by states over time; states participate in social and 

orderly interaction as sovereign actors with rights and duties on the basis of primary institutions. 

This is a logic of structuration (Wendt and Duval, 1989). Buzan (2014: 17) captures the durable and 

fundamental nature of primary institutions and their ontological status well with the argument that 

they are ‘constitutive of both states and international society in that they define not only the basic 

character of states but also their patterns of legitimate behavior in relations to each other, as well as 
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the criteria for membership of international society’. At the same time his introduction to the school 

contains examples of fundamental institutional change, both historical and current. So, primary 

institutions can be subject to substantial change while they continue to function as bases of modern 

international society. This is a more precise and refined conceptualization of primary institutions 

than earlier ones. But it also calls for further discussion and inquiry. 

  

 Firstly, Buzan’s reconceptualization raises the question of the relative permanence of primary 

institutions. The argument that such institutions are durable, but not fixed (cf. also Buzan, 2004: 181), 

is convincing and in line with earlier work, e.g. on the changing practices of the balance of power over 

time (Wight, 1977, 1978). Likewise, Bull (1977: xiv) argued that the absence of the UN would not 

mean the end of more fundamental institutions, though it would change their working or operation. In 

terms of fundamental institutional change Bull’s, and in some places also Wight’s, focus seem to be on 

the changing practices of primary institutions whereas Buzan’s (2004; 2014), Holsti’s (2004) and in 

some cases also Wight’s, goes further to include the possible disappearance of them as in the case of 

colonialism. 

  

 However, institutions such as mutual recognition of sovereignty, diplomacy, international law, the 

balance of power and great-power management can hardly disappear without the disappearance of 

international society as such. These institutions are, historically and logically, an integrative part of the 

modern states system. Historically, they were taking shape long before the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, 

meaning that they evolved simultaneously with the evolution of independent states and before the 

orderly aspects of the Holy Roman Empire had vanished (Wight, 1977). Divine law gave way to 

natural law and positive law. Mutual recognition and diplomacy between kings and princes began 

under the waning authority of the Roman pope and Emperor. The balance of power and great-power 
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management were evolving as institutional practices in the Middle Ages. Due to these primary 

institutions there has, in fact, never been a ‘naked’ states system in the realist sense (James, 1993). 

Logically, an international society can hardly exist without mutual recognition of sovereignty, 

diplomacy, international law and (more arguably) a balance of power and collective or unilateral 

great power management. 

  

 Though colonialism and slavery are institutions (or simply practices) that international society 

can do without, other institutions seem to be an indispensable and integrative part of modern 

international society. This indicates that fundamental institutional change is both about changes in 

the working of primary institutions and change in the fundamental architectural line up. Moreover, 

it indicates that we may distinguish between dispensable and indispensable primary institutions. 

Indispensable institutions are preconditions of international society as such, or possibly a particular 

version of it, e.g. solidarist international society.  

 Secondly, a central question is hereby indicated: How can we conceive of fundamental 

institutional change if such institutions are preconditions of international society as such? How can 

primary institutions such as mutual recognition of sovereignty, diplomacy, international law, the 

balance of power and great power management be open for change, and then at the same time 

continue to serve as bases of international society and its elements of order and justice?  

  

 The answer indicated in much English School work including Buzan’s is that the working of 

primary institutions can change over time while some basic conditions of international order or 

coexistence continue to be provided for. In an attempt to make sense of this I have suggested that 

institutional continuity is related to constitutive principles while fundamental institutional change is 

related to the associated practices: Institutional practices may change, the constitutive principles they 
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support continue to be reproduced (Knudsen, 2013a; 2014). Compare for instance the Cold War 

balance of power with that of the 19th century post-Napoleonic era. They look quite different – 

because the working of the balance of power were different in these historical periods, as a 

consequence of differences not only in polarity, but also in the practices associated with the balance of 

power in these two periods. The constitutive principle of the balance of power, namely that no one is in 

a position to lay down the law to others, and the resulting one that imbalances must be adjusted in one 

way or another, were upheld in both periods. But the central practices by which these principles were 

maintained and reproduced in the 19th century were those of a great-power concert, whereas rivalry, 

arms race, alliances and spheres of influence were the reproducing practices of the Cold War (Bull, 

1977; Holsti, 2004). Another example can be found in current great-power management which takes 

place under evolving multi-polarity. The great powers still use their preponderance for the maintenance 

of international order, but shifts between the associated practices of rivalry, balancing and concert are 

evident in humanitarian intervention and beyond (Knudsen, 2014). 

 From these observations I suggest that we distinguish between the constitutive principles inherent 

in primary institutions and the range of practices by which they are reproduced. In this sense, a primary 

institution may be defined as (1) a (set of) constitutive principle(s) that make meaningful interaction 

possible, and (2) an associated set of practices by which the constitutive principles are reproduced at a 

given point in time, with (3) the combined effect of structuring the actions and interactions of states in 

a sociological rather than a deterministic sense. Consequently, institutional continuity is represented 

by the ongoing reproduction of one or more constitutive principles which are preconditions of 

meaningful interaction, while institutional change can be understood as (a) changes in the practices by 

which the constitutive principles are reproduced or maintained (= change in a primary institution), or in 

rare cases, (b) changes in the constitutive principles themselves (= change of a primary institution) 

(Knudsen, 2013a). 
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 These suggestions are not in opposition to Buzan’s, but rather complementary to them. But 

thinking in terms of the model outlined above may involve some extra gains. Firstly, it allows us to 

specify fundamental institutional continuity and change and their relationship more closely: 

fundamental institutional continuity can be thought of as the ongoing reproduction of constitutive 

principles that make international society as such possible, while fundamental institutional change can 

be thought of as changes in reproducing practices, and, in rare cases, change in the constitutive 

principles themselves. Needless to say, this has to be exposed to and applied in close empirical studies, 

which echoes the call from Wilson (2012) for a grounded approach. Secondly, it allows us to 

distinguish between principles and practices as the key elements of primary institutions. Thirdly, it 

allows us to theorize the relationship between primary and secondary institutions, where the former 

makes the latter possible while the latter offers essential reproduction of fundamental principles and 

practices and often also designed or evolved changes in the reproducing practices (cf. also Navari, 

2015). Fourthly, it underlines the potential of fundamental institutional analysis as a key to 

understanding contemporary changes in world order including presently the changing practices of 

great-power management mentioned above and the politics of humanitarian intervention and the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P).   

 

From Pluralist to Solidarist Institutions? 

  

Buzan’s dynamic treatment of primary institutions has important ramifications for another 

cornerstone in the English School theory of international society, namely the distinction between 

pluralism and solidarism which he sets out to deconstruct and reformulate. As pointed out by Buzan 
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(2014: 86), Hedley Bull (1966) originally presented these as two competing streams of thought in 

the history of ideas, as well as two alternative models for the organization of international society. 

  

 Pluralism was derived from legal positivism and the political theory of, among others, Mill and 

Burke. Accordingly the minimum requirements of international order such as mutual respect of 

sovereignty, non-intervention, positive international law and tolerance of differences (each state 

must decide for itself what ‘the good life’ is) were conceived as the basic organizational principles 

of international society (Bull, 1966: 52-53, 67-68; Jackson, 2000). Solidarism was derived from the 

Grotian internationalist thinking of especially Hugo Grotius and Hersch Lauterpacht. Accordingly, 

conditional sovereignty, a combination of natural (or progressive) and positive international law, 

human rights, collective security, collective enforcement of common principles (by means of 

international organization and international courts of justice), and the reservation of the use of force 

for the common good were conceived as the basic organizational principles of international society 

(Bull, 1966: 52; Lauterpacht, 1946/1975: 307-365 (esp. 354-358); Lauterpacht, 1925/1977: 398). 

 Bull also indicated that there was a choice to make for states between the pluralist and 

solidarist conception of international society. Though he had sympathy for the solidarist conception 

of international society, he was clearly skeptical towards it, because he saw a fundamental 

contradiction between pluralist principles for the maintenance of international order and solidarist 

principles for the pursuit of human justice. Under the divisive conditions of the Cold War, solidarist 

principles were likely to undermine ‘those structures of the system, which might otherwise be secure’ 

(Bull, 1966: 70). 

  

 As it has been increasingly recognized, however, pluralism and solidarism are not mutually 

exclusive theoretical and normative positions, or mutually excluding conceptions of international 
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society. They should rather be seen as endpoints on a continuum with many possible combinations, 

or as two sets of principles and institutions which can be (and historically have been) combined and 

mixed in the political organization of international society (Knudsen, 1999: 12-17, 72, 74-82, 89-90, 

403-407; Knudsen, 2002: 21-26; Buzan, 2004: 45-50; 56-57; de Almeida, 2006; Weinert, 2011). 

Buzan (2014: 16, 83-87, 89-167) goes further in an attempt to explain the energizing and sometimes 

sharp debate between the solidarist and pluralist positions as well as the room for solidarist change in 

contemporary international society. This is done on the basis of the distinction between state-centric 

and cosmopolitan solidarism. State-centric solidarism is about the potential and actual cooperation 

among states beyond the minimum requirements of international order, for instance about the solving 

of common problems such as climate change, market failure and poverty as well as the promotion of 

values like human rights on an intergovernmental (and thus state-controlled) basis. In this version of 

solidarism, states are simply using and reforming the rules and institutions of international society with 

a view to wider or more ambitious forms of cooperation (Buzan, 2014: 116). Cosmopolitan solidarism 

is about ‘a disposition to give moral primacy to “the great society of humankind”, and to hold 

universal, natural law, moral values as equal to or higher than the positive international law made 

by states’ (Buzan, 2014: 118). In this way humankind becomes a moral referent against which to 

judge the behavior of states and take international society towards more progressive, just and stable 

positions (Williams, 2010). 

  

 This is a helpful refinement of the classical distinction which paves the way for a number of 

valuable points. Firstly, Buzan (2014: 118-120) shows how cosmopolitan solidarism (much like liberal 

utopianism) has sometimes become a position against which pluralist writers have been able to sharpen 

their own arguments concerning the importance of the long-standing institutional bases of international 

order. Secondly, he argues that as a consequence of this, pluralist writers have at times been attacking a 
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philosophical abstraction rather than a radical proposal for progressivist change. Thirdly, he argues 

with reference to state-centric solidarism that ‘the main thrust of solidarism in the English School 

debates is much more about how to make solidarism work within the society of states than, as Bull 

would have it, necessarily being revolutionist in the sense of setting out to replace the society of 

states’ (Buzan, 2014: 134). Buzan thus argues that parts of the solidarist project are compatible with 

the pluralist one in so far that they are fundamentally state-based. The product of these points is 

captured nicely by the formulation that ‘while cosmopolitan logic is the main moral impetus for the 

solidarist camp, state-centric solidarism is the dominant practical theme’ (Buzan, 2014:116). In this 

perspective state-centric solidarist change is possible and likely while cosmopolitan solidarism 

remains valuable, though primarily as a moral standard and aspiration. 

  

 In my view, the former argument is highly convincing as it can be backed with theoretical logic 

and historical evidence. The latter, however, calls for further discussion and qualification. More 

precisely, I would argue that principles and institutions associated with cosmopolitan solidarism by 

Buzan are, theoretically and empirically, also possible in contemporary international society, in 

spite of its ongoing pluralist bases. The key question here is whether individuals can be subjects of 

rights and duties under international law in their own right and whether such rights and duties 

would be fundamentally at odds with pluralist international society, as indicated by Buzan (119-

120): 

 

The view that pluralism and solidarism are mutually exclusive rests on an argument over 

whether primacy of right is to be allocated to individuals or to states. If one takes the 

reductionist view that individual human beings are the prime referent for rights, and that they 

must be subjects of international law, carrying rights of their own, then this necessarily falls 
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into conflict with the view that the claim of states to sovereignty (the right to self-government) 

trumps all other claims to rights. Either individual human beings possess rights of their own 

(subjects of international law) or they can claim and exercise rights only through the state 

(objects of international law). 

 

However, the first question regarding individuals as subjects of international law was settled a long 

time ago to the advantage of the cosmopolitian solidarist conception of international society. As 

argued by Lauterpacht (1937; 1946; 1950) the laws of war made the individual a subject of 

international law before and after World War II with rights and duties of their own under 

international humanitarian law (e.g. The Hague and Geneva Conventions and the 1948 Genocide 

Convention).ii Moreover, these rights and duties were enforced in the post-World War II war crimes 

tribunals of Nuremberg and Tokyo. Lauterpacht (1946; 1950) also saw human rights as something 

that turned individuals into bearers of rights and duties in their own right, and this view was 

substantiated with the adoption of the two 1966 human rights conventions, and thus the move 

toward genuine international human rights law.  

 

Since then the codification of rights and duties of the individual and the establishment of 

principles and institutions for the enforcement of these rights and duties have continued. The most 

important of these developments is the adoption of the 1998 Rome Statute of the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) and the realization of the Court itself in 2002. Today, individuals and groups 

of individuals have rights (of protection in times of war and peace) and duties (not to commit such 

crimes) under international humanitarian law, and these can be enforced at the ICC. This can, under 

certain clearly specified circumstances, even take place when criminal prosecution is resisted by the 

home state of the perpetrators of such crimes (Weller, 2002).  



11 
 

The development of a practice of humanitarian intervention at the UN in the 1990s and the 

adoption of the R2P at the 2005 UN World Summit is another example of the move towards 

enforcement of humanitarian principles in the rules and machinery of international society. The 

prevention of genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes is not unproblematic, and it still 

depends very much on the will of states indicating state-centric solidarism in Buzan’s terms. But 

international society now has at its disposal a set of principles and practices – meaning arguably a 

primary institution (Knudsen, 1997; 1999; 2013a) – for the potential prevention of mass atrocity 

crimes against minorities and peoples, indicating a move towards cosmopolitan solidarism in 

Buzan’s terms. 

 

The rights and duties of the individual, under international humanitarian law and international 

human rights law, have been agreed on by states but they belong to the individual as a matter of 

law. Individuals are bearers of rights and duties in their own right as subjects, not objects, of 

international law. Not above states, not subordinate to states, but alongside states! Buzan (2014: 

117) sees this as an extension of state sovereignty, but it goes much further.   

 

The second question concerning cosmopolitan solidarism - whether such rights and duties of 

the individual would be subversive to international order - is far from settled, but international 

society now has the machinery for the enforcement of the rights and duties of individuals and this 

has been organized precisely by means of a well-considered balance and combination of pluralist 

and solidarist principles, namely the complementary court system under the Rome Statute, and the 

dual ‘responsibility to protect’ of states and international society as represented by the UN and the 

UN Security Council. States have the primary responsibility to prosecute or protect under the ICC 

and R2P, but if they fail, states can be overruled by the ICC or the UN Security Council and the 
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rights and duties of individuals or groups of individuals can be enforced against the will of the 

government which has, or whose citizens have, violated international humanitarian law. 

 

In spite of their cosmopolitan solidarist foundations, humanitarian intervention and 

international criminal jurisdiction are not ideas, principles and practices that take pluralism and 

solidarism into a dead end of mutual exclusion. On the contrary, they are contemporary and 

historical institutions showing how sovereignty, international humanitarian law and minority 

protection can be organized as parallel and integrated sets of rules and institutions (Knudsen, 1997; 

1999; 2000; 2013a; 2013b). Occasionally, this gives rise to quite a lot international tension and 

confrontation as evident in the recent great-power disputes over humanitarian intervention in Libya 

and Syria, or the African critique of the ICC. However, pluralist principles like the sanctity of 

borders and non-intervention, and firmly established solidarist institutions like the collective 

security system of the UN, are also sometimes violated and subject to great-power disputes and 

political failure (e.g. the recent international crisis over Ukraine) without any serious consideration 

that they should be abandoned. Rules and institutions are important, and they will therefore 

recurrently be the subject of political disputes.  

 

The post-Cold War revival of humanitarian intervention and international criminal jurisdiction 

show that in practice genuine solidarist change is possible in a simultaneously pluralist international 

society. These may be taken to be primary institutions of a more solidarist international society, 

arguably along with international trusteeship which is more solidarist (Knudsen and Laustsen, 

2006) than paternalist (Jackson, 2000; Bain, 2003) in the informal UN based model that was 

developed in Bosnia, Kosovo and East Timor in the 1990s and 2000s. The constitutive principles of 

these three solidarist primary institutions are that there must be a response to mass atrocities in the 
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machinery of international society, that impunity is not acceptable in international society, and that 

international society has at least some responsibility for peoples living under war-torn or chaotic 

conditions (Knudsen, 2013a). 

 

As argued by Buzan (2004; 2014: 130) and Jackson (2000) other solidarist institutions of a 

more state-centric kind are also emerging, among them environmental stewardship. To these can be 

added state-centric solidarist principles and practices in primary institutions normally considered to 

be pluralist including the market, international law, diplomacy and war (Buzan, 2014: 136-139, 

147-153).iii 

As it should be evident by now, I do not want Buzan to abandon the argument about the 

dynamic, flexible and changeable relationship between pluralist and solidarist principles, but to take 

it further, meaning beyond state-centric solidarism. Cosmopolitan solidarism as rights and duties of 

the individual under international law is already a fact and so is the move to collective enforcement 

based on international organization and international criminal jurisdiction. The fundamental 

institutional structure of present-day international society is constitutive of both pluralist and (state-

centric and cosmopolitan) solidarist interaction. In my view, humanitarian intervention, 

international criminal jurisdiction and modern international trusteeship confirm rather than 

challenge Buzan’s argument about the practical entanglement of pluralist and solidarist rules and 

institutions over time.  
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