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The Anarchical Society is a pivotal work in the field of international relations, written by Hedley Bull
and published in 1977. In this influential book, Bull argues that the international system is
characterized by anarchy, meaning that there is no overarching authority to govern the interactions
of states. This anarchical nature, however, does not lead to chaos; rather, Bull asserts that states
form a society despite the absence of a central authority. He explores how various norms, rules, and
institutions emerge within this anarchical framework to facilitate cooperation and maintain order
among states. This article will delve into Bull's conception of an anarchical society, its implications for
international relations, and its relevance in contemporary discourse.

Understanding Anarchy in International Relations

Anarchy in international relations is often misunderstood. It does not imply disorder or chaos; instead,
it reflects a system where states operate independently without a higher authority. Bull's perspective
on anarchy can be broken down into several key components:

1. Definition of Anarchy

- Absence of a Central Authority: Unlike domestic politics, where governments enforce laws and
regulations, the international sphere lacks a global government.
- State Sovereignty: Each state is sovereign, meaning it has the ultimate authority within its territorial
boundaries and is not subject to any external control.
- Self-Help System: States must rely on their own resources and capabilities for survival, as no other
entity is responsible for their protection.

2. The Social Dimension of Anarchy

While anarchy suggests a lack of formal authority, Bull emphasizes that it does not preclude the
existence of a social structure among states. Several factors contribute to the social dimension of
anarchy:

- International Norms and Rules: States adhere to certain norms and rules that govern their
interactions, such as treaties, diplomatic protocols, and customary international law.
- Institutions and Organizations: Entities like the United Nations, World Trade Organization, and
various regional organizations play crucial roles in promoting cooperation and providing platforms for
dialogue.
- Shared Interests and Values: States often have common interests, such as economic prosperity,
security, and environmental sustainability, which encourage collaboration.



The Anarchical Society: Key Themes

In The Anarchical Society, Bull articulates several key themes that underscore his analysis of
international relations:

1. The Balance Between Order and Anarchy

Bull posits that the international system is inherently anarchic, yet states can achieve a degree of
order through cooperation and shared norms. Key aspects include:

- Order as a Social Construct: Order is not imposed but constructed through the interactions of states.
States manage their relations through diplomacy, alliances, and conflict resolution mechanisms.
- The Role of Power: Power dynamics shape the international system, as stronger states often have
more influence over norms and rules. However, power is not the only determinant of order; legitimacy
and acceptance of norms also matter.

2. The Concept of International Society

Bull introduces the idea of an "international society" to describe how states coexist and cooperate
within an anarchic framework. Important elements include:

- Common Interests: States share interests that drive them to collaborate, such as economic
interdependence and collective security.
- Recognition of Sovereignty: States recognize each other's sovereignty, which is foundational to
maintaining order and avoiding conflict.
- Cultural and Historical Contexts: The historical and cultural backgrounds of states influence their
interactions and the norms they develop.

3. The Role of War and Peace

Bull acknowledges that war is an inherent aspect of the international system, yet he also emphasizes
the importance of peace. His views include:

- War as a Continuation of Politics: War is not an end in itself but a means to achieve political
objectives. States may resort to war when diplomatic efforts fail.
- Peace as a Goal: States strive for peace and stability, recognizing that prolonged conflict can
undermine their interests. Institutions and norms are crucial in preventing war and facilitating conflict
resolution.

Critiques and Counterarguments

While Bull's The Anarchical Society has been highly influential, it has also faced critiques from various



scholars and schools of thought. Some of the key critiques include:

1. Realism vs. Liberalism

- Realist Perspective: Realists argue that Bull underestimates the anarchic nature of international
relations and the prevalence of power politics. They contend that states prioritize their survival and
interests, often leading to conflict.
- Liberal Perspective: Liberals criticize Bull for being overly focused on state behavior and neglecting
the role of non-state actors and transnational issues, such as global governance and non-
governmental organizations.

2. The Role of Globalization

Critics argue that Bull's analysis may not fully account for the complexities introduced by
globalization, including:

- Interconnectedness: In an increasingly interconnected world, issues such as climate change,
terrorism, and pandemics transcend borders and require collective action, challenging the notion of
state-centric analysis.
- Erosion of Sovereignty: Some scholars argue that globalization has led to a decline in state
sovereignty, as international organizations and non-state actors gain influence over governance and
policy-making.

Contemporary Relevance of Bull's Anarchical Society

Despite the critiques, Bull's The Anarchical Society remains highly relevant in contemporary
discussions on international relations. Several aspects highlight its importance today:

1. Understanding Current Conflicts

Bull's framework helps in analyzing contemporary conflicts by emphasizing the role of norms and
institutions. For example:

- Regional Conflicts: In regions such as the Middle East and Eastern Europe, understanding the
interplay between state interests, historical grievances, and international norms can provide insights
into ongoing tensions.
- International Cooperation: The resurgence of multilateralism and global governance initiatives can
be understood through Bull's lens of international society, as states seek to address common
challenges.



2. The Role of International Institutions

The relevance of international institutions has increased in the face of global challenges. Bull's
analysis underscores:

- Collaboration: States increasingly rely on institutions to facilitate cooperation and address shared
problems, such as climate change and public health crises.
- Norm Development: Institutions play a vital role in shaping norms and fostering adherence to
international laws, promoting stability in an anarchic environment.

3. The Evolving Nature of State Sovereignty

Bull's notion of sovereignty remains a crucial aspect of international relations, yet it is being redefined
in the context of globalization:

- Sovereignty and Responsibility: The concept of "responsibility to protect" illustrates how states are
increasingly held accountable for their actions, blurring the lines of traditional sovereignty.
- Non-State Actors: The influence of multinational corporations, non-governmental organizations, and
transnational movements challenges the traditional state-centric view of international relations,
necessitating a broader understanding of sovereignty.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Anarchical Society by Hedley Bull provides a profound analysis of the dynamics of
international relations within an anarchic framework. By emphasizing the coexistence of order and
anarchy, Bull offers insights into how states navigate their interactions through norms, rules, and
institutions. Despite facing critiques, Bull's work remains relevant in understanding contemporary
conflicts and the evolving nature of state sovereignty. The anarchical society concept invites scholars
and practitioners alike to consider the complexities of global governance and the necessity of
international cooperation in addressing shared challenges. As we continue to navigate an increasingly
interconnected world, Bull's insights will undoubtedly contribute to the discourse on international
relations for years to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Hedley Bull's 'The Anarchical
Society'?
Hedley Bull argues that international relations are characterized by anarchy, where states operate in
a self-help system but still manage to maintain order through shared norms and institutions.



How does Bull define 'anarchy' in the context of international
relations?
Bull defines anarchy not as chaos, but as a condition in which there is no overarching authority above
states, leading to a system where states must coexist and manage their relations independently.

What role do international norms play in Bull's theory?
International norms serve as a basis for order within the anarchic society, helping states to navigate
their interactions and manage conflicts through shared expectations and rules.

What are the main components of the 'international society'
that Bull describes?
Bull's international society consists of states, the norms and rules governing their interactions,
institutions that facilitate cooperation, and shared values that bind them together.

How does Bull's concept of the 'anarchical society' differ from
realism?
While realism emphasizes power politics and the inherent conflict in an anarchic system, Bull
acknowledges the presence of cooperation and shared norms that allow for stability and order among
states.

What criticisms have been leveled against Bull's view of
anarchy?
Critics argue that Bull's emphasis on norms and institutions underestimates the impact of power
dynamics and the potential for conflict in an anarchic international system.

How does Hedley Bull's work inform contemporary debates in
international relations?
Bull's insights into the balance between order and anarchy continue to influence discussions on global
governance, the role of international organizations, and the challenges posed by globalization.

What is the significance of Bull's analysis of war in 'The
Anarchical Society'?
Bull analyzes war as a social phenomenon that can be regulated through international norms,
suggesting that states can find ways to limit conflict and maintain order even in an anarchic
environment.

In what ways has 'The Anarchical Society' influenced the



study of international relations theory?
Bull's work has been foundational in establishing the English School of thought in international
relations, emphasizing the importance of historical context, societal norms, and the interplay between
anarchy and order.
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