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ABSTRACT

English School provides various concepts and methods to understand the 
contemporary international relations between international entities. The three 
basic concepts are international system, international society and world society. In 
his book, Barry Buzan offers his interpretation of the epistemological framework 
of English School, especially the concept of international society. This writing 
describes shortly his interpretation and offers critical remarks from the perspective 
of cosmopolitanism theory, namely the view to see human not just as a member of 
a certain community, but also as the member of the universe. There are two basic 
critical remarks on Buzan’s interpretation. The first is anthropocentrism, namely 
the view that puts human as the (self-appointed) most important creature in the 
universe. The second is epistemological misunderstanding of classical European 
philosophy, especially Thomas Hobbes and Niccolo Machiavelli, on the concept of 
natural condition of human that will inspire the basic notion of classical realism in 
international system. The basic purpose of this writing is to enrich methodological 
debate in International Relations as multidisciplinary science.  

Keywords: English School, International Relations, International Society, 
Cosmopolitanism, International System, World Society

English School menyediakan berbagai konsep dan metode untuk memahami 
hubungan internasional kontemporer di antara berbagai entitas internasional. 
Tiga konsep dasarnya adalah sistem internasional, masyarakat internasional dan 
masyarakat dunia. Dalam bukunya, Barry Buzan menawarkan interpretasinya 
tentang kerangka epistemologis English School , terutama konsep masyarakat 
internasional. Tulisan ini menjelaskan penafsiran Buzan  dan menawarkan 
pemikiran kritisnya dari perspektif teori kosmopolitanisme, yaitu pandangan 
yang melihat manusia tidak hanya sebagai anggota komunitas tertentu, tetapi 
juga sebagai anggota semesta. Terdapat dua dasar pandangan  kritis tentang 
penafsiran Buzan. Pertama adalah antroposentrisme, yaitu pandangan yang 
menempatkan manusia sebagai makhluk yang paling penting  di alam semesta. 
Yang kedua adalah kesalahpahaman epistemologis filsafat klasik Eropa, terutama 
Thomas Hobbes dan Niccolo Machiavelli, mengenai konsep kondisi alami manusia 
yang akan mengilhami gagasan dasar realisme klasik dalam sistem internasional. 
Tujuan dasar penulisan ini adalah untuk memperkaya debat metodologis dalam 
Hubungan Internasional sebagai sains multidisiplin.

Kata-kata kunci: English School, Hubungan Internasional, Masyarakat 
Internasional, Kosmopolitanisme, Sistem Internasional, Masyarakat Dunia 
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The concept of international society rises from the womb of English School of 
International Relations as a way to explain the complexity of relations between 
international entities, such as states and international organizations. The international 
structure, from this particular perspective, is seen as a structure that has a certain 
ontological status, which is different from the ontological status of its members, 
namely the states and international organizations. This independent ontological status 
of the international structure is created through constant relations between various 
international entities, which often consist of conflicts and cooperation. The concept 
of international society, therefore, can be understood as one of the most important 
concept in the English School of International relations, which contributes greatly to 
the methodological richness of this particular school of thought.  

The classical notion of cosmopolitanism emphasizes the basic nature of human 
being as universal being, namely the citizens of the universe. It is the true nature of 
human being before being labeled with various metaphysical and social conceptual 
abstractions. Even the word “human being” already contains specific philosophical 
framework that rises from the particular tradition or school of thought. From the 
perspective of pure cosmopolitanism, this word already a form of abstraction that 
contains epistemological error. Cosmopolitanism, in this context, offers new paradigm 
to understand the real nature of human being, and then, based on this understanding, 
to arrange international structure that includes states and international organizations 
in global politics. (Wattimena 2017)

Both concepts are useful for scientific research on international structure that shapes 
global politics. They are part of methodological concepts that shape theoretical 
framework in scientific research. With the precise concepts and methodology, a 
scientific research can provide a correct understanding concerning the existing social 
reality. This correct understanding will help decision makers in designing the correct 
policies, which in turn can also help to solve the existing challenges in global politics. 
Critical approach on English School as concepts and methodology must be seen in this 
context.    

This writing is divided in five parts. At first, it explains the conceptual framework of 
cosmopolitanism. (1) And then, it describes short history of the English School. (2) The 
next part introduces the basic conceptual framework of the English School. (3) Several 
critical remarks on the English School are given in the next part of the writing. (4) This 
writing ends with a short conclusion. (5) Conclusion

Cosmopolitanism: Conceptual Framework

Cosmopolitanism understands human community not just as a particular social 
political community, but as the community of universal beings, namely the citizens of 
the universe. It has two basic elements. The first element is on the creation of universal 
moral standard for all human, despite their various social and cultural backgrounds. 
This moral standard takes form of universal values that apply to all human, such as 
justice and human rights. The particular meaning of these values is of course open 
to further discussions. (Wattimena, Cosmopolitanism-Proceeding, 2017) The second 
element is the effort to establish a global authority to manage global affairs based on 
universal values. Both of these elements have the same root conceptual framework, 
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namely the responsibility of human to help other beings despite of differences in terms 
of culture and political backgrounds (Hardiman 2016).

Cosmopolitanism can also be understood in three perspectives. The first perspective is 
related to utilitarianism that emphasizes utilitarian considerations (the greatest good 
for the greatest number) in the cosmopolitan awareness. This principle, the greatest 
good for the greatest number, exists in parallel with the cosmopolitan purposes, 
namely to create universal common ground for all beings as the foundation of world 
peace. In other words, it is more profitable from the utilitarian perspective to act in a 
cosmopolitan way in organizing global affairs. The second perspective is deontological 
cosmopolitanism that is highly inspired by the philosophy of Immanuel Kant (O’Neill 
2004). This perspective emphasizes the importance of universal obligations for human 
to act in a cosmopolitan way, namely based on the universal awareness as the citizens 
of the universe.  The third perspective considers cosmopolitanism as part of universal 
virtue that will lead to good life and well-being (Magnis-Suseno 2009). 

Political cosmopolitanism can be understood as the practical implication of several 
notions in moral cosmopolitanism. This position is also not without critiques. 
The essence of these critiques is the rejection of the existence of global centralized 
government, which will reduce the national sovereignty of each state. The alternative 
is the creation of federal world government that will have representations from each 
existing states. The concepts of global justice and global democracy play an important 
role in this context. 

Several critiques show also the weaknesses of the idea of political cosmopolitanism. 
Political cosmopolitanism argues that a global political institution based on universal 
values is needed to maintain order and create justice at the global level. For some of 
the cosmopolitan thinker, this idea endangers the basic notion of cosmopolitanism 
itself, namely the direct connection between people as the citizen of the world, without 
the existence of political institutions as mediator. This argument is based on the 
experiences that political institutions often ignore the real needs of the people, and 
concern more about its survival and development for the sake of political and financial 
power.  

Cosmopolitanism touches also cultural dimension of human life. Extreme 
cosmopolitanism, or strict cosmopolitanism, will reject all ties to particular culture 
that contains certain values and way of life. Strict cosmopolitanism rejects also all the 
basic notions of nationalism and multiculturalism, which still emphasize the human 
need to belong to a certain culture and nationalities. However, a more moderate form 
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of cosmopolitanism still accepts a certain cultural and national ties, as long as it does 
not disturb the universal bond between human beings as the citizens of the world. In 
other words, the loyalty towards a certain culture and nationality is allowed, as long as 
it is in parallel with the loyalty to other humans as the citizens of the world. 

Cosmopolitanism touches also economic dimension. It is known as economic 
cosmopolitanism. The basic notion of this idea is the existence of single global market 
and free trade between companies and states in the global level. Global competition 
will determine which states and companies will survive in this single global market. 
However, several critiques argue that this notion will create global inequality between 
the rich and poorer states. Single global market is not a level playing field between 
various economic entities, such as states and companies. This situation will create a 
global structural injustice that will also lead to economic inequality between states. The 
analyses concerning this matter are deeply related to the discourse on neoliberalism 
and globalization (Priyono 2007).

In general, there are three basic critiques on cosmopolitanism. The first emphasizes the 
importance of global political institution to implement the agendas of cosmopolitanism. 
However, experiences show that political institutions often undermine the spirit of 
an idea. It falls to bureaucratization that hinders the implementation of an idea. The 
second critique argues that cosmopolitanism is only an idea without the possibility 
to be applied in a concrete reality. In other words, cosmopolitanism belongs to the 
realm of utopian politics that has nothing to do with real politics. The third critique 
focuses on the desirability of this idea. Will the countries sacrifice their unique social 
and cultural identity and see themselves as an abstract citizen of the world, which 
are represented by a certain global political institution? The tension between the 
uniqueness of particular identity and the wish to establish universal identity becomes 
the center of the debate. The description of the basic notions of cosmopolitanism will 
be used to consider critically several arguments from Barry Buzan on English School 
of International Relations. 

Barry Buzan and The English School: Short Historical Background 

English school of International Relations is one of the most influential school of thought 
in International Relations as scientific discipline. It emphasizes three basic elements, 
namely methodological richness, historical approach and the international paradigm. 
In this context, international paradigm can be understood as scientific research that 
includes the concept of international society, international system and world society 
(Buzan 2014). English School of International Relations tries to understand the relation 
between the concept of international society and world society. It is deeply rooted in 
the political science, although it has its own distinctive characteristics (Jones, 1981).

English school started as the gathering of British Committee on The Theory of 
International Politics in 1959 (Buzan 2014). The beginning of British Committee itself 
can be traced to the mid-1950s (Vigezzi 2005). The key research on this community is 
the concept of international society. This idea was highly influenced by systems theory, 
which was developed in German philosophy (Wattimena 2017) These two concepts, 
namely system theory and international society, can be seen as the foundation of the 
new understanding of international law  (Schwarzenberger 1951). The term English 
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School was created during the end of the gathering, and then somehow, it became the 
official label of the school itself (Suganami 2003). 

The name, of course, could not represent the richness of the approach that was being 
formulated to understand international society. The essence of the theory was not 
about English foreign policy directly, but concerning the history and international 
politics at that time. The Continental European philosophy and social theories were 
deeply embedded in this approach. In other words, there was nothing uniquely English 
about the English School. The first funding to develop this theory came, ironically, from 
American foundations, namely Rockefeller and Ford Foundations. Therefore, English 
School has become a brand name that speaks little about its content and background.   

At the beginning, there was only one concept that became the focus of the English 
School, namely the concept of international society as a network of philosophical, legal, 
historical and sociological way to understand the relation between nations after the end 
of world war two. This concept can be understood as a form of middle ground between 
various theories in International Relations as scientific discipline, such as realism, 
liberalism and Marxism (Wight 1991). In this context, international relations is seen a 
variations of approaches to understand the relations between states and international 
organizations not merely as the pursuit of power and domination over one another, 
but also as of cooperation, recognition, equality, rights, agreements, injuries, disputes 
and also of reparations (Jackson 1992).  

Several well-known members of the British Committee are Martin Wight and Charles 
Manning. Both of them taught at London School of Economics. Buzan argues that the 
main argument of the English School is not just about a mediation between realism 
and liberalism, but also a new concept to understand international society, namely 
rationalism. This concept is deeply rooted in the philosophical tradition of David Hume 
and John Locke (Wattimena 2007).  It can also be emphasized, that the English School 
is a deeply multidisciplinary school of thought. It combines political science, history, 
philosophy, and economic science. It was started as group discussion concerning 
various topics related to international society, and then continued to publish scientific 
works on the topic. Two of the most popular publications are Diplomatic Investigations 
(1966) and The Expansion of International Society (1984).  

The English school spread to various universities in England, especially in Oxford and 
LSE.  Several universities in Denmark, Germany, Canada, Australia, Italy, Norway, 
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Turkey and Israel, Japan, Korea, China and USA also showed interest in this school of 
thought (Krasner 1999). The title “English School” created a justification to formulate a 
nationalist school of thought in International Relations as science, such as the Chinese 
School of International Relations (Buzan 2014).

English School of International Relations: Conceptual Framework

There are three fundamental concepts in the English School, namely international 
society, world society and international system (Little 1995). These concepts exist in 
parallel with three traditional theories in International Relations: realism, rationalism 
and revolutionism. The backgrounds of these theories are the classic debate within 
international law, namely the connection between international law, positive law and 
natural law. English School of International Relations stands as interrelation between 
these theories, which used to be seen as separated scientific disciplines. 

The concept of international system in English School is deeply connected to the 
concept of realism, which is inspired by the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes and Niccolo 
Machiavelli. International system consists of power relations between states. The basic 
structure of this power relations is anarchy. This argument is similar with the basic 
conceptual framework of realism and neorealism in International Relations theories. 
From the philosophical perspective, the concept on international system in English 
School is influenced by positivism, materialism and structuralism (Buzan 2014). 
Positivism emphasizes on the empirical aspect of reality as the main object of scientific 
research. Materialism understands reality as merely material, without the intervention 
of metaphysical principles. Structuralism sees that the reality is built and organized 
through various structures, such culture, law and organization.  
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The concept of international society is connected with rationalism in International 
Relations. These concepts are also interrelated with the concept of interstate society, 
society of states and states system. The essence of this concept is the institutionalization 
of identity and mutual interest between states, which are based on shared values, rules 
and organizations. This understanding is also closely connected to regionalism. In this 
context, every states lives in relations between each other. These relations are shaped 
by the states, and the states itself will also be shaped by these relations (Wight 1991). 
This logic is in parallel with the relations between individual with society. Human 
creates a community by relating to each other, and this community will also influence 
the development of human personality itself. 

The concept of international society can also be explained with the logic of social 
contract. In this context, society is seen as the result of the social contracts between 
human. On a bigger level, the international society can also be understood as the result 
of the social contracts between states (Wattimena 2007). However, the ontological 
basis for society is different with individuals. Because of this, international society 
as the social contract between states has to be analyzed differently (Sugnami 1989). 
Classical realism understands anarchy as the operational foundations of relation 
between states. Through the concept of International Society, English School provides 
another way to understand the relations between states, namely the concept of social 
perception. Social perception influences the way a social group sees and then interacts 
with another social groups. Common values and history provide foundations for dialog 
and peace. Different values and historical backgrounds decrease such possibility. This 
relation can be understood within the paradigm of constructivism and structuralism.

The concept of world society is heavily inspired by the philosophy of Immanuel 
Kant, German philosopher, especially his concept on cosmopolitanism (Wattimena 
2016). In International Relations theories, the concept of world society is also known 
as revolutionism, which can be understood also as universalist cosmopolitanism. It 
describes the whole members of global population, including individuals, states and 
non-states, as global actors. It revolutionizes the old paradigm of viewing the world 
as collection of actors that have different and even contradicting interests. The idea of 
transnationalism is also deeply embedded in revolutionism with strong emphasizes on 
normative political philosophy. It can also embrace various theories and point of views 
that are seemingly contradicting to each other, such as communism and liberalism.  



Reza A.A Wattimena

Global & Strategis, Th. 11, No. 2 91

Classical realism, based on the philosophy of Machiavelli, describes the immorality of 
men as the foundations for the relations between states. War, pursuit of domination 
and power become the main concepts to understand international relations. 
Rationalism, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of international law and 
order to create peaceful coexistence between states. Revolutionism revolutionizes the 
understanding of states and transcends it to the level of cosmopolitanism. Kantian 
cosmopolitanism still limits itself to the level of world society between human beings. 
These three conceptual frameworks become the foundations of the English School in 
formulating foreign policies in various areas of international politics. Realism focuses 
on the importance of national interests and responsibilities. Rationalism gives priority 
to international interests and responsibilities, and revolutionism emphasizes on the 
importance of humanitarian interests and responsibilities (Jackson 2000).

From the perspective of the English School, these three theories, namely realism, 
rationalism and revolutionism, are deeply interconnected between one another, even 
though they have different methodologies and approach. This interconnection gives 
rise to various possibilities. The first possibility of analysis is the ruthless competition 
between states to get and expand power. This is the typical analysis of classical realism 
that emphasizes the importance of power relations analysis in international system. 
The other form of analysis is the cooperation and peaceful coexistence between states 
in global politics. This is the style of analysis of international society theory. The last 
form of analysis is the focus on the creation of global community that will reduce the 
role of the states in global politics. This style of analysis is deeply inspired by Immanuel 
Kant and other cosmopolitan thinkers. This possibilities can also be simplified within 
these two style of analysis, namely the system style of analysis (pursuit of power), and 
society style of analysis (cooperation and coexistence) (Robert 1991).

In the process, the concept of international society became a dominant concept in the 
English School. There are several another related concept, which can be seen as the 
building block of international society. The first is the basic distinction between first 
order societies and second order societies. First order societies consist of individuals. 
They interact between each other, and then create a social structure. Their action in the 
context of community is the main object of sociological research. Second order societies 
consist of community of individuals, such as states and companies. This community of 
individuals has its own ontological status that is bigger than the sum of its parts. The 
concept of international society, which is the main concept of the English School, is 
based on the assumption, that second order societies are possible to exist and thrive. 
From the perspective of the English School, International Relations, as part of social 
sciences, is mainly a scientific research on second order societies. This level of analysis 
is often neglected by sociology (Buzan and Albert 2010).

English school has also strong connection with the discussions within international 
law theories, especially concerning the relations between justice, order, human 
rights and the principle of sovereignty. Two arguments emerge as a respond to these 
discussions, namely solidarism and pluralism. (Bain, 2010) Pluralism is based on the 
same arguments with communitarianism. It emphasizes the importance of relations 
between states, which each own have their own cultural and political identities. In 
this context, the principles of sovereignty and non-intervention in international law 
play a very important role. However, the relations between states that have multiple 
political and cultural identities can create tensions, which will lead to conflicts. For 
this reason, the pluralist will argue that international order is very important in the 
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relations between states. Order can be understood as one of the main prerequisites of 
justice (Buzan 2014).   

On the other hand, solidarism emphasizes the human ability to transcend cultural and 
political boundaries to develop global cooperation on certain purposes. In the English 
School, solidarism is identical with the notions of cosmopolitanism, which has a concept 
of justice that transcends cultural and political identities. In this context, international 
order is necessary, but not the most important requirement for justice. International 
order in the form of international law will be considered useless, without the existence 
of justice as the main guiding principle. Both arguments, namely solidarism and 
pluralism, become the foundations of international law that still respects the principles 
of national sovereignty and non-intervention in the global politics.

English school considers pluralism and solidarism as interrelated. In the level of 
theoretical debate, there are of course some differences between the two concepts. 
However, in the real politics, both concepts influence real political policies in different 
ways. Solidarism and pluralism, in the context of the English School, can be seen as 
the great conversation on how to maintain a healthy balance between order and justice 
in global politics, especially in the discussions concerning the meaning and function of 
international society. These two concepts, namely solidarism and pluralism, provide a 
unique characteristic in the international society discourse, which distinguish it from 
the international system (realism) and world society discourse (revolutionism) (Buzan 
2014). 

English School is also known with the concept of the “standard of civilization”. This 
concept is developed during the colonialism era to justify the superiority of European 
nations in compare to another nations in 19th century. (Bowden, 2009) It basically 
divides the world between civilized nations on the one hand, and the savage nations 
on the other hand. Based on this distinction, European nations formed their policies 
concerning migrations to their countries. This distinction is basically vanished after 
the world war two. Although, because of the rise of religious terrorism in the 21st 
century, this distinction is again being used as a foundation of migration policies 
by the western nations. However, Buzan noted that the concept of the “standard of 
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civilization” is always problematic, because the definition of “civilized” is only form 
one sided by several nations (Buzan 2014). In this context, civilized means that people 
behave according to the accepted standard of the western nations. In my opinion, it 
can also be said that the whole paradigm of International Relations as science conform 
with the manner of research of the existing ruling powers in the global politics. 

Remarks on Barry Buzan’s Interpretation of the English School

There are three points of critical analysis that can be given to Barry Buzan’s interpretation 
of the English School. First, the key concept of English School, according to Barry 
Buzan, is the concept of international society. International society is a international 
social structure, which consists of collection of states and international organizations. 
This social structure has its own ontological status that is different from the ontological 
status of its parts, namely states and international organizations. Buzan also argued 
that international society is created through cooperation and agreements. However, 
cooperation and agreement never fully equal, especially between rich and poor 
international entities. Inequality is an international fact that cannot be ignored with 
normative suggestion. In this case, the English School must pay attention to the power 
relations that exist in the international social structure. Critical theory that exposes the 
hidden interest and ideologies behind every truth and political claims can give insight 
on this matter (Wiggerhaus 2010). 

Second, the concept of international society focuses on the relations between 
international actors that will create a particular international social structure, which 
is more than the sum of its parts. This argument is based on the basic notions that are 
developed in the philosophy of social sciences (Wattimena 2008). In the development 
of social science in 21st century, ecological aspects start to become an important variable 
in the analysis (Wattimena 2017) Sciences and philosophy understand the basic flaw 
of the whole modern scientific paradigm, namely the the flaw of anthropocentricism. 
In this context, anthropocentrism argues that human beings are the most important 
creatures in the world. Because of this reason, they justify their actions in killing another 
creatures and destroying the earth for the sake of their own narrow interests. In the 
context of the English School, ecological awareness in the context of International 
Relations is not yet part of the basic notions. This is the fundamental flaw in this school 
epistemological framework (Wattimena 2017)    

Third, English School based their theory also on the classic notion of classical realism in 
International Relations, that the pursuit of power is the basic motivation as well as the 
pattern of the relations between states in global politics. This position is inspired by the 
argument of the classical European philosophy, namely the arguments from Thomas 
Hobbes and Niccolo Machiavelli. However, this interpretation of classical European 
philosophy can be seen as a large misunderstanding. Hobbes and Machiavelli formed 
their argument in the context of their time, namely the civil war in England and Italy. 
Therefore, their anthropological assumption, that human is a power seeking creature, 
cannot be universalized to another context, outside civil wars that happened in England 
and Italy during the time of Hobbes and Machiavelli. The whole notion of classical 
realism in International Relations is a reductive and also a grim version of the actual 
human being that is capable of compassion and altruistic actions. In other words, the 
whole argument of classical realism, that will also inspire the English School, is largely 
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based on misunderstanding.

Three critical remarks on English School

Conclusion

English School of International Relations is a collection of theories and methodology 
to understand the essence and dynamics of international structure, which consists 
of states and international organizations in global politics. It has three fundamental 
concepts, namely international system, international society and world society. 
International system understands the world as a collection of international entities 
that seek to develop and maintain power in global politics. It is deeply connected 
with basic notions of classical realism, that expansion of power is the main motive of 
nations and international organizations in global politics. The concept of international 
society describes the cooperation between international entities that will lead to the 
development of international structure. This structure has its own ontological status 
that is different from the previously existing international entities. It is based on the 
international law that comes from the collective consent of the related international 
entities. In this context, international law must be understood as a collection of positive 
laws that directly correspondent to the basic natural law of human beings. The spirit 
of cooperation in international level can be seen clearly in the concept of international 
society. The next concept is world society, which has similar basic notions with 
cosmopolitanism. This concept emphasizes the importance of universal awareness of 
human as citizens of the world. However, this concept still falls to anthropocentrism 
that spreads widely in modern science. 
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