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The Missing Tradition of the ES:
Including Nietzschean Relativism
and World Imagination in
Extranational Studies 

Ian Manners

Starting from Barry Buzan and Richard Little’s recent assertion in
Millennium that ‘international relations has failed as an intellectual proj-
ect’, I argue that if the study of international political theory is to learn
anything from this failure, it is the need for a conversation that encour-
ages heterologue. If such a conversation is to be of any value at all then
it needs to escape the binary dualisms or ‘debates’ that are too often said
to characterise the discipline of International Relations (IR). Instead, I
argue that a reformulated English School (ES) could serve as a medium
for such a conversation, providing that the missing tradition of
Nietzschean Relativism is included in the heterologue. The inclusion of
postmodern insights encourages us to acknowledge that states (and
therefore also the idea of ‘international’) are important fictions which
rest on a world imagination. Finally, I argue that if we seek to overcome
the failure of IR and engage in a conversation about international polit-
ical theory that includes the missing tradition, then we will also have to
acknowledge that a reformulated ES should better be understood as
‘Extranational Studies’.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––

Barry Buzan and Richard Little have recently asserted in Millennium that
‘international relations has failed as an intellectual project’ which
‘remains curiously insulated from the other social sciences and history’.1

____________________

I am very grateful to Mathias Albert, Barry Buzan, Thomas Diez, Mervyn Frost,
Stefano Guzzini, Catarina Kinnvall, Anna Leander, Ben Rosamond, Hidemi
Suganami and Richard Whitman for their helpful comments.

1. Barry Buzan and Richard Little, ‘Why International Relations has Failed as
an Intellectual Project and What to do About it’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies 30, no. 1 (2001): 19-39.

© Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 2003. ISSN 0305-8298. Vol.32, No.2, pp. 241-264

http://www.ingentaselect.com/rpsv/cgi-bin/linker?ext=a&reqidx=/0305-8298^282001^2930:1L.19[aid=1853916]
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The fact that two respected conventional IR theorists admit to what
many readers of Millennium have thought for a long time raises an inter-
esting question of whether anything should be done about such a fail-
ure? Unlike Roland Bleiker ’s call to ‘forget IR theory’ or Cynthia Weber’s
concerns about attempts to ‘resurrect IR theory’, Buzan and Little argue
in favour of picking up the English School in order to reverse this fail-
ure.2 Their argument for using this ‘underexploited resource’ is part of a
wider call for reconvening the English School as a vehicle for cultivating
theoretical pluralism in a grand theory project.3

I welcome the admission by Buzan and Little of the problems of IR
as an intellectual project and understand their choice of the English
School (ES) as providing the foundations for rebuilding the discipline.4

However, the purpose of this article is to encourage them, and all
interested in international theory, to reflect on the extent to which any
attempt to do something about the death of IR needs to encourage
heterologue and understanding, not incorporation and introspection. In
this respect, I will consider the extent to which current attempts to
reconvene the ES are welcome insofar as they bring to our attention the
historical precedents of IR writing in positivist, interpretivist and critical
theory traditions. However, I will also argue that the ES was, and is,
missing a tradition; without which it can only reproduce the disciplinary
barriers it seeks to dissolve in order to rescue IR. If the ES is genuinely
committed to theoretical pluralism and dialogue, then an engagement
with the missing tradition would go some way towards doing
something about the failure of IR as an intellectual project.

In the following six sections I will argue why a reformulated ES,
including the missing tradition, would serve as a good medium for a
conversation, rather than a grand theory project. I will do this by first
reflecting on the problems of IR as an intellectual project and argue that
conversation rather than synthesis should be the means to do something
about the failure of IR. Secondly, I will revisit Martin Wight’s three
traditions of the ES and argue that the positivist assumptions of realism,
the interpretivist approach of rationalism, and the critical theory
approach to knowledge of revolutionism are missing a fourth tradition.

Millennium

____________________

2. Roland Bleiker, ‘Forget IR Theory’, Alternatives 22, no. 1 (1997): 57_85; and
Cynthia Weber, ‘IR: The Resurrection or New Frontiers of Incorporation’,
European Journal of International Relations 5, no. 4 (1999): 435-50.

3. Barry Buzan, ‘The English School: An Underexploited Resource in IR’,
Review of International Studies 27 (2001): 471-88. See also
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/

4. I will use the term ‘ES’ instead of referring to the ‘English School’ but it
should not be assumed to be simply an acronym. I see the label ‘English School’
as being one of the greatest barriers to the reception of some of the ideas dis-
cussed here. I will discuss this under ‘The Possibility of ES’ later.

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/
http://www.ingentaselect.com/rpsv/cgi-bin/linker?ext=a&reqidx=/1354-0661^281999^295:4L.435[aid=4192514]
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Thirdly, I will argue that the missing tradition combines an interpretivist
approach to ontology (rationalism) with a critical approach to
epistemology (revolutionism) in order to remind us that states (and
therefore also the idea of ‘international’) are important fictions which
rest on a world imagination, as revealed by Nietzschean relativism.
Finally, I will argue that including the missing tradition of Nietzschean
relativism and the concept of world imagination forces us to rethink the
possibility of ES as a medium for a heterologic conversation about world
politics. Rethinking the possibility of ES in this way draws our attention
to the need to overcome the failure of IR as an intellectual project
through a conversation about ‘Extranational Studies’, rather than the
reproduction of inside/outside distinctions of politics and IR.

The Problems of IR as an Intellectual Project

To say that IR is in trouble would be somewhat of an understatement
as commentators with many voices have agreed:

An empire collapsed and many, if not most, practitioners of
international relations were entirely unprepared. It seems that
precisely when theories of international relations should have
best served us, they failed rather strikingly overtaken, as it were,
by politics itself.5

Rumours of the death of IR… are premature… Not even ageing
and other cruel temporal tricks… have blighted IR’s blockbuster
appeal — something one surely could have expected after IR’s
failure to predict the end of the Cold War or to come up with a
compelling vision of the future (not to mention a coherent theo-
ry of the present).6

The Missing Tradition of the ES

____________________

5. Jean Bethke Elshtain, ‘International Politics and International Theory’, in
International Relations Theory Today, eds. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Oxford:
Polity Press, 1995), 272.

6. Weber, ‘IR: The Resurrection’, 435-36.
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As a discipline, IR has accumulated a huge intellectual balance of trade
deficit. Little produced in the discipline has found its way into other dis-
ciplines. IR scholars do not seem to lead or influence public debate. The
past decade was characterised by tumultuous and far-reaching changes
that exposed the irrelevance of the discipline’s accumulated knowledge
about international relations.7

Those who are aware, with at least some vague recognition, of the
theoretical fields of economics, law or sociology are rarely conscious of
any such body of work pertaining to the international. At the same time,
the increased awareness of matters international in other social sciences,
notably geography, history and sociology, has paid little attention to the
work of IR specialists. The result is, in the broader intellectual climate of
the times, IR remains largely an ‘invisible discipline’.8

When such diverse scholars agree with Buzan and Little that IR has been
‘strikingly overtaken’ with no ‘coherent theory of the present’ exposing
its ‘irrelevance’ as an ‘invisible discipline’, then perhaps IR has failed as
an intellectual project. In the past two years two parallel movements
have emerged in Europe and the US which, although addressing
different audiences, share similar commitments to addressing the failure
of IR and the irrelevance of political science. In Europe, the increasing
invisibility of IR has led Buzan and Little to call for a reconsideration of
the ES as ‘the key to reversing the failure of IR’.9 In the US the increasing
irrelevance of political science has led Gregory Kasza to call for
perestroika in the form of an ecumenical (i.e., methodologically
pluralist) science of politics.10 What these two movements share is a
desire to revive problem-driven research priorities based on
philosophical and methodological pluralism, and to encourage
interdisciplinary inquiry that is historically located.11 These two
movements have much in common and would benefit greatly from a

Millennium

____________________

7. Vendulka Kubálková, Nicholas Onuf, and Paul Kowert, eds., International
Relations in a Constructed World (London: M.E. Sharpe, 1998), 6.

8. Fred Halliday, ‘The Future of International Relations: Fears and Hopes’, in
International Theory: Positivism and Beyond, eds. Steve Smith, Ken Booth and
Marysia Zalewski (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 319.

9. Buzan and Little, ‘Why International Relations has Failed’, 38.
10. Gregory Kasza, ‘Perestroika: For an Ecumenical Science of Politics’,

American Political Science Association Forum, September 2001: 597-9.
http://www.apsanet.org/PS/sept01/kaska.cfm

11. Buzan, ‘The English School’ and Kaska, ‘Perestroika’.

http://www.apsanet.org/PS/sept01/kaska.cfm
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much greater degree of mutual awareness.12 However, a striking
difference tells us much concerning the challenge of doing something
about the failure of IR without just imposing a different form of
hegemonic project. The call of the perestroika movement in the study of
politics is a cry by American scholars trying to revive their field from
death at the hands of the ‘hard-scientific fetish’ of methodological
scientism.13 Their call is one for openness that celebrates diversity in
order to escape the tyranny of grand theorising. In contrast, the call to
reconvene the ES is an attempt by predominantly non-US scholars to
help IR escape the self-imposed ‘Westphalian straightjacket’ of an
‘economistic, natural science based understanding of the social world’.14

Their call is more conditional than that of the perestroika movement, as
on the one hand Buzan shares Wight’s commitment to an openness
embodied in a ‘great conversation’, while on the other hand he seeks to
‘synthesise quite a few [but not all] of the main lines of IR theory, and
thus revive a “grand theory” project’.15 In this article I will argue that this
difference between conversation and synthesis is significant and that, as
Buzan suggests, ‘the ES itself will need to be substantially upgraded’ in
order to resolve this difference through the inclusion of a missing fourth
tradition in the ES.

Revisiting the Three Traditions of the ES 

In order to reflect on the contribution which the ES might bring to the
study of IR it is useful to revisit some of its basic definitions as presented
by Hedley Bull in The Anarchical Society.16 As part of an attempt to
clarify these insights it is also useful to compare how they can be
situated within Little’s pluralistic approach to Wight’s three traditions,
before moving on to suggest what ‘tradition’ the ES has missed.17 I think
it is important to note that I am not particularly interested in 

The Missing Tradition of the ES

____________________

12. For a discussion of why the perestroika movement is absent in Europe see
Catarina Kinnvall, ‘“Not Here, Not Now”: the Absence of a European
Perestroika Movement’, in The Perestroika Movement, ed. Kristen Monroe (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004).

13. Kasza, ‘Perestroika’, 598.
14. Buzan and Little, ‘Why International Relations has Failed’, 24-25.
15. Buzan, ‘The English School’, 481.
16. Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics

(London: Macmillan, 1977).
17. Richard Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution to the Study of

International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations 6, no. 3 (2000):
395-422.

http://www.ingentaselect.com/rpsv/cgi-bin/linker?ext=a&reqidx=/1354-0661^282000^296:3L.395[aid=1520676]
http://www.ingentaselect.com/rpsv/cgi-bin/linker?ext=a&reqidx=/1354-0661^282000^296:3L.395[aid=1520676]
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re-examining who said what to whom about international society
during the inter-war and post-war periods in Britain.18

The first concept presented by Bull was that of an international
system defined as being ‘formed when two or more states have sufficient 
contact between them, and have sufficient impact on another’s decisions
to cause them to behave — or at least in some measure as parts of a
whole’.19 The notion of international system is extremely limited in that it
gives primacy to states and the interaction between them, rather than
other features of humanity (see world society below). This approach is
strongly positivist with a focus on observable contact and mutual 
impact, and disregards the idea that an international system is
constituted by the beliefs of the people who inhabit it, be they humans or
groups of humans. Little has suggested that the concept of international
system and the assumptions of positivism belong in Wight’s tradition of
realism, a categorisation that few would disagree with.20 Steve Smith’s
exploration of ‘positivism and beyond’ is helpful here in defining
positivism as ‘a commitment to a unified view of science, and the
adoption of methodologies of the natural sciences to explain the social
world’.21 Thus, the international system approach seeks neither to
question the mechanistic and naturalistic assumptions of the study of
human existence, nor the positivist assumptions regarding the structure
of human knowledge. Therefore I argue that the concept of an
international system is grounded in a positivist acceptance of the world
‘as it is’, built on a positivist approach to epistemology and a positivist
approach to ontology.

The broadest, and most encompassing concept presented by Bull
was that of a world society defined as ‘not merely a degree of interaction

Millennium

____________________

18. For some of the early works in the ES see Charles Manning, ed., Peaceful
Change: An International Problem (London: Macmillan, 1937); E.H. Carr, The
Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study of International
Relations (London: Macmillan, 1939); Charles Manning, The Nature of
International Society (London: London School of Economics and G. Bell, 1962);
and Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight, eds., Diplomatic Investigations: Essays
in the Theory of International Politics (London: Allen and Unwin, 1966). For com-
peting stories about the ES, see Tim Dunne, Inventing International Society: A
History of the English School (London: Macmillan, 1998); Tonny Brems Knudsen,
‘International Society and International Solidarity: Recapturing the Solidarist
Origins of the English School’, presented to the 28th ECPR Joint Sessions of
Workshops, Copenhagen, 2000; and Hidemi Suganami, ‘C.A.W. Manning and
the Study of International Relations’, Review of International Studies 27, no. 1
(2001): 91-107.

19. Bull, Anarchical Society, 10-11.
20. Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 404.
21. Steve Smith, ‘Positivism and Beyond’ in Smith, Booth and Zalewski,

International Theory, 11.
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____________________

22. Bull, Anarchical Society, 279.
23. Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 411.
24. Andrew Linklater, ‘The Achievements of Critical Theory’, in Smith, Booth

and Zalewski, International Theory, 284.
25. Ibid., 279.
26. Jürgen Habermas, ‘Beyond the Nation-State? On Some Consequences of

Economic Globalization’ in Democracy in the European Union: Integration Through
Deliberation?, eds. Erik Oddvar Eriksen and John Erik Fossum (London:
Routledge, 2000), 37.

27. Mark Hoffman, ‘Critical Theory and the Inter-Paradigm Debate’,
Millennium: Journal of International Studies 16, no. 2, 231-49.

28. Although see Robert Cox, ‘The Way Ahead: Toward a New Ontology of
World Order ’ in Critical Theory and World Politics, ed. Richard Wyn Jones (Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 2000): 45-59.

linking all parts of the human community to one another, but a sense of
common interest and common values, on the basis of which common
rules and institutions may be built’.22 Clearly then, this concept went far
beyond that of a mere degree of interaction suggested by an
international system, and some way towards a common sense of human
community. It placed emphasis on common consciousness and values.
Little has argued that the concept of world society can be tied to Wight’s
tradition of revolutionism and Critical Theory in IR.23 However, there is
a tension here in that Wight’s revolutionism was clearly intended to
include Marxist thinkers such as Immanuel Wallerstein and his ‘world
system’ theory set firmly in the structuralist ‘paradigm’ of historical
materialism. However, Critical Theorists try to distance themselves from
the structuralism of Marxist thinking and its focus on historical
materialism in order to refocus on the post-positivist approaches of
discourse ethics.24 Thus, placing Critical Theory in the tradition of
revolutionism is a move that still needs some choreographing.

However, the concept of world society is clearly emancipatory in its
goals and, like Critical Theory, challenges empirical claims about
knowledge in a social world.25 The concept of world society is crucial in
overcoming the limitations of a national or international society(see
below), as Jürgen Habermas has observed, ‘a sociology that construes
“society” almost always as an object delimited by the nation-state, in
other words as a national society, encounters conceptual difficulties
when it comes to a politically underdetermined structure such as “world
society”’.26 World society and Critical Theory are based on a recognition
of the connection between knowledge and human interests and thus
seek to challenge the rational or positivist foundations of human
knowledge.27 Historically, less attention has been paid to the question of
positivist or post-positivist ontology by critical international theorists
working in Wight’s tradition of revolutionism, possibly reflecting
residual Marxist-inspired structuralism.28 Thus, I argue that the world
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society goals of Critical Theory are located in a post-positivist approach
to epistemology and a positivist approach to ontology. 

The third concept presented by Bull, and for which the ES is best
known, is that of an international society which ‘exists when a group of
states, conscious of certain common interests and common values, form
a society in the sense that they conceive themselves to be bound by a
common set of rules in their relations with each other, and share in the
working of common institutions’.29 In contrast to the concept of world
society, the focus is on states, but international society goes beyond the
simple description of interaction between them and looks instead at a
common sense of international community. Like the concept of an
international system, Bull’s international society leaves little room for
the non-state actors of a world society. Little has suggested that the
concept of international society and the interpretivist approach to a self-
conscious international community belong within Wight’s tradition of
rationalism.30

Many scholars using ES concepts have been keen to suggest that
the notion of an international society represents a kind of via media
between realism and idealism, and have recently tried to link to, or
usurp, IR-variant social constructivism.31 Bull argued that Wight’s
tradition of rationalism was based on ‘partaking of the realism of the
Machiavellians, without cynicism, and the idealism of the Kantians,
without their fanaticism… a via media’.32 Both R.B.J. Walker and Ole
Wæver have pointed out that the ES could be interpreted as ‘a via media
between the supposed extremes of realism and revolutionism’,33 or an
‘attempted rapprochement between reflectivists and rationalists’,34 pre-
empting Emanuel Adler’s call to ‘seize the middle ground’.35 Paul Howe

Millennium

____________________

29. Bull, Anarchical Society, 13.
30. Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 408.
31. For an appraisal of IR-variant social constructivism see Stefano Guzzini

and Anna Leander, ‘A Social Theory for International Relations: An Appraisal of
Alexander Wendt’s Disciplinary and Theoretical Synthesis’, Journal of
International Relations and Development 4, no. 4 (2001): 316-38.

32. Hedley Bull, ‘Martin Wight and the Theory of International Relations’ in
Martin Wight, with Gabriele Wight and Brian Porter, eds. International Theory:
The Three Traditions (London: Pinter, 1991), xiv.

33. R.B.J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 32.

34. Ole Wæver, ‘The European Security Triangle’, in Organized Anarchy in
Europe: The Role of Intergovernmental Organisations, eds. Jaap de Wilde and Håkan
Wiberg (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 1996), 170.

35. Emanuel Adler, ‘Seizing the Middle Ground: Constructivism in World
Politics’, European Journal of International Relations 3, no. 3 (1997): 319-63.
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____________________

36. Paul Howe, ‘The Utopian Realism of E.H. Carr’, Review of International
Studies 20 (1994): 287.

37. Tim Dunne, Inventing International Society, 368 in Ole Wæver, ‘Does the
English School’s Via Media equal the Contemporary Constructivist Middle
Ground?’ Manchester, BISA Conference Paper (1999), 1.
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/waever99.htm

38. Iver Neumann, Uses of the Other: “The East” in European Identity Formation
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 32; Wæver, ‘The English
School’s Via Media’; and Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 396.

39. Wæver, ‘The English School’s Via Media’, 1.
40. Ibid., 12.
41. Wight, International Theory, 267.

has also suggested that E.H. Carr’s scholarship ‘emerges out of the
important middle ground between absolutism and relativism’.36

However, as Wæver has pointed out, Tim Dunne has argued most
consistently and persistently that ‘the English School is constructivist’.37

Iver Neumann, Wæver and Little all take issue with Dunne on the idea
that the ES can be equated to IR-variant social constructivism in this
way.38 I would agree with Wæver that although there is some ‘small
truth’ to the interpretation that international society and IR-variant
social constructivism may share an ontological and epistemological
position, there is ‘great truth’ to the argument that the ES is not
constructivist.39 Thus, I argue that the concept of international society is
located in an intersubjective interpretation of the world through a post-
positivist approach to ontology, but explained through a positivist
approach to epistemology. However, I would distinguish between the
‘contradictory, open-ended framework’ of the ‘ethical debates’
surrounding international society and the ‘scientistic study of ideas’ in
IR-variant social constructivism.40

The Missing Tradition

I have suggested a triple classification to cover all the phenomena... But
a good argument might be made for at least a quadruple one which
would distinguish soft revolutionists… from hard revolutionists… 41

Martin Wight had suggested three traditions within the ES, but was
clearly open to an argument in favour of a fourth tradition from the most
revolutionary scholars in the discipline. I will now suggest that it is the
revolutionary insights of postmodern political theory that provide the
missing tradition of the ES. In its broadest form, the ES represents more
than the via media or rapprochement of the international society

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/waever99.htm
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approach. Instead it represents a ‘pluralist approach… that aims to draw
the disparate threads together’,42 but in order to more genuinely reflect a
pluralist approach the ES needs to encompass at least one more
‘tradition’, and pay attention to at least one group of absent voices in ES
international theory. As Little suggests, ‘from an English School
perspective, a comprehensive understanding of International Relations
must embrace all three traditions’, but in attempting to do so it is clear
to me that the ES has silenced vital voices in international theory
(feminist theories)43 and is missing one tradition (relativism). 

The Missing Voices of Feminist Theories

Being primarily situated in the post-war milieu of the 1950s, and 1960s,
it is perhaps surprising that the foundational work of the ES overlooked
the gender bias in its work. However, given that the seven ‘central
figures’ or ‘founding fathers’44 of the school were male, we should be
unsurprised that Wight’s three traditions had no space for feminist
theories. As Christine Sylvester suggests, Bull’s defence of
‘traditionalism’ in IR during the 1960s revealed ‘the pervasiveness of
gender power’.45 In the 1980s and 1990s, as the body of people working
on ES topics grew to 32 ‘regular contributors’ including four women,46

Millennium

____________________

42. Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 415.
43. Gender is one of a number of crucial crosscutting identity constructions in

world politics. Kinnvall suggests that other crucial crosscutting identity con-
structions include nationality, religion, race, language, and class/caste. See
Catarina Kinnvall, ‘Nationalism, Religion and the Search for Chosen Traumas:
Comparing Sikh and Hindu Identity Constructions’, Ethnicities 2, no. 1 (2002): 80.
Given ES origins in the works of a ‘South African apologist’ and an ‘itinerant
Marxist’ (Dunne, Inventing International Society, 235) it seems strange that race
and class do not feature more prominently in ES research.

44. Hedley Bull, Herbert Butterfield, E.H. Carr, Charles Manning, John
Vincent, Martin Wight, and Adam Watson are listed as ‘central figures’ or
‘founding fathers’ in Barry Buzan, ‘The English School: a Bibliography’, 3 March
2003 version. http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/bibliomarch03.doc

45. Christine Sylvester, ‘The Contributions of Feminist Theories to
International Relations’ in Smith, Booth and Zalewski, International Theory, 260.

46. Coral Bell, Claire Cutler, Jennifer Jackson Preece, and Cornelia Navari are
listed as ‘regular contributors’ in Buzan, ‘The English School: a Bibliography’.

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/bibliomarch03.doc
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and at least ten female ‘participants’,47 there was still little room for
feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint, feminist postmodernism, or
postmodern feminism.48 Unexpectedly, Weber ’s reading of Wight’s
‘history’ leaves the ‘body’ of feminist identity in the footnotes rather
than being more overtly represented in the performance.49 Perhaps it is
true, as Dunne suggests, that ‘from the academic “watchtower”…
princes kept the view… while all the women came and went’, unseen by
the ES.50 A similar situation appears to exist for the academic prince who
is to be found unaware of the ‘silent security dilemma’ resulting from
the gender ‘blank spots’ for the Little Mermaid in the Copenhagen
School of security studies.51 Clearly, any ‘comprehensive understanding
of international relations’ must attempt to engage feminist (re)visions of
international relations if it is to escape the ‘relatively limited scope’ of
the early ES.52

The Missing Tradition of Postmodern Theories

The ‘missing tradition’ is clear enough, as both Carr and Manning
seemed to have realised, that the ‘three Rs’ which Wight developed in
the 1950s were unable to account for the dependency of the fiction of
states and international society on the beliefs and imagination of people.
Buzan has put this most coherently when he argues that:

The Missing Tradition of the ES

____________________

47. Ann Marie Clark, Martha Finnemore, Ann Florini, Rosemary Foot, Sheila
Grader, Rosalyn Higgins, Sharon Korman, Barbara Allen Roberson, Kathryn
Sikkink, and Cynthia Weber are listed as ‘participants’ in Buzan, ‘The English
School: a Bibliography’.

48. As it has developed in IR literature, for examples see: Jean Bethke Elshtain,
Women and War (New York: Basic Books, 1987); Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Bases,
and Beaches: Making Feminist Sense of International Relations (London: Pandora,
1989); J. Ann Tickner, Gender in International Relations: Feminist Perspectives on
Security (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992); V. Spike Peterson, ed.,
Gendered States: Feminist (Re)Visions of International Relations (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 1992); Christine Sylvester, Feminist Theory and International
Relations in a Postmodern Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994);
and Cynthia Weber, Simulating Sovereignty: Intervention, the State and Symbolic
Exchange (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

49. Cynthia Weber, ‘Reading Martin Wight’s “Why is there no International
Theory?” as History’, Alternatives 23, no. 4 (1998): 451-69.

50. Tim Dunne, ‘All Along the Watchtower: A Reply to the Critics of Inventing
International Society’, Cooperation and Conflict 35, no. 2 (2000): 228.

51. Lene Hansen, ‘The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the
Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen School’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies 29, no. 2 (2000): 287.

52. Little, ‘The English School’s Contribution’, 415.
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Both Carr and, at much greater length, Manning make much of the fact
that states (and therefore also the idea of a society of states) are in an
important sense fictions, whose status rests on the strength and breadth
of people’s willingness to believe in, or merely accept, their reality.53

Buzan seems to be agreeing with Kubálková’s suggestion that Carr
understood the most important ‘political power in the international
sphere… [is] over opinion’.54 In this respect, Carr appreciated that the
power to shape the fiction of the state, the society of states, and the study
of that power in political science was one and the same: that in natural
sciences ‘facts exist independently of what anyone thinks of them. In the
political sciences, which are concerned with human behaviour, there are
no such facts’.55 Kubálková goes further to suggest that ‘when we
examine… post-structuralist, post-Marxist, Foucault’s idea of power-
knowledge and discourse, Carr’s idea of “power over opinion” comes to
mind’.56 Similarly, Nicholas Wheeler acknowledges the extent to which
Manning understood that international society is a ‘communal
imagining’ which is ‘like a game, and like any other game, it has to have
rules and compliance with the rules’.57 Wheeler and Dunne have pointed
out the extent to which Bull’s ‘imagined community’ is similar to the
pragmatism of Richard Rorty.58

Carr’s suggestions about power over opinions and no such facts,
Manning’s ideas about the roles of imagination and the game of
international relations, Bull’s imagined community, together with
Buzan’s observations about the fictions of states and a society of states
based on the production of knowledge and people’s willingness to
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accept that knowledge, lead me to the conclusion that the ‘missing
tradition’ is that of postmodern relativism:

It is possible to conceive the world of postmodern knowledge as gov-
erned by a game of perfect information, in the sense that the data is in
principle accessible to any expert: there is no scientific secret. Given
equal competence (no longer in the acquisition of knowledge, but in its
production), what extra performativity depends on in the final analysis
is “imagination”, which allows one either to make a new move or
change the rules of the game.59

Building on these observations by Manning, Carr, Bull and Buzan, I
would further argue that the tradition of ‘relativism’ should find its
expression in the ES through the concept of world imagination. I use the
term ‘world’ to convey the idea of Manning’s communal imagining,
Buzan’s fictional reality and Lyotard’s world of postmodern knowledge.
I use the term ‘imagination’ to reflect Wight’s problem that international
theory is, ‘a tradition imagined as the twin of speculation about the state
to which the name “political theory” is appropriated’ which, as Weber
points out, ‘is a problem for Wight, for, as he continues, “international
theory in this sense does not, at first sight, exist”’.60 Thus, a world
imagination is supported by Carr’s political science with no facts, and
which sustains the previous ES concepts through the power over
opinion exercised through the performativity of world leaders,
diplomats, entrepreneurs, and scholars. A world imagination might
therefore, drawing on Buzan, be defined as being ‘the important fiction
that states (and therefore also the idea of international), whose status
rests on the strength and breadth of people’s willingness to believe in, or
merely accept, their reality, is a world imagination’.

In contrast to the previous ES concepts, the notion of world
imagination is open-ended in that it gives primacy to ideas, beliefs,
opinions and discourses which sustain the idea of a world society, an
international system, or an international society. Similar to the concept of
international society, this approach challenges the conventional
understanding of the way in which the reality of international relations
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is constructed, thus ‘anarchy is what imagination makes of it’.61 Again,
similar to the concept of world society, this approach challenges the
conventional understanding of the way in which knowledge about IR is
built, thus ‘knowledge is always for something else’.62 Following this line
of argument, and reflecting Little’s pattern of ES methodology, tradition
and concept, I might suggest that the practices of postmodern science
belong in the ‘missing tradition’ of Nietzschean relativism with the
concept of world imagination.63

Within the broad tradition of Nietzschean relativism, it is possible
to identify several types of postmodern scientific methodologies,
including deconstruction, genealogical reconstruction and dialogical
imagination.64 Jacques Derrida’s methodology of deconstruction is
central to postmodern readings of international relations, in particular
that of intertextuality through examining a chain of texts.65 Michel
Foucault’s methodology of genealogical reconstruction can also be used
in postmodern (re)readings of international relations ‘to trace the history
of a contested idea without boiling it down to an ahistorical essence’.66

Mikhail Bakhtin’s methodology of dialogical imagination allows ‘a
constant interaction of meanings, of points of view, of otherness,
resisting any reduction to a single position, a monologue’.67 These
methodologies, located in Lyotard’s ‘postmodern science’ are aimed at
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‘producing not the known, but the unknown’ in order to ‘wage a war on
[the] totality’ of metanarratives.68 For Lyotard, ‘postmodern science — by
concerning itself with such things as undecidables, the limits of precise
control, conflicts characterised by incomplete information, “fracta”,
catastrophes, and pragmatic paradoxes — is theorising its own
evolution as discontinuous, catastrophic, nonrectifiable, and
paradoxical. It is changing the meaning of the word knowledge.’69

The concept of a world imagination shares an intersubjective
interpretation of the world with the concept of an international society
through a post-positivist approach to ontology. Similarly, a world
imagination shares a human interest or subjective structure of
communication and knowledge with the concept of a world society
through a post-positivist approach to epistemology. Thus, I argue that
the world imagination of Nietzschean postmodern relativism is
understood through a post-positivist approach to ontology and a post-
positivist approach to epistemology.

Why is a Fourth Tradition Important?

I have argued that alongside Wight’s’ ‘three Rs’ of realism, rationalism,
and revolutionism, it is necessary to introduce a fourth ‘R’ of relativism
as represented by a focus on world imagination presented here. This is
an important move for three reasons — (post)modernisation, pluralism,
and dialogue. Firstly, the ES has often been seen in the past as being too
introspective, with a focus on ‘classical’, ‘traditional’ and ‘realist’ studies
of international relations. Examples of this discourse include references
to the ES such as Robert Gilpin’s ‘classical wing of realism’; Mark
Hoffman’s ‘practical realism’; John Gerard Ruggie’s ‘realist theorists of
the day’; Jim George’s ‘traditional realist’; Robert Jackson’s ‘classical
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realism’, Christine Sylvester ’s ‘traditionalism’; and Wæver’s ‘reformist
realists’ or ‘British ‘traditionalism’.70

Wæver and Dunne both admit that the ES is seen as a ‘respectable,
traditional approach’ that many criticise for being ‘just a tamer version
of realism’.71 Nicholas Rengger suggests that one option ‘would be to
move beyond the relatively straightforward communitarianism
manifested in the classical school [ES] and… into postmodern
interpretations of our contemporary circumstances’.72 Following
Rengger’s suggestion may overcome the problem that the image of the
classical, traditional, realist approach dissuades many from examining
ES ideas and certainly is a hindrance in encouraging a more open
research approach. Thus, the introduction of more recent insights from
the (post)modernisation of IR would help the ES enter its sixth decade 
as a healthier and more pluralistic research endeavour. Secondly, as
Wæver argues: 

The [ES]… can easily be linked to more or less post-modernist notions,
an emphasis on the cultural colouring of international systems and espe-
cially the general “radical” interest in thinking the basic categories of the
international system instead of taking them as mechanical givens.73 

But if the ES is ‘linked’ with ‘more or less post-modern notions’ in an
attempt to provide a via media, rapprochement, or middle ground in the
study of IR then it will first have to come to terms with postmodern
insights in order to be honest in its claim to represent a pluralistic
methodological approach. If the ES is able to encourage such pluralism
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then it may be possible to allow a dialogue between a variety of writings
that may blend or clash.74 

Thus, the inclusion of postmodern writings is innate to the idea that, ‘the
[ES] approach [is] informed by methodological and ontological pluralism’.75 As
the ES appears to have already embraced the post-positivist approach to ontology
found in Grotian rationalism, and the post-positivism of the ‘collapsed
subject/object distinction’76 found in the epistemology of Kantian revolutionism,
then the combination of these two approaches should not be as impossible as
might be thought. As Wæver and Little have argued, the important contribution
that the ES has to offer is its commitment to forego closure in favour of the
‘continuous coexistence and interplay’77 that a dialogue between these diverse
approaches might provide so that, ‘the many stories about international politics’
might be heard.78

Having now considered the four concepts of international system,
international society, world society and world imagination, as well as
the four traditions of realism, rationalism, revolutionism and relativism,
I have tried to indicate how these relate to ontological and
epistemological questions with the help of an illustrative diagram.  
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The Possibility of ES: Existing Status, Enlightenment
Scholasticism, or Extranational Studies?

Having argued the case for a fourth tradition, I will now ask ‘what
exactly is the ES?’ and ‘what does it have to contribute to the study of
international relations generally?’, in order to reflect on the possibility of
ES. I have distilled possible responses to the first question, regarding the
nature of the ES, into three simplified positions which I have labelled
‘Existing Status’, ‘Enlightenment Scholasticism’, and ‘Extranational
Studies’. Unlike practically every other scholar engaged in this kind of
representational manoeuvre, I do not intend to seize the middle ground
— as the previous section set out, my personal approach is very much in
favour of the broadest position — that of ‘Extranational Studies’. 

The ‘Existing Status’ position is the narrower approach, which
reflects the way in which most scholars unaware of the ES equate its
currently existing status with the concept of ‘international society’ and
not much else. This approach to ES centres on the British Committee and
the study of Wight’s rationalist tradition of International Society. Of the
three ES positions, this is clearly the most traditional and the narrowest
as it seeks to exclude the ‘many unsettling and disturbing insights’
which a broader approach might bring.80 The ‘Enlightenment
Scholasticism’ position seeks a more pluralistic approach and equates
most closely to the broader parameters of the ES offered by Buzan and
Little. This approach to ES moves beyond the claim to being solely
located in the rationalist tradition with a focus on international society,
and instead suggests that Wight’s three traditions are all part of the
pluralistic ontology and methodology of the ES. I use the term
‘enlightenment’ because this position does not seek to fundamentally
challenge the role of epistemology as developed in enlightenment
philosophy. I use the term ‘scholasticism’ to suggest that this position
involves an adherence to the three ES traditions, but also the method of
dialogue between these traditions.81
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The ‘Extranational Studies’ position is more inclusive and equates most
closely to the ‘more contradictory, open-ended framework’ offered by
Wæver.82 This approach to ES extends Wight’s three traditions by
including a fourth, that of postmodern relativism, in order to better
capture the ‘multiple realities of the ES’.83 Furthermore, this position
moves beyond the constrictions of enlightenment scholasticism to
include the postmodern deconstruction of epistemology over the past
30 years for, as Jackson argues, ‘there is nothing to prevent any
approach which acknowledges the humanistic and thus fundamentally
normative character of international relations from being taken up and
incorporated’.84 I use the term ‘extranational’ to indicate the willingness
to include all four traditions and methodologies, not just following
limited traditions which are essentially closed to critical approaches
and are generally based on the difference between ‘inter’ and ‘national’.
I use the term ‘studies’ as an indication that this position extends the
scope of the ES to include those studying not just international
relations, but also world politics, and thus ‘incorporates insights from
positivist and post-positivist theories’.85 Figure 2  illustrates these three
positions on the nature of ES and their relationships to philosophical
traditions (adapted from Wight), ES concepts (adapted from Bull),
international theories and methodology (both adapted from Little): 86
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The missing voice here is that of Buzan as the leading figure in the call to
‘reconvene’ the ES, and its current chronicler — see the latest version of
‘The English School: a Bibliography’.87 On first inspection, Buzan takes an
agnostic view on the question of the nature of the ES and how inclusive it
should be by merely seeking to ‘list’ the key works related to the ES.
However, like all empirical undertakings, this listing performs a normative
function as a closer reading makes it clear that he takes a ‘wide rather than
a narrower view’.88 Given that his list includes Chris Brown, James Der
Derian, Andrew Linklater, Iver Neumann, and Ole Wæver as ‘regular
contributors’, as well as Mathias Albert, Jens Bartelson, Jim George and
Cynthia Weber as ‘participants’, I would suggest that Buzan should be
willing to subscribe to the broader position. It would be a strange ES
indeed that encouraged post-structuralists Albert, Bartelson, Der Derian,
George, Neumann, Weber, or Wæver, to contribute and participate, but
then denied the validity of their work to the study of international theory.

A closer reading of Buzan’s published proposal for reconvening the
ES reveals a number of insights that indicate his understanding of the
need to utilise a multi-paradigm or methodologically pluralist approach,
rather than competing paradigms, which transcends the binary
oppositions of IR theory.89 Although many will find his anti-
foundationalism interesting, he does suggest that ‘[t]he built in
historicism also offers a useful opportunity to challenge the
Westphalian-dominated foundations of much mainstream IR theory’.90

In particular, Buzan identifies the need for ‘core theoretical and
definitional debates about the nature of international and world society,
how they relate to each other, and how they are constructed and
deconstructed’.91 I leave the final word to Wæver who persistently
argues for keeping ‘some of the post-structuralist impulses alive’ in
order to avoid losing ‘important dimensions of a reinvigorated ES’.92

Why a Missing Tradition and Extranational Studies?

In this article, I have advocated the need for ‘extranational studies’ in
order to encourage theoretical pluralism and dialogue as part of doing
something about the failure of IR as an intellectual project. In some way,
the notion of extranational studies is also a proposal to undo the
Wightian movement of divorcing international theory from political
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theory. I will attempt to conclude by suggesting what I consider some of
the advantages of adopting a historically open and theoretically
pluralistic ES approach and how this might contribute towards
rethinking the possibilities of politics.

The ES avoids many of the problems of closure in conventional
presentations of international theory by arguing the historical
contingencies of different international systems and international
societies in world history.93 This historically open approach to world
politics encourages broader reflection on the notion of the modern states
system to include pre-modern states and systems, non-modern states
and systems, and post-modern states and systems.94 The weakness with
much writing within this ES approach is the tendency to assume
progress in the universalisation of the modern international system and
to overlook the importance of writing performativity on which the IR
discipline is currently founded. 

The ES is not so much a school as a dialogue about international
theory pursued through a debate between co-existing groups of thinkers
representing differing philosophical traditions. Martin Wight, the key
figure in the ES representation of traditions, did not seek ‘“A Theory of
International Relations” that would put an end to disagreement and
uncertainty, Wight saw as the outcome of his studies simply an account
of the debate among contending theories and doctrines, of which no
resolution could be expected’.95 Thus, the ES appears open to the
irresolvability of truth and a commitment to pluralism in theory — ‘the
truth about international politics had to be sought not in any one of these
patterns [traditions] of thought but in the debate among them’.96 Forty
years after Wight suggested such a debate, Richard Little argued that the
ES’s contribution to international theory was first and foremost its
methodological pluralism characterised by Wight’s traditions of realism,
rationalism and revolutionism.97

It should be borne in mind that the ES pluralism I have imagined
here is not a theory or metatheory; it is simply a means to encourage a
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conversation in IR that escapes the binary dualisms that mark the
invisible discipline like no other in the social sciences. Such a dialogue
would need to be a tetralogue, or perhaps ‘heterologue’, between the
traditions, with the intention of achieving a ‘great conversation’ that
allows ‘polyphonic discourse’.98 What is equally important to reiterate is
that a conversation is not the same as a synthesis — if the ES is seen, or
sees itself, as a ‘grand theory project’, then it is doomed to exclude
alternatives at the very same moment as it seeks to incorporate different
voices. Thus, any attempt to do something about the death of IR needs
to encourage heterologue and understanding between differing voices
and approaches, not incorporation and introspection with reductive
results.

There is, of course, an obvious criticism of the extranational studies
I have suggested – that the ES will end up comprising everything and
become another name for IR. In defence, it should be obvious that the
conversation between the four traditions I have proposed here in no way
includes all philosophical traditions or theoretical approaches. As I have
suggested by briefly reflecting on the exclusion of feminist theories, as
well as theories of race and class, the ES would need to be radically
reformulated in order to comprise everything. In addition, the
definitions of terms and concepts such as ‘rationalism’ and ‘world
society’ remain particular to the ES. Importantly, the concept of
international society remains a touchstone for all those involved in the
ES, although the inclusion of world imagination would raise questions
about the solidity of that stone. As I have argued in this article, the
proposed conversation is an extension of the previous practices of
Wight’s approach to studying and teaching the three traditions – it may
ultimately be the case that the main benefit of a four-sided conversation
is the value it brings to the teaching of world politics.

All these arguments are valuable and appropriate for the study of
world politics, but the final question really is — why do we need them?
It would seem, particularly from the discussion of ‘international society’,
that the ES intended to primarily study international theory — thus
leaving us lost again in our attempt to do something about the death of
IR that does not simply reproduce the inside/outside distinctions. For
me, the benefit of a broader ES is the way in which the four traditions are
located in political philosophy rather than political or international
theory. Thus by drawing on, but not binding ourselves in, the
philosophies of Hobbes, Grotius, Kant and Nietzsche we can go
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someway to transcending the twentieth century divergence between
political and international theory. Again, this might seem ironic, as the
‘foundational significance’ of Wight’s claim that there was ‘no
international theory’, marks for many the birth of the ES and therefore a
crucial moment in the partition from political theory that began in the
early twentieth century.99 Thus by invoking ES we can engage in a
discussion of the relative strengths, merits and implications of
competing discourses in the study, explanation and understanding of
world politics that account for the imagined/constructed nature of the
differences between the inside and the outside, and between political
theory and international theory.

Ian Manners is Lecturer in Politics and International Relations 
at the University of Kent at Canterbury
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