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In its first phase, which is normally dated from about 1959 to 1984,2 the 
scholars who came to be labelled the early English School (ES), including 
Hedley Bull, Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight, did not devote much effort 
to spelling out their preferred approach to international relations, let alone a 
research method. To make matters worse, the style and focus of their works 
varied, making it harder to distil an approach or method than it sometimes is 
when dealing with other schools of thought in International Relations (IR).3 
But there are similarities in the essays and books produced by the early ES, 
and there were common commitments, and this chapter tries to tease them 
out. 

In general, the early ES took an ‘interpretive’ approach that concentrated on 
the beliefs of individual actors in international relations, assuming that 
explaining and evaluating their actions depends on interpreting the meaning 
they had for the actors who performed them.4 This approach entailed, as 
Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight wrote in the preface to Diplomatic 
Investigations, a focus on ‘the diplomatic community’, which they – in contrast 
to some later ES thinkers – took to be synonymous with ‘international society’ 
and ‘the states-system’.5 Butterfield, Wight, et al. were interested in ‘the 
nature and distinguishing marks’ of that community of individual actors, ‘the 
way it functions, the obligations of its members, its tested and established 
principles of political intercourse’, arguing that it carried with it ‘an historical 
deposit of practical wisdom’ called ‘statecraft’ that had ‘lessons in relation to 
contemporary needs’.6 And they were concerned ‘to clarify the principles of 
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prudence and moral obligation which have held together the international 
society of states throughout its history, and still hold it together.’7

This approach was followed in Diplomatic Investigations, but also in a number 
of other contemporary works, including the early essays of Wight’s erstwhile 
student at the London School of Economics (LSE), Coral Bell, as well as her 
brilliant study of American strategic policy debates in the 1950s, Negotiation 
from Strength (1962); Peter Lyon’s Neutralism (1963), which also began life 
at the LSE under Wight’s supervision; Butterfield’s International Conflict in the 
Twentieth Century (1960); and Wight’s essays in the Survey of International 
Affairs for March 1939 (1952) or occasional pieces like ‘The Power Struggle 
at the United Nations’ (1956), and of course his late 1950s International 
Theory lectures, published posthumously in 1990.8 

Underlying these works was an assumption that explaining and evaluating 
social behaviour depends on interpreting the meanings that behaviour has for 
actors and those with whom they interact. This entails a focus on social 
institutions, the bundles of norms and practices that have intersubjectively 
agreed meanings for actors in a given social group. In international relations, 
this involved a focus on the particular social institutions that have been 
emerged over time for the management of the interactions of states, or, to be 
more specific, for the management of the interactions of the rulers and 
representatives of states, as well as of their citizens. An interpretive approach 
also entails a focus on theories that espouse alternative norms and practices 
to those currently in operation, which some actors develop and utilise to 
contest the agreed norms and practices that make up social institutions. To 
explain and evaluate international relations, in other words, meant interpreting 
what key institutions meant to key actors, as their understandings and 
appraisal of the norms and practices of those institutions shaped their 
behaviour. And it meant interpreting the alternative norms and practices that 
at a given moment were being advanced by others, because they ideas can 
be taken up by actors and used to change key institutions, dispense with old 
ones, or create new ones.9

This approach is neatly displayed by Butterfield and Wight’s contributions to 
Diplomatic Investigations, and to a lesser extent in Hedley Bull’s ‘The Grotian 
Conception of International Society’, as well as Wight’s International Theory 
lectures. Throughout, as Bull put it, their object was to find, ‘the essence of … 
[a] doctrine’ espoused by an individual actor – whether a thinker or a 
practitioner – and to assess its impact on political practices of politicians and 
diplomats in international society.10 Thus Butterfield, in ‘The Balance of 
Power’, scoured European intellectual history to locate the first iteration of the 
modern ‘doctrine of balance’, not merely to narrate the history of the idea but 
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also to try to determine how it shaped the conduct of European statecraft.11 In 
so doing, Butterfield inferred ‘that an international order is not a thing 
bestowed by nature, but is a matter of refined thought, careful contrivance 
and elaborate artifice’.12 

These processes – and the international orders that have been and could be 
generated by them – were also explored in detail in Wight’s three essays, 
‘Why is there no International Theory?’, ‘Western Values in International 
Relations’, and ‘The Balance of Power’. His opening observation in the 
middle essay that the concept of ‘Western Values’ was itself a contrivance 
and artifice clearly signalled the intent not merely to describe a school of 
abstract thought, but to show how it shaped the practice of ‘statesmen’ 
seeking to maintain an international society, keep order, and uphold certain 
norms and moral standards.13 

As Roger Epp has rightly argued, this approach to analysing international 
relations has ‘strong resemblances’ to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutics, 
which begins with the recognition that we are all located in traditions of 
thought that provide us with concepts with which to interpret the world around 
us, that past or different traditions need to be interpreted into our languages if 
we are to understand them, and that recognition that ‘all understanding is 
interpretation’. Epp observes that the early ES also focuses on the languages 
of traditions because those scholars believes that they were ‘constitutive 
rather [than] instrumental … bound up with practices and institutions … not 
simply the rationalisation or mystification of “interests”’.14 Interpreting past 
and present languages of diplomacy was, for them, the core task of 
international relations theory, because those languages shaped the past and 
present conduct of their speakers and interlocutors. Or, as Epp puts it, this 
approach is necessary because, for the early ES, ‘international society is a 
matter of intersubjective meaning embedded in practice’.15

This mode of explaining social behaviour – interpreting the beliefs of 
individual actors about the meanings of their actions – fell out of fashion in 
the later ES, as it did more broadly in the social sciences in the second half of 
the twentieth century.16 It was utilised (albeit semi-consciously or 
unselfconsciously, and to a lesser or greater extent) in a series of works 
produced in the 1970s and 1980s by students or followers of the early 
School, but it was then set aside, for the most part, during the revival of the 
ES by a new generation of scholars in the mid-1990s.17 This new generation 
maintained an interest in the history of ideas, but turned to other ways of 
explaining and evaluating the behaviour of actors in international relations 
more in keeping with their training as social scientists than those of the 
scholars in the early ES, who were mostly historians and philosophers.
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In the new School, one wing has confined itself to evaluation and especially 
to normative theorising, drawing inspiration especially from post-Marxist 
critical theory. Andrew Linklater has been pivotal here, as he displaced 
Wight’s earlier account of what he called ‘revolutionism’, associated with 
Immanuel Kant, but also with Karl Marx and even Adolf Hitler, with a positive 
‘revolutionist’ vision of a cosmopolitan international society.18 The aim of this 
wing of the School is to help realise this progressivist vision (or a version of it) 
by way of normative critique and prescription.

The other wing of the new School went in a quite different direction. It chose 
to explore the structure of international society, past and present, by utilising 
explanatory theories drawn from other social scientific traditions, notably 
functionalism, which is prominent in Bull’s The Anarchical Society (1977), 
structural realism and neoliberalism, which play significant roles in Barry 
Buzan’s work, and social constructivism, which is drawn upon by Tim 
Dunne.19 These theories had a quite different orientation to the interpretivism 
of the early ES, focused as they all are on what Kenneth Waltz famously 
called the ‘third image’ of international relations (the international system) 
rather than the ‘first image’ (the individual actor).20

Of course, these moves – the turns to critical theory and to alternative 
explanatory theories – have not disadvantaged the ES in the broader 
marketplace of ideas in IR, nor have they prevented the production of 
excellent work by scholars committed to it. The recent publication of an 
International Studies Association Guide to the English School (2013) is 
testimony to the success of the new ES; the production of excellent books 
and articles, especially on historical and non-Western international societies, 
continues unabated.21 But they do diverge in approach from that of the 
interpretive orientation of the early ES.

Given all that the new ES has achieved, it could be argued that the 
abandonment of the interpretivism of the early ES has paid dividends. But as 
Buzan notes in his recent overview of the School, it continues to be dogged 
by the criticism that it is complacent or even sloppy when it comes to matters 
of method.22 To gain clarity, it may therefore be helpful to distinguish between 
different approaches taken by different parts of the ES, rather than arguing 
that the School as a whole embraces methodological pluralism, as some have 
suggested.23 On the one hand, there is the approach of the early ES which 
insists that social behaviour can only be explained by reference to the 
meanings those actions have for those who perform them, and that this is 
done by interpreting the interpretations of the social world held by agents.24 

On the other, there are the various approaches of the later ES, who maintain 
that social behaviour in international relations can be explained by focusing 
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not on the first image but on the third, on the ideational and material 
structures of international society, which the later ES thinks determines or at 
least constrains the behaviour of individual actors.25 
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