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2 The Relevance of Being 

Important or the Importance of 
Being Relevant? 
State and Non-State Actors in 
International Relations Theory 

 
  ANTON WEENINK∗ 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Among international relations scholars a debate has been going on over the question 
whether states are to be considered the most important actors, and what, if any, role 
non-state actors play in international relations (for an overview, see Reinalda 1999a, 
1999b, p.77-84). Realist and in particular neo-realist authors have always claimed 
that the state should be considered the most powerful actor; as such states are most 
important theoretically in that by focusing on states, we have the best chance of 
understanding international politics. This ‘state centric view’ has been contested by 
different schools of thought. Neo-liberal institutionalists accept the view that states 
are the most important actors, but maintain that we should also account for the role 
international institutions have in shaping outcomes. Transnationalist authors often 
focus on different actors altogether – they in general seem to dismiss the actual 
power of the state and stress the leverage of transnational, non-state actors. They 
focus on multinational corporations, mass movements, and more or less idealistic 
Non-Governemental Organisations (NGOs). In the past two decades, the neo-realist 
position probably has been dominant in the discipline, but as the title of the present 
volume – Non-State Actors in International Relations: Do they Matter? – reveals, 
the topic has remained on the agenda.  

In this chapter an attempt is made to answer the question whether non-state 
actors matter in international relations (IR) theory. The argument centers upon the 
probably most powerful defense of the state centric view, Waltz’s Theory of 
International Politics (TIP) (Waltz, 1979) and his subsequent publications (Waltz 
1995, 1997). I will try to show that Waltz’s justification for the state centric view 
does not live up to the methodological standards that, according to him, should 
decide the issue. In the next section I summarize the neo-realist position that ‘non-
state actors do not matter’, followed by three points of critique. The essence of the 
critique is that any actor can be considered relevant theoretically, however 
‘unimportant’ it might be empirically. 

 
 
                                                             

∗ Anton Weenink (1964) studied public administration at the University of Twente, where he also took his 
doctorate degree. He is lecturer of International Relations at the Nijmegen School of Public Affairs, 
University of Nijmegen and researcher at the International Police Institute Twente of the faculty of Public 
Administration at the University of Twente. His main research topic concerns the Russian reform process, 
with special reference to the role of Russian organised crime. He is the author of De Russische paradox: 
overvloed en onvermogen (1997), Twente University Press, Enschede. 
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Neo-Realism, or the Relevance of Being Important 
 
In TIP and other publications, Kenneth N. Waltz has dismissed any role for non-state 
actors, at least in IR theory. According to Waltz “states are the units whose 
interactions form the structure of international-political systems. They will long 
remain so” (1979, p.95). Although other actors are present in the international 
system, theory should focus on the essential elements in the domain in which one is 
interested (1997, p.913; cf. 1979, p.8, 1995, p.69,): 
 

I define theory as a picture, mentally formed, of a bounded realm or domain of 
activity. A theory depicts the organization of a realm and the connection among its 
parts. The infinite materials of any realm can be organized in endlessly different ways. 
Reality is complex; theory is simple. By simplification, theories lay bare the essential 
elements in play and indicate necessary relations of cause and interdependency ⎯ or 
suggest where to look for these 

 
Waltz seemingly takes a methodological approach to the matter: in order to 

come to terms with the domain of international politics, we should focus on the 
essentials, the most important actors, and these are states. In this respect, Waltz holds 
the view that IR scholars have a lot to learn from economic theory. In 1995 Waltz 
argued that economic theory started off in earnest when the Physiocrats specified a 
restricted domain: “the first step forward was, as it had to be, to invent the concept of 
an economy as distinct from the society and the polity in which it is embedded” 
(Waltz, 1995, p.68). His reference to economics was to illustrate an issue he already 
put forward in TIP, namely that “Theory isolates one realm from all others in order 
to deal with it intellectually. To isolate a realm is a precondition for developing a 
theory that will explain what goes on within it” (Waltz, 1979, p.8). Only by 
abstracting from a reality that also contains non-state actors, can one hope to come to 
terms with the realm of international politics. 

The theory of international politics Waltz develops contains a systemic 
approach to the domain of international politics. He distinguishes a system’s 
structure and the units of which it is composed; structures are formed by the co-
action of units and their consequences cannot be reduced to unit attributes. Structure 
accounts for the broad outcomes of international politics; it explains continuity. 
Structure is defined by three attributes or ‘tiers’: ordering principle (anarchy or 
hierarchy; the state system is anarchic), the character of the units or functional 
differentiation (states are like units, so this element drops out of the definition); and 
polarity or distribution of capabilities. As to the logic that explains the behaviour of 
states, Waltz assumes that states want to survive. This approach enables Waltz to 
formulate a positional picture of international politics, which in turn enables him to 
account for the effects of structure on outcomes. 
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Empirically, Waltz maintains that the international system has always been 
anarchic. As for the second ‘tier’, he holds the view that in anarchy states are like 
units. “To call states ‘like units’ is to say that each state is like all other states in 
being an autonomous political unit. It is another way of saying that states are 
sovereign” (1979, p. 95). Sattes may differ significantly internally, but they face the 
similar fate of having to survive under conditions of anarchy; the international 
system is a self help system. The second element of the definition therefore ‘drops 
out’. As a consequence, the structure of the international system is determined by the 
third tier, by counting ‘poles’ or great powers. In counting poles, distinctions are 
made only according to capabilities. Capabilities are multidimensional. Whether a 
state can be considered a great power, depends on how it scores “on all of the 
following items: size of population and territory, resource endowment, economic 
capability, military strength, political stability and competence” (1979, p.131). Waltz 
distinguishes multipolar, bipolar and hegemonic systems, each of which leads to 
specific expectations. 

Also in constructing the theory, Waltz frequently compares his approach to 
micro-economics: “Market structure is defined by counting firms; international-
political structure, by counting states. In the counting, distinctions are made only 
according to capabilities” (1979, p.99; cf. p.93-4, p.131). Furthermore, “States, 
especially the big ones, are like major corporations. They are at once limited by their 
situations and able to affect them. They have to react to actions of others whose 
actions may be changed by the reaction. As in an oligopolistic market, the outcome 
is indeterminate” (1979, p.134). In micro-economics, the number and relative size of 
firms competing in a given market allows the economist to explain the behaviour of 
units and the outcomes of their interaction. “International-political systems, like 
economic markets, are formed by the coaction of self-regarding units” (1979, p.91). 
Market outcomes differ when we switch from monopoly to oligopoly, or to perfect 
competition. Economists are well aware of the fact that, in reality, for example a 
genuine oligopoly rarely exist, but by focusing on the most important players and 
ignoring small firms, economists are better able to predict and explain outcomes.  

What outcomes does Waltz claim to be able to explain? First of all, 
continuity. The structure of the international system, according to Waltz, has 
remained remarkably stable. This stability might explain the not so pleasant state of 
affairs in international politics through the ages (1979, p.66): 

 
The texture of international politics remains highly constant, patterns 
recur, and events repeat themselves endlessly. The relations that prevail 
internationally seldom shift rapidly in type or in quality. They are marked 
instead by a dismaying persistence, a persistence that one must expect so 
long as none of the competing units is able to convert the anarchic 
international realm into a hierarchic one. The enduring character of 
international politics accounts for the striking sameness in the quality of 
international life through the millennia, a statement that will meet with 
wide assent. 
 
More specifically, with regard to security issues, the theory holds that 

anarchy leads to balancing behaviour. Balances of power are formed, not because 
states strive for a balance, but because they tend to balance against potential 
hegemons. Also, in this respect, “Balance-of-power theory is microtheory precisely 
in the economist’s sense” (1979, p.118). In balancing against potential hegemons, 
states may cooperate with allies, but alliances only endure as long as a common 
threat exists. 
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Cooperation, according to Waltz, in general seems to be relatively low in 
international politics. In the history of the modern states system, Waltz maintains 
that the structure changed only once. After the Second World War, a multipolar 
system was replaced by a bipolar system. The bipolar system, in itself a novelty after 
three centuries of multipolarity, he considered to be very stable as ‘barriers to entry’ 
had risen; no other power at the time could hope to acquire a power position 
comparable to those of the United States and the Soviet Union. Since the demise of 
the Soviet Union, a unipolar system has existed, but this will not last. “Multipolarity 
is developing before our eyes”, just as balance-of-power theory predicts (1997, 
p.915). 

Waltz sees no chance for non-state actors to seriously undermine the 
dominant role of states in the international system. As for example critical theory 
seemed to consider multinational corporations to be serious contenders for power, 
Waltz dismissed this by saying that “when the crunch comes, states remake the rules 
by which other actors operate” (1979, p.93). 

In short, understanding outcomes in international politics demands a state 
centric approach. “States are the units whose interactions form the structure of 
international-political systems” (1979, p.95). As structure explains outcomes, we 
should not complicate theory by incorporating non-state actors in our models. States, 
as the neo-realist Grieco echoes Waltz, are assumed to be “the major actors in world 
affairs” (Baldwin, 1993, p.118). 

 
 
     Critique, or the Importance of being Relevant 

 
The ‘centrality-of-the-state’ paradigm has been criticized by many, in particular by 
those interested in non-state actors like transnational corporations and NGOs. Few, 
however, have suggested that the issue of which player is ‘the major actor in world 
affairs’, in itself is not that interesting. The ‘importance’ of the state can of course 
only be relative, and we can always imagine issues in international relations in which 
the outcome is in some ways or even exclusively dependent upon non-state actors as 
well. Even if the state ‘mattered’ in most issues, and non-state actors only in few, the 
research question at hand should decide which actors we choose to focus upon. An 
absolute measure for importance simply does not exist. 

The point to make is that it indeed is a matter of methodology, not principle, 
to which actor we decide to give a central role in our explanations of international 
outcomes (Lieshout, 1995, p.112). Why, then, is Waltz, who seems to be aware of 
the methodological nature of the issue, so convinced that the study of international 
politics should focus on states? 

The reason can be found in his conviction that theorising starts, not with 
formulating questions, but with specifying a restricted domain. Not a particular 
research question decides the issue, but the ‘way things are out there’. This 
assumption, though, confuses the ‘boundaries of theory’ with the ‘boundaries of 
discipline’; disciplinary boundaries, however, are not that interesting except, 
perhaps, in the struggle for institutional territory. 

The implications of this mixing up of the domains of theories and of 
disciplines, are far reaching because it induces Waltz to look for a  - or the? - theory 
of the realm, instead of looking for answers to specific questions. Although in 
answering questions we do need theories, and theories always are simplifications of 
reality, there is no reason to suggest that there are ‘domains’ or ‘disciplines’ that a 
priori demand a specific theory. 



 5 

Waltz’s interpretation of economic theory illustrates the misunderstanding. 
First of all, the view that economic theory started when economists identified a 
restricted domain, is historically untenable as, for example, Adam Smith considered 
himself a ‘political economist’. More importantly, the whole idea that economics as 
a discipline has an identifiable boundary is mistaken. Although Waltz probably does 
not hold the view there exists a ‘theory of economics’ ⎯ as the ‘discipline’ of 
economics obviously consists of a wide array of theories dealing with different, also 
‘political’, questions and actors ⎯ he does confuse formulating general statements, 
derived from theories answering specific questions, with formulating a general 
theory that is supposed to explain the ‘outcomes’ pertaining to a certain ‘realm’. 

Some realist critics of Waltz seem to be prone to a similar confusion. The 
remark of the structural realists Buzan, Jones and Little that “Like Waltz we accept 
that International Relations constitutes a legitimate field of inquiry. Our discipline 
confronts the uniquely difficult question of how to theorize the totality of 
intersocietal relations in all their forms” is illustrative of this (Buzan et al., 1993, 
p.6). It should be mentioned, though, that Buzan et al. have a point where they 
continue by arguing that Waltz has a too limited conception of structural change in 
the international system. By elaborating on the high or low interaction capacity 
between elements of the international system and the high or low interaction density 
between these, it becomes possible to conceive of structural change, indeed, of a 
change of ordering principle - at the level of subsystems, that is. They illustrate this 
with a discussion of the rise and fall of the Roman empire, which constituted a shift 
to and from hierarchy within the antique world and a shift in the type of unit as well.  

Empirically speaking, many differently structured subsystems may be 
discerned in world history. In this respect, it should be noted that Waltz’s 
comparison of the international system with markets, is based on a very selective 
reading of micro-economic theory. Contrary to what Waltz seems to think, micro-
economics is not suited for justifying claims that only one type of actor defines 
structure. He fails to see that economists define market structure not simply in terms 
of the number of firms. A market is defined in terms of two types of actors, buyers 
and sellers: “a market consists of an area over which buyers and sellers can negotiate 
the exchange of some product” (Lipsey and Courant 1996ed., p.198). Furthermore, 
buyers or sellers might be firms, but, depending on the issue at hand, other actors can 
and often are seen as forming a market. 

In the most familiar models of economic markets ⎯ perfect competition, 
monopolistic competition, oligopoly, and monopoly ⎯ the number of sellers seems 
decisive in that the number of buyers is often left implicit, but the assumption is that 
there are many of them. Implicitness is not another word for irrelevance. Outcomes 
differ when one switches to instances where sellers have to compete for different 
numbers of buyers. In total there are at least nine (3x3) different market forms 
whereby distinctions are made according to whether there are one, a few or many 
buyers and sellers. A market form not discussed by Waltz is monopsony, “a market 
where there is only one buyer; it is to the buying side of the market what monopoly 
is to the selling side. Although monopsony is unusual, it does sometimes arise”. As 
an example, Lipsey and Courant mention the firm that has a dominant position in 
‘single industry towns’, where labor is not united. If labor is united, the union ⎯ a 
‘non-firm’ actor ⎯ obtains a monopoly position. In this case Lipsey and Courant 
discuss the implications of a situation of ‘monopsony versus monopoly’, which has 
specific consequences for outcomes, in this instance, wages (Lipsey and Courant, 
1996ed., pp.324-5). The example illustrates the point that depending on the problem 
at hand, the researcher decides how to conceive of the structure of the situation. This 
allows for a wide array of potential arrangements of units, and thereby for a wide of 
differently structured systems.  
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As micro-economic theory obviously is applicable to many different 
situations and actors, my critique so far does not imply that the logic of oligopolistic 
(duopolistic) markets is dissimilar to the logic of a multipolar (bipolar) states system. 
Outcomes and the way they come about perhaps are much the same in markets and 
the international system. Waltz definitely seems to think so, as he invokes Adam 
Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ in order to explain how power balances come about ⎯ a 
balance emerges, whether states strive for it or not. In itself, the notion of an 
invisible hand may be fruitful, also in a theory of international politics. In this 
respect, Waltz’s approach of in particular the old concept of the balance-of-power is 
an original one1.  Nevertheless, I think the analogy Waltz sees between the way the 
international system and markets function is flawed to a great extent. 

One gets the impression that a prima facie similarity ⎯ both theories define 
outcomes in terms of a ‘balance’ ⎯ has made him apply economic logic to a 
concept, the balance-of-power, that in fact is quite different from the concept of 
market equilibrium. In TIP a ‘balance’ refers to a more or less even distribution of 
capabilities, but capabilities are also used in counting poles. In economics, the 
concept of ‘balance’ refers to the equilibrium between supply and demand as it is 
expressed in prices. As such, market equilibrium has nothing to do with a balance 
between firms in terms of their ‘capability’ (or market share), as is the case with 
states forming a balance-of-power. This could not be different because market share, 
which determines the number of firms, is assumed, it defines structure. A 
‘distribution of market shares’ cannot be cause and effect at the same time.  

For present purposes, it would distract too much to assess which actor in 
international politics might perform a role comparable to that of buyers in market 
theory, when we assume with Waltz that states occupy the position of sellers. The 
point to make is that Waltz’s asssumption that the international political system is 
structurally similar to market structure in that both are defined exclusively in terms 
of one specific actor, is simply incorrrect. Market structure is defined on the basis of 
two different types of actor, buyers and sellers. Furthermore, to whom in concrete 
circumstances the researches assigns the role of buyer or seller – firms, unions, 
indivual employers, consumers ⎯ depends on the situation he happens to be 
interested in. Whether these actors somehow reach balanced positions in terms of 
market power, is beyond the realm of market theory.  

 
 
The importance of the state may be irrelevant, so is that of non-state actors 
 

                                                             
1 “The theory, then, is built up from the assumed motivations of states and the actions that correspond to 
them. It describes the constraints that arise from the system that those actions produce, and it indicates the 
expected outcome: namely, the formation of balances of power. Balance-of-power theory is microtheory 
precisely in the economist’s sense.” (1979, p.118  ; pp.132-38; cf. 1997, pp.914-5). 
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Although I do see many difficulties with Waltz’s defense of state centrism, I think 
that many of Waltz’s transnational critics also fail to see the methodological nature 
of the issue at hand. As a consequence, they  have come up with not so convincing 
reasons for studying non-state actors. For example, they argue that Waltz’s view has 
become ‘less relevant’ because “the role of NGOs in day-to-day politics at the 
international level has increased” (Arts & Van Roozendaal, 1999, p.3). This line of 
reasoning is not particularly satisfactory, not only because the research of these 
authors itself offers little support for their view (idem p.5, p.102), but also as a 
defense for studying non-state actors like NGOs. The proper motivation for studying 
NGOs, or any other internationally active organization, is that they are out there, and 
raise questions worth answering. We may try to assess their influence or success in 
particular instances, but even if the role of NGOs had become nil, this in no way 
would have been an objection to studying them. In that case one could investigate, 
for example, why people participate in utterly unsuccessful organizations, or why 
such organizations survive despite a lack of influence. 

There is something surreal about the debate on the relative importance of 
different actors in the international system. This becomes all too obvious when we 
consider another ‘realm’, biology. Did biology only advance from the moment we 
started thinking of it in terms of a unified global ecological system? The theory of 
evolution contains some sort of a unifying approach to the field, but is it based on the 
idea that one particular life form should be studied in order to come to terms with it? 
Not quite of course and no sensible biologist would dismiss studying Micronesian 
mice, however ‘unimportant’ these creatures might be for global ecological 
equilibrium. Viewed from this perspective, the neo-realist position is similar to that 
of  biologists who would claim that biology is about lions, because ‘when the crunch 
comes, the lion is King of the Jungle’. Of course, the ‘transbiological’ position that 
the lion has become less relevant because mice are growing in importance, does not 
make much sense either. 
 

 
Structural Change in the Jungle of International Anarchy 
 
Waltz’s bleak view of international politics is normally considered to stand in the 
Hobbesian tradition that compares situations of anarchy to a state of nature. Where 
government is absent, as in the international system, the law of the jungle obtains. 
The ‘structural similarity’ between anarchy within a society and in international 
politics, however, is less obvious than often supposed. In civil war, different factions 
fight for control of political authority in a given society; in a system of sovereign 
territorial states, the actors may have may disputes and violent clashes, but, if they 
accept the principle of sovereignty, they have no quarrel over who should govern 
‘international society’. In a system of sovereign territorial states it is not that 
obvious what states have to ‘compete’ for. 
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‘Sovereignty’ denotes the right of a state or its ruler, to be the final locus of 
authority within a specific territory; a sovereign ruler is the highest authority 
internally and decides for himself how to conduct external relations with other 
sovereign rulers (cf. Spruyt 1994). Ever since the establishment of in European 
politics, no state fundamentally challenged the principle. (Accepting the principle of 
sovereignty is not the same as respecting the sovereignty of particular states.) 
Sovereignty as legal concept should be distinguished from autonomy.  Waltz later 
admitted he did not make the distinction in TIP (Waltz 1995, p.80), but fails to see 
the consequences of defining states simply as ‘autonomous political units’. One 
consequence is that, whatever merits or flaws his theory might have, his theory of 
international politics cannot be considered to be unconditionally applicable to ‘the 
millennia’ and ‘the modern state system’ alike. In this respect, John Gerard Ruggie 
points out that Waltz’s theory, although claiming to explain continuity, cannot 
account for “the most important contextual change in international politics in this 
millennium: the shift from the medieval to the modern international system” 
(Ruggie, 1986, p.141). 

Because Waltz’s second tier in the threefold definition of structure drops out, 
he must remain silent on how the state system came about in the first place (this 
should come as no surprise because, as said, market theory neither explains changes 
in market structure). The international system of the Middle Ages was not simply 
different in terms of the distribution of capabalities across units, neither simply in 
terms of the different character of the units (Ruggie, 1986, p.142; cf. Buzan et.al., 
1993): 

 
The modern system is distinguished from the medieval not by “sameness” 
or “differences” of units, but by the principles on the basis of which the 
constitutent units are separated from another. If anarchy tells that the 
political system is a segmental realm, differentiation tells us on what basis 
the segmentation is determined. The second component of structure, 
therefore, does not drop out; it stays in and serves as an exceedingly 
important source of structural variation. 
 
The medieval system can be called ‘heteronomous’, while the organizing 

principle of the modern system is sovereignty. The medieval system consisted of 
‘chains of lord-vassal relationships’; rulers could have crosscutting obligations and 
jurisdictions within the same territory (ibid.). Yet, the system was anarchic in the 
sense that no supreme authority existed over all units. The way anarchy makes itself 
felt, therefore differs considerably, depending on the type of anarchy under 
discussion. In an anarchic system of non-territorial rule, it becomes impossible to 
distinguish internal from external politics. 
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The notion of sovereignty, the ‘sovereign territorial state’ had to be invented 
(Spruyt, 1994). The concept of sovereignty rose in conjunction with the 
establishment of private property rights; the latter have their origin in Roman law. 
The concepts denote exclusivity, that is, exclusive rights to authority within 
territorial limits and to goods respectively. They replaced medieval notions of 
natural rights based on religion or custom; the process implied a fundamental 
institutional innovation. In the process, not so much existing property rights or 
claims to sovereignty changed, but the whole structure of rights that had existed in 
the community. In the case of the international system, this change entailed a 
redefinition of which actor indeed was to be considered a member of the 
international political community. As Spruyt shows, sovereign territorial units 
thereby replaced units that were based on a logic that did not fit in a world based on 
exclusive claims over territory, like city leagues or the church. In 1648 the principle 
of sovereignty firmly took hold as for example the Hanse, formerly an independent 
political actor that even fought wars, was excluded from the negotiations at the peace 
talks of Westfalia (Spruyt, 1994, p.170). The units based on sovereign territorial rule, 
by establishing the principle of mutual recognition, in a sense created the state 
system and empowered each other as sovereign actors. In this respect, the anarchy of 
modern international politics has a definite institutional footing. 

‘Sovereignty’, as Ruggie stresses, can have meaning only if we consider the 
units in the international system to constitute some form of society in which a 
minimum of respect for norms exists (cf. Watson, 19922). By establishing the 
principle of sovereignty, the units demarcated which issues were to be conisdered 
internal (for example religion) and which were open for international dispute. This 
‘institutional definition’ of the state system entails a quite radical departure from the 
state of nature image that Waltz depicts of international life. Although states may 
have serious quarrels over which borders are the proper ones, they so far have not 
called into question the principle that territorial borders determine jurisdictions.3 

The institutional context of sovereignty probably does however form a good 
starting point for theories that try to explain outcomes within the modern states 
system. Furthermore it can be considered a starting point for theories explaining the 
role of non-state actors within a states system. Finally, it may be starting point for 
theories trying to explain the interaction between states and non-state actors. Each  
example constitutes a theory of international politics. The best example of theories of 
international politics that by definition incorporate non-state actors are those that deal 
with structural changes during which the ordering principle and the character of the 
units change. Waltz may try to formulate a strictly general theory of international 
politics whereby actors are similar in the sense that they are and remain ‘autonomous 
political units’, but he then should accept that such a theory must remain silent on 
structural change (and a host of other issues IR researchers may try to come to terms 
with). Structural change, in any case, is beyond the realm or domain of Waltz’s 
particular theory. 

                                                             
2 I nevertheless do not consider Watson’s approach in every respect a very good example of a theory that 
deals with the ‘societal aspects’ of international politics, as it lacks any principle of action that explains 
why actors behave the way they do.  A better example is Schroeder (1996ed., and 1994). Schroeder shows 
that in 1815 a new way of handling international politics was accepted. He thereby shows that the 
‘balance of power’ constituted not so much an actual situation as a set of rules pertaining to what 
constituted legitimate international conduct. In this respect and in sharp contrast to realist opinion, 
Schroeder states that the Congress of Vienna meant a fundamental break with balance of power politics 
and that the outcome was not balanced 
3 In this respect, the behaviour of ‘conquerors’ in the international system, is often being treated far too 
casual by in particular realist and neo-realist authors. Spain’s Charles I, France’s Louis XIV and 
Napoleon, and Germany’s William II and Hitler are frequently indiscriminately lumped together as 
conquerors striving for ‘dominance’ (Morgenthau 1978ed., p.54, 61; Waltz, 1997, p.915). 
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This brings us back to the central concern of this volume: do non-state actors 
matter in international politics? As said in the previous section, one needs a criterium 
for ‘importance’ in order to assess relevance; whether non-state actors matter or not, 
depends on the research question at hand. If the question is whether ‘the growing 
importance of non-state actors’ means that non-state actors are replacing states as the 
units that constitute the international political system, we should have to identify 
some rival principle of international political organisation that is replacing 
sovereignty. In this respect, I tend to agree with Spruyt that no such principle seems 
to be on the horizon. The role of government may have changed, but this does not 
simply mean that sovereignty is on its way out: “too often general environmental 
shifts are presented as causes for the decline of the state without distinguishing the 
de iure and de facto side of sovereignty” (Spruyt, 1994, p.189). How states excercise 
their sovereign right, or their ability to excercise this right, should not be confused 
with the right itself. 

States will dominate international politics for years to come, in the sense that 
they do not seem to be loosing their exclusive claim to rule over the territories 
agreed upon by interstate bargaining and interstate war. That the state in a political 
and institutional sense remains of primary importance nevertheless does not imply, 
as neorealists seem to think, that non-state actors are a non-issue for IR theory. To 
repeat, the choice for this actor or that, depends on the research question at hand. In 
this, IR theory indeed is similar to economic theory, which also distinguishes many 
different actors. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The actor debate in IR theory has been focused on the question whether non-state 
actors ‘matter’, whether they are ‘important’ enough to be considered relevant units 
in a theory of international politcs. In this chapter the position has been taken that 
‘importance’ in this empirical sense is quite irrelevant; an actor is important if he is 
relevant in the light of the question we try to solve. The choice for this actor or that 
is methodological in nature. Although neo-realists tend to recognize this, they 
immediately come up with non-methodological arguments for not studying non-state 
actors. 

In particular Waltz’s theory is bedeviled by an essentialism that, ironically,  
leads him astray from the pragmatic approach he also defends. Contrary to what he 
thinks, there is no domain of international politics, outside of what a theorist lets the 
words ‘international politics’ denote. An IR researcher may investigate any type of 
actor that pleases him. He should, of course, be well aware of the boundaries of the 
theories he develops, but he should not care about the boundaries of the discipline. 
The boundaries of theory depend on the assumptions the theorist makes. Theories 
that deal with more or less the same issues can be considered to form a discipline – 
yet, there will always be borderline cases, questions that can only be answered by 
integrating theories pertaining to different disciplines. 

Domains are not a priori given, but if we want to say something about a 
specific issue in the world of international politics, we do have to assume a certain 
state of affairs that has a relation to reality. A theory of the state system may, but 
better not, ignore the empirical fact that this system is based on the notion of 
sovereignty – if it does not, it should offer some other workable definition of what is 
meant by the word ‘state’ and what makes the system a system. A theory of 
structural change away from a state system, by definition cannot ignore non-state 
actors. 
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