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Social Forces, States and World Orders:
Beyond International Relations Theory
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This seminal article is one of the founding texts of Critical Theoryin International Relations.
In this article, Robert Cox advances a critical alternative to traditional International
Relations theory by foregrounding the dialectical relationship between social forces, forms
of state, and structures of world order, rather than limiting analysis to interactions among
states as isolated units. Cox further distinguishes between problem-solving theory, which
takes the existing order as a given and seeks to preserve and improve its functioning, and
critical theory, which questions the historical conditions that produced that order, exposes
its underlying power relations, and illuminates the possibilities for its transformation.
He develops the concept of historical structures as continually evolving configurations
composed of material capabilities, ideas, and institutions, and reconceptualizes hegemony
asa congruence between power, ideology, and institutions, rather than as the mere material
preponderance of a single state.

International Relations Critical Theory, Critical Theory, Problem-Solving
Theory, Social Forces, Historical Structures, Pax Americana.
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Robert W. Cox, "Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations Theory," Millennium: Journal of International Studies,
vol. 10, no. 2 (1981).
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Theda Skocpal, "Wallerstein's World Capitalist System: A Theoretical and

Historical Critique," American Journal of Sociology, vol. 82, no. 5 (March

1977), pp. 1075-1090;

)l Ll S oel g0 los

Theda Skocpal, States and Social Revolutions (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979);
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Robert Brenner, "The Origins of Capitalist Development: A Critique of Neo-

Smithian Marxism," New Left Review, no. 104 (July-August 1977), pp. 25-92.
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