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The Effects of International Law on State Behavior 

 Modern world order consists of a multiplicity of independent and sovereign states that 

have varying levels of power and ability to influence the international stage. There exists no 

singular world leader, and as a result the world is anarchic, meaning that there is no designated 

figurehead to enforce state behavior. However, the states of the world have recognized over time 

the importance of having a global set of rules and norms to adhere to when it comes to wide-

reaching issues that can plague countries. This global set of rules and norms is referred to as 

international law, and though international law does not come from any legislative branch or 

overarching authority, it does arise from tradition and agreements among states and has proven 

to be a strong driving force in state behavior. One theoretical perspective, realism, states that 

international law does not actually have a large impact on state behavior because each 

independent state only acts out of pure self-interest and personal utility maximization that results 

in relative power gains. The theoretical perspective liberalism, on the other hand, believes that 

international laws reflect much more than just a power dynamic among the world’s superpowers 

and that they do actually impact state behavior. Although the argument can be made that a lack 

of a world leader in this anarchic system of independent states supports the realist claim that 

international law cannot directly influence the actions of states, the evidence is stronger that the 

system of international law formed over time through the establishment of norms and the willful 

commitment of states to reciprocity and collective action has an enormous impact on the 
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decision-making process of states across the world. Of course, the world’s superpowers will 

always retain powers not universally possessed, and there will obviously be instances in which 

states do not adhere to the statutes set forth in international law. However, there is overwhelming 

support for the claim that when it comes to topics such as diplomacy, war, human rights, and 

more, states will act in accordance to international law and norms in order to avoid the inevitable 

repercussions that would come from disobeying these norms. 

 International law comes from various sources that essentially bind states to actions 

deemed normal and appropriate in the global system. The most important source is treaties, 

which states sign saying that they will obey international obligations and expectations. The 

United Nations Charter is one of the most significant treaties in the world, and it outlines 

acceptable behavior when it comes to things like standard of living, economic and social 

problems, and universal respect for human rights. The United Nations consists of all 193 

countries in the world, and by observing the UN Charter, these states are obligated to follow the 

rules set forth. Another important source of international law is custom, the practice of states 

interacting with another and behaving in the same way for so long that this behavior becomes 

generally accepted as an international norm. When states either violate the terms of a treaty they 

have signed, or actively go against the established norms and customs of the global stage, the 

punishments they face are results of other states recognizing this failure to abide by international 

law. As a result, the violating states may experience some form of collective response. For 

example, states may impose sanctions against a rule-breaking country, meaning that they would 

cut off trading or stop a necessary commodity trade to this country. This happened to Libya after 

it had committed terroristic acts in the 1980s, and after suffering for decades from the 

international isolation created by resulting sanctions imposed by the United States, it decided in 
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2003 to compensate for these acts and take down its nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons 

programs. This example goes to show that although there is a lack of a world police force to 

make sure states abide by international law, the expectations created by international norms 

makes it easy for other states to detect and adequately punish those who are deviating from 

accepted rules. Realists may make the argument that international law is not directly impactful 

on state behavior if it depends solely on national power in the form of collective response and 

reciprocity, which is the concept of states acting in a certain way because they expect that same 

behavior of other states. They may also make the argument that if these are the only mechanisms 

of enforcement, then international law reflects nothing but a power dynamic in which the states 

with the most influence can essentially get away with whatever they want. But this argument 

neglects to acknowledge that even the world’s superpowers at times constrain their behavior to 

adhere to international law. For instance, in 2002 a North Korean freighter was discovered 

bringing a hidden load of 15 Scud missiles to Yemen. Although stopping this freighter would 

serve its interest of fighting the war on terrorism, the United States did not intervene because it 

determined that this shipment did not violate international law. Overall, the realist argument that 

international law doesn’t have a significant impact on the decision-making process of states is 

weakened when you look at concrete examples of states – including world superpowers – 

changing their actions because of commitments to things such as treaties and international 

customs. 

 Two important areas to address when it comes to seeing the impact of international law 

on state behavior are diplomacy and war. International law is rooted in respecting the rights of 

diplomats, and this fundamental principle to never attack diplomats or embassies is ultimately 

enforced through reciprocity. Diplomatic recognition explicitly defines the status of embassies 
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and ambassadors and it has become a strongly abided-by custom among states globally to abide 

by this diplomatic recognition. Realists would certainly bring up the argument that respect for 

diplomacy is repeatedly violated in the form of terrorism; diplomats are often made targets 

because of the level of importance states place on their sanctity. Realists may bring up the 

example from 1979, when Iranian students seized the U.S. embassy in Iran and held the U.S. 

diplomats hostage. But it’s important to acknowledge that any law is bound to be broken. 

Terrorists represent extremist groups with a flagrant disregard for authority, and they are the 

outliers when it comes to adherence to international law. For the most part, states across the 

globe respect diplomatic sanctity and recognize the need for diplomacy to conduct any kind of 

relation among states. If international law were, as the realists believe, not legitimately impactful 

when it comes to state decision-making, then where would diplomatic recognition come from? 

International law has influenced states to protect the rights of foreign diplomats (if necessary, 

using force against their own citizens to ensure this protection) by reiterating the repercussions 

that would result if they refused. Another huge topic when it comes to international law is war. 

Obviously, the unpredictability of war means that by nature it will come with many variables, 

but international law in regards to war is actually very developed. International law distinguishes 

legal just wars from illegal wars of aggression. The UN Charter gives states the ability to 

respond to wars of aggression with military force, with the intention of returning to the 

international norm of nonaggression. While realists might claim that this just-war doctrine is 

often disobeyed and the changing nature of warfare fails to substantiate the effectiveness of 

international law when it comes to war, it is essential to point out how this doctrine has shaped 

state actions throughout history. After Iraq went against signed treaties and invaded Kuwait in 

1990, the UN threatened sanctions and the United States conducted a war effort to remove Iraq – 
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both of these actions considered reasonable in an attempt to return to the world norm of 

nonaggression. International law is difficult to enforce during wartime, but states tend to obey 

norms of legal conduct and international treaties, showing that liberals are correct in believing 

that international law plays a significant role in war. 

 A final area of discussion that has growing importance in the area of international law is 

human rights, which are the rights of citizens against abuses by the governments they live under. 

This area is most likely where realists can make the most substantial claim that international law 

does not directly impact state behavior, mostly because there exists no globally agreed-upon 

definition of essential human rights. Each state differs when it comes to what rights they believe 

should be respected or can be violated. For example, the United States criticizes China for 

prohibiting free speech, using prison labor, and torturing political insurgents, but China criticizes 

the United States for having 40 million citizens in poverty and for having a history of racism and 

violence. Realists would point out that no state has a perfect record on any type of human rights, 

and without a global police force and defined set of human rights that each country should have, 

it’s hard to make the claim that international law can play a role. However, in the aftermath of 

the horrific events of World War II, there have been increasing international efforts to clarify and 

enforce the protection of human rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the main 

UN document on human rights, and it clarifies norms for government behavior that would be 

acceptable toward both foreigners and citizens of the respective country. The founding of 

Amnesty International, which is a nongovernmental organization meant to monitor and solve 

glaring abuses of political human rights and the creation of responsibility to protect, which is a 

principle created by world leaders in 2005 holding governments responsible for protecting 

citizens from crimes against humanity and genocide shows that human rights are being pushed to 
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the top of the international law agenda. Though there exists a lot of grey area that realists would 

point out about the ambiguity of human rights, there also exists a valid liberal argument that 

developing international law is playing a more significant role day by day when it comes to 

telling states the actions that they can and cannot take in terms of citizens’ rights. Again, the 

states that disobey these actions will face the repercussions any state would face for violating a 

statute of international law. 

 All in all, it is evident that the concept of international law is very multifaceted and is 

influenced by a multitude of variables. Thus, it is not surprising that two contrasting theoretical 

perspectives – realism and liberalism – have different views about how much of an impact on 

states’ behavior this international law really has. While realists point out that there is a lack of a 

figurehead to enforce these rules, that states frequently violate the norms of the international 

system, and that the world power dynamic allows superpowers in the world to have a 

disproportionate amount of influence on whether or not to abide by these laws, the liberal 

argument that international law does in fact have an effect on state behavior is much stronger. 

History has shown time and time again that states will take or refuse to take certain actions 

because of their status in international law. Treaties and customs, along with other sources of 

law, affect states’ decision-making, and the threat of collective action through sanctions or by 

other means often inhibits certain state actions. States tend to abide by the norms to protect 

diplomats and maintain the international norm of nonaggression. And finally, the progress the 

UN is making in defining human rights shows that the international stage is striving for a set of 

laws that states can abide by to protect their citizens. In sum, international law provides a much-

needed stability in an anarchic system in which sovereign states must navigate the best way to go 

about behaving with other countries and within their own domestic framework.  


