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International Structure and 
International Transformation: 
Space, Time, and Method 

John Gerard Ruggie 

T 
he chapters in this book seek to enhance our collective understanding of 
the phenomenon of international transformation. My concern in this essay 
is less with the question of whether or not international transformation 

is occurring, than with the methodological issue of how to ask that question, of 
how to frame it so that it yields analytically interesting research and empirically 

telling insights. 
By definition, the study of transformation is the study of structure. This is 

so because structure imparts organization, disposing and constraining effects, on 
domains of social discourse and action. A change of structure makes possible, and 
is indicated by, a fundamental rupture in previous patterns and the emergence of 

new patterns-a transformation, in short. Structure has a specific reality, its own 
characteristics; it is not merely the sum total of unit-level attributes and behaviors. 
The study of structures therefore imposes upon the analyst a specific research pro­
gram, one designed to give expression to phenomena deeper than everyday reality 

and to capture movement of a slower tempo. That much is agreed to by most students 

of international politics. However, the implications of this research program by 
and large are either little understood or ignored in the literature, especially on the 
part of those who are most persuaded by the idea that there has been relatively 
little change in the history of international politics and that there is little in the 
offing (see Waltz 1979). An obvious question that arises immediately is to what 

extent the perceived continuity is an artifact of the intellectual apparatus with which 
it is studied. I raised that query in passing in an earlier article (Ruggie 1983). My 
task here will be to spell out some of the neglected dimensions in the study of 
international structure and its transformation, and to indicate what kind of research 
is demanded if we take them seriously. 

I proceed as follows. In the first section, I briefly examine the core concept 
in the study of international transformation: international structure. In the second 
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component parts: the organizing principle of a system, the functional differentia­
tion of its units, and the configuration of power among them. International political 
structure is defined hy the confignration of power only beca"use the organizing 
prfnciple-anarchy, or self-help-is assumed not to vary, and functional differen­
tfat10n of units a art from that im osed b · ca abilities i said not to exist.

e rest is easy. As Waltz describes the nature of the enter rise 1979, 99): "In 
defining internation po mca structures we with whatever traditions, 
ha its, o Jectives, desires, and forms of government they may have .... We abstract 
from every attribute of states except their capabilities .... What emerges is a posi­
tional picture, a general description of the ordered overall arrangement ofa society 
written in terms of the placement of units rather than in terms of their qualities!' 
The only task that remains is to count: "Market structure is defined by counting 
firms; international-political structure, by counting states. In the counting, distinc­
tions are made only accordin to ca abili · ." 

ow ar oes this approach take us in understanding the possibility of inter­
national transformation? The answer is, as we will see, not very far. But rather 
than arguing it in the abstract, let us first explore that question in a concrete case 
and then draw some general theoretical implications from it. The case I have in 
mind is the governance of the world's oceans, and specifically the transformational 
significance of the recent invention and incorporation into state practice of the Ex­
clusive Economic Zone (EEZ). 

The Governance of the Oceans 

Why raise the issue of the oceans? I do so because it is analytically interesting given 
the purposes at hand. From the beginning, the governance of the oceans has posed 
a puzzle to statecraft. Consider the situation in the seventeenth century. The newly 
emerged territorial states defined their essence, their very being, by the possession

of territory and the exclusion of others. But how does one possess some thing one 
doesn't own? And, still more problematical, how does one exclude others from it? 
Contiguous waterways could be shared, administered jointly, or, more than likely, 
split down the middle. But the oceans were another matter. It was not for lack 
of trying that states were unable to extend their dominion over the oceans; claims 
to that effect abounded until well into the seventeenth century. Spain and Portugal 
tried a bilateral deal, whereby Spain claimed a monopoly of ocean trade routes with 
"the West" and Portugal with "the East'� All such unilateral and bilateral attempts 
failed, however. In the end, a multilateral solution was instituted. Beyond the ter­
ritorial sea, initially set at three miles-the range ofland-based cannons at the time­
the oceans were declared a public waterway. 

Individual solutions failed for the simple reason that it is not possible in the 
long run to vindicate any property right that is not recognized as being valid by 
the relevant others in a community. Attempts to do so lead to constant challenge 




























