


THE ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK ON 
RESPONSIBILITY IN INTERNATIONAL 

RELATIONS

What does responsibility mean in International Relations (IR)? This handbook brings together 
cutting-edge research on the critical debates about responsibility that are currently being under-
taken in IR theory.

This handbook both reflects upon an emerging field based on an engagement in the most 
crucial theoretical debates and serves as a foundational text by showing how deeply a discussion 
of responsibility is embedded in broader questions of IR theory and practice. Contributions 
cover the way in which responsibility is theorized across different approaches in IR and relevant 
neighboring disciplines and demonstrate how responsibility matters in different policy fields of 
global governance. Chapters with an empirical focus zoom in on particular actor constellations 
of (emerging) states, international organizations, political movements, or corporations, or 
address how responsibility matters in structuring the politics of global commons, such as oceans, 
resources, or the Internet.

Providing a comprehensive overview of IR scholarship on responsibility, this accessible and 
interdisciplinary text will be a valuable resource for scholars and students in many fields including 
IR, international law, political theory, global ethics, science and technology, area studies, develop-
ment studies, business ethics, and environmental and security governance.

Hannes Hansen-Magnusson is Senior Lecturer in International Relations at Cardiff University 
and Director of the International Studies Research Unit.

Antje Vetterlein is Professor of Global Governance at the University of Münster and Associate 
Professor at Copenhagen Business School.



http://taylorandfrancis.com


THE ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK 
ON RESPONSIBILITY IN 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Edited by 
Hannes Hansen-Magnusson  

and Antje Vetterlein



First published 2022
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group,  
an informa business

© 2022 selection and editorial matter, Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein; 
individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein to be identified as the authors 
of the editorial material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted 
in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any 
form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, 
including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, 
without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, 
and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Hansen-Magnusson, Hannes, editor. | Vetterlein, Antje, editor. 
Title: The Routledge handbook on responsibility in international relations / edited by  
  Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein. 
Other titles: Handbook on responsibility in international relation 
Description: Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2021. | Includes  
  bibliographical references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2020055895 (print) | LCCN 2020055896 (ebook) |  
  ISBN 9780367218195 (hardback) | ISBN 9780429266317 (ebook) 
Subjects: LCSH: International relations—Moral and ethical aspects. | International  
  relations—Moral and ethical aspects—Case studies. 
Classification: LCC JZ1306 .R684 2021 (print) | LCC JZ1306 (ebook) |  
  DDC 172/.4—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020055895
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020055896

ISBN: 978-0-367-21819-5 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-00422-8 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-0-429-26631-7 (ebk)

Cover image: “As It Was”, from the series “Solid Shapes” by Angele Dwyer, 2020  
(oil on canvas)

Typeset in Bembo
by KnowledgeWorks Global Ltd.

https://lccn.loc.gov
https://lccn.loc.gov


v

CONTENTS

List of figures and tables	 ix
List of contributors	 x
Acknowledgements	 xxi
Abbreviations	 xxiii

	 1	 Responsibility in International Relations theory and practice:  
Introducing the handbook	 1
Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein

PART I

Theories of responsibility in International Relations	 29

	 2	 A plural theory of responsibility	 31
Ilan Zvi Baron

	 3	 The emergence of responsibility as a global scheme of governance	 43
Tomer Shadmy

	 4	 Human rights approach(es) to responsibility	 58
Brooke Ackerly

	 5	 Political responsibility in a globalized but fractured age	 71
Richard Beardsworth

	 6	 Moral irresponsibility in world politics	 84
Peter Sutch



Contents

vi

	 7	 Rationalization, reticence, and the demands of global  
social and economic justice	 96
Mark Busser

	 8	 Responsibility and authority in global governance	 114
Jelena Cupać and Michael Zürn

	 9	 Responsibility and the English School	 125
Viktor Friedmann

PART II

Mapping responsibility relations across policy fields	 137

	10	 The assigning and erosion of responsibility for the global environment	 139
Steven Bernstein

	11	 Moral geographies of responsibility in the global agrifood system	 153
Tobias Gumbert and Doris Fuchs

	12	 State responsibilities and international nuclear politics	 164
Laura Considine and James Souter

	13	 Delegating moral responsibility in war: Lethal autonomous  
weapons systems and the responsibility gap	 177
Elke Schwarz

	14	 Negotiating protection through responsibility	 192
Erna Burai

	15	 From Lisbon to Sendai: Responsibilities in international  
disaster management	 203
Marco Krüger and Friedrich Gabel

PART III

Responsibility relations: Subjects, objects and speakers  
of responsibility	 217

	16	 Responsible diplomacy: Judgments, wider national  
interests and diplomatic peace	 219
Markus Kornprobst

	17	 Rising powers and responsibility	 231
Johannes Plagemann and Amrita Narlikar



Contents

vii

	18	 Responsibility as an opportunity: China’s water  
governance in the Mekong region	 242
Yung-Yung Chang

	19	 Responsibility as practice: Implications of UN Security  
Council responsibilization	 257
Holger Niemann

	20	 Rebel with a cause: Rebel responsibility in intrastate  
conflict situations	 271
Mitja Sienknecht

	21	 What responsibility for international organisations?  
The independent accountability mechanisms of the  
multilateral development banks	 288
Susan Park

	22	 The international labour organization’s role to ensure decent  
work in a globalized economy: A contested responsibility?	 301
Julia Drubel

	23	 Business and responsibility for human rights in  
global governance	 318
David Jason Karp

	24	 Social media actors: Shared responsibility 3.0?	 331
Gabi Schlag

PART IV

Global commons as responsibility objects	 345

	25	 Responsibility on the high seas	 347
J. Samuel Barkin and Elizabeth R. DeSombre

	26	 The role of humanity’s responsibility towards biodiversity:  
The BBNJ treaty	 358
Rachel Tiller, Elizabeth Nyman, Elizabeth Mendenhall  
and Elizabeth De Santo

	27	 A responsibility to freeze? The Arctic as a complex object  
of responsibility	 369
Mathias Albert and Sebastian Knecht



Contents

viii

	28	 Shareholders, supervisors, and stakeholders: Practices of financial  
responsibility and their limits	 380
Michael C. Sardo and Erin Lockwood

	29	 Diplomacy and responsibilities in the transnational governance  
of the cyber domain	 394
Andrea Calderaro

PART V

Critical reflections and theoretical debates	 407

	30	 409
Antje Wiener

	31	 Academic responsibility in the face of climate change	 423
Patrick Thaddeus Jackson

	32	 Responsibility as political beauty? Derrida’s ethics of decision  
and the politics of responding to others	 436
Stephan Engelkamp

	33	 On potential and limits of the concept of responsibility as a  
reference point for the use of practical reason	 449
Sergio Dellavalle

Index	 464

Framing responsibility research in International Relations 



ix

Figures

  1.1	 The field of responsibilization	 8
  8.1	 From responsibility to authority	 119
  8.2	 From authority to responsibility	 121
20.1	 Responsibility triangles	 274
20.2	 Conflicting responsibility triangles in intrastate conflict	 277
20.3	 Conflicting responsibility triangles in Iraq in the 1990s	 283
30.1	 Cycle-grid model: sites of contestation and practices of validation	 412
31.1	 Orientations towards politics	 430

Tables

15.1	 Dimensions of responsibility	 204
22.1	 People affected by forced labor in millions.	 306
23.1	 What constitutes responsibility approaches to global ethics?	 320
23.2	 Moral, political, and legal responsibility of businesses for human rights across 

four models	 323
26.1	 Stages and subsections in regime creation processes 363
30.1	 Three segments of norms	 414
30.2	 The norm typology	 414
30.3	 Two ontologies: ommunity v s diversity	 418

FIGURES AND TABLES

C ersu



x

CONTRIBUTORS

The Editors

Hannes Hansen-Magnusson is Senior Lecturer in International Relations at Cardiff University 
and Director of the International Studies Research Unit. He was awarded an Early Career 
Researcher Grant by the British International Studies Association (2017). His research draws 
on hermeneutic philosophy and praxiographic methodology in order to understand micro-
practices of interaction processes and their relation to macro structures. He is interested in the 
role of norms, ideas, and cultural practices in global politics, focusing on oceans and the Arctic. 
His research has been published in Cooperation & Conflict, The Cambridge Review of International 
Affairs, the Journal of International Relations and Development, and the Journal of Common Market 
Studies. He is co-editor of “The Rise of Responsibility in World Politics” (Cambridge University 
Press 2020, with Antje Vetterlein) and is the author of “International Relations as Politics among 
People – Hermeneutic Encounters and Global Governance” (Routledge 2020).

Antje Vetterlein is Professor of Global Governance at the University of Münster and Associate 
Professor in the Department of Organization at Copenhagen Business School. Her research is 
located within international political economy with particular interests in global governance, the 
politics of development and the relationship between economy and society focusing on political 
actors and practices at the transnational level and the role of ideas and norms in international 
politics. Specifically, she studies international organizations and multinational corporations and 
questions of legitimacy and responsibility in international politics. Her work often draws upon 
sociological approaches and methodology in order to understand the micro-foundations of pol-
itical processes and formations on a macro scale. Her work is published in journals such as Global 
Governance, New Political Economy, European Political Science Review, Business & Politics, Journal of 
International Relations and Development, and Politische Vierteljahresschrift. She has edited special issues 
in Contemporary Politics and Journal of International Relations and Development, as well as “The Rise 
of Responsibility in World Politics” (Cambridge University Press 2020, with Hannes Hansen-
Magnusson) and “Owning Development. Creating Policy Norms in the IMF and World Bank” 
(Cambridge University Press 2010, with Susan Park).



Contributors

xi

Contributors

Brooke Ackerly is Professor of Political Science at Vanderbilt University. She is co-Editor-in-
Chief of the International Feminist Journal of Politics (2018–2021). In her research, teaching, and 
collaborations, she works to clarify without simplifying the most pressing problems of global 
justice, including human rights and climate change. She is currently working on the intersection 
of global economic, environmental, and gender justice in their material and epistemic dimensions. 
She is the founder of the Global Feminisms Collaborative, a group of scholars and activists 
developing ways to collaborate on applied research for social justice. Using feminist methodolo-
gies, she integrates into her theoretical work empirical research on activism and the experiences 
of those affected by injustice (Grounded Normative Theory). Her monographs include “Political 
Theory and Feminist Social Criticism” (Cambridge University Press 2000), “Universal Human 
Rights in a World of Difference” (Cambridge University Press 2008), “Doing Feminist Research” 
(with Jacqui True, Palgrave Macmillan 2010), and most recently, “Just Responsibility: A Human 
Rights Theory of Global Justice” (Oxford University Press 2018).

Mathias Albert is Professor of Political Science at Bielefeld University. He works on various 
aspects of international relations and world society theory in a historical-sociological perspec-
tive and the politics of the polar regions. In addition, he is also active in research on youth (Shell 
youth studies). His research has been published in journals such as European Journal of International 
Relations, Cooperation and Conflict, Journal of International Relations and Development, Review of 
International Studies, Geopolitics, International Political Sociology, and Zeitschrift für Internationale 
Beziehungen. Recent books include “A Theory of World Politics” (Cambridge University Press 
2016), “What in the World?” (ed. With Tobias Werron, Bristol University Press 2021), and 
“Envisioning the World Mapping and Making the Global” (ed. With Sandra Holtgreve and 
Karlson Preuß, transcript 2021).

J. Samuel Barkin is Professor of Global Governance and Human Security at the University of 
Massachusetts Boston. His research addresses International Relations theory and international 
organization, with particular attention to global environmental politics, international mon-
etary politics, theories of sovereignty, and constructivist theory. His work has been published in 
International Organization, International Studies Quarterly, International Studies Review, Foreign Policy 
Analysis, American Journal of International Law, Global Environmental Politics, Global Governance, 
Millennium, and Environmental Politics, among other journals, as well as in numerous edited 
volumes. Recent books include “The Sovereignty Cartel” (Cambridge University Press 2021), 
“International Relations’ Last Synthesis? Decoupling Constructivisms and Critical Approaches”, 
co-authored with Laura Sjoberg (Oxford University Press 2019), as well as “Fish” (Polity 2011) 
and “Saving Global Fisheries: Reducing Capacity to Promote Sustainability” (MIT Press 2013), 
both co-authored with Elizabeth R. DeSombre.

Ilan Zvi Baron is Professor in International Political Theory at Durham University. He has 
held visiting appointments at the University of British Columbia and the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem. His research explores different ways that we experience international politics in our 
everyday lives. To date, he has written on post-truth politics, the Jewish Diaspora’s relationship 
with Israel, and the international cultural politics of Israeli cuisine. In addition, he has written 
on violence, the ethics of war, identity and security, and International Relations theory. He is 
currently working on a long-term research project about political responsibility and dystopian 



Contributors

xii

novels. His monographs include “How to Save Politics in a Post-Truth Era: Thinking through 
Difficult Times” (Manchester University Press 2018) and “Obligation in Exile: The Jewish 
Diaspora, Israel and Critique” (Oxford University Press 2015).

Richard Beardsworth is Professor of International Politics and Head of School at the 
University of Leeds. He is also research associate at the Institut des Etudes Politiques (SciPo), Paris. 
His research interests lie in global politics, statecraft, and long-term policy-formation regarding 
global challenges, particularly climate change and sustainability. He co-directs research projects on 
state responsibility towards global challenges and the rehearsal of plausible norms in international 
politics. Two major questions in these projects are: How can we understand state responsibilities 
at the intersection of non-territorial challenges? What is the relation between normative change 
and political judgment? His own work increasingly focuses on establishing political narratives 
around climate change responsibility and the possibility of systemic change. His IR research 
has been published in International Relations, Journal of International Political Theory, and Ethics  
& International Affairs.

Steven Bernstein is Distinguished Professor of Global Environmental and Sustainability 
Governance at the University of Toronto. He is a Professor in the Department of Political 
Science and Co-Director of the Environmental Governance Lab at the Munk School of Global 
Affairs and Public Policy. He also co-edits the journal Global Environmental Politics and is a lead 
faculty member of the Earth Systems Governance Project. His research spans the areas of global 
governance and institutions, global environmental politics, non-state forms of governance, inter-
national political economy, and policy studies. He is the author or co-editor of several books and 
author of over 75 scholarly articles and book chapters, including in Science, Nature Climate Change, 
European Journal of International Relations, Review of International Political Economy, Comparative 
Political Studies, Journal of International Economic Law, International Affairs, Canadian Journal of 
Political Science, Policy Sciences, Regulation and Governance, and Global Environmental Politics.

Erna Burai is Postdoctoral Researcher at the Global Governance Centre at The Graduate 
Institute Geneva. Her research focuses on norm contestation in humanitarian interventions 
and the responsibility to protect, and the politics of responsibility in general. She is cur-
rently working on the research project “To Save and to Defend: Global Norm Ambiguity and 
Regional Order”, with Stephanie C. Hofmann, where she covers African regional and sub-
regional organizations. Before joining the Graduate Institute, she held visiting fellowships at 
the European University Institute (EUI) in Florence, the Montréal Centre for International 
Studies (CÉRIUM), and the School of Slavonic and East European Studies (SSEES) at 
University College London. Her article “Parody as Norm Contestation: Russian Normative 
Justifications in Georgia and Ukraine and their Implications for Global Norms” was published 
in Global Society (2016).

Mark Busser teaches at the Department of Political Science and in the Faculty of Social 
Sciences at McMaster University in Hamilton, Canada, where he is Manager of Experiential 
Education. His research and teaching are focused on international relations, global ethics, gender, 
and the politics of conspiracism and misinformation. He is the author of “Ethics, Obligations 
and the Responsibility to Protect” (Routledge 2019), which examines the role of power 
relationships of accountability and answerability in the international debates over the humani-
tarian Responsibility to Protect.



Contributors

xiii

Andrea Calderaro is Senior Lecturer in International Relations at Cardiff University and 
the director of the Centre for Internet and Global Politics. His research centers on trans-
national governance of the cyber domain, with a focus on cybersecurity and cyber diplo-
macy. He has conducted research and supported cyber capacity-building initiatives in Africa, 
Asia, Middle East, Central America, in EU institutions, and he serves as a member of the 
Research Committee of the Global Forum of Cyber Expertise (GFCE). He was visiting fellow 
at California Institute of Technology, Robert Schumann Centre for Advanced Studies/EUI, 
University of Oslo, LUISS Guido Carli, Humboldt University, and he holds his PhD from the 
European University Institute.

Yung-Yung Chang holds a PhD from Free University Berlin. Currently she works as Research 
Fellow for the International Consortium for Research in the Humanities at Friedrich-Alexander-
Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg. Her research interests include regional integration in East Asia, 
comparative regionalism, global governance, China’s external relations and politics, economics 
and security of the Indo-Pacific region. At present, she is working on the topics concerning 
China’s narrative power in the international arena and China’s rising “responsible” role in global 
governance and international cooperation, such as the Belt and Road Initiative or the Digital 
Silk Road. She will participate in the book project “China under Xi Jinping: interdisciplinary 
assessment”. She has published in journals such as the Journal of Chinese Political Science and the 
European Journal of East Asian Studies.

Laura Considine is a Lecturer in International Relations at the University of Leeds and 
co-Director of the Centre for Global Security Challenges. She was a Junior Fellow at the Kluge 
Center at the United States Library of Congress in Washington DC in 2011. Her current work 
focuses on conceptualizing nuclear weapons in international politics, feminist approaches to 
nuclear weapons and nuclear disarmament. Her work has been published in journals such 
as International Affairs, the European Journal of International Relations, and Millennium: Journal of 
International Studies.

Jelena Cupać is Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Global Governance research unit at the 
WZB Berlin Social Science Centre. She holds a PhD from the European University Institute. 
Her research has been published in CEU Political Science Journal and the Journal of Regional 
Security. Her article “The personal is global political: The antifeminist backlash in the United 
Nations” was published in The British Journal of Politics and International Relations (2020, with 
Irem Ebetürk).

Sergio Dellavalle is Professor of Public Law and State Theory at the University of Turin 
and Senior Research Affiliate at the Max Planck Institute of Comparative Public Law and 
International Law in Heidelberg. An expert on the philosophy of G.W.F. Hegel, among his 
monographs is “Paradigmi dell’ordine” (Paradigms of Social Order, Palgrave Macmillan 2011), 
while his recent research has been published in Zeitschrift für ausländisches öffentliches Recht und 
Völkerrecht, Theoretical Inquiries in Law, Göttinger Journal of International Law, Oxford Journal of Legal 
Studies.

Elizabeth De Santo is Associate Professor of Environmental Studies and Chair of the 
Environmental Studies Program at Franklin & Marshall College. Her research focuses on 
marine conservation and environmental governance, critically examining (i) the efficacy 



Contributors

xiv

of spatial approaches to conserving marine species and habitats, and (ii) mechanisms for 
improving the science-policy interface in environmental decision-making. She is particularly 
interested in the challenges of effectively implementing Marine Protected Areas and bio-
diversity conservation worldwide. Her research has been published, inter alia, in Marine Policy, 
Ocean and Coastal Management, Earth System Governance, Environmental Science & Policy, and 
Journal of Geography.

Elizabeth R. DeSombre is the Camilla Chandler Frost Professor of Environmental Studies at 
Wellesley College. Her research focuses on environmental politics, international environmental 
law, ocean and atmospheric issues, and the protection of the global commons. Recent projects 
have involved the impact of flag-of-convenience shipping, the regulation of international fish-
eries, protection of the ozone layer, and global environmental institutions generally. Her first 
book, “Domestic Sources of International Environmental Policy: Industry, Environmentalists, 
and U.S. Power” (MIT Press 2000) won the 2001 Chadwick F. Alger Prize for the best book 
published in the area of international organization, and the 2001 Lynton Caldwell Award for the 
best book published on environmental policy. Other recent books include “Why Good People 
Do Bad Environmental Things” (Oxford University Press 2018) and “What is Environmental 
Politics?” (Polity Press 2000).

Julia Drubel is Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Gießen. Her research focuses on 
theories of International Relations and Global Political Economy as well as global social and 
economic governance. She has completed her doctoral thesis, which examined the effectiveness 
of the ILO’s prohibition of forced labor with a special emphasis on norms research. Previously 
she has been working as a research associate at the DFG-funded project Interreligious Dialogue and 
the Global Norm of Freedom of Religion. She is currently working on the Sustainable Development 
Goals and decent work as an associated researcher at the Max Planck Research Group MAGGI 
(The Multiplication of Authorities in Global Governance Institutions). Her research has been published 
in Global Social Policy.

Stephan Engelkamp is Lecturer in International Relations at King’s College London. His 
main research interests are global security governance and processes of normalization in global 
and European politics, critical approaches to peace and conflict, international relations theory 
(especially critical norms research and post-colonial approaches), and political anthropology. 
His research has appeared in journals such as Alternatives, International Studies Perspectives and 
European Review of International Studies. He is the co-editor of a volume on critical norms research 
in Germany, titled “Kritische Normenforschung in Deutschland” (with Katharina Glaab and 
Antonia Graf, Nomos 2021).

Viktor Friedmann is an Associate Professor at Budapest Metropolitan University and Program 
Director for International Relations. His main research interests are the history of global govern-
ance, great power management, the history of ideas in China’s foreign relations, and the history 
of international political thought. His current research focuses on China’s self-conception of 
greatness and on the role of virtues in international society. He is further interested in the global 
governance of climate migration, in combining classical realist, English School and Foucauldian 
approaches to International Relations, in the impact of technological change on global politics. 
His research has been published, inter alia, in The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Global Security Studies, 
the Corvinius Journal of International Relations, and Acta Oeconomica.



Contributors

xv

Doris Fuchs is Professor of International Relations and Sustainable Development and Speaker 
of the Center for Interdisciplinary Sustainability Research at the University of Münster. Her 
research concentrates on questions of sustainability governance with a particular focus on 
sustainable consumption and power, as well as normative questions of justice, legitimacy, and 
responsibility. She is the co-author of “Consumption Corridors: Living a Good Life within 
Sustainable Limits” (2021), and co-editor of “The Routledge Handbook of Global Sustainability 
Governance” (2020) and has published in Global Environmental Politics, Environmental Values, Social 
Sciences, Journal of Sustainable Development, and Business and Politics, among others.

Friedrich Gabel is a research associate at the International Center for Ethics in the Sciences 
and Humanities at the University of Tübingen, and a PhD candidate at the Karlsruhe Institute of 
Technology. His dissertation is supported by the Heinrich Böll Foundation. His research focuses 
on questions of disaster ethics, justice in crisis management, as well as security and inclusion (of 
persons with disabilities). His research has been published in the International Journal of Disaster 
Risk Reduction and in Disasters.

Tobias Gumbert is Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Münster, focusing on envir-
onmental politics and governance, with a particular focus on food policy, waste policy, sus-
tainable consumption, and democratic innovations. His research has been published in Politics 
and Governance, The Routledge Handbook of Global Sustainability Governance, Sustainability: Science, 
Practice & Policy, and The Routledge Handbook of Transnational Studies, among others.

Patrick Thaddeus Jackson is Professor of International Studies in the School of International 
Service at American University Washington, DC. His book “The Conduct of Inquiry in 
International Relations: Philosophy of Science and its Implications for the Study of World 
Politics” (Routledge 2011; second edition 2016) received the ISA-Northeast’s Yale H. Ferguson 
Book Award and the ISA Theory Section’s Best Book of the Year Award. He is presently working 
on a book about explanation and a book about Max Weber.

David Jason Karp is Senior Lecturer at the University of Sussex. His research is at the inter-
section of global ethics, human rights and international theory. He is co-director of the Sussex 
Rights and Justice Research Centre; co-convenor of the BISA Ethics & World Politics working 
group; and member of the Management Committee for the Centre for Advanced International 
Theory. His research has been published in International Theory, Global Responsibility to Protect, Review 
of International Studies, International Studies Review, and Global Governance, among others. He has 
co-edited “Human Rights Protection in Global Politics: Responsibilities of States and Non-State 
Actors” (Palgrave Macmillan 2015, with Kurt Mills) and is the author of “Responsibility for Human 
Rights: Transnational Corporations in Imperfect States” (Cambridge University Press 2014).

Markus Kornprobst is Professor of Political Science International Relations at the Vienna School 
of International Studies. His research appears in leading journals in the field such as the European 
Journal of International Relations International Affairs, International Organization and International 
Theory. He has co-edited five books, co-authored “Understanding International Diplomacy” and 
authored “Irredentism in European Politics” as well as “Co-managing International Crises”. He 
is co-editor of the Routledge New Diplomacy Series, serves on the board of the Hague Journal of 
Diplomacy, leads the Peaceful Change Working Group at the Austrian Research Association, and 
serves as Regional Director Africa of the Global Research Network on Peaceful Change. His current 



Contributors

xvi

research projects deal with processes of global and regional ordering, peaceful change, arms con-
trol, digital international relations and global health.

Sebastian Knecht was a Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Bielefeld between April 
2019 and December 2020. His research was primarily concerned with international cooper-
ation in the polar regions, the design and stratification of membership systems in international 
organizations, and science-policy interactions. He has published widely in peer-reviewed journals, 
including Cooperation and Conflict, Polar Record, The Polar Journal, and Zeitschrift für Internationale 
Beziehungen. He is further co-author of the German-language textbook Internationale Politik 
und Governance in der Arktis: Eine Einführung (Springer 2018, with Kathrin Stephen and Golo 
Bartsch) and co-editor of Governing Arctic Change: Global Perspectives (Palgrave Macmillan 2017, 
with Kathrin Keil).

Marco Krüger is a research associate at the International Center for Ethics in the Sciences and 
Humanities at the University of Tübingen. He coordinates a transdisciplinary research project on 
the disaster resilience of the ambulatory care infrastructure in Germany (AUPIK). His research 
focusses on the conception of resilience and the societal construction of notions of normality 
in the realm of security as well as on security ethics. He is the co-editor of “Disaster resilience: 
Concepts for strengthening care recipients and people in need of help” (Transcript 2019, with 
Matthias Max, in German). His research has been published in the Disaster, International Political 
Sociology, and Security Dialogue, among others.

Erin Lockwood is Assistant Professor of Political Science at University of California, 
Irvine. Her research interests encompass international political economy; global financial 
politics; financial derivatives; regulation; risk and uncertainty; power, authority, and legit-
imacy in international politics; and global inequality. Her current book project examines 
the financial market practices through which both the market for over-the-counter 
derivatives and the authority of private financial actors were constructed. Her research has 
been published, inter alia, in Review of International Political Economy, New Political Economy 
and Theory and Society.

Elizabeth Mendenhall is Assistant Professor of Marine Affairs at the University of Rhode  
Island. Her research centers on the progressive development of the ocean governance regime, 
especially the Law of the Sea Convention. Recent work addresses artificial island building, sea 
level rise, marine plastic debris, strategic nuclear submarines, and the “Biodiversity Beyond 
National Jurisdiction” negotiations. She has published in Marine Policy, Journal of Military and 
Strategic Studies, Astropolitics, Marine Pollution Bulletin, Strategic Studies Quarterly, and Current History, 
among others.

Amrita Narlikar is President of the German Institute of Global and Area Studies (GIGA), 
Professor at the University of Hamburg, and non-resident Senior Fellow at the Observer 
Research Foundation. Prior to moving to Hamburg, she held the position of Reader 
in International Political Economy at the University of Cambridge and a Fellowship at 
Darwin College. She was also Senior Research Associate at the Centre for International 
Studies at the University of Oxford from 2003 to 2014. Amrita has authored/edited eleven 
books. Her most recent book has been published by Cambridge University Press (“Poverty 
Narratives in International Trade Negotiations and Beyond”). Her previous books include: 



Contributors

xvii

“Bargaining with a Rising India: Lessons from the Mahabharata (co-authored, Oxford 
University Press 2014); “The Oxford Handbook on the World Trade Organization 
(co-edited, 2012); “Deadlocks in Multilateral Negotiations: Causes and Solutions (edited, 
Cambridge University Press 2010).

Holger Niemann is a postdoctoral researcher at the Institute for Peace Research and Security 
Policy (IFSH) at the University of Hamburg. His research focusses on the norms and practices 
of global governance, the legitimation of international organizations, and an international 
political sociology of the United Nations. Currently, he is working on the structural, organ-
izational, and programmatic transformation of the UN Security Council, the normativity of 
international practices, and the relationship between science and society. His research has been 
published in Review of International Studies, Palgrave Encyclopedia of Peace and Conflict Studies, and 
Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen. He is the author of “The Justification of Responsibility 
in the UN Security Council. Practices of Normative Ordering in International Relations” 
(Routledge 2019).

Elizabeth Nyman is Assistant Professor at Texas A&M University, Galveston. Her research 
focuses on international maritime conflict, piracy, and environmental issues, and has been 
published in a variety of academic venues. She is particularly interested in oceanic resources, such 
as fish or offshore oil and gas, and how those impact state desires to control ocean spaces. She 
has conducted research in a variety of locations, from Iceland to Barbados to Canada, focusing 
on maritime issues such as the Cod Wars between Britain and Iceland and the flying fish dispute 
between Barbados and Trinidad and Tobago. Her research has been published in, inter alia, Games 
Culture, Ocean and Coastal Management, International Journal of Maritime History, Marine Policy, 
International Interactions, and Antipode.

Susan Park is Professor of Global Governance in the Department of Government and 
International Relations at the University of Sydney. She focuses on how international 
organizations and global governance can become greener and more accountable. Her most 
recent books are: “Environmental Recourse at the Multilateral Development Banks” (2020); 
“Global Environmental Governance and the Accountability Trap” (2019, with Teresa Kramarz), 
and “International Organisations: Theories and Explanations” (2018). She is an Associate Editor 
of the journal Global Environmental Politics and is Co-Convenor with Dr Kramarz (University 
of Toronto) of the Earth Systems Governance (ESG) Task Force Accountability in Global 
Environmental Governance. She is a Senior Hans Fischer Fellow at the Technical University of 
Munich (2019-2022), a Senior Research Fellow of the ESG, an affiliated Faculty member of 
the Environmental Governance Lab at the University of Toronto, and an external associate at 
Warwick University.

Johannes Plagemann is a political scientist and research fellow at the German Institute 
of Global and Area Studies (GIGA) where he acts as the spokesperson of the research team 
Ideas, Actors and Global Politics and coordinates the research project Legitimate Multipolarity  
(2018-2022). He works on rising powers in international politics and Indian foreign policy in 
particular. In his latest research he focusses on (1) how populism affects foreign policy and (2) the 
legitimacy of international organizations in a multipolar world. His research has been published 
in Foreign Policy Analysis, International Studies Review, Review of International Studies, International 
Relations of the Asia Pacific, and The Pacific Review.



Contributors

xviii

Michael Christopher Sardo is Non-Tenure Track Assistant Professor in Politics at Occidental 
College. He is a political theorist with research and teaching interests in the history of polit-
ical thought, contemporary democratic theory, and environmental political theory. His current 
research projects include a book project on political theory and the Anthropocene through the 
lens of Nietzsche’s thought as well as article-length projects on the challenges of political respon-
sibility in global politics. His article “Political Responsibility for Climate Justice: Political not 
Moral” is being published in European Journal of Political Theory.

Gabi Schlag is Senior Lecturer at the Institute of Political Science at the University of 
Tübingen. She serves as a member in the Governing Board of the European International Studies 
Association (EISA). Her research interests include Critical Security Studies; discourse and prac-
tice theories; social media and visual IR; political violence and emotions; gender and bodies. 
Her research is published in peer-reviewed journals like Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen, 
European Journal of International Relations, Journal of International Relations and Development, as 
well as Critical Studies on Terrorism. She co-edited “Visualität und Weltpolitik” (Springer 2020, 
with Axel Heck), “Transformations of Security Studies” (Routledge 2016, with Julian Junk and 
Christopher Daase) as well as a special issue in Global Disccourse on “Visualizing violence: aes-
thetics and ethics in international politics” (2017, with Anna Geis).

Elke Schwarz is Senior Lecturer in Political Theory at Queen Mary University of London. 
Her research focuses on the political and ethical implications of new technologies, with a focus 
on digital technologies and autonomous systems. In 2018, she published her monograph “Death 
Machines: The Ethics of Violent Technologies” (Manchester University Press). Her work has been 
published in Thesis Eleven, Security Dialogue, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, the Journal 
of International Political Theory, and other journals. She has been awarded a BA/Leverhulme Small 
Grant for a project titled “Moral Agency and Meaningful Human Control: Exploring Military 
Ethical Values for Alignment in the Use of Autonomous Weapons Systems”. She is co-founder of 
the BISA Ethics and World Politics Working Group and an RSA Fellow.

Tomer Shadmy is research fellow at The Federmann Cyber Center, at Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem, and the Institute for National Security Studies. Additionally she is an Adjunct 
Professor for Computer Science Law and Ethics at Tel Aviv University, the Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem and The Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya. Her scholarship is situated at the inter-
section of digital technologies, global law, and ethics. She investigates the legal, ethical, social, and 
political challenges associated with the governance of emerging technologies such as Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). At the center of her research stands the question of how data-driven tech-
nologies challenge, transform, or require a transformation of basic legal and civic concepts and 
institutions. She is interested in both sides of the algorithm: How to regulate emerging tech-
nologies and how do emerging technologies regulate us? Her research has been published in 
the Boston University International Law Journal and North Carolina Journal of International Law and 
Commercial Regulation.

Mitja Sienknecht is Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Münster. Previously, she was a 
researcher at the Global Governance research unit at the Berlin Social Science Centre (WZB) and 
at the “B/Orders in Motion” project at the Viadrina European University, Frankfurt (Oder). Her 
research addresses the fields of peace and conflict studies, systems theory and world society, border 
and boundary studies, international organizations, and the transgression of intrastate conflicts 



Contributors

xix

beyond borders. Her research has been published in Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen and 
Politische Vierteljahresschrift. She is the author of the monograph “Delimited Conflicts in World 
Society. On the Inclusion of International Organizations in Intrastate Conflicts” (in German, 
Springer VS 2018).

James Souter is a Lecturer in International Relations at the University of Leeds. He is interested 
in understanding states’ responsibilities to address pressing global issues, and has written on this 
topic in relation to human rights, the responsibility to protect, and nuclear responsibility. However, 
much of his work focuses on asylum and states’ responsibilities to protect refugees. His book, 
entitled “Asylum as Reparation: Refuge and Responsibility for the Harms of Displacement”, is 
forthcoming with Palgrave Macmillan. James has also published work in journals such as Political 
Studies, International Affairs, Politics, the British Journal of Politics and International Relation, and the 
Journal of Social Philosophy.

Peter Sutch is Professor of Politics at Cardiff University. His main research area explores 
questions of international justice, in particular questions relating to international law. He is par-
ticularly interested in normative or moral questions and their impact on, and relation to, questions 
of politics and law. He has been concerned with questions of how we should conceive of the 
relation between ethics and international politics (“Ethics Justice and International Relations”, 
Routledge 2001) and has published “The Politics of International Law and International Justice” 
(Edinburgh University Press 2013, with Edwin Egede). He also has broader interests in con-
temporary political theory and the history of political thought and along with colleagues in 
the political theory research unit, has recently collaborated on projects on multiculturalism 
(“Multiculturalism, Identity and Rights”, Routledge 2003) and questions of justification in 
moral theory (“Principles and Political Order: The Challenge of Diversity”, Routledge 2006) 
and the nature of evil in contemporary political theory (Edinburgh University Press 2011, with 
Bruce Haddock and Peri Roberts). He is currently working on questions of just war theory, 
global law and distributive justice in the global commons.

Rachel Tiller is Senior Research Scientist at SINTEF Trondheim. Her research focus is on 
interdisciplinary marine research, especially looking at multilevel governance and stakeholder 
interaction and co-production of knowledge. She was the Fulbright Arctic Chair at Texas A&M 
University at Galveston and Rice University in Houston, Texas in 2018, working on plastics 
governance and the Arctic Ocean as an area beyond national jurisdiction. She currently works 
on, among others, the EU project GoJelly on finding a gelatinous solution to plastic pollution 
(www.gojelly.eu) and she is Project Manager of the Smartfish H2020 project on innovations in 
fisheries technology (www.smartfishh2020.eu). She also follows the BBNJ negotiations towards 
a new treaty for biodiversity protection in areas beyond national jurisdiction, doing observa-
tion studies, coding statements and holding in-depth interviews with delegates and NGOs. Her 
research has been published in international journals such Marine Policy, Journal of Environmental 
Management, Maritime Studies, Ocean and Coastal Management, Global Environmental Politics, and 
Ocean Development and International Law.

Antje Wiener is Professor of Global Governance at the University of Hamburg, elected 
By-Fellow of Hughes Hall, University of Cambridge, and Fellow of the UK’s Academy of 
Social Sciences. Her research and teaching centers on International Relations (IR) theory, 
especially norms research and contestation theory. Current projects include contested climate 

https://www.gojelly.eu
https://www.smartfishh2020.eu


Contributors

xx

justice (Cluster of Excellence, CLICCS, Hamburg), democratizing security (Graduate College, 
funded by the State of Hamburg), and multiplicity and international order/s (Lauterpacht 
Centre for International Law, Cambridge). With James Tully, she is co-founding editor of Global 
Constitutionalism (Cambridge University Press, since 2012). She also edits the Norm Research 
in International Relations Series (Springer). She currently serves on several Committees of the 
Academy of Social Sciences, as well as of the International Studies Association, and she has 
been re-appointed to the ESRC’s Global Challenges Research Fund Peer Review College in 
2019. In 2018, she was elected to the Executive Committee of the German Political Science 
Association in 2018. Her most recent book “Contestation and Constitution of Norms in Global 
International Relations” (Cambridge University Press 2018) was awarded the International 
Studies Association’s International Law Section’s Book Prize in 2020.

Michael Zürn is Director at the WZB Berlin Social Science Center and Professor of International 
Relations at the Free University Berlin. He is the Founding Rector of the Hertie School of 
Governance and is Spokesperson of the Cluster of Excellence “Contestations of the Liberal 
Script (SCRIPTS)”. His most recent books are “A Theory of Global Governance. Authority, 
Legitimacy, and Contestation” (Oxford University Press 2018) and “Die Demokratische 
Regression” (Suhrkamp 2021, with Armin Schäfer).



xxi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Responsibility is a cross-cutting concept which raises questions at multiple levels of analysis. It 
is also increasingly invoked in political debates as many challenges of our time are characterized 
by insecurities when responsibilities cannot easily be attributed. The questions of who should be 
responsible and what for are embedded in a broader normative context that points towards issues 
of authority and legitimacy, which in turn can have legal, social and/or material dimensions. 
Similarly, those who invoke responsibility in the first place can also become subject to ana-
lytic scrutiny. With so many dimensions simultaneously at play, addressing the different analytical 
questions around responsibility requires a calibrated compass and an up-to-date map in order not 
to get lost. The objective to provide such compass is expressed in the artwork we selected for the 
cover of this handbook. In characterizing her work, the artist Angela Dwyer writes, “While in 
my previous work I was looking for an abstract way to make visible the conflicts between man 
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RESPONSIBILITY IN 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 
THEORY AND PRACTICE

Introducing the handbook
Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein

Introduction

Why do we need a handbook on the concept of responsibility in International Relations 
(IR)? We claim that many of the most pressing political challenges of our time, such as climate 
change, humanitarian crises, migration, financial crises, the implications of artificial intelligence 
or advances in science and technology to mention but a few, evoke questions of responsibility. 
They present us with political problems that do not lend themselves to simple and clear-cut 
answers regarding the identification of whose fault it is and who should take action. Many 
current challenges cannot easily be solved through a reallocation of resources, enforcing existing 
regulations or designing new ones. Debates around these challenges rather seem to get stuck and 
end in political conflicts about who is responsible, for what or to whom and on what basis. Thus, 
we seem to observe an increased moralization in negotiating political problems. The recent EU 
migration pact is a case in question where most actors agree that something needs to be done 
with regard to the migrants and refugees at the EU external borders and states who have the 
economic and political capacity should lead the way. Yet, others argue that for states the respon-
sibility towards their own people comes first, signified by domestic resistance framed not only in 
the language of distributional conflict and justice but also increasingly related to argumentations 
of values and identities. Often, such initiatives end in declarations of intent from a few actors but 
lead to no action as actors cannot agree on one strategy. If one cannot solve political problems 
through compensating, sanctioning or finding consensus for new binding regulation, all what is 
left, it seems, is calling on the morality of actors to behave responsibly.

The observation of increased references to responsibility in political discourse (see Hansen-
Magnusson and Vetterlein 2020) has prompted us to consider it more closely as a concept to be 
studied in IR theory and its relations to other key concepts, such as authority, power, account-
ability and legitimacy, and how these play out in practice. Two interlinked developments are of 
importance with regard to the rise of responsibility: first, the changes in the role of the nation-
state and the nature of the relationship between state, market and society, and second, at the 
same time the shifting reference frame of rights towards a global scale, in particular with regard 
to human rights. Specifically, the changing system of global governance, in particular since the 
1990s (Zürn 2018), has impacted actor constellations, their power relations and practices of 
responsibility and accountability, and the nature of broader questions of justice and legitimacy 
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in world politics (Vetterlein 2018). Global governance comes about with a different allocation 
of authority and responsibilities across an increased variety of actors and with new modes of 
governing that go beyond the democratic mechanisms of participation and delegation. As a 
consequence, we observe new questions and challenges with regard to organizing relations at 
the individual, organizational, national, regional and international level, often related to a lack 
of appropriate regulation and/or a lack of legitimate actors willing and/or able to adopt and 
enforce appropriate regulation. Some scholars perceive global governance as exposing ‘regulatory 
gaps’ (Doh 2005; Palazzo and Scherer 2006). At the same time, it is not possible or even desir-
able to regulate everything (Ruggie 2004). What we observe empirically then is an increase in 
calls for more responsibility, and, as we argue, an emerging new system of negotiated governance 
(Vetterlein 2018). References to responsibility resemble semantic struggles which revolve around 
normative expectations about who should be doing what and to whose benefit. They manifest as 
responsibilized governance practices across a number of policy areas.

IR scholarship has begun to pick up on such observations, and an increasing amount of research 
and commentary has emerged that investigates responsibility more explicitly. Yet, since the con-
cept of responsibility is a cross-cutting theme, the scholarship is far from being united and work is 
mainly scattered across disciplines and policy fields. Many empirical studies exist, in particular on 
explicit policy tools such as the responsibility to protect or corporate responsibility (Carroll 1999; 
Bellamy 2006; Rajamani 2006; Wheeler 2006; Honkonen 2009; Brunnée and Toope 2010) 
or on the responsibility of specific powerful states and institutions (Lang 1999; Lebow 2003; 
Erskine 2008; Bukovansky, Clark et al. 2012; Gaskarth 2017). At the same time, theoretical work 
has appeared that takes up crucial dimensions that the concept of responsibility evokes such as the 
possibility and limitations of moral agency, the location of moral agency as well as questions of 
community for which moral values are valid or the link between responsibility and accountability 
and processes of constitutionalization of political spheres (Campbell 1996; Grant and Keohane 
2005; Ainley 2008; Vetterlein and Wiener 2013). These brief considerations show how deeply a 
discussion of responsibility is embedded in broader questions of IR theory. At the same time, they 
also signify the interdisciplinarity of the topic as questions of responsibility in world politics relate 
to political theory and global ethical studies, international law as well as area/development studies, 
let alone the many existing sub-fields such as governance or welfare state studies, among others 
(Daase, Junk et al. 2017; Debiel, Finkenbusch et al. 2018; Bazargan-Forward and Tollefsen 2020).

Given the multidimensionality of the concept, it is not possible to offer a text that would be able 
to claim coherence and consistency across all chapters in using the precise same understandings of 
responsibility and related terms such as duty, obligation or accountability as there are disciplinary 
differences and differential theoretical approaches. Nor was this the objective of the Handbook. Rather 
to the contrary, what we offer here is a broad overview of research on responsibility across a variety of 
subfields in IR, zooming in on specific angles of responsibility relations, levels of analysis and policy 
fields.1 Nevertheless, there is an overall structure to this Handbook because what all responsibility 
research has in common is to focus on one of the following elements of established responsibility  
relations more specifically, these are the subject of responsibility or who should take responsibility, the 
object of responsibility or who/what for should responsibility be taken, and finally based on what 
normative framework are claims of responsibility being invoked. Taking on or ascribing responsi-
bility between a subject and an object referring to agreed-upon norms and regulations we argue is a 
contextualized and political activity, which we refer to as ‘responsibilization’.

We understand responsibilization as a political and normative struggle taking place in specific 
policy fields with the attempt to negotiate who is responsible for what. The Handbook’s struc-
ture follows this conceptualization and after the introduction and Part I, which introduces theor-
etical approaches to responsibility in IR, Part II sheds special light on specific policy fields with 
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the aim to show how responsibility came to matter with regard to a specific policy and to map 
the emergence of responsibility relations between key actors (subject and object) and how they 
position themselves in that particular field. Part III then turns to relations between responsibility 
stakeholders, which are ‘subject’, ‘object’ and ‘speaker’, to capture the contestation of responsi-
bility statements, claims and social practices. We have identified different actors, individual and 
collective, whose relations instantiate responsibility and who have core stakes in global govern-
ance policies. These actors range from individual states (e.g., China, see Chapter 18) to inter-
national organizations such as regional development banks (Chapter 21) or private sector actors 
(Chapter 24). Part IV then turns to the objects of stakeholders’ engagement. Here, the focus is on 
global commons which more or less explicitly form part of the common heritage of humankind 
and how their meaning and significance has changed over time. Part V closes the volume with an 
overview of different normative discussions and debates of how responsibility ‘works’ or should 
be made to work in world politics.

With such a broad ambition, a handbook on responsibility in International Relations provides 
an extraordinary opportunity to present an encompassing and cross-disciplinary discussion of 
the concept itself as well as its impact in various governance areas. Three objectives guide this 
Handbook. First of all, it brings together scholarship and maps work on responsibility that is cur-
rently undertaken in International Relations as well as in the above-mentioned neighbouring 
disciplines. The Handbook thus offers a way to shed light on different theoretical approaches 
towards responsibility, to bridge disciplinary divides and to show how responsibility matters in 
different policy fields of global governance. Existing work is diverse and covers several policy-
fields without a coherent link and without the opportunity to compare fields side by side – the 
proposed handbook stands to correct this shortcoming.

Second, the Handbook thereby offers the opportunity to reflect on current scholarship on 
the topic by engaging with the most crucial theoretical debates in the field and state-of-the-art 
research in policy areas in which responsibility has become an institutionalized part of norma-
tive order. It aims to make existing knowledge accessible in a comprehensive manner. Third, 
the Handbook is the first of its kind that provides a comprehensive overview of IR scholar-
ship on responsibility and thus will serve as the foundational text for this interdisciplinary and 
multi-policy field. By doing so, the volume not only provides a state-of-the-art text on research 
on responsibility in world politics that brings together existing knowledge in an encompassing 
manner. As a consequence, it also advances the field since such a mapping provides the oppor-
tunity to open up a dialogue among theoretical approaches, disciplines and policy fields that in 
turn allows for comparison and synergies.

In what follows, we will first outline the rise of the responsibility concept in global politics 
in order to show the need for a deeper engagement with this topic. In a second step, we outline 
relations among political actors that arise when actors invoke responsibility. In particular, we 
address the subject and object of responsibility, the normative basis and questions of authority 
that responsibilization raises, as well as the speaker who initiates the process of responsibilization 
in the first place. This sets the readers up for the structure of this Handbook and the many 
different ways in which our authors approach responsibility, which we detail in the brief over-
view of the Handbook in the final section.

The rise of responsibility in world politics

The concept of responsibility, as we use it today, with its moral and ethical implications has only 
been introduced to philosophical debates in the 19th century (Bayertz 1995). It received increased 
attention in a variety of academic disciplines after World War II. Some authors emphasize that it 
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is traditionally an individualist concept (Loh 2017, 40), as it relies on three preconditions which 
are predominantly characteristics of individual actors; these are causality, freedom and ration-
ality (Nida-Rümelin, 2011). Actors can be perceived as responsible if they have had the chance 
to intervene in situations and change the outcome of an event (causality), had the freedom to 
decide which intervention they would like to choose and had the rationality to reason about this 
decision. Hence, people usually can take responsibility or be made responsible for their actions, 
based on socially defined criteria, which usually involve criteria of age, soundness of mind and 
competency. This perspective paves the way for inquiries into the relations between an individual 
and his/her social context and also opens up debates for political theory concerning the respon-
sibility of individuals in the setting of a particular community. This latter approach was taken by 
Hannah Arendt (1958), for example, who held that individuals are responsible for the doings of 
the community or society of which they are a part. In contrast to such individualist approaches, 
other authors investigate the role of collective or corporate moral agency (Erskine 2003), shared 
responsibility (Nollkaemper 2018) as well as systemic or global responsibility (Loh 2017, 40), for 
instance with regard to the responsibility for particular weather phenomena triggered by climate 
change, and the impact of these on communities.

References to responsibility have increased in political discourses and this is not only the case 
for policy fields where the term responsibility already found its way into specific policy norms, 
such as corporate responsibility or the responsibility to protect. We argue here that this has to do 
with changes in the institutional and normative structure of world politics (Weiss 2013; Zürn 
2018). On the one hand, global governance is characterized as an exercise of authority across a 
variety of actors whose power relations and accountability practices vary significantly according 
to the specific context. Over the past three decades, new institutional modes of governance have 
developed, such as soft law arrangements, public–private partnerships or the like, which do not 
only shift around power positions across actors but also open up new answers to questions of 
who is responsible for specific outcomes/events, for what and on what basis. On the other hand, 
and tied to this first point, we can observe an increased pluralism in interests and values; and with 
an accompanying discourse on rights, this leads to an increase in situations of equally correct, 
yet opposing fundamental values. This in turn means that not every problem can be solved by 
designing and implementing the ‘correct’ regulation but that we can expect increased contest-
ation and negotiation when it comes to asserting one value over the other. Here, responsibility 
comes into play, as it is often attributed but also taken by actors in political debates when force 
or sanctions are not possible. The references to responsibility that different actors make may be 
difficult to reconcile as the semantic engagements may rest on normative foundations that are not 
easily commensurable. Responsible corporate behaviour is one example where the decrease of 
state control over corporations is countered by calling on their ethics to voluntarily step up for this 
institutional void (Ruggie 2011). What corporate responsibility, however, is supposed to mean is 
often left open and subject for debate. One could therefore argue that the rise of responsibility in 
public debates signifies a move towards a global governance system characterized by negotiation 
and debate (Vetterlein 2018).

Over the past few decades, the literature on global governance has provided us with excel-
lent descriptive as well as analytical work regarding the institutional changes of global political 
structures with increased globalization processes (amongst many, Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006; 
Mattli and Woods 2009; Karns and Mingst 2010; Ougaard and Leander 2010; de Burca, Keoahne 
et al. 2013; Abbott 2014; Weiss and Wilkinson 2018; Zürn 2018). Not only do we observe a 
pluralization of governance actors and their influence in political processes at a global scale but 
also shifts in political processes and modes of governance towards more hybridity (Biermann, 
Pattberg et al. 2009; Armitage, de Loë et al. 2012; Leander 2012). Governance is not just 
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governing without government. Zürn (2018, 4) for instance distinguishes between governance 
by government, governance with governments or governance without governments. The focus 
in this literature has been on questions regarding which actor has the legitimate authority and 
capacity to regulate specific issue areas according to consented norms and rules and beyond 
national borders. Regulatory gaps (Doh 2005; Palazzo and Scherer 2006) or ‘unregulated spaces’ 
(Clunan and Trinkunas 2010) have been identified which open up room for contestation in 
which rules, regulations and norms are being negotiated and where arguments and justifications 
are brought forward in form of responsibility claims, based on conflicting interests as well as 
different sets of values about how social, political and economic relations should be organized.

The degree of contestation over the meaning of responsibility claims, however, varies according 
to the nature of the problem in question, that is, the degree of an existing regulatory context, the 
presence of a legitimate actor with the capacity to regulate, and the level of value pluralism. We 
might for instance face situations where rules and regulations do exist but are contested based on 
different interests involved. Examples could be distributional conflicts in welfare states regarding 
social benefits where some people would call on the state as the responsible actor to intervene 
while others would argue for more self-responsibility. A second type of situation can be described 
as cases where regulation exists but is not enforced by the responsible actor(s). Tax breaks for 
big corporations can be an example, or the Diesel scandal around Volkswagen and some other 
automobile companies can serve as a case in question. Such situations are often perceived as 
unfair and thus can cause a significant amount of criticism and resistance. A third situation is 
cases in which regulatory spaces are fragmented. Take the example of multinational corporations 
(MNCs) for instance that have their headquarters in one country and are active in others. Legally, 
the subsidiaries of an MNC fall under the jurisdiction of the country in which the company has 
invested. If that country cannot or will not punish the company for its wrong-doings, the home 
country has no legal power beyond political/moral pressure.

In contrast to these situations that highlight the limits or shortcomings of law and regulation 
are instances that describe conflicts where value-based arguments might become more prom-
inent. The fourth case is a situation where we face outcomes that are legal but not legitimate. 
Most of the financial practices of bankers and other financial experts leading up to the last finan-
cial crisis was legal but their legitimacy can be questioned. The same goes for MNC investment in 
countries that do not abide to human rights. A last prominent example is UNSC resolutions not 
to intervene in potential cases of genocide (see Rwanda). The question here is whether a number 
of actors (states) who do have the capacity to intervene would have the moral responsibility to do 
so despite the outcome of a legal procedure, i.e. non-intervention (Erskine 2014). This last case 
also serves as an example for the fifth scenario, that is, a situation of opposing regulations and/
or fundamental values. In the example of the responsibility to protect specific groups of people 
from harm caused by their own government or because that government cannot protect them, 
the rivalling principles are those of state sovereignty versus individual human rights. Finally, we 
also observe unregulated spaces, that is, global challenges that are characterized by complexity 
where it is difficult to identify responsible actors and hold them accountable or problems that 
refer to outcomes lying in the future and thus require prospective action and positive respon-
sibility. Environmental issues such as climate change serve as an example. Responsibility here is 
about more general goals to be reached in the future where exact action cannot necessarily be 
defined a priori.

These institutional changes that have led to an increase in references to responsibility are 
accompanied by normative changes too. Elsewhere we argue that the rise of the human rights 
discourse has enabled a turn to responsibility (Vetterlein and Hansen-Magnusson, 2020). 
Researchers have long since shown how human rights came to matter within particular countries 
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(Risse, Ropp et al. 1999) following the establishment of specific rights such as the provision 
covered by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights as well as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
In this regard, we argue that the link to human rights provides argumentative clout for global 
actors to hold others to account or to shame/blame them into engaging in particular behav-
iour, while it also provides enabling conditions. In other words, because human rights are well 
established as a normative principle, speaking of responsibilities of someone and for something 
commands attention and seems to be key in the attempt to induce a sense of appropriateness.

Human rights have enjoyed a special legal status over the past decades (D’Amato 1982). In many 
policy fields, they have changed normative contexts with the consequence that the allocation of 
responsibilities has been shifted around. The argumentative push to consider security in terms of 
human security rather than from a national point of view is a famous example. Specifically, the 
human dimension and the well-being of individuals or groups stand in direct opposition to the 
value of state sovereignty. Here, the concept of responsibility, as in the responsibility to protect 
(R2P), was introduced as a compromise to reconcile individual rights and state sovereignty as it is 
demanding responsible behaviour, yet open enough to allow for non-intervention (de Carvalho 
2020). Other examples can be found with regard to climate change, for instance. The fact that a 
German court accepted to hear a case of a Peruvian farmer against the energy company RWE 
for its responsibility of the impact of climate change is writing legal history. While RWE is not 
active in Peru, Saul Luciano Lluiya sued the company for contributing to a melting glacier in 
the Andes Mountains because of its carbon emissions which in turn increases the likelihood of 
flooding the city of Huaraz, the farmer’s home (Wang 2017). UN Special Rapporteur on Human 
Rights and the Environment John H. Knox says that ‘[t]his case is part of a growing trend to try 
to hold corporations responsible in their home jurisdictions for human rights abuses and envir-
onmental harm that they cause elsewhere. There are difficult legal and factual issues to overcome, 
of course’.2 Also, the OHCHR has established that climate change affects the full set of human 
rights, that is, a right to life, adequate food and housing, health and self-determination. But still, 
courts have rejected holding states accountable for their contribution to global warming, such 
as attempted by the Circumpolar Conference in front of the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights regarding the United States’ role.3

The link to human rights made it much more explicit what it is that an actor is responsible for 
and who such an actor might be in the first place. We can further observe an increased formal-
ization of responsibility across different policy fields (Vetterlein and Hansen-Magnusson 2020). 
On the one hand, once it has become clear that people have rights to clean water or air, those 
whose activities impact on it have a moral as well as a legal obligation to ensure its provision. 
Human rights are increasingly embraced by MNCs (Favotto and Kollman 2020) because they are 
interested in leaving a positive imprint of their doings by engaging with local communities and 
in philanthropy (Thompson 2020). These activities signal a growing sense of obligation towards 
providing the communities in which they operate with access to resources, education, etc., which 
can be viewed as strengthening the human rights provisions entailed in both the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights. On the other hand, R2P for instance was fully enacted for the first time 
in combination with Chapter VII of the UN Charter in UN Security Council Resolution 
1973 in 2011. However, while formalized, the actual application remains contested following 
the way the mandate was enacted. Brazil for instance has proposed its own understanding of the 
role of the international community in this constellation as ‘Responsibility while Protecting’. 
This signals disagreement on the legal side of responsibility regarding accountability and obli-
gation while in principle acknowledging the ethical dimension. In fact, the debate over the 
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formal constitutionalization of R2P is on-going (Welsh and Banda 2010). Tomer Shadmy (2018), 
however, shows how formalizing responsibility works positively for the case of business and human 
rights. Human rights norms increasingly conceptualize obligations as responsibilities, which indi-
cate the voluntary character of such action. Yet, she argues that these developments indicate 
the emergence of a new jurisprudential order, opening up for new forms of non-democratic 
authority and power, signifying new ways of theorizing global governance.

Overall, this combination of institutional and normative changes in the structure of global 
governance leads to a situation where responsibility is referred to as a compromise solution in 
order to tackle regulatory gaps. To be more precise, a pluralization of actors in the global sphere 
combined with new modes of governance results in changes in the allocation of power and 
legitimacy of actors. We witness situations where regulation reaches its limits mainly due to 
conflicting or sometimes even incommensurable rights (see sovereignty versus human rights 
in the case of R2P). Given an additional increase in fundamental rights that actors can refer to 
in order to justify responsibility claims we observe an increase in value pluralism, that is, cur-
rently resolved through the introduction of the vague concept of responsibility. While we also 
note an increased formalization of responsibility in world politics in guidelines, treaties and laws 
over the course of the last decades starting with the 1987 Brundtland Report (Vetterlein and 
Hansen-Magnusson 2020), responsibility often remains a deliberately ambiguous concept, legally 
non-binding and open for interpretation and debate. This is not to say that we end up in weak 
governance regimes. Yet, the strength of the evocation of responsibility varies and depends on 
different constellations between the subject, object, addressee, authority and normative basis of 
responsibility.

Responsibility relations: the positioning of subject,  
object and speaker in policy fields

Just as there is more than one way to skin a cat, there are numerous ways to define responsibility 
and approach it analytically. The semantic struggle over responsibility paves the way for a variety 
of possible different emphases on who should be responsible and what for, as does its instantiation 
in practice. Similarly, customary or legal understandings of responsibility create structural links 
between subjects and objects, thereby further differentiating the ways in which responsibility can 
be characterized.

While the historical development of the concept and its connection to agency were already 
noted, references to responsibility come with a range of – often – dichotomous characteristics 
related to the quality of the action itself. In this regard, responsibility can be future-oriented, or 
prospective (Cowley 2014; Heidbrink 2017), or oriented on past action, that is retrospective. This 
distinction partly overlaps with positive versus negative responsibility, yet with the difference that 
positive responsibility does not only refer to the time-dimension but also to an action that expli-
citly enhances the status quo of a situation, while negative responsibility connotes a passive take 
and refers to the avoidance of harm. Retrospective, or ‘ex post’, responsibility raises the question 
whether those who brought something about, and thereby have ‘causal responsibility’, should 
also deal with the results, which describes ‘remedial responsibility’. Other authors have found 
different ways to classify responsibility. Hart (1968) for instance distinguishes between four types 
of responsibility, these are causal responsibility concerning the question who has caused an out-
come, role responsibility with regard to a specific task that needs to be addressed, capability in 
terms of who has the ability to take on responsibility and finally liability referring to legal respon-
sibility. Other commentators perceive responsibility as a relation of an actor to his/her commu-
nity/society, to a higher authority (such as the law, god or nature) and to his/herself (Baran 1990).
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Throughout this volume, authors will refer to one or more of these ways of defining and 
describing responsibility. Yet, the basic elements of responsibility are present in every situation of 
calling for or taking on responsibility: these are the responsibility subject (who), the responsibility 
object (who/what for), and the responsibility authority (against whom/based on what), which 
marks the normative basis of the relation between subject and object. Taking on or attributing 
responsibility is a contextualized and political activity, which we can refer to as ‘responsibilization’. 
Responsibilizing is a political struggle as well as a practical phenomenon, enacted by a speaker, 
which linguists may understand in terms of a constant tension between illocutionary and per-
locutionary force, that is, the speaker’s intent and the effect of this speech act on the speaker or 
the audience, respectively. ‘Who’ may be responsible and ‘what’ they may be responsible for points 
to a broader set of normative foundations that underpin the arrangement, all of which may be 
subject to critique by others who may engage in countering claims. Responsibilization thereby 
gives rise to a set of questions which are related and can be represented in terms of different 
layers, as expressed in Figure 1.1.

Responsibilizing creates a set of relations between actors – the subjects of responsibility – and 
that which they are responsible for – the objects of responsibility, invoked by a speaker, and 
thereby circumscribing a specific field of responsibility. Responsibilizing is not a neutral process 
as it contains assumptions about the basis upon which, or reasons why, someone is or should be 
responsible for something. In a similar manner, responsibilizing delineates the object of respon-
sibility in particular ways by defining its boundaries and differentiating it from other objects that 
someone could be responsible for. Questions of ‘who is responsible?’, ‘what are they responsible 
for?’ and ‘how does this responsibility come about?’ are contextually embedded, as responsibilizing 
happens in relation to a – given or imagined – community that is somehow affected by this 
action. This setting gets further complicated if we, as researchers, step back from the scene: from 
an observer’s position we can also point at the political dimension of responsibilizing, because 
who attempts to define ‘who?’, ‘what?’ and ‘how?’ reveals actual or idealized constellations of a 
global society. This is to say that a speaker holding someone responsible or assigning responsibility 

Figure 1.1  The field of responsibilization
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for something draws on or refers to normative understandings of how things should be, which 
may be quite different from the status quo.

This political character of responsibilizing becomes even more apparent if we pose the 
questions in the negative form of ‘who not?’ and ‘what not?’ and also inquire into who is able 
to and raises them in the first instance and who does not, which concerns questions of legit-
imacy and authority. As argued above, references to subjects and objects of responsibility do not 
necessarily come with an agreed set of norms, nor with a clearly demarcated field within which 
responsibility is taken or assigned, nor with a given locus of authority. These components are 
being (re-)arranged in the practices of responsibilizing. Looking at the four issues of (1) ‘who?’, 
(2) ‘what?’, (3) the normative basis of responsibilizing as well as the (4) position of the speaker 
provides scholars with plenty of scope for analysis, which we will briefly discuss in the following 
paragraphs as our Handbook is structured around those.

The subject of responsibility

Who, the subject, is the central focus when responsibility is claimed or assigned. The subject 
designates the actor or actors that is or are tied in various ways to the object of responsibility. 
By virtue of this exposed status and the connection to the object, the subject is elevated into a 
privileged position in comparison to other (potential) subjects in the process of responsibilizing. 
The subject of responsibility need not necessarily be the speaker who raises the issue of 
responsibility.

There are two issues with regard to the subject, when taking responsibility to the realm of 
world politics: First, the default position in International Relations used to be that the state 
takes precedence over other actors, which can be explained by the vantage point of particular 
approaches, such as Realism. This is still the case when we approach responsibility through the 
angle of International Law, given that states occupy a central position in its making. However, 
recent years have seen a shift of responsibility towards non-state actors, such as MNCs, especially 
in the context of business and human rights (Karp 2014). Second, an important question in pol-
itical theory is whether and to what extent collective actors, rather than individuals, are even able 
to or should be assigned responsibility (Erskine 2003; Bazargan-Forward and Tollefsen 2020). 
Besides states, there are therefore multiple foci of analysis, including individuals, civil society, 
corporations and international organizations.

This shift in or diversification of the subject of responsibility reveals that ‘who?’ is intimately 
connected to the empirical context and the ‘how?’ question that is at the heart of the normative 
basis of responsibilizations. An awareness of this shift brings to our attention that material capaci-
ties are only one of at least three ways identified by researchers in which subjects come to a pos-
ition of responsibility. After all, some corporations command considerably more resources than 
some states and are therefore in a better position to take responsibility for the well-being, liveli-
hood and life of their employees (O’Neill 2005). A similar focus on material capacity is advanced 
by English School scholars, who hold that so-termed ‘great powers’ hold special managerial 
responsibility for global affairs based on the resources they command (Bull 2002 (1977), 196). 
The discourse usually involves prospective responsibility such as ensuring particular working 
conditions or peace.

A second way in which ‘who?’ and ‘how?’ are connected becomes plain when we consider that, 
in practice, material capacity is contextually bound up with social expectations. Material capacity 
does not possess inherent qualities that give rise to responsibility. Rather, social expectations refer 
to the ways in which those who can command resources should put them to use (Nolan 2005; 
Heupel 2013), to either avoid harm or do good. In addition to the normative question of how 
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resources are or should be put into use, it is also crucial to see who is raising the issue in the first 
place. Both the content of social expectations in terms of negative and/or positive responsibility, 
and the practice of responsibilizing with a focus on actors and sites are likely to contain pointers 
towards what kind of global society the speaker envisages in the present and what they would like 
to move towards in the future. It is thus prime material for International Relations scholarship.

Next to material capacity and social expectations, legal settings mark a third way in which the 
‘how?’ question is linked to the subject of responsibility.4 Conventionally, legal structures give 
rise to expectations that a particular role entails responsibility for an object. Such role-related 
expectations can be investigated with a view to ex ante responsibility in either positive or nega-
tive variance. The question thus becomes, ‘what (not) should actor X do, given their role in a 
particular setting?’. In its purer form, the discussion of legal responsibility is often framed as 
‘accountability’ (Slaughter 2004; Grant and Keohane 2005; Bovens, Goodin et al. 2014), but often 
at the detriment of the broader contextual vision (Vetterlein 2018): the answer to the question 
of who caused or did not prevent something is not necessarily the same as the answer to the 
question who should do something about it. In International Relations this has been discussed 
extensively in terms of the legality and legitimacy of actions of so-termed ‘coalitions of the 
willing’ and their responsibility for peace and security (Erskine 2014). Governance arrangements 
may rest on some kind of legal foundation, but they are subject to discussions of legitimacy that 
reach beyond purely legal aspects. These discussions are further complicated by the growing plur-
ality of actors in world politics that we mentioned earlier.

Overall, we can see from the discussion that questions pertaining to the subject of responsi-
bility cannot be conclusively answered without engaging a set of further questions that relate 
to the context in which responsibility is claimed or assigned, by whom and in what manner. In 
the process of responsibilizing, different aspects of the ‘how?’ issue overlap and form a dynamic, 
multi-layered web of responsibility (Hansen-Magnusson 2019) within which we can inquire 
retrospectively in terms of who brought something about and with what kinds of consequences 
for them or others, as well as prospectively in terms of what should happen in the future. Given 
that the discipline of International Relations neither needs to privilege the perspective and role 
of states nor addresses a unified global order, research concerning how responsibility matters in 
world politics can arrange the questions introduced above in various constellations of actors and 
contextual focus.

The object of responsibility

The object of responsibility can be understood not only as an action but also as a person, thing 
or event (Loh 2017). The object of responsibility is inseparable from the process of its emer-
gence – it is not simply given but the product of the kinds of responsibilizing practices described 
above. This means that the object can be invoked by a subject of responsibility, who actively seeks 
responsibility for something with a view to past or future action, or a third party in the process of 
responsibilization (the speaker, see below), who ascribes responsibility for something – negative 
or positive, ex post or ex ante – to someone else. How objects of responsibility are framed and 
by whom usually has implications on the subject(s) involved and their roles concerning respon-
sible action (Jasanoff 1999, 2005), which is even more true if the object is a person or group 
advocating being responsibilized. But regardless of whether the object is actively involved in the 
process, like the subject, it is embedded in a normative context.

Discussing objects of responsibility, rather than subjects, puts a different emphasis on the inquiry 
and is linked with other and additional sets of questions. These questions concern, first, not only 
the boundaries of the object as a general matter but also more specifically in terms of global 
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public goods. Second, they concern questions of retrospective and prospective responsibility. 
With regard to the first issue, it is for instance not always clear whether a policy issue of positive 
responsibility, such as investment in infrastructure, concerns aspects of human security or eco-
nomic development. Responsibilizing an object may therefore resonate differently with different 
communities that are affected, raising the issue of underlying normative bases of responsibility 
claims and questions about the speaker (see below). At other times, the boundaries of the object 
may be fuzzy because a subject may need to handle competing responsibilities simultaneously, 
such as during war when responsibility for the well-being of one’s soldiers (and citizens) needs 
to be reconciled with the responsibility to protect civilians in another state while also avoiding 
harm to them (Hansen-Magnusson 2019). In both instances, the debate over the boundary of 
the object is likely to touch on the role of a particular subject and their actions, especially whose 
concerns should prevail and how they should be handled. In a context of war, but also world pol-
itics more generally, there may be structural constraints for parties to address responsibility issues 
because a procedure of arbitration may not exist or may not be accessible.

Another question on the boundaries of objects of responsibility is addressed in discussions 
about the emergence and nature of global public goods, with which the object is associated 
(Zürn 2018). The benefit of taking or ascribing someone responsibility ex ante usually takes place 
within a discourse of benefits to humanity and human well-being which transcends national 
boundaries and interests (regardless of whether this is de facto the case). For instance, BRICS 
countries are demanding, by way of offering, to take on additional responsibility for global trade 
and finance (Narlikar 2011). But in consequence this may mean that neither human rights nor 
the norms of environmental governance are implemented in a universal manner.

With regard to the second issue, the question of ‘what is the object of responsibility?’ can be 
addressed both retrospectively as well as prospectively, while also requiring an engagement with 
normative discussions. Concerning the retrospective approach, it appears that the object already 
exists but it is not clear if a subject with causal responsibility should also bear remedial respon-
sibility or whether this should be delegated to someone else. A case in point is the debate about 
climate change and whether the countries and corporations that caused climate change historic-
ally should engage in particular activities to mitigate further damage in the future, and whether 
present contributions and capabilities should be treated in a differentiated manner. Interesting for 
International Relations, this debate raises questions about present and future global order, pos-
sibilities and obligations of participation in institutions, and the normative foundations thereof 
institutions. Prospectively, an engagement with the object of responsibility is also embedded in 
such normative questions, because it concerns the direction of travel as a global community, who 
is part of it and in what ways. Institutionalizing responsibility with regard to the future is not 
without challenges, though, if we look at the institutionalization of responsibility for peace in the 
UN system, for example. What seemed to be a workable solution in the aftermath of World War 
II is not necessarily the right design for all times.

Normative basis, authority and legitimacy

These last examples show that the context of human activity changes over time and may thereby 
alter the boundaries of an object. We may investigate changes in discourses, such as in the emer-
gence of a responsibility to protect to ‘save strangers’ (Wheeler 2002; Brunnée and Toope 2005; 
Bellamy 2006; Evans 2008; Welsh 2011), as well as material factors, such as climate change or 
the arrival of new technologies, be they nuclear energy or different means of communication, 
that influence life on the planet (Jonas 1984; Falkner 2007; Pal 2009; Manjikian 2010). Pressing 
issues for International Relations that arise from discursive and/or material changes are ‘how and 
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in what ways should an object of responsibility be dealt with?’, ‘who is included or excluded 
in its definition as well as managerial and administrative practices?’, and ‘how can the set-up 
ensure sufficient flexibility to account for changes in the object’s boundaries or the general con-
text?’ (Bernstein and Coleman 2009; Wiener 2018; Zürn 2018). The involvement of the ‘how?’ 
question with regard to subjects and objects of responsibility points to the normative basis upon 
which subject and object come into being as well as the ways in which world politics should 
work (differently), which touches on questions of authority and legitimacy.

In this regard, avenues for research are opened up by inquiring into the normative basis that 
responsibilization offers because the process of how responsibility is taken or assigned contains 
notions of justice and fairness, and the ways in which world politics should be organized more broadly. 
This aspect can be linked to questions of authority, such as who can or should make decisions, and 
to questions of legitimacy, such as how this decision-making process is or should be embedded in 
the wider structures of world politics. Philosophical debates have advanced the distinction between 
internal authority, which can denote one’s moral consciousness, and external authority, such as a 
court, as the arbiter of the normative basis of responsibility (Loh 2017, 44). Yet the realities of world 
politics, in which the audience of responsibility claims is often diffuse as well as cross- or trans-
national, and in which legal accountability may be difficult to establish, are likely to escape such 
clarity. However, by drawing on political theory, researchers can inquire how the contours of an 
object of responsibility are shaped, what claims are made concerning the organization of a particular 
governance field, and whether there are consented norms underlying this process.

Christian Barry has identified four general normative principles that may be used to charac-
terize responsibilization and help describe such a debate. The so-termed ‘capacity principle’, as 
has been discussed previously, holds that ‘capacity to bring remedy to serious deprivations entails 
the responsibility to do so’ (Barry 2003, 230). It resonates particularly well with positive respon-
sibility, which sets it apart from the ‘contribution principle’, which is mostly about negative 
responsibility that is mainly causal and retrospective and holds agents responsible ‘when, and to 
the extent that, they have contributed to bringing (…particular) situations about’ (Ibid. 228). As 
a third type, he puts forward the ‘beneficiary principle’, which ‘asserts that the strength of one’s 
ethical reason to alleviate some hardship or unfair social rules depends on the extent to which 
one has benefited from its injustice’ (Ibid. 229). This principle is also primarily backward-looking, 
as those who responsibilize interpret how a particular historical trajectory would have been 
different in the absence of a specific social arrangement. A well-known example in this context 
is the debate over the legacy of colonialism. Finally, the ‘connectedness principle’ (Ibid. 229) 
focuses on links between subject and object of responsibility, which may involve a shared history 
or institutions, but also membership in solidaristic communities or a social connection to the 
unjust action (see Young 2011). This principle expresses how closer ties of some kind allocate 
more responsibility to remedy a situation. Historically, sovereignty strongly linked a state and its 
citizens, but the debate over R2P since the beginning of the century has highlighted that this is 
no longer the case. And as the example of the Peruvian farmer’s case against RWE shows, it may 
not necessarily require territorial proximity to express connectedness.5

These principles are ideal-types, which can appear in mixed form when we talk about responsi-
bility. They designate the connections between subject and object in different ways and with different 
emphases on how authority and legitimacy are (supposedly) established. Heuristically, they inform 
research and reflection on responsibility, for if we perceive of world politics as a subject of International 
Relations that may defy boundaries and may work in multiple sites and at different scales, assumptions 
about actors and their characteristics as well as about actual and tentative loci of authority may guide 
inquiries, but they should not prevent debates about designs of institutions of global governance that are 
different to the ones established in the latter half of the 20th century (Rengger 2003).
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Position of speaker

The speaker is the central agent in the process of responsibilizing because subject and object of 
responsibility, the ways in which they are connected, and the normative basis upon which the 
connection rests upon do not come into being on their own. The issue of who evokes responsi-
bility may involve an actor who is part of an existing governance field, but also one who is not 
(yet), but may strive to be admitted to it, as in the above-mentioned case of BRICS states. But 
while the BRICS states speak from a position of strength, motivated by aspiration to become 
recognized as a leading power, speakers may invoke responsibility from a marginalized pos-
ition, highlighting their own vulnerability.6 Discursive interventions may reveal particular claims 
concerning authority and legitimacy as well as questions of inclusion and exclusion, which the 
speaker supports, would like to alter, or build from scratch. While the speakers may position 
themselves in an authoritative role that assigns responsibility, this need not be the case as they may 
merely advocate for particular institutional arrangements to be set up.

Statements about why particular institutional arrangements are necessary and should follow 
certain normative principles are likely to involve arguments of shared benefits of global goods 
(Zürn 2018), because foregrounding national interests has hardly been a successful strategy 
in building global institutions in the past. Yet, of course the question remains whether that is 
an honest intention or merely a disguise of interests. That the position of the speaker during 
responsibilization matters also with regard to particular audiences can be inferred from the 
observation that, in recent years, unilateral and national agendas score well with some domestic 
audiences. An example of this is the development of the United States’ foreign policy since 2016.

In sum, it cannot be understated that the relation between subject and object of responsibility 
is one that is constantly evolving because responsibilization is embedded in normatively charged 
institutional structures. Not every academic discussion of responsibility in world politics will 
weigh questions of ‘who?’, ‘what?’ and ‘how?’ equally, nor will they necessarily balance issues 
such as causal vs. remedial responsibility, or retrospective and prospective views. But from the 
stock-taking of the status quo in different governance fields and by shedding light on the role of 
different actors, we can gain valuable insights into the workings of contemporary world politics. 
In addition, we can employ the range of theories of International Relations to pave the way for 
normative discussions about the ways in which world politics works better, fairer or more sus-
tainable in the future.

Structure of the handbook

The idea for this Handbook arose from the observation of an increased reference to responsi-
bility in world politics. As this volume documents, there is also an enormous body of literature in 
International Relations that has captured this development. This scholarship is very diverse not 
only when it comes to the variety of policy fields and thematic issues for which investigations of 
responsibility relations are being conducted but also with regard to theoretical inclinations and 
the engagement with neighbouring disciplines as well as methodological approaches. The main 
objective of this volume was to display this diversity and by doing so to offer the first handbook 
that provides a comprehensive overview of IR scholarship on responsibility and thus will serve 
as the foundational text for this interdisciplinary and multi-policy field. As a consequence, the 
volume not only provides a state-of-the-art text on research on responsibility in world politics 
that brings together existing knowledge in an encompassing manner. In addition, it also advances 
the field since such a mapping provides the opportunity to open up a dialogue among theoretical 
approaches, disciplines and policy fields that in turn allows for comparison and synergies.
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Despite this diversity, the previous section outlined the main elements all responsibility 
research is concerned with (see also Figure 1.1), these are who is responsible, what/whom for, 
on what normative basis and who invoked the responsibility claims. We described the process 
of responsibilization as taking place in specific policy fields in which the actors form responsi-
bility relations and take on positions as subject(s) and speaker(s) of responsibility around specific 
responsibility objects. This understanding is resembled in the structure of this Handbook. Part II 
will provide a mapping of policy fields and the positionings different actors have assumed around 
a certain object. Part III then zooms in on those responsibility relations and captures the ways 
in which actors contest and argue about responsibility, ascribe it to others or also claim it for 
certain objects. Finally, part IV sheds light on some global commons, such as the ocean or the 
Arctic, as responsibility objects. The aim here is to follow the object and the emergence, contest-
ation and transformation of responsibility around it. This core of the Handbook is bracketed by 
the first part on different theoretical approaches to responsibility and the final part which offers 
critical reflections and alternative debates currently ongoing in responsibility research. While the 
chapters each fit to their part, they are not meant to be read sequentially. Cross-references in the 
chapters will guide the reader to related themes and discussions elsewhere in the Handbook.

The first section provides an overview of theoretical perspectives when it comes to responsi-
bility research. We have selected authors who have explicitly engaged with questions of responsi-
bility covering different theoretical approaches and also disciplines. In different ways, they touch 
upon the issues of how responsibility became a point of conceptual discussion, how it is currently 
understood, and what other concepts responsibility relates to. Ilan Baron’s chapter (Chapter 2) 
discusses responsibility in terms of its ontological and phenomenological dimensions, highlighting 
its contextual embeddedness. For him, responsibility is a form of activity, which means that our 
understanding of responsibility changes according to the different conditions we find ourselves 
in. He distinguishes five different accounts of responsibility, which echo throughout subsequent 
chapters in various forms and guises. The first relates to causality and liability, and treats responsi-
bility as a combination of agency and accountability. The second explains how one is responsible 
because of membership in various but specific communities. The third account refers to what 
he terms the political responsibility of identity. The fourth one is ontological and frames respon-
sibility as an ethical consequence of our being as opposed to our not-being. The fifth account 
unfolds political responsibility as political ethics.

Taking a socio-legal approach, Tomer Shadmy discusses the emergence of responsibility as a 
global regulative concept (Chapter 3). The chapter recounts how over the last decades various 
human rights instruments have been established in order to bridge the transnational account-
ability gap and impose human rights norms on non-state actors and on extraterritorial relations. 
Many of these instruments describe transnational obligations as responsibilities. Shadmy argues 
in the chapter that the use of the term ‘responsibility’ implies an emergence of a new scheme of 
governance for regulation of transnational relationships and influences that traditional law fails 
to recognize. Her in-depth inquiry into the jurisprudential features of the responsibility-based 
scheme of governance finds that this scheme has many progressive elements that enable to oblige 
strong global entities to take into consideration the interests and voices of those affected by 
them. At the same time, Shadmy reveals that this scheme of governance could ultimately foster 
un-democratic modes of authority of those powerful entities.

The following chapter continues the sociological and legal perspective, and the potential 
ambiguity inherent in the use of ‘responsibility’, which it combines with a critical, normative 
approach. Drawing on the practice of human rights law, advocacy and struggles, Brooke Ackerley’s 
chapter provides a grounded normative theory of global responsibility (Chapter 4). Recognizing 
the cognitive and other limitations to understanding the scope, dynamics and complexity of 
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global injustice, the author argues in the chapter that the basis for responsibility for injustice is 
not in conventional moral and legal notions of duty, but rather in political notions of human 
rights. The chapter distinguishes between rights as entitlement and rights as enjoyment in order 
to discuss how these two notions give rise to different kinds of struggle over responsibility and 
human rights. Ultimately, the chapter concludes, when making arguments for the political, social 
and economic transformations necessary to take on the structural aspects of injustice, the enjoy-
ment approach to human rights is a better partner.

Turning towards global politics, Richard Beardsworth advances the concept of political respon-
sibility to address the issue of fragmented objects, actors and practices (Chapter 5). He argues that 
at this current historical moment – structured politically by material and ideological decline of 
the West and the emergence of new powers, populism, and the sustainable development agenda 
– it is important to rehearse the idea of political responsibility towards global concerns, threats 
and challenges. The chapter focuses on the gap between these concerns and the state system, 
arguing that, in a globalized but fractured age, a Weberian and pragmatic understanding of pol-
itical responsibility towards one’s own citizenry may release most effectively practices of global 
responsibility.

This theme is discussed from different angles in the following two chapters. Peter Sutch holds 
that the relationship between moral responsibility and political/legal responsibility is a vital 
element of a general conception of responsibility in world politics (Chapter 6). Importantly, for 
him, this entails moving beyond an account of the moral failure of the international system to 
an exploration of how that system might become an agent of our moral responsibility. In the 
contemporary literature, this goal is pursued through an engagement with institutional concepts 
such as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), the humanization of international law, common or 
community interest, and human rights that appear to share the moral foundations of cosmopol-
itanism. Here, his chapter argues, lies the problem. Appearances can be deceiving, and we need 
to reconsider the claim that a plausible account of moral responsibility, grounded in an accessible 
account of political/legal responsibility, can have cosmopolitan foundations.

This scepticism is shared by Mark Busser who examines ongoing debates about the ‘remedial’ 
obligations the world’s more fortunate people might have to help the most vulnerable. In Chapter 7,  
he suggests that emergent social, cultural and political movements that explicitly reject cosmo-
politanism should perhaps be understood as reactions to the prevalence of compelling arguments 
in favour of responsibility that make unwelcome practical demands. Busser explores the role 
of motivated moral reasoning in these movements in the context of longstanding academic 
and theoretical debates over the various principles governing international responsibility. Even 
prominent scholarly arguments about ‘global responsibility’, he holds, have sometimes conflated 
various facets of the power relations of obligation, answerability and accountability, as when 
obligations in a ‘bystander’ mode are emphasized at the expense of the demands that would come 
with acknowledging ‘consequential’ duties that flow from culpabilities. For Busser, connecting 
responsibility debates from international theory to their practical personal and political stakes 
raises questions about the role that motivated moral reasoning might play, not only in reactionary 
and conspiracist subcultures but also in the sober and high-minded theorizing of the academy.

Moving away from a discussion of principles and towards IR theorizing, Jelena Cupać and 
Michael Zürn use the expansion of responsibility and authority of international organizations 
to reflect on the relationship between these two concepts (Chapter 8). Their theoretical sketch 
of the relationship starts by discussing the concepts separately, thereby identifying their major 
differences. In a second step, they focus on their relationship. They observe that IO responsibility 
and authority are not co-constitutive: there are cases in which responsibility comes without 
authority and cases in which authority is exercised in the absence of responsibility. Cupać and 
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Zürn then move to a detailed discussion of two other possibilities: that responsibility precedes 
and is causally prior to authority, and that authority precedes and is causally prior to responsi-
bility. They also discuss the possibility of IO authority and responsibility being withdrawn as a 
consequence of the vertical relationship between the two.

Continuing with IR theory, Viktor Friedman draws on English School concepts to show 
how responsibilities as moral and legal standards, norms or obligations are attached to specific 
actors as participants in the social realm of international politics and are defined in relation to 
various relevant moral communities – the nation, the society of states, humankind or even the 
planet (Chapter 9). Further, he argues how the English School regards responsibilities not as 
causes of behaviour but as standards of human conduct that actors draw on to make and justify 
situated decisions about how to apply general rules within the confines of specific contexts. To 
do this well, practitioners must exhibit responsibility as a set of political virtues. Finally, Friedman 
shows how in emphasizing conduct rather than behaviour, the English School rejects the separ-
ation between normative and empirical inquiry. This implies that responsible scholarship requires 
grounding normative theorizing in the empirical study of the rules and standards that constitute 
the practices of international and world politics.

Themes and issues discussed in these opening chapters are elaborated upon or put into perspec-
tive in the subsequent parts. In part II, the Handbook turns to policy fields. The authors of this 
section provide an overview of how responsibility plays out in practice. Some of them take a more 
historical approach, outlining since when and through which developments responsibility has 
come to matter in a particular policy field. Others primarily address the question of how respon-
sibility is institutionalized in a particular field with regard to the main actors involved and their 
relations, practices of formalization as well as how the field operates as a whole. The six chapters 
thus map responsibility relations across policy fields either in terms of how the responsibility 
object started to matter or in terms of the actor constellations and their positionings in the field.

Steven Bernstein discusses the assigning and erosion of responsibility for the environment as 
international norms assign common responsibilities to states for environmental protection while 
carving out sovereign responsibility for use and protection of domestic resources, with some 
liability for external harms (Chapter 10). He shows how the 1970s/1980s saw attempts to create 
greater shared responsibility by applying notions such as the ‘common heritage of [hu]mankind’ 
to resources deemed part of the global commons to enshrine responsibilities for access, benefit 
sharing, and to limit harms like climate change. However, Bernstein argues, major economies 
resisted such notions and specific obligations they implied. Contestation over the appropriate 
distribution of responsibilities led to new norms such as ‘common but differentiated responsi-
bility and respective capabilities’ as a guide. It too came under increasing strain as debates inten-
sified over relative historical and current contributions to environmental harms, and principled 
debates over distributive and historical justice and liability. The result has been further erosion 
of common responsibility, viewing differentiation as more about capabilities than justice, the 
diffusion of responsibility among states and non-state (including corporate) actors and weakening 
of overall responsibility, and a shift from external to internal responsibility of states for addressing 
environmental problems. Bernstein closes on a more upbeat note, presenting proposals to counter 
these trends, which include building support for environmental rights and novel proposals such 
as for an environmental ‘responsibility to protect’ or transitional justice processes to address global 
environment concerns.

The differentiated nature of responsibility is a theme that is also addressed in the chapter by 
Tobias Gumbert and Doris Fuchs discussing the global agri-food system (Chapter 11). They 
speak of ‘moral geographies’ to describe varying responsible attitudes as the result of expectations 
that link geographical ordering with morally adequate behaviours. Their chapter details the 
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governance issue of food waste and explores the roles and responsibilities of transnationally 
operating retail companies within this particular field. The authors argue that the scrutiny of 
retailers’ practices of responsibility reveals their spatial differentiation: sharing responsibility for 
the generation of food waste downstream on the distribution and consumption stage in European 
countries, while continuing to shift responsibilities for waste upstream to weaker producers and 
suppliers along food supply chains in Non-European contexts. Gumbert and Fuchs suggest that 
adopting a relational ontology as well as paying close attention to power differentials in the food 
system may help to generate a clearer picture of varying responsibility attitudes and attributions.

Turning to the high stakes of nuclear weapons, Laura Considine and James Souter outline 
prominent policy debates surrounding state nuclear responsibilities in Chapter 12, identifying the 
standards of responsibility formalized in the 1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, which was 
recently challenged by the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. The authors also pro-
vide an overview of different academic models of nuclear responsibility and their critics before 
moving on to examine some of the issues that nuclear weapons raise for normative political and 
International Relations theory. While a body of earlier theoretical work argued that practices 
of nuclear deterrence involve taking an immoral posture towards other states, some scholars 
have questioned the compatibility of nuclear weapons with the responsibilities of liberal demo-
cratic states, and others have understood the possession of nuclear weapons as generating moral 
conflicts between different state responsibilities. Considine and Souter also point to an emerging 
line of argument, inspired by republican political theory, which claims that nuclear deterrence 
irresponsibly dominates the world’s population by subjecting it to arbitrary power, even if nuclear 
weapons are never used.

Staying with the theme of warfare, but moving into the 21st century, Elke Schwarz’s chapter 
engages with the complexities of assigning and taking responsibility in the use of lethal autono-
mous weapons systems (LAWS) (Chapter 13). At stake in the debates is the issue of whether the 
human can exert adequate levels of meaningful human control over weapons systems that are 
capable of selecting and engaging targets autonomously. Schwarz shows how the advent of new 
complex and distributed technologies of autonomy, especially those that employ advanced modes 
of machine learning and deep neural networks, challenges conceptions of the human as know-
ledgeable and free moral agent, acting with intent in the conduct of warfare. This challenge to 
human agency and control has consequences not only for legal responsibility and accountability 
in war, she argues, but also changes parameters for taking moral responsibility for lethal acts in 
warfare. In consequence, characteristics of the technology itself pose a considerable challenge 
to conventional understandings of lines of responsibility for actions in the context of conflict 
warfare.

Erna Burai focuses on the Responsibility to Protect (RtoP) in the field of security as an emi-
nent example where ‘responsibility’ became an institutionalized part of normative order, not 
only in practice but also in name (Chapter 14). In the chapter, she asks how the introduction of 
responsibility contributed to negotiating the protection of populations from war crimes, crimes 
against humanity, genocide and ethnic cleansing and what we can learn about responsibility 
in world politics through the case of RtoP. The chapter starts from the dilemmas of protecting 
populations as they arose by the end of the 1990s, and asks how introducing responsibility to the 
debate responded to these conundrums on four levels: the level of discourse, the level of institu-
tionalization, the level of collective expectations and that of public justifications for state action. 
Burai argues that on all four levels responsibility facilitated negotiating protection, i.e. it led to 
a better specification of what protection is and who should carry it out. It did so by providing 
politically viable terms of the debate on the level of discourse, facilitating institutionalized know-
ledge on mass atrocities in policy-making and in practices such as peacekeeping. On the levels 
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of collective expectations and public justifications for action, R2P ignited debates on specific 
responsibilities and understandings of protection.

The final of this section provides a historical overview of responsibility for disaster manage-
ment (Chapter 15). Marco Krüger and Friedrich Gabel identify the 1755 Lisbon earthquake 
as the point of origin of the debate. Much later, the increasing institutionalization of disaster 
management within the framework of the United Nations has spurred a more nuanced discus-
sion of different aspects of responsibility. The authors draw from a multidimensional theoretical 
approach to trace the complexity of responsibility by distinguishing four dimensions. These are 
the subject, object, quality and the normative basis of responsibility. Through these dimensions, 
Krüger and Gabel demonstrate that the understanding of responsibility has changed in all four 
dimensions. First, the allocation of responsibility has become fuzzier. They argue that while the 
state has remained the main subject of responsibility, additional actors have been responsibilized. 
Second, the object of responsibility has shifted from the affected state to the affected individuals. 
Third, the enactment of responsibility has become proactive and moved from a narrative of pro-
tection to a resilience approach. Finally, the quality of responsibility has altered from protecting 
vulnerable groups to mitigating situational vulnerability. The authors close with a discussion of 
the question of how to assess the legitimacy of the distribution of responsibility.

Part III zooms in on the responsibility relations amongst the actors we have discussed above, 
subject, object and speaker. This approach allows contributions to highlight how these relations 
work in practice and thus to capture the contestation of responsibility. While chapters obviously 
talk about specific policies, the primary focus lies on different actors, individual and collective, 
whose relations instantiate responsibility and who have core stakes in global governance policies. 
Authors were asked to address whether there are specific ways in which an actor is engaged in 
global politics and whether there are particular historical trajectories through which they came 
to matter and shape world politics. Other issues addressed in this section concern what an actor 
is supposedly responsible for, and how the process of assigning or taking responsibility works, 
including how they negotiate, shape or adopt norms relating to specific policy problems or 
objects of responsibility.

Diplomats are a key type of actor in this regard as it is through them that the state’s interest 
and position in the world is instantiated. In Chapter 16, Markus Kornprobst raises the question 
of what responsible diplomacy ought to be. He proceeds in four steps. First, he borrows the 
terms raison d’état, and raison de système from the literature on diplomacy and discusses to what 
extent they map onto related ones such as Realpolitik and Idealpolitik. Second, he identifies basic 
principles of public international law that help specify what raison d’état and raison de système 
ought to be. In a third step, he elaborates on the clues provided by the diplomacy literature and 
in international law, conceptualizing the raison d’état as wider national interests and the raison 
de système as diplomatic peace. Finally, he assembles the pieces from the previous steps, arguing 
that responsible diplomacy is about judgments that balance wider national interests and diplo-
matic peace.

The issue of balancing national interests and the wider interests of the global community 
is a recurring theme, of course, and an issue that comes to the fore whenever scholars address 
the changing world order. Accordingly, the responsibility of so-called rising powers is at the 
centre of Johannes Plagemann and Amrita Narlikar’s chapter (Chapter 17). Throughout the 
2000s, rising powers such as China and India have greatly increased their economic, military, 
and political capabilities as actors in the global realm. It is not surprising that these gains have 
gone hand in hand with calls by western leaders and International Relations scholars alike for 
those powers to take on more ‘responsibility’ in the provision of public goods and to contribute 
their ‘fair share’ to the solution of global and regional challenges such as climate change, global 
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health, piracy, and free trade. With particular reference to India, Plagemann and Narlikar’s chapter 
reviews rising powers’ trajectories since the advent of multipolarity in the early 2000s. They 
show how rising powers continuously redefine their roles and responsibilities. Often, established 
narratives of North-South conflict and post-colonialism are employed, as they provide well-
developed reference points widely shared amongst both rising powers and developing countries. 
Moreover, the authors argue, rising powers tend to prioritize their regional environment over 
global engagements, especially when it comes to areas of high politics and when they are situated 
in zones of potential or actual conflict. Plagemann and Narlikar also see some important points 
of difference between the rising powers, contra the common tendency to lump them together 
as a group. Their chapter concludes by highlighting the different limits to rising powers’ willing-
ness – individually as well as collectively – to accept responsibility in global governance and its 
consequences for the resolution of collective action problems in a multipolar world.

The next chapter adds to this discussion but highlighting China’s role as a hydro-hegemon in 
the Mekong region. In Chapter 18, Yung-Yung Chang shows how the country pursues geopol-
itical aims albeit with a diplomatic and cooperative approach, which comes close to the English 
School’s understanding of responsibility. Along the Mekong, riparian states have been engaging 
in various cooperations over the years, but it was not until China engaged more fully with 
neighbouring countries, following a withdrawal of the USA and Japan from earlier organizations, 
that these succeeded. The chapter provides a genealogy of projects and could be used as a frame-
work for further investigation in other regions that might have a similar constellation in terms of 
power hierarchy between upstream and downstream states.

The primary location for solving such collective problems, of course, is the UN Security 
Council, which holds primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace. Holger 
Niemann works out the current predicament of this arrangement in Chapter 19: for while the 
UNSC holds authority and power as a result of its special responsibility, there has been a pro-
found shift in the meaning of responsibility since the 1990s. The UNSC has widened its remit 
from a traditional state-centred focus on country-level crises by claiming responsibility for a 
growing number of transnational topics, such as counter-terrorism and climate change. The 
Council has also claimed responsibility for groups of vulnerable people, such as civilians and 
children. Niemann argues that these processes of responsibilization have the effect of chan-
ging Council discourses and decision-making, arguing that responsibilization leads to new inter-
pretations about practices and objects of Council responsibility. His chapter provides insights 
into the empirical developments of such new topics, objects and practices of Security Council 
responsibility. It also discusses their implications, most notable the segmentation of responsibility 
objects, the rise of routinized practices, the establishment of accountability mechanisms and the 
role of anticipation for evoking Security Council responsibility. As he argues, responsibilization 
expands the Security Council’s authority, but also leads to entanglements and creates stakeholder 
expectations. Responsibilization, Niemann concludes, can be understood as a non-linear process 
pointing to the concurrence of traditional and no-traditional understandings of Security Council 
responsibility.

While the UNSC is arguably the prime site of state-led top-down politics, others aspire to 
be integrated into the system of global state politics. Mitja Sienknecht focuses on rebel groups 
that claim responsibility for ethnic groups in intrastate conflicts (Chapter 20). This move pitches 
them against a state’s government that holds responsibility for citizens, her prime example being 
the struggle of the Kurds in a number of countries. Sienknecht’s chapter thereby contributes to 
a nuanced understanding of different subjects of responsibility and their (conflictive) relations 
to each other. The Kurdish conflict over recognition and responsibility for their own people is 
embedded in a broader global context, of course, which is why Sienknecht further differentiates 
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between claims of responsibility internal to a particular polity, on the one hand, and external 
recognition of responsibility, on the other.

The array of actors and stakeholders in world politics is wider than states or aspiring state groups, 
which the remaining chapters in this section deal with. Susan Park raises the question whether 
international organizations are responsible given their general immunity under international law, 
and investigates the case of Multilateral Development Banks (Chapter 21). These have taken on 
‘democratic’ norms like accountability, including establishing the Independent Accountability 
mechanisms (IAMs) that assess whether they have contributed to environmental and social harm. 
Her chapter distinguishes responsibility from accountability, where the former is part of account-
ability, but has been understood by IOs in a negative compliance sense. Park argues that the IAM 
process is delinked from positive understandings of responsibility, because IOs operate as bureau-
cracies with preferences for efficiency and meeting contractual obligations. The chapter provides 
an example of how a typical ‘mega-loan for a mega-project’, the IFC financed Pangue Dam in 
Chile, led protestors to make a claim to the World Bank Inspection Panel to demand account-
ability. Given the Inspection Panel had no remit over the IFC, this in turn led to the creation of 
the Compliance Advisor/Ombudsman (CAO). In this intriguing case, Park shows how the IFC’s 
CAO went beyond its mandate to take responsibility to provide redress for the people harmed by 
the project. The case demonstrates that IAMs can hold the IFC to account but that responsibility 
requires positive actions that go beyond bureaucratic incentives and contractual obligations.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) provides further ways to redress harm to people. 
While sixteen million people are affected by forced labour within the private economy for the 
purpose of exploiting their labour power, Julia Drubel focuses on the ILO as the competent 
international organization to realize decent work in a globalized economy (Chapter 22). It does 
so mainly via the formulation and monitoring of normative standards. While forced labour is 
prohibited by the respective ILO Conventions that are legally binding for ratifying states, labour is 
increasingly organized within transnational labour markets in which also abusive labour relations 
like forced labour and modern slavery are prevalent. Drubel shows how under these changed 
contexts the ILO and its members assign responsibilities with regard to forced labour, including 
states and corporations passing it on between them. Characterizing this development in terms of 
a topology of responsibility, the chapter demonstrates a mismatch between ILO regulations and 
the practical conditions under which forced labour is reproduced within a globalized economy.

Continuing with the theme, David Karp’s chapter situates contemporary developments in the 
policy and practice of business and human rights within a broader theorization of the concept 
of responsibility in world politics (Chapter 23). The chapter adopts a periodization that stretches 
back to the colonial era, thereby challenging common assumptions about what is truly new  
and/or ‘rising’ within this field of practice. To this end, Karp first develops a theoretical dis-
tinction between discretionary and non-discretionary responsibility; relates this distinction to 
questions of authority; and shows how responsibility can be viewed as simultaneously moral, 
political and legal. Second, he historicizes the practice of business and human rights across four 
governance models: colonial, sovereignty-based, neo-liberal and ‘global governance’. Third, the 
chapter uses the conclusions of the first two sections to analyze the most significant contem-
porary policy initiative in this field: the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(UNGPs). Karp concludes that the UNGPs are consequentialist and assign responsibilities that 
are both legal and moral in nature, but they under-emphasize political responsibility.

The final chapter of the section focuses on the ongoing debate over the responsibility of 
public and private actors concerning common goods online where policies of content mod-
eration have to balance the freedom of expression on the one hand, and the safety of users on 
the other hand. Gabi Schlag argues that being responsible and acting responsibly in the field of 
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social media is a shared enterprise (Chapter 24). Shared responsibility implies that not one but 
many actors hold responsibility. She argues that the flipside of shared responsibility, however, 
often results in diffusion where nobody seems to be in charge. As the Facebook case illustrates, 
the dualism of shared and diffused responsibility is not a contradiction but shows the negotiated 
and contested character of acting responsibly in social media. Therefore, Schlag’s chapter has two 
main goals. First, it asks what it means to hold responsibility for the content uploaded and shared 
on social media platforms like Facebook. Second, it discusses how Facebook addresses challenges 
of responsibility, accountability and liability as the policies and practices of reviewing, moder-
ating and deleting harmful content often remain opaque. Finally, Schlag shows that Facebook’s 
approach to content regulations is shaped both by shared responsibility and its diffusion.

Part IV then discusses the objects of responsibility contestation. Here, the focus is on global 
commons, broadly understood. The main questions addressed in this section concern how 
responsibility is being defined in particular policy fields, and how boundaries around these fields 
are contested or demarcated, and whether the current responsibility arrangement is viable for 
the future.

Samuel Barkin and Elizabeth DeSombre examine the development of what responsibility 
means in the context of the oceans as a global common (Chapter 25). Their focus lies primarily, 
but not exclusively on legal responsibility. Barkin and DeSombre’s examination begins with a dis-
cussion of the common pool resource characteristics of ocean governance. It centres on the his-
torical evolution of state responsibility in the management of that commons in the last century, 
in a context that worked to carve out sections of the formerly common areas of the ocean that 
states control, separating those from a newly evolving high norm of collective responsibility for 
resources on the high seas. The authors demonstrate how this norm has evolved in the context of 
management of marine living resources (e.g., fisheries), pollution, and minerals at the same time 
that a norm of responsibility for environmental effects of state behaviour was developing more 
generally in international environmental law. They argue that the limitations of this developing 
norm of responsibility in the context of the commons characteristics of the high seas form a 
counterpoint to this evolution; norms require matching mechanisms for implementation to have 
the intended effect on commons resources. Barkin and DeSobre conclude both by lauding the 
shift from norms of open access to those of responsible management, and by calling for better 
mechanisms of implementation to back up those norms.

Staying with the theme of oceans, the chapter by Rachel Tiller, Elizabeth Nyman, Elizabeth 
Mendenhall and Elizabeth De Santo focuses on so-called ‘areas beyond national jurisdiction’ 
(ABNJ) which make up more than half of the global ocean area (Chapter 26). Within these, there 
exists merely a patchwork of uncoordinated governance efforts that is subject to joint responsi-
bility between states and non-state actors. Scientific discoveries have identified seamounts, hydro-
thermal vents and cold-water corals in rare and vulnerable ecosystems, as well as the potentials 
of marine genetic resources that could be used in the biotechnology industry, which leads to 
a concern over contradictions in terms of sustainable development and conservation efforts to 
preserve the biodiversity that have been increasingly vocalized in global politics. To address such 
concerns the UNGA has called for an intergovernmental negotiation process towards a new 
multilateral treaty in Resolution 69/292, adopted in June 2015, on biodiversity in areas beyond 
national jurisdiction (BBNJ). The resultant treaty will act both as a conservation and governance 
mechanism, meant to establish methods to protect marine biodiversity and provide guidelines 
to regulate it in the ABNJ. The chapter discusses human interactions and explores the responsi-
bility of actors within the context of biodiversity protection in areas with little or no governance, 
where unknown potentials for exploitation exist. In doing so, the authors ask questions about 
processes of regime formation, the design of effective regimes, and interaction with other regimes 
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and thereby analyze the institutional articulation humanity’s responsibility towards biodiversity, 
within the framework of complex institutional dynamics, and how this could lead to adequate 
governance of our common heritage in this new frontier.

Although geographically on the margins of the planet, the polar regions play an important 
role in the global climate system. The Arctic is home to several million people whose culture and 
socio-economic well-being is closely intertwined with the environment. The chapter by Mathias 
Albert and Sebastian Knecht provides an overview over the institutional context for Arctic gov-
ernance in order to lay the ground for discussing what (or who) could be, or in fact are, the 
subjects and objects of responsibility that play a role in the Arctic governance system and in the 
various discourses on the present and future development of the region (Chapter 27). In addition, 
the chapter scrutinizes the difficulties associated with Arctic issues that stem from the fact that 
‘the Arctic’ cannot but be seen as a highly complex regional representation of many interlocked 
social and natural systems. For Albert and Knecht, this leads to the question of whether the 
‘bazaar governance’, that has been identified as a peculiar feature of handling Arctic affairs, points 
to a somewhat ‘deficient’ mode of governance, or could not rather be seen as an appropriate form 
of governance under the conditions mentioned. In their conclusion, the authors discuss whether 
responsibilities in and towards the Arctic could be regarded as holding lessons for thinking about 
the future of responsibility in IR more broadly.

While the Arctic may appear abstract not least because of its remoteness, global financial 
markets as a responsibility object are often considered elusive as well, but arguably are of cru-
cial systemic importance too. Michael Christopher Sardo and Erin Lockwood explore the 
deep relationships between global financial markets and responsibility, demonstrating both how 
ordinary financial practices are constituted and shaped by relationships of responsibility and 
how financial crises, and their severe distributional consequences, reveal the inadequacies of 
traditional conceptions of individual responsibility (Chapter 28). Sardo and Lockwood begin 
their chapter with an overview of how responsibility is traditionally conceived of, practiced, and 
institutionalized in financial markets, focusing on fiduciary responsibility and shareholder value, 
fraud regulation and the responsible corporate officer doctrine, as well as corporate social respon-
sibility and socially responsible investing. They then turn to narratives of responsibility in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crisis, before showing how the structural dynamics of global finance 
undermine the onto-political assumptions underpinning traditional conceptions of responsibility. 
The authors conclude with a discussion of the conceptual and normative implications of this 
disconnect. Because traditional conceptions of individual and moral responsibility risk displacing 
and obscuring responsibility for the effects of global finance, Sardo and Lockwood outline the 
need for a fundamental rethinking of the concepts and practices of responsibility to move beyond 
the reliance on individualistic causal attribution.

The final chapter of this section addresses the internet as an object of responsibility. Given its 
transnational nature and impact on key aspects of our economy, politics and society worldwide, 
internet governance has become a critical issue in global politics. Andrea Calderaro demonstrates 
how negotiations on how to spread responsibilities among actors playing a crucial role in its 
functioning have emerged as one of the relevant challenges for global diplomacy (Chapter 29). 
The debate is characterized by the traditional contention between stakeholders’ negotiation 
priorities, competencies and questions of accountability in governing a decentred issue area. 
Calderaro argues that if the industry is seen to be responsible for developing connectivity infra-
structure and digital services, state actors play a critical role in creating regulations influencing 
citizens’ access to the internet. His chapter unfolds this debate by looking at the evolution of the 
governance of the internet since its origins, characterized by the existing tensions among state 
actors, civil society and industry for the control of the internet domain name system, until till the 
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more recent increasing priority in international diplomacy agenda on cybersecurity with which, 
he concludes, we are witnessing to a return to the state.

Part V closes the volume with an overview of different normative discussions of how responsi-
bility ‘works’ or should be made to work in world politics. Authors address conceptual questions, 
ask why and how IR scholarship should engage in questions of responsibility, and what issues 
should be raised concerning the institutional design of world politics and governance practices.

Antje Wiener addresses responsibility research from the vantage point of critical norms 
research (Chapter 30). Her chapter presents a framework based on the ethics of knowledge pro-
duction as well as the contestedness of norms research in global society. For her, these two aspects 
account for the dynamics of reflexive theorizing as a process which involves value-based critical 
analysis of everyday practice in International Relations and its reflection in IR theory-building. 
After introducing the two central tools of the framework, the norm-typology and the cycle-grid 
model, the chapter turns to the use of the norm-typology with reference to the R2P norm. The 
final section of the chapter addresses the empirical mapping and staging of contestations with 
reference to the R2P norm. The summary argument holds that using the framework offers an 
interface for reflexive research engagement that helps avoiding responsibility researchers to talk 
past each other despite taking distinct and often mutually exclusive epistemological standpoints 
on responsibility.

Patrick Jackson’s chapter picks up themes that are discussed at various other parts of the 
Handbook, arguing that the question of academic responsibility is intimately linked with the 
question of what political responsibility is (Chapter 31). After all, he holds, the point of a respon-
sible academic intervention in ongoing political contests would necessarily be the production 
of a more responsible political outcome. To him, this is especially significant in the case of an 
issue like human-induced climate change, which is well established as a scientific claim that is 
indisputable within the scientific community, yet how such a claim should figure in the political 
sphere is far from obvious. To explore this question, Jackson looks first to Max Weber’s treatment 
of a politics of responsibility, and then to John Dewey’s account of how publics are constituted 
and the role of academic knowledge in that process. He argues that the figure of the public intel-
lectual, rather than the figure of the expert, provides an especially compelling route for bringing 
the results of scholarly inquiry into politics in a way that does not result in the politicization of 
factual claims.

The final two chapters discuss possibilities and limits of responsibility. Stephan Engelkamp’s 
contribution starts from the assumption that ‘acting responsibly’ towards others presents one 
with an impossible problem (Chapter 32). Given constrained time and resources, Engelkamp 
problematizes the questions to whom do ‘we’ respond and how? Which issues and who merit ‘our’ 
responsibility, and whose questions may (necessarily) be neglected? Based on Jacques Derrida’s 
writings on ethics and responsibility, Engelkamp’s chapter enquires the moral underpinnings of 
taking responsibility towards the other as an ethical and political concept. It critically engages 
ethical accounts of making a decision in International Relations and the moral implications of 
the concept of aporia for responsible politics. Following a theoretical discussion of the relation-
ship between responsibility, decision and sacrifice, the chapter illustrates the specific aporias of 
responding to others through the example of European immigration policy. For Engelkamp, 
the German performative art group Center for Political Beauty highlights ethical dilemmas of 
making a responsible decision vis-à-vis the refugee crisis. While the artists’ performances aim at 
formulating a utopian alternative to neglecting the suffering of others, the chapter argues that 
they also demonstrate the limits of sustaining responsible politics. As he shows, this dilemma 
became visible in the actual German response to the so-called refugee crisis in 2015.
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Similarly discussing the limits of responsibility, Sergio Dellavalle offers a historical account 
before turning to implications in practice (Chapter 33). He sets off by arguing that according to 
the individualistic paradigm of the Modern Ages, true knowledge and just action are exclusively 
based on the correct use of reason made by the individual agent. Against the background of the 
deficits deriving from the individualistic concept of the use of reason, Dellavalle holds that an 
alternative idea was developed, according to which action should essentially focus on consider-
ations regarding the effects that action may have. This is the intellectual atmosphere in which the 
concept of responsibility was developed. Besides allowing to take the consequences of action into 
due account, the focus on responsibility had a further advantage. As he shows, by distinguishing 
between the subjects of obligations and the objects of obligations and by extending the range of 
the latter ensemble much farther than the former, the concept of responsibility makes it possible 
to concentrate on the impact of action on entities such as non-human animals, the biosphere, 
the global environment, as well as historically or aesthetically significant landscapes. However, 
Dellavalle holds, the problems that may arise from the substitution of the individualistic per-
spective on moral action with the focus on responsibility are at least as important as its possible 
advantages. Accordingly, his contribution explores the way in which the advantages that can be 
drawn from referring to responsibility could be maintained while preserving the main tenets of 
modern philosophy.

Notes

	 1	 We also do not claim exhaustion of policy topics or responsibility objects in this volume.
	 2	 Source: https://www.climatedocket.com/2017/11/30/germany-rwe-peru-farmer-saul-luciano-lliuya/ 

(accessed 21 July 2020).
	 3	 See here:  https://www.inuitcircumpolar.com/press-releases/inuit-petition-inter-american-commission- 

on-human-rights-to-oppose-climate-change-caused-by-the-united-states-of-america/ (accessed 15 October 2020).
	 4	 This dimension may overlap with social expectations, as legal philosophers have made abundantly clear, 

e.g. Hart (1968), Honoré (1999) and Miller (2007), but it is worth considering in its own right, if only 
as an ideal type.

	 5	 https://www.climatedocket.com/2017/11/30/germany-rwe-peru-farmer-saul-luciano-lliuya/ 
(accessed 21 July 2020).

	 6	 This is the case when communities in the Pacific Ocean highlight the danger of their states drowning, 
see Munoz (2019).
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