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Enduring question: 
How important are international laws and organizations in a world of sovereign states?

· There is no ultimate, singular authority to arbitrate international relations. For the most part, states recognize, comply, and operate under international law, and a significant amount of interactions between states take place within international organizations like the UN.

· Some international laws or organizations are universal (with near-total membership or acceptance by countries around the world), whereas others are not, like regional treaties and organizations such as NATO.

· Four key differences set international law apart from domestic law and limit its scope:
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1. In international law, there is no arbitrator independent from the actors (a police force, criminal and civil prosecutors, and judges). Actors (States) must decide when their rights have been violated and how to react.

2. International law is heavily fragmented. It consists of various topic fields and geographic areas are covered by a patchwork of different laws and organizations, each at different levels of jurisdiction and development.


3. Precedence matters to a far lesser degree when dealing with international law, creating uncertainty about how each case should be decided.

4. There is no sure jurisdiction – there is no automatic requirement that a state respond to another state who seeks redress in an international court. 

· One important field within international law is that concerned with the initiation of war.
· Most of the modern framework regarding war is contained within the UN Security Council and Chapter VII of the UN charter.
· Under this framework, the UN has sweeping powers to regulate armed conflict. However, while there are examples of successful international coalitions and interventions, there are also examples of unilateral actions by states without the explicit blessing of the UN.

· Humanitarian Law, dealing with protection of groups being systematically targeted for violence by states, is another important field of international law.
· International humanitarian law has developed greatly since its inception after the Second World War. The ICC, R2P, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights all represent laws and organizations created to safeguard human rights, even over the sovereignty of states.
· Implementation of these statutes has been a mixed bag. Human rights have not been embraced universally, the international community has intervened in some wars and genocides while ignoring others, and institutions like the ICC have been accused of being a tool for powerful states to influence weaker ones.

· Regulations concerning the use of the world’s waterways represent another important field of international law.
· The LOS treaty lays out both the rights of states to their coastal waters, as well as the rights of states and other actors using those waterways.
· Though most states abide by obligations under the LOS, conflicts such as the dispute between China and its neighbors over claims in the South China Sea reflect the difficulty of enforcement of international law.

· Over the course of time, international law has become more ambitious and comprehensive, developing from habit and custom as well as from agreements and treaties.
· A continual issue plaguing international law is the lack of a central enforcement mechanism.

· The significance of international law varies between schools of IR theory:
· Liberal International Relations theory emphasizes how international law is central to the potential for states to cooperate, creating an avenue for states to transcend collective action issues (Prisoner’s Dilemma) and coordinate behavior.
· Realists view international law and organizations as secondary to the interests and power dynamics between states underlying them, simply reflecting powerful states legitimizing their own power.
· Constructivists emphasize how international law reflects shared norms between states, and its effectiveness predicated on such norms.
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