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2 Global Ordering Practices 

Introduction 

Understanding international order is among International 
Relations 1 most fundamental topics, central to understand- 
ing our shared world, to disciplinary development, and to 

contributing to policy and practice. The most familiar ac- 
count is an anarchically organized system of functionally like 
units where the distribution of material capabilities across 
those units significantly determines broad patterns of be- 
havior and the (in)stability of order ( Waltz 1979 ). Wendtian 

(1999 ) social constructivism moves away from material fac- 
tors to ideational ones, showing how “cultures of anarchy”
produce inter-unit relations characterized by enmity, rivalry, 
and friendship where, especially among friends, shared un- 
derstandings, values, and normative commitments provide 
the basis of order. John Ruggie (1982 ) argued “embedded 

liberalism” created authority through combining power with 

legitimate social purpose, emphasizing the normative char- 
acter of order. Debates about the present and future of a lib- 
eral international order (e.g., Duncombe and Dunne 2018 ; 
Ikenberry 2018 ; Lake et al. 2021 ) assess the disembedding 

of liberalism and its associated normativity rooted in princi- 
ples such as individuality, rights, private property, and rule 
of law. 

Accounts of global order’s normative constitution are 
therefore strongly contested, but that we need such ac- 
counts is not. This article advances ongoing efforts to in- 
tegrate normative theoretical analysis into accounts of in- 
ternational order’s social mechanisms (e.g., Reus-Smit 1997 ; 
Acharya 2018 ; Wiener 2018 ; Adler 2019 ; Price and Sikkink 

2021 ), by connecting practices of global institutional or- 
dering to debates about the nature and moral purpose of 
states’ social association. Specifically, we aim to theoretically 
explore and systematically integrate a claim that has been 

floating around in the backwaters of various sociological ap- 
proaches to international order: that practices of global in- 
stitutional ordering are heavily normatively loaded, priori- 
tizing, endorsing, and normalizing historically conditioned 

normative structures and ethical schemas that favor certain, 
mostly Western, perspectives, epistemologies, and experi- 
ences while marginalizing others. 2 

We start from the assumption that international order, 
like any social order, rests on foundational normative prin- 
ciples defining its axiology to “produce a specifiable ‘overall 
clustering of institutions’ across space and time” ( Giddens 
1984 , 164; Parsons 1971 ). IR’s most widespread conceptu- 
alization notes two foundational principles. The first ad- 
dresses rightful membership and which political communi- 
ties hold rights vested in the legal concept of sovereignty. 
The second considers how members should conduct them- 
selves in their relations. Taken together, these two normative 
complexes constitute what Reus-Smit (1997 , 566; see also 

Buzan 2004 , 167; Dunne 2003 , 310) called “constitutional 
structures.” They are “constitutional” because they define 
and shape international politics; they are “structures” be- 
cause they “limit and mold agents and agencies and point 
them in ways that tend toward a common quality of out- 
comes even though the efforts and aims of agents and agen- 
cies vary.”

Crucially, constitutional principles are not abstract. They 
reflect basic practices of legitimacy underpinning partic- 
ipants’ negotiations in the international order seeking 

1 We follow the standard convention of capitalizing International Relations 
when referring to the academic discipline. 

2 We are grateful to an anonymous referee for emphasizing this context to us 
and for the “floating around in the backwaters” phrasing. We could not put it 
better ourselves, so have not. 

accommodation and reconciliation of different social order- 
ing goals and values ( Clark 2005 ; Oates 2017 , 202). They 
are not simply empirical regularities and are strongly con- 
tested by alternative assessments of the ethical value of cur- 
rent practice, including radically different accounts of ba- 
sic practices of legitimacy. Empirical assessments of the rela- 
tive “strength” or “weakness” of constitutional structures risk 

missing deep normative contestation because their refer- 
ence points are currently dominant practice ( Wolff and Zim- 
mermann 2016 ). For example, norm scholarship stresses in- 
ternalizing values underpinning specific norms as the ideal 
end-point of a norm cascade (e.g., Finnemore and Sikkink 

1998 ), aligning norm-governed behavior with the values of 
constitutional structures. Recent work on norm contestation 

(e.g., Stimmer 2019 ) suggests behavioral compliance can oc- 
cur without value internalization. Acharya (2018) shows in- 
ternalization, localization, and contestation reflects differ- 
ent constitutional visions of global order, even when behav- 
ior complies with the norm. Constitutional structures can, 
therefore, be altered, potentially radically, by behavior and 

contestation, and this can occur at regional levels. We ar- 
gue active normative engagement with constitutional struc- 
tures establishes global order’s nature and enables its moral 
purpose. 

Establishing this claim and showing how far it reaches into 

analyses of international order start from an English School 
(ES) account because understanding international order is 
central to its research agenda, and it has always recognized 

the inherent normativity of order ( Bull 1977 ). Thereafter, 
we engage contemporary work drawing on practice theory, 
picking up questions familiar to neo-liberal institutionalism 

and theories of norms about how normativity is created and 

why it functions as it does. We highlight how studying in- 
ternational practice raises questions about the institutional- 
ized normative logics of exclusion and inclusion sustaining 

distinct configurations of international order. Throughout 
we stress historical context and processes of resistance and 

contestation, arguing for their inescapability in studying the 
practice that makes, re-makes, challenges, and perpetuates 
international order. Consequently, we address a broad con- 
stituency in IR, from the ES and liberal institutionalists typ- 
ically operating at more “macro” levels, through to critical 
theorists, political sociologists, practice theorists, and those 
working on norms who generally focus on specific instances 
of ordering practice. During a time when integrating what 
Buzan (2004) differentiates as “theories of norms” and “nor- 
mative theory” across ES, social constructivism, liberal in- 
stitutionalism, and practice theory has been an important 
research agenda, we suggest how this might be done. Nor- 
mativity needs to return from the margins and take a po- 
sition center-stage. We set out why this is and how it is in- 
sufficiently explored in current scholarship. Normativity of- 
fers a way to systematically integrate theorization of institu- 
tions and practice theory’s analysis of how practice man- 
ifests, sustains, and develops behaviors those institutions 
mandate. 

Accordingly, we contribute to debates across several dis- 
tinctive, yet interconnected, theoretical perspectives. What 
ties this together is our claim that global ordering practices 
are necessarily and inescapably normative. Descriptions of 
existing global order unavoidably include implicit accounts 
of how global order ought to be. The gap between “is” and 

“ought” (global order’s “nature”) and the diversity of global 
orders—historical and contemporary, successful and unsuc- 
cessful (global order’s moral purpose)—make global order- 
ing practices, and how we account for them, inescapably 
normative. 
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DE N N I S R. SC H M I D T A N D JO H N W I L L I A M S 3 

We proceed in three main sections, starting by briefly 
summarizing why the English School, and especially its con- 
cept of “primary institutions,” is our starting point. It cap- 
tures and consolidates important contributions from other 
perspectives, particularly practice theory and norms the- 
ory, linking them to constitutional structures and their 
inherent normativity. The Section ‘‘Locating Normativ- 
ity in Practice: Institutions, Global Ordering, and Foun- 
dational Exclusion’’ establishes primary institutions’ nor- 
mative dimensions in more detail. Drawing on prac- 
tice theory and pragmatist approaches to normativity, it 
conceptualizes primary institutions as global anchoring 

practices generating, maintaining, and transforming nor- 
mativity when constituting social order. We consider lim- 
itations in current practice-based approaches to interna- 
tional order, most notably their inability to account fully 
for the ethnocentrism, foundational exclusion, and diver- 
sity of source stories about the values, costs, and func- 
tions of world ordering practices. The Section ‘‘Bring- 
ing Normativity Back in: Connecting Foundational Values 
and Global Ordering Practices’’ connects primary institu- 
tions to constitutional structure and deeper-seated values 
and principles about legitimate agency and morally appro- 
priate conduct. Taking “constitutional structure” beyond 

abstract meta-values and principles, the Section ‘‘Bring- 
ing Normativity Back in: Connecting Foundational Val- 
ues and Global Ordering Practices’’ shows actors unavoid- 
ably exercise creative normative agency 3 when engaging 

with primary institutions to shape, and even transform, un- 
derstandings of legitimate agency, and morally appropri- 
ate conduct in international society. We illustrate our ar- 
gument by referencing contemporary practice in interna- 
tional relations. This is done in outline in the Section 

‘‘Locating Normativity in Practice: Institutions, Global Or- 
dering, and Foundational Exclusion’’ and in more de- 
tail in the Section ‘‘Bringing Normativity Back in: Con- 
necting Foundational Values and Global Ordering Prac- 
tices.’’ Our main source is international law, where prac- 
tice, norms, and normativity are typically closely clustered 

and prominent, but we also draw on economic, military, 
and diplomatic practice, and their interaction with interna- 
tional law, to indicate wider applicability for our claims and 

approach. 

Global Ordering As Institutional Practice 

Hedley Bull (1977 , 8) defined international order as a 
“pattern of activity” that sustains “the elementary goals of 
( … ) international society”: security against violence, the 
sanctity of agreements, and the protection of property 
rights. To realize those goals, he maintained, states de- 
veloped a set of institutionalized fundamental “habits and 

practices,” which Buzan (2004) coined primary institutions . 4 
These manifest specific sets of order-supporting intersubjec- 
tive understandings ( Friedner Parrat 2017 ; see also Buzan 

2004 , 167–204; Bull 1977 , 74). They are socially “evolved”
rather than formally designed ( Buzan 2004 , 167; Keohane 
1988 ), arising from “shared and principled understand- 
ings of desirable and acceptable forms of social behav- 
ior” ( Kratochwil and Ruggie 1986 , 764). In this sense, pri- 
mary institutions reflect historically contingent intersubjec- 

3 The claim that agency is dynamic, transformative, and inherently creative is 
central to practice theory (e.g., Bially Mattern 2011 ; Adler 2019 ; McDonald and 
McDonald 2020 ) and its pragmatist methodological foundations (e.g., Joas 1996 ). 

4 The terms “primary” and “fundamental” institutions are often used inter- 
changeably in English School literature. 

tive meanings attached to international society’s basic or- 
dering practices. Debates have revolved around identify- 
ing primary institutions, their functions (e.g., Buzan 2004 ; 
Schouenborg 2011 ; Wilson 2012 ), and interactions with the 
formally designed institutional complexes studied by regime 
theorists and liberal institutionalists (e.g., Spandler 2015 ; 
Friedner Parrat 2017 ; Navari and Knudsen 2018 ). Greater 
theoretical detail explains primary institutions’ shaping his- 
torical developments in “global international society,” in- 
cluding how macro-level political, social, technological, and 

economic changes contribute to the rise, transformation, 
and decline of those institutions ( Buzan and Schouenborg 

2018 ). 
Primary institutions as deep social ordering practices 

demand normative engagement (e.g., Reus-Smit 1997 ; 
Williams 2011 ; Navari 2018 ). When Buzan (2004 , 1–2, 228–
29) placed primary institutions at the center of English 

School theory, he consciously set aside normative theory in 

favor of analytical precision. Whilst theorizing the role, func- 
tion, and evolution of international society’s fundamental 
institutional ordering practices can set aside normative in- 
quiry on pragmatic grounds of space or skill set, as Buzan 

(2004) does, this cannot render primary institutional anal- 
ysis immune to normative assessment (e.g., Dunne 2005 ; 
Adler 2005 , 181; Williams 2011 ). Theorists, too, must recog- 
nize normative implications of their analytical choices, for 
example, in accepting (or contesting) the institutional ar- 
rangements on which international order rests and the be- 
haviors they study. 

We do not advance a specific claim about how primary 
institutions should look, and what their role and function 

should be. Instead, when we refer to the normativity (or nor- 
mative dimension) of primary institutions, we engage foun- 
dational normative claims inherent in values underpinning 

primary institutions and their roles in structuring social re- 
lationships. This engagement, we suggest, is vital for three 
reasons. Firstly, it further establishes ES contributions to the- 
orizing fundamental institutional practices that maintain or- 
der in world politics. Secondly, it helps IR scholars from 

several theoretical traditions better understand institutions’ 
key role in the normative construction of international 
order. Thirdly, it develops self-reflexive practice-based ap- 
proaches to IR theorizing (e.g., Schindler and Wille 2019 ), 
connecting studying foundational global order values to de- 
bates about (norm) contestation within and among com- 
munities of practice (CoP) (e.g., Wiener 2018 ; Adler 2019 ; 
Banerjee and MacKay 2020 ). Our goal is not to prescribe a 
singular and compelling account of a future global order. 
We do, though, challenge claims for the generally progres- 
sive nature of the liberal international order through con- 
necting arguments for race and colonialism in that order to 

how it has been studied through practice, institutions, and 

norms. 
English School theory and accounts of “practice” use so- 

ciological and social theory to analyze the mutual consti- 
tution of actors as agents through their involvement in dy- 
namic and contested, but often stable and durable, patterns 
of practice creating forms of order in world politics (e.g., 
Pouliot 2016 ; Lechner and Frost 2018 ; Adler 2019 ). Such 

patterns and forms of practice reward and punish agents 
who comply with or defect from expectations, creating ideas 
and ideals about privileged or exemplary international or- 
dering practices, and granting practitioners particular sta- 
tus. Practice contains, operationalizes, and reinforces expec- 
tations about ethically laudable conduct, raising questions 
about the normative content of institutions and consequent 
practices inherent within both the institutions and practices 
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4 Global Ordering Practices 

studied, and how they are studied, meaning strict normative 
neutrality is unsustainable. 

Whilst affinity between ES and social practice theory 
is noted (e.g., Adler and Pouliot 2011 ; Navari 2011 ; 
Friedner Parrat 2017 , 28), the practice theory “turn” is ab- 
sent from the most highly developed account of institu- 
tions in contemporary English School theory (e.g., Buzan 

2004 ). Neither have practice theorists interested in inter- 
national ordering fully explored the English School’s his- 
torical knowledge and conceptual toolkit. Recent works on 

continuity and change in international society use practice 
theory to explain interactional dynamics between primary 
and secondary institutions ( Friedner Parrat 2017 ; Navari 
2018 ). Central here is a shift from structure to agency. What 
sustains primary (and secondary) institutions is “individu- 
als and collectives doing the same things, or nearly the 
same things, over and over again” ( Navari 2018 , 66). We 
suggest practice theory can overcome limits to Wendtian 

constructivism core to Buzan’s ES reformulations, theoret- 
ically grounding normative analysis of primary institutions. 
Practice-based pragmatist understandings of norms and nor- 
mativity as components and products of interacting prac- 
tices that are ontologically “processual” and “relational” the- 
orizes how primary institutions such as international law, 
diplomacy, and great power management establish, enforce, 
and transform ethical standards via ongoing constitutive 
processes of global ordering. This recalls Jackson’s (2000 ) 
account of international society as a social construct main- 
tained by states-persons, diplomats, international lawyers, 
representatives of NGOs, and so on. However, the shift to 

agency rarely properly acknowledges Jackson’s (2000 , 6) key 
claim that “world politics is constitutively normative,” funda- 
mentally defined by the ethics of statecraft. 

Our principal claim is consequently two-fold. Firstly, pri- 
mary institutions constitute actors and regulate behaviors in 

ethically significant ways. By establishing intersubjective un- 
derstandings of what counts as an admissible actor, and what 
is contextually legitimate or appropriate conduct, primary 
institutions set ethical reference points, privileging certain 

normative claims over others in international society. Ana- 
lyzing primary institutions thus must connect with constitu- 
tional values and principles giving these claims’ status and 

meaning. This broadly matches practice theoretic claims 
about the constitutive qualities of social ordering practices. 
However, English School institutional theorizing typically 
has not followed this down the route of recasting actors’ on- 
tological status as relational/processual. 

Secondly, ideas and beliefs about international society’s 
nature and moral purpose frame actors’ reasoning, judging, 
and decision-making. They are not abstract, somehow insu- 
lated from and existing prior to social practice. Instead, how 

actors discursively (re)construct and contest primary insti- 
tutions (and constellations thereof) in response to specific 
political events, and moral questions have reciprocal impli- 
cations for the evolution of international society’s founda- 
tional values and principles. This is implicitly recognized 

in explanatory terms by practice theoretic accounts focused 

on change (e.g., Hopf 2018 ; Stappert 2020a ). Less recog- 
nized is the flip-side of this coin: Foundational values and 

principles manifesting in institutions are highly specific and 

rest on historical patterns of practice and epistemological 
standards imbued with exclusionary, often violent, attitudes. 
Accordingly, any engagement with the normativity of pri- 
mary institutions, including agents’ visions about the nature 
and moral purpose of international society, must recognize 
the contested historical origins and evolution of established 

global ordering practices and the costs associated with their 

operation. Practice theory neglects international society’s 
nature and moral purpose, manifested in primary institu- 
tions. 

Practice theory can provide the ES with a firmer theo- 
retical basis when engaging concepts such as norms, val- 
ues, customs, and institutions, which were underspecified 

in the School’s classical texts, while the ES has shown prac- 
tice theorists how concrete social practices operate in a 
system of sovereign political communities ( Navari 2011 ). 
Above all, the ES conceptual centerpiece, international so- 
ciety, provides a framework for connecting practice theory’s 
typically structural metaphors, such as “fields,” “communi- 
ties,” and “assemblages,” to theoretically abstract and sec- 
torally or functionally analyzed practices (e.g., Bueger and 

Gadinger 2018 , 108) via conceptualizing interactions across 
and among different primary institutions of international 
society. That picks up inconsistency in, even contradiction 

between, characteristics of specific instantiations of (histori- 
cally) dynamic constellations of institutional ordering prac- 
tices (e.g., Schmidt 2021 ; Williams 2011 ). It also enables 
some level of geographical differentiation of these institu- 
tions via “regional international society” (e.g., Schouenborg 

2012 ; Stivachtis 2015a ), which practice-theoretical accounts 
seemingly lack. 

Friedner Parrat (2017) clearly articulates a practice-based 

understanding of primary institutions. Drawing on Adler 
and Pouliot’s (2011 , 4) understanding of practices 5 as so- 
cially meaningful patterned actions she conceptualizes them 

as “reproductive ( … ) practices that are discursively con- 
structed as pillars of international society” ( Friedner Parrat 
2017 , 628). They are not ontologically “independent things”
waiting to be discovered. What is key here is the notion of 
expectation. As Friedner Parrat (2017 , 628) explains, refer- 
ring to the primary institution of great power management: 

Every time we analyze the Security Council resolution 

requesting that Syria’s chemical weapons are put un- 
der international control (…) as a deal between Rus- 
sia and the United States, we discursively reproduce 
the expectation that great power management means 
for great powers to behave responsibly in matters of 
international peace and security. 

Friedner Parrat thus demonstrates the limits of this move. 
If agents “expect nation-states, the international diplomatic 
system, and great power management to function in certain 

ways” (2017, 628), then values and normative positions asso- 
ciated with these practices become integral to any account 
of primary institutions. Sticking with UN Security Council 
practice over Syria, Ralph and Gifkins (2017) show expecta- 
tions of great powers’ behavior are influenced by the norma- 
tive context created by the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). 
Drawing on practice theory, particularly Frost’s (2009 ) idea 
of “ethical competence,” they show how R2P establishes 
agents’ ethical reference points. These, in turn, require rec- 
onciliation of “the most appropriate response to mass atroc- 
ity with the need to construct and sustain a collective cos- 
mopolitan consciousness that underpins the core ethic of 
protection” ( Ralph and Gifkins 2017 , 632). Interestingly, the 
absence of sufficient normative assessment of UN Security 
Council practice leads Ralph and Gifkins (2017 , 631) to ob- 
serve that “the current contribution of practice theory is po- 
tentially limited by the conjecture that it operates on a dif- 
ferent analytical plane to both norm theory and normative 

5 Adler and Pouliot’s full definition of practice is “patterned [meaningful] 
actions that are embedded in particular organized contexts and, as such, are ar- 
ticulated into specific types of action and are socially developed through learning 
and training.”
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DE N N I S R. SC H M I D T A N D JO H N W I L L I A M S 5 

theory.” We hope to redress this issue in the next section, 
showing how the practice of institutional ordering necessar- 
ily involves making normatively loaded choices in relation to 

legitimate agency and appropriate behavior in international 
society. 

Locating Normativity in Practice: Institutions, Global 
Ordering, and Foundational Exclusion 

Getting to grips with primary institutions’ normativity re- 
quires theorizing their characteristics as global ordering 

practices in more detail. Friedner Parrat (2017 , 628) rightly 
notes that “the translation between primary institutions and 

practices cannot be direct.’’ But, apart from connecting 

their existence as practices to norms, beliefs, and expecta- 
tions in relevant discourses, she leaves open what exactly 
makes a practice a pillar of international society, and what 
distinguishes primary institutions from other kinds of (inter- 
national) practices. Adler’s (2019) study of cognitive evolu- 
tion gives primary institutions’ further conceptual ground- 
ing in practice theory. Adler (2019 , 2) argues all social or- 
ders “originate, derive from, and are constituted by prac- 
tices ( … ).” Global order consists of a plurality of inter- 
national social orders intersecting across space and time. 
They “cut across domestic, international, transnational, and 

supranational boundaries,” involving different sets of prac- 
tices, background knowledge, and CoP ( Adler 2019 , 137–
41). What holds these multiple, overlapping, and interact- 
ing international social orders together, making it possible 
to speak of “international” and/or “order” in the singu- 
lar, are what Swidler (2001 ) coined “anchoring practices.”
Adler’s (2019 , 127–29) description highlights their resem- 
blance to ES primary institutions: They are “more funda- 
mental” than other practices; “define social entities”; “con- 
figure, organize, arrange, and stabilize social life around 

core constitutive rules,” and constitute more specific “epis- 
temic and normative-related practices sustain[ing] regula- 
tive practices.”

Primary institutions as anchoring practices explain why 
certain activities are discursively constructed as pillars of or- 
der. It also makes room for the “polysemy” of primary in- 
stitutions ( Costa-Buranelli 2015 )––the plurality of, and vari- 
ations in, geographically and culturally bounded and frag- 
mented ordering practices that underpin the ES idea of re- 
gional international societies and why the nature and moral 
purpose of the order are contested over time. Furthermore, 
it retains primary institutions’ dynamic connection to the 
secondary regulative practices central to English School ac- 
counts of institutional change. Most important to us; how- 
ever, it helps restore normativity to its proper place. 

Adler’s theory is committed to normativity: “all practices 
that constitute order are normative” ( Adler 2019 , 130). 
Normativity is embedded in action. Practice itself is the 
source of normativity because agents carry and actualize 
normative background knowledge and value-laden dispo- 
sitions through activities. Every agent engaged in discur- 
sive construction of global ordering practices––such as great 
power management, environmental stewardship, or war––
holds both a view of how that practice is best performed, 
and how international society more broadly, including its 
foundational values and principles, ought to look. To cap- 
ture this normativity, and “to get a firmer grasp of social 
practices as normatively bounded domains,” international 
practice theorists see norms as the key analytical component 
for identifying agents’ “background evaluative standard[s] 
– or ‘normativity’ for short” ( Lechner and Frost 2018 , 

119; see also Adler 2019 , 131). Focusing on norms and 

appropriate behavior strongly infuses agents’ practice with 

“oughtness,” but it typically ignores how practices generate 
evaluative standards when constituting and regulating so- 
cial order. Practice-theoretical accounts of “normativity” re- 
main primarily descriptive, rather than evaluative. The ques- 
tion normative theory emphasizes––is this order morally bet- 
ter or worse than alternatives?––cannot be bracketed out. 
Choosing which practitioners and practices to study implic- 
itly evaluates those practices’ background assumptions as 
more worthy of study and more important to understanding 

order and ordering. Because the nature and moral purpose 
of global order are inherently normative, those choices reaf- 
firm a specific account of that nature and moral purpose. 

We engage this dimension of the normativity of practice 
directly. Pratt’s (2020 , 65) conception of “normative config- 
urations” reorients analytical focus away from norms toward 

“how normativity is involved in the constitution of social 
arrangements and order.” Pratt conceptualizes normativity 
as arising from interacting practices and processes that es- 
tablish value orientation and provide agents with ends and 

means for action ( Pratt 2020 , 61). Practice and social inter- 
action, not externalized logics of appropriateness and rule- 
following, generate normativity ( Pratt 2020 , 66). This firmly 
grounds the origin and evolution of normativity, including 

ethically undesirable forms of practice and institutional con- 
stellations, in the practice of global ordering itself. Further- 
more, it yields a pragmatic, practice-focused conceptualiza- 
tion of primary institutions as interacting practices estab- 
lishing, enforcing, and transforming normativity through 

ongoing constitutive processes of ordering in international 
society. 

This means accounts of primary institutions must engage 
with normative issues because they are part of the practices 
that construct and sustain the nature and moral purpose of 
international society. To reiterate, by “nature,” we mean nor- 
mative issues are inescapable aspects of international society 
because to talk of such a society as constitutive and man- 
ifesting in practice-based institutions invokes what that so- 
ciety both does and should look like. Save for making the 
exceptionally improbable claim that we live in the best of 
all possible worlds, there is a gap between does and should 
that requires, at the very least, an implicit account of how 

it might best be bridged. Returning briefly to the example 
of the UNSC “deal” on Syrian chemical weapons, its charac- 
terization as a “deal,” and that “deals” are the way issues of 
this sort are managed, implies various things. As a “deal,” it 
invokes a contractual, utilitarian logic, as opposed to an act 
of altruism. It implies compromise, as reaching a “deal” is 
about achieving a mutually acceptable outcome that recog- 
nizes and reconciles competing and incompatible interests. 
“Deals” have an expected lifespan and are potentially sub- 
ject to revision or collapse. More positively, “deals” suggest 
good-faith negotiations that underpin that time-limited, but 
likely trustworthy, resolution. Consequently, if implicitly, a 
“deal” is contrasted with an alternative, superior outcome 
that may be available in a better world of altruism, consen- 
sus, and permanence. Simultaneously, better a “deal” than 

“no deal,” or a “fudge,” or “diktat.”
By “moral purpose,” we capture contestation over the 

possible nature of international society. There are multiple 
possible accounts of that society, and of how to bridge the 
“does-should” gap, meaning the nature of international 
society is normatively contestable, necessitating an account 
of how social structures that manifest in practices, such as 
institutions, both relate to and instantiate those distinctive 
accounts, and how it might be possible to normatively assess 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isq/article/67/2/sqad021/7111122 by guest on 13 April 2023



6 Global Ordering Practices 

those accounts. It is not possible to reduce the question of 
the nature and moral purpose of international society to a 
purely empirical one—this is how it is—because evaluative 
accounts of how it is include accounts of how it should be 
and some sense of how to get there. 

Moral purpose questions necessitate a normative stance 
on the relative merits of competing accounts of interna- 
tional society’s nature and possible ways to bridge the gap. 
Remaining normatively agnostic involves an epistemologi- 
cal relativism rendering a coherent analytical stance impos- 
sible because it requires holding open the possibility that 
all actual or possible, past, present, or future, primary in- 
stitutional constellations and associated practices are viable 
potential orders of equal ethical standing. Bald description 

may be possible, but even taxonomy requires epistemolog- 
ical judgments about the character of different normative 
claims being made, necessitating judging knowledge claims. 
Such judgments have normative significance because they 
rule on the relative standing of the social practices that pro- 
duce and validate knowledge. The ES has recently returned 

to the primary institution of the Standard of Civilization, 
which generally rejected the validity of non-Western/white 
forms of knowledge as a bulwark of a racist civilizational 
hierarchy (e.g., Buzan 2014 ; Cudworth and Hobden 2014 ; 
O’Hagan 2017 , 2020 ). The previous relative silence on the 
Standard of Civilization, or its treatment as a historical arti- 
fact largely irrelevant to ordering practices in contemporary 
international society, represents a scholarly choice about 
what does and does not warrant analysis reflecting assess- 
ment that, in this instance, the role of racism in the Standard 

of Civilization had been overcome or rendered marginal. 
That choice has now been revisited, helping to re-establish 

a normative assessment of the place of race and practices 
indebted to, invoking, or furthering racialized characteriza- 
tions of order. 

The nature and moral purpose of international society 
are not ahistorical empirical questions. That does not make 
empirical description pointless, as accurate accounts of dif- 
ferent perspectives on international society’s nature and 

moral purpose are important contributions to our under- 
standing. However, they are not an endpoint, as selecting 

what to describe and how to describe it matters. The empir- 
ical balance of state discourse and practice cannot provide 
definitive evidence for where consensus lies, or where lev- 
els of disputation and contestation are lowest. Subsuming 

values within norms and interests manifested through prac- 
tice, as practice-theoretical approaches typically do, produce 
a normative relativism that sees maximum confluence of 
state preferences as answering normative questions. In other 
words, to see the question of Syrian atrocities as a question 

of, in no small part, the failures of great power management 
and international legal enforcement, is a normative judg- 
ment that this is a , even the , appropriate normative perspec- 
tive to take. That is not epistemologically persuasive, as it 
privileges the claims for the nature and moral purpose of in- 
ternational society in established, dominant understandings 
of international society as though the contestation inherent 
in the historical evolution of that society and its primary in- 
stitutions were of purely descriptive interest. 

Any normative assessment of primary institutions must 
take seriously the non-consensual, often violently coercive, 
historical backdrop of established global institutional ar- 
rangements. The historical narrative about the post-1945 in- 
ternational order frequently emphasizes inclusivity, equal- 
ity, and progress through rejecting institutions such as the 
Standard of Civilization. Instead, by embedding institutions 
emphasizing individual human rights and appealing to val- 

ues including liberty, equality, and opportunity through 

international humanitarian and human rights law and the 
market, the post-1945 international order reflects universal- 
ity as the telos of global ordering. Tying in with this teleologi- 
cal (hi)story are sociological readings of the globalization of 
European civilization premised on the control of violence 
(e.g., Elias 1982 ; Giddens 1985 ), as well as grand narratives 
about the expansion of international society that associate 
peaceful co-existence and normative progress with the glob- 
alization of a vanguard European society and institutions 
(e.g., Bull and Watson 1984 ). 

What arises is a broadly benign image of the current 
constellation of primary institutions favoring established ac- 
tors and the meanings, values, and goals they have attached 

to specific constellations of ordering practices. Prominent 
here is Lechner and Frost’s neo-Hegelian study of prac- 
tices of international society and global rights. Proposing 

a radical internalist perspective over abstract categorizing 

and description, Lechner and Frost (2018 , 6) aim for a 
“fuller, more coherent understanding of the concrete prac- 
tices that comprise international relations today.” However, 
rather than exploring the normative construction and so- 
cial embedding of contemporary global ordering practices, 
they fundamentally root them in early (European) moder- 
nity and the value of “equal freedom,” understood as a telos 
attached to ethical status in international society ( Lechner 
and Frost 2018 , 127–53). Consequently, discussion of state 
sovereignty and global rights shields the current constella- 
tion of those practices from a far-reaching assessment of 
how these acquired constitutive and regulatory functions, 
the costs imposed in putting them in place, and the av- 
enues for contestation they generate. Stappert (2020b , 192) 
stresses that historical details matter when theorizing inter- 
national practices “to provide an avenue for critique, and es- 
pecially as a tool to counter Eurocentrism.” Indeed, if prac- 
tices are temporal processes—repetitive patterns that are 
permanently shifting and displacing ( Bueger and Gadinger 
2018 , 100)—history, especially legacies of empire and colo- 
nialism, becomes integral to studying their normativity. 
“Equal freedom” understood in the abstract is very different 
from the reality of “equal freedom” in historical practice, 
when it was limited to those deemed sufficiently civilized 

to comprehend what “freedom” was, or needed to be vio- 
lently “saved” from being unfree and placed on the correct 
path toward attaining freedom through sovereignty (e.g., 
Aalberts 2014 ). “Equal freedom” through decolonization 

and self-determination after 1945 was strongly contested 

when it came to the meaning of non-intervention. For ex- 
ample, Cuba’s sending of thousands of troops to Angola as 
Portuguese rule collapsed was presented by Cuba and other 
non-aligned states as fully compatible with non-intervention 

because it was an act of anti-colonial and anti-racist solidar- 
ity in achieving self-determination for the Angolan people 
( Quinton-Brown 2021 ). 

ES theorizing and accounts of order drawing on practice 
theory and processual/pragmatist ontologies of order (e.g., 
Pouliot 2016 ; Adler 2019 ) eschews teleology (e.g., Buzan 

and Schouenborg 2018 ). However, by analyzing the prac- 
tices of those leading these institutions, they unavoidably 
implicitly endorse the outcomes of this contingent account. 
Wilson (2012) does this when proposing practice as the em- 
pirical basis for establishing a grounded approach to study- 
ing primary institutions. Like Lechner and Frost, he suggests 
“an insider understanding of what those professionally or 
otherwise intimately involved in IR conceive to be the role, 
importance, value, and potential for progressive change of 
institutions” ( Wilson 2012 , 586). Practice analysis skews in 
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favor of political elites occupying high offices of the world’s 
principal states, dominating international fora and foreign 

policy discourses and agendas. Ideas of “pecking orders” in 

practices ( Pouliot 2016 ) suggest hierarchy within a field of 
international practice such as diplomacy, but not who or 
what was obliterated in formulating specific practices con- 
stituting and validating “diplomacy” within a, broadly be- 
nign, international order. Quinton-Brown (2020) empha- 
sizes the West’s role, especially the United States and the 
United Kingdom, in insisting on “sovereigntist” accounts of 
non-intervention against post-colonial interpretations stress- 
ing anti-racism and the moral evil of apartheid necessitating 

intervention to save people of color. 
If we accept the normativity of primary institutions is 

grounded in interacting practices, then its analysis has to be 
connected to diversity of experiences and normative actions 
of communities bound up with global ordering practices, in- 
cluding those traditionally seen as peripheral to the spaces 
where those practices have originated and evolved. We can- 
not just say that because, for instance, the United States 
and the United Kingdom held privileged positions in the 
post-1945 international order, it is their lawyers, diplomats, 
and politicians’ actions that demand our attention without 
simultaneously saying that the perspectives of post-colonial 
states’ agents and the members of national liberation move- 
ments do not. That makes a normative judgment about the 
nature of international society: that the contestation over 
the “is-ought” gap in post-colonial accounts of the link be- 
tween race and sovereignty is better understood and bridged 

by adopting Anglo-American perspectives than, for instance, 
those of frontline states bordering apartheid South Africa. 
We might choose to study those perspectives and see them 

as especially consequential, but that choice is neither value 
nor cost free. 

Compliance with expectations of established practice ex- 
plicitly demonstrates an actor’s place in the hierarchical 
pecking order ( Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 2014 ), implicitly 
accepting the validity of those practices, including lega- 
cies of embedded inequality. Getachew (2019) demonstrates 
how racism remained central to the post-1919 institutional 
order in the face of efforts by black intellectuals and polit- 
ical leaders to challenge racial hierarchies and foreground 

black experiences to undermine the “pecking order” that 
placed Europeans and their settler colonial offshoots at the 
system’s core. Furthermore, she shows how, in the 1970s 
and 1980s, reconfiguring practices of global economic man- 
agement into an ostensibly “private” sphere repulsed post- 
colonial states’ challenge to enduring economic inequality 
through the New International Economic Order (NIEO). 
Configuring the “market” as a primary institution partially 
immunized against “politics” was a neither neutral nor tech- 
nical move, even as it was portrayed as such, but a means 
of preserving pecking orders. If membership is one of in- 
ternational society’s two foundational principles, appropri- 
ate conduct is the other. Acquiescing to the neoliberal re- 
moval of global economic redistribution from the appropri- 
ate field of international economic and financial manage- 
ment via the United Nations system, consequently protect- 
ing colonial metropoles from the NIEO, is one instance of 
how “appropriate behavior” was used to depoliticize political 
economy. This brings into doubt claims to progressiveness 
of a generally benign set of primary institutions delivering 

international order. 
Theorizing how normativity operates in the constitution 

of global international society thus requires analysis of the 
where , by, and for whom of international ordering, reach- 
ing into world (intellectual) history, and bringing forward 

marginalized experiences and perspectives. The ES has 
started this by, for example, critically reassessing Bull and 

Watson’s story of international society’s expansion (Dunne 
and Reus-Smit 2017), introducing “subaltern institutions”
(Williams 2015), and re-engaging the Standard of Civiliza- 
tion as a racialized ordering principle legitimizing practices 
of inclusion and exclusion (e.g., Stivachtis 2015b ; Yao 2019 ). 
The “Global IR” agenda ( Acharya 2014 ) alongside impor- 
tant contributions by Hobson (2012 ; see also Hobson and 

Sajed 2017 ), Vitalis (2015) , and others revealing IR’s ne- 
glect of its disciplinary history also expose how international 
theory has excised non-Western agency, knowledge, and dis- 
course in defending and promoting Western ordering stan- 
dards and practices. The upshot of those contributions is 
that if the preferred perspective on global ordering is a 
practice-based internalist, then analysts cannot be norma- 
tively agnostic without complicity in the silences embedded 

in previous practices. 
This section lays the groundwork for a practice-based as- 

sessment of primary institutions’ normativity. To show how 

this normativity orders international relations in practice, 
and how it connects to processes of institutional evolution 

and change, the next section looks at how institutional ar- 
rangements establish and distribute authority, status, func- 
tions, roles, and other deontic powers when constituting 

and regulating global order. 

Bringing Normativity Back in: Connecting Foundational 
Values and Global Ordering Practices 

We have shown how bringing normativity back in begins by 
recognizing that primary institutions draw on and transmit 
foundational normative claims about the nature and moral 
purpose of international order. By establishing who or what 
counts as a valid actor and how such actors should behave 
in certain situations, primary institutions establish ethical 
reference points and privilege certain normative configura- 
tions over others in relation to agency and social practice 
in international society. Those reference points are continu- 
ously contested because of the multiple accounts of the na- 
ture and moral purpose of international society in play at 
any time and how to bridge the “is-ought” gap and adjudi- 
cate on competing visions of global order. 

We have already outlined some of the ways this hap- 
pens, stressing practices around membership and appropri- 
ate conduct has given their centrality to the constitutional 
structures of global order and the role they play in setting 

which practices “count.” In this section, we unpack further 
another central issue within international order—the use of 
systematic and organized military force under the rubric of 
war and its relationship to international law. 

Consider how normative issues permeate international 
society’s struggle to institutionalize the legitimacy of the 
authority of non-state armed groups involved in revolu- 
tion, insurrection, or civil war against an established gov- 
ernment. Common Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva Conven- 
tions (a secondary institution) deals with non-state armed 

conflict. Its limited applicability is well known, as is the com- 
plexity of, and potential for subjectivity in, decision-making 

in these circumstances, including which aspects of inter- 
national humanitarian law and other law apply (e.g., Solis 
2010 , 96–104, 152–54). Making a judgment on the admis- 
sibility of “legitimate authority” claims in the use of force is 
just that—a judgment. It involves complex balancing of mul- 
tiple factors, which are rarely mutually consistent, against 
specific circumstances. These may change. For instance, 
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a non-international (Common Article 3) conflict may be- 
come an international (Common Article 2) conflict or vice 
versa, or a conflict may demonstrate elements of both non- 
international and international conflicts ( Solis 2010 , 154–
57). Deciding which regulatory rules apply reflects, and is 
reflected in, how applying the rules constitutes actors with a 
certain character, including whether and to what extent ac- 
tors claiming legitimate authority are compatible with estab- 
lished judgments about the nature of international order. 

Illustratively, UN General Assembly resolutions recogniz- 
ing the validity of national liberation struggles by anti- 
colonial armed movements reflect a normative vision of in- 
ternational society’s nature that is radically different from, 
for example, the normative vision for an international soci- 
ety in Osama bin Laden’s “fatwa” calling for “jihad” against 
the governments of the United States and Saudi Arabia. The 
diagnosis of the gap between the “is” and the “ought” of an 

international society predicated on principles derived from 

post-colonial accounts of anti-imperialism and national self- 
determination, on the one hand, and a specific account 
of Salafist Islamism, on the other, are similarly extensive. 
Practice theoretic accounts referencing either of these or 
any of the multitude of alternative accounts of legitimate 
wartime actors and actions, unavoidably invoke associated 

normative ideals and claims. In claiming, for example, the 
admissibility of the former vision of international society 
and the inadmissibility of the latter, analysis must reach ana- 
lytical conclusions that include, implicitly or explicitly, nor- 
mative assessment. Rejecting Salafism, for instance, is not a 
purely technical question of its incompatibility with estab- 
lished readings of the Geneva Conventions because those 
readings themselves include the sedimented legacy of nor- 
mative accounts of the nature and moral purpose of inter- 
national society and of international law as a key primary 
institution. 

Finlay (2010) helps carve out the normative significance 
of institutional practices. The principle of “moral or legit- 
imate authority” has been a key criterion in international 
law’s attributing the right to wage war ( jus ad bellum ) to 

sovereign states, a number of entities resembling them, and 

the UN Security Council ( Finlay 2010 , 287). Those limi- 
tations pose complex questions about whether communi- 
ties that do not possess such status have moral entitlements 
to engage in violence, most notably liberation movements 
such as the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) or 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). According to Finlay 
(2010 , 297), “entities of this kind typically have to fulfill a 
more demanding moral authority requirement than states 
do in the current international order.” This reflects how 

actors necessarily rely on normative accounts of authority 
to make intelligible claims about international law’s distinc- 
tion between justifiable and unjustifiable forms of violence. 
Both the PLO and the PKK creatively invoke elements of 
international society’s well-established normative script, in- 
cluding the presumptive justice of claims to national self- 
determination in the face of colonialism; the presumptive 
justice of claims to equality in the face of oppression based 

on ethnicity; and their commitment to play a full role as 
peaceful states in international society. Delegitimizing their 
claims by challenging the validity or applicability of such 

claims in the context of Israel/Palestine and Turkey, or re- 
jecting the PLO’s or PKK’s credentials or ability to fulfill 
obligations, is a mainstay of state diplomatic practice op- 
posing the admissibility of their claims. The effectiveness of 
these strategies, by either side, depends on practices embed- 
ding legitimate authority claims in normatively powerful de- 
colonizing imperatives legitimizing war for national libera- 

tion developed throughout the twentieth century, especially 
post-1945. 

Distributing legitimate authority in armed conflict force- 
fully illustrates the grave, and sometimes irrevocable, con- 
sequences of how secondary institutions—in this case, the 
Geneva Convention—bestow moral and legal agency on ac- 
tors. It is also about how primary institutions—in this case, 
international law—relay international society’s normative 
positions about authority, justifiable behavior, and legiti- 
mate agency. It is therefore impossible to provide a theo- 
retically grounded account of key global ordering practices 
without a philosophical account of the nature and moral 
purpose of international society. 

English school re-engagement with war’s role in colonial 
history recognizes race and racism in both the history it stud- 
ies and its own record. As Keal (2017) shows, Bull’s use of 
war “in the strict sense” reflected colonial practices defin- 
ing the primary institution of war to deny status and thus 
legitimacy to violent resistance to colonial and imperial ex- 
pansion by non-white and especially indigenous peoples. Re- 
strictions on the conduct of war “in the strict sense” against 
other European powers were weakened when fighting non- 
Western peoples because this was not war, and those resist- 
ing were incapable of fighting a war “in the strict sense” be- 
cause they were declared incapable of reciprocating those 
restrictions. Their own concepts of fairness or justice in 

war were rejected as irrelevant. This creates legacies visible 
in current practice at the interface of the primary institu- 
tions of war and international law, for example, in presump- 
tive illegitimacy of violence by groups classified as “terror- 
ist” or “insurgent,” or state violence that takes forms asso- 
ciated with such organizations, such as indiscriminate sur- 
prise attacks in civilian locations. Diplomatic practices ap- 
plying those labels to whomever a state uses force against, 
including other states, are ubiquitous, demonstrating the 
perceived power of the normative appeal to countering ter- 
rorism or insurgency in pursuit of a more orderly and just 
international society. Diplomatic agency creatively ascribes 
“terrorist” status to state and non-state actors, invoking the 
normative condemnation of terrorism inherent in interna- 
tional order. That condemnation is, though typically unac- 
knowledged in diplomatic agency, powerfully influenced by 
older, colonial, and racialized ideas of non-state and non- 
European forms and users of violence, denying their actual 
or potential sovereignty. The “terrorist” as outsider, alien, 
and uncivilized is invoked even when the perpetrator of 
such acts is, as with Anders Bering Breivik, from within the 
white, Western, male core. Breaking ideals of “civilized” mil- 
itary conduct utilized extensively in the Standard of Civi- 
lization to differentiate permissible from impermissible vio- 
lence associates Breivik with uncivilized, racialized “others.”

Wars of national liberation, anti-colonialism, and seces- 
sion raise moral issues beyond their conduct because their 
purpose is to establish legitimate membership of interna- 
tional society as a sovereign state. Buchanan (2004) cap- 
tures the inherent normativity of the sovereign state. Writing 

about the (moral) problem of secession, Buchanan (2004 , 
3) states: 

(…) many international relations theorists as well as 
international lawyers and diplomats say that whether 
a state grants recognition to a new political entity cre- 
ated by secession is purely a political matter. This is 
false (…). The choice to recognize or not has moral 
implications and can be made rightly or wrongly. To 

recognize an entity as a state is to acknowledge that it 
has an international legal right of territorial integrity 
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and this in turn lends strong presumptive support 
to its territorial claims and thereby presumes the il- 
legitimacy of claims on its territory that others may 
make. […] To know what criteria any entity must sat- 
isfy to warrant recognition as a legitimate state, we 
must know what values the international legal order 
should serve (…). 

Besides establishing the centrality of moral reasoning for 
understanding the practice of statehood, Buchanan’s argu- 
ment reinforces the role and function of primary institu- 
tions in constituting and regulating practice. If, based on 

normative considerations about their aim and purpose, pri- 
mary institutions (a) establish the conditions in which inter- 
action can take place, (b) attach costs and benefits to various 
actors, (c) prevent certain political communities engaging 

in certain practices, and (d) enable non-relativist judgment 
between competing normative bases on which international 
society can rest, then the key question is: on what basis do 

they do so? 
Whereas secondary institutions create agencies with ca- 

pacities for actions, primary institutions enable these agen- 
cies to draw upon international society’s constitutional struc- 
tures. Great power management, sovereignty, markets, war, 
and international law to pick up those mentioned pre- 
viously, understood as practice-based primary institutions, 
provide members of international society with the necessary 
discursive tools for engaging deeper-seated meta values that 
underpin their social association. Every time actors discur- 
sively invoke international law to make a specific legal justi- 
fication for waging war, identifying certain conflicts as war, 
recognizing new political entities as sovereign, or categoriz- 
ing interactions as market transactions, they engage interna- 
tional society’s deeper-seated values, principles, and norma- 
tive ordering goals. In other words, by creatively invoking, 
applying, and contesting specific conceptions of primary in- 
stitutions, actors’ link concrete, situational practice to inter- 
national society’s underlying constitutional principles. 

This creative normative agency is normative because it is 
agency through ideas and values that develop out of a partic- 
ular context ( Acharya 2018 , 13, 20). It is creative in the sense 
that it does not operate in support of some more or less set- 
tled agent interests, but assumes that the content of agents’ 
normative positions and ideas are themselves produced and 

transformed through alteration, invention, improvisation, 
and mutual adjustment to value-conflicts and social differ- 
ences ( McDonald and McDonald 2020 , 527–31). And it of- 
ten develops in response to unanticipated change, in which 

the results of practice emerge from “agile actors coping 

with uncertainty” ( Katzenstein and Seybert 2018 , 80). The 
idea that agents creatively navigate within structures of con- 
straints and possibilities while creating and altering them 

in the process is central to the English School’s structura- 
tion theory of institutional change ( Navari 2020 ). Working 

out the analytical utility of these claims for thinking about 
how institutions’ normative purpose originates and diffuses 
within CoP is one way of gaining further insights into the so- 
cial mechanisms of international order making. We know 

that CoP “enliven the practice that institutions were cre- 
ated to support” ( Bicchi 2022 , 33), that institutional struc- 
tures carry value-laden background knowledge that affects 
agents’ expectations and dispositions to act ( Adler 2008 , 
203), and that normative principles about membership and 

appropriate behavior make CoPs “‘hang together’ and co- 
here over time” ( Hofius 2016 , 940). Enlisting the English 

School’s institutional model of structuration can go some 
way in clarifying the mechanisms through which this norma- 

tivity originates, diffuses, and changes through institutional 
interaction. 

Following the idea of structuration, global institutional 
ordering is not a one-way process through which in- 
ternational society’s constitutional structures simply man- 
ifest in/legitimize formalized institutional arrangements 
( Spandler 2015 ; Knudsen and Navari 2018 ). It is a bi- 
directional feedback process whereby agency fosters struc- 
tural change and vice versa. This takes place notably when 

developments in secondary institutional settings directly im- 
plicate morally appropriate state behavior and legitimate 
agency in international society. This process is observable 
in international criminal law, where international courts 
and tribunals have developed international law in ways that 
deeply implicate international society’s constitutional struc- 
ture. Within the Nuremberg Military Tribunal, French and 

Soviet prosecutors shored up principles of permissible state 
conduct via a new category of punishable offense—crimes 
against humanity––and for the first time, judges attached 

obligations to individuals involving criminal responsibilities, 
thereby driving a paradigm shift in who holds rights and re- 
sponsibilities ( Sands 2003 ). Later judgments by ad hoc tri- 
bunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia had equally significant 
implications for understanding crime, ethnicity, and gen- 
der, helping establish conceptions of individuals as both 

moral and legal agents in international society. 6 This cre- 
ative normative agency shows how secondary institutions 
construct agents—in this case, lawyers and judges—with ca- 
pacities to use primary institutions (international law) to im- 
pinge upon and change normative visions and ideas about 
the constitutional structure of international society through 

practice. 
In this instance, agents initiated changes reinforcing nor- 

mative ideals linked to a broadly liberal individualism rooted 

in a social contractarian account of political authority that 
creates individuals as rights-holders possessing agency such 

that they can be held to account for actions, even when ac- 
tions take place within state-sanctioned and coercive author- 
ity structures. The place of the rule of law as central to a 
liberal international order is reinforced. That places agents 
at the heart of normative institutional analysis, demonstrat- 
ing their ability to recast the relationship between author- 
itative political institutions and human individuals linked 

to a normatively ideal account of an international society 
enabling individual human agency understood as universal 
and equal, existing under the rule of law. 

The normative vision and ideas about the nature and 

purpose of international society constructed through the 
practice of international courts and tribunals are almost in- 
variably seen as positive, universal, and progressive ( Teitel 
2011 ). Fixations on particular notions of justice, crime, and 

jurisdiction, however, have largely endorsed the develop- 
ment of established, broadly liberal, global ordering prac- 
tices, thereby reproducing some of the deeper structural 
inequalities in international society that deny certain com- 
munities opportunities to (re)shape standards of appropri- 
ate behavior and statehood. Clarke (2020) shows how the 
institutional design and judicial practices of the Interna- 
tional Criminal Court (ICC) have effectively reproduced 

racialized structures of global domination and inequality. 
This includes the substantive list of core crimes stipulated in 

the Rome Statute, which does not adequately reflect “many 
of the collective interests of global South peoples that are 
impacted by the structural violence of economic coercion, 

6 See in particular Darcy’s (2014 ) work on the role of ICCs in the development 
of international humanitarian law. 
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resource extraction, global wealth distribution and enforced 

impoverishment ( … )” (Sujith Xavier and John Reynolds, 
cited in Clarke 2020 ). Since its establishment, the court has 
focused primarily on harm and violence in former colo- 
nial states in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. Other 
categories of crimes, including colonialism, apartheid, re- 
cruitment and support of mercenaries, international terror- 
ism, and illicit drug trafficking, dropped out during the 
negotiations of the ICC regime ( Clarke 2020 ). This is a 
good example of how agents’ concrete practices, and the 
institutional structures that shape them, endorse certain 

normative-constitutional configurations of international law 

based on the interests, moral preferences, and identities of 
international society’s established authority holders. 

Our perspective has implications for primar y–secondar y 
institutional interaction, and how institutional ordering can- 
not be insulated from deeper normative questions in the 
way that some practice theorists seem to believe. Episte- 
mologically, we must remember that agents and their di- 
verse accounts of background knowledge and normativity 
have had highly uneven access to the institutions through 

which global ordering practices evolve. Some alternative ap- 
proaches to international society, which would radically re- 
make the basis of global order, have been completely ex- 
cised as not just irrelevant, but as inadmissible to any de- 
bate. For example, through the concept of “the abyssal 
line” Santos (2017 , 118–35) shows how whole knowledge 
forms are excised of epistemological validity, and thus nor- 
mative value. Santos’ focus is indigenous groups, principally 
in Latin America, and the ways that colonialism questioned 

or denied their humanity through challenging the admis- 
sibility of their knowledge. This exercise in “epistemicide”
was repeated elsewhere in the world, often against indige- 
nous peoples, and was central to creating primary institu- 
tions such as the market. Concepts such as acquiring rights 
of control over private property through the application of 
labor, or the exchange of money arising from labor, devel- 
oped alongside and in support of colonial expropriation of 
land from indigenous communities by deeming their land 

use non-productive and thus invalid (e.g., Gruffydd Jones 
2008 ). Doctrines such as terra nullius and rights of enclosure 
claimed by colonial settlers created patterns and doctrines 
of property ownership, economic productivity, modes of ex- 
change, and normative ideas of progress that became “natu- 
ralized” within primary institutions such that their colonial, 
racist, and epistemicidal origins are forgotten. 

The beneficiaries of these and other constellations of pri- 
mary institutions of international society have their perspec- 
tive normatively privileged, and their practice is the one 
studied. These are the agents who are “professionally or in- 
timately involved” in secondary institutions ( Wilson 2012 , 
518), or are among “the 20,000 people worldwide who are 
the primary subjects of international ethics,” and of whom 

only about 1,000 really matter ( Jackson 2000 , 134). Even 

self-serving justifications for torture must be taken seriously 
when offered by people whose position is institutionally 
privileged, as to do otherwise would be to fail to pursue 
“an anthropologically sensitive investigation into what in- 
volved actors were actually contesting or seeking to trans- 
form … [as part of] the gradual improvisation and insti- 
tutionalization of new technical and professional skills and 

standards” ( Pratt 2020 , 60). This sets aside epistemological 
assumptions necessary to the separability of “anthropologi- 
cally sensitive investigation,” the practice being investigated, 
and the primary institutional context that privileges certain 

people. The prior practices that define the primary institu- 
tional landscape, including epistemological violence onto- 

logically characterizing particular social orders as being nor- 
matively (in)valid, create an elitism that, seemingly, practice- 
theoretical forms of inquiry need not engage, or, perhaps, 
even acknowledge. What they give rise to are “technical and 

professional skills and standards,” as though these have no 

history in violence and exploitation. That backdrop is just 
the “realities” of politics practitioners must work within and 

analysts must accept, in line with “… reject[ing] the illu- 
sory belief that the conduct of statespeople can be judged 

by applying the theories of moral philosophers” ( Jackson 

2000 , 130), as though that philosophy played no part at all 
in the normativity of primary institutions. Not only moral 
philosophers must give way to the standards practitioners 
set through their practice, but also the experiences, prac- 
tices, and epistemologies of the marginalized and subju- 
gated, now and in the past. 

Whilst we do not have space to discuss in detail secondary 
institutional practice in other areas, International Mone- 
tary Fund and World Bank Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPs) have similarly been analyzed as recreating colonial- 
style forms of subordination of post-colonial states’ inter- 
ests and priorities through comparison to “capitulations,”
including associations with racial hierarchy and inequality 
( Fidler 2000 ). Anghie (2000) shows how openness to in- 
ternational commerce, a key SAP goal, is deeply rooted in 

racial and colonial hierarchies and highly normative liberal 
accounts of the purpose of government. 

Treating questions of international criminality, the best 
means of achieving economic development, or the appro- 
priate standards of good government as technical questions, 
in which practitioners demonstrate greater or lesser levels of 
skill and achieve better or worse outcomes for their states, 
ignore the normativity of anchoring practices in accounts 
of war, law, economics, and government. These accounts 
derive from a highly partial account of the historical de- 
velopment of a Euro-centric world that typically minimizes 
or ignores the violence, slavery, exploitation, and racism of 
much of that development. IR as an academic discipline has 
typically participated in that selective memory (e.g., Vitalis 
2015 ). 

The normativity of primary institutions is therefore sus- 
tained, developed, and transformed in the practice of sec- 
ondary institutions. They sensitize us to privileged, histori- 
cally contextual positions of certain CoP and normative con- 
figurations when exploring interconnections and processual 
dynamics between primary and secondary institutions in the 
construction of global order. International society’s constitu- 
tional structures ( Reus-Smit 1997 ) manifesting in “anchor- 
ing practices” ( Swidler 2001 ), both linked to rightful mem- 
bership and appropriate conduct, reveal and conceal in- 
escapable normative claims of legitimacy. So, too, does anal- 
ysis of how they shape and inform international society’s 
replication via practice. As Thompson (2013 , 135) discusses 
in relation to race, IR is “aphasic” about its past, demonstrat- 
ing a “calculated forgetting, an obstruction of discourse, lan- 
guage and speech.” The discourse, language, and speech of 
agents “that really matter” and who set “professional skills 
and standards” are, clearly, what practice theory studies, and 

to not note what is forgotten in that studying replicates that 
calculated forgetting. The agency of those practicing inter- 
national relations, and of those studying it, is inescapably 
normatively loaded. 

Conclusion 

We have argued for the inherent normativity of primary in- 
stitutions, understood as historically evolved social ordering 
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practices. Since Buzan established the concept of the pri- 
mary institution as a cornerstone of the English School’s 
conceptual framework, much progress has been made in 

theorizing its nature, function, and contribution to main- 
taining order at the global level. Recognizing and drawing 

out the relationship between primary institutions and for- 
mal institutional arrangements in which functional coop- 
eration takes place (secondary institutions) is advancing. 
This work acknowledges the importance of agency for un- 
derstanding continuity and change in international rela- 
tions, most notably via social practice. Yet, whether social- 
structural or practice-based, theorizing primary institutions 
has side-stepped the full implication of their normative di- 
mension. Practice theoretic accounts have similarly avoided 

fully recognizing the normativity inherent in practice, be- 
cause of an unwillingness to sufficiently contextualize the 
practices that “matter” in the constitutional principles grant- 
ing agency. These have a history and normativity that enable 
some agents, disable others, and obliterate yet others. 

Our account addresses this shortcoming, showing how 

primary institutions set contested and inconsistent nor- 
mative boundaries reflecting international society’s deep- 
seated values and principles about the nature and moral 
purpose of states’ social association. Secondary institutions 
create agency within this bounded space, but in ways that 
also challenge, reinforce, change, and confirm those bound- 
aries, often by drawing on normative inconsistency. Creative 
practice within this space is unequally accessible, with some 
practitioners constituted as counting for more than others, 
or even as not counting at all. Those values, principles, and 

boundaries inescapably include, exclude, and privilege, be- 
cause they rest on historical assessments and actions with en- 
during and ongoing legacies that reach into fundamental is- 
sues such as the epistemological and ontological conditions 
of the possibility of international order, and of membership 

and participation. 
In summary, we have offered four contributions. Firstly, 

transmitting ethical judgments and normative positions be- 
tween constitutional structures and secondary institutions 
via the discursive production and reproduction of primary 
institutions is an iterative process subject to agents’ con- 
tinual normative contestation. Bottom-up and top-down 

processes of normative transmission infuse one another 
through social interactions of agents engaged in contin- 
uously reproducing global ordering practices, including 

some that are deeply exclusive and frequently violent. While 
we may be able to analytically isolate some processes and 

directions, these are not linear phenomena in which pri- 
mary institutions simply relay developments at one level 
in a way that generates observable effects at another. In- 
stead, they are ongoing, multidirectional feedback processes 
in which primary institutions make possible normative dis- 
cursive interactions that involve extant norms, rules, and 

principles, and broader normative conceptions of interna- 
tional society’s constitutional structures. The result is an 

open-ended process in which actors make sense of ethically 
(un)desirable conceptions of international order in con- 
crete reciprocal relations to others. 

Secondly, we firmly integrate normativity into interna- 
tional society’s ongoing, dynamic, institutional processes. 
We do so by augmenting the notion of agency to include 
the context of ideas, values, and norms that situate actors. 
In this view, agents who are doing the iterations that sus- 
tain international order, to use Navari’s terminology, are em- 
bedded in and animated by particular normative contexts. 
Those contexts impinge upon their potential for agency and 

inevitably influence their choices about the practices that 

sustain that order. This cannot be captured by the concept 
of “interests” understood as functional outcomes of actions 
that actors rank according to preference. 

Thirdly, we embed dynamics in international society’s 
constitutional structure in ongoing processes of practice 
that sustain and challenge primary institutions. Changes in 

constitutional structures have typically been understood in 

terms of exogenous shocks or tipping points, often major 
alterations associated with the settlement of conflicts when 

states engage in institutional bargaining processes about 
overarching new framework agreements for ordering rela- 
tions among them. The constitutional agreements reached 

in the Peace of Westphalia 1648, the Congress of Vienna 
1815, and in San Francisco 1945 have been explored in this 
way (e.g., Osiander 1994 ; Ikenberry 2001 ; Bobbitt 2002 ). Ty- 
ing in with those historical accounts is a hierarchical, top- 
down conceptualization of change in which alterations in 

deep-seated ordering principles affect the more immediate 
governing structures and rules ( Reus-Smit 1997 , 566; see 
also Buzan 2004 , 167; Friedner Parrat 2017 ). This essen- 
tially removes constitutional structures from agents’ every- 
day practice. 

Instead of treating constitutional values as analytically 
prior to primary and secondary institutions, our iterative, 
processual understanding of normativity makes considera- 
tions about the nature and distribution of roles, rights, and 

authority part and parcel of sustaining international order 
via primary institutions. Our account opens room for study- 
ing more systematically fine-grained normative changes, de- 
velopments, and alterations in global constitutional princi- 
ples resulting from ongoing institutional practice. That is 
likely to be a case-by-case assessment, but it should help iden- 
tify “turning points” in international society other than the 
familiar list of 1648, 1815, 1919, 1945, and so on. Our itera- 
tive, processual understanding, at first glance, could usefully 
augment Buzan and Lawson’s (2015 ) account of the conflu- 
ence of institutional innovation, modes of production, and 

ideologies of progress that created modern international so- 
ciety during the “long nineteenth century.”

Fourthly, thinking analytically about the normativity of 
primary institutions is not only about pushing specific nor- 
mative conceptions of international society; neither is it 
aligning normatively charged institutional practice with cos- 
mopolitan governance, as has often been the case in En- 
glish School theory (e.g., Hurrell 2007 ). Instead, it is about 
theorizing fundamental global ordering practices as en- 
abling members of an ethically diverse international soci- 
ety to engage and mediate normative questions about the 
purpose of their social association rather than resolve value- 
conflicts. International society offers nothing even approx- 
imating a definitive resolution of those constitutional dif- 
ferences through institutions. As shown, there is no sim- 
ple answer to the question of who possesses moral author- 
ity in an armed conflict, which political community has a 
legitimate claim over territory, or who sets the hierarchy of 
crimes the ICC must adjudicate. Analogous to those dilem- 
mas, there is no single, pre-constituted substantive source 
enabling actors to draw on primary institutions such as in- 
ternational law to mandate “right,” “good,” or “just” courses 
of action. This complexity, and resultant indeterminacy, is 
not the result of a lack of effort to explore, empirically or 
philosophically, the “true” normative proposition underpin- 
ning a primary institution and its practice. Instead, it man- 
ifests a central and inescapable feature of a globalized so- 
cial system that, at least analytically, spans the entire human 

population: The competing epistemologies, ideas, moral 
claims, and preference structures the world’s diverse human 
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communities hold, have held, and will hold in relation to 

key social, ethical, and political questions. 
Recognizing the inherent normativity of institutional or- 

dering practices connects debates about normative struc- 
tures in international relations to moral philosophical ac- 
counts of ethical practice. As Jamie Gaskarth (2011 , 433) 
rightly observed, studying institutions requires that “we pay 
attention to individuals as moral agents and begin to ac- 
knowledge their role in constructing and constituting so- 
cial practices.” Those individuals include not just those who 

practice within those institutions, but those whose practice 
produces knowledge of and about those institutions. An ac- 
count of primary institutions that takes normative agency 
seriously can narrate the relationships between normative 
structures and individual social practice, making room for 
integrating structural debates about ideas, values, and prin- 
ciples that define how the global institutional order is consti- 
tuted and how individuals perceive themselves, their roles, 
and their decisions when sustaining that order. 
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