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Abstract
Many are now discussing the possible demise of the so called ‘liberal international order’, but how can we
know whether any international order is changing? This article argues for understanding order as main-
tained by institutions of international society and further theorises the role those institutions play in the
stability or transformation of international order. To usefully put institutional analysis to work, this article,
first, models the stylised evolution of a primary institution. Second, it illustrates this evolution with a dis-
cussion of the historical institution of trusteeship in order to historicise adaptation and transformation in
international order. Finally, this leads to a generalised idea of how institutional analysis can be employed
to study stability and transformation in international order. Beyond making a contribution to the wider
debates about the possible demise of the current international order, this piece also fills a gap in English
School theory, which is quite silent on the question of when international society furthers transformation,
and when it furthers stability. Accepting the view of history that the future is contingent on today’s events,
this study suggests possible points where push comes to shove for change and continuity in international
order more generally.
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When decolonisation gained speed in the 1950s and the European colonial empires started
to disintegrate, this was a monumental change in international order. From a system built on
racial hierarchy, the moving target of the standard of ‘civilisation’,1 and a succinct core–periphery
dynamic, all peoples became formal equals within only a few decades. Certainly, this did not mean
that injustice, discrimination, or economic inequality suddenly vanished, but it did change interna-
tional order in a very fundamental way: from divided into categories of ‘advanced’ and ‘backwards’
peoples into a system of formally sovereign equal states. Overall order shook in this process but
restabilised in a new format. Barry Buzan and George Lawson argue that this transformation
marked the shift frommodernity’s first phase, ‘Western-colonial international society’, to its second
phase, labelled ‘Western-global international society’.2 Now, ordermight be shaking again, with the
end of American hegemony, a possible return to multipolarity, and what seems like a major shift
in what can be taken for granted in world politics.3

Accordingly, whether the present order is indeed transforming or whether it is rather charac-
terised by overall stability and continuity is an important question. Discussions of whether we

1Gerrit W. Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984).
2Barry Buzan and George Lawson, The Global Transformation: History, Modernity and the Making of International Relations

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 318.
3Somehave argued that it is not evenmultipolarity butmultiple orders that we see. Trine Flockhart andElenaA.Korosteleva,

‘War in Ukraine: Putin and the multi-order world’, Contemporary Security Policy, 43:3 (2022), pp. 466–81.

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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witness the end of the so-called liberal international order abound.4 Yet, the post–World War
II American-led order can be understood as a continuation of previous orders.5 Some authors
make a point of connecting the post–World War II order with older forms of international order,
notably imperial order6 andWestphalian order.7 In realism, international order is generally treated
as static or recurrent;8 and power transition theorists argue that systemic changes are predictable
and typically accompanied by major war.9 This need not be the case, however, as major changes
can also be peaceful.10 Interesting contributions highlight the potentially cyclical nature of read-
justing institutional structures;11 the ubiquity of change;12 and its differing expressions.13 Some of
these differences build on diverging understandings of order, while others use diverging concepts
of change.

Overall, questions of overarching ordering seem to have an increased actuality, as evidenced
also by their treatment not only in edited volumes and special issues of prominent journals, but
also in outlets such as encyclopaedia entries and podcasts.14 The implied question is: how can we
know whether order is stable, transforming, or even disappearing? In this piece, I will provide a
tentative answer to that question by theorising, first, order, and second, stability and transforma-
tion therein.The inquiry starts from three assumptions: first, that international order, provisionally
understood as a social system of rule-bound processes based on enforcement capabilities as well
as acquiescence, can exist without being liberal; second, that order has transformed before and can
transform again; and third, that we would do better to understand international order as a dynamic
and ongoing condition, continually changing and adapting, rather than as a stable arrangement
suddenly coming to an end. In this context, therefore, the much-discussed ‘liberal order’ should be
understood as a particular case of order; that is, as an empirical instance of a general condition of
ordered relations between political units.15 To discuss whether that order is stable, transforming,
or disappearing, I will draw on English School theory, and specifically on its understanding of pri-
mary and secondary institutions as ordering devices in international society. The English School,
or international society tradition, has a strong record of theorising how international order ismain-
tained.16 Yet, as pointed out by Buzan and Lawson, the English School has not said ‘enough about
the conditions that lie behind the rise, development and sometimes obsolescence of both primary

4See, for instance, G. John Ikenberry, Inderjeet Parmar, and Doug Stokes, ‘Introduction: Ordering the world? Liberal inter-
nationalism in theory and practice’, International Affairs, 94:1 (2018), pp. 1–5; David A. Lake, Lisa L. Martin, and Thomas
Risse, ‘Challenges to the liberal order: Reflections on international organization’, International Organization, 75:2 (2021),
pp. 225–57;Markus Kornprobst and T. V. Paul, ‘Globalization, deglobalization and the liberal international order’, International
Affairs, 97:5 (2021), pp. 1305–16.

5Tim Dunne and Trine Flockhart, Liberal World Orders (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
6Constance Duncombe and Tim Dunne, ‘After liberal world order’, International Affairs, 94:1 (2018), pp. 25–42.
7Lake, Martin, and Risse, ‘Challenges to the liberal order.’
8Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959); Kenneth

Waltz,Theory of International Politics (LongGrove, IL:Waveland Press, 1979); Robert Gilpin,War and Change inWorld Politics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

9Abramo F. K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, The War Ledger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).
10T. V. Paul, ‘Assessing change in world politics’, International Studies Review, 20:2 (2018), pp. 177–85.
11Mary Kaldor, ‘Cycles in world politics’, International Studies Review, 20:2 (2018), pp. 214–22.
12Neta C. Crawford, ‘The potential for fundamental change in world politics’, International Studies Review, 20:2 (2018),

pp. 232–8.
13Aseema Sinha, ‘Building a theory of change in International Relations: Pathways of disruptive and incremental change in

world politics’, International Studies Review, 20:2 (2018), pp. 195–203.
14Kyle M. Lascurettes and Michael Poznansky, ‘International order in theory and practice’, in Oxford Research

Ecyclopedia of International Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021, pp. 1–29, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1093/
acrefore/9780190846626.013.673}; Daniel H. Nexon and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, ‘Whiskey and International Relations
Theory: International order’ (2021), available at: {https://www.podomatic.com/podcasts/whiskeyindiaromeo/episodes/2021-
10-07T13_12_49-07_00}.

15I have borrowed this formulation from one of EJIS’s anonymous reviewers.
16Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977).
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and secondary institutions’, and it also has not said ‘nearly enough about racism, colonialism and
imperialism’.17 This article seeks to contribute to filling both of those gaps.

The rest of this article is outlined as follows: first, it discusses and refines the English School
understanding of international order, before expanding on the institutions of international soci-
ety and what we already know about their roles for change and continuity in international order.
Second, it models the evolution of such an institution, offering a stylised image of what its emer-
gence, evolution, and demise might look like. Third, this stylised evolution is illustrated by the
empirical evolution of the institution of trusteeship. Fourth, it discusses the implications of insti-
tutional evolution for continuity and change in international order, and finally, it presents the
conclusions of this inquiry.

On international order
Since Hedley Bull’s landmark contribution and before, researchers in the English School tradi-
tion have argued that current international order is characterised by the presence of international
society; and that the substance of that society is its common (primary) institutions, such as
war, management by the great powers, international law, diplomacy, and the balance of power.18
Historically, however, systems of like units (societies of states) are rare,19 and earlier orders have
been organised differently; sometimes as empires and most often as different varieties of hierar-
chical systems.20 But there, too, any order has been upheld by the relevant entities reproducing
common institutions, such as trade, diplomacy, management from the centre, and war.21 From
this perspective, then, the common institutions of international society at present provide the sub-
stance of the current order. What sort of order predominates in any given era thus depends both
on the underlying structure of the international system (empire, dominion, hegemony, multiple
independences),22 and on what institutions are practised by the participating collectives. Notably,
the purpose of an order must also vary with its nature and power relations.23 Bull’s elementary ‘life,
truth and property’ goals for international society – preservation of the society itself, maintaining
external sovereignty of the members, a condition of peace rather than war as normal24 – are thus
only valid for this international order, and in Bull’s version for other systems of multiple indepen-
dences. Other orders of other kinds may have different purposes, although Bull held that some
version of life, truth, and property would likely apply in any social system.

However, it is not completely clear what the concept of international order entails.25 In English
School theory, where the current order is supposedly characterised by international society, those
two concepts often blend, and theirmutual relations are not precisely stipulated.26 Here, I argue that

17Buzan and Lawson, The Global Transformation, 329.
18Bull, The Anarchical Society.
19Martin Wight listed only four; Martin Wight, Systems of States (Bristol: Leicester University Press, 1977), p. 22.
20Adam Watson, The Evolution of International Society: A Comparative Historical Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1992); Hedley Bull and Adam Watson, The Expansion of International Society (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1984); TimDunne andChristianReus-Smit,TheGlobalization of International Society (Oxford:OxfordUniversity Press, 2017).

21For the present article, I will not engage Bull’s distinction between an international system, in which states do not share in
the workings of common institutions, and an international society, in which they do (Bull, The Anarchical Society, pp. 9–13).
The idea of order is thus extended to signify all sorts of ordered systems with common institutions, rather than solely those
with members who practise some version of sovereign equality (‘multiple independences’ in Watson’s terms). On this point,
see Barry Buzan and Laust Schouenborg, Global International Society: A New Framework for Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018), p. 7; Alan James, ‘System or society?’, Review of International Studies, 19:3 (1993), pp. 269–88.

22Watson, The Evolution of International Society, p. 14.
23Christian Reus-Smit calls this ‘purposive change’; Christian Reus-Smit, The Moral Purpose of the State: Culture, Social

Identity, and Institutional Rationality in International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), p. 164.
24Bull, The Anarchical Society, pp. 5, 16–19.
25I am not discussing world order in this piece, but staying close to the state-centric idea of international order.
26See, for instance, Andrew Hurrell, On Global Order: Power, Values, and the Constitution of International Society (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 3; Rosemary Foot, ‘China’s rise and US hegemony: Renegotiating hegemonic order in East
Asia?’, International Politics, 57:2 (2020), pp. 150–65 (p. 152).
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order is present when there is an (any) international society, and that when there is no society, there
is no international order.27 Order can thus be anarchical or hierarchical, and – as is currently the
case – both of those things at the same time.28 In historical ‘international’ systems, where relations
were oftenmore hierarchical than anarchical, orderwas similarly presentwhen interaction between
polities was rule-bound and predictable.29 For this article, this means that order is not conditioned
on American primacy,30 on liberal values,31 or on the current framework of international organi-
sations.32 Rather, order is a cross-temporal concept which may be applied to any dynamic system
with social and rule-bound processes and practices, producing some degree of predictability in
interaction. Although generally driven by the powerful, order requires at least temporary acquies-
cence by other members, as having an order is most of the time seen as preferable to not having
one. This understanding draws on that of Evelyn Goh, who defines international order as a social
system ‘in which shared norms, rules, and expectations constitute, regulate, and make predictable
international life’.33 In a later piece, she adds: ‘Creating these shared understandings involves con-
testation and negotiation, with consensus neither easily achieved nor automatically sustained.’34
This means that order does not require consensus, peace, or mutual agreement. It can harbour
quite strong tensions, as long as the baseline rules are respected sufficiently often to preserve some
predictability in the interaction between units.

Since order is understood here as a dynamic state of affairs, where processes and practices evolve
so that order remains stable, some preliminary discussion of when change means adaptation and
when it means transformation is required. Adam Watson’s overarching idea of raison de système,
the belief that it pays to make the system work, offers a way to conceptualise a stable order.35 It
also implies that when the relevant agents of an international order no longer believe that it pays to
make the system work, the order erodes.36 As addressed by Andrew Phillips, the underlying cause
of this erosion can be a combination of changes in material factors – such as new technologies for
warfare – and ideational changes undermining belief in that order or its institutions.37 This can
happen in a revolutionary or evolutionary manner.38 Although the idea of a drastically punctuated

27This does not mean that lack of order is chaos, simply that there is a lack of predictability and patterned interactions; com-
pare Aaron McKeil, ‘On the concept of international disorder’, International Relations, 35:2 (2021), pp. 197–215 (p. 203), who
defines international disorder as ‘the disruption of ordering international behaviour, rules and norms, producing a condition
of instability and unpredictability in international affairs’. See also Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘What Watson can teach us about
war and order: Revisiting the evolution of international society’, International Politics (2024), pp. 1–19, available at: {https://
doi.org/10.1057/s41311-023-00550-9}.

28Compare Ian Clark, Hegemony in International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 17ff.
29Watson, The Evolution of International Society.
30G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order (Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press, 2011); Alexander Cooley and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘How hegemony ends’, Foreign Affairs, 99 (2020),
pp. 143–56.

31Compare with the literature on the liberal order, for instance, Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Ayşe Zarakol, ‘Struggles
for recognition: The liberal international order and the merger of its discontents’, International Organization, 75:2 (2021),
pp. 611–34.

32Phillip Y. Lipscy, Renegotiating the World Order: Institutional Change in International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2017).

33Evelyn Goh, The Struggle for Order: Hegemony, Hierarchy, and Transition in Post-Cold War East Asia (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013), p. 7.

34Evelyn Goh, ‘Contesting hegemonic order: China in East Asia’, Security Studies, 28:3 (2019), pp. 618–19.
35Watson, The Evolution of International Society, p. 14. See also Nicolás Terradas, ‘More than a catchphrase: Rethinking

Adam Watson’s raison de système in international society’, International Politics (2023), pp. 1–27, available at: {https://doi.org/
10.1057/s41311-023-00479-z}.

36This is discussed by Mukherjee, especially with regards to great power management and rising states; Rohan Mukherjee,
Ascending Order: Rising Powers and the Politics of Status in International Institutions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2022).

37AndrewPhillips,War, Religion andEmpire:TheTransformation of InternationalOrders (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity
Press, 2011), pp. 5–10.

38Lascurettes and Poznansky, ‘International order in theory and practice’, pp. 15–17.
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equilibrium does not work well with the dynamic and processual understanding of order proposed
here, erosion of order can nonetheless be sudden or gradual. Another way of seeing this, as will
be clear in the next section, is that agents ‘withdraw their consent’,39 which may happen quickly
(if a critical mass of them do it simultaneously) or slowly (if agents reconsider their stance over a
long period of time). Since institutions are pillars of order in the English School understanding, it
follows that transformation (or breakdown) of order happens when those pillars collapse. When
enough agents withdraw their consent, by acting in opposition to the institution or by abandoning
it, it can no longer contribute to upholding order. Being able to identify such fundamental turning
points in international relations is arguably important for studying and interpreting both historical
transformations and current events.

International society and its institutions
There is no generally accepted definition of an institution of international society, but it is clear
that they are of a broader and more sociological character than the international regimes or organ-
isations which International Relations (IR) scholars sometimes think about when faced with the
term.40 I call these institutions the ‘primary’ institutions of international society, to distinguish
them from ‘secondary’ institutions, on whichmore below.41 Primary institutions are defined in this
article as reproductive international practices, connected to discursive legitimation consisting of
norms, beliefs, and expectations defining the roles and relations of international society’s actors.42
As such, they maintain international society and function as pillars of the current international
order. A practice might thus exist as a practice before being tied to the relevant discursive legit-
imation.43 Importantly, for this article, it should also be possible to disconnect the practice from
the discursive legitimation. In this way, it is possible for a practice to revert from being a pillar of
order in international society to being ‘simply’ a practice.

Tonny Brems Knudsen has usefully distinguished between a ‘narrow’ set of primary institu-
tions, and a ‘broad’ set.44 The narrow set consists of institutions which are ‘the very preconditions
of international society’, while the broad set include institutions which are ‘constitutive ofmeaning-
ful or legitimate interaction more broadly’.45 This article employs the broad approach rather than
the narrow approach, thus taking seriously the possibility that the discontinuation of one institu-
tion may change the character of what is considered to be meaningful and legitimate interaction,
rather than to order as a whole disappearing. Institutional evolutionmight thus change the internal
balance of institutions in international society (for instance: more trade, less war), thus changing
the character of international order rather than undermining it.

Primary institutions can also be formalised into secondary institutions, defined by Kilian
Spandler as ‘sets of discursively formulated expectations … refer[ring] to temporally and spatially

39Formulation inspired by Bull, The Anarchical Society, p. 70.
40Barry Buzan, From International to World Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure of Globalisation

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 161–2.
41Samuel M. Makinda, ‘Hedley Bull and global governance: A note on IR theory’, Australian Journal of International Affairs,

56 (2002), pp. 361–71 (p. 366); Buzan, From International to World Society?, chapter 6.
42Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘On the evolution of primary institutions of international society’, International Studies

Quarterly, 61:3 (2017), pp. 623–30 (pp. 628–9).
43Kalevi J. Holsti, Taming the Sovereigns: Institutional Change in International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 2004), p. 301. See also Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot, ‘International practices’, International Theory, 3:1 (2011),
pp. 1–36; David M. McCourt, ‘What’s at stake in the historical turn? Theory, practice and phronēsis in International Relations’,
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 41:1 (2012), pp. 23–42.

44Tonny Brems Knudsen, ‘Fundamental institutions and international organizations: Theorizing continuity and change’, in
Tonny Brems Knudsen and Cornelia Navari (eds), International Organization in the Anarchical Society (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019), pp. 30–3.

45Knudsen, ‘Fundamental institutions and international organizations’, p. 30.
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discrete sections of international reality and apply[ing] to a clearly defined set of actors’.46
This allows for a systematic analysis of how the institutions of international society relate to interna-
tional organisations and other negotiated and designed, rather than evolved, tenets of international
order.47 The clearest indication of the presence of a secondary institutionalisation of a primary
institution is an international practice that has been equipped with some type of organisational
superstructure.48 It should also be duly noted that this is not some structural magic happening by
itself, but of agents acting for what they consider to be the best within the limits of the framework
in which they see themselves.49 The outcomes are the result of their (sometimes) skilful political
manoeuvring, and of the ensuing compromises.

The role of institutions in maintaining order
The common institutions of international society are the substance of that society, much like horse
riding is the substance of a pony club.50 If states were to add new institutions, this would change
the character of international society, which is an oft-rehearsed theme in the discussion of whether
international society should be conceptualised as being of a minimalist pluralist kind, or rather a
solidarist association of increasingly shared values.51 In this sense, the selection of common insti-
tutions, which states practise, give international society its character. Meanwhile, the presence of
any institutions which states practise is how order comes about. New routines, beliefs, and expec-
tations do not have to be invented ad hoc at every international event, but there is a catalogue of
relevant practices with adherent ‘constitutive principles’,52 or discursive legitimations, to refer to in
each situation, which makes international affairs at least somewhat predictable and orderly.

In turn, this means that if the institutional framework changes, the character of international
order changes. If institutions are understood as practices, which are discursively tied to norms,
beliefs, and expectations and continuously reproduced so that they appear to be stable, this means
that institutions change if they are either practised differently or legitimised differently.53 This sort
of change, or gradual adaptation, is ongoing. Furthermore, revolutionary change can also happen,
in which institutions may collapse if they are no longer practised (states withdraw from, or act in
opposition to, the established practice) or no longer legitimised (states no longer mention it, or
argue against it). If institutions are replaced by other institutions, the character of international
order changes accordingly. If institutions are not replaced by other institutions, order is no longer

46Kilian Spandler, ‘The political international society: Change in primary and secondary institutions’,Review of International
Studies, 41:3 (2015), pp. 601–22 (p. 613). Italics in original omitted.

47Reus-Smit, The Moral Purpose of the State; Christian Reus-Smit, ‘The constitutional structure of international society
and the nature of fundamental institutions’, International Organization, 51:4 (1997), pp. 555–89; Spandler, ‘The political
international society’; Tonny Brems Knudsen and Cornelia Navari, International Organization in the Anarchical Society: The
Institutional Structure of World Order (Basingstoke: PalgraveMacmillan, 2019); Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘International orga-
nization in international society:UN reform fromanEnglish School perspective’, Journal of InternationalOrganizations Studies,
5:2 (2014), pp. 7–21.

48Ian Clark, ‘Towards an English School theory of hegemony’, European Journal of International Relations, 15:2 (2009),
pp. 203–28 (p. 219).

49CorneliaNavari, ‘Agents versus structures in English School theory: Is co-constitution the answer?’, Journal of International
PoliticalTheory, 16:2 (2020), pp. 249–67; Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘Interpretivists in the English School: Aren’t we all?’, Journal
of International Political Theory, 19:2 (2022), pp. 221–41.

50Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘Change in international society: How not to recreate the “first debate” of International
Relations’, International Studies Review, 22:4 (2020), pp. 758–78 (p. 761).

51Hedley Bull, ‘The Grotian conception of international society’, in Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight (eds), Diplomatic
Investigations (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1966), pp. 51–73. See also John Williams, ‘Pluralism, solidarism and the
emergence of world society in English School theory’, International Relations, 19:1 (2005), pp. 19–38; Matthew S. Weinert,
‘Reframing the pluralist–solidarist debate’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 40 (2011), pp. 21–41.

52Knudsen, ‘Fundamental institutions and international organizations’, p. 30; Ian Clark, Legitimacy in International Society
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 7.

53See also Knudsen, ‘Fundamental institutions and international organizations’.
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Figure 1. The stylised evolution of a primary institution.

maintained and hence disappears. In the next section, a more detailed discussion of how institu-
tional evolution may play out is presented. In the historical part of this article, an example of this
is discussed with the collapse of the institution of trusteeship. The legitimation of inequality was
replaced with the legitimation of equality, and the character of international order changed from
imperial to liberal.

The evolution of a primary institution
There is a case for assuming primary institutions to be in some important respects similar to each
other, thus making them a meaningful analytical category. If a primary institution, by definition,
consists of a reproductive practice tied to a discursive legitimation made up of norms, beliefs, and
expectations defining the roles and relations of international society’s actors,54 there are some stages
that logicallywill have to happen to them (see Figure 1). First, a practicemust be unitedwith norms,
beliefs, and expectations about that practice, suggesting, if rarely clearly defining, the what, the
who, and the how of the practice. Second, this nexus of practice and discursive legitimation must
be acknowledged at the international level through states’ conduct and the words of their repre-
sentatives.55 This is what makes a primary institution. Those two stages are therefore by definition
necessary to the emergence of any primary institution.

Third, a primary institutionmay very well be institutionalised in a secondary institution; that is,
formalised in an international agreement or organisation. Although this stage is not logically nec-
essary, it is presently likely, given how international society has been organised in the last century.56
If this happens, we should see the primary institution being expressed in a treaty or charter, and

54This constitutive capacity of primary institutions to define the units has been pointed out before but is not always included
in the definitions. Buzan (From International to World Society?, 178–82) states it explicitly: institutions are constitutive of the
players themselves. See also Robert Falkner and Barry Buzan, ‘The emergence of environmental stewardship as a primary insti-
tution of global international society’, European Journal of International Relations, 25:1 (2019), pp. 133–51 (p. 145); Knudsen,
‘Fundamental institutions and international organizations’, p. 28; Spandler, ‘The political international society.’

55Bull, The Anarchical Society, pp. 68–71.
56Knudsen and Navari, International Organization in the Anarchical Society.
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an administrative machinery attached to it. Given the definition of primary institutions as repro-
ductive practices tied to discursive legitimations, one can assume that international organisations
would be an arena both for the practices to be reproduced and for the discursive legitimation to
be verbally reinforced. International organisations have become a first-choice forum for states to
voice their concerns and argue for their causes.

Fourth, if a primary institution wanes, we should see states withdraw their consent from it, in
words as in actions.57 If enough states cease to reproduce the practice and to verbally reinforce the
discursive legitimation, the institution is no longer reproduced either in practice or discursively.
If there is a secondary institution attached to the primary institution, it is probable that states’
withdrawal from the primary institution will play out at the secondary institution. The withdrawal
will then be argued not so much in terms of the primary institution, but in terms of its secondary
institutional manifestation.

Finally, when states have withdrawn their consent from the primary institution, the secondary
institution becomes outdated. This should be visible in treaty or charter amendments, or at least
in changes in the way the formal rules are re-enacted in the organisation. Importantly, though,
this does not necessarily mean that the practice itself disappears. A sixth step of evolution could
therefore be added, in which the practice is ongoing but justified in an ad hoc manner and no
longer performs an ordering function for international society.

Importantly, there are self-reinforcing effects to all these steps, which make it probable that
primary institutions will follow similar trajectories, although the time frames and specific circum-
stances surrounding their various stages of institutionalisation and deinstitutionalisation vary. At
the same time, there is a relational mechanism involved, as primary institutions are constitutive of
the players.58 Those self-reinforcing effects should therefore not be understood as performed by set
entities, but the entities themselves are being shaped in the process. In this way, the ongoing recre-
ation of primary institutions creates not only a class of processes but also defines who can practise
those processes. Without assuming law-like regularity and the possibility of neo-positivist gener-
alisations, it is both possible and probable that those effects make primary institutions over time go
through these steps,59 although the same general dynamics may still produce different outcomes in
different contextual settings.60 Thus, accepting the view of history that the future is contingent on
today’s events, we may use institutional analysis to pinpoint possible crossroads where the balance
between change and continuity in international order is particularly vulnerable.61

With secondary institutionalisation, step three above, the boundaries of which processes are
included in the practice and its legitimation get harder and less porous, thus making the nature
of the institution more fixed. The same goes for the shaping of entities, which become more set as
secondary institutional reproduction is connected tomembership in the international organisation
and to being a subject of international law. Yet the practice underlying all of this keeps evolving,
so that it may over time come into direct conflict with its secondary institutionalisation. This leads
to a break between the practice and the secondary institution, where the secondary institution
will end up no longer reflecting the practice. Once this happens, one might reasonably expect the
secondary institution to be dismissed, but this is hard, precisely because of the less flexible nature
of secondary institutions, including the formal difficulty of reopening negotiations of treaties and
international covenants.

57Bull, The Anarchical Society, pp. 68–71.
58PatrickThaddeus Jackson andDanielH.Nexon, ‘Relations before states: Substance, process and the study of world politics’,

European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999), pp. 291–332.
59Buzan, From International to World Society?, p. 181.
60Compare with Daniel H. Nexon, The Struggle for Power in Early Modern Europe (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press, 2009), p. 27.
61This is a considerable nuancing of the intuition expressed by both Buzan and Holsti, that institutions might have ‘life-

cycles’; Buzan, From International to World Society?, pp. 181–2; Holsti, Taming the Sovereigns, 18–24. Here, the emphasis is on
the effect of institutional adaptation or collapse on overall order.
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This process of institutional evolution might look different for different institutions, and in dif-
ferent times, which is what motivates this schematic depiction. Yet it is worth the while to also
attempt to exemplify this evolution empirically. In the next section, therefore, the evolution of a
primary institution will be illustrated by the institution of trusteeship.

The evolution of an institution: Trusteeship
Trusteeship, that is the idea that it was the responsibility of ‘civilised’ colonial powers to care for
and educate ‘uncivilised’ natives of colonised territories, was for some time an extremely impor-
tant phenomenon, colouring and contributing to the constitution of international society via its
division between ‘advanced’ and ‘backwards’ peoples. If trusteeship nowadays sounds old and non-
applicable, that is what makes it a fitting illustrative example: trusteeship has played out its role
as a primary institution. For some time, it filled the function of a pillar of order in international
society, both as a practice in which some political communities (with varying degrees of sincerity
and success) acted as trustees for others, and as a discursive legitimation of the practice, manifest
in norms, beliefs, and expectations. It was a creature of its time, and of the specific character of
(‘Western-colonial’) international society during that era, but it also, importantly, contributed to
shaping the self-understandings of the actors of that era. Its influence on world order during its
time was important, notably in its effects in defining the entities involved and what their agents
could do, and in structuring the relations between them. The study of trusteeship thus provides a
useful prism through which to observe how self-reinforcing practices contributed to upholding,
and changing, world order during that time.

Uniting practice with norm, beliefs, and expectations62

Trusteeship as an idea began in late 18th-century Britain,63 where the dubious rule of the East India
Company in British India was debated.64 The understanding that ruler and subject were ‘joined by
a sacred trust’, and that government must benefit the Indians, became established. ‘Recognition of
the [East India] Company’s claim to rule now depended on the performance of duties pertaining
to the general well-being of people on behalf of whom the government of India was obliged to act
as a faithful trustee.’65 Alas, India, in British discourse, went from being seen as a polished and
advanced culture, different from European cultures but nonetheless worthy of respect, to being
perceived as clearly inferior to them by the late 18th century.66 Anthony Anghie shows how posi-
tivist international lawyers formulated the central distinction between civilised andnon-civilised in
order to justify how previously recognised entities were no longer deemed to be equal to European
states.67 In this way, the discursive construction of trusteeship was a solution to the ideas of equality
and freedom: the administration of colonial territories was rendered permissive by the distinc-
tion between ‘adult’, ‘mature’ peoples who were considered competent to govern themselves, and
‘child-like’, ‘immature’ peoples who were said to need the tutelage of others because of their own
temporary incapacity.68

62The Roman numerals refer to the stages of institutionalisation stylised in Figure 1.
63William Bain, Between Anarchy and Society: Trusteeship and the Obligations of Power (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2003).
64For a detailed narrative of how the East India Company came to rule India, and an analysis of how this was due to Indian

agency rather than to British political will, see Darshan Vigneswaran, ‘A corrupt international society: How Britain was duped
into its first Indian conquest’, in Shogo Suzucki, Yongjin Zhang, and Joel Quirk (eds), International Orders in the Early Modern
World (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 114–37.

65Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 37.
66Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 38–9.
67Antony Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2005), pp. 35, 55–8.
68For the parallel discourse about the standard of ‘civilisation’ to which the insiders of European international society

held outsiders, see, for instance, Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society; Jacinta O’Hagan, ‘The role of
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At this stage, trusteeship was merely a norm, which emerged in response to misrule in India.
According to some, trusteeship ought to guide the actual practice of all British rule over other
peoples, but implementing this viewwas a process. At this stage, actual practice was not necessarily
in accordance with what the norm prescribed. The practice of colonial rule was still in the process
of being discursively tied to norms, beliefs, and expectations about trusteeship; trusteeship at this
stage was rather a patchily held ambition to rule India according to the logic of trusteeship than an
ongoing practice.

Acknowledging the institution at the international level
Over time, and especially in connection with ‘the scramble for Africa’, the language distinguish-
ing between ‘adult’, ‘mature’, ‘civilised’ peoples, competent to act as trustees for other ‘child-like’,
‘immature’, ‘uncivilised’ peoples came to take hold among all the European imperial powers.69 In
his opening remarks to the Berlin Conference of 1884–5, Bismarck stated that ‘all the Governments
invited share the wish to bring the native of Africa within the pale of civilization’.70 Peter Lyon
remarks that this, however, applied especially to the colonial administrations of Britain, the
Netherlands, and, partially, France; while the Belgian, Spanish, andPortuguese representatives paid
mere lip service to the ideal of trusteeship.71 With respect to the Russian Empire, Filippo Costa
Buranelli has pointed out how it saw its own ‘civilizing mission’ in Central Asia in rather instru-
mental terms, as something that would (but ultimately failed to) earn it its own spot at the centre
of European international society.72 Lacy Pejcinovic makes a similar point about the westwards
expansion of the United States, which was framed as aiming for the ‘pacification’ of the ‘savage’
Native Americans.73

InWilliam Bain’s account, the Berlin and Brussels conferences of 1884–5 and 1890, respectively,
‘internationalised’ the idea of trusteeship. It then went from being a British idea of how to rule
India to a collective idea of how to rule Africa, shared, in words if not necessarily sincerely, by
the then members of international society.74 This can be understood as the end point of a process
during which one set of norms, beliefs, and expectations came to subsume a variety of rival ideas of
what the European powers did, and should do, in other parts of the world.75 British dominance at

civilization in the globalization of international society’, in Tim Dunne and Christian Reus-Smit (eds), The Globalization
of International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 185–203; Joanne Yao, “‘Conquest from barbarism”:
The Danube Commission, international order and the control of nature as a standard of civilization’, European Journal of
International Relations, 25:2 (2019), pp. 335–59; Barry Buzan, ‘The “standard of civilisation” as an English School concept’,
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:3 (2014), pp. 576–94; Carsten-Andreas Schulz, ‘Civilisation, barbarism and
the making of Latin America’s place in 19th-century international society’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:3
(2014), pp. 837–59; Tanja E. Aalberts, ‘Rethinking the principle of (sovereign) equality as a standard of civilisation’,Millennium:
Journal of International Studies, 42:3 (2014), pp. 767–89; Yongjin Zhang, ‘The standard of “civilisation” redux: Towards the
expansion of international society 3.0?’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:3 (2014), pp. 674–96; Antony Anghie,
‘Finding the peripheries: Sovereignty and colonialism in nineteenth-century international law’, Harvard International Law
Journal, 40:1 (1999), pp. 1–71.

69Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 19–21; O’Hagan, ‘The role of civilization in the globalization of international
society’, pp. 192–4. See also Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, pp. 96–7.

70Quoted in Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 63.
71Peter Lyon, ‘The rise and fall and possible revival of international trusteeship’, Journal of Commonwealth & Comparative

Politics, 31:1 (1993), pp. 96–110 (p. 98); Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea (London: Penguin Books,
2012), pp. 71–2.

72Filippo Costa Buranelli, ‘Knockin’ on heaven’s door: Russia, Central Asia and the mediated expansion of international
society’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:3 (2014), pp. 817–36. See also Ayşe Zarakol, After Defeat: How the East
Learned to Live with the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

73Lacy Pejcinovic, War in International Society (Basingstoke: Routledge, 2013), p. 129.
74Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 63ff.; Bentley B. Allan, Scientific Cosmology and International Orders (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 153.
75About the beginnings of the slave trade and early European encounters withAfrican civilisations, see Joel Quirk andDavid

Richardson, ‘Europeans, Africans and the Atlantic world, 1450–1850’, in Shogo Suzuki, Yongjin Zhang, and Joel Quirk (eds),
International Orders in the Early Modern World (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 158–78.
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the time was presumably also important for making the idea central to international society. Bain
writes that ‘members of European international society internationalized the idea of trusteeship by
establishing in international law obligations that explicitly repudiated relations based on dominion
and exploitation; and, in doing so, they accorded international legitimacy to the principle that
the strong should rule on behalf of the weak’.76 In the Berlin Act, this is expressed in Article VI,
stating that participants should ‘watch over the preservation of the native tribes, and to care for the
improvement of the conditions of their moral and material well-being’.

Yet, despite Europeans’ emerging consensus on the norms, beliefs, and expectations of trustee-
ship, there was no guaranteed adherence to those values in practice. Notwithstanding the con-
descending and paternalistic but well-meaning language used, mistreatment of the Indigenous
populations of Africa was widespread, and the worst case was the Congo Free State. It was cre-
ated on behalf of King Leopold II of Belgium and was well received by the parties at the Berlin
Conference as a mission to bring trade and civilisation to Africa.77 By the standards of the insti-
tution of trusteeship, however, the Congo Free State turned out to be a disaster.78 In spite of its
humanitarian tropes, and in the face of the emphasis of the Berlin Act on stopping slavery and the
slave trade, the territory was quickly turned into the king’s personal commercial estate, built on
a system of forced labour. Abuse, torture, starvation, and murder underpinned this system, and
there was no rule of law to protect the interests of the Indigenous population.79 As the human-
itarian catastrophes in the Congo became known in Europe, the British government protested,
referring to the undertakings stipulated in the Berlin Act to care for the Indigenous populations
of Africa.80 ‘The British government’s repeated references to the obligations imposed by Article VI
[of the Berlin Act] reaffirmed, and, indeed, vindicated, the legitimacy of the idea of trusteeship.’81
After a drawn-out diplomatic struggle, where the British position received some support, Belgium
eventually took the Congo Free State out of the hands of King Leopold by annexing it, and, under
continued British pressure, finally bowed to the agreements of the Berlin Act and committed to
living up to its obligations.82 Here, again, it seems important that it was Britain, from its dominant
position, that upheld the rules and enforced Belgium’s eventual compliance.

In the terms employed in this article, the Berlin Conference marks the primary institutional-
isation of trusteeship.83 Cornelia Navari has suggested that for (the discursive legitimation of) a
primary institution to count as such, rather than ‘just’ a norm, it must be genuinely international
and not come from some domestic constituency.84 At the time for the Berlin and Brussels confer-
ences, trusteeship had been raised to being a concern for all of international society (at that time
still rather modest in membership, as indicated by the sparse attendance at the Berlin and Brussels
conferences, of 14 and 17 signatories, respectively). The fact that Britain’s critique of the atroci-
ties taking place in the Congo Free State was eventually taken up by the United States, Italy, and
the Ottoman Empire is another sign of the institutionalisation of trusteeship: it shows that mem-
bers could be held accountable and sanctioned for failing to abide in practice by the norms and
expectations dictated by trusteeship. Both the British critique and the Belgian responses play out
in the context of what was agreed to in the Berlin Act. The British victory in this duel manifests

76Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 53.
77Mazower, Governing the World, 73; Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 68–71.
78Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, p. 97.
79Neta C. Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics: Ethics, Decolonization, and Humanitarian Intervention

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 242–5.
80Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 71–4.
81Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 74.
82Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 68–74; Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, pp. 244–5.
83On the related, constituent function of colonialism (at this time inseparable from trusteeship in practice), see Mustapha

Kamal Pasha, ‘Decolonizing the anarchical society’, in Hidemi Suganami, Madeline Carr, and Adam Humphreys (eds), The
Anarchical Society at 40: Contemporary Challenges and Prospects (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 92–110.

84Cornelia Navari, ‘Methods and methodology in the English School’, in Cornelia Navari (ed.), Theorising International
Society (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), pp. 6–7.
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in its recognition in 1913 of Belgium’s annexation of the Congo Free State, thus bestowing legiti-
macy on Belgium’s eventual commitment to trusteeship. The exchange shows that trusteeship was
established and accepted as an institution of international society at that time.

Secondary institutionalisation: The League of Nations
At the end of World War I, trusteeship was given an international administrative machinery, thus
undergoing its secondary institutionalisation, in the Mandates System of the League of Nations.
This secondary institutionalisation was the outcome of a debate between those members of inter-
national society who argued for annexation of the territories lost by the losing powers in the war,
and those arguing for some form of international trusteeship over these territories.85 The victori-
ous powers needed, primarily, to reach an understanding about the imploding Russian, Ottoman,
and Austrian empires in Europe.86 Meanwhile, both Germany and the Ottoman Empire had over-
seas possessions, which were deemed unprepared for independence.87 According to the logic of
trusteeship, then, some other state needed to take on the task of administrating these territories.
The United States under the internationalist Wilson administration preferred to create a mech-
anism for international oversight, but the other great powers of the time argued that they were
competent and qualified to act as trustees for those territories.88 Notably, the British saw the result-
ing mandates system as a continuation of the British Empire, while the Americans saw it as a new
invention.89 The compromise reached was largely effected by the South African representative, Jan
Smuts, who suggested a system of trustees acting under graduated international oversight. In Bain’s
words, ‘the mandates system represented the middle way between annexation and anarchy; that is,
between aggrandizement and the chaos Smuts believed would surely follow a premature grant-
ing of political independence’.90 The ensuing compromise dictated that the territories in question
should be administered by mandatory powers but with international accountability to the League
of Nations.91

In the vocabulary employed in the present article, themandates system of the League of Nations
was the secondary stage of the institutionalisation of trusteeship. This is the process whereby some
practices become formalised in away that ties themvery closely to amore rigid set of norms, beliefs,
and expectations, notably by being written down in binding treaties and surrounded by organisa-
tional frameworks of buildings, staff, and rules of procedure.92 This process also contributes to
constituting the actors involved; in the League of Nations, it was very clear who was a trustee and
who was put under tutelage. The formal international rule is contained in Article 22 of the League
Covenant, which very clearly expresses the idea of trusteeship: ‘those colonies and territories …
inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the
modern world. … [T]he tutelage of such peoples should be entrusted to advanced nations who
by reason of their resources, their experience or their geographical position can best undertake
this responsibility.’ The very agreement on both the practice of trusteeship and its accompanying
norms, beliefs, and expectations as a pillar of order in international society comes through in the
choice of including it in formal terms in the League Covenant. In Bain’s words, ‘the founders of
the League of Nations took a momentous step beyond the idea of trusteeship that the European
powers had enshrined in the Berlin and Brussels Acts. Not only did they affirm that the well-being
of subject peoples constituted a legitimate subject of international scrutiny, but they also erected

85Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, chapter 4.
86Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, p. 119.
87Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 99.
88Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, p. 120; Crawford, Argument and Change in World

Politics, p. 264.
89Mazower, Governing the World, pp. 128–35, 169–70.
90Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 91.
91Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, pp. 120–3.
92Spandler, ‘The political international society’; Knudsen and Navari, International Organization in the Anarchical Society.
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what was often referred to as “international machinery” to ensure the faithful performance of the
obligations of trusteeship.’93

Secondary institutionalisation: The United Nations
At the end of World War II, the administration of non-self-governing territories had to be rene-
gotiated once more.94 The reorganisation of territories previously claimed by Germany and Japan
exposed a rift between especially the British and the American views. While the United States
under the F. D. Roosevelt administration aimed for independence for those territories as for all
colonies, the Britishwerewary of the implication for their own empire and vouched instead for self-
government within the empire.95 In the UNCharter, two chapters relate to trusteeship: Chapter XI,
the Declaration Regarding Non-Self-Governing Territories; and Chapter XII, the United Nations
Trusteeship System. Bain argues that this reflects the discord between the United States and the
European colonial empires.While the colonial powers accepted the universality of trusteeship, they
did not mean to subject their own dependent territories to a system of international supervision.
The French deemed trusteeship as being applicable only to existing mandates and to territories
detached from enemy states as a consequence of the war. … the British delegation drew a very clear
distinction between ‘the principle of trusteeship which should guide Colonial Powers in the admin-
istration of their dependent territories (and should therefore be of universal application) and the
creation of a special system of international machinery, to apply to certain specified territories’.96
In Bain’s interpretation, Chapter XI is thus about trusteeship as imperial trusteeship, and as such
closely resembles the Berlin Act, while Chapter XII is more faithful to the American preference
of international administration and oversight of non-self-governing territories.97 Neta Crawford
points out how the British, in accepting Chapter XII, ‘were pushed by a change in international
political capabilities … to do, if not an about face, a right angle turn’.98 This development can thus
be interpreted as a part of the process of the United States taking over the agenda-setting position
which was previously held by Britain.

At San Francisco, the United States, possibly already suspicious of the Soviet Union, suddenly
stopped arguing for independence for all dependent peoples and thereby joined forces with the
colonial empires in instead emphasising self-government.99 This meant that the United States now
was less insistent on the end of empires, and that the idea of trusteeship was no longer kept separate
from the idea of colonialism, as it had been hitherto in its American version. For colonies, the
disappearance of the distinction between international trusteeship (argued by the United States)
and imperial trusteeship (argued by Britain and other European empires) clearly signalled that
trusteeship equalled colonialism, and that both would have to go.100 Crawford points out how ‘the
trusteeship system became the model for decolonization of non-trust colonies’.101

In terms of primary and secondary institutions, the San Francisco compromise on trusteeship
was mainly a continuation of the process that had already played out at Versailles, but, crucially,
with adaptations to account for the ongoing renegotiations of racial hierarchy. In the framework
employed here, one might imagine that the primary institution, in both its practice and its discur-
sive legitimation, had evolved since 1919, and that some adaptations of the secondary institution
were made in the UN Charter to account for it. The new British policy towards its colonies, in
which the goal of colonies was their progressive development, is one such sign.102 Another is the

93Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 102.
94Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, pp. 296–301.
95Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, chapter 5. See also Pejcinovic, War in International Society, p. 149.
96The British draft chapter with emphasis in original, quoted in Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 23.
97Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 123–4.
98Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, pp. 310–11.
99Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 127–8.
100Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 128.
101Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, p. 314.
102Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, p. 295.
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admission of trust territories as strategic or non-strategic, thereby playing a role in the trustee’s
politics of security. Yet, as the continuing story tells us, these adaptations were far from enough
to preserve trusteeship as a pillar of order. Both the practice and its discursive legitimation were
soon to implode under their own emerging inconsistencies as the distinction between ‘mature’ and
‘immature’ peoples collapsed.

States withdraw their consent from the primary institution
In his discussion of the end of empire, Bain brings out two arguments in particular: the violation of
trust and the right to self-determination.103 The trust argument was that the trustees did not safe-
guard the interest of peoples put under their tutelage – in short, they were doing the wrong things,
exploiting instead of assisting. Expressed in terms of trusteeship as a primary institution, thismeans
that the practice went wrong and did not accurately reflect the norms, beliefs, and expectations of
its discursive legitimation.Therewas thus a rift between the practice and its discursive legitimation,
which was pointed out by leaders of dependent peoples: For the Africans or Asians who wished
to escape a condition of servitude and tutelage, the charge that European colonial rulers failed to
fulfil their obligations as trustees of civilization provided a powerful argument in support of their
claim of independence. But this argument did not discredit the idea of trusteeship itself; it merely
undermined the justification of the means by which colonial powers attempted to carry out their
obligations.104

The other argument was about how self-determination reflected the idea that all peoples should
have the right to govern themselves, and that the division intomature and immature peoples based
on race was in itself flawed.105 Once ‘humanity and at least theoretical equality’ was granted to all,
colonialism became increasingly incoherent and difficult to justify.106 Equality of all human beings
cannot coexist with basic inequality, and the emergent norm of equality of peoples clashed with
the division of peoples into ‘mature’ and ‘immature’ that underpinned trusteeship. This argument
of equality invalidated the institution of trusteeship itself, as it questions both the practice (that
some should be ruled by others) and the discursive legitimation of the practice (the norm, belief,
and expectation that the practice is for the best of the ruled, because of the inferior stage at which
they allegedly found themselves).

It is conventional to date the end of trusteeship as a primary institution around 1960. Among
the key developments in support of that conclusion are the Declaration of the Granting of
Independence toColonial Countries andPeoples inGeneral AssemblyResolution 1514 (1960); and
the General Assembly Resolution 2145 (1966), in which South Africa’s mandatory rights to South
West Africa (Namibia) were revoked.107 This was motivated by South Africa’s failure ‘to fulfil its
obligations in respect of the administration of theMandated Territory and to ensure themoral and
material well-being and security of the indigenous inhabitants of South West Africa’.108 Although
the terminology here is different, those instances should indeed signify the end of trusteeship as
a primary institution. Resolution 1514 formally makes nonsense of the idea of inequality, which
is a necessary underpinning for the idea that some should act as trustees for others. The context
of resolution 2145 can be understood as a test of the primary institution, the outcome of which
was that it no longer applies: rather, it was rejected by the General Assembly, understood in this
context as international society’s main plenary forum. The implementation of this change, how-
ever, took another two decades, as the South African occupation of South West Africa (since 1968

103Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 136.
104Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 132–3. See also Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International

Law, pp. 196–8.
105Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, pp. 137–9.
106Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, p. 316.
107Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 136; Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics, pp. 317–19, 329–40.
108The quote is from UNGA res. 2145 (1966).

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
4.

13
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2024.13


European Journal of International Security 15

recognised as Namibia) did not cease until 1989.109 Yet Resolution 2145 signals that the discur-
sive legitimation of trusteeship, that is, the idea, belief, and expectation that more mature peoples
should rule on behalf of less mature peoples, was unequivocally rejected by the General Assembly.

The fall from grace of trusteeship as a primary institution arguably caused a stir in world order.
This is visible primarily in the secondary institutions contained in the United Nations (UN), the
membership of which expanded with the creation of newly independent states. The agenda of the
organisation was quickly affected by the interests of the new General Assembly majority, and the
winning coalition from World War II saw their power over the organisation quickly dilute.110 This
coincided with the beginning of Cold War order (‘Western-global’ international society, in Buzan’s
and Lawson’s terms), which divided international society’s membership into the categories of first,
second, and third worlds.111

The end of the secondary institution
Trusteeship finally came to a halt as a secondary institution with the suspension of the UN
Trusteeship Council in 1994, around three decades after its end as a primary institution. It is
unclear if or under what circumstances it might resume its activities, and in the reform agenda of
2005, proposed by Kofi Annan, a complete abolishment of the Trusteeship Council was included
as a part of a larger reform package.112 What is a secondary institution without a primary institu-
tion? Not very long-lived or active, as a look at the protocols of the Trusteeship Council in the last
years before its closure will affirm. Ralph Wilde describes how, in connection with the acceptance
by the General Assembly of Resolution 1514, ‘the eleven Trust Territories exercised their right to
self-determination by either becoming independent states or associating themselves with other
states or territories to form new states’.113 After 1975, only the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands,
administered by theUnited States, remained.These territories achieved independence (Micronesia,
Marshall Islands, and Palau) or self-government (Northern Mariana Islands) between 1990 and
1994.114 TheTrust Territory of the Pacific Islands was, notably, designated as a strategic area, and its
trusteeship was therefore terminated by the Security Council rather than by the General Assembly
(UNSC res. 683 and 956). In the terms of this article, the Trusteeship Council was an empty shell
of a secondary institution already by 1975.

The decoupled practice
A practice that is decoupled from its discursive legitimation might be the end of a primary
institution, but it does not terminate the practice itself, as illustrated in the case of South West
Africa/Namibia. Nor did, at the secondary level, the suspension of activities of the Trusteeship
Council mean that the practice of trusteeship discontinued.115 Rather, the practice might be ongo-
ing but called something else and lacking the discursive legitimation that once made it a primary
institution. Wilde describes how different versions of international administration of territories,
sometimes in a manner very similar to trusteeship, has been ongoing throughout the 1990s and

109RalphWilde, ‘Trusteeship council’, in SamDaws andThomas G.Weiss (eds), The Oxford Handbook on the United Nations
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 178–89 (pp. 153–4).

110Anthony Parsons, ‘The UN and the national interests of states’, in Adam Roberts and Benedict Kingsbury (eds),
United Nations, Divided World: The UN’s Roles in International Relations, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993),
pp. 104–24 (pp. 111–12).

111Adam Roberts and Benedict Kingsbury, ‘Introduction: The UN’s roles in international society since 1945’, in Adam
Roberts and Benedict Kingsbury (eds), United Nations, Divided World: The UN’s Roles in International Relations (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1993), pp. 1–62 (p. 44).

112Kofi Annan, In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for All (New York: United Nations
General Assembly, 2005), para. 218.

113Wilde, ‘Trusteeship council’, p. 154.
114Wilde, ‘Trusteeship council’, pp. 154–5.
115Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, chapter 6.
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early 2000s: Trusteeship through foreign administration did take place, but on an ad hoc basis with-
out a dedicated, institutionalized system of international organization involvement in constitution
and oversight. … This perhaps reflected a reluctance on the part ofmember states, especially former
colonial states, to legitimize international trusteeship in this manner, even if they were prepared to
see it reintroduced in particular places on an ad hoc basis when administration was conducted by
the UN.116

In a similar vein, Bain discusses several cases of present-day international administration of ter-
ritories. He settles on the experience of UNMIK, the United Nations Mission to Kosovo, as being
the example of international administration most reminiscent of trusteeship as it used to be prac-
tised in an earlier era.Writing in the first years of the 21st century, he remarks: if we were to express
Kosovo’s present status in the paternal language of empire, we would say that it is analogous to a
political child that is being prepared, under theUnitedNations’ watchful eye, for the adulthood that
comes with constitutional independence. Indeed, UNMIK represents not merely the resurrection
of trusteeship, but the resurrection of the nineteenth century practice of making dependencies out
of territories whose domestic arrangements and practices fall outside the bounds of something
called ‘civilization’.117

Yet an international practice which lacks the discursive legitimationwhichmakes of it a primary
institution of international society is solely a practice. It is not a pillar of order and does not play the
advanced role in the maintenance of overall international order that we ascribe to a primary insti-
tution. UNMIK might have constituted Kosovo as immature, but it does not constitute anyone in
particular as its trustee and in this sense does not contribute to ordering relations in international
society as trusteeship once did. Moreover, there are important differences between trusteeship in
the 19th and 20th centuries and present cases of international administration, residing notably
in their justifications. If, in the colonial age, the peoples of a territory could be judged imma-
ture, barbarian, or savage, simply on account of race or of custom that was unfamiliar and seemed
impenetrable or counter-intuitive to Europeans, nowadays international administration is applied
to post-conflict territories where institutions have been severely damaged or literally wiped out.
Interestingly, the very fact that the administration of those territories has been ad hoc rather than
following a predefined logic shifts the organisational responsibility in the UN from the General
Assembly (which elected the Trusteeship Council and to which it reported) to the Security Council
(which is responsible for peacekeeping operations). Nowadays, all territories under international
administration are thus a priori strategic.

There is a lively scholarly debate about post-conflict international administration that mirrors
these differences.118 For the purposes of the present article, the point is that although the practice of
trusteeship is arguably still around, there is no consensus, or agreement, onwhat norms, beliefs, and
expectations this practice entails. As such, it is not a pillar of international order at the present time.
Moreover, it lacks secondary institutionalisation, as its placement, actual as well as potential, within
the UN system is debated and its application ad hoc. Trusteeship, as a primary and secondary
institution, is, and remains, dead.

116Wilde, ‘Trusteeship council’, pp. 155–6.
117Bain, Between Anarchy and Society, p. 154.
118Tonya Langford, ‘Things fall apart: State failure and the politics of intervention’, International Studies Review, 1:1

(1999), pp. 59–79; Ruth E. Gordon, ‘Some legal problems with trusteeship’, Cornell International Law Journal, 28 (1995),
pp. 301–47; Richard Caplan, ‘From collapsing states to neo-trusteeship: The limits to solving the problem of “precarious state-
hood” in the 21st century’, Third World Quarterly, 28:2 (2007), pp. 231–44; Lyon, ‘The rise and fall and possible revival of
international trusteeship’; David Chandler, ‘State-building in Bosnia:The limits of “informal trusteeship”’, International Journal
of Peace Studies 11:1 (2006), pp. 17–38; Jeffrey D. Pugh, ‘Whose brother’s keeper? International trusteeship and the search
for peace in the Palestinian Territories’, International Studies Perspectives, 13:4 (2012), pp. 321–43; Lene Mosegaard Søbjerg,
‘Trusteeship and the concept of freedom’, Review of International Studies, 33:3 (2007), pp. 475–88.
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Change and continuity in international order
In the analysis of trusteeship, the starting point was a time when international law was being
constructed, by Europeans, to account for racial hierarchy, and in a way which would guar-
antee the European empires the upper hand. Trusteeship thus interacted with other institu-
tions to configure international order; notably war, great power management, international law,
sovereignty, and trade. All these institutions were closely interwoven during the colonial era, and
it is arguably because the other institutions were continually reproduced that international order
adapted rather than collapsed when trusteeship was deinstitutionalised. The practice and legiti-
mation of international law and sovereignty were adjusted to include newly independent states on
formally equal terms; great powers kept managing international society, although the balance of
power necessarily shifted across the Atlantic; and war and trade arguably continued much as they
had before, only among newly recognised parties, too, rather than simply among the old ones.
For war, instances of fighting or coercion which had previously not qualified as war ‘in the strict
sense’119 now involved recognisedmembers of international society and were therefore more easily
recognised as war.

The main question in this inquiry was how to know whether order is stable, transforming, or
disappearing. The argument presented is that we can study the primary and secondary institutions
that maintain order, to see if they are robust in their functions as pillars of order, or if they are
breaking down. As discussed in general terms, and illustrated by the discussion of the evolution of
trusteeship, there are ways in which we may distinguish whether institutions are being recreated
and legitimised in an ongoing manner, thereby looking stable, or whether states are withdraw-
ing their consent from them, in words as in actions. Although trusteeship was not necessarily a
typical or representative primary institution, this way of studying institutions could, in principle,
be applied to any institution. For the current order to be disappearing, several institutions should
be breaking down simultaneously. For order to be transforming, however, it is enough that one
institution is deinstitutionalised or that its practice or legitimation are transformed.

Themost important ordering function of a primary institution is arguably to constitute the play-
ers and the relationships between them.This came through clearly from the example of trusteeship,
as its role for defining who was ‘advanced’ and who was ‘backwards’, and the relationships between
those two groups, was central. Yet it also regulated the relationships within the group of trustees,
insofar as they all recognised each other as ‘civilised’ and insiders of international society.120 This
was clearly signalled in the attendance of the various international conferences where trusteeship
was regulated (Berlin, Brussels, Versailles, San Francisco), as well as in the diplomatic controversy
between Britain and Belgium over the Congo Free State. However, as soon as the peoples under
tutelage started to recognise each other as such and establish relationships within the group, this
led to them organising against the division of peoples into a racial hierarchy, and eventually to the
demise of both the discursive legitimation and the practice.This historical experience thus provides
a clear hint as to when primary institutions start to come apart: when the roles and relationships
that they prescribe are rejected by enough of the players involved.

Another hint may reside in the timing of secondary institutionalisation of institutions of inter-
national society. For two reasons, itmightwellmark the peak of the primary institution by being the
beginning of the end of its role as a pillar of international order. First, states may formally agree on
secondary institutionalisation in order to prevent an (already-suspected) future decline; that is, as

119Bull, The Anarchical Society; Paul Keal, ‘Beyond “war in the strict sense”’, in Tim Dunne and Christian Reus-Smit (eds),
The Globalization of International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 165–84.

120It is increasingly argued that colonialism was constitutive not only of colonies but also of European international soci-
ety. See, for instance, Jennifer M. Welsh, ‘Empire and fragmentation’, in Tim Dunne and Christian Reus-Smit (eds), The
Globalization of International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 145–64; Buzan and Lawson, The Global
Transformation.
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a conscious measure of preservation or a way to ‘lock in’ perceived achievements.121 Suppose that
international society’s then ‘insiders’, when agreeing on the League Covenant, wanted to protect
their acquis communautaire; that is, safeguard a system of common rules – including understand-
ings of who was ‘mature’ and who was not – which possible future members would have to buy as a
package deal. In such a case, the formalisation of trusteeship as a secondary institution was one of
the parts included in the package, and it was there to be protected against current outsiders, who
might take a very different view on trusteeship, and who might one day make it to international
society’s inside.

Second, there is a theoretical possibility that secondary institutionalisation in itself might be the
beginning of future irrelevance. This could happen if the formal agreement on rules by which to
regulate an established practice creates a split between the rules and the (continuously evolving)
practice. As long as the practice is a primary institution, and as such associated with norms, beliefs,
and expectations, there is certainly a possibility for those norms, beliefs, and expectations to shift,
evolve, and adapt to changes in the (reproductive) practice over time. However, as soon as those
norms, beliefs, and expectations are formally codified (that is, in a secondary institution), they
are stabilised, or frozen, and agents’ abilities to adapt them to changes in the practice are thereby
weakened.122 Illustrative of this, there is a possible rift between the secondary institutionalisation of
great power management in the Security Council, and the practice of great power management at
large. In some ways, they harmonise, but in others, important decisions are taken elsewhere (G7,
bilateral deals) and including other players than the P5 (the European Union, Germany, Japan,
India, Brazil, South Africa). If the secondary institution does not accurately reflect the practised
primary institution, this affects the stability of both the primary and the secondary institution.

Should several primary institutions collapse at once, thus no longer contributing to the main-
tenance of order, there would be serious repercussions for international order. If only one primary
institution is shaking, it is probable that the continued reproduction of others could compensate for
the turbulence. In the case of great power management and sovereign equality, there is an ongoing
tension between them, as they are logically incongruent. This means that in a multipolar situation,
where great powermanagement is spread outmore thinly amongmore regional great powers rather
than among just the P5, it is probable that sovereign equality will be practised more consistently in
its place (for instance by General Assembly resolutions overriding Security Council inertia). This,
in turn, would probably lead to a more hands-off order, where it would be more difficult for the
West – which is as privileged by the post–World War II great powers arrangements as it was dur-
ing the earlier era of trusteeship, but which holds a minority position in the General Assembly –
to enforce its preferred course of action consistently. The order thus created would consequently
be less West-centric and probably less liberal, but not necessarily less ordered.

Conclusions
The aim of this article was to use the history of trusteeship to model the evolution of primary insti-
tutions, thus contributing to theorising change and stability in international order, by answering
the question of how to know whether order is stable, transforming, or disappearing. The overall
argument has been that, assuming that order changes and adapts in an ongoing fashion, it is the
emergence or decline of primary institutions that gives rise to more significant transformations in
order. Primary institutions over time emerge, evolve, peak in their ordering function, and decline,
with very tangible consequences for international order, notably the constitution of the implied
parties and the relations between them. In general terms, primary institutions are important for

121Compare Andrew Moravcsik, ‘The origins of human rights regimes: Democratic delegation in postwar Europe’,
International Organization (2000), pp. 217–52.

122Charlotta Friedner Parrat, ‘Institutional constraints and institutional tensions in the reform of the UN Security Council’,
in Tonny Brems Knudsen and Cornelia Navari (eds), International Organization in the Anarchical Society (Basingstoke:
Palgrave MacMillan, 2019), pp. 79–98.
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continuity, in the sense ofmaintaining international order. As long as they are routinely reproduced
in practice as in discursive legitimation, they contribute to stability and continuity by maintain-
ing a recognisable order. This happens in large part by the function they perform in defining the
involved players and the relations between them.

Conversely, primary institutions are also important for change in international order. Most
often, this change takes the shape of gradual, contingent evolution. The ongoing reproduction of
practice, as well as the continuous construction of its discursive legitimation, makes the institu-
tions seem stable over time, but this is largely due to their malleability and adaptability to gradual
and incremental change. Change may also come as quicker transformation, as was the case with
decolonisation, if the ordering functions of primary institutions suddenly cease. If orwhen primary
institutions are formalised into secondary institutions, notably within international organisations,
this very institutionalisation reduces their flexibility and may thereby affect their durability.

In conclusion, the current order can usefully be understood as based on a handful of primary
institutions defining the relevant players and the relationship between them. As long as those insti-
tutions are recreated, in practice and in discursive legitimation, international order remains stable,
albeit continuously evolving. If one of them is collapsing, and its ordering function is under-
mined by states withdrawing their consent from it, in practice and in discourse, as happened
during decolonisation, this may challenge and transform overall order. However, it does not lead
to a substitution of order with general disorder understood as unpredictability, as long as order
is continually reproduced by means of other primary institutions. It is not until several primary
institutions collapse simultaneously that overall international order risks disappearing. Therefore,
when we talk about the demise of the current order, what we actually talk about might in fact be
the transformation of order, from American/European leadership, rather than a demise of order
itself.
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