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OVERVIEW
  In this response to critiques of neoliberal institutionalism and various forms of in-
terpretive understanding by John Mearsheimer, a structural realist, the author uses 
the occasion to lay out succinctly his own constructivist approach to the IR field. 
Note that the term  critical IR theory  is used to capture postmodernists, construc-
tivists, feminists, and neo-Marxists; we use the term in a more limited sense. Also 
note that Wendt actually shares a number of realist assumptions, a perspective over 
which many constructivists would part company. Wendt also observes the need for 
dialogue across IR subfields, an issue address in the reading by Thomas Walker in 
 Chapter   1   .   

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    According to Wendt, what basic assumptions do realists and constructivists have in common? 

How do they differ in terms of their view of structure?   
   2.    On the issue of epistemology, do constructivists claim there can be objective knowledge of 

structures?   
   3.    What is Wendt’s rebuttal to Mearsheimer’s claim that realists are focused on a theory of war 

and critical theorists (including constructivists) a theory of peace?   
   4.    Can a “structure of shared knowledge” easily be changed? How does the example of former 

Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev relate to this question?    
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 John J. Mearsheimer’s “The False Promise of Inter-
national Institutions”  1   is welcome particularly in two 
respects. First, it is the most systematic attempt to 
date by a neorealist to address critical international 
relations (IR) theory.  2   Second, it reminds neoliberals 
and critical theorists, normally locked in their own 
tug-of-war, that they have a common, non-realist 
interest in the institutional bases of  international 

life.  3   “False Promise” is likely, therefore, to spur 
productive discussions on all sides. 

 Unfortunately, it will be hard for most criti-
cal theorists to take seriously a discussion of their 
research program so full of conflations, half-truths, 
and misunderstandings. However, to some extent 
misunderstanding is inevitable when anthropologists 
from one culture first explore another. A  dialogue 
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to neorealism is that it is not structural enough: that 
adopting the individualistic metaphors of micro-
economics restricts the effects of structures to state 
behavior, ignoring how they might also constitute 
state identities and interests.  6   Constructivists think 
that state interests are in important part constructed 
by systemic structures, not exogenous to them; this 
leads to a sociological rather than micro-economic 
structuralism. 

 Where neorealist and constructivist structural-
isms really differ, however, is in their assumptions 
about what structure is made of. Neorealists think 
it is made only of a distribution of material capa-
bilities, whereas constructivists think it is also made 
of social relationships. Social structures have three 
elements: shared knowledge, material resources, and 
practices.  7   

 First, social structures are defined, in part, by 
shared understandings, expectations, or knowledge. 
These constitute the actors in a situation and the 
nature of their relationships, whether cooperative 
or conflictual. A  security dilemma,  for example, is a 
social structure composed of intersubjective under-
standings in which states are so distrustful that they 
make worst-case assumptions about each others’ 
intentions, and as a result define their interests in 
self-help terms. A  security community  is a different 
social structure, one composed of shared knowledge 
in which states trust one another to resolve disputes 
without war.  8   This dependence of social structure 
on ideas is the sense in which constructivism has 
an idealist (or “idea-ist”) view of structure. What 
makes these ideas (and thus structure) “social,” 
however, is their intersubjective quality. In other 
words, sociality (in contrast to “materiality,” in the 
sense of brute physical capabilities), is about shared 
knowledge. 

 Second, social structures include material re-
sources like gold and tanks. In contrast to neo-
realists’ desocialized view of such capabilities, 
constructivists argue that material resources only 
acquire meaning for human action through the 
structure of shared knowledge in which they are 
embedded.  9   For example, 500 British nuclear weap-
ons are less threatening to the United States than 
5 North Korean nuclear weapons, because the British 
are friends of the United States and the North 
Koreans are not, and amity or enmity is a func-
tion of shared understandings. As students of world 
politics, neorealists would probably not disagree, 
but as theorists the example poses a big problem, 

between these two cultures is overdue, and “False 
Promise” is a good beginning. 

 Critical IR “theory,” however, is not a single 
theory. It is a family of theories that includes post-
modernists (Ashley, Walker), constructivists (Adler, 
Kratochwil, Ruggie, and now Katzenstein), neo-
Marxists (Cox, Gill), feminists (Peterson,  Sylvester), 
and others. What unites them is a concern with how 
world politics is “socially constructed,”  4   which 
involves two basic claims: that the fundamental 
structures of international politics are social rather 
than strictly material (a claim that opposes materi-
alism), and that these structures shape actors’ iden-
tities and interests, rather than just their behavior 
(a claim that opposes rationalism). However, hav-
ing these two claims in common no more makes 
critical theory a single theory than does the fact 
that neorealism and neoliberalism both use game 
theory makes them a single theory. Some critical 
theorists are statists and some are not; some believe 
in science and some do not; some are optimists 
and some pessimists; some stress process and some 
structure.  5   Thus, in my reply I speak only for my-
self as a “constructivist,” hoping that other critical 
theorists may agree with much of what I say. I 
address four issues: assumptions, objective knowl-
edge, explaining war and peace, and policymakers’ 
responsibilities. 

  For their exceptionally detailed and helpful com-
ments I am grateful to Mike Barnett, Mlada Bu-
kovansky, Bud Duvall, Peter Katzenstein, Mark 
Laffey, David Lumsdaine, Sylvia Maxfield, Nina 
Tannenwald, Jutta Weldes, and the members of 
the Yale IR Reading Group.  

Assumptions

 I share all five of Mearsheimer’s “realist” assump-
tions (p. 10): that international politics is anarchic, 
and that states have offensive capabilities, cannot 
be 100 percent certain about others’ intentions, 
wish to survive, and are rational. We even share two 
more: a commitment to states as units of analysis, 
and to the importance of systemic or “third image” 
theorizing. 

 The last bears emphasis, for in juxtaposing 
“structure” to “discourse” and in emphasizing 
the role of individuals in “critical theory” (p. 40), 
Mearsheimer obscures the fact that constructivists 
are structuralists. Indeed, one of our main objections 
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Objectivity

 Mearsheimer suggests that critical theorists do not 
believe that there is an objective world out there 
about which we can have knowledge (pp. 41ff). This 
is not the case. There are two issues here, ontologi-
cal and epistemological. 

 The ontological issue is whether social struc-
tures have an objective existence, which I addressed 
above. Social structures are collective phenomena 
that confront individuals as externally existing so-
cial facts. The Cold War was just as real for me as it 
was for Mearsheimer. 

 The epistemological issue is whether we can 
have objective knowledge of these structures. Here 
Mearsheimer ignores a key distinction between 
modern and postmodern critical theorists. The 
latter are indeed skeptical about the possibility of 
objective knowledge, although in their empirical 
work even they attend to evidence and inference. 
Constructivists, however, are modernists who fully 
endorse the scientific project of falsifying theories 
against evidence. In an article cited by Mearsheimer, 
I advocated a scientific-realist approach to social 
inquiry, which takes a very pro-science line.  11   And 
despite his claims, there is now a substantial body 
of constructivist empirical work that embodies a 
wholly conventional epistemology.  12   

 Mearsheimer is right, however, that critical 
theorists do not think we can make a clean distinc-
tion between subject and object. Then again, almost 
all philosophers of science today reject such a naive 
epistemology. All observation is theory- laden  in the 
sense that what we see is mediated by our existing 
theories, and to that extent knowledge is inherently 
problematic. But this does not mean that observa-
tion, let alone reality, is theory- determined.  The 
world is still out there constraining our beliefs, and 
may punish us for incorrect ones. Montezuma had 
a theory that the Spanish were gods, but it was 
wrong, with disastrous consequences. We do not 
have unmediated access to the world, but this does 
not preclude understanding how it works.  

Explaining War and Peace 

 Mearsheimer frames the debate between realists and 
critical theorists as one between a theory of war and 
a theory of peace. This is a fundamental mistake. So-
cial construction talk is like game theory talk: ana-
lytically neutral between conflict and  cooperation.  13   

since it completely eludes their materialist defini-
tion of structure. Material capabilities as such ex-
plain nothing; their effects presuppose structures of 
shared knowledge, which vary and which are not 
reducible to capabilities. Constructivism is therefore 
compatible with changes in material power affecting 
social relations (cf. Mearsheimer, p. 43), as long as 
those effects can be shown to presuppose still deeper 
social relations. 

 Third, social structures exist, not in actors’ 
heads nor in material capabilities, but in practices. 
Social structure exists only in process. The Cold 
War was a structure of shared knowledge that gov-
erned great power relations for forty years, but once 
they stopped acting on this basis, it was “over.” 

 In sum, social structures are real and objec-
tive, not “just talk.” But this objectivity depends 
on shared knowledge, and in that sense social life 
is “ideas all the way down” (until you get to biol-
ogy and natural resources). Thus, to ask “when do 
ideas, as opposed to power and interest, matter?” 
is to ask the wrong question. Ideas always matter, 
since power and interest do not have effects apart 
from the shared knowledge that constitutes them 
as such.  10   The real question, as Mearsheimer notes 
(p. 42), is why does one social structure exist, like 
self-help (in which power and self-interest determine 
behavior), rather than another, like collective secu-
rity (in which they do not). 

 The explanatory as opposed to normative char-
acter of this question bears emphasis. Constructiv-
ists have a normative interest in promoting social 
change, but they pursue this by trying to explain 
how seemingly natural social structures, like self-
help or the Cold War, are effects of practice (this is 
the “critical” side of critical theory). This makes me 
wonder about Mearsheimer’s repeated references 
(I count fourteen) to critical theorists’ “goals,” 
“aims,” and “hopes” to make peace and love pre-
vail on Earth. Even if we all had such hopes (which 
I doubt), and even if these were ethically wrong 
(though Mearsheimer seems to endorse them; p. 40), 
they are beside the point in evaluating critical theo-
ries of world politics. If critical theories fail, this 
will be because they do not explain how the world 
works, not because of their values. Emphasizing the 
latter recalls the old realist tactic of portraying op-
ponents as utopians more concerned with how the 
world ought to be than how it is. Critical theorists 
have normative commitments, just as neorealists do, 
but we are also simply trying to explain the world.  
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embedded, by a logic of reciprocity. If they milita-
rize, others will be threatened and arm themselves, 
creating security dilemmas in terms of which they 
will define egoistic identities and interests. But if they 
engage in policies of reassurance, as the Soviets did 
in the late 1980s, this will have a different effect on 
the structure of shared knowledge, moving it toward 
a security community. The depth of interdependence 
is a factor here, as is the role of revisionist states, 
whose actions are likely to be especially threaten-
ing. However, on the structural side, the ability of 
revisionist states to create a war of all against all 
depends on the structure of shared knowledge into 
which they enter. If past interactions have created a 
structure in which status quo states are divided or 
naive, revisionists will prosper and the system will 
tend toward a Hobbesian world in which power 
and self-interest rule. In contrast, if past interactions 
have created a structure in which status quo states 
trust and identify with each other, predators are 
more likely to face collective security responses like 
the Gulf War.  19    History matters.   Security dilemmas 
are not acts of God: they are effects of practice. This 
does not mean that once created they can necessarily 
be escaped (they are, after all, “dilemmas”), but it 
puts the causal locus in the right place. 

 Contrast this explanation of power politics 
with the “poverty of neorealism.”  20   Mearsheimer 
thinks it significant that in anarchy, states cannot 
be 100 percent certain that others will not attack. 
Yet even in domestic society, I cannot be certain 
that I will be safe walking to class. There are no 
guarantees in life, domestic or international, but the 
fact that in anarchy war is possible does not mean 
“it may at any moment occur.”  21   Indeed, it may be 
quite unlikely, as it is in most interactions today. 
Possibility is not probability. Anarchy as such is not 
a structural cause of anything. What matters is its 
social structure, which varies across anarchies. An 
anarchy of friends differs from one of enemies, one 
of self-help from one of collective security, and these 
are all constituted by structures of shared knowl-
edge. Mearsheimer does not provide an argument 
for why this is wrong; he simply asserts that it is. 

 Other realist explanations for power politics 
fare somewhat better. Although neorealists want to 
eschew arguments from human nature, even they 
would agree that to the extent human-beings-in-
groups are prone to fear and competition, it may 
predispose them to war.  22   However, this factor 
faces countervailing dynamics of interdependence 

Critical theory does not predict peace.  14   War no 
more disproves critical theory than peace disproves 
realism. The confusion stems from conflating de-
scription and explanation. 

 The descriptive issue is the extent to which 
states engage in practices of  realpolitik  (warfare, 
balancing, relative-gains seeking) versus accepting 
the rule of law and institutional constraints on their 
autonomy. States sometimes do engage in power poli-
tics, but this hardly describes all of the past 1300 years, 
and even less today, when most states follow most 
international law most of the time,  15   and when war 
and security dilemmas are the exception rather than 
the rule, Great Powers no longer tend to conquer 
small ones, and free trade is expanding rather than 
contracting.  16   The relative frequency of  realpolitik,  
however, has nothing to do with “realism.” Realism 
should be seen as an explanation of  realpolitik,  not 
a description of it. Conflating the two makes it im-
possible to tell how well the one explains the other, 
and leads to the tautology that war makes realism 
true. Realism does not have a monopoly on the ugly 
and brutal side of international life. Even if we agree 
on a  realpolitik  description, we can reject a realist 
explanation. 

 The explanatory issue is  why  states engage 
in war or peace. Mearsheimer’s portrayal of con-
structivist “causal logic” on this issue is about 30 
percent right. The logic has two elements, struc-
ture and agency. On the one hand, constructivist 
theorizing tries to show how the social structure 
of a system makes actions possible by constitut-
ing  actors with certain identities and interests, and 
material capabilities with certain meanings. Missing 
from Mearsheimer’s account is the constructivist 
emphasis on how agency and interaction produce 
and  reproduce structures of shared knowledge 
over time. Since it is not possible here to discuss 
the various  dynamics through which this process 
takes place,  17   let me illustrate instead. And since 
Mearsheimer does not offer a neorealist explanation 
for inter-state cooperation, conceding that terrain 
to institutionalists, let me focus on the “hard case” 
of why states sometimes get into security dilemmas 
and war, that is, why they sometimes engage in 
  realpolitik  behavior. 

 In “Anarchy Is What States Make of It” I argued 
that such behavior is a self-fulfilling prophecy,  18   and 
that this is due to both agency and social structure. 
Thus, on the agency side, what states do to each 
other affects the social structure in which they are 
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 Neorealists’ growing reliance on social factors 
to do their explanatory work suggests that if ever 
there were a candidate for a degenerating research 
program in IR theory, this is it.  26   The progressive re-
sponse (in the Lakatosian sense) would be to return 
to realism’s materialist roots by showing that the 
background understandings that give capabilities 
meaning are caused by still deeper material condi-
tions, or that capabilities have intrinsic meaning 
that cannot be ignored. To show that the mate-
rial base determines international superstructure, in 
other words, realists should be purging their theory 
of social content, not adding it as they are doing.  27   
And anti-realists, in turn, should be trying to show 
how the causal powers of material facts presuppose 
social content, not trying to show that institutions 
explain additional variance beyond that explained 
by the distribution of power and interest, as if the 
latter were a privileged pre-social baseline.  

Responsibility

 An important virtue of “False Promise” is that it links 
neorealism and its rivals to the ethical responsibilities 
of foreign policymakers. These responsibilities depend 
in part on how much it is possible to change the 
structure of shared knowledge within anarchy. If such 
change is impossible, then Mearsheimer is right that 
it would be irresponsible for those charged with na-
tional security to pursue it. On the other hand, if it is 
possible, then it would be irresponsible to pursue poli-
cies that perpetuate destructive old orders, especially 
if we care about the well-being of future generations. 

 To say that structures are socially constructed is 
no guarantee that they can be changed.  28   Sometimes 
social structures so constrain action that transfor-
mative strategies are impossible. This goes back to 
the collective nature of social structures; structural 
change depends on changing a system of expecta-
tions that may be mutually reinforcing. A key is-
sue in determining policymakers’ responsibilities, 
therefore, is how much “slack” a social structure 
contains. Neorealists think there is little slack in 
the system, and thus states that deviate from power 
politics will get punished or killed by the “logic” of 
anarchy. Institutionalists think such dangers have 
been greatly reduced by institutions such as sover-
eignty and the democratic peace, and that there is 
therefore more possibility for peaceful change. 

 The example of Gorbachev is instructive in this 
respect, since the Cold War was a highly conflictual 

and collective identity formation, which sometimes 
overcome it. The distribution of material capabili-
ties also matters, especially if offense is dominant, 
and military build-ups will of course concern other 
states. Again, however, the meaning of power de-
pends on the underlying structure of shared knowl-
edge. A British buildup will be less threatening to the 
United States than a North Korean one, and build-
ups are less likely to occur in a security community 
than in a security dilemma. 

 In order to get from anarchy and material forces 
to power politics and war, therefore, neorealists 
have been forced to make additional,  ad hoc  as-
sumptions about the social structure of the interna-
tional system. We see this in Mearsheimer’s interest 
in “hyper-nationalism,” Stephen Walt’s emphasis 
on ideology in the “balance of threat,” Randall 
Schweller’s focus on the status quo-revisionist dis-
tinction and, as I argued in my “Anarchy” piece, 
in Waltz’s assumption that anarchies are self-help 
systems.  23   Incorporating these assumptions gener-
ates more explanatory power, but how? In these 
cases the crucial causal work is done by social, not 
material, factors. This is the core of a constructivist 
view of structure, not a neorealist one. 

 The problem becomes even more acute when 
neorealists try to explain the relative absence of 
inter-state war in today’s world. If anarchy is so 
determining, why are there not more Bosnias? Why 
are weak states not getting killed off left and right? 
It stretches credulity to think that the peace be-
tween Norway and Sweden, or the United States and 
Canada, or Nigeria and Benin are all due to material 
balancing. Mearsheimer says cooperation is possible 
when core interests are not threatened (p. 25), and 
that “some states are especially friendly for histori-
cal or ideological reasons” (p. 31). But this totally 
begs the question of why in an ostensibly “realist” 
world states do not find their interests continually 
threatened by others, and the question of how they 
might become friends. Perhaps Mearsheimer would 
say that most states today are status quo and sov-
ereign.  24   But again this begs the question. What is 
sovereignty if not an institution of mutual recogni-
tion and non-intervention? And is not being “status 
quo” related to the internalization of this institu-
tion in state interests? David Strang has argued that 
those states recognized as sovereign have better sur-
vival prospects in anarchy than those that are not.  25   
Far from challenging this argument, Mearsheimer 
presupposes it. 
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   2.   Other efforts include Robert Gilpin, “The Richness 
of the Tradition of Political Realism,”  International Or-
ganization,  38, 2 (Spring 1984), 287–304, and Markus 
Fischer, “Feudal Europe, 800–1300,”  International Or-
ganization,  46, 2 (Spring 1992), 427–466.  
   3.   On neoliberalism and critical theory, see Robert 
Keohane, “International Institutions: Two Approaches,” 
 International Studies Quarterly,  32, 4 (December 1988), 
379–396, and Wendt, “Collective Identity Formation and 
the International State,”  American Political Science Re-
view,  88, 2 (June 1994), 384–396. Mearsheimer treats 
collective security as a third form of institutionalism, but 
this is unwarranted. Collective security is an approach to 
international order, arguable on either neoliberal or criti-
cal grounds, not a form of institutional analysis.  
   4.   This makes them all “constructivist” in a broad 
sense, but as the critical literature has evolved, this term 
has become applied to one particular school.  
   5.   These are far more than differences of “emphasis,” as 
suggested by Mearsheimer’s disclaimer, note 127.  
   6.   “Constitute” is an important term in critical theory, 
with a special meaning that is not captured by related 
terms like “comprise,” “consist of,” or “cause.” To say 
that “X [for example, a social structure] constitutes Y [for 
example, an agent],” is to say that the properties of those 
agents are made possible by, and would not exist in the ab-
sence of, the structure by which they are “constituted.” A 
constitutive relationship establishes a conceptually neces-
sary or logical connection between X and Y, in contrast to 
the contingent connection between independently existing 
entities that is established by causal relationships. 

 The identity-behavior distinction is partly captured by 
Robert Powell’s distinction between preferences over out-
comes and preferences over strategies; Robert Powell, “An-
archy in International Relations Theory,”  International 
Organization,  48, 2 (Spring 1994), 313–344. The main 
exception to the mainstream neglect of structural effects 
on state identity is Kenneth Waltz’s argument that anarchy 
produces “like units”; Kenneth Waltz,  Theory of Interna-
tional Politics  (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979), 
74–77. Constructivists think there are more possibilities 
than this; see Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy Is What States 
Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics,” 
 International Organization,  46, 2 (Spring 1992), 391–425.  
   7.   What follows could also serve as a rough definition 
of “discourse.”  
   8.   See Karl Deutsch et al.,  Political Community and 
the North Atlantic Area  (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1957).  
   9.   For a good general discussion of this point, see Doug-
las Porpora, “Cultural Rules and Material Relations,” 
 Sociological Theory,  11, 2 (July 1993), 212–229.  
   10.   On the social content of interests, see Roy D’ 
D’Andrade and Claudia Strauss, eds.,  Human Motives 
and Cultural Models  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992).  

social structure. I agree with Mearsheimer (p. 46) 
that Soviet nuclear forces gave Gorbachev a margin 
of safety for his policies. Yet someone else in his 
place might have found a more aggressive solution 
to a decline in power. What is so important about 
the Gorbachev regime is that it had the courage to 
see how the Soviets’ own practices sustained the 
Cold War, and to undertake a reassessment of West-
ern intentions. This is exactly what a constructivist 
would do, but not a neorealist, who would eschew 
attention to such social factors as naive and as mere 
superstructure. Indeed, what is so striking about 
neorealism is its total neglect of the explanatory 
role of state practice.  29   It does not seem to matter 
what states do: Brezhnev, Gorbachev, Zhirinovsky, 
what difference does it make? The logic of anarchy 
will always bring us back to square one. This is 
a disturbing attitude if  realpolitik  causes the very 
conditions to which it is a response; to the extent 
that realism counsels  realpolitik,  therefore, it is part 
of the problem. Mearsheimer says critical theorists 
are “intolerant” of realists for this reason (p. 42). 
The ironies of this suggestion aside, what matters 
is getting policymakers to accept responsibility for 
solving conflicts rather than simply managing or 
exploiting them. If neorealism can move us in that 
direction, then it should, but as I see it, neorealist 
ethics come down to “ sauve qui peut. ” 

 To analyze the social construction of international 
politics is to analyze how processes of interaction pro-
duce and reproduce the social structures—cooperative 
or conflictual—that shape actors’ identities and inter-
ests and the significance of their material contexts. 
It is opposed to two rivals: the materialist view, of 
which neorealism is one expression, that material 
forces  per se  determine international life, and the 
rational choice–theoretic view that interaction does 
not change identities and interests. Mearsheimer’s 
essay is an important opening to the comparative 
evaluation of these hypotheses. But neorealists will 
contribute nothing further to the debate so long as 
they think that constructivists are subversive utopians 
who do not believe in a real world and who expect 
peace in our time.  
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Constructing Norms of Humanitarian 
Intervention

MA R T H A FI N N E M O R E

OVERVIEW
 Finnemore argues that realist and liberal theories have not provided good explana-
tions for the increase in humanitarian interventions since the end of the Cold War 
by states to protect citizens other than their own. National interest does not seem 
to be the driving factor. Finnemore argues that one must consider the changing nor-
mative context within which such interventions occur. Attention to international 
norms and the way they structure interests in coordinated ways across the inter-
national system is the key research task. This article is a good example of taking 
some key constructivist concepts and assumptions and applying them to empirical 
case studies.  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    Humanitarian military interventions have occurred in some states with no apparent geostrate-

gic or economic interests to the intervening states. What explanatory problem does this pose 
for realist and liberal theories?   

   2.    According to Finnemore, why is the normative context important for understanding this pat-
tern of humanitarian intervention? How does this relate to actors’ interests?   

   3.    Why do liberal explanations emphasizing the promotion of democracy, like realist explana-
tions, fall short of the evidence provided in the case studies cited?   

   4.    What is the relationship among norms, interests, and actions?    

From “Constructing Norms of Humanitarian Intervention” by Martha Finnemore in  The Culture of National Security , 
ed. Peter Katzenstein. Copyright © 1996 Columbia University Press. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

 Since the end of the Cold War, states have increas-
ingly come under pressure to intervene militarily 
and, in fact,  have  intervened militarily to protect 
citizens other than their own from humanitarian di-
sasters. Recent efforts to enforce protected areas for 
Kurds and no-fly zones over Shiites in Iraq, efforts 
to alleviate starvation and establish some kind of po-
litical order in Somalia, the huge UN military effort 
to disarm parties and rebuild a state in Cambodia, 
and to some extent even the military actions to bring 
humanitarian relief in Bosnia are all instances of 

military action whose primary goal is not territorial 
or strategic but humanitarian. 

 Realist and liberal theories do not provide good 
explanations for this behavior. The interests that 
these theories impute to states are geostrategic and/
or economic, yet many or most of these interven-
tions occur in states of negligible geostrategic or 
economic importance to the interveners. Thus, no 
obvious national interest is at stake for the states 
bearing the burden of the military intervention in 
most if not all of the these cases. Somalia is perhaps 
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establishes the norms explanation as plausible. The 
failure of alternative explanations to account for 
changing patterns of intervention behavior increases 
the credibility of the norms approach. I conclude 
with a discussion of ways to move beyond this plau-
sibility probe. 

 The analysis proceeds in five parts. The first 
shows that realist and liberal approaches to in-
ternational politics do not explain humanitarian 
intervention as a practice, much less change in that 
practice over time, because of their exogenous and 
static treatment of interests. A constructivist ap-
proach that attends to the role of international 
norms can remedy this by allowing us to prob-
lematize interests and their change over time. The 
next section examines humanitarian action in the 
nineteenth century. It shows that humanitarian ac-
tion and even intervention on behalf of Christians 
being threatened or mistreated by the Ottoman 
Turks were carried out occasionally throughout 
the nineteenth century. However, only Christians 
appear to be deserving targets of humanitarian in-
tervention; mistreatment of other groups does not 
evoke similar concern. 

 The third section investigates the expansion of 
this definition of “humanity” by examining efforts 
to abolish slavery, the slave trade, and colonization. 
Protection of nonwhite non-Christians did become 
a motivation for military action by states, especially 
Great Britain, in the early nineteenth century, when 
efforts to stop the slave trade began in earnest. But 
the scope of this humanitarian action was limited. 
Britain acted to stop commerce in slaves on the high 
seas; she did not intervene militarily to protect them 
inside other states or to abolish slavery as a domes-
tic institution of property rights. It was not until 
decolonization that this redefinition of “humanity” 
in more universal terms (not just Christians, not just 
whites) was consolidated. 

 The fourth section briefly reviews humani-
tarian intervention as a state practice since 1945, 
paying particular attention to the multilateral and 
institutional requirements that have evolved for 
 humanitarian intervention. Contemporary multi-
lateralism differs qualitatively from previous modes 
of joint state action and has important implications 
for the planning and execution of humanitarian 
 interventions. The essay concludes by outlining 
questions about the role and origins of norms that 
are not treated here but could be addressed in future 
research. 

the clearest example of military action undertaken 
in a state of little or no strategic or economic im-
portance to the principal intervener. Similarly, the 
states that played central roles in the UN military 
action in Cambodia were, with the exception of 
China, not states that had any obvious geostrategic 
interests there by 1989; China, which did have a 
geostragetic interest, bore little of the burden of 
intervening. Realism and liberalism offer powerful 
explanations for the Persian Gulf war but have little 
to say about the extension of that war to Kurdish 
and Shiite protection through the enforcement of 
UN Resolution 688. The United States, France, and 
Britain have been allowing abuse of the Kurds for 
centuries. Why they should start caring about them 
now is not clear. 

 The recent pattern of humanitarian interven-
tions raises the issue of what interests intervening 
states could possibly be pursuing. In most of these 
cases, the intervention targets are insignificant by 
any usual measure of geostrategic or economic inter-
est. Why, then, do states intervene? 

 This essay argues that the pattern of inter-
vention cannot be understood apart from the 
changing normative context in which it occurs. 
Normative context is important because it shapes 
conceptions of interest. Standard analytic assump-
tions about states and other actors pursuing their 
interests tend to leave the sources of interests 
vague or unspecified. The contention here is that 
international normative context shapes the inter-
ests of international actors and does so in both 
systematic and systemic ways. Unlike psychologi-
cal variables that operate at the individual level, 
norms can be systemic-level variables in both ori-
gin and effects.  1   Because they are inter-subjective, 
rather than merely subjective, widely held norms 
are not idiosyncratic in their effects. Instead, they 
leave broad patterns of the sort that social science 
strives to explain. 

 In this essay I examine the role of humanitarian 
norms in shaping patterns of humanitarian mili-
tary intervention over the past 150 years.  2   I show 
that shifts in intervention behavior correspond with 
changes in normative standards articulated by states 
concerning appropriate ends and means of military 
intervention. Specifically, normative understandings 
about which human beings merit military protection 
and about the way in which such protection must 
be implemented have changed, and state behavior 
has changed accordingly. This broad correlation 
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But such arguments also run afoul of the evidence. 
The U.S. consistently refused to take on the state-
building and democratization mission in Somalia 
that liberal arguments would have expected to be at 
the heart of U.S. efforts. Similarly, the UN stopped 
short of authorizing an overthrow of Saddam Hus-
sein in Iraq even when it was militarily possible and 
supported by many in the U.S. armed forces. The 
UN, and especially the U.S., have emphasized the 
humanitarian rather than the democratizing nature 
of these interventions, both rhetorically and in their 
actions on the ground. 

 None of these realist or liberal approaches pro-
vides an answer to the question, What interests are 
intervening states pursuing? In part this is a problem 
of theoretical focus. Realism and most liberals do 
not investigate interests; they assume them. Inter-
ests are givens in these approaches and need to be 
specified before analysis can begin. In this case, 
however, the problem is also substantive. The geo-
strategic and economic interests specified by these 
approaches appear to be wrong. 

 Investigating interests requires a different kind 
of theoretical approach. Attention to international 
norms and the way they structure interests in coor-
dinated ways across the international system pro-
vides such an approach. Further, a norms approach 
addresses an issue obscured by approaches that treat 
interests exogenously: it focuses attention on the 
ways in which interests change. Since norms are so-
cially constructed, they evolve with changes in social 
interaction. Understanding this normative evolution 
and the changing interests it creates is a major focus 
of a constructivist research program and of this 
analysis. 

 A constructivist approach does not deny that 
power and interest are important. They are. Rather, 
it asks a different and prior set of questions; it asks 
what interests  are,  and it investigates the ends to 
which and the means by which power will be used. 
The answers to these questions are not simply id-
iosyncratic and unique to each actor. The social 
nature of international politics creates normative 
understandings among actors that, in turn, coor-
dinate values, expectations, and behavior. Because 
norms make similar behavioral claims on dissimilar 
actors, they create coordinated patterns of behavior 
that we can study and about which we can theorize.  3   

 Before beginning the analysis, let me clarify the 
relationship postulated here among norms, inter-
ests, and actions. In this essay I understand norms 

Using Norms to Understand 
International Politics 

 Humanitarian intervention looks odd from con-
ventional perspectives on international political 
behavior because it does not conform to the con-
ceptions of interest that they specify. Realists would 
expect to see some geostrategic or political advan-
tage to be gained by intervening states. Neoliberals 
might emphasize economic or trade advantages for 
interveners. 

 As I discussed in the introduction, it is difficult 
to identify the advantage for the intervener in most 
post-1989 cases. The 1989 U.S. action in Somalia 
is a clear case of intervention without obvious in-
terests. Economically Somalia was insignificant to 
the United States. Security interests are also hard to 
find. The U.S. had voluntarily given up its base at 
Berbera in Somalia because advances in communi-
cations and aircraft technology made it obsolete for 
the communications and refueling purposes it once 
served. Further, the U.S. intervention in that country 
was not carried out in a way that would have fur-
thered strategic interests. If the U.S. had truly had 
designs on Somalia, it should have welcomed the 
role of disarming the clans. It did not. The U.S. re-
sisted UN pressures to “pacify” the country as part 
of its mission. In fact, U.S. officials were clearly and 
consistently interested not in controlling any part of 
Somalia but in getting out of the country as soon as 
possible—sooner, indeed, than the UN would have 
liked. The fact that some administration officials 
opposed the Somalia intervention on precisely the 
grounds that no vital U.S. interest was involved 
underscores the realists’ problem. 

 Intervention to reconstruct Cambodia presents 
similar anomalies. The country is economically in-
significant to the intereveners and, with the end of 
the Cold War, was strategically significant to none 
of the five on the UN Security Council except China, 
which bore very little of the intervention burden. 
Indeed, U.S. involvement appears to have been mo-
tivated by domestic opposition to the return of the 
Khmer Rouge on moral grounds—another anomaly 
for these approaches—rather than by geopolitical or 
economic interests. 

 Liberals of a more classical and Kantian type 
might argue that these interventions have been mo-
tivated by an interest in promoting democracy and 
liberal values. After all, the UN’s political blue-
print for reconstructing these states is a liberal one. 



312 MARTHA FINNEMORE

and standards of right conduct that they themselves 
articulate. But they do not always—or even often—
do so. Aggregate behavior over long periods shows 
patterns that correspond to notions of right conduct 
over time. As shared understandings about who is 
“human” and about how intervention to protect 
those people must be carried out change, behavior 
shifts accordingly in ways not correlated with stan-
dard conceptions of interests. 

 We can investigate these changes by comparing 
humanitarian intervention practice in the nineteenth 
century with that of the twentieth century. The 
analysis is instructive in a number of ways. First, 
the analysis shows that humanitarian justifications 
for state action and state use of force are not new. 

 Second, the analysis shows that while humani-
tarian justifications for action have been important 
for centuries, the content and application of those 
justifications have changed over time. Specifically, 
states’ perceptions of  which  human beings merit 
intervention has changed. I treat this not as a change 
of  identity,  but as a change of  identification.  Non-
white non-Christians always knew they were human. 
What changed was perceptions of Europeans about 
them. People in Western states began to identify 
with non-Western populations during the twentieth 
century, with profound political consequences, for 
humanitarian intervention, among other things. Per-
haps one could argue that the identity of the West-
ern states changed, but I am not sure how one would 
characterize or operationalize such a change. Cer-
tainly Western states have not taken on an identity 
of “humanitarian state.” Far too many inhumane 
acts have been committed by these states in this 
century to make such a characterization credible—
nor do Western states themselves proclaim any such 
identity. Besides, these states were “humanitarian” 
on their own terms in the nineteenth century. What 
has changed is not the fact of the humanitarian be-
havior but its focus. Identification emphasizes the 
affective relationships between actors rather than 
the characteristics of a single actor.  5   Further, identi-
fication is an ordinal concept, allowing for degrees 
of affect as well as changes in the focus of affect. 
Identification—of Western Europeans with Greeks 
and of Russians with their fellow Slavs—existed 
in the nineteenth century. The task is to explain 
how and why this identification expanded to other 
groups. 

 Third, the analysis highlights contestation over 
these normative justifications and links it to change. 

to shape interests and interests to shape action. Nei-
ther connection is determinative. Factors other than 
norms may shape interests, and certainly no single 
norm or norm set is likely to shape a state’s inter-
ests on any given issue. In turn, factors other than 
state interests, most obviously power constraints, 
shape behavior and outcomes. Thus, the connection 
assumed here between norms and action is one in 
which norms create permissive conditions for action 
but do not determine action. Changing norms may 
change state interests and create new interests (in 
this case, interests in protecting non-European non-
Christians and in doing so multilaterally through an 
international organization). But the fact that states 
are now interested in these issues does not guarantee 
pursuit of these interests over all others on all occa-
sions. New or changed norms enable new or differ-
ent behaviors; they do not ensure such behaviors. 

 I should also offer a rationale for examining jus-
tifications for intervention as an indicator of norms 
and norm change. The conventional wisdom is that 
justifications are mere fig leaves behind which states 
hide their less savory and more self-interested rea-
sons for actions. Motivation is what matters; justifi-
cation is not important. 

 It is true that justification does not equal moti-
vation. Humanitarian justifications have been used 
to disguise baser motives in more than one interven-
tion. More frequently, motives for intervention are 
mixed; humanitarian motives may be genuine but 
may be only one part of a larger constellation of 
motivations driving state action.  4   Untangling precise 
motivations for intervention is difficult and would 
be impossible in an essay of this length and histori-
cal breadth. 

 The focus here is justification, and for the pur-
poses of this study justification  is  important be-
cause it speaks directly to normative context. When 
states justify their interventions, they are drawing 
on and articulating shared values and expectations 
held by other decision makers and other publics 
in other states. It is literally an attempt to connect 
one’s actions to standards of justice or, perhaps 
more generically, to standards of appropriate and 
acceptable behavior. Thus through an examination 
of justifications we can begin to piece together what 
those internationally held standards are and how 
they may change over time. 

 My aim here is to establish the plausibility and 
utility of norms as an explanation for international 
behavior. States may violate international norms 
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of these norms or norm-bundles in international or-
ganizations (such as the UN) further increases the 
power and elaboration of the normative claims. . . .  

Multilateral Intervention 
in Humanitarian Disasters 

 To be legitimate, humanitarian intervention must be 
multilateral. The Cold War made such multilateral 
efforts politically difficult to orchestrate, but since 
1989 several large-scale interventions have been 
carried out claiming humanitarian justifications as 
their primary raison d’être. All have been multilat-
eral. Most visible among these have been: 

   j   the U.S., British, and French efforts to protect 
Kurdish and Shite populations inside Iraq 
following the Gulf War;  

  j   the UNTAC mission to end civil war and 
reestablish a democratic political order in 
Cambodia;  

  j   the large-scale UN effort to end starvation and 
construct a democratic state in Somalia; and  

  j   current, albeit limited, efforts by UN and 
NATO troops to protect civilian, especially 
Muslim, populations from primarily Serbian 
forces in Bosnia.   

 While these efforts have attracted varying 
amounts of criticism concerning their effectiveness, 
they have received little or no criticism of their legiti-
macy. Further, and unlike their nineteenth- century 
counterparts, all have been organized through stand-
ing international organizations—most often the 
United Nations. Indeed, the UN charter has pro-
vided the framework in which much of the nor-
mative contestation over intervention practices has 
occurred since 1945. Specifically, the charter en-
shrines two principles that at times, and perhaps 
increasingly, conflict. On the one hand, article 2 
enshrines states’ sovereign rights as the organizing 
principle of the international system. The corollary 
for intervention is a near absolute rule of noninter-
vention. On the other hand, article 1 of the charter 
emphasizes promoting respect for human rights and 
justice as a fundamental mission of the organization, 
and subsequent UN actions (adoption of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights, among them) 
have strengthened these claims. Gross humanitarian 
abuses by states against their own citizens of the 
kinds discussed in this essay bring these two central 
principles into conflict. 

Ironically, while norms are inherently consensual 
(they exist only as convergent expectations or in-
ter-subjective understandings), they evolve in part 
through challenges to that consensus. Some chal-
lenges succeed, some fail. The analysis traces the 
challenges posed by humanitarian claims, noting 
where they succeed and where they have failed. 
It also points to instances of continued contesta-
tion, even over norms that appear to be gaining 
wider acceptance. Humanitarian norms have risen 
in prominence, but their acceptance is still limited 
and contested; certainly there are many forms of in-
tervention, particularly unilateral intervention, that 
apparently cannot be justified even by humanitarian 
norms. 

 Fourth, the analysis relates evolving humanitar-
ian intervention norms to other normative changes 
over the past century. When humanitarian interven-
tion is viewed in a broader normative context, it 
becomes clear that changes in this particular norm 
are only one manifestation of the changes in a larger 
set of humanitarian norms that have become more 
visible and more powerful in the past fifty or one 
hundred years. Particularly prominent among these 
changing norms are the norms of decolonization 
and self-determination, which involved a redefini-
tion and universalization of “humanity” for Eu-
ropeans that changed the evolution of sovereignty 
and of humanitarian discourse (both of which are 
essential components of humanitarian intervention). 
Thus mutually reinforcing and consistent norms ap-
pear to strengthen each other; success in one area 
(such as decolonization) strengthens and legitimates 
claims in logically and morally related norms (such 
as human rights and humanitarian intervention). 
The relationship identified between decolonization 
and humanitarian intervention suggests the impor-
tance of viewing norms not as individual “things” 
floating atomistically in some international social 
space but rather as part of a highly structured social 
context. It may make more sense to think of a fabric 
of interlocking and interwoven norms rather than 
individual norms of this or that—as current schol-
arship, my own included, has been inclined to do.  6   

 Finally, the analysis emphasizes the structuring 
and organization of the international normative con-
text. Examination of humanitarian norms and inter-
vention suggests that norm institutionalization, by 
which I mean the way norms become embedded in 
international organizations and institutions, is criti-
cal to patterns of norm evolution.  Institutionalization 
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multilateral only in the sense that more than one 
state had forces in the area at the same time. There 
was little joint planning and no integration of forces 
from different states. By contrast, contemporary 
multilateralism requires extensive joint planning 
and force integration. UN norms require that inter-
vening forces be composed not just of troops from 
more than one state but of troops from disinterested 
states, preferably not great powers—precisely the 
opposite nineteenth-century multilateral practice. 

 Contemporary multilateralism is political and 
normative, not strategic. It is shaped by shared no-
tions about when the use of force is legitimate and 
appropriate. Contemporary legitimacy criteria for 
the use of force, in turn, derive from these shared 
principles, articulated most often through the UN, 
about consultation and coordination with other 
states before acting and about multinational com-
position of forces. U.S. interventions in Somalia and 
Haiti were not made multilateral because the U.S. 
needed the involvement of other states for military 
or strategic reasons. The U.S. was capable of sup-
plying the forces necessary and, in fact, did supply 
the lion’s share of the forces. No other great power 
was particularly worried about U.S. opportunism 
in these areas, and so none joined the action for 
surveillance reasons. These interventions were mul-
tilateral for political and normative reasons. For 
these operations to be legitimate and politically ac-
ceptable, the U.S. needed UN authorization and 
international participation. Whereas Russia, France, 
and Britain tolerated each other’s presence in the 
operation to save Christians from the infidel Turk, 
the U.S. had to beg other states to join it for a hu-
manitarian operation in Haiti. 

 Multilateral norms create political benefits for 
conformance and costs for nonconforming action. 
They create, in part, the structure of incentives fac-
ing states. Realists or neoliberal institutionalists 
might argue that in the contemporary world, mul-
tilateral behavior is efficient and unproblematically 
self-interested because multilateralism helps to gen-
erate political support both domestically and inter-
nationally for intervention. But this argument only 
begs the question,  Why  is multilateralism necessary 
to generate political support? It was not necessary 
in the nineteenth century. Indeed, multilateralism as 
currently practiced was inconceivable in the nine-
teenth century. As was discussed earlier, there is 
nothing about the logic of multilateralism itself that 
makes it clearly superior to unilateral action. Each 

 The humanitarian intervention norms that have 
evolved within these conflicting principles appear to 
allow intervention in cases of humanitarian disaster 
and abuse, but with at least two caveats. First, they 
are permissive norms only. They do not require 
intervention, as the cases of Burundi, Sudan, and 
other states make clear. Second, they place strict 
requirements on the ways in which intervention, if 
employed, may be carried out: Humanitarian inter-
vention must be multilateral if states are to accept it 
as legitimate and genuinely humanitarian. Further, 
it must be organized under UN auspices or with 
explicit UN consent. If at all possible, the interven-
tion force should be composed according to UN 
procedures, meaning that intervening forces must 
include some number of troops from “disinterested” 
states, usually midlevel powers outside the region of 
conflict—another dimension of multilateralism not 
found in nineteenth-century practice. 

 Contemporary multilateralism thus differs 
from the multilateral action of the nineteenth cen-
tury. The latter was what John Ruggie might call 
“quantitative” multilateralism and only thinly so.  7   
Nineteenth-century multilateralism was strategic. 
States intervened together to keep an eye on each 
other and discourage adventurism or exploitation 
of the situation for nonhumanitarian gains. Multi-
lateralism was driven by shared fears and perceived 
threats, not by shared norms and principles. States 
did not even coordinate and collaborate extensively 
to achieve their goals. Military deployments in the 
nineteenth century may have been contemporane-
ous, but they were largely separate; there was virtu-
ally no joint planning or coordination of operations. 
This follows logically from the nature of multilater-
alism, since strategic surveillance of one’s partners 
is not a shared goal but a private one. 

 Recent interventions exhibit much more of what 
Ruggie calls the “qualitative dimension” of multilat-
eralism. They are organized according to and in 
defense of “generalized principles” of international 
responsibility and the use of military force, many of 
which are codified in the United Nations charter, 
declarations, and standard operating procedures. 
These emphasize international responsibilities for 
ensuring human rights and justice and dictate ap-
propriate means of intervening, such as the neces-
sity of obtaining Security Council authorization for 
action. The difference between contemporary and 
nineteenth-century multilateralism also appears at 
the operational level. The Greek intervention was 
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Bulgaria in the 1870s; France was similarly allowed 
to intervene unilaterally, with no companion force 
to guard against adventurism. These claims were 
not contested, much less rejected, by other states, 
as the claims of India, Tanzania, and Vietnam were 
(or would have been, had they made such claims) a 
century later, despite the fact that Russia, at least, 
had nonhumanitarian motives to intervene. By the 
twentieth century, not only does multilateralism ap-
pear to be necessary to claim humanitarian justifi-
cations but sanction by the United Nations or some 
other formal organization is also required. The U.S., 
Britain, and France, for example, went out of their 
way to find authority in UN resolutions for their 
protection of Kurds in Iraq. 

 The foregoing account also illustrates that 
these changes have come about through continual 
contestation over norms related to humanitar-
ian intervention. The abolition of slavery, of the 
slave trade, and of colonization were all highly 
visible, often very violent, international contests 
about norms. Over time some norms won, others 
lost. The result was that by the second half of the 
twentieth century norms about who was “human” 
had changed, expanding the population deserv-
ing of humanitarian protection. At the same time 
norms about multilateral action had been strength-
ened, making multilateralism not just attractive but 
 imperative. 

 Finally, I have argued here that the interna-
tional normative fabric has become increasingly 
institutionalized in formal international organiza-
tions, particularly the United Nations. As recent 
action in Iraq suggests, action in concert with others 
is not enough to confer legitimacy on intervention 
actions. States also actively seek authorization from 
the United Nations and restrain their actions to con-
form to that authorization (as the U.S. did in not go-
ing to Baghdad during the Gulf war).  8   International 
organizations such as the UN play an important role 
in both arbitrating normative claims and structuring 
the normative discourse over colonialism, sover-
eignty, and humanitarian issues.  9   

 Changes in norms create only permissive condi-
tions for changes in international political behavior. 
One important task of future research will be to define 
more specifically the conditions under which certain 
kinds of norms might prevail or fail in influencing 
action. A related task will be to clarify the mecha-
nisms whereby norms are created, changed, and ex-
ercise their influence. I have suggested a few of these 

has advantages and costs to states, and the costs of 
multilateral intervention have become abundamly 
clear in recent UN operations. One testament to 
the power of these multilateral norms is that states 
adhere to them even when they know that doing 
so compromises the effectiveness of the mission. 
Criticisms of the UN’s ineffectiveness for military 
operations are widespread. The fact that UN in-
volvement continues to be an essential feature of 
these operations despite the UN’s apparent lack of 
military competence underscores the power of mul-
tilateral norms. 

 Realist and neoliberal approaches cannot ad-
dress changing requirements for political legitimacy 
like those reflected in changing multilateral prac-
tice any more than they can explain the “interest” 
prompting humanitarian intervention and its change 
over time. A century ago, protecting nonwhite non-
Christians was not an “interest” of Western states, 
certainly not one that could prompt the deployment 
of troops. Similarly, a century ago states saw no 
interest in multilateral authorization, coordination, 
force integration, and use of troops from “disin-
terested” states. The argument of this essay is that 
these interests and incentives have been constituted 
socially through state practice and the evolution of 
shared norms by which states act. Humanitarian 
intervention is not new. It has, however, changed 
over time in some systemic and important ways. 
First, the definition of who qualifies as human and 
therefore as deserving of humanitarian protection 
by foreign governments has changed. Whereas in 
the nineteenth century European Christians were 
the sole focus of humanitarian intervention, this 
focus has been expanded and universalized such that 
by the late twentieth century all human beings are 
treated as equally deserving in the international nor-
mative discourse. In fact, states are very sensitive to 
charges that they are “normatively backward” and 
still privately harbor distinctions. When Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali, shortly after becoming secretary-
general, charged that powerful states were attend-
ing to disasters in white, European Bosnia at the 
expense of nonwhite, African Somalia, the U.S. and 
other states became defensive, refocused attention, 
and ultimately launched a full-scale intervention in 
the latter but not the former. 

 Second, while humanitarian intervention in the 
nineteenth century was frequently multilateral, it 
was not necessarily so. Russia, for example, claimed 
humanitarian justifications for its intervention in 



316 Suggestions for Further Reading

   4.   The U.S. intervention in Grenada is one such case, in 
which humanitarian justifications were offered (and widely 
rejected) for action of doubtful humanitarian  motivation.  
   5.   Obviously, single-actor characteristics may be de-
fined in relation to or by comparison with those of others, 
but identification makes affective relationship central in 
ways that identity does not.  
   6.   The intellectual orientation of the regime literature 
probably had much to do with this atomized treatment of 
norms. Norms were incorporated as a definitional part of 
regimes, but regimes were always conceived of as pertain-
ing to individual issue areas. Scholars wrote about norms 
pertaining to specific issues without addressing either the 
larger context in which these norms exist or the ways in 
which they may be related one to another.  
   7.   John G. Ruggie, “Multilateralism: The Anatomy of 
an Institution,” in Ruggie.  Multilateralism Matters  (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 6.  
   8.   Inis Claude’s classic discussion of this collective legiti-
mation function of the UN is well worth a second reading 
in the current political environment; see Inis L. Claude Jr., 
“Collective Legitimization as a Political Function of the 
United Nations,”  International Organization  20, no. 3 
(Summer 1966): 367–79.  
   9.   For more on the role of IOS in creating and dis-
seminating norms, see Martha Finnemore, “International 
Organizations as Teachers of Norms: The United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
and Science Policy,”  International Organization  47, no. 4 
(Autumn 1993): 599–628.    

here—public opinion, the media, international insti-
tutions. More detailed study of individual cases is 
needed to clarify the role of each of these mechanisms. 
Finally, the way in which normative claims are related 
to power capabilities deserves attention. The tradi-
tional Gramscian view would argue that these are 
coterminous; the international normative structure is 
created by and serves the most powerful. Humani-
tarian action generally, and humanitarian interven-
tion specifically, do not obviously serve the powerful. 
The expansion of humanitarian intervention practices 
since the last century suggests that the relationship 
between norms and power may not be so simple.  

Notes
   1.   One could have subsystemic normative contexts 
as well.  
   2.   The term  military intervention  in this essay refers 
to the deploying of military forces by a foreign power or 
powers for the purpose of controlling domestic policies 
or political arrangements in the target state in ways that 
clearly violate sovereignty.  Humanitarian intervention  is 
used to mean military intervention with the goal of pro-
tecting the lives and welfare of foreign civilians.  
   3.   For a more extended discussion, see Martha 
Finnemore,  Defining National Interests in International 
Society  (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), ch. 1.  
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