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Abstract 

 Norms from the Periphery? African Agency in the Construction of International Peace and Security 

Rules examines the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping international norms on 

sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations. Centering South Sudan without 

treating it as exceptional, the study situates the case within broader debates in constructivism, norm 

localization, and African agency in international relations. It develops the concept of southern norm 

entrepreneurship to explain how formal norms, institutional design, and struggles over authority 

interact in the production of international rules. 

Drawing on discourse analysis of AU normative instruments, including the Constitutive Act, 

Ezulwini Consensus, and Lomé Declaration; process tracing of African-led norm entrepreneurship 

episodes; interviews with AU Commission officials and African UN diplomats; and comparative 

analysis with ASEAN norm construction, the study advances three linked propositions. First, African 

regional organizations can shift norms from reactive positions to proactive proposals. Second, 

coalition-building and localization strategies are central to translating regional preferences into global 

norm debates. Third, the effectiveness of such efforts is constrained by structural inequalities within 

the international system. 

The analysis addresses the central question of how the AU has exercised norm entrepreneurship in 

areas such as non-indifference, the Ezulwini Consensus on the Responsibility to Protect, and positions 

on international criminal justice reform, and with what success in reshaping global normative 

frameworks. It shows that institutions, narratives, and policy processes function as political 

instruments rather than neutral containers. 

The study concludes that reform efforts fail when they focus on formal inclusion without addressing 

underlying power asymmetries, and it identifies institutional pathways through which African actors 

can more effectively shape international peace and security norms. 

 

Keywords: Norm entrepreneurship; African agency; AU; international norms; R2P; ICC; 

constructivism; Global South 
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1. Introduction 

Norms from the Periphery? African Agency in the Construction of International Peace and 

Security Rules begins from a puzzle that is often approached in excessively narrow terms. Much 

of the relevant literature either treats the problem as a matter of institutional weakness or as a 

moral drama detached from the organisation of power. That framing is inadequate for South 

Sudan, where the issue under study is inseparable from the making and maintenance of political 

order. What appears as failure, omission, or inconsistency often performs a recognisable 

political function for actors embedded in competitive coalitions, insecure institutions, and 

externally mediated reform environments ( (Owen, 2005);  (Simon, 2010)). 

The article therefore treats the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping 

international norms governing sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations 

not as an accidental side-effect of fragility but as a structured field of struggle. The field is 

structured because access to resources, legitimacy, coercive protection, and public voice is 

distributed unevenly. It is also historical because the issue is carried forward through inherited 

practices, wartime legacies, and reform vocabularies that outlive the moment in which they 

were created. The question is not only what went wrong, but how particular arrangements 

became useful to those who benefit from them and burdensome to those excluded by them ( 

(Møller, 2009);  (Borghans et al., 2008)). 

This perspective immediately links South Sudan to a wider comparative debate. The article does 

not collapse very different cases into one model, but it does insist that the South Sudan material 

becomes more intelligible when read alongside AU episodes compared with ASEAN and UN 

norm-making arenas. Comparative leverage matters because it shows that similar institutional 

languages—peace, reform, accountability, development, participation, reconciliation—travel 

across settings while performing sharply different political work. Variation lies less in whether 

the vocabulary exists than in who can authorise it, interpret it, and enforce it ( (Koenig, 2012);  

(Clapham & Mead, 1999)). 

The paper also proceeds from the view that the selected topic is analytically productive beyond 

its immediate empirical arena. It opens onto questions of state formation, legitimacy, elite 

bargaining, and the relationship between formal institutions and everyday governance. That is 

why the article places theory, research design, and empirical reading in the same frame instead 

of dividing them into isolated compartments. The intention is not to celebrate conceptual 

sophistication for its own sake, but to use theory to identify mechanisms that ordinary 

descriptive accounts frequently miss ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

The central intervention is captured through the concept of southern norm entrepreneurship. 

The concept names the process through which a formally legitimate or publicly desirable 

domain is reorganised into an arena of selective inclusion, hierarchy, and control. By centring 

that mechanism, the article becomes capable of explaining why reform can coexist with 

repetition, why inclusion can coexist with exclusion, and why institutional visibility does not 

necessarily produce accountability. The remainder of the paper develops that claim in dialogue 

with the topic brief’s theoretical, methodological, and policy commitments ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  

(Author, 2013)). 

https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
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2. Theoretical debates and conceptual frame 

The theoretical architecture specified in the topic brief is deliberately synthetic rather than 

eclectic. It brings together Constructivism and norm emergence (Finnemore & Sikkink; 

Checkel); norm localisation (Acharya); African agency in international relations (Clapham; 

Brown; Williams). Examines conditions under which African states exercise genuine norm 

entrepreneurship — shaping rather than merely receiving international rules. Read together, 

these traditions push analysis beyond a simple opposition between formal rules and informal 

politics. They show instead that rules, narratives, and institutions are always socially situated 

and politically activated. Formal design matters because it authorises some claims and 

disqualifies others; informal practice matters because it determines how that authorised 

language is translated, bent, or ignored in concrete struggles over authority ( (Keck & Sikkink, 

1999);  (Hermann, 1998)). 

A persistent problem in the literature is the tendency to isolate one level of analysis and then 

allow it to dominate explanation. Some accounts privilege discourse and normativity, others 

foreground institutions, while others collapse everything into patronage or coercion. The result 

is partial explanation. In the South Sudanese case, discursive authority, organisational capacity, 

coercive power, and international involvement are co-constitutive. The article therefore adopts 

a relational approach in which actors, scales, and repertoires remain analytically connected 

rather than being treated as separable causes ( (Owen, 2005);  (Simon, 2010)). 

  

  

  

  

  

Table 1. Conceptual architecture for the article 

Dimension Analytical treatment 
Problem field the underestimation of African institutional 

agency in shaping international norms 
governing sovereignty, intervention, 
accountability, and peace operations 

Theoretical anchors Constructivism and norm emergence 
(Finnemore & Sikkink; Checkel); norm 
localisation (Acharya); African agency in 
international relations (Clapham; Brown; 
Williams). Examines condit… 

Conceptual intervention southern norm entrepreneurship 
South Sudan focus non-indifference; Ezulwini Consensus; ICC 

reform debates 
Comparative leverage AU episodes compared with ASEAN and UN 

norm-making arenas 
  

The concept of southern norm entrepreneurship is proposed as a way of naming that relational 

configuration. It refers to more than symbolic contest or policy drift. It describes a patterned 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
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process in which a domain with public legitimacy is reorganised so that it stabilises advantage 

for some actors while normalising silence, exclusion, or vulnerability for others. The concept is 

useful precisely because it refuses the easy distinction between failure and function. 

Arrangements that look normatively deficient may remain politically durable because they 

distribute benefits, protections, or reputational advantages in ways that elites and 

intermediaries can recognise ( (Møller, 2009);  (Borghans et al., 2008)). 

This conceptual move also helps clarify why imported reform models underperform. Reforms 

frequently assume that better rules, more participation, or more technical capacity will by 

themselves produce different outcomes. But where the underlying field of power remains 

unchanged, formal repair can leave reproduction mechanisms intact. The article thus treats 

reform not only as a technical design challenge but as a contest over who can authorise 

institutional purpose, whose interpretation prevails when ambiguity appears, and whose losses 

count as politically acceptable ( (Koenig, 2012);  (Clapham & Mead, 1999)). 

The wider theoretical implication is that fragile or post-conflict governance should be analysed 

through the political uses of institutions and narratives, not solely through their distance from 

normative templates. This is where the South Sudan material becomes especially revealing. The 

case demonstrates how a domain can become central to legitimacy and public justification while 

remaining deeply unequal in operation. That tension—between authorised form and selective 

practice—is the central theoretical hinge of the article ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

 

 

Figure 1. Author-generated causal pathway for southern norm entrepreneurship. 

3. Research questions and analytical 

expectations 

The research questions are designed as disciplinary interventions rather than as prompts for 

descriptive coverage. They ask how power is organised, how authority is justified, and how 

institutional outcomes are produced across different scales. In this sense the article treats each 

question as a mechanism-tracing device. The questions direct attention to causation, strategic 

interaction, and historical sequencing rather than to the compilation of events or policy 

language alone ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  (Author, 2013)). 

Research question 1 asks: Through what mechanisms has the AU exercised norm 

entrepreneurship in international peace and security — in developing the 'non-indifference' 

doctrine, the Ezulwini Consensus on R2P, and the common African position on ICC reform — 

and with what success in reshaping international normative architecture? The analytical 

expectation is not that the answer will be found in isolated incidents or single institutional 

defects. Rather, the paper expects the explanation to emerge from the interaction between 

inherited structures, current political incentives, and the organisations that mediate between 

them. This means the question is read not as a descriptive checklist but as an entry point into 

http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
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the article’s broader claim about southern norm entrepreneurship ( (Keck & Sikkink, 1999);  

(Hermann, 1998)). 

Research question 2 asks: What structural conditions — in terms of organisational capacity, 

coalition building, and the strategic exploitation of normative ambiguities — enable African 

states to successfully contest Northern norm dominance versus co-opt alternative norms into 

the existing framework? The analytical expectation is not that the answer will be found in 

isolated incidents or single institutional defects. Rather, the paper expects the explanation to 

emerge from the interaction between inherited structures, current political incentives, and the 

organisations that mediate between them. This means the question is read not as a descriptive 

checklist but as an entry point into the article’s broader claim about southern norm 

entrepreneurship ( (Owen, 2005);  (Simon, 2010)). 

Research question 3 asks: How does South Sudan's experience of international norm application 

— sovereignty versus R2P, complementarity versus ICC jurisdiction, peace versus justice — 

shape South Sudanese diplomats' approach to norm entrepreneurship in AU and UN forums? 

The analytical expectation is not that the answer will be found in isolated incidents or single 

institutional defects. Rather, the paper expects the explanation to emerge from the interaction 

between inherited structures, current political incentives, and the organisations that mediate 

between them. This means the question is read not as a descriptive checklist but as an entry 

point into the article’s broader claim about southern norm entrepreneurship ( (Møller, 2009);  

(Borghans et al., 2008)). 

1. Through what mechanisms has the AU exercised norm entrepreneurship in international 

peace and security — in developing the 'non-indifference' doctrine, the Ezulwini Consensus on 

R2P, and the common African position on ICC reform — and with what success in reshaping 

international normative architecture? 

2. What structural conditions — in terms of organisational capacity, coalition building, and the 

strategic exploitation of normative ambiguities — enable African states to successfully contest 

Northern norm dominance versus co-opt alternative norms into the existing framework? 

3. How does South Sudan's experience of international norm application — sovereignty versus 

R2P, complementarity versus ICC jurisdiction, peace versus justice — shape South Sudanese 

diplomats' approach to norm entrepreneurship in AU and UN forums? 

4. Methodological architecture 

Methodologically, the article is anchored in a design that fits the epistemological demands of the 

question. It does not assume that a single method can exhaust the problem. Instead, it combines 

interpretive and comparative strategies so that institutions, narratives, and political practices 

can be analysed together. The topic brief specifies the following approach: Discourse analysis of 

AU normative documents (Constitutive Act, Ezulwini Consensus, Lomé Declaration); process 

tracing of African norm entrepreneurship episodes; interviews with AU Commission officials 

and African UN ambassadors; comparative analysis with ASEAN norm construction on non-

interference. This mixed architecture is appropriate because the issue under study is 

simultaneously historical, organisational, and political ( (Koenig, 2012);  (Clapham & Mead, 

1999)). 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
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The design privileges process over snapshot. It seeks to reconstruct how actors identify stakes, 

mobilise language, navigate institutional constraints, and produce outcomes that later appear 

natural or inevitable. Such a design is especially important in South Sudan, where formal 

documentation alone often understates the gap between publicly stated purpose and actual 

operation. Interviews, archival traces, institutional texts, and comparative materials are 

therefore treated as complementary sources for identifying mechanism chains rather than as 

isolated pools of evidence ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

Table 2. Research design, evidence, and analytical payoff 

Research question Evidence base Analytical payoff 
Through what mechanisms 
has the AU exercised norm 
entrepreneurship in… 

Discourse analysis of AU 
normative documents 
(Constitutive Act, Ezulwini 
Consensus, Lomé D… 

southern norm 
entrepreneurship 

What structural conditions 
— in terms of 
organisational capacity, 
coa… 

Discourse analysis of AU 
normative documents 
(Constitutive Act, Ezulwini 
Consensus, Lomé D… 

southern norm 
entrepreneurship 

How does South Sudan's 
experience of international 
norm application —… 

Discourse analysis of AU 
normative documents 
(Constitutive Act, Ezulwini 
Consensus, Lomé D… 

southern norm 
entrepreneurship 

  

The comparative dimension serves two purposes. First, it prevents the South Sudan case from 

being enclosed within a narrative of uniqueness that blocks theoretical learning. Second, it helps 

distinguish what is historically specific from what is analytically recurrent. By reading South 

Sudan alongside AU episodes compared with ASEAN and UN norm-making arenas, the article 

can show both the distinctiveness of the local settlement and the wider pattern in which 

formally legitimate domains become politically reorganised in conflict-affected or institutionally 

unequal settings ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  (Author, 2013)). 

The design also acknowledges limits. Much of the relevant evidence is politically sensitive, and 

some of the most consequential practices occur through informal negotiation, silence, or 

selective disclosure. The methodological response is not to abandon rigour but to triangulate 

more carefully, foreground positionality where appropriate, and treat absence itself as 

potentially meaningful evidence. This is particularly important for a paper concerned with how 

visible institutional form can obscure the power relations that animate it ( (Keck & Sikkink, 

1999);  (Hermann, 1998)). 

5. Analysis 

5.1. How African organisations move norms from 

reaction to proposal 

How African organisations move norms from reaction to proposal becomes analytically central 

once the article shifts attention from declared purpose to political use. In the South Sudanese 

case, actors do not encounter the domain as a blank institutional space. They enter it with 

historically sedimented expectations, unequal resources, and strategic reasons to privilege 

https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
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some interpretations over others. This means that the problem cannot be reduced to non-

compliance or weak capacity. It is produced through patterned selection: who is authorised to 

speak, decide, classify, document, or allocate consequences within the field ( (Owen, 2005);  

(Simon, 2010)). 

Seen this way, the issue is anchored in a chain of mediation. Local actors interpret immediate 

needs and dangers, national elites translate those pressures into organisational choices, and 

regional or international actors often reinforce particular readings through funding, legal 

design, diplomacy, or normative endorsement. The field thereby acquires a layered quality: 

everyday practice and high politics are not separate levels but mutually reinforcing sites 

through which the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping international 

norms governing sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations is organised. 

The consequence is a recurring divergence between publicly endorsed principles and the 

distributional realities experienced on the ground ( (Møller, 2009);  (Borghans et al., 2008)). 

This becomes especially visible in the article’s chosen empirical arenas—non-indifference; 

Ezulwini Consensus; ICC reform debates; African common positions at the UN. Each arena 

appears, at first glance, to involve a distinct institutional or social problem. Yet taken together 

they show how the same political logic travels across settings. Actors seek to monopolise 

legitimate interpretation, to narrow the channels through which contestation can occur, and to 

convert uncertainty into strategic room for manoeuvre. The domain under study therefore 

becomes a relay between immediate governance practice and broader settlement maintenance 

rather than a detached policy sector ( (Koenig, 2012);  (Clapham & Mead, 1999)). 

The comparative material strengthens the claim. Across AU episodes compared with ASEAN and 

UN norm-making arenas, the same general pattern is visible even though the institutional idiom 

differs. What varies is the repertoire through which actors convert legitimacy into leverage—

through archives, law, religion, digital systems, curricula, research funding, peace texts, or 

public ethics. What remains stable is the tendency for politically useful ambiguity to survive 

under the cover of reform. That is why the paper treats this subsection not as a descriptive 

branch of the argument, but as a mechanism-specific demonstration of southern norm 

entrepreneurship ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

5.2. Coalition building and the politics of localisation 

Coalition building and the politics of localisation becomes analytically central once the article 

shifts attention from declared purpose to political use. In the South Sudanese case, actors do not 

encounter the domain as a blank institutional space. They enter it with historically sedimented 

expectations, unequal resources, and strategic reasons to privilege some interpretations over 

others. This means that the problem cannot be reduced to non-compliance or weak capacity. It 

is produced through patterned selection: who is authorised to speak, decide, classify, document, 

or allocate consequences within the field ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  (Author, 2013)). 

Seen this way, the issue is anchored in a chain of mediation. Local actors interpret immediate 

needs and dangers, national elites translate those pressures into organisational choices, and 

regional or international actors often reinforce particular readings through funding, legal 

design, diplomacy, or normative endorsement. The field thereby acquires a layered quality: 

everyday practice and high politics are not separate levels but mutually reinforcing sites 

through which the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping international 

https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
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norms governing sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations is organised. 

The consequence is a recurring divergence between publicly endorsed principles and the 

distributional realities experienced on the ground ( (Keck & Sikkink, 1999);  (Hermann, 1998)). 

This becomes especially visible in the article’s chosen empirical arenas—non-indifference; 

Ezulwini Consensus; ICC reform debates; African common positions at the UN. Each arena 

appears, at first glance, to involve a distinct institutional or social problem. Yet taken together 

they show how the same political logic travels across settings. Actors seek to monopolise 

legitimate interpretation, to narrow the channels through which contestation can occur, and to 

convert uncertainty into strategic room for manoeuvre. The domain under study therefore 

becomes a relay between immediate governance practice and broader settlement maintenance 

rather than a detached policy sector ( (Owen, 2005);  (Simon, 2010)). 

The comparative material strengthens the claim. Across AU episodes compared with ASEAN and 

UN norm-making arenas, the same general pattern is visible even though the institutional idiom 

differs. What varies is the repertoire through which actors convert legitimacy into leverage—

through archives, law, religion, digital systems, curricula, research funding, peace texts, or 

public ethics. What remains stable is the tendency for politically useful ambiguity to survive 

under the cover of reform. That is why the paper treats this subsection not as a descriptive 

branch of the argument, but as a mechanism-specific demonstration of southern norm 

entrepreneurship ( (Møller, 2009);  (Borghans et al., 2008)). 

Table 3. Multi-scalar analytical terrain 

Scale Illustrative arena Core mechanism Reform concern 
Local non-indifference Interpretive 

authority and 
immediate practice 

diplomatic 
coordination 

National Ezulwini Consensus Institutional 
translation and 
selective 
enforcement 

AU capacity 

Regional/Global ICC reform debates Normative 
endorsement, 
funding, or 
diplomatic leverage 

norm drafting 
strategy 

Public sphere African common 
positions at the UN 

Visibility, silence, and 
reputational effect 

multilateral 
bargaining 

  

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
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Figure 2. Author-generated field map of actors, institutions, and pressures. 

5.3. The limits of agency in unequal international 

orders 

The limits of agency in unequal international orders becomes analytically central once the 

article shifts attention from declared purpose to political use. In the South Sudanese case, actors 

do not encounter the domain as a blank institutional space. They enter it with historically 

sedimented expectations, unequal resources, and strategic reasons to privilege some 

interpretations over others. This means that the problem cannot be reduced to non-compliance 

or weak capacity. It is produced through patterned selection: who is authorised to speak, decide, 

classify, document, or allocate consequences within the field ( (Koenig, 2012);  (Clapham & 

Mead, 1999)). 

Seen this way, the issue is anchored in a chain of mediation. Local actors interpret immediate 

needs and dangers, national elites translate those pressures into organisational choices, and 

regional or international actors often reinforce particular readings through funding, legal 

design, diplomacy, or normative endorsement. The field thereby acquires a layered quality: 

everyday practice and high politics are not separate levels but mutually reinforcing sites 

through which the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping international 

norms governing sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations is organised. 

The consequence is a recurring divergence between publicly endorsed principles and the 

distributional realities experienced on the ground ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

This becomes especially visible in the article’s chosen empirical arenas—non-indifference; 

Ezulwini Consensus; ICC reform debates; African common positions at the UN. Each arena 

appears, at first glance, to involve a distinct institutional or social problem. Yet taken together 

they show how the same political logic travels across settings. Actors seek to monopolise 

legitimate interpretation, to narrow the channels through which contestation can occur, and to 

convert uncertainty into strategic room for manoeuvre. The domain under study therefore 

becomes a relay between immediate governance practice and broader settlement maintenance 

rather than a detached policy sector ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  (Author, 2013)). 

The comparative material strengthens the claim. Across AU episodes compared with ASEAN and 

UN norm-making arenas, the same general pattern is visible even though the institutional idiom 

https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
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differs. What varies is the repertoire through which actors convert legitimacy into leverage—

through archives, law, religion, digital systems, curricula, research funding, peace texts, or 

public ethics. What remains stable is the tendency for politically useful ambiguity to survive 

under the cover of reform. That is why the paper treats this subsection not as a descriptive 

branch of the argument, but as a mechanism-specific demonstration of southern norm 

entrepreneurship ( (Keck & Sikkink, 1999);  (Hermann, 1998)). 

6. Policy and scholarly implications 

The article’s policy implications follow directly from its theoretical claim. If the core problem is 

reproduced through the political uses of formally legitimate arrangements, then reform cannot 

be limited to technical optimisation. Reform must instead ask how authority is distributed, who 

controls interpretation, what kinds of monitoring are politically credible, and how excluded 

groups gain durable voice within the relevant institutional field. Without such shifts, 

improvement at the level of procedure is likely to remain reversible or cosmetic ( (Owen, 2005);  

(Simon, 2010)). 

This does not imply that technical design is irrelevant. On the contrary, design matters greatly—

but only when linked to institutional incentives and to the actors capable of defending the new 

arrangement. Better archives, stronger ethics protocols, transparent procurement, gender-

responsive justice, curriculum autonomy, public audit, safer research procedures, or clearer 

drafting rules can matter substantially. The argument is that such instruments work only when 

they are embedded in coalitions that can protect them against selective implementation and 

elite capture ( (Møller, 2009);  (Borghans et al., 2008)). 

For South Sudan, this means reform must combine local legitimacy with institutional 

traceability. Practices that are intelligible and respected at community level must be connected 

to organisational processes that leave auditable records, enable contestation, and protect 

weaker actors from retaliatory exclusion. External partners also need to move beyond the 

tendency to reward compliance performances while ignoring the deeper distribution of power. 

The challenge is to support institutional redesign without reproducing the external dependency 

that often narrows reform to donor-manageable indicators ( (Koenig, 2012);  (Clapham & Mead, 

1999)). 

Table 4. Institutional and policy implications 

Domain Institutional shift Intended effect Accountability logic 
Diplomatic 
Coordination 

Redistribute 
interpretive 
authority 

Reduce selective 
ambiguity 

Create auditable 
public trace 

Au Capacity Redistribute 
interpretive 
authority 

Reduce selective 
ambiguity 

Create auditable 
public trace 

Norm Drafting 
Strategy 

Redistribute 
interpretive 
authority 

Reduce selective 
ambiguity 

Create auditable 
public trace 

Multilateral 
Bargaining 

Redistribute 
interpretive 
authority 

Reduce selective 
ambiguity 

Create auditable 
public trace 

  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
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The policy agenda outlined in this article is therefore modest in tone but demanding in political 

ambition. It does not promise a rapid transition from fragility to coherence. It proposes instead 

a sequence of institutional shifts tied to diplomatic coordination, AU capacity, norm drafting 

strategy, multilateral bargaining. Each shift is evaluated not by whether it sounds normatively 

attractive in the abstract, but by whether it redistributes interpretive authority, increases 

accountability, and reduces the room for politically productive ambiguity in the domain under 

examination ( (Adams et al., 2005);  (Biron, 2001)). 

7. Conclusion 

This article has argued that the underestimation of African institutional agency in shaping 

international norms governing sovereignty, intervention, accountability, and peace operations 

should be analysed as a politically organised field rather than as a mere symptom of fragility. By 

combining the theoretical frame in the topic brief with a comparative and mechanism-oriented 

design, the paper showed how the South Sudan case illuminates wider debates in African 

politics, governance, and post-conflict institutional analysis. The concept of southern norm 

entrepreneurship captures the process through which formal legitimacy and selective political 

use become bound together ( (Dickie et al., 2013);  (Author, 2013)). 

The contribution is scholarly in at least two senses. First, it reconstructs a topic that is often 

narrated descriptively as a site of theoretical innovation about power, interpretation, and 

institutional reproduction. Second, it reconnects scholarship to reform practice by showing why 

technical fixes fail when they leave the underlying organisation of advantage untouched. The 

South Sudan evidence is therefore not merely illustrative; it is constitutive of the article’s 

broader conceptual claim ( (Keck & Sikkink, 1999);  (Hermann, 1998)). 

What follows for future research is clear. Studies of post-conflict governance, political economy, 

and institutional design must pay closer attention to who controls meaning, access, and 

organisational translation inside domains that appear publicly consensual. Future policy work 

must do the same. Until that happens, reforms will continue to circulate as promises while 

politically useful arrangements persist underneath them. The article closes, then, not with a 

technocratic checklist, but with a call to take power seriously in the analysis and redesign of 

institutions in South Sudan and beyond ( (Owen, 2005);  (Simon, 2010)). 

References 

Margaret E. Keck; Kathryn Sikkink (1999). Transnational advocacy networks in international and 

regional politics. International Social Science Journal, 51(159), 89-101.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2451.00179 [Link]Margaret G. Hermann (1998). One Field, Many 

Perspectives: Building the Foundations for Dialogue. International Studies Quarterly, 42(4), 

605-624. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0020-8833.00099 [Link]John M. Owen (2005). When Do Ideologies Produce 

Alliances?. The Holy Roman Empire, 1517-1555. 

 International Studies Quarterly, 49(1), 73-99. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x 

[Link]Simon, Sheldon W. (2010). 

 Whose Ideas Matter? Agency and Power in Asian Regionalism. By Amitav Acharya. Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 2009. 200p. $39.95.. Perspectives on Politics, 8(2), 626-627. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592710000502 [Link] 

https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-2451.00179
https://doi.org/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/0020-8833.00099
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1111/j.0020-8833.2005.00335.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592710000502
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/whose-ideas-matter-agency-and-power-in-asian-regionalism-by-amitav-acharya-ithaca-ny-cornell-university-press-2009-200p-3995/B844A2EBAED3C77580818DDC27CF7DC2


 

12 

Bjørn Møller (2009). THE AFRICAN UNION AS SECURITY ACTOR : AFRICAN SOLUTIONS TO 

AFRICAN PROBLEMS ?. 

 London School of Economics and Political Science Research Online (London School of Economics 

and Political Science).Lex Borghans; Angela Duckworth; James J. Heckman; Bas ter Weel 

(2008).  

The Economics and Psychology of Personality Traits. The Journal of Human Resources, 43(4), 972-

1059. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhr.2008.0017 [Link] 

Harold G. Koenig (2012). Religion, Spirituality, and Health: The Research and Clinical Implications. 

ISRN Psychiatry, 2012, 1-33. https://doi.org/10.5402/2012/278730 [Link] 

Phillip J. Clapham; James G. Mead (1999). Megaptera novaeangliae. Mammalian Species, 1-1. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3504352 [Link] 

Serugo Jean Baptiste; Balingene Kahombo (2022). 

 Taking Stock of African Union’s Sanctions against Unconstitutional Change of Government. Recht in 

Afrika, 25(1), 135-178. https://doi.org/10.5771/2363-6270-2022-1-135 [Link]Unknown 

Author (2000).  

CONSTITUTIVE ACT OF THE AFRICAN UNION ADOPTED BY THE THIRTY-SIXTH ORDINARY 

SESSION OF THE ASSEMBLY OF HEADS OF STATE AND GOVERNMENT 11 JULY, 2000 

LOME, TOGO.  

African Yearbook of International Law Online / Annuaire Africain de droit international Online, 8(1), 

496-499. https://doi.org/10.1163/221161700x00172 [Link] 

Ian A. Dickie; Brett M. Bennett; Larry Burrows; Martín A. Núñez; Duane A. Peltzer; Annabel J. 

Porté; David M. Richardson; Marcel Rejmánek; 

 Philip W. Rundel; Brian W. van Wilgen (2013). Conflicting values: ecosystem services and invasive 

tree management. Biological Invasions, 16(3), 705-719. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-013-

0609-6 [Link] 

Unknown Author (2013). Executive Summary. https://doi.org/10.6027/9789289329422-2-en [Link]J. 

 R. Adams; M. M. Aggarwal; Z. Ahammed; J. Amonett; B. D. Anderson; D. Arkhipkin; G. S. 

Averichev; S.K. Badyal; Y. Bai; J. Balewski; O. Barannikova; 

 L. S. Barnby; J. Baudot; S. Bekele; V. V. Belaga; A. Bellingeri-Laurikainen; R. Bellwied; J. Berger; 

B. I. Bezverkhny; S. Bharadwaj; A. Bhasin; A. K. Bhati; 

 V.S. Bhatia; H. Bichsel; J. Bielčík; J. Bielčíková; A. Billmeier; L. C. Bland; C. O. Blyth; B. E. 

Bonner; M. Botje; A. Boucham; J. Bouchet; A. V. Brandin; 

 A. Bravar; M. Bysterský; R. V. Cadman; X. Z. Cai; H. Caines; M. Calderon De La Barca Sanchez; J. 

Castillo Castellanos; O. Catu; D. Cebra; Z. Chajęcki; 

 P. Chaloupka; S. Chattopadhyay; H. F. Chen; Y. Chen; J. Cheng; M. Cherney; A. Chikanian; W. 

Christie; J. P. Coffin; T. M. Cormier; J. G. Cramer; 

 H. J. Crawford; D. Das; S. Das; M. M. de Moura; T. G. Dedovich; A. A. Derevschikov; L. Didenko; 

T. Dietel; S. Dogra; X. Dong; X. Dong; J. E. Draper; 

 F. Du; A. K. Dubey; V. B. Dunin; J. C. Dunlop; M. R. Dutta Mazumdar; V. Eckardt; W. R. Edwards; 

L. G. Efimov; В. Емелянов; J. Engelage; G. Eppley; 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jhr.2008.0017
http://muse.jhu.edu/content/crossref/journals/journal_of_human_resources/v043/43.4.borghans.html
https://doi.org/10.5402/2012/278730
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/isrn/2012/278730/
https://doi.org/10.2307/3504352
https://academic.oup.com/mspecies/article-lookup/doi/10.2307/3504352
https://doi.org/10.5771/2363-6270-2022-1-135
https://www.inlibra.com/de/document/view/pdf/uuid/47e5049d-d1ec-300f-a765-5c0ed2007a86
https://doi.org/10.1163/221161700x00172
https://brill.com/view/journals/afyo/8/1/article-p496_17.xml
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-013-0609-6
https://doi.org/10.6027/9789289329422-2-en
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A701984&dswid=3207


 

13 

 B. Erazmus; M. Estienne; P. Fachini; J. Faivre; R. Fatemi; J. Fedorišin; K. Filimonov; P. Filip; E. 

Finch; V. Fine; Y. Fisyak; J. Fu; C. A. Gagliardi; 

 L. Gaillard; J. Gans; M. S. Ganti; F. J. M. Geurts; V. Ghazikhanian; P. Ghosh; J. E. Gonzalez; H. 

Gos; O. Grachov (2005). 

 Experimental and theoretical challenges in the search for the quark–gluon plasma: The STAR 

Collaboration's critical assessment of the evidence from RHIC collisions. Nuclear Physics A, 

757(1-2), 102-183. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysa.2005.03.085 [Link]Christine A. Biron (2001). Interferons α and β 

as Immune Regulators—A New Look. Immunity, 14(6), 661-664. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s1074-7613(01)00154-6 [Link] 

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysa.2005.03.085
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0375947405005294
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1074-7613(01)00154-6
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S1074761301001546

