
ROUNDTABLE: THE PROBLEM WITH INTERNATIONAL ORDER

Order as Resilience-Governance of
Sameness and Diversity
Trine Flockhart

The problem of world order is probably the most debated question in the

international relations discipline. Yet, notwithstanding the many thou-

sands of pages written about world order, “the answer” has for most

of the history of the IR discipline been anchored in an essentialist Western outlook

with little attention to whose order we are studying and how order is understood

and constituted. I argue in this short essay that our understanding of the problem

of world order is undermined by assumptions that are widely shared within a dis-

cipline where the language of power and interest dominates and where a view of

states as “like units” is assumed to be valid. I argue that our understanding of the

problem of order would be enhanced if we paid more attention to values and

visions of the good life, rather than maintaining an emphasis on power and inter-

ests, and if the ontological foundation of IR was shifted from the assumptions of

sameness and like units to an assumption of diversity, or what Justin Rosenberg

calls “the societal multiplicity of global life.”

The essay starts by outlining how Hedley Bull advanced the understanding of

the problem of order through a language that went beyond just power and

interest but that still failed to address the problem of diversity, resting instead

on an implicitly Western conception of order. The essay suggests a nonessentialist

conception of order based on the understanding that all ordering domains have

their own vision of the good life and their own specific patterns of power, princi-

ples, and practice; and that all societies seek resilience measured against their
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vision of the good life rather than against their capacity for maximizing power and

interests. The challenge in a world of multiple, different, and interconnected soci-

eties is therefore how to manage relationships that are characterized by difference

rather than sameness. I introduce “resilience-governance” to distinguish between

resilience as a practice of self-governance taking place within ordering domains

and resilience as a practice of “diversity-governance” taking place between order-

ing domains. The combination of the two allows for a bifocal view into how prac-

tices of resilience as self-governance may produce order within individual

domains but suggests that this process—like the evolution of Darwin’s finches—

inevitably increases diversity and difference, hence making the practices of resil-

ience as diversity-governance between ordering domains increasingly challenging.

Indeed, the current state of world disorder appears to be the result of such pro-

cesses of diversification.

Bull and the Problem of Values

Bull certainly spoke a more complex language than his contemporaries in the IR

discipline in that he included realism’s emphasis on power and states, liberalism’s

emphasis on institutions and values, and what would later develop into construc-

tivism’s emphasis on identity and values. Moreover, his seminal tome, The

Anarchical Society, is not only a remarkable statement about order but, thanks

to his concept of “international society” as the primary site where order is consti-

tuted, remains one of the greatest contributions to the theorization of order.

Nevertheless, Bull’s work has been criticized for its highly West-centric and deeply

essentialist perspective that does not sufficiently contemplate the influence of

other, especially non-Western, conceptions of order. Bull was well aware of the

difficulty of defining order and sought to escape it by describing “order” as a par-

ticular pattern of human activity taking place for a particular purpose. He was

quite specific in his suggestion that order is constituted through rules-based pat-

terns of behavior to ensure what he called the “fundamental goals of social life”—

the safeguarding of life against violent death, ensuring that promises once made

will be kept, and that agreements once entered will be respected—what he called

the values of “life, truth, and property.” The goals were fundamental because no

society is sustainable if its members do not have a reasonable expectation of secur-

ity against violence, confidence in the sanctity of promises, and trust in the stabil-

ity of the possession of property. However, ensuring the fundamental goals of
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social life is not sufficient for producing what might be conceived of as a “good

life.” A prison, for example, is a highly ordered social setting in which strict

rules and tight controls are meant to ensure that the elementary goals of social

life are achieved. Yet, as discussed by Ian Hurd in this roundtable, prison life is

not what most would regard as a good life. Order, therefore, requires a deeper

engagement with other values that are commonly regarded within a society to

constitute a good life. Bull fully accepted that the fundamental goals of social

life cannot be sufficient for maintaining order within international society. He

emphasized the importance of what he referred to rather vaguely as “other values,”

which he believed would act as the glue that holds a society together by reinforcing

a sense of common interest and common obligations, thereby indicating the con-

stitutive importance of values and at least hinting at the necessity for a shared

societal conception of what makes a good life. In practice however, the other val-

ues that have received the most attention have been Western values, anchored in a

Western reading of history and conceived from a culturally Western perspective.

The term “good life” can be a convenient way to overcome the inherently

Western perspective in discussions about world order. The term is inspired by

Aristotle in his writing on eudaimonia (“happiness,” or, more illuminatingly, “a

humanly flourishing life” or simply “a good life”). Though, it is not very clear

what Aristotle thought would contribute to a good life, he seemed to emphasize

the importance of “goods of the soul,” such as friendship, family, fairness, self-

esteem, honor, morality, and justice. My use of the term is more pragmatic

than it is philosophical, providing a convenient way of including the many “softer”

practical, cultural, and emotional aspects of life that are often left out of analyses

because they are difficult to quantify and categorize and perhaps even appear

inconsequential and commonsensical. The good life captures what Theodore

Schatzki refers to as “teleo-affective structures,” which emphasize normativity

through a complex and continuously changing array of emotions and moods

that together express understandings of what it makes sense to do to realize a

shared vision for the future. From this perspective, just like the values of life,

truth, and property are fundamental for the survival of any kind of society, a

sense of the good life is also required for the survival of a particular society

because its long-term cohesion rests on shared ideas rooted in morality and a

sense of justice and a shared vision for the future. This, of course, immediately

raises the practical question about which vision of the good life is to be followed.

As an abstract concept, however, the idea of the good life can add to our
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understanding of order as consisting of both forms of values: on the one hand,

order requires a minimum degree of security of life, truth, and property; on the

other hand, all societies rest on a shared sense of the good life, which expresses

the society’s sense of purpose and provides an “ethical” context in which social

meaning and expectations for appropriate behavior can be understood.

The concept of the good life is not foreign to English School thinking. Martin

Wight referred to it in his distinction between political theory and international

theory by arguing that while political theory involves “speculation about the

state,” international theory involves “speculation about the relations between

states.” And that whereas political theory puts forth “a theory of the good

life,” international theory puts forth “a theory of survival.” In this usage, the con-

cept of a good life was effectively a tool for line-drawing between the domestic and

the international, suggesting that order according to a vision of a good life is only

possible within a society (in Wight’s view, states), whereas the management of

relations between societies (or states) would not include considerations about

visions of a good life. Although this distinction may be of merit if “the interna-

tional” is understood as a system devoid of values, the distinction is less useful

if the global and the international are also conceptualized as “societies.” Arguably,

Bull’s main contribution is precisely the concept of international society, which

has since been expanded to include a global version—global international soci-

ety. Indeed, if “the global” is considered to be a global international society

within which other societies (national or international) exist, a global-level

sense of the good life is required.

I maintain Wight’s distinction, not as line-drawing between domestic politics

and international politics, but rather as a distinction between ordering taking

place within a society and ordering taking place through relations between socie-

ties. This perspective ties in with Rosenberg’s multiplicity thesis by acknowledging

that all societies, regardless of their size, level, or composition, have their own dis-

tinctive vision of the good life. To be sure, the values and vision of the good life

in inclusive and unbounded societies, such as global international society, are

likely to be “thin” values, whereas more exclusive and bounded societies, such

as states, clans, ethnic or religious societies, and even composite forms of societies

such as the liberal international order, will be based on thicker forms of values.

The point is that it is difficult to imagine any form of order without social rela-

tions and without these relations being based on, at a minimum, a thin notion
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of shared values—including a (thin) shared vision of what constitutes the good

life.

Ordering and Resilience as Self-Governance

The premise of the argument advanced in this essay rests on the assumption of the

societal multiplicity of global life and the understanding that all societies are char-

acterized by Bull’s fundamental values of social life as well as by other more par-

ticularistic values anchored in a specific vision of the good life. However, the

assumption of the multiplicity of global life necessarily leads to a level of complex-

ity that can be analytically difficult to handle. I seek to counteract this complexity

by conceptualizing all societies, from the local to the global level, as sites of order-

ing that can be thought of as ideal ordering domains. Each ideal ordering domain

consists of four constitutive elements—three changeable elements (power, princi-

ples, and practice) and one relatively stable element, a shared vision of the good

life. The latter must remain relatively stable, because a change in the vision of

the good life would constitute a change of the essence of the society—effectively

producing a new ordering domain. The power element refers to how relations

within the society are managed, especially if the ordering domain is managed

through consent or coercion; the principles element refers to the norms, rules,

and values that define appropriate behavior within the ordering domain in a

way that is in alignment with the vision of the good life; and the practice element

refers to the practices that are performed through a range of formal and informal

institutions to optimize the prospects for realizing the vision of the good life while

maintaining the cohesion and functionality of the society.

Ordering domains can take many different forms, including small-scale social

groups, such as family or professional associations; larger social entities, such as

states or even global international society; and composite entities, such as interna-

tional orders. The many different ordering domains comprising the multiplicity of

global life coexist relationally in complex patterns of co-constitution between indi-

vidual ordering domains and between levels of ordering ranging from the local to

the global level. To fully unpack how the multiplicity of global life affects world

order, it is useful to distinguish between two forms of ordering processes, “resil-

ience as a practice of self-governance” and “resilience as a practice of diversity-

governance.” “Resilience as a practice of self-governance” encompasses processes

involving reflection, alignment, and adaptation within ordering domains in
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response to externally generated influences that lead to misalignment between the

constitutive elements of the ordering domain that, if left unattended, will lead to

its dysfunction and possible collapse. “Resilience as a practice of diversity-

governance” involves a variety of relational processes between ordering domains

within a complex adaptive system in which events and disruptive connectivities

constantly require the ordering domains’ attention. The challenge is to manage

diversity and difference to allow for cooperation between the ordering domains

to meet common challenges, provide public goods, and ensure the resilience of

the overall ordering domain.

All ordering domains are constantly bombarded with different forms of stimuli

from what Emilian Kavalski calls “the around.” The complexity and dynamism

of the around present the ever-present potential for destabilizing the constitutive

elements of ordering domains or the shared knowledge about what constitutes the

good life. All stimuli from the around, including contestation and support, events,

and emergent change, as well as the intentional and unintentional consequences

of one’s own actions and the actions of others, are likely to result in a temporary

misalignment between the constitutive elements of the ordering domain. This

continues until agents within the domain can undertake self-governance processes

through adaptation to bring the constitutive elements back in alignment.

Reactions to stimuli from the external environment are therefore a normal part

of being, which require agents within ordering domains to reflect on their envi-

ronment and, when necessary, take adaptive action to resolve any misalignments

and tensions between the constitutive elements and between the idea of the good

life and the power, principles, and practice elements of the social domain.

Although misalignments can be caused by an infinite variety of stimuli, a few

are of particular importance. These include, but are not limited to, changes in

the salience of the shared ideas underpinning the sense of the good life, the failing

legitimacy of power patterns, contestation against the principles of the domain,

and outdated and dysfunctional practices that undermine the domain’s capacity

to stay “fit for purpose.”

Ordering domains comprise an “inside” and an “outside” and are situated

within a complex and dynamic context, meaning that order is constituted within

ordering domains through practices of self-organization and between ordering

domains through relational governance processes. Despite the similarity of the

practices of resilience as self-governance taking place within ordering domains,

their outcomes are likely to be characterized by difference because the processes
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of resilience as self-governance are undertaken with reference to different concep-

tions of the good life, and through different patterns of power, principles, and

practice. Resilient societies are thus similar to each other in that they are able

to continuously change and adapt through their resilience-governance processes.

However, since each resilient society will have a unique vision of the good life and

particular patterns of power, principles, and practice, the responses from different

resilient societies to similar influences (such as global crises or similar forms of

contestations) will lead the ordering domains in very different directions. In

times of change and transformation (such as we are currently undergoing), the

constant need for realignment and self-governance to remain resilient is therefore

likely to lead to accelerating the difference between the ordering domains, which

will likely impair the prospects for cooperative relations.

Ordering and Resilience as Diversity Governance

Order is not just something that is achieved through practices within ordering

domains; it is also a condition with an external quality that must be achieved in

relations between ordering domains located in the around. However, whereas

resilience as self-governance involves complicated—that is, multifaceted but pre-

dictable—processes of alignment and adaptation, resilience as diversity-

governance involves complex—that is, multifaceted and unpredictable—patterns

of relationality. The former is complicated because although it comprises

many different actors and different forms of agency, the processes take place

within a single, bounded ordering domain with one vision for the good life (albeit

possibly contested and/or lacking salience) that has established patterns of power,

principle, and practice. Resilience as diversity-governance, on the other hand, is

complex because it involves multiple ordering domains, which each react to stim-

uli from the around according to their individual conditions and meaning-making

processes. The result is complex processes of relational entanglements and

dynamic adaptive interdependencies between multiple bounded ordering

domains, which, in accordance with Darwin’s theory of diversification, generate

more rather than less complexity, produce divergencies rather than convergencies,

and produce variation rather than resemblances. The challenge for resilience as

diversity-governance is therefore to find opportunities for constructive and, where

possible, predictive interactions between ordering domains to reduce complexity,

stimulate convergence, and identify possible “trading zones” in which dissimilar
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groups can interact in nonconfrontational ways and find common ground while

expressing their social distinctiveness and agree to disagree on their general

outlook.

Diversity governance to maintain world order is conducted through relations

between different ordering domains located within the same level of ordering.

This can be between sovereign states—or between composite ordering domains

in which sovereign states have formed multiple international orders. When ana-

lyzing the current state of world order, it is important to distinguish between two

distinct levels of ordering—the level of the “global, rules-based order” and the level

where multiple international orders are located, such as the “liberal international

order.” The global, rules-based order is an “unbounded” (nearly) universal order-

ing domain, while the liberal international order is a loosely “bounded” ordering

domain open only to those who share its values. While there can be only one over-

all global order, several international orders can coexist, each with a specific value

base that expresses a particular vision of the good life. Today, it seems that the

global, rules-based order is in transformation because new orders within it are in

the making; most notably a Chinese order and a Russian order. Each of these has a

vision of the good life that is very different from that of the liberal international

order, and each is clearly in the process of consolidating its specific patterns of

power, principles, and practice. Therefore, although the global, rules-based

order and the liberal international order are deeply intertwined, overlapping,

and infused with liberal principles and practices, and constituted through centu-

ries of liberal/Western power, they are analytically distinct phenomena. We are

currently witnessing the transformation of the global, rules-based order, a crisis

in the liberal international order, and the emergence of new international orders,

each with distinctive visions of the good life and order-specific patterns of power,

principles, and practice.

The perspective on world order presented here departs decisively from that of

Bull in its view of change as not only inevitable but desirable, and in its framing of

resilience as an ontology of adaptation and relationality practiced through self-

governance and diversity-governance. In the former, resilience is about practices

of self-governance to remain “fit for purpose” in the context of pervasive change,

and, in the latter, it is about dynamic interactions and adaptations for survival

within a complex adaptive system. From the latter perspective, resilience is

always about embracing change through reflective governance strategies not

only to mitigate any negative effects on the shared vision of the good life but
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also to undertake adaptive behavior to bolster capacities for individual and collec-

tive survival within the context of the relentless bombardment of influences and

stimuli from an increasingly volatile, uncertain, and complex external environ-

ment. As suggested by David Chandler, this form of resilience thinking chal-

lenges framings of order that prioritize stability and linear conceptions of

progress and opens up the possibility that “the uncertain, the uncontrollable

and the unknown can be liberatory rather than oppressive or problematic.”

The Problem of World Order in a World of Difference

Today, the problem with world order is that there seems to be very little of it. The

sense of disorder and crisis are widely referred to among policy practitioners as a

“polycrisis” and a shifting balance of power from the West to the rest, leading to

a widely held belief that the world is returning to multipolarity. However,

although the view that the world is now multipolar is persuasive, seeing the

world as multipolar rests on understandings that are anchored in the assumption

of sameness and the language of power and interest. Instead, an analysis based on

the considerations that have been outlined in this essay—recognizing the inevita-

bility of difference—shows that rather than a return to multipolarity, we are wit-

nessing the beginning of a new form of world order in which plurality is reflected

in the emergence of several international orders, each based on its own individual

vision of the good life and its own specific patterns of power, principles, and prac-

tice. In this view, the world is not multipolar, but multi-order.

In the multi-order world, states will cluster around a leading state—either will-

ingly or under duress—to form different international orders, each with distinctive

rules, principles, and order-specific institutions. Currently, the multi-order archi-

tecture looks set to consist of the American-led liberal international order, the

Chinese-led Belt and Road order, and the Russian-led Eurasian order. Other

orders, both international and transnational, may also be in the making—for

example, the emergence of international orders in Africa or Latin America and

different forms of transnational orders composed of a range of nonstate actors,

including faith-based transnational orders such as the Islamic State, or

issue-specific orders such as environmental stewardship or global climate action.

In addition, the multi-order world will almost certainly include several nonaligned

states such as India, Indonesia, Brazil, and South Africa (at least until alternative

orders more fitting for these nonaligned states are established).
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Although the difference between a multipolar and a multi-order world may be

subtle, it is important, and only those who fully grasp it will be able to position

themselves advantageously in the emerging global order in decades to come. By

continuing to view the current transformation as a return to multipolarity and

therefore as mainly being about shifting power, we overlook that a multi-order

world order will be constituted against a backdrop of diversity through distinct

visions for the good life and that ultimately world order will depend on how

these differences can be managed. A view of the world as multipolar will not

only be out of step with a long-overdue shift toward valuing non-Western

forms of plurality but it could also lead to policies that will be detrimental to

the West by accelerating difference and hampering cooperative global governance.

This essay’s suggested focus on the external aspect of resilience as a practice of

diversity governance ideally enables us to grasp the big picture of relationality

within a complex environment of multiple orders and levels of ordering. It

emphasizes the need for seeing different visions of the good life as an inevitable

condition of global life and therefore the need to refrain from treating plurality

as a source of conflict and to instead see it as a challenge to find commonality

within diversity. Therefore, the necessary outcome of the multiplicity thesis is

that social distinctiveness must be celebrated and managed as the foundation

for constructive relational encounters in the multi-order architecture of global life.
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Abstract: One of the problems with the problem of world order is that what makes for order within
societies is often precisely what makes for disorderly relations between them. I argue in this short
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widely shared within a discipline where the language of power and interest dominates and where a
view of states as “like units” permeates. With more emphasis on values and visions of the good life,
and acceptance that the ontological foundation of IR is difference rather than sameness, the debates
about the problem of world order would take on a different form. The essay adapts the work of
Hedley Bull and introduces the concept of “resilience-governance” to distinguish between resilience
as a practice of self-governance taking place within ordering domains and resilience as a practice of
“diversity-governance” taking place between ordering domains. The combination of the two allows
for a bifocal view into how practices of resilience as self-governance may produce order within indi-
vidual domains but will at the same time increase diversity and difference between the ordering
domains, hence making the practices of resilience as diversity-governance much more challenging.
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