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funded local infrastructure building works would also contribute to 
economic growth more broadly. 

This approach to the U5MR, prioritized by its conceptualization as 
a human security matter, is framed by the notion of global governance 
and national government as biopolitical in modulating life chances in a 
process whereby asymmetrical power in the international and national 
systems directs resources in ways that negatively impact directly and 
indirectly on human life. In their routine forms, the economic policies 
of the World Bank, set within the wider neoliberal paterfamilias, ‘[have] 
restricted the choices that political parties in democratic [and other] 
societies can adopt’, aggravating, in many instances, already corrupt and 
self-serving local public processes that do nothing for populations at risk 
from the absence of essential-to-life resources (Suleiman and Waterbury 
1990: 3). Since we are unable currently to agree on what constitutes 
human security, and since policy-makers have proven unwilling to accept 
a broad imagining of this concept, the approach of this work represents a 
midpoint between narrow and broad human security, designed to tackle 
the inadequacies and lethality of neoliberalism with a workable defini-
tion of human security that can be applied to people’s everyday lives 
by drawing from the concept of biopolitics and identifying pan-national 
communities of people experiencing similar and reducible crises such as 
the U5MR. From this perspective, World Bank ideation and operations 
may be ruptured and retuned to the needs of the most vulnerable by 
way of an alternative approach to manage biopolitical inadequacy and 
biopoverty consequence. It is not a revolution that dismisses all aspects 
of the previous order, but is instead a form of transformation that retains 
positivist elements of human and economic accounting while rescinding 
and retracting dependence on and application of other aspects of the 
epistemology underpinning the Bank’s methods. It is not rejecting 
the prior, but involves instead ‘overlapping, in teraction, and echoes’ of 
the old and the new (Foucault 1973: 361). 

6 |  norMS And cHAnGE

IntroductIon

If the last chapters were concerned with the kind of change needed in 
global governance to recalculate human security, this chapter examines 
how change in the international system is stimulated. In this sense, change 
can be understood as shifts between normalities, or norms. Norms can be 
understood as dominant behaviours we take for granted, see as legitimate 
and accept as ‘the reality of life’ and ‘just the way things are’. They are in 
fact neither a singular reality nor immutable, since they change routinely 
over time, because where it fails spectacularly, we mostly are not exposed 
to this failure and the reality and brutal impact of its consequences; and 
their slow evolution is one reason we often do not consider them critically, 
notice them change or perceive them as changeable. The study of norms is 
not new, but until recently has been underemphasized. Social norms can 
be thought of as activities that we do repeatedly, without thinking about 
them, normally believing them to be legitimate. The fact that we do not 
challenge them sanctions them to the point where they develop, and are 
sustained by, consensual hegemony. They are dominant conventions in 
a given context; social practices that are supported and maintained by 
a wide base of concordance and acceptance. They are practices that are 
considered normal by a given group and, as a consequence, acceptable 
at any given time by that group. They are the behavioural rules and 
expectations we create, and they routinely mirror the rules we follow con-
sensually with an uncritical eye. Neoliberalism, capitalism, privatization, 
deregulation are all norms that have evolved and been actively promoted 
as the best means to resolve the fundamental problem of efficient resource 
distribution. They enjoy, as we have seen in preceding chapters, hegemony 
but are in fact promoted by a relatively small elite which determines the 
nature of global and local economies. We accept this system because we 
are told there is no alternative and because we generally believe it works 
for the best; because where it seems to fail, we are told that it will work 
with time; and because we are not fully conscious of the extent and role of 
neoliberalism in the regulation of global lives. In this sense, ‘power [in the 
international system] is manifest primarily through hegemonic discourses 
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that naturalize normality’ (Lipschutz 2005: 15). When the demands of 
this power to acquiesce to dominant and directed norms are not met by 
‘unruly’ actors, such as those challenging globalization or social injustice, 
for example, Lipschutz and Rowe maintain that ‘more instrumental forms 
of power – force, coercion, influence – appear’ (2005: 15).

Norms are often divided into two categories: regulative and consti-
tutive. Regulative refers to the means by which existing international 
behaviours are maintained. They ‘prescribe, proscribe and order be-
haviour, operate like standards that specify the proper enactment of an 
already defined identity and establish rights and obligations’ (Bjorkdahl 
2002: 15). Constitutive norms, on the other hand, direct departure 
from regulative norms. That is, they are norms that enable variety in 
the choices people can make to achieve their goals. Bjorkdahl writes 
that ‘international norms … create permissive conditions for action 
[which] structure realms of possibilities and define a range of legitimate 
policy options that would not have been self-evident in the absence of 
such norms’ (ibid.: 22). We may distinguish between them in terms of 
possible outcomes. Regulative norms dictate the limits of the possible: 
they are what restrict people to particular ‘principles, norms and rules 
that prescribe and proscribe varieties of behaviour’ (ibid.: 22), whereas 
constitutive norms allow policy-makers to conceive and respond to 
alternative ‘principles, norms and rules’ that generate different outcomes. 
In Bjorkdahl’s words, they ‘may provide the inspiration and motivation 
for foreign policy development and implementation’ (ibid.: 23).

Christine Ingebritsen tells us that a norm in international relations 
can be viewed as a ‘global code of appropriate behaviour’ (2002: 11). 
From an overtly state-centric perspective, Gregory Raymond refers 
us to norms as ‘generalised standards of conduct that delineate the 
scope of a state’s entitlements, the extent of its obligations, and the 
range of its jurisdiction’ (1997: 128). Similarly state-centrically, Janice 
Thomson refers to norms as ‘normal state practices’ (1993: 81); while 
Gary Goetz and Paul Diehl qualify this position by adding that norms 
remain norms because they are coercible, rather than automatically and 
dependably adhered to (1992). Expanding from the confines of state-
centric assumptions, Peter Katzenstein writes that norms are ‘collective 
expectations for the proper behaviour of actors with a given identity’ 
(1996: 5). These norms are ‘spontaneously evolving, as social practice; 
consciously promoted, as political strategies to further specific interests; 
deliberately negotiated, as a mechanism for conflict management; or as 
a combination, mixing these three types’ (ibid.: 21). We may consider 
democracy in such terms, following Katzenstein’s formula. As the cold 

war has morphed into the ill-defined post-cold-war world, democracy 
has evolved in some developing countries that were not democratic 
to reorganize societies, even if for many this is more by nomenclature 
than nature; democracy is consciously promoted in the literature, the 
media and by national and international organizations to refine social 
organization; it is negotiated through elections and post-electoral con-
flict; and, in the case of international peace-building, it is presented 
through state-building interventions as a means of settling conflict and 
transforming civil and elite society by means of a host of international 
actors from the UN to local NGOs. Looking to older examples to af-
firm consistency in norms changes, during the cold war a fundamental 
premise that had characterized international relations for a century 
shifted when decolonization began. Even if the cold war masked a 
shift from imperial to neo-imperial relations, a fundamental idea and 
value – that of the legitimacy of direct metropolitan domination – passed 
into history (Falk 2000; Crawford 1993), even if some favour its return. 
Farther back, the routine norm of international slavery was abolished, 
ending a widely maintained and practised convention in Europe, Africa, 
the Caribbean, the Middle East and most other parts of the world. 
And yet farther back in history, the international system shifted from 
one of absolute monarchies to the Westphalian parliamentary system of 
states, and the Enlightenment promoted progress towards a more even 
distribution of power (a process that has become distorted over time). 
And, returning to the present, dominant norms persist but, revealing 
their subjective and contested nature, are under challenge and flux. The 
use of landmines and cluster munitions has been outlawed by broad, if 
incomplete, international consensus, as part of a process that may see 
their use terminated in toto. Nuclear weapons conventions have similarly 
come under fire; the states possessing most nuclear weapons have agreed 
to contain and reduce their arsenals, even as the number of states and 
other actors acquiring them has expanded. An International Criminal 
Court exists where none existed before to try international war criminals. 
From almost complete marginalization, matters of gender and inequality 
occupy the vernacular if not the values of many major international and 
national actors. Yet more recently, the dominant international norm of 
protected tax havens like Liechtenstein and Monaco, normally invulner-
able to scrutiny, was largely overturned in a matter of a few weeks in 
the spring of 2009. Some of these changes are problematic: they are 
not necessarily for the good of everyone, as the concept of equality is 
sidelined by the pre-eminence of the individual enshrined in the ideology 
of neoliberalism. But together, they constitute evidence of substantial 



150  |  s ix norms and change  |  151

social construction and reconstruction – norms and norms change – in 
the international system. 

norMS cHAnGE

Change can be understood as a movement between norms, where an 
idea or belief, or set of ideas or beliefs, is supplanted by others to direct, 
shape and create new social behavioural norms. I use the word ‘social’ in 
its widest sense, to encompass all human social interaction, embracing 
politics, economics and ‘culture’. Before proceeding to constructivist 
literature, I will take this opportunity to reiterate that there remains a 
dominant body of thought that maintains that consideration of change is 
based on undesirable moral subjectivity, a process to which cosmological 
IR objects. The hegemony of these beliefs, implanted in and restrictive 
of state policy, and the architectures of epistemological and ontological 
denial sustain the present violent dystopia of mass human insecurity, 
permitting only glacial progress on matters of global security that affect 
hundreds of millions of everyday lives with which realism appears largely 
unconcerned. This hegemony, and the capacity to subjectively marginal-
ize debate and lives it does not judge fit to consider in a security sense, 
stymies progress because by its ontological and epistemological nature 
it cannot and will not change and is good only for maintaining the 
structural status quo. For this reason, I circumvent further consideration 
of the destructive discipline and move to more constructive discussion of 
the means of change and the potency this enables. 

The literature on norms change was reinvigorated in 1998, follow-
ing a hiatus of some two decades after ‘the debate of the 1970s on 
transnational relations closed the book on the subject prematurely’ 
(Risse-Kappen 1995: 5). In 1998, Martha Finnemore and Kathryn 
Sikkink published groundbreaking research that advanced the debate 
substantially. Their definition reflects Katzenstein’s, presenting norms 
as ‘a standard of appropriate behaviour for actors with a given iden-
tity’. While this immediately raises the spectre of subjectivity, since the 
view of the appropriateness of an actor’s behaviour will inevitably vary 
depending on who is judging that actor, the fact that the definition 
and article refer to conformity to a given standard is key to the notion 
of norms as uncritically repeated behaviour on the part of an agent or 
community. This interpretation leads Finnemore and Sikkink to identify 
a ‘life cycle’ of norms which involves three stages. The first involves the 
emergence of a norm, although the matter of where ideas themselves 
come from is not pursued in any great depth, apropos the remit of 
the article. Instead, the emergence of norms is attributed to domestic 

norms entrepreneurs, who ‘attempt to convince a critical mass of states 
(norms leaders) to embrace new norms’ (ibid.: 895). An entrepreneur 
is a person who makes things happen that were not happening before. 
Daniel Gilman writes that a norms entrepreneur is someone: 

Who identifies and markets norms, whether for money, reputation, 
power, or other social capital … A norm entrepreneur is a person who 
notices a pattern, identifies it as such, and somehow foists it on the 
public as a normative, and not merely descriptive, model or standard. 
Senator Joseph McCarthy, The Beatles, Madonna, and Miss Manners 
… may all be seen as norm entrepreneurs. (2002: 2395)

Norms entrepreneurs, then, ‘persuade others to internalize new 
norms’ (Elgstrom 2000: 457). They are normally equipped with ‘organ-
izational platforms’ from which to lobby and influence; these might 
be international organizations like the UN, Transnational Advocacy 
Networks (TANs), or national advocacy groups like Women’s Aid in the 
UK or the 50-50 Group in Sierra Leone. These platforms often provide 
political elevation for transmission into the international  debating arena 
of new proposals for change. Elgstrom notes that in the early stages, ‘one 
major task for moral entrepreneurs is to get the norms they advocate 
on the agenda, to get major actors to pay attention to the issue’ (ibid.: 
460). From such an elevation they can be heard and listened to, allowing 
norms entrepreneurs to ‘call attention to issues or even “create” issues 
by using language that names, interprets, and dramatizes them’ (Finne-
more and Sikkink 1998: 897). In common vernacular, this is known as 
‘framing the issue’: identifying a matter of subjective importance and 
extending public consciousness of it with a goal to improving matters. 
An essential difference between an effective norms entrepreneur and 
someone who merely publicly demands change reflects the difference 
between making noise in a public vacuum and being listened to by 
those who make policy. 

This may take place in conditions of hostility to, or rejection of, the 
new proposition. Finnemore and Sikkink refer to the example of women’s 
suffrage, reminding us that the demand for a new norm of electoral 
equality faced sustained opposition from the old (and dominant) norm 
of political chauvinism and exclusion. I repeat this example, because 
women’s rights scholar-entrepreneurs are still attempting to frame new 
gender-fair norms into a masculine and often suspicious and chauvin-
ist series of predominant behaviours, especially in the domain of what 
constitutes security. Reflecting successful norms conversion in this arena, 
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despite sustained resistance, parliamentary gender quotas are now em-
bedded and internalized in a majority of states worldwide (Dahlerup and 
Freidenvall 2005; Krook 2007). The authors continue that, since a new 
norm is by definition different to an old norm (the distinction here being 
the difference between continuity and change), we may reasonably expect 
that the advancement of a new norm will meet entrenched resistance 
until a particular state or group of states adopts the norm and agrees to 
attempt to project it beyond their own boundaries. In a very real sense, 
this is the point at which the human security concept lies presently: it has 
been elevated by the UNDP into the international arena and is supported 
by a range of actors with limited influence in the international system, 
but further integration and adoption of the concept have been halted as 
a result of challenges to its conceptual coherence and practicability. If a 
critical mass evolves far enough – if enough states take a new proposal 
on board and adopt it – Finnemore and Sikkink argue that ‘the norm 
reaches a threshold or tipping point’. Although they recognize that it is 
empirically hard to quantify when such a tip begins, they suggest that 
the threshold is roughly one-third, and note that some states have a 
greater weight, or international influence, than others, meaning that a 
purely quantitative assessment is insufficient to determine when sufficient 
momentum is reached to create a more substantial, cascade effect (1998: 
901). This element is especially important with regard to the next section 
of the chapter.

The second stage invokes a different process. Whereas the emergence 
phase is characterized by domestic activity by norms entrepreneurs, the 
second stage, or ‘cascade’, is characterized more by an ‘international or 
regional demonstration effect … in which international and transnational 
norm influences become more important than domestic politics for 
effecting norm change’ (ibid.: 902). If norms change begins in the 
domestic arena, the process is accelerated in the international setting 
after the tipping point is reached and the cascade takes effect. This 
form of international socialization is familiar to the traditional schools 
of international relations, and may involve ‘diplomatic praise or censure, 
either bilateral or multilateral, which is reinforced by material sanctions 
and incentives’ (ibid.: 902; Landolt 2004). In this more international 
phase, norm transmission by states may be supported by non-state 
 actors, such as NGOs, which will apply pressure to non-conforming 
states or multilateral actors, or may monitor and audit compliance in 
reforming states (Keck and Sikkink 1999). Where this process succeeds, 
it is thanks to ‘pressure for conformity, desire to enhance international 
legitimation, and the desire of state leaders to enhance their self-esteem’ 

(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 895). It may also be that states adopt 
norms for reasons of altruism: on the grounds, in other words, that the 
‘logic of appropriateness’ guiding norms conventions evolves because 
conformers ‘understand the behaviour to be good, desirable, and appro-
priate [reflecting] habit, duty and responsibility as well as principled 
belief ’ (ibid.: 912). These forces work in association with identity. That 
is, compliance is generated across a range of actors who share labels and 
behaviours, such as ‘democratic’ or ‘Asian’, for example. In Finnemore 
and Sikkink’s words, ‘what happens at the tipping point is that enough 
states and enough critical states endorse the new norm to redefine 
appropriate behaviour for the identity called “state” or some relevant 
subset of states (such as a “liberal” state or a European state)’ (ibid.: 
902). There is, then, a process of leadership by key states with particular 
interests in instigating a new norm, socializing in their slipstream enough 
other states to reach the political escape velocity required to create a 
cascade and a tipping point.

We may say that national adoption of new norms in particular states 
is followed by international socialization of those norms by a majority of 
the remainder; what follows this is a reversion to the local, wherein the 
new norms are accepted broadly in the international system, become 
‘taken-for-granted’ and ‘are no longer a matter of broad public debate’ 
(ibid.: 895). This is the third stage, referred to as ‘internalization’. Having 
been elevated across the international system at the international level, 
the new norm is finally inculcated into recipient state conformism. 
That is, as well as states having accepted a new norm, processes and 
actors appear to ensure that it is fully embedded in national practices. 
This involves, for example, codification of a new norm and its passing 
into formal legislation; the implementation of the new norm to agreed 
standards, normally managed though bureaucratic processes, perhaps; 
and the testing of conformity, by means of accountability and oversight 
activities (surveillance, monitoring and auditing). Eventually, this proc-
ess ‘makes conformance with the norm almost automatic’ (ibid.: 904). 
This perspective must be carefully qualified, since it is a state which 
accepts the validity of an internationally migrating norm; but states are 
also reactive to their populations, especially, theoretically, in democra-
cies. The literature also suggests that the norm that has travelled must 
be ‘salient’ to the host society into which it is inserted by its political 
elite. For example, although the British government has acquiesced 
to a number of norms transfers from European legislation, from the 
shape of bananas to the limits to a motorcycle’s top speed, members of 
British society have caused the government to rescind its adoption of 
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some trans-European norms. Cortell and David argue that there must 
exist in the recipient nation not just elite will, but also ‘a durable set of 
attitudes toward the norm’s legitimacy’ (2000: 69).

Finnemore and Sikkink discuss factors most likely to influence 
norms adoption, addressing state status in the international system. It 
is suggested that states are more susceptible to adopting norms when 
adoption would enhance their position among their peers. And, in that 
hierarchical and competitive peer system, it is the more prominent 
states whose norms are most likely to be adopted, while a third factor 
concerns the extent to which the inherent ‘intrinsic quality’ of a norm 
determines its adoption. Thus, ‘clear and specific’ norms are more likely 
to travel than norms that are ‘ambiguous and complex’ (Bailey 2008); 
and norms that relate to intrinsically ‘good’ behaviours are more likely 
to earn compliance (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 907). Universalism, 
individualism and values adjacent to current hegemonic practices are 
more likely to generate concordance than a norm characterized intrinsi-
cally by something found in practice less acceptably and less commonly, 
such as dictatorship, or communism. Other conditions may also make 
norms more or less prone to adoption. For example, Margaret Keck and 
Kathryn Sikkink propose that norms which are related to preventing 
bodily harm of innocent or vulnerable people are especially prone to 
adoption (1998). Finnemore and Sikkink concur, proposing that this 
hypothesis ‘explains why norm campaigns around slavery and women’s 
suffrage [have] succeeded’. They further suggest that the vulnerability 
thesis might be evidenced by the manner in which anti-smoking cam-
paigns have applied arguments regarding ‘the effects [of smoking] on 
vulnerable or innocent bystanders of second-hand smoke’ (1998: 907). 
This thesis does not hold up, however, when applied to campaigns to 
end female genital mutilation (FGM). Jeffrey Legro suggests that such 
rejection reflects a lack of contextual legitimacy in a given culture, 
a claim that could embrace the culture of patriarchy and control of 
women’s independent behaviour (1997). Despite a range of campaigns 
that have clearly focused on the vulnerability of women to having 
their sexual organs brutally mutilated and excised, the practice remains 
socially condoned and enforced in parts of Africa, the Middle East and 
Asia. The thesis that human dignity is substantially transcultural may 
hold, but only until it meets a more powerful transcultural antithesis 
such as global patriarchy. Patriarchal structures, practices and values 
are hegemonic globally, and routinely and daily result in human dignity 
as it is commonly understood being marginalized and subsumed to its 
diktats; extreme poverty, sex trafficking, infanticide and slavery are all 

related directly and indirectly to patriarchy and its economic neoliberal 
progeny (Roberts 2008a; Bhattacharrya 2005; Griffin 2007). This is 
partly because both are characterized, authorized and legitimized by 
competitiveness, hierarchies of inequality condoning domination and 
exploitation generally, masculinity and hyper-masculinity legitimating 
direct and indirect violence against men and women, and the relegation 
and repression of women globally.

The evidence shows that change happens under certain conditions 
when certain social forces are at work. We may reasonably conclude that 
the nature of the international system is not biologically fixed but socially 
determined by human ideas and the social mechanisms and institu-
tions we deploy to advance and implement them. The norms literature 
suggests that ideas that shape the world are social in construction and 
subject to reconstruction under certain circumstances. Finnemore and 
Sikkink advance a model whereby a new norm takes root in one state 
and is ultimately evolved into an international norm across many others. 
Various conditions must apply for this to happen, but there is empirical 
evidence to demonstrate that there is substance to the argument (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998; Risse et al. 1999).

To this end, I propose a strategy, or an approach, for achieving the 
objectives identified in the preceding chapter. These were twofold. First, 
in order to make biopolitical global governance less lethal and dysfunc-
tional for millions of infants, the World Bank can desist from prohibiting 
states to which it lends from providing water and sanitation for free for 
people with no money. Second, the Bank can work with indigenous and 
regional private sectors where the U5MR is highest to develop accessible 
provision of clean water and sanitation for those unable to afford it, 
with the goal of reducing deaths from easily preventable illnesses. What 
is being proposed as a new norm is a different take on privatization, 
which would involve ending one World Bank neoliberal emphasis and 
starting another. The details were developed in the preceding chapter; 
briefly, I propose that the Bank can facilitate grants and credits to small-
scale private sector actors in and around the worst-affected locales and 
regions for capacity mobilization, building and construction materials 
and equipment and basic locally sustainable education programmes to 
create water supply and sanitation for those unable to afford it or access 
it. It was noted in the previous chapter that there would derive from 
this a substantially disproportionate trickle-up effect, whereby low-cost 
inputs would yield high-value, high-volume outputs; such an approach 
constitutes sound investment practice. 

This change in perspective on privatization, which does not eschew 
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the principle but instead makes it more localized and less subject to 
asymmetric advantages in international relations that benefit transna-
tional corporations, becomes the Stage 1 objective of domestic norms 
entrepreneurs in any number of states, where people are aware of 
the ease and cheapness with which the U5MR can be reduced. It is 
particularly applicable in the UK, from where the most recent norms 
change at the Bank were directed, but it can be evolved more widely. 
The strategy is laid out in diagram form below, and proposes that a 
combination of public norms entrepreneurs and Transnational Advocacy 
Networks can convince the UK and other governments that such a plan 
is reasonable and within their capacity. Once governments are persuaded 
of the legitimacy and efficacy of the proposal and of the high likelihood 
of success, based on scientific evidence and argument and buoyed by 
recent experiences, state elites may act through the board of governors 
to guide the Bank’s board of executives to revise privatization emphases 
and approaches in line with water and sanitation provision, drawing 
from Bank funding for indigenous and regional capacity mobilization 
coupled with appropriate expertise injections from local, regional and 
international actors. 

Given that it requires little or no additional funding, either from 
the public in any given country or from their associated governments, 
this would be a readily endorsable populist policy reflecting a much-
needed and morally minded attempt to end or dramatically reduce 

the U5MR at little or no cost to taxpayer and state. The mobilization 
of such campaigns has happened before; there are numerous existing 
NGOs and public figures who have demonstrated the ability to make 
substantial change in the human security of vulnerable people, from 
Diana, Princess of Wales, to any of the other actors who have used their 
elite status to mobilize audiences to support a favoured campaign. Given 
the scope of the U5MR; the speed with which effects are visible; the 
employment and growth generation that would accompany the projects 
themselves, as well as the rapidly realizable benefits to mass health, 
such an approach is tenable and durable. This approach is markedly 
different from  others, however, because, unlike most operations of this 
type, it does not require public money beyond the usual tax regime. It 
requires public pressure on elite institutions, perhaps mobilized around 
high-profile entrepreneurs’ and advocacy networks’ commitment to care. 
The UK could have a leadership role in this process, given that its role 
in changing the World Bank presidency suggests it may be a critical state; 
one with particular influence in a particular institution. This constitutes 
Stage 1 of Finnemore and Sikkink’s three-phase model.

There seems good reason to expect that the second stage, involving 
a tipping point, is also practicable, given the insubstantial conceptual 
change required; the adjacency of the new norm to existing privatiza-
tion norms; the inherent quality of the project; its inexpensiveness and 
its clarity and specificity; the observable and quantifiable returns; the 
legitimacy accorded a state among its own population for leading such 
a demonstrably and inherently ‘good’ project; the status among interna-
tional peers accorded to such a moral project requiring so little material 
input; and the creditable research indicating quite precisely the means 
of preventing and reducing high U5MR rates and the vast and extant 
knowledge base and experience in providing preventive interventions. 

In addition, and perhaps more importantly than some of the others, 
the strategy outlined above may be especially prone to succeed because 
of its obvious connection with vulnerability and innocence. There can 
be no humans more vulnerable than infants, and death from diarrhoea, 
on the scale that it occurs, represents a profound assault on the bodies 
of extremely poor children. In addition, there is reason to believe that 
norms relating to such matters are more likely to be adopted if there is 
a short causal chain; medical epidemiology confirms this. Furthermore, 
while sceptics might proclaim the World Bank to be impervious to 
external manipulation of its norms, this is not necessarily nor likely 
to be the case. In addition to recent leadership norms changes, Susan 
Park has demonstrated that the World Bank ‘consumes’ norms from 

figure 6.1 Schematic outlining paths of  pressure invoked by norms 
entrepreneurs and the ‘downstream’ effect on global governance, biopolitical 
management and human security
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Transnational Advocacy Networks as well as diffuses them by virtue of 
its location in relation to neoliberal hegemony (2005; Keck and Sikkink 
1999). While this is both interesting and encouraging, however, it may 
be of less importance in this case, since the point of pressure at the 
Bank is the board of executives, accessed via the state-populated board 
of governors. The record (above) also shows that under forty states 
mobilized alongside the UK to achieve the recent shift in the Bank’s 
rules for its presidency, implying a tipping point lower than the one-
third normally considered relevant. Nor was a state cascade required. 
The new Bank presidency norm is now being internalized at the Bank 
and around the international system as a consequence.

concluSIon

Norms can be thought of as routine functions that organize our 
daily and global existence and priorities. They originate from human 
thinking, idealistic or realistic, utopian or dystopian; they reflect our 
beliefs and morality; and they are inevitably subjective and value laden. 
Presently, the norms of global governance consciously prioritize certain 
subjective values and beliefs above others. They actively neglect the stag-
gering under-five mortality rate; consciously, because decision-makers 
in structures of national and global governance are both fully aware of 
the scale of the U5MR, and of the ease of its diminution. They choose, 
however, to direct their attention and resources to other matters, none 
of which compares in terms of the number of humans – the tens of 
millions – who die unnecessarily and preventably. This is not to make 
a moral judgement or to direct blame and culpability; it is to advance 
an alternative security agenda based on humans rather than states. 
Recent research published in the foreign policy analysis sector tested, 
and confirmed, the belief that ‘principled and causal beliefs’ may change 
significant aspects of international relations (Hook 2008). Developing 
this conclusion further, Kevin Esterling identifies the importance of 
credibility in such an evolution, arguing that ‘the extent to which beliefs 
matter depends critically on the evidence indicating that the beliefs are 
plausible’ (2004: 7). According to these literatures, global norms, or the 
international status quo derived from dominant ideas, can be changed 
if creditable research indicates the idea will work. 

It is not a question of the ‘restructuring of the entire system of 
values which forms the basis of our civilization today’, proposed by 
Michel Camdessus – itself not necessarily a bad idea (2001: 363). The 
proposed adjustments navigate a path between dystopian stasis and 
utopian transformation that is at once plausible and populist, a less 

comprehensive but consequentially more achievable and impactful chal-
lenge to the dogmatic adherence to ideas whose time, current crises and 
past failures suggest, has come. The norms literature allows us to think 
about how the Bank’s policies and its directive capacity – its ability to 
make things happen – can be changed. Recent evidence suggests the 
Bank is subject to many diverse pressures for change, and that a key 
access route to Bank policy is to be found in the board of executives, 
since states can manipulate policy via their ownership of the board of 
governors. And the literature suggests such new norms are feasible; 
indeed, this particular task seems more likely than not to work, since it 
satisfies a substantial majority of the criteria indicating whether norms 
change may be anticipated. Rather than discrediting such efforts by 
labelling them utopian, the empirical evidence seems strongly to sup-
port the notion that reshaped norms focused on the most vulnerable 
children in the developing world will give them the same chance their 
counterparts in the developed world enjoy. 


