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Abstract
How do governing actors in international politics become legitimised? Current approaches to the study
of legitimation do not fully account for the complexities of governance in contemporary international
and global politics because they pre-specify ‘sources’ of legitimacy and treat change in audience expecta-
tions towards rightful rule as exogenous to legitimation processes. Instead, this article synthesises existing
models of legitimationwith relational theory to argue that constellations of institutional complexities neces-
sitate an analytical focus on audiences and their expectations as embedded in governance networks. It
then provides a relational theory of legitimation, emphasising the mechanisms undergirding legitima-
tion: legitimation should be conceptualised as a process of congruence-finding between actors’ normative
expectations. A governance relation might be influenced towards greater or lesser congruence via several
mechanisms working at the level of the relation and the wider network, with more congruence giving rise
to stabler governance practices. In this way, the theory builds upon legitimation scholarship by developing
pathways to investigate legitimation across the varied contexts of international politics: it avoids a normative
background theory of legitimacy sources and provides an improved framework for understanding change
in the legitimacy of institutions over time by considering endogenous mechanisms of legitimation.
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Introduction
How are governing actors in international politics legitimised? From prior research, we know that
legitimacy matters for a diverse set of actors ranging from states to international institutions to
rebel groups. Legitimacy increases compliance with governance,1 fosters an entity’s acceptance and
support,2 drives institutional change3 and renders governance more stable and efficient.4 In the
wake of recent contestations challenging the legitimacy of many global governance institutions,

1ThomasM. Franck,ThePower of Legitimacy amongNations (Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press, 1990); IanHurd, ‘Legitimacy
and authority in international politics’, International Organization, 53:2 (1999), pp. 379–408; Tom R. Tyler, Why People Obey
the Law (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

2Lisa Maria Dellmuth and Jonas Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations: Interest representation,
institutional performance, and confidence extrapolation in the United Nations’, Review of International Studies, 41:3 (2015),
pp. 451–75.

3Tobias Lenz and Lora Anne Viola, ‘Legitimacy and institutional change in international organisations: A cognitive
approach’, Review of International Studies, 43:5 (2017), pp. 939–61.

4Cord Schmelzle and Eric Stollenwerk, ‘Virtuous or vicious circle? Governance effectiveness and legitimacy in areas of
limited statehood’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 12:4 (2018), pp. 449–67; Ian Clark, Legitimacy in International
Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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International Relations (IR) scholarship has increasingly theorised the processes of (de)legitima-
tion. These scholars have shown that successful legitimation hinges on the utilisation of specific
‘sources of legitimacy’, most importantly specific governance procedures or performance, which
ensure legitimate and stable governance if they resonate with a given audience.5

However, surveying some examples of recent (de)legitimation processes of governing actors
in international politics highlights that the ‘sources of legitimacy’ (SOL) model still misses out on
some of the intricacies and contextual underpinnings of (de)legitimation processes within complex
governance contexts of international politics.With some notable expectations, the approach builds
on pre-specified categories of sources and treats change in actors’ expectations as exogenous to its
models. For example, when the Trump administration contested the legitimacy of theWorld Trade
Organization (WTO), they criticised the very idea of multilateral trade rather than the institution’s
procedures and performance.6 Going back historically, when non-aligned statesmet in Bandung in
1955, they sought to carve out their own conception of what legitimate international cooperation
could look like, markedly different from the pillars and procedures the liberal international order
was built on.7 When NATO sought to establish legitimate governance in Afghanistan in the 2000s,
any procedures and output NATO put forward were mediated by perceptions of foreignness and
imperialism as well as the actions taken by the Afghan state and the Taliban insurgency – to detri-
mental effect.8 Thus, when dealing with multiple audiences, someone’s source of legitimacy might
be someone else’s source of illegitimacy.9 Furthermore, expectations as to what legitimate gover-
nance entails might often be at odds with the standard liberal focus on procedures and output.10
Finally, these expectations may even change as audiences in international politics are exposed to
the legitimation efforts of various actors, compare them against each other, and possibly alter their
beliefs.11

The limits in existing scholarship to fully spell out the implications of legitimation in com-
plex governance contexts are of concern if we want to understand why governing institutions
gain or retain legitimacy over time within international politics. Because a significant amount of
established legitimacy theory was originally crafted for use in state-based societies with strong
centralised governance structures, there remains a noticeable gap in explaining important puz-
zles of legitimation research: how can we study legitimation within the diverse contexts that make
up international politics without a prior theoretical idea of what potential sources of legitimacy
may be? How do processes of legitimation shape actors’ and audiences’ ideas about what consti-
tutes rightful rule? In what ways are these endogenous dynamics of legitimation caught up within
the broader network dynamics of international politics? Finding answers to such questions can

5Fritz Scharpf, Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Jonas Tallberg and
Michael Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations: Introduction and framework’, The Review of
International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 581–606.

6Farah N. Jan and Megan Phansalkar, ‘Trump’s war on the World Trade Organization’, The Diplomat (2019), available at:
{https://thediplomat.com/2019/12/trumps-war-on-the-world-trade-organization/}.

7Richard Wright, The Color Curtain: A Report on the Bandung Conference (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1995).
8Wolfgang Minatti and Isabelle Duyvesteyn, ‘Concepts of legitimacy: Congruence and divergence in the Afghan conflict’,

Civil Wars, 22:1 (2021), pp. 1–25.
9Sarah von Billerbeck and Birte J. Gippert, ‘Legitimacy in conflict: Concepts, practices, challenges’, Journal of Intervention

and Statebuilding, 11:3 (2017), pp. 273–85 (p. 279).
10Isabelle Duyvesteyn, ‘Rebels & legitimacy: An introduction’, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 28:4 (2017), pp. 669–85; Olivier

Roy, ‘Development and political legitimacy: The cases of Iraq and Afghanistan’, Conflict, Security & Development, 4:2 (2004),
pp. 167–79.

11Eric W. Schoon, Alexandra Pocek Joosse, and H. Brinton Milward, ‘Networks, power, and the effects of legitimacy in con-
tentious politics’, Sociological Perspectives, 63:4 (2020), pp. 670–90; Klaus Dingwerth and Antonia Witt, ‘Legitimation contests:
A theoretical framework’, in KlausDingwerth, AntoniaWitt, Ina Lehmann, Ellen Reichel, andTobiasWeise (eds), International
Organizations under Pressure: Legitimating Global Governance in Challenging Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019),
pp. 29–61; Magdalena Bexell, Karin Bäckstrand, Farsan Ghassim, et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in
global governance: A theoretical framework’, in Magdalena Bexell, Kristina J ̈onsson, and Anders Uhlin (eds), Legitimation
and Delegitimation in Global Governance: Practices, Justifications, and Audiences (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022),
pp. 25–45.
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not only strengthen our empirical grasp on capturing and tracing processes of legitimation over
time but also help us identify its effects on institutions, audiences, and the broader organisational
environment they are in.

To address this concern, this article engages in a theoretical exercise using insights from rela-
tional theory12 to review existing models of legitimation, but more importantly, to offer new ways
of conceptualising legitimation which account for the complexities of international politics. While
most authors working with SOL models will concur that legitimation is relational,13 and recent
studies have taken this further to incorporate the relevance of larger social structures,14 I argue that
they do not take its relationality far enough. Constellations of complex governancemake necessary
an analytical focus that considers audiences’ expectations as embedded in governance networks
and allows for change of such expectations endogenous to legitimation processes.

Thus, I hold that the synthesis of the SOL literaturewith relational theory allowsme to emphasise
the endogenous dynamics of processes of legitimation and the causal mechanisms undergird-
ing legitimation: I describe legitimation as a contestation over the normative expectations about
governance of a governing actor (the governance provider) and of an audience (the governance
taker). I identify four heuristic categories of normative expectations relevant for legitimation, the
sum of which I call legitimation patterns: formal and informal rules, sources of authority, com-
mon goods, and modes of consent. (De)legitimation, I argue, can be described as a process of
congruence-finding, where actors evaluate the discursive and material manifestations of their gov-
ernance relation to see whether they meet their normative expectations. The degree of congruence
between the legitimation patterns of a governance provider and a governance taker will shape
governance actions within the relation, with more congruence giving rise to stabler governance
practices. Legitimation patterns may change endogenously to legitimation dynamics via cognitive
and relational mechanisms that alter a governance relation towards greater or lesser congruence.

The theory advanced here contributes to the study of legitimation within international poli-
tics both on a theoretical as well as methodological level. First, it builds on studies seeking to
investigate legitimation across the varied contexts of international politics.15 Avoiding a norma-
tive background theory with a reliance on pre-specified taxonomies of legitimacy sources, the
model identifies ways to put actors’ relationally grounded expectations centre stage. This allows us
to reconcile the diversity of expectations of rightful governance within international politics with
recent advances in the SOL literature. Second, the theory builds on recent studies embedding legit-
imation in larger social structures16 to provide an improved framework for understanding change
in the legitimacy of institutions over time. It does so by taking into consideration the endoge-
nous dynamics of legitimation and conceptualising expectations regarding rightful governance as
patterns that spread and change through networks via a range of mechanisms. Third, the theory
expands on work emphasising the procedural nature of legitimation17 by theorising legitimation
as a mechanistic process that both shapes and is shaped by actors engaged in governance relations.

The article develops this relational-procedural theory of legitimation in four steps. First, I take
stock of the existing literature on legitimation in international relations and particularly the

12PatrickThaddeus Jackson andDanielH.Nexon, ‘Relations before states: Substance, process and the study of world politics’,
European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999), pp. 291–332; Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Miles Kahler, and Alexander
H. Montgomery, ‘Network analysis for International Relations’, International Organization, 63:3 (2009), pp. 559–92.

13Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’.
14Bexell et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global governance’; Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation

contests’.
15Steven Bernstein, ‘Legitimacy in intergovernmental and non-state global governance’, Review of International Political

Economy, 18:1 (2011), pp. 17–51; Michael Barnett, ‘Change in or of global governance?’, International Theory, 13:1 (2021), pp.
131–43.

16Tobias Lenz and Fredrik S ̈oderbaum, ‘The origins of legitimation strategies in international organizations: Agents, audi-
ences and environments’, International Affairs, 99:3 (2023), pp. 899–920; Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’; Bexell
et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global governance’.

17Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’.
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‘sources of legitimacy’ approach. Second, I highlight the conceptual weaknesses of this approach in
light of insights from relational theory.Third, I synthesise these literatures to provide an alternative
model of legitimation as congruence-finding. Finally, the article discusses the theory’s implications
and gives concluding remarks.

Legitimacy and legitimation in international relations
Legitimacy has proven a useful concept within IR theory tomake sense of dynamics of compliance
and support for governing actors within international politics. With Weber’s conceptualisation of
legitimate authority as its starting point, scholars have defined legitimacy as the belief among a
given group that a rule ‘ought to be obeyed’.18 They consider it one possible base for creating order
and compliance with political authority next to coercion and material incentivisation.19 Thus, IR
scholarship has explored questions of legitimacy to explain underwhat conditions governing actors
within international politics such as international institutions maintain support and compliance
among both states and broader publics given the backdrop of anarchy and an absence of coercive
mechanisms available to many of these actors.20

But how do governing actors become legitimate? While some IR scholarship has dealt in nor-
mative reasoning to identify standards of legitimate rule,21 most have adopted an empirical lens to
study legitimation, that is the process of how given audiences come to see certain ruling bodies as
appropriate. Originally, scholars analysed legitimation mostly in the context of state governance.22
Subsequently, they started to investigate legitimation beyond the state,most importantly in relation
to international organisations (IOs),23 supranational organisations such as the European Union
(EU),24 and sub-state actors such as rebel groups.25

Tomodel this process of legitimation, a prolific literature has adopted – both explicitly or implic-
itly – what I will call the ‘sources of legitimacy’ (SOL) model. The model has its foundations in two
theoretical assumptions. First, it assumes legitimacy to stem from a congruence between a gov-
erning actor’s characteristics and an audience’s social values, their ‘normative benchmarks’.26 This
is mirrored not least in Suchman’s widely cited definition of legitimacy as a ‘generalized percep-
tion or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some
socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’.27 Second, the model follows

18Max Weber, Economy and Society (New York: University of California Press, 1978), p. 213.
19Hurd, ‘Legitimacy and authority in international politics’, pp. 379–81.
20Franck, The Power of Legitimacy among Nations.
21Robert O. Keohane, ‘The contingent legitimacy of multilateralism’, in Edward Newman, Ramesh Chandra Thakur, and

John Tirman (eds), Multilateralism under Challenge? Power, International Order, and Structural Change (New York: United
Nations University Press, 2006), pp. 56–76; Allen Buchanan and Robert O. Keohane, ‘The legitimacy of global governance
institutions’, Ethics & International Affairs, 20:4 (2006), pp. 405–37.

22Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981);
Rodney Barker, Political Legitimacy and the State (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); David Beetham, The Legitimation of Power
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991).

23Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations in Global Politics (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2004); Bernstein, ‘Legitimacy in intergovernmental and non-state global governance’; Hurd,
‘Legitimacy and authority in international politics’; Michael Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance: Authority, Legitimacy, and
Contestation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

24Scharpf, Governing in Europe; Vivien A. Schmidt, ‘Democracy and legitimacy in the European Union revisited: Input,
output and “throughput”’, Political Studies, 61:1 (2013), pp. 2–22; Kathleen R. McNamara, The Politics of Everyday Europe:
Constructing Authority in the European Union (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).

25Klaus Schlichte andUlrich Schneckener, ‘Armed groups and the politics of legitimacy’,Civil Wars, 17:4 (2015), pp. 409–24;
Duyvesteyn, ‘Rebels & legitimacy: An introduction’.

26Birte J. Gippert, ‘The sum of its parts? Sources of local legitimacy’, Cooperation and Conflict, 51:4 (2016), pp. 522–38
(p. 524).

27Mark C. Suchman, ‘Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches’, The Academy of Management Review,
20:3 (1995), pp. 571–610 (p. 574).
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Scharpf ’s dichotomy of input and output (or performance and procedure) legitimacy.28 If an insti-
tution’s performance and procedures fit the expectations of a given audience, this institution will be
seen as legitimate and consequently supported by this audience.29 Scholars have debated whether
performance or procedures better predict legitimacy beliefs,30 but it has become generally accepted
that both are highly relevant to explain (il)legitimate governance.31

In recent years, scholars have gone beyond this original formulation of themodel to increasingly
theorise the implications of complex governance for the process of legitimation. Some scholars
have analysed how sources of legitimacy are shaped by discursive and behavioural practices of
governing actors and how these narratives achieve resonance with a given audience.32 Steffek has
emphasised the importance of governing actors achieving a discursive consensus about scope,
principles, and procedures themselves,33 while Tallberg and Zürn have argued that the percep-
tion of sources of legitimacy is mediated by a variety of actors framing the IO’s material features
positively or negatively.34 Similarly, Binder andHeupel survey how states frame the United Nations
(UN) Security Council’s procedures and performance to assess its legitimacy.35

Other scholars have centred on the relationship between sources of legitimacy and audiences’
perceptions. Taking a closer look at the micro-foundations of people’s perception, Lenz and Viola
have noted that audiences perceive sources of legitimacy always through cognitive schemes.36 In
turn, Scholte has centred on the macro-foundations of the SOL model, rooting sources of legiti-
macy in larger social structures which are theorised to give meaning to andmake thinkable certain
sources of legitimacy in the first place.37

Again, others have started to tackle the basic assumption within the SOL model of governing
actors seeking to strategically achieve a fit between sources of legitimacy and a given audi-
ence’s expectations. Bexell et al. have noted that governing bodies in international politics are
hardly unitary actors and that different administrative units may target different audiences in
their legitimation attempts.38 More fundamentally, Lenz and S ̈oderbaum have argued that next

28Scharpf, Governing in Europe.
29TheSOL approach as outlined here is related to what Lenz andViola, ‘Legitimacy and institutional change in international

organisations’, call ‘the congruence model’. I emphasise sources of legitimacy because this approach does not just theorise
legitimation as congruence but also pre-specifies in which areas congruence is relevant.

30Dellmuth and Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations’; Schmelzle and Stollenwerk, ‘Virtuous or
vicious circle?’; Gippert, ‘The sum of its parts?’; Claire Mcloughlin, ‘When does service delivery improve the legitimacy of a
fragile or conflict-affected state?’, Governance, 28:3 (2015), pp. 341–56.

31Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’, p. 43; See also Ian Hurd, After Anarchy: Legitimacy and Power in the United
Nations Security Council (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008); Jan Aart Scholte and Jonas Tallberg, ‘Theorizing
the institutional sources of global governance legitimacy’, in Jonas Tallberg, Karin Bäckstrand, and Jan Aart Scholte (eds),
Legitimacy in Global Governance: Sources, Processes, and Consequences (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 56–74.

32Tobias Lenz and Henning Schmidtke, ‘Agents, audiences and peers: Why international organizations diversify their legit-
imation discourse’, International Affairs, 99:3 (2023), pp. 921–40; Jennifer Gronau and Henning Schmidtke, ‘The quest for
legitimacy in world politics: International institutions’ legitimation strategies’, Review of International Studies, 42:3 (2016),
pp. 535–57; Sophie Harman, ‘The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and legitimacy in global health governance’, Global
Governance, 22:3 (2016), pp. 349–68; Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance.

33Jens Steffek, ‘The legitimation of international governance: A discourse approach’, European Journal of International
Relations, 9:2 (2003), pp. 249–75.

34Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’.
35Martin Binder and Monika Heupel, ‘The legitimacy of the UN Security Council: Evidence from recent General Assembly

debates’, International Studies Quarterly, 59:2 (2015), pp. 238–50.
36Lenz and Viola, ‘Legitimacy and institutional change in international organisations’; see also Daniel L. Nielson,

Susan D. Hyde, and Judith Kelley, ‘The elusive sources of legitimacy beliefs: Civil society views of international election
observers’, The Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 685–715.

37Scholte and Tallberg, ‘Theorizing the institutional sources of global governance legitimacy’; similarly, see Dingwerth and
Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’.

38Bexell et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global governance’; see also Dominik Zaum (ed.),
Legitimating International Organizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Gronau and Schmidtke, ‘The quest for
legitimacy in world politics: International institutions’ legitimation strategies’.
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to strategic behaviour, legitimation attempts by governing actors might also stem from their own
moral convictions or the broader institutional environment which stipulates certain modes of
legitimation.39

In sum, the SOL model and its various extensions have been able to significantly contribute
to our understanding of the legitimation of governing actors in international politics, and the
role of discourse, perceptions, and larger social structures therein. They have helped us to better
conceptualise global governance, dynamics of support and compliance, and institutional change.
Specifically, the SOL model has been effective in comparing on what bases elites or broader publics
see a given institution as legitimate.40 It hasmade important headway in our understanding of legit-
imate rule in international politics by providing a parsimonious cause–effectmodel of legitimation.
However, in the next section, I use insights from relational theory to argue that the literature
remains limited in theorising change and variation in the legitimacy of governing actors within
international politics over time because it relies on pre-specified sources of legitimacy and treats
change in audiences’ expectations as exogenous to its model.

Beyond ‘sources of legitimacy’
Recent explorations of relationalism, which have become increasingly prominent within IR,41 have
alerted us to the need to consider actors and international politics more broadly as embedded in
and shaped by ever-shifting dynamic networks of governance.42 Although proponents of this the-
oretical tradition widely differ in their commitments, they build on three main assumptions which
are applicable across meta-theoretical outlooks.43 First, relational theory emphasises interrelated-
ness, arguing that social actors such as states, international organisations, or citizens cannot be
considered isolated entities but need to be theorised as inherently interlinked with various other
social actors. Meaning and significance thus arise from the relational context in which entities are
situated, highlighting the importance of considering the social world along networks of interac-
tions. Second, relational theory foregrounds mutual influence, in that social actors’ characteristics
and behaviours are seen as shaped by their interactions within complex webs of relations. Third,
relational theory places an emphasis on procedural change. It holds that entities continually change
and evolve through their interactions in relation to one another.44

We can learn from relational scholarship about the conceptual interventions necessary to anal-
yse legitimation within international politics. Certainly, the SOL model concurs that legitimation
is a relational process in the sense that relevant social action – such as the legitimation of an IO –
is theorised as taking place among entities: the legitimacy-seeker, employing its sources of legiti-
macy; and the legitimacy-giver, evaluating them.45 Legitimacy, then, is a relational characteristic
which cannot describe an actor, but only ever a relation between two actors.46 In recent years,
some scholars have further conceptualised this relationality of legitimation by theorising how

39Lenz and S ̈oderbaum, ‘The origins of legitimation strategies in international organizations’.
40Scholte and Tallberg, ‘Theorizing the institutional sources of global governance legitimacy’.
41David M. McCourt, ‘Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism’, International Studies Quarterly, 60:3

(2016), pp. 475–85.
42Daniel H. Nexon, The Struggle for Power in Early Modern Europe: Religious Conflict, Dynastic Empires, and International

Change (Princeton, NJ: PrincetonUniversity Press, 2009); see also Stacie E. Goddard, ‘Revolution from the inside: Institutions,
legitimation strategies, and rhetorical pathways of institutional change’, Global Policy, 11 (2020), pp. 83–92; Stacie E. Goddard,
‘Uncommon ground: Indivisible territory and the politics of legitimacy’, International Organization, 60:1 (2006), pp. 35–68.

43YaqingQin, ‘A relational theory ofworld politics’, International Studies Review, 18:1 (2016), pp. 33–47; SimonFrankel Pratt,
‘A relational view of ontological security in International Relations’, International Studies Quarterly, 61:1 (2017), pp. 78–85.

44Qin, ‘A relational theory of world politics’; Jackson and Nexon, ‘Relations before states’.
45Peeter Selg, ‘Two faces of the “relational turn”’, PS: Political Science & Politics, 49:1 (2016), pp. 27–31.
46Widely acknowledged in the complex of power, compliance, and legitimacy: Robert Dahl already pointed out that power

‘is a relation among people’. Robert A. Dahl, ‘The concept of power’, Behavioral Science, 2:3 (1957), pp. 201–15 (p. 203); with
regards to legitimacy, sociologist Rodney Barker noted that legitimacy ‘can be presented as a relationship between rulers and
subjects’. Barker, Political Legitimacy and the State, p. 27.
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ruler–ruled relations are embedded in wider social structures.47 However, as I will argue below,
the ‘sources of legitimacy’ approach remains limited in theorising change and variation in the
legitimacy of governing actors within international politics due to two analytical shortcomings:
a reliance on pre-specified sources of legitimacy and an understanding of change in audiences’
expectations as exogenous to legitimation.

Synthesising the SOL literature with insights from relational theory, I want to highlight not only
where these relational assumptions differ from the SOLmodel, but alsowhy these disparitiesmatter
for addressing the underlying puzzle that motivates research of legitimation within international
politics. Notably, I do not advocate here for embracing a full relational ontology, which focuses
on the co-constitution of actors through relations.48 Rather, my point is that we can learn from
relational scholarship about the necessity to put actors’ relationally grounded expectations about
rightful governance first and acknowledge the potential for endogenous changes of such beliefs as
part of the legitimation processes.

Pre-specified sources
First, the SOL model is marked by a cultural and ideological predisposition or a ‘normative back-
ground theory’.49 It generally assumes that audiences will look at a governing actor’s procedures
and performance to evaluate its legitimacy.50 While SOL scholars acknowledge that what spe-
cific kind of procedures or performance matters is audience-dependent, recent iterations have
still drawn on the dichotomy in their explorations of legitimation.51 But even where studies go
beyond the dichotomy of procedural and performance-based sources of legitimacy, they remain
strongly tied to institutional characteristics rather than what people interpret into them.52 To
be sure, a broad literature has taken interest in the views of the governed at the international
level,53 but these insights remain largely separated from those studies investigating legitimation
as a process.54 In doing so, the literature exhibits an implicit bias in taking certain preferences for
granted.55

47Bexell et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global governance’; Lenz and S ̈oderbaum, ‘The origins of
legitimation strategies in international organizations’; Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’.

48Relationality is understood in this article in an interactionist sense, as outlined by Selg, ‘Two faces of the “relational turn”’,
pp. 27–8; a full relational ontology is fundamentally at odds with the legitimacy-as-perception approach I employ here. For a
discussion of this difference, see Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, Civilizing the Enemy: German Reconstruction and the Invention of
the West (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), p. 21.

49Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’, p. 38.
50For example, Nielson et al. create an experiment in which they survey people’s trust in institutions using institutional

characteristics such as democratic procedures as primers. See Nielson, Hyde and Kelley, ‘The elusive sources of legitimacy
beliefs’.

51Michael Zürn and Matthew Stephen, ‘The view of old and new powers on the legitimacy of international institutions’,
Politics, 30 (2010), pp. 91–101; Christopher L. Pallas and Johannes Urpelainen, ‘NGO monitoring and the legitimacy of inter-
national cooperation: A strategic analysis’, The Review of International Organizations, 7:1 (2012), pp. 1–32; Tallberg and Zürn,
‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’; Bernstein, ‘Legitimacy in intergovernmental and non-state
global governance’; some scholars add individual dimensions, such as personality: Dingwerth andWitt, ‘Legitimation contests’.

52Lisa Maria Dellmuth, Jan Aart Scholte, and Jonas Tallberg, ‘Institutional sources of legitimacy for international organ-
isations: Beyond procedure versus performance’, Review of International Studies, 45:4 (2019), pp. 627–46; see also Zürn and
Stephen, ‘The view of old and new powers on the legitimacy of international institutions’; Pallas and Urpelainen, ‘NGO mon-
itoring and the legitimacy of international cooperation’; Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international
organizations’.

53Prominent examples include Dellmuth and Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations’; Thomas
Bernauer, Steffen Mohrenberg, and Vally Koubi, ‘Do citizens evaluate international cooperation based on information about
procedural and outcome quality?’, The Review of International Organizations, 15:2 (2020), pp. 505–29.

54Lisa Dellmuth and Bernd Schlipphak, ‘Legitimacy beliefs towards global governance institutions: A research agenda’,
Journal of European Public Policy, 27:6 (2020), pp. 931–43 (p. 939).

55Ian Hurd, ‘Legitimacy and contestation in global governance: Revisiting the folk theory of international institutions’, The
Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 717–29.
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Thus, a conceptual and empirical challenge for the SOL model when studying variation in the
legitimacy of governance providers is the diversity of possible audiences across international poli-
tics. Indeed, relational theory, specifically its conviction of interrelatedness and procedural change,
reminds us that both the material and discursive characteristics of any governing entity (such as
legitimacy sources) have little meaning within themselves without scrutinising how these charac-
teristics are situated within the relation, how their meaning is shaped by the social arrangement
between governors and governed, and how they are perceived by the audience under study.56
Indeed, recent studies have noted that audience expectations are conditioned by social structures
such as liberalism or the organisational environment.57 Such a view makes clear that we cannot
pre-specify what matters for legitimation processes through a dichotomy of ‘sources of legitimacy’.
An IOmight seek legitimacy from audiences ranging from states toNGOs to civil society, and these
actors’ normative benchmarks will invariably differ.58 For peacekeeping in particular, scholars have
pointed out how the UN seeks legitimacy from local populations, local elites, their own staff, and
the international community, all of whom project different expectations onto the institution.59

To make matters more complex, audiences may apply different ‘benchmarks’ to different legiti-
macy referents such as the host state or international institutions.60 Given the diverse political per-
spectives, interests, and socialisation backgrounds possible in international politics, pre-specifying
sources fails to appreciate local norms and the audience-dependency of legitimation. Hooghe et al.
make this argument for the example of recent contestations of global governance institutions in the
Global North. For critics from the left, the assumption that procedures and performance matter
might hold: ‘left-wing’ audiences might disagree with the concrete manifestations of international
organisations, their procedures, and performance, but not fundamentally with the organisation
itself. ‘Right-wing’ audiences, on the other hand, tend to disagree with international organisa-
tions regardless of their more specific characteristics.61 The latter case, however, cannot be properly
depicted by a theoretical reliance on pre-specified sources of performance and procedures.

One example which illustrates the difficulty of anticipating legitimation sources arises when
considering that the heuristic category of performance generally theorises material benefits not
only as ‘independent ingredients’ of political legitimacy62 but also as necessarily giving rise to legit-
imating beliefs. However, this need not necessarily apply, as Roy argues for the case of Afghanistan:
service provision in the country has not necessarily been a primary expectation of the state among
rural civilian communities, as, historically, regional and local authorities have guaranteedmost ser-
vice provision.63 Or consider the example of democratic procedures, which are frequently seen as
elemental for procedural legitimacy. But the meaning of procedural characteristics such as democ-
racy can be heavily localised.64 For instance, as Wallis shows for the case of East Timor, the term

56Mustafa Emirbayer, ‘Manifesto for a relational sociology’, American Journal of Sociology, 103:2 (1997), pp. 281–317
(p. 287).

57Scholte and Tallberg, ‘Theorizing the institutional sources of global governance legitimacy’; Lenz and S ̈oderbaum, ‘The
origins of legitimation strategies in international organizations’.

58Andrew Hurrell, ‘Legitimacy and the use of force: Can the circle be squared?’, Review of International Studies, 31 (2005),
pp. 15–32 (p. 24).

59Jeni Whalan, ‘The local legitimacy of peacekeepers’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 11:3 (2017), pp. 306–20;
Katharina P. Coleman, International Organisations and Peace Enforcement:The Politics of International Legitimacy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007).

60Sophia Sabrow, ‘Local perceptions of the legitimacy of peace operations by the UN, regional organizations and individual
states: A case study of the Mali conflict’, International Peacekeeping, 24:1 (2017), pp. 159–86.

61Liesbet Hooghe, Tobias Lenz, and Gary Marks, ‘Contested world order: The delegitimation of international governance’,
The Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 731–43.

62Terry MacDonald, ‘Sovereignty, democracy, and global political legitimacy’, in Chris Brown and Robyn Eckersley (eds),
The Oxford Handbook of International Political Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 400–13 (p. 402).

63Roy, ‘Development and political legitimacy’, pp. 173–4.
64On the intricacies of the what different meanings democracy might signify across languages and cultures, see Frederic

Charles Schaffer, ‘Thindescriptions:The limits of survey research on themeaning of democracy’,Polity, 46:3 (2014), pp. 303–30.
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democracy itself was foreign in the late 1990s, and people’s expectations towards democratic proce-
dures markedly differed from common definitions thereof.65 In other words, by focusing on rulers’
sources rather than audiences’ expectations, the SOL literature often ignores what a given source
means within a relation and whether normative value is attached to it.66

Thus, taking the relationality of legitimation seriouslymeans acknowledging that legitimation is
audience-dependent, instead of pre-specifying sources for a governance relation. Certainly, it can
be a valid methodological choice to bracket the process of meaning acquisition in some instances
and take the relevance of certain sources as a given in a specific context. But if we want to expand
our models of legitimation in a way that allows us to explain variation of support and legiti-
macy within complex governance networks, taking such localised, relationally grounded meaning
seriously will be an important starting point. Ultimately, our models of legitimation seek to say
something about audiences, butmuch of the theoretical persuasiveness is hampered by its analytical
focus on governing actors and the pre-specification of sources.

Exogenous change of expectations
Second, the SOL model remains limited in that it treats change within actors’ expectations (not
their evaluations) as exogenous to its models. With expectations, I mean the ‘normative bench-
marks’ of audiences, the social values against which they compare the sources of legitimacy of a
governing actor.67 At its core, the SOL literature looks at the interaction of the legitimacy sources of
a governing actor and its framing, on the one hand, and the audience’s priors on the other, without,
however, theorising expectation change through these repeated interactions between actors.68

Thinking about change in governing actors’ legitimacy, the SOL model has theorised (de)legit-
imation by investigating the (perceived) change within the governance actors’ sources of legiti-
macy.69 For example, Tallberg and Zürn have centred on framing as a pathway to influence the
perception of an institution’s sources of legitimacy.70 Lenz and Viola, who criticise the omission
of endogeneity in models of legitimation, have introduced a logic of cognition to theorise change
in perceptions of legitimacy sources.71 Both Dingwerth et al. and Bexell et al. theorise how larger
social structures condition the expectations of audiences.72 However, these advances do not explore
further paths of how audiences’ expectations may change as a result of legitimation processes.

Thus, a challenge for the SOL model remains explaining how actors become legitimate in the
complex governance networks of international politics over time, where various actors use legit-
imation strategies to sway their audiences. Indeed, relational theory, specifically its core pillar of
mutual influence and procedural change, holds that actors’ beliefs and expectations should be seen
as premised on interactions with other actors in the broader network. Such a view makes clear
that we cannot consider audiences’ expectations as exogenous to legitimation processes. Rather,
we have to think of an actor’s expectations (or priors) with regard to legitimate governance as con-
tinuously renegotiated through legitimation processes. Here, I diverge from scholarship theorising
social structures to condition legitimation, which faces the problem that social structures tend to

65Joanne Wallis, ‘A liberal–local hybrid peace project in action? The increasing engagement between the local and liberal in
Timor-Leste’, Review of International Studies, 38:4 (2012), pp. 735–61 (p. 745).

66For a notable exception in this regard, see Lenz and Viola, ‘Legitimacy and institutional change in international
organisations’.

67Gippert, ‘The sum of its parts?’.
68On exogeneity in models of institutional change within global governance, see Johannes Gerschewski, ‘Explanations of

institutional change: Reflecting on a “missing diagonal”’, American Political Science Review, 115:1 (2021), pp. 218–33.
69Binder and Heupel, ‘The legitimacy of the UN Security Council’; Steffek, ‘The legitimation of international governance’;

Lenz and S ̈oderbaum, ‘The origins of legitimation strategies in international organizations’.
70Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’,p. 590.
71Lenz and Viola, ‘Legitimacy and institutional change in international organisations’.
72Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’; Bexell et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global

governance’.
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be stable and thus cannot fully account for change over time.73 In other words, while the SOLmodel
allows the observation of the change of legitimacy beliefs (an audience considers a governing actor
more legitimate due to its procedures being framed as ‘democratic’), amore fundamental change in
expectations (how an audience comes to value democratic over authoritarian norms) is exogenous
to its theorising. Thus, audiences are reduced to reactive consumers who either approve or disap-
prove of the offers on the legitimacy market.74 But doing so neglects how governance relations and
legitimation processes therein shape the beliefs of actors about what legitimate governance entails.

Indeed, given that the discursive contestations of power-holders and rulers – their legitimation
attempts – are purposed to stir thinking or emotions, such an assumption seems hard to sustain.
In that case, we need to be able to account for how these interactions shape audiences’ ideas about
rightful rule. For example, if we think about the continuous efforts of the EU to portray itself
as a legitimate governance provider over decades, it seems key to be able to depict a change in
constituents’ perceptions about moral standards of supranational governance when analysing EU
legitimacy.75

Moreover, in contexts of complex governance networks such as international politics, audiences
might be embedded in various governance relations. For example, within Europe, governance
relations might be manifold; a population might act as legitimation audience towards regional
authorities, the federal state as well as the European Union. These actors contest for legitimacy,
forcing audiences to continually interpret and evaluate framings and justifications and compare
them against each other. Scholars have shown that audiences’ evaluations of governance providers
are often translated fromother governance levels through a kind of analogy.76 Taking these network
dynamics seriously then means that an analysis of, say, the legitimation of EU governance towards
a national population must necessarily also take into account the legitimation of this population’s
state. In other words, actors’ expectations and evaluations within governance relations should be
seen as shaped not only within but also across governance relations within networks of governance.

Certainly, SOL models generally bracket out such dynamics rather than denying the endoge-
nous change in audiences’ expectations. But the question remains whether we can afford such
scope conditions if we want to explain legitimation processes in international politics over time.
Instead, we need to scrutinise the mechanisms endogenous to legitimation which shape actors’
expectations about rightful rule – both within and across governance relations. Within a gover-
nance relation, Lenz and S ̈oderbaum have recently argued for the importance of acknowledging
that governing actors seek to change audiences’ priors about rightful rule but have not yet the-
orised how such change might come about.77 Across governance relations, some existing work,
such as Goddard’s work on institutional change, has started to provide first avenues to explaining
hownetworks affect legitimation dynamics.78 These studies have set important cornerstones, which
this article will build upon to identify mechanisms through which complex governance networks
within international politics shape legitimation processes.

73Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’; Bexell et al., ‘The politics of legitimation and delegitimation in global
governance’.

74On this point, see Andrew J. Gawthorpe, ‘All counterinsurgency is local: Counterinsurgency and rebel legitimacy’, Small
Wars & Insurgencies, 28:4 (2017), pp. 839–52 (p. 848).

75On this point, see McNamara, The Politics of Everyday Europe, who discusses how the EU becomes naturalised as an
authority through a process of internalisation.

76Dellmuth and Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations’; Klaus Armingeon and Besir Ceka, ‘The loss
of trust in the European Union during the great recession since 2007: The role of heuristics from the national political system’,
European Union Politics, 15:1 (2014), pp. 82–107; Nielson, Hyde, and Kelley, ‘The elusive sources of legitimacy beliefs’.

77The authors nod towards persuasion and elite cueing, but do not elaborate further on such mechanisms. Lenz and
S ̈oderbaum, ‘The origins of legitimation strategies in international organizations’, p. 914.

78Goddard, ‘Revolution from the inside’; Stacie E. Goddard, ‘Brokering peace: Networks, legitimacy, and the Northern
Ireland peace process’, International Studies Quarterly, 56:3 (2012), pp. 501–15.
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A relational theory of legitimation of governance
In this section, I build on existing scholarship to propose a relational theory of legitimation – the
process of how legitimacy comes about – that offers theoretical avenues to mitigate the identi-
fied challenges in the literature. I put forward a conceptualisation of legitimation that allows us to
think about the unique dynamics of the contested, fluid, and poly-centric environment of interna-
tional politics and the role of audiences therein. In other words, I argue that the SOL model can be
fruitfully expanded by building on relational theory in IR.

Such a shift has important analytical payoffs. As the previous section has illustrated, there
remains a noticeable gap in adequately theorising the various intricacies and contextual under-
pinnings of (de)legitimation processes within international politics. Specifically, existing theory
remains frequently embedded in pre-specified legitimacy sources and exogenousmodels of expec-
tation change. Doing so, it fails to address how we can explore legitimation across international
politics without a ‘normative background theory’ about potential legitimacy sources and how
legitimation processes influence actors’ expectations regarding rightful governance over time.
Addressing these questions deepens our understanding of legitimation processes and starts to
disentangle the interplay between institutions, audiences, and the broader governance network.

I advancemy conceptualisation by building on the aforementioned key relational tenets of inter-
relatedness, mutual influence and procedural change. As opposed to pre-specifying sources of
legitimacy, I focus on audience expectations to anchor the study of legitimation and outline mech-
anisms of change of expectations as endogenous to legitimation. Doing so, I proceed in four steps.
First, I set the theory’s scope and its actors. Second, I introduce the heuristic structure of legiti-
mation patterns to the study of legitimation. Third, I conceptualise the process of legitimation as
congruence-finding across governance networks and give an overview of various mechanisms that
might impact the (de)legitimation of governance relations. Finally, I discuss the implications of
this theory.

The scope of legitimate governance
In international politics, a plethora of governing actors coexist: most importantly states and their
governments; populations; international organisations, NGOs, and firms; but also armed actors
such as insurgents. All these actors provide governance to audiences – from states to NGOs to citi-
zens – and are in various ways involved in processes of legitimation. In line with extant scholarship,
I understand legitimation as a function of a governance relation between rulers and ruled, defined
as ‘institutionalized modes of social coordination to produce and implement collectively binding
rules or to provide collective goods’.79

Within a given relation, it is useful to differentiate between governance providers and governance
takers, or rulers and ruled. After all, it is exactly from these different positions within a governance
relationship that the need for legitimation arises. But given the diversity of governance relations
in international politics, this theory remains agnostic to who is or is not an actor of legitimation
a priori. For example, the German state can be considered as a governing legitimation seeker in
this relation to its population but acts as a legitimation audience with regards to supranational
institutions such as the European Union.TheGerman population can be considered a legitimation
audience with respect to its state; towards an intergovernmental institution its state is a member of,
such as the WTO, it might not be. Finally, the EU is not only constituted as a governance provider
towards both the German state and its population, but also as an audience towards other IOs it
is subordinated to, such as the WTO. As such, actors’ roles within legitimation processes can be
conceived as fundamentally dependent on their participation and position in social relationships
of governance.

79Thomas Risse and Eric Stollenwerk, ‘Legitimacy in areas of limited statehood’, Annual Review of Political Science, 21:1
(2018), pp. 403–18 (p. 406).
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Expectations and legitimation patterns
I defined legitimacy as a perception that a given governance relation is rightful. But what gives
rise to such perceptions? I suggest putting actors’ normative expectations about governance at the
heart of a theory of legitimation. Doing so, I provide an alternative starting point to pre-specifying
sources of legitimacy, addressing my first point of critique above.

I start from the premise that all actors in international politics, regardless of whether they are
in a position of power or subordination, have certain normative expectations of how they envision
rightful governance relations. These expectations form what Gippert calls audiences’ ‘normative
benchmarks’, a threshold of what rightful rule entails for a given actor,80 and can also be related
to what Stappert and Gregoratti call ‘justifications’, the normative underpinnings of legitimation
claims.81 In that sense, they can be understood to form a kind of ‘background knowledge’ which
helps actors tomake sense of governance.82 Such beliefs stem from historical experience and previ-
ous socialisation and,more importantly, are shaped by the broader network of governance relations
(both spatial and temporal) and the actors within them. These beliefs might differ according to the
kind of governance relation in question, or they might not be fully developed but rely on analogies
or heuristic shortcuts,83 a point I return to below. I conceptualise these normative expectations of
what a legitimate governance relationship should look like as legitimation patterns.84

How can we structure the analysis of such legitimation patterns? Rather than relying on the
performance–procedure dichotomy for the problems detailed above, I draw on political theorist
David Beetham to develop a heuristic to analyse which kinds of norms bear relevance for the
legitimation patterns of governance relations in international politics. One of the most influential
theorists of legitimation, Beetham has proposed a fourfold model of legitimacy, stemming from
the interplay of expectations about legality, sources of authority, the common good, and modes
of consent.85 First, legality describes the requirement that any power must be acquired and exer-
cised according to pre-existing rules that define and contain the power relation.86 Second, sources
of authority capture beliefs about the origin of these rules and why they are seen to enjoy qual-
ities justifying subordination to them. Third, common good pertains to beliefs about what the
‘proper ends and standards of government’ are and how they benefit the governance takers.87
Fourth, modes of consent describe the need for a ‘demonstrable expression of consent on the part
of the subordinate’.88 Whenever actors engage in public actions that demonstrate compliance with
a power relationship, they legitimise it. Whose and what mode of consent matters within a given
context, Beetham adds, is culturally defined.

I argue that this fourfold structure serves as a valuable heuristic to analyse actors’ legitimation
patterns and their normative expectations of what a legitimate governance relationship should look
like, namely as the rules, sources of authority, common goods, and modes of consent that an actor
believes to constitute legitimate governance in a given context. Let me be clear in saying that I do
not hold that legitimation patterns are necessarily structured that way, but that such a heuristic
framework helps us to make sense of the relationally grounded expectations actors hold towards
governance.

80Gippert, ‘The sum of its parts?’.
81Nora Stappert and Catia Gregoratti, ‘The self-legitimation of global governance institutions: A comparative overview of

normative justifications’, in Magdalena Bexell, Kristina J ̈onsson, and Anders Uhlin (eds), Legitimation and Delegitimation in
Global Governance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), pp. 119–39.

82Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot, ‘International practices’, International Theory, 3:1 (2011), pp. 1–36 (p. 7).
83Armingeon and Ceka, ‘The loss of trust in the European Union during the great recession since 2007’; Nielson, Hyde, and

Kelley, ‘The elusive sources of legitimacy beliefs’.
84Several scholars point toward identifying a set of norms constituting legitimation requirements. See Beetham,

The Legitimation of Power; Roy, ‘Development and political legitimacy’.
85Beetham, The Legitimation of Power.
86Ibid., p. 16.
87David Beetham and Christopher Lord, Legitimacy and the EU (London: Longman, 1998), p. 3.
88Beetham, The Legitimation of Power, p. 18.
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Table 1. The heuristic structure of legitimation patterns.a

Legality Authority Source Common Good Consent

German state Constitutional rule
of law

Popular sovereignty
(inclusive)

Rights protection Popular elections

European
Union

Supranational rule
of law

Technocratic expertise
& popular sovereignty
(delegated)

Welfare maximisation
& rights protection

State deliberations

AFD voters Constitutional rule
of law

Popular sovereignty
(exclusive)

Rights protection Popular elections

aData based on Miguel Ayerbe Linares, ‘The Volk (“people”) and its modes of representation by Alternative für Deutschland-AfD (“Alternative
for Germany”)’, in Jan Zienkowski and Ruth Breeze (eds), Imagining the Peoples of Europe: Populist Discourses across the Political Spectrum
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2019), pp. 285–314, and David Beetham and Christopher Lord, Legitimacy and the EU (London: Longman, 1998).

To illustrate the empirical implications of this fourfold heuristic structure to analyse normative
expectations about legitimate governance, let us briefly return to the example of Germany and the
EU in the most general terms and sketch a snapshot of a governance network between the EU, the
German state, and a part of the German population supporting and voting for the right-wing party
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD). In this network of governance relations, the EU arguably acts
as governance provider towards both the German state and the German population. The German
state is of course involved in the governance of the EU itself through both its intergovernmental and
representative forums. But in terms of its social coordination, most notably EU law, the German
state acts as governance taker towards the EU. Furthermore, it acts as governance provider towards
its population. Finally, theAfD supporters act as governance takers. To identify actors’ expectations
towards governance within this network, we can draw on David Beetham and Christopher Lord’s
analysis of the legitimacy of the EU.89

The German state, very much embedded in the notion of the liberal state, could – according
to the authors – be analysed as such: in terms of rules, Germany pursues a constitutional rule
of law; in terms of justifications, Germany grounds its authority in popular sovereignty and the
protection of individual rights; in terms of modes of consent, the German state builds on popular
elections.90 In contrast, while the EU can be said to ground their rules on supranational rule of law,
its justifications differ: it builds its authority on technocratic expertise next to popular sovereignty,
and the common good of its governance is portrayed to be welfare maximisation as much as rights
protection. As a mode of consent, the EU builds chiefly on deliberation among states.91 Finally, let
us contrast those two governance providers with supporters of the right-wing party AfD. Arguably,
this part of the German population holds normative expectations towards governance that more
or less mirror those of the institutionalised German state – with one significant difference. The
former arguably has a markedly different conception of who ‘the people’ relevant for justification
of popular sovereignty and for consent via popular elections are, a more exclusive notion than
generally provided by the state.92 I illustrate this conceptualisation in Table 1.

Notably, this empirical snapshot is meant as a simplified illustration of the heuristic struc-
ture of legitimation patterns. Nevertheless, the example shows that adopting this heuristic device
to study legitimation has a crucial advantage: While the fourfold structure of legitimation pat-
terns identifies heuristic categories, it focuses on actors’ expectations rather than institutional
sources and remains theoretically open to the relationally grounded manifestations of expec-
tations about governance. As Table 1 illustrates, what legitimate governance means for actors

89Beetham and Lord, Legitimacy and the EU.
90Ibid., p. 8.
91Ibid., p. 16.
92Miguel Ayerbe Linares, ‘The Volk (“people”) and its modes of representation by Alternative für Deutschland-AfD

(“Alternative for Germany”)’, in Jan Zienkowski and Ruth Breeze (eds), Imagining the Peoples of Europe: Populist Discourses
across the Political Spectrum (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2019), pp. 285–314 (p. 287).
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embedded in governance relations might differ both structurally (between the EU and Germany)
or substantively (between the German state and the AfD movement). This approach allows us to
capture the audience dependency of legitimation and the historically and culturally bound expec-
tations of governance takers and governance providers around the globe, instead of reproducing
pre-specified taxonomies of legitimacy sources. Moreover, it avoids considering material benefits
(or performance) as inherently giving rise to legitimacy by conceptualising bothmaterial and sym-
bolic elements of governance in terms of expectations, which helps to resolve the contradiction that
is often found in scholarship of ‘performance legitimacy’ or ‘output legitimacy’.93

Legitimation as congruence-finding
How do actors’ legitimation patterns interact when rulers and ruled engage in a governance rela-
tion? As detailed above, the SOL approach utilises the idea of a ‘fit’ between attributes offered by the
legitimised entity and the norms held by its environment.94 However, while the conceptualisation
of legitimacy as ‘congruence’ tells us about the ‘when’ of legitimacy, it fails to account for the ‘how’.

As a second step of my theory-building, I argue that legitimation should be understood as a
process of congruence-finding : as governance providers and governance takers engage in a gov-
ernance relation, both actors evaluate this relation, more specifically, its discursive and material
manifestations, to see whether their normative expectations meet. At the same time, through their
interactions, these actors may also change and adapt to each other’s normative expectations. The
degree of congruence between the legitimation patterns of a governance provider and a governance
taker will shape governance actions within the relation, with more congruence giving rise to more
support. The notion of congruence-finding emphasises that ‘legitimacy cannot be a stable condi-
tion but is something fluid that must be repeatedly created, recreated, and conquered’.95 Doing so,
it addresses the second point of critique that the current literature on legitimation treats change in
actors’ expectations about rightful rule as exogenous.

Analytically speaking, a legitimation process can thus be conceptualised as a search for congru-
ence between a governance provider and a governance taker – the process of establishing, finding,
and negotiating congruence for each of the four elements of legitimation patterns identified above:
normative expectations about rules, sources of authority, common goods, and modes of consent
that for an actormake up rightful governance. Such processesmight occur explicitly (the discursive
justification of rule by a ruler, public protest by the ruled) or implicitly (engagement with everyday
practices of governance). Notably, empirical legitimation processes do not necessarily play out con-
sensually in a well-intentioned public sphere, and congruence-finding should not be understood as
a one-way street towards legitimate governance. Rather, interactions of congruence-finding might
end in the shared recognition of actors that legitimation patterns show little overlap, resulting in
the delegitimation of a governance relation.

Returning to our example of Germany and the EU presented in Table 1, we see now how AfD
voters, theGerman state, and the EU– through the variousmaterial anddiscursive interactions that
make up their governance relations – might compare and contrast each other’s normative expecta-
tions. Given that the legitimation patterns of both theGerman State andAfD voters showoverlap in
terms of rules, the relation cannot be considered illegitimate – however, it may show a legitimation
deficit due to the substantively different conception of ‘the people’. At the same time, the German
state might have a greater degree of congruence with AfD voters than the European Union: on
its own, a justification of authority through popular sovereignty may show more congruence than

93Fenja SøndergaardMøller, ‘Performance legitimacy and conflict in African provinces’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 43:8
(2020), pp. 706–27; Scharpf, Governing in Europe; Schlichte and Schneckener, ‘Armed groups and the politics of legitimacy’.

94Beetham, The Legitimation of Power; Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘Norms, institutions, and national identity in contemporary
Europe’, International Studies Quarterly, 43:1 (1999), pp. 83–114; Suchman, ‘Managing legitimacy’.

95Magnus Bostr ̈omandKristina TammHallstr ̈om, ‘Globalmulti-stakeholder standard setters:How fragile are they?’, Journal
of Global Ethics, 9:1 (2020), pp. 93–110 (p. 102).
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when this justification stands next to technocratic expertise. These degrees of congruence will in
turn affect levels of support within each of the governance relations.

To draw on an example in a very different context of governance, consider the United
States–Taliban conflict in rural Afghanistan: while the United States sought to justify their gov-
ernance through notions of popular sovereignty, the Taliban emphasised religious obedience
to Islam. Arguably, the Taliban’s strict interpretation of Islam was as much an import to rural
Afghanistan as was the liberal notion of popular sovereignty.96 However, the latter’s success not
only stemmed from their attempts early on to respond to local needs, but communities throughout
the country were also able to negotiate with the Taliban on various governance policies.97 Within
the conservative and religious rural population, the United States’ justifications deviated signifi-
cantly more from local expectations than the Taliban’s (partially) adaptive governance relations,
fostering local forms of support.

How might actors’ expectations change endogenous to such a process of congruence-finding?
I conceptualise variousmechanisms influencing a relation’s legitimacy, drawing onMcAdam et al.’s
differentiation between cognitive and relational mechanisms. They define mechanisms as ‘a delim-
ited class of events that alter relations among specified sets of elements in identical or closely similar
ways over a variety of situations.’98 While the literature on mechanisms has made notable advances
in more recent years,99 McAdam et al.’s insights remain useful to my theory of legitimation as
they see mechanisms specifically as events set within and changing a social network. After all, the
interrelatedness of governance in international politics means that any governance relation will be
entangled with other governance relations, and that these in turn shape the relation and the actors
within it. These network effects may occur consecutively as one governance provider supersedes
another as ruler of a given governance taker. More commonly in contemporary international poli-
tics, they occur simultaneously as several governance providers are engaged in partial governance
over one governance taker.

Cognitive mechanisms describe forces that impact legitimation processes from within a given
relation. Both governance providers and governance takers might shape the congruence of a gov-
ernance relationship through their interactions in ways that concur with their own legitimation
patterns. Here, constructivist literature on mechanisms of socialisation is especially insightful, as
it has advanced our insights into cognitive mechanisms leading to the acceptance or alteration of
social norms by agents.100 For example, scholars of socialisation theory have proposed the cogni-
tive mechanism of persuasion. Social interaction is conceptualised as a communicative process of
exchanging arguments and information where providers and takers seek to convince each other
of their viewpoint while at the same time being open to being persuaded themselves.101 As such,
governance providers and takers can be both perpetrators and targets of socialisation attempts.
An actor may decide that the persuader’s belief bears more merit than its own and consequently
alter its beliefs accordingly. Attempts at persuasion can be manifold: thinking back to our exam-
ple of the EU and Germany, McNamara details how the EU as a governance provider, through

96For an extended discussion of this example, see Minatti and Duyvesteyn, ‘Concepts of legitimacy’.
97Ashley Jackson, Life under the Taliban Shadow Government (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2018), p. 26.
98Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2001), pp. 24–6.
99Peter Hedstr ̈om and Petri Ylikoski, ‘Causal mechanisms in the social sciences’, Annual Review of Sociology, 36:1 (2010),

pp. 49–67.
100Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘International institutions and socialization in Europe: Introduction and framework’, International

Organization, 59:4 (2005), pp. 801–26; Alastair Johnston, Social States: China in International Institutions, 1980–2000
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008); Elisabeth Jean Wood, ‘The social processes of civil war: The wartime
transformation of social networks’, Annual Review of Political Science, 11:1 (2008), pp. 539–61.

101Thomas Risse, “‘Let’s argue!”: Communicative action in world politics’, International Organization, 54:1 (2000), pp. 1–39
(p. 9).
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employing symbols and practices, seeks to naturalise and legitimise itself, eventually resulting in
the persuasion of governance takers, or in her words ‘taking-for-grantedness’, of EU authority.102

Through another mechanism of social learning, a governance provider might itself change its
legitimation pattern:103 consider the United States/NATO campaign in Afghanistan, in which the
United States initially based its governance on heavily Western-centric norms, only to gradually
learn about local norms and adapt its governance approach to some extent.104 Notably, socialisation
theory has been criticised for neglecting the socialisee’s agency;105 however, more recent studies
have conceptualised socialisation as a two-way street.106 Hence, this literature provides a fruitful
avenue to theorise both governance providers and governance takers as agents within the processes
of legitimation.107

Relational mechanisms describe forces which impact legitimation processes across governance
relations, ‘alter[ing] connections among people, groups, and interpersonal networks’.108 These are
mechanisms where the relation between one governance provider and taker is changed by altering
how these actors are positioned in the network and are embedded in other governance relations.

One possible relational mechanism is actor change. On the level of a state’s population, wemight
think of migration or displacement, which might lead to changes in an actor’s legitimation pattern
through new influences and cultural adaptations.109 Equally, governance providers might experi-
ence such actor change. Consider the case of the EU, where the institution as a governance provider
towards the German population might be significantly changed through the external dynamic of
the member states signing a new treaty, such as the strengthening of the European Parliament.

Congruence-finding might also be influenced through the relational mechanism of script diffu-
sion.110 New beliefs might very well emerge outside a given governance relation but consequently
diffuse across a governance network. Doing so, they might impact actors’ expectations by opening
up possibilities of alternative governance structures, thus influencing congruence-finding between
providers and takers. Actors become confronted with new governance discourses and practices,
impacting their normative expectations towards not only the new but also the existing governance
relations. For example, Kurzman argues that in the case of the Iranian revolution, what sparked the
Shah’s fall was not so much the regime’s own performance but rather a perception among the pop-
ulation that viable alternatives in the form of Khomeini and his followers existed, which promised
a bettering of circumstances.111 Or consider the EU’s Eastern enlargement: on the one hand,
this expansion increased the space for post-Soviet populations to compare between governance
providers and opened up the possibility of viable alternatives. Thus, a population’s engagement in
a new governance relation to the EU might significantly alter its relative congruence with its state
because alternativeways of congruence become tangible.On the other hand, governance expansion
might lead the provider to adapt to new governance relations, altering its engagement or posi-
tion within already established ones. As Seidelmeier argues, the Eastern enlargement produced a

102McNamara, The Politics of Everyday Europe.
103Johnston, Social States; Trine Flockhart, “‘Masters and novices”: Socialization and social learning through the NATO

parliamentary assembly’, International Relations, 18:3 (2004), pp. 361–80.
104Minatti and Duyvesteyn, ‘Concepts of legitimacy’.
105Charlotte Epstein, ‘Stop telling us how to behave: Socialization or infantilization?’, International Studies Perspectives, 13:2

(2012), pp. 135–45.
106Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘Socialization and violence: Introduction and framework’, Journal of Peace Research, 54:5 (2017),

pp. 592–605 (p. 596).
107Nevertheless, agency is not a level playing field. Governance relations will inherently be marked by power asymmetries

and unequal access to coercion and resources, influencing agency.
108McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, Dynamics of Contention, p. 26.
109Alejandro Portes, ‘Migration and social change: Some conceptual reflections’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies,

36:10 (2010), pp. 1537–63.
110See also Charles Tilly and Sidney G. Tarrow, Contentious Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
111Charles Kurzman, The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 136.
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Figure 1. The process of legitimation.

new wave of codifications of liberal values such as democracy and human rights, impacting both
established and new members alike.112

In sum, these non-exhaustive and potentially coexistingmechanisms can help us to explain how
governance relations change towards greater or lesser congruence, and thus become legitimised or
delegitimised over time. A graph of the complete theoretical framework is depicted in Figure 1.

The implications of congruence-finding
Conceptualising legitimation as a process of congruence-finding shaped bymechanisms embedded
in governance networks has three theoretical implications. First, it allows us to take the relationality
of legitimation seriously: instead of conceiving legitimacy as belonging to an actor, the approach
focuses on legitimation as emerging from a relation between a governance provider and gover-
nance taker. Expectations and actors’ legitimation patterns have to be thought of as shaped not
only by interactions within a governance relation but also the network more broadly. In the latter
case, all providers engaged in a governance relationwith a given governance taker will seek to influ-
ence the taker’s legitimation pattern. Thus, an indirect interaction effect between the governance
providers emerges: as the taker’s legitimation pattern changes towards more congruence with one
provider, (in)congruence with other providers might shift as well. Hence, a governing actor cannot
be legitimate per se; rather, it is through the interactions in a governance relation that congruence
or divergence is found and a relation between a governing actor and an audience becomes seen
as legitimate in a given moment in time, which in turn might influence the stability and levels of
support of this relation.

Second, congruence-finding highlights that legitimation is relative to other governance relations.
On the one hand, we might observe zero-sum games of legitimation between different gover-
nance relations, where the more congruence the legitimation patterns of a governance provider

112Ulrich Seidelmeier, EU Enlargement, Identity and the Analysis of European Foreign Policy: Identity Formation through
Policy Practice, vol. RSC No. 2003/13, EUI Working Papers (Florence: European University Institute, 2003), p. 10.
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and a governance taker show relative to other governance providers, themore legitimate their rela-
tion is. The availability of and comparison with alternatives is thus crucial for any assessment of
congruence and legitimation.113 On the other hand, wemight also see positive-sum games of legiti-
mation, as one governance relation shapes an actor in a way where they will see greater congruence
with another governance relation as well, for example through what Dellmuth and Tallberg call a
domestic analogy.114

Third, congruence-finding implies that legitimation is multidimensional and can only ever be
assessed in degrees. Most governance relations experience deviations from established rules and
there are always those who do not accept a given justification or way of consenting to a governance
relation. The heuristic structure of legitimation patterns and the four elements of rules, source of
authority, common goods and modes of consent help us to capture these different degrees of legit-
imation. A given governance relation can show more or less congruence within each of the four
elements of the legitimation patterns. For example, one governance relationmight showmore con-
gruencewith regard to its source of authority, while another one involving the same audiencemight
showmore congruencewith regard to rules.These degrees can be analytically subsumed into a gen-
eral degree of legitimation, although congruence regarding rules, sources of authority, common
goods, and modes of consent will matter here to a descending extent. Rules are the fundamental
structure on which any governance relation is built; as such, deviations from beliefs towards rules
will have the most considerable bearing on congruence. Justifications about sources of authority
or the common good serve to defend these rules, and deviations thereof will lead to a legitimation
deficit, undermining congruence to a substantial but lesser degree. Finally, modes of consent delin-
eate ways of confirming the rules and justifications. Deviations regarding modes of consent have
the most minor bearing on congruence, as they only describe how to participate in a governance
relation and not the substance of the governance itself.

This multidimensionality allows us to compare a governance relation over time or to other
governance relations with regard to each dimension of the legitimation patterns and as a whole.
Moreover, it provides an avenue to account for the stability of legitimate governance over time.
While rules generally tend to be sticky, especially when enshrined in treaties or constitutions, jus-
tifications and modes of consent are less so. This, in turn, means that governance might exhibit
a legitimacy deficit despite congruence in rules. At the same time, however, the same rules may
be justified through new sources of authority or common goods, allowing governance relations to
remain stable despite actors’ normative expectations continually changing.115

Conclusion
In this article, I have sought to expand on the literature on legitimacy and legitimation in
international politics by developing tools to theorise the diversity of expectations, norms, and
understandings of rightful governance present within international politics across space and over
time. I argued for the need to build on key insights from relational theory by considering actors and
international politics more broadly as embedded in dynamic networks of governance. Taking seri-
ously this relationality of legitimation, I noted, allows us to go beyond the blind spots of the existing
literature, most importantly a reliance on pre-specified sources of legitimacy and a consideration
of change in actors’ expectations as exogenous to legitimation. I have put normative expectations
about governance centre stage, theorising legitimation as a process of congruence-finding between
the normative expectations, the legitimation patterns, of governance providers and governance
takers. As governance in international politics is multilayered, legitimation processes are always

113Beetham, The Legitimation of Power, p. 62; on how complex governance structures might influence the subordinates’
agency, also see Stephanie C. Hofmann, ‘The politics of overlapping organizations: Hostage-taking, forum-shopping and
brokering’, Journal of European Public Policy, 26:6 (2019), pp. 883–905.

114Dellmuth and Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations’.
115Dingwerth and Witt, ‘Legitimation contests’, pp. 37–8.
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dependent on the relation’s positioning within the broader network of governance relations and its
actors. Consequently, I argued that congruence-finding may be shaped through a set of cognitive
and relational mechanisms. The degree of congruence between the legitimation patterns of a gov-
ernance provider and a governance taker will shape governance actions within the relation, with
more congruence giving rise to stabler governance practices.

What can we see with this theory that we did not see before? In this concluding section, I would
like to argue thatmymodel advances the study of legitimation both theoretically as well asmethod-
ologically. First, the theory provides a model of legitimation that does not require a normative
background theory of certain sources of legitimacy but argues for a contextual focus on actors’ nor-
mative expectations. By theorising legitimation as embedded in governance networks, it allows us
to appreciate the multiple layers of international politics and the various kinds of actors involved.
For example, a state might be both governance taker and governance provider at the same time
within different governance relations. In that way, such a model also enables us to reconsider the
various ways in which domestic governance might influence international legitimation processes
and vice versa.

Second, the model allows us to better account for change in the study of legitimation by
considering the endogenous dynamics of legitimation rather than focusing on independent charac-
teristics and their interplay. Conceptualising expectations about legitimate governance as patterns
that – via a set of mechanisms – diffuse and shift across networks provides a theoretical hook
to investigate why audiences interpret different or new governance relations similarly and how
processes of legitimation are caught up in networks of governance. As such, these considerations
help us to address what scholars have called a ‘knowledge gap’ of citizens, as their awareness and
knowledge about IOs varies along socio-economic status and cosmopolitan identities.116 It is thus
unrealistic to assume that any given audience has well-developed expectations towards a given gov-
ernance relation. Rather, an audience’s expectations, its legitimation pattern, are shaped through
the various governance relations it is embedded in: with a state, Ios, and regional governments. In
that way, legitimation patterns act as ‘scripts that diffuse through networks and otherwise embed
in the ongoing transactions that constitute social and political life’.117

Third, the theory recasts the question of how governing actors in international politics become
legitimised from one asking for sufficient and necessary conditions to one investigating legitima-
tion as an ongoing process that continuously shapes and is shaped by actors engaged in governance
relations. I have sought to put forward the building blocks of such an analysis by introducing the
notion of congruence-finding to this debate. Methodologically, this means in consequence putting
actors’ expectations towards rightful governance centre stage and investigating how these expecta-
tions are shaped through governance relations. Such a move necessitates an interplay of methods
that are able to map actors’ expectations inductively, such as discourse analysis looking at actors’
statements or open-ended surveys or interviews inquiring into actors’ ideas and beliefs, in con-
junction with methods such as social network analysis or process tracing, which allow us to track
themechanisms throughwhich actors’ expectations change through interactions within and across
governance relations.

Certainly, this is only an initial attempt at synthesising relational theory with the literature on
legitimation in international politics, and there are limitations to the proposed conceptualisation of
legitimation. First, the article largely leaves aside the consequences of congruence-finding, which
remain to be comprehensively theorised and studied. However, we can now already draw on exist-
ing scholarship which highlights compliance, stability, and effectiveness as possible outcomes of
the successful legitimation of a governance relation.118 Second, the theory has thus far not received

116Lisa Maria Dellmuth, ‘The knowledge gap in world politics: Assessing the sources of citizen awareness of the United
Nations Security Council’, Review of International Studies, 42:4 (2016), pp. 673–700.

117Nexon, The Struggle for Power in Early Modern Europe, p. 45.
118For example, see Hurd, ‘Legitimacy and authority in international politics’; Schmelzle and Stollenwerk, ‘Virtuous or

vicious circle?’.
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thorough empirical testing. While I have given empirical examples from various types of gover-
nance relations throughout the text to illustrate its usefulness, further scholarship is needed to
substantiate the theory’s empirical applicability. One particularly insightful avenue would be to
explore the empirical manifestations of legitimation within various governance settings – from
global governance to regional or sub-regional governance relations – and assess its effects on the
control, support, and efficiency of said relations. Third, this conceptualisation of legitimation in
international politics adds more complexity to an already-complex concept, especially compared
to the literature on ‘sources of legitimacy’. But the relational perspective on legitimation gives us
a more comprehensive picture of contemporary governance relations within international politics
by doing away with a normative background theory and embracing the diversity of expectations
and their change over time within networks of governance. As such, the theory advanced here con-
tributes to our understanding of legitimation of governance in international politics by allowing
for a richer, more in-depth analysis of its underlying processes.

Video Abstract. To view the online video abstract, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000111.
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