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Abstract. In the article, it is argued that an Illiberal International Order 
does not eliminate the agency of small states and instead reconfigures it 
through asymmetrical material, institutional, ideational and historical 
international (social) relations. The author reconstructs the genealogy 
of small-state studies and views Long’s relational turn as a bridge from 
attribute-based definitions to conditioned agency, before extending that 
move via a (dialectical) critical realist framework. Foreign-policy and dip-
lomatic practices mediate between asymmetrical international relations 
and internally constituted state capacities, reproducing or transforming 
the conditions of action. Small-state analysis should therefore ask how, 
under which conditions, and for whom security, influence, and transform-
ation are produced.
Keywords: agency; (dialectical) critical realism; diplomacy; Illiberal Inter-
national Order; practices; relational turn; small-state studies. 

INTRODUCTION
Small states have long been in an ambiguous position in International Rela-

tions (IR). Although they are ubiquitous in the empirical world of diplomacy, 
international institutions, security policy and global governance, they continue 
to be conceptually under-theorised or theoretically marginalised.1 An endur-
ing reason for this is the tendency to define them solely by way of attributes: 

1	 For classic and more recent approaches to small-state studies, see Fox (1959), Vital (1967; 1971), 
Keohane (1969; 1971), East (1973), Baehr (1975), Amstrup (1976), Handel (1981), Väyrynen (1983), Abt 
and Deutsch (1993), Hey (2003), Neumann and Gstöhl (2006), Thorhallsson and Wivel (2006), Veen-
endaal and Corbett (2015), Radoman (2018), Thorhallsson (2018) and Baldacchino and Wivel (2020). 
Beyer’s (2006) annotated bibliography provides an earlier point of reference. The present article draws 
on an extended mapping of the literature rather than a systematic review.
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population, territory, military capabilities, gross domestic product, or other 
measurable indicators of relative weakness. Such definitions offer useful descript-
ive shortcuts, yet also create arbitrary classifications and ontologically weak 
explanations. If ‘smallness’ is simply treated as a set of observable characteristics, 
the analysis quickly loses sight of the structured international contexts in which 
small states are embedded and in which they derive both their constraints and 
their opportunities for action.2 This led earlier critiques of small-state studies 
(Brglez 2005, 17) to insist that there are no small states as agents (Latin: agentes) 
without the structured contexts which condition and partly shape them, and 
that any realistic diagnosis of their position needs a stronger ontological founda-
tion than can be provided by ‘as if ’ empiricism.3 

This article re-examines that argument in the conditions of an increasingly 
Illiberal International Order (ILIO), noting that the designation “Liberal Inter-
national Order” (LIO) is itself contested. Even institutionalist accounts acknow-
ledge the US-led order’s hierarchical and historically restricted reach (Ikenberry 
2018, 9–12), while Jahn (2018, 43) and Parmar (2018, 151) located contradictions 
and exclusions within liberal internationalism and its imperial development, 
rather than viewing them as mere departures from liberal principles. Here, 
the ILIO denotes an uneven reconfiguration of commitments to institutional 
restraint, reciprocity, and universal rules, not the complete replacement of a pre-
viously uniform or consistently liberal order.4 The argument neither equates the 
two normatively nor presumes a clean historical succession. Both shape small-
state agency through historically specific asymmetries. Accordingly, the ques-
tion is: how do the changing relations enable, constrain and redistribute capa-
cities for action, instead of whether small states possess agency in the abstract.

A decisive step towards such a reformulation comes from the relational turn 
in recent literature on small states, notably that associated with Tom Long (2017, 
144–49; 2022, 22–23). Rather than treating the small state as a fixed category, 
Long focuses on the dynamics of salient asymmetrical relationships. In this 
regard, small states are constituted to be weaker parties within asymmetrical 

2	  In Slovenian, “majhne države” can describe characteristics or attributes, whereas “male države” 
denotes an analytical category or a role within the international community. In English, this distinction 
must be established contextually. It is relevant to the necessary dialogue between IR, Comparative For-
eign Policy, and Comparative Politics within small-state studies.

3	 This article develops the metatheoretical argument of Brglez (2008), just as the earlier assess-
ment (Brglez 2005) built on Brglez (2001; 2002). Following an initial contribution to the field (Brglez 
1997), the 2005 paper largely evaluated the literature, whereas this article develops the metatheoretical 
foundations of small-state studies. The iterative character of this work is captured by the title of the 
collection Žižek, Slavoj. 2011. Poskusiti znova – spodleteti bolje [Try Again – Fail Better]. Edited by Peter 
Klepec. Translated by Simon Hajdini and Lidija Šumah. Cankarjeva založba.

4	 The distinction concerns the changing configurations of order, not the disappearance of capit-
alist relations or inherited hierarchies (Guzzini 2013; Jessop 2016; Lovec and Svetličič 2019; Hočevar et 
al. 2023). Nor does LIO/ILIO map directly onto international law-based and rules-based orders, whose 
vocabularies and institutional forms overlap (Brglez 2026, 94–95). Contemporary strategic texts and 
ordering projects (The White House 2025; United States Department of War 2026; Magid 2026) are 
materials for examining such reconfigurations, not self-sufficient evidence that a coherent new order 
has been established.
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relationships. Their agency is conditioned by these relationships and broader 
international contexts, although not eliminated by them. This shift is crucial 
because it avoids both a reduction to material capabilities and overly voluntar-
istic notions of ‘punching above one’s weight’. It also helps explain why the same 
state might appear more or less capable, vulnerable or influential in different 
policy areas, within different institutional environments, and at different histor-
ical moments (cf. Lange and Svetličič 2024, 368–69). Long’s framework remains 
primarily relational and middle-range, concentrated on the influence, strategies 
and foreign policy success of small states in particular circumstances.

The present article combines insights from the relational and practice turns5 
with critical realist and relational-sociological approaches (Patomäki and Wight 
2000; Bhaskar 2016; Guzzini 2017; Dépelteau 2018; Selg and Ventsel 2020; 
Guzzini and Casas Klausen 2025). Its distinctive contribution is the analysis 
of small-state agency within real, emergent and stratified relations as opposed 
to treating such states as self-sufficient units with a fixed capacity for action. 
Emphasis is given to the way historically constituted asymmetries acquire causal 
efficacy and how diplomatic and foreign-policy practices mediate their repro-
duction or transformation.

The dialectical dimension directs attention to contradictions, absences, and 
unequal access to action. It also raises an explicitly axiological question: security, 
influence and transformation for whom? Without distinguishing the capacities 
of state institutions from those of the people and the groups they represent, ana-
lysis risks mistaking elite advantage for a general expansion of agency, or tactical 
success within asymmetry for a substantive reduction of domination.

The argument proceeds in five steps. First, the principal approaches to small 
states and their limitations are mapped. Second, Long’s relational account of 
asymmetry and conditioned agency is reconstructed. Third, a relational-crit-
ical realist framework is developed. Fourth, the way practices and internal 
state selectivities mediate the reproduction or transformation of asymmetry is 
examined. Finally, the implications for small-state agency under ‘illiberalisation’ 
are considered. The central thesis is that this agency is historically structured, 
unevenly distributed and normatively contestable.

�FROM SMALLNESS AS AN ATTRIBUTE TO SMALLNESS 
AS A RELATIONSHIP
The study of small states has not developed as a linear research programme 

and instead has been a fluid sequence of problems. Its genealogy ranges from 
classical attempts to define ‘smallness’, via realist and institutional explanations 
of vulnerability, adaptation and leverage, to more recent work on status, shelter, 

5	 While Jackson and Nexon (1999, 291–95) and Go and Nexon (2025) are representative of the 
relational turn, the practice turn is even broader (Neumann 2002, 627–30; Adler and Pouliot 2011a; 
2011b; Sending et al. 2015; Drieschova et al. 2022).
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strategies, and graded agency. Literature reviews by Thorhallsson (2018) and Bal-
dacchino and Wivel (2020) outline this trajectory well. The field has thus gone 
from an emphasis on lack of capacity and survival (Neumann and Gstöhl 2006, 
17–23)6 to opportunities for agency, strategic action and positioning, yet the 
question of what exactly ‘smallness’ means is still open.

One strand in this genealogy centred on definition and classification.7 Vital 
(1967) and Keohane (1969) linked smallness to inequality and strategic dilem-
mas, whilst Baehr (1975) and Amstrup (1976) demonstrated how unstable and 
analytically limited this category remains. East (1973), Handel (1981) and Hey 
(2003) steered the issue to the study of foreign policy behaviour and systemic 
strategies. The field has thus been dogged by a persistent problem: whether ‘small-
ness’ refers to measurable capacity, diplomatic constraints, or a position within 
broader structures of dependency and recognition (Šabič and Brglez 2002).

A second strand has been security-centred and engaged with political-realist 
explanations (Pedi and Wivel 2024). In this framework, small states emerged as 
weaker actors encountering stronger incentives to adapt, coordinate, seek shelter, 
guard against risks, or exploit tensions between stronger powers. Elman’s (1995) 
challenge to neorealism, Mouritzen’s (1983; 1991; 1998) analyses of the strategies 
of the weak, and the later work on shelter and grand strategy (Thorhallsson and 
Wivel 2006; Wivel and Ingebritsen 2019; Wivel 2021) are representative precisely 
because they preserve the reality of asymmetry while expanding the repertoire 
of responses available to small states. 

A further strand has expanded the field to include institutions, diplomacy, 
and political economy. Katzenstein (1985; 2003) showed that small states are 
historically specific formations characterised by openness, embeddedness and 
domestic compensation, rather than just miniature great powers. Research into 
the European Union (EU) and multilateralism has since shown how administrat-
ive competence, coalition-building, agenda-setting, legalisation, and niche dip-
lomacy can transform weakness into selective leverage.8 ‘Smallness’ has thereby 
become visible not only as a vulnerability, but also as a position mediated via 
institutions, political capacities and domestic compensatory arrangements.

A particularly useful consolidation of this institutional-practice agenda 
appeared in the 2012 Cambridge Review of International Affairs thematic 

6	 Knudsen (2002, 182) also highlighted three unrelated traditions in the small-state studies literat-
ure. The first deals with issues of self-determination, the second with the foreign policy options of neut-
rality or alliance, whilst the third comprises comparative literature on the foreign policy of small states 
and policymaking in small states. He proposed the study of the life cycles through which small states 
pass (i.e., state formation, survival, disappearance) as a unifying element (as we would see it today) of 
the traditional literature in small-state studies, a perspective also adopted by Maass (2017; 2020).

7	 We still frequently encounter this approach (e.g., Crowards 2002; Maass 2009; Sutton 2011; 
Baldacchino 2018).

8	 Representative samples can be found in Baillie (1998), Abbott and Snidal (2000), Bučar and 
Šterbenc (2002), Mouritzen and Wivel (2005), Neumann and Gstöhl (2006), Thorhallsson and Wivel 
(2006), Cooper and Shaw (2009), Sinclair (2010), Thorhallsson (2012), Šabič et al. (2016), Thorhallsson 
and Bailes (2016), Butler and Morris (2017), Arbeiter et al. (2019) and Fromm (2019).
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section “Small States in International Negotiations”. Panke (2012a, 313) connec-
ted resource asymmetries to the possibility of prioritising selected issues and 
redirecting scarce administrative capacity towards them. Her EU cases add an 
important qualification. The concentration of resources is only a precondition, 
whereas argumentative success depends on the fit between the type of claim, 
the nature of the issue and the prior beliefs of its addressees (Panke 2012b, 329). 
Deitelhoff and Wallbott (2012, 345) extended this logic to coalition-building, 
which can pool expertise and manpower but remains dependent on the insti-
tutional setting and the issue at stake. Jackson (2012, 367) pointed out a related 
mechanism in WTO compliance bargaining, where dispute-settlement proced-
ures can generate bargaining leverage for a materially much weaker actor. As a 
whole, these studies reveal that institutionalisation mediates rather than cancels 
asymmetry – limited capacities become politically consequential through situ-
ated practices.

Another strand has stressed social recognition and relational positioning. 
Constructivist, status-oriented and practice-sensitive work has shown that 
smallness is also realised by way of recognition, legitimacy, role-playing, dip-
lomatic practice and hierarchies of respect. Hence the importance of Brown-
ing (2006), Björkdahl (2008), de Carvalho and Neumann (2015), Sending et al. 
(2015) and Neumann’s (2024, 59–60) later formulation of graded agency since 
they clearly demonstrate that small states do not enter international life from 
equal positions, even if formally they are equally sovereign.

This genealogy reveals a fundamental tension between descriptive con-
venience and conceptual adequacy. Much of the older literature addressed the 
problem through attributive definitions (e.g., Udovič and Svetličič 2007). Such 
endeavours clearly held practical appeal. They enabled comparative research 
designs, generated empirical datasets, and offered a seemingly neutral basis for 
identifying classes of states (Christmas-Møller 1983; Šabič 2002). At the same 
time, however, they produced recurring arbitrariness and often obscured prior 
theoretical assumptions about what counts in international politics. Precisely for 
this reason, an exclusively attribute-based approach risks producing ontologic-
ally weak results by treating as empirically given something which in fact is the-
oretically mediated and relationally constituted (Brglez 2008, 131–32).

The described problem becomes quite clear when one considers the prevailing 
theoretical traditions (Luša and Mijić 2012; Calleya 2016; Rickli and Almezaini 
2017; Galal 2020; Timilsana 2024). In materialist approaches (Brglez 2008, 105–7), 
small states appear chiefly as weaker units situated within an external environ-
ment of asymmetrically distributed capabilities. In classical and structural real-
ism (Brglez 2008, 128–30), they are generally defined by their relative weakness 
and the limited range of choices available to them in conditions of anarchy. Their 
position is shaped by security imperatives, proximity to more powerful forces, 
alliance dependence, the dynamics of balancing and alignment, and the broader 
distribution of material capabilities. Even where classical or neoclassical realism 
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offers a more historically nuanced interpretation of statecraft and prudence, or 
the English School situates states within a historically constituted international 
society, the small state typically enters the analysis as an actor with more room 
for accommodation than for initiative. This is exactly why political realism has 
been both indispensable and insufficient in small-state studies. While it captures 
something of the reality of asymmetry and constraints, it frequently reduces the 
politics of small states to adaptation within externally imposed hierarchies.

A similar problem arises with rationalist and institutionalist approaches 
(Brglez 2008, 132–34). Nevertheless, these approaches go beyond crude capacity 
metrics since they consider institutions, negotiating environments, issue-spe-
cific coalitions, and strategic adaptation. Small states can gain leverage if they 
act early, specialise, invest in administrative competence, build a reputation, and 
embed themselves in dense institutional environments. Such approaches are 
particularly productive in studies of the EU, international organisations, coali-
tion-building, and multilateral diplomacy. They show that limited size does not 
automatically imply irrelevance, and that institutional contexts can redistribute 
influence in ways that cannot be reduced to raw power. However, their analytical 
framework often remains closer to strategic adaptation than a deeper reflection 
on ‘smallness’ itself. The small state continues to be taken for granted as a given 
actor with limited resources, operating within rules and incentives treated as 
external to its constitution.

Idealist and constructivist approaches (Brglez 2008, 134–37) broaden the pic-
ture even further by viewing ‘smallness’ not just as a material condition, but also 
as a socially mediated position. The focus moves to identity, recognition, status, 
role, legitimacy, communities of practice, and the ways in which international 
institutions and norms structure the opportunities available to smaller actors. 
Work along these lines has been crucial by revealing that small states cannot be 
understood solely through material inferiority. Their influence may depend on 
their legitimacy, credibility, normative entrepreneurship, institutional embed-
dedness, or skill in mobilising symbolic and ideational resources. These per-
spectives help to correct the reductionism of materialist explanations as they 
show that ‘smallness’ is not simply observed, but interpreted within interna-
tional social relations. Yet, accounts centred on identity and shared meanings 
risk under-specifying the material and institutional relations via which recogni-
tion becomes consequential. The issue is not a uniform weakness of constructiv-
ism, but the explanatory limits of certain versions that leave deeper hierarchies 
insufficiently examined (Kurki and Sinclair 2010, 7–8, 18–20).

Different traditions often presuppose different objects of inquiry: survival in a 
hostile environment, bargaining within institutions, or the enactment of identities 
and roles in international society. The problem is not theoretical pluralism itself, 
but the transfer of an apparently unchanged category of the small state across 
ontologically distinct explanatory projects. Table 1 summarises these ideal-typical 
emphases rather than placing entire schools in mutually exclusive positions.
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Accordingly, the key move today is not to abandon small-state studies but to 
reconceptualise ‘smallness’. The central question should no longer be whether 
a specific fixed set of states meets a stable size threshold, or merely whether 
small states have agency despite structural constraints. A more productive 
question is how actors, conventionally defined as small, are constituted, enabled 
and constrained within structured and asymmetrical international contexts. 
This implies a shift from attributes to relations, from a static classification to 
a structured asymmetry, and from conceiving agency as residual capacity to 
understanding it as conditioned, mediated and unevenly distributed. Namely, 
the study of small states must move from smallness as an attribute to smallness 
as a relationship.

Table 1: �ENTANGLEMENT OF EPISTEMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY IN SMALL-STATE 
STUDIES

Epistemology / 
Ontology

Explanation / Materialism Understanding / Idealism

Holism / 
Structure

The international system as external 
structures in anarchic (global, regional, 
bilateral) environments of balance of 
power and hegemony

The international community as 
collective rules and institutions within 
asymmetric (global, regional, bilateral) 
international (social) relations

Individualism / 
Agency

Units of the system – small states 
identified through measurable 
attributes and perceptions/cognitions, 
acting rationally on the basis of their 
own resources and capabilities

Subjects – small states as social 
constructs and roles/positions acting 
reasonably based on opportunities 
within international (social) relations

Source: Author’s elaboration developed and updated from Hollis and Smith ([1990]1991, 5), 
Dunne (1995, 371), Adler (1997, 331), Wendt (1999, 29, 32) and Brglez (2008, 66; 2011, 553; 2021, 
17; 2022, 26).

LONG AND THE RELATIONAL TURN IN SMALL-STATE STUDIES
Recent literature on small states has introduced numerous significant correc-

tions to older approaches focused on vulnerability and attributes. Here, Long’s 
work (2017, 144–49; 2022, 22–23) stands out by offering a particularly systematic 
reworking of the field around asymmetry and conditioned agency (Thorhallsson 
2018; Baldacchino and Wivel 2020). The significance of Long’s intervention lies 
not only in providing yet another definition of a small state, but above all in 
reframing the problem itself. Rather than asking which states count as small 
according to absolute thresholds, he asks how states come to be understood as 
small within salient asymmetrical relationships. This is a decisive shift because 
it moves the field away from the search for a stable essence of ‘smallness’ and 
directs it towards the dynamics of relationships whereby one actor is positioned 
as the weaker party. In so doing, it retains the intuitive view that small states 
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face recurring vulnerabilities, whilst avoiding the conceptual arbitrariness of 
attributive classifications.9

Long’s relational shift is noteworthy for several reasons. First, it avoids redu-
cing ‘smallness’ to a measurable size. While absolute indicators may still be use-
ful for descriptive purposes, they no longer bear the central analytical burden. A 
state is not small in an abstract sense, but in relation to other actors and within 
specific contexts of asymmetry. This means the same actor may face different 
degrees and forms of ‘smallness’ in different relationships, issue areas, and insti-
tutional environments (Long 2022, 22–23; Wivel 2025, 27–28). Second, the shift 
towards asymmetry brings context to the fore without slipping into determin-
ism. Long does not claim that relationships entirely determine what small states 
do. Nonetheless, he argues that they condition their scope for action. It is pre-
cisely this formulation that is crucial since it rejects both voluntarist narratives 
of heroic influence and fatalist narratives of inevitable subordination. Third, 
Long’s approach makes influence analytically manageable. If action is condi-
tioned by relations, then the study of small states’ influence must examine not 
only the resources, but in addition the particular relational configurations via 
which these resources may (not) be transformed into effects.

This leads directly to Long’s concept of conditioned agency (2022, 60–61). 
In contrast to perspectives which either assume agency as a generic attribute of 
sovereign states or deny weaker actors the capacity for meaningful agency, Long 
views small-state agency as the capacity to articulate interests and identities and 
to make meaningful, albeit never unlimited, choices within asymmetrical con-
texts. Agency is neither a metaphysical remnant nor just a synonym for strategic 
calculation. Instead, it is relationally constituted and contextually conditioned. 
Different asymmetrical relationships confer varying degrees of room for man-
oeuvre, and this space can expand or contract subject to the issue, broader inter-
national environment, and configuration of preferences among more powerful 
actors.

Long’s most practical contribution is his attempt to identify the conditions in 
which influence is more or less likely (Long 2022, 52–54). Rather than resorting 
to vague claims about diplomatic skill or the advantages of reputation, he pro-
poses a diagnostic framework centred on three relational variables: (i) the degree 
of policy divergence between the small state and the stronger actor; (ii) the 
importance of the issue within the relationship; and (iii) the degree of cohesion 
of preferences within the more powerful actor. The value of this tool is found in 
its middle-range clarity. It links abstract relational asymmetry to concrete for-
eign policy situations and offers a more operational vocabulary for considering 
when small states’ actions are likely to be effective and which strategies are most 

9	 Long’s relational turn should be read in conjunction with the bridges opened by Neumann and 
Gstöhl (2006), Thorhallsson and Wivel (2006), Wivel et al. (2014), Thorhallsson (2018) and Wivel and 
Ingebritsen (2019).
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likely to produce influence. Consequently, the agency of small states appears as 
neither a residual category nor a miracle (cf. Baldacchino 2023), but as a condi-
tional capacity that is strategically exercised within asymmetry.

Such a reformulation explains why much of the earlier research on small 
states became bogged down on the definition level. When the relationship, rather 
than the attribute, becomes analytically primary, the question goes from “what 
is a small state?” to “within which asymmetrical relationship, regarding which 
issues, and under which historical and institutional conditions does ‘smallness’ 
become politically significant?”. Long therefore does not merely add yet another 
theory of influence, and instead provides a conceptual framework via which it is 
possible to cumulatively interpret the realist concern for asymmetry, the institu-
tional concern for embeddedness, and the constructivist concern for recognition.

Recent research on Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) extends this relational 
problem to recognition itself. Kavalski and Pomorska (2026, 694–95) concep-
tualise actorness through recognition, encounter and enactment rather than as 
an attribute secured by material power or institutional membership. Their dis-
cussion of the post-2022 ‘Ukraine moment’ concerns the changed reception of 
previously marginalised knowledge, not the sudden creation of agency (2026, 
692–93). For the present framework, the distinction is crucial – capacities can 
persist while their recognition and opportunities for effective exercise fluctuate. 
The regional debate is relevant without making CEE a homogeneous category of 
small states.

At the same time, Long’s intervention should be understood as a bridge, not 
an endpoint. It connects the older literature on small states with a more dis-
tinctly relational mode of analysis, without requiring a fully developed social 
ontology. Small states are not treated as isolated units facing an external sys-
tem, nor are they dissolved into discourse. They are constituted as weaker actors 
within salient asymmetrical relationships. This makes Long’s framework use-
ful for translating the claim that there are no small states without structured 
contexts into an empirically oriented vocabulary. The further account of these 
contexts as emergent and stratified is developed here, rather than attributed to 
Long himself.

The first question concerns the ontology of asymmetry. Long’s account iden-
tifies relational conditions of influence, while the present framework addition-
ally asks how these relations endure, how their dimensions interact, and how 
they acquire causal powers beyond particular bargaining episodes. This is a 
difference in explanatory scope rather than evidence that a relational approach 
must already subscribe to critical realism.

The second question concerns reproduction and transformation. Explain-
ing when a smaller actor can exert influence does not settle whether its strategy 
alters the conditions of future action or reproduces the asymmetry within which 
that influence is achieved. The dialectical extension thus considers contradic-
tions, absences, and unequal access to action alongside strategic effectiveness.



446 TEORIJA IN PRAKSA

• Milan BRGLEZ

446 TEORIJA IN PRAKSA

The third question relates to axiology. Strategic achievement within an exist-
ing relationship does not by itself establish whose capacities have expanded. A 
dialectical analysis must distinguish the benefits accruing to small-state elites, 
ruling coalitions, bureaucracies, and wider populations. This question, already 
raised in the concluding discussion of Brglez (2005), informs the present article’s 
assessment of both the reproduction and transformation of asymmetry.

Yet precisely because Long is at his strongest at the level of relational dia-
gnosis, his framework invites a further ontological step.10 A second bridge con-
cerns practice and deeper social structure. Joseph and Kurki (2018, 91–94) argued 
that ontological realism can complement the practice turn by restoring attention 
to the conditions of possibility under which practices emerge. Their criticism 
concerns the risk of treating practice as ontologically exhaustive, not the value 
of studying practices. Kurki and Sinclair (2010, 7–8, 18) similarly showed that 
accounts of mutual constitution can leave deeper social structures and unequal 
positions insufficiently theorised. Read along with Long, these interventions sup-
port examining how salient asymmetrical relationships are sustained through 
multi-layered, enduring and causally efficacious structures.

The relational diagnosis–ontological explanation distinction is therefore a 
matter of complementary questions. Long’s work moves beyond fixed size cat-
egories towards relationally conditioned agency. Critical realism11 asks which 
kinds of relations and causal powers make that conditioning possible. Its dialect-
ical development further asks how contradictions, absences, and blocked pos-
sibilities enter the reproduction or transformation of asymmetry. The purpose is 
not to displace Long’s middle-range framework. Instead, it is to clarify its place 
within a wider account of the conditions, practices and consequences of small-
state agency.

TOWARDS A RELATIONAL-CRITICAL REALIST FRAMEWORK
Asymmetrical international relations are real, emergent and stratified. 

Their effects cannot be reduced to either states’ attributes or shared meanings. 
Ontological realism here labels this explanatory commitment, not a version of 
political realism or a claim that social structures exist independently of human 
activity. Structures are reproduced via activity while remaining irreducible to 
any particular episode or actor’s understanding (Bhaskar [1979]1998; Patomäki 

10	 For the wider critical realist argument in IR, see Patomäki and Wight (2000), Patomäki (2002), 
Wight (2006), Kurki (2008) and Joseph and Wight (2010). For Slovenian contributions to the interpreta-
tion, application and development of critical realism, as well as related metatheoretical debates across 
the social sciences, including International Studies and IR, also see Brglez (2001), Lange [Kajnč] (2006), 
Bojinović Fenko (2009), Lovec (2013), Amon Prodnik (2014), Rutar (2016; 2017; 2018) and Hočevar et 
al. (2023). This article is situated within this wider intellectual context, with its particular contribution 
being the development of a relational and dialectical critical-realist account of small-state agency.

11	 Critical realism combines ontological realism, epistemological relativism and judgemental 
rationality (Bhaskar [1975]2008; [1979]1998; Collier 1994; Brglez 2008, 73–75). Its dialectical devel-
opment informs the treatment of absence, contradiction, and transformative practice (Bhaskar 1993; 
1994; Ollman 2003; Norrie 2010; Patomäki and Morgan 2023a; 2023b).



447• let. 63, 3/2026

• An Ontological Exploration of Small States’ Agency In an Illiberal International Order

447

and Wight 2000; Wight 2006; Brglez 2008, 73–75). The task is to explain their 
causal relevance to small-state agency more than to restate critical realist philo-
sophy in full.

The relational premise also has an earlier genealogy. Marx’s conception of 
society as constituted by relations rather than as an aggregate of individuals 
([1857–58]1985, 159) informs the transformational model the author developed 
in his earlier work (Brglez 2008, 74–75) based on Bhaskar’s Transformational 
Model of Social Activity ([1979]1998, 34–42). This is an ontological starting 
point, not an endorsement of a predetermined historical trajectory. It directs 
attention to the relations through which actors and their capacities are consti-
tuted, whilst retaining the distinction between those capacities and the condi-
tions in which they are exercised.

For small states, the relevant asymmetries are material, institutional, 
ideational and historical. Unequal resources and dependencies intersect with 
rules governing access, authority and representation, with hierarchies of legit-
imacy and recognition, and with the sedimented consequences of earlier con-
flicts, alignments and exclusions. Even though these dimensions are analytically 
distinguishable, they cannot simply be added as independent variables. Their 
configurations condition different possibilities for action without determining 
a single outcome.

Ejdus’ analysis of “ontic spaces” gives this multidimensional claim a useful 
material-ideational specification. Material environments can anchor collective 
identity and purposeful agency, yet only when incorporated into identity nar-
ratives. Even then, states do not fully control the process because those narrat-
ives remain contested domestically and internationally (Ejdus 2017, 23–24). This 
reinforces the need to treat material and ideational dimensions as internally 
related without collapsing one into the other.

Relational sociology helps specify this account but does not resolve all the 
differences among relational approaches. Emirbayer (1997, 281–86) and Jackson 
and Nexon (1999, 291–95) challenged substantialist starting points, while Donati 
(2015, 87–90; see also Donati and Archer 2015) emphasised the emergent effects 
of relations irreducible to individuals or systemic wholes. Kurki (2020) extended 
the relational challenge beyond an exclusively inter-state horizon. The narrower 
concern here is how relatively durable social relations mediate small-state capa-
cities rather than an assumption that all of these approaches share an identical 
ontology.

Bourdieu’s account of social space connects objective positions, dispositions 
and symbolic struggles without reducing practice to either visible interaction 
or the mechanical expression of structure (1989, 15–18; see also Vandenberghe 
1999). Akram’s critical realist reconstruction sharpens this connection by treat-
ing habitus as a historically formed, generative system of durable dispositions 
(2023, 59–61), field as a configuration of objective relations between positions 
(2023, 110–11), and institutional settings as contexts in which situated agents 
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(agentes), unequally endowed with resources or capital, reproduce or contest 
systems of power (2023, 162). Applied here, these arguments help conceptualise 
diplomatic competence not simply as an individual skill but as a practical capa-
city arising from the habitus–field relation. Historically acquired dispositions 
are exercised from unequal positions and via differential access to resources, 
whereas action remains open to improvisation and contestation.12 

These distinctions matter for the analysis of security guarantees, aid relation-
ships, dependency ties, coalitions, and status hierarchies. None can be reduced 
to the patron’s preferences or the client’s weakness. Guzzini (2012, 5–7) distin-
guishes governance as steering capacity from governance as informal rule, while 
resisting the reduction of governance to power. Ordering can also work by way 
of diffuse, habitual practices rather than overt commands (Guzzini 2012, 9). 
Small-state agency must thus be examined relative to both direct influence and 
the wider mechanisms through which political order is sustained.

Emirbayer and Mische (1998, 970–73) expanded on this point by considering 
agency as a time-embedded process comprising iterative, projective and prac-
tical-evaluative dimensions. This is especially useful for small-state studies as 
it avoids two common pitfalls: (i) equating agency with immediate success; and 
(ii) the assumption that strong asymmetry completely precludes agency. Smaller 
actors rely on past routines, project possible futures, and assess context-depend-
ent possibilities in the present. What changes in the face of asymmetry is not the 
existence of agency, but the horizons within which these temporal dimensions 
can be realised. 

Institutional and legal structures form part of this explanation, not just its 
background. Kurki and Sinclair (2010, 18–20; see also Sinclair 2010) challenge 
accounts that treat international law primarily as rules and intersubjective mean-
ings, whereas Sinclair (2021, 216–20) identifies international law’s structural sig-
nificance for agency. The implication is not that international law determines 
state conduct. It is that legal positions and procedures can constitute capacities 
whose activation, obstruction or non-use requires further explanation. Formal 
availability, practical exercise and successful influence must therefore remain 
analytically distinct.

Causal explanation must identify how such conditions combine. In open 
social systems, this requires reconstructing causal complexes rather than assum-
ing invariant sequences between isolated variables (Patomäki 2002, 78; Brglez 
2008, 73). Practices mediate these configurations, yet their observed regularit-
ies do not exhaust the powers and relations which sustain them. The dialect-
ical contribution is to include contradictions and consequential absences in that 
reconstruction, and to examine possibilities of reproduction and transformation 

12	 This is a selective dialogue, not a claim of wholesale philosophical equivalence. Donati (2015, 
88) explicitly criticises both Bourdieu and Emirbayer. The present argument draws on particular insights 
without treating their ontologies as interchangeable.
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without presuming their outcome (Bhaskar 1993, 92, 97; 1994; Norrie 2010, 
13–16, 65–75, 81–85; Patomäki 2017).

The debate over agency also becomes clearer. Small states must be understood 
as actors possessing ‘power to’ – the capacity to act, to refrain from acting, and 
to permit others to act. This formulation (and the initial idea for Diagram 1) 
has a special genealogy. Guzzini’s discussion of agent power (1993, 471, esp. n. 
85) explicitly directs the reader to Patomäki’s closely related definition of power 
within critical social realism (1991, 234). Agency is hence not limited to suc-
cessfully influencing others, nor does it disappear where asymmetry is strong. 
It exists within pre-existing but transformable structures. Wight’s ontological 
treatment of agency (2006) is useful here because it resists both voluntarism 
and structural reification. Whether a particular omission manifests strategic 
restraint, institutional blockage or an unavailable capacity cannot be decided 
from non-action alone. It requires examining the relations, authorisations and 
alternatives involved. This keeps the reality of agency distinct from both its exer-
cise and its effects. 

The epistemological implication is equally significant. Explanation must 
identify the real relations and mechanisms that condition outcomes, while 
understanding reconstructs the meanings actors attach to their conduct. Neither 
is sufficient when taken in isolation. Explanatory critique connects them by 
investigating how certain relations sustain domination or obscure its conditions 
(Bhaskar 1986; 2016, 95–102; cf. Fluck 2017). Koskenniemi (2005, 540–41, esp. 
541 n. 58) discusses the critical challenge to false consciousness whilst warn-
ing against assuming that the critic already knows others’ interests. Critique is 
not simply an external judgement added after explanation since it examines how 
constraints, interests and their representations are themselves socially produced. 
Nonetheless, the existence of a constraint does not by itself establish domination, 
nor does every transformation imply emancipation. Evaluation must specify the 
actors affected, the alternatives available, and the normative grounds of judge-
ment. This gives substantive content to the question “for whom?” without deriv-
ing a verdict from asymmetry alone.

The resulting framework is not a compromise between materialism and 
idealism. It re-specifies the object of inquiry as relationally constituted capacities 
within historically structured asymmetries. Table 2 summarises the conceptual 
distinctions. The next section develops their practical implications: how capa-
cities are exercised, internally authorised and implicated in the reproduction or 
transformation of relations.
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Table 2: �A RELATIONAL-CRITICAL REALIST EXTENSION OF SMALL-STATE STUDIES

Ontology Materialism Ontological Realism Idealism

Structures The international system 
as external structures 
in anarchic (global, 
regional and bilateral) 
environments of balance 
of power and hegemony. 
Smallness is treated 
primarily as a function 
of relative material 
capabilities, systemic 
position, vulnerability, and 
dependence.

Asymmetric international 
relations as real, emergent and 
stratified (material, institutional, 
ideational, historical) structures 
that pre-exist particular 
actions, possess causal efficacy, 
and shape differentiated 
opportunities for action. 
Small states are embedded in 
structured contexts that are 
real even when not directly 
observable.

The international community/
society as collective rules 
and international institutions 
within asymmetric (global, 
regional and bilateral) 
international (social) 
relations. Smallness is 
mediated through norms, 
legitimacy, recognition, and 
institutional inclusion or 
exclusion.

Processes Balancing, bandwagoning, 
deterrence, bargaining, 
capability aggregation, 
dependence management, 
and adaptation to 
external pressure. The 
main analytical focus is 
on how materially weaker 
states cope with systemic 
constraints.

Generative mechanisms 
linking structure and agency 
through enablement/constraint, 
emergence, positionality, 
morphostasis/morphogenesis, 
and practical mediation. The 
task of analysis is to identify 
how structured contexts shape, 
channel and condition the 
possibilities of small-state action.

Socialisation, norm 
diffusion, recognition, 
institutionalisation, identity 
formation, role enactment, 
persuasion, and status 
performance. The emphasis 
is on how meanings, roles 
and norms shape what small 
states can plausibly do.

Relations Asymmetric 
interdependence, alliance 
ties, shelter relations, 
dependency relations, 
and resource differentials. 
Relations are treated 
mainly as channels via 
which material inequalities 
operate.

Relations connect material 
asymmetry, institutional position, 
recognition, and historical 
context. Long’s (2017; 2022) 
account of salient asymmetrical 
relationships provides a bridge 
– weaker actors’ agency is 
conditioned, not eliminated. 
Treating these relations 
as emergent and causally 
efficacious is this article’s 
critical realist extension, not an 
attribution of that ontology to 
Long.

Intersubjective relations, 
status, role/position, 
recognition/misrecognition, 
and communities of practice. 
Smallness is constituted 
relationally through social 
interaction and shared 
understandings rather than 
material capability alone.

Agency Units of the system – 
small states identified via 
measurable properties and 
perceptions/cognitions, 
acting rationally on 
the basis of their own 
resources and capabilities. 
Agency is limited, 
instrumental, and usually 
derivative of material 
position.

Small states as agents (agentes) 
possessing ‘power to’ – the 
capacity to act, to refrain from 
acting, and to permit others to 
act – are reflexively positioned 
and subjectified within 
asymmetric relations. Capacities 
are also internally constituted 
through strategically selective 
institutions. Foreign-policy and 
diplomatic practices mediate 
their exercise within pre-existing 
but transformable structures. 
Agency is distinct from both 
its activation and successful 
influence.

Subjects – small states 
as social constructs and 
their roles/positions acting 
reasonably on the basis 
of opportunities within 
international (social) 
relations. Agency is shaped 
by identity, recognition, 
legitimacy, and role 
expectations.

Epistemology Explaining Critique Understanding

Source: Author’s elaboration developed from Brglez (2008, 125), with relational and strate-
gic-relational extensions drawing on Long (2017; 2022) and Jessop (2007, 29–37).
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�AGENCY, PRACTICE AND THE REPRODUCTION 
OR TRANSFORMATION OF ASYMMETRY
Foreign-policy and diplomatic practices mediate between small-state capa-

cities and asymmetrical international relations. They neither express an uncon-
strained sovereign will nor mechanically implement structural imperatives. 
Negotiating, representing, framing claims, and maintaining institutional routines 
draw upon inherited resources and positions at the same time as reproducing or 
modifying them.13 Practice is accordingly indispensable to explanation, albeit it 
does not exhaust the relations that make action possible (Neumann 2002, 627–30; 
Joseph and Kurki 2018, 91–94). Diagram 1 summarises this relationship.14

Diagram 1: CAPABILITIES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR SMALL STATES’ AGENCY

Source: Author’s conceptual synthesis and design. The specific conceptual and visual star-
ting point for Diagram 1 is Guzzini’s (1993, 471–74) dyadic conceptualisation of power pheno-
mena, particularly his distinction between agent power and impersonal governance and the 
accompanying visual representation. While discussing agent power, Guzzini (1993, 471, n. 85) 
explicitly notes the affinity with Patomäki’s (1991, 234) critical-social-realist definition of power. 
Diagram 1 does not reproduce Guzzini’s model but develops its relational insight within a 
dialectical critical-realist account of small-state agency in which foreign-policy and diplomatic 
practices mediate between small states as agents (agentes) and historically constituted asym-
metrical structures, reproducing or transforming the conditions of subsequent action. The 
wider relational genealogy and conceptual elaboration draw on Marx ([1857–58]1985, 159), 
Guzzini and Leander (2001, 326), Patomäki (2002; 2017), Brglez (2008, 74–75), Patomäki and 
Morgan (2023a; 2023b), and Guzzini and Casas Klausen (2025, 667).
Note: The diagram illustrates external relational mediation. The internal constitution of state 
capacities is developed in section 4.

13	 The studies discussed in section 1 illustrate this mediation: prioritisation, argumentative fit, 
coalition-formation and legally structured bargaining alter how limited capacities are activated without 
dissolving the asymmetry in which they operate (Panke 2012a, 313; Panke 2012b, 329; Deitelhoff and 
Wallbott 2012, 345; Jackson 2012, 367; Arbeiter et al. 2019).

14	 Diagram 1 also builds on a teaching aid based on Brglez (2008). The author thanks the students 
at the Faculty of Social Sciences whose engagement with successive versions helped clarify the model.
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The exercise of agency need not take the form of overt intervention. With-
holding cooperation, delaying a decision, or leaving a legal position nonactiv-
ated may be consequential practices. Yet the same observed non-action can res-
ult from a blocked procedure or lack of capacity. The distinction is not between 
action and an empty absence, but between differently constituted possibilities 
and the practices via which they are used or foreclosed. Analysis must therefore 
reconstruct what actors could authoritatively attempt, not simply infer either 
freedom or powerlessness from the outcome.

Recognition and subjectification influence these possibilities. Foucault’s 
account of power as action upon possible actions is useful because it links the 
shaping of subjects with a field of responses, rather than equating power with 
either consent or direct physical coercion (1982, 781, 789–92).15 Diplomatic status, 
expertise, and role expectations can enlarge access while also disciplining how 
a smaller actor may speak or act (de Carvalho and Neumann 2015; Kaul 2023). 
Such recognition is not just symbolic decoration nor is it a guarantee of influence.

Formal institutional membership does not remove these asymmetries. Com-
paring CEE participation in the EU and NATO, Lovato and Pomorska (2026, 
741–42) explain how competence claims are recognised, dismissed or reprim-
anded through role expectations and inherited preconceptions. Their findings 
qualify claims that post-2022 recognition has durably transformed diplomatic 
hierarchies. Increased recognition coexists with resilient hierarchies, while 
defence contributions carry different weight in NATO from the cross-issue repu-
tational effects found in the EU (Lovato and Pomorska 2026, 753–54). Practical 
mediation thus depends on the institution and issue, not on formal membership 
or diplomatic skill alone.

Weiss’s comparison of Czech specialisation in human rights and the West-
ern Balkans sharpens the distinction between expertise and its political recogni-
tion (2026, 796–97). Comparable resource commitments and prominent policy 
declarations did not generate comparable recognition. Czechia’s participation in 
a relatively small network promoting the Western Balkans made its contribution 
more recognisable than its human-rights specialisation in a crowded and frag-
mented field. This supports treating demand for expertise and relative position-
ing as conditions of its political usability rather than inferring influence from 
investment or competence alone. The finding concerns recognition, and it is not 
by itself a measurement of influence over policy outcomes.

External relations do not, however, act upon an internally undifferentiated 
state. Jessop’s strategic-relational approach understands state power as a social 
relation mediated by a strategically selective institutional ensemble, not as a 
thing or a coherent subject standing above society (2007, 29–37; 2016). Individual 

15	 This borrowing concerns subjectification and the shaping of possible action, not a wholesale 
identification with critical realism (cf. Marsden 1999). The present framework retains the distinction 
between a capacity, its exercise, and its effects.
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and collective actors encounter unequal access to representation, resources and 
decision-making, whilst institutional arrangements privilege some strategies, 
projects and temporal horizons over others. A diplomatic opportunity must 
consequently be translated through procedures of mandate formation, legal 
assessment and authorisation before it can be pursued as a foreign-policy initi-
ative attributable to the small state. Implementation then shapes its effects. This 
internal constitution of agency complements the external analysis without col-
lapsing the two into one. Domestic and international relations are analytically 
distinguishable, not self-contained spheres (cf. Gourevitch 1978; Putnam 1988). 
Their interaction can enable action, leave a capacity nonactivated, or block its 
use (cf. Bojinović Fenko and Lovec 2015, 113–17; Bojinović Fenko and Šabič 2017, 
42–43). Agency attributed internationally to ‘the state’ – including ‘the small 
state’ – is thus internally produced and contested.

A complementary argument about emergence is laid out by Ejdus and Rečević 
(2021, 29). Drawing on complexity theory, they conceptualise collective ontolo-
gical insecurity as a macro-level phenomenon that can arise non-linearly from 
horizontal micro-interactions and feedback loops. Their object is ontological 
insecurity rather than foreign-policy capacity, and hence the analogy should not 
be overstated. Yet it supports the more general point at issue here – properties 
attributed to ‘the (small) state’ may be emergent without being reducible to either 
individual intentions or a pre-given unitary state subject.

This double perspective makes contradictions and absences analytically con-
sequential. The same arrangement may enable diplomatic access while foreclos-
ing alternatives, or strengthen executive discretion while restricting other act-
ors’ participation. A missing safeguard or blocked route matters when it can be 
shown to shape a specific possibility of action, not merely because it falls short 
of an analyst’s preference. Dialectical critical realism directs attention to such 
relations between realised capacities and foreclosed possibilities (Bhaskar 2016, 
116–26, 129–32, 140–41). The question is how these tensions are sustained, dis-
placed or contested in practice.

Practices can reproduce asymmetry even when they secure immediate gains. 
Adaptation may preserve access while stabilising dependence, and competent 
diplomatic performance may obtain benefits without changing the hierarch-
ies within which it is recognised (Corbett et al. 2019). Transformation requires 
a change in the conditions of subsequent action, for example through altered 
institutional access, recognition, or dependency relations. The reproduction–
transformation distinction is thus neither a contrast between failure and success 
nor a presumption of sudden systemic rupture. Changes may be partial, uneven 
and reversible. Morphostasis and morphogenesis provide terms for investigat-
ing these different effects, rather than labels assigned in advance (Norrie 2010, 
113–17; Donati and Archer 2015).

The internal constitution of agency also sharpens the question of its bene-
ficiaries. A strategy may expand the executive’s external room for manoeuvre 
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while narrowing parliamentary, social or minority participation. Conversely, 
restraint may preserve accountability or a capacity for future contestation. These 
are possibilities to investigate, not necessary properties of certain strategies. State 
effectiveness and social emancipation must as a result be distinguished. Asking 
who gains security, influence or transformative capacity connects the analysis of 
diplomatic practice to the distribution of its benefits and costs, within the state 
and across its international relations.

SMALL STATES’ AGENCY IN THE ILIO
The framework developed thus far allows for a re-examination of small-state 

agency under ‘illiberalisation’. The following discussion identifies mechanisms 
and analytical expectations, not a uniform causal effect established across all small 
states. Work on agency, security and governance provides a broader point of depar-
ture (Koff and Kolnberger 2024). Long’s (2022, 60–61) language of conditioned 
agency therefore remains indispensable, yet it must be read alongside older literat-
ure on vulnerability, hedging, openness, resilience, alliance policy and status since 
their effects depend on the particular configurations of ‘illiberalisation’. What is 
changing is not a single variable called “order” (Ish-Shalom et al. 2021; Česnakas 
and Juozaitis 2023; Panke and Thorhallsson 2024; Aryal and Pulami 2026), but a 
pattern of market dependence, strategic coercion, institutional access, legal protec-
tion and hierarchies of recognition, within which smaller actors operate.

Material asymmetries involve both security dependence and exposure to 
economic and infrastructural pressures. Research on geopolitics and small-state 
foreign policy illustrates how geopolitical change can reshape roles (Moisio 2022; 
Michalski et al. 2024), while Schindler et al. (2022) direct attention to infrastruc-
ture and geoeconomic competition. Earlier political-economy research shows 
that openness is mediated by domestic adjustment and compensatory institu-
tions rather than producing a single outcome (Katzenstein 1985; Armstrong and 
Read 1998; Briguglio et al. 2006; Bohle and Jacoby 2017; Jaklič 2024, 15). The 
implication for ‘illiberalisation’ is conditional. Where access to security, markets 
or infrastructure becomes more coercively managed, dependence may supply 
leverage while also increasing vulnerability (cf. Vangeli et al. 2026). The task is 
to identify which relations change and which strategies remain available, rather 
than infer a uniform loss of agency (Wivel and Thorhallsson 2018).

These changes operate through historically differentiated relations. Past 
alignments, colonial and postcolonial positions, strategies of Europeanisation 
or non-alignment, and accumulated economic specialisations influence the con-
ditions of present action. They should be investigated rather than treated as a 
shared essence of ‘smallness’. Kaul (2023) examines geopolitical subalternisa-
tion in Bhutan, and Montana (2022) analyses mediated sovereignty in the Brit-
ish Overseas Territories. The latter are not sovereign small states, but provide 
a bounded comparison which highlights why formal status and practical capa
cities must be distinguished.
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Historical differentiation here should not be reduced to path dependence. 
Rosenberg’s reconstruction of uneven and combined development (UCD) iden-
tifies societal multiplicity – the plural nature of human social existence – as one 
of UCD’s distinctive ontological premises and uses it to reopen the role of “the 
international” in social development (Rosenberg 2021, 152–53).16 While UCD 
is not identical to the critical realist framework adopted here, its insistence on 
multiplicity, unevenness and combination complements the claim that small 
states act from differently structured historical positions. Leigh (2021, 186) adds 
an ideational mechanism with his theory of geocultural feedback, locating the 
formation of identities and discourses within conjunctures of global unevenness 
rather than viewing culture as an internally generated domain. Together, these 
interventions help specify why historical and ideational asymmetries should not 
be treated as passive background variables.

Institutional and legal asymmetries require a similarly differentiated ana-
lysis. ‘Illiberalisation’ does not render institutions irrelevant. Their importance 
may increase even where expectations of stable reciprocity and shared interna-
tional social and/or legal norms are weakened. Small states still rely on institu-
tions (Wivel and Thorhallsson 2018) to secure a voice, protection, and proced-
ural influence, yet these gains remain uneven and potentially reversible. Here, 
the literature on soft law, legalisation, and imperial hierarchies becomes relevant 
(Abbott and Snidal 2000; Chimni 2004; Anghie 2016). Although formal rules 
may remain in force, their protective effects may be diluted by selective enforce-
ment or by shifts to more informal arrangements of guidance and discipline 
(Guzzini 2012, 5–6, 9; Guzzini and Casas Klausen 2025, 667). These possibilities 
turn on institutional enactment rather than on the vocabulary of order alone 
(Brglez 2026, 94–95).

Ideational and political asymmetries concern the recognition of legitimate 
speakers, expertise, and roles. Niche diplomacy and struggles over competence 
show how visibility can create opportunities without removing subordination 
(Fromm 2019; Lovato and Pomorska 2026, 741–42). Recognition may accord-
ingly enable mediation while confining a smaller actor to restrictive role expect-
ations. The question under ‘illiberalisation’ is how these expectations are con-
tested or reorganised, not whether status suddenly becomes relevant.

Status here is significant not only because it expands or restricts access to 
forums, but because it shapes the strategic significance of action. A state recog-
nised as a credible mediator, a rule-abider or an indispensable hub can some-
times compensate for its material weakness (Eriksson 2020). A state treated as 
peripheral or unreliable struggles to transform even favourable conditions into 

16	 More generally, both contemporary IR scholarship and the practice of international relations 
should take account of not just the political logic of anarchy but the social logic of multiplicity as well 
(Kurki and Rosenberg 2020). In this article, “the international” is therefore understood in terms of the 
dialectical containment of the political logic of anarchy within the social logic of multiplicity, and vice 
versa (Davenport 2020; Rosenberg 2020; Brglez 2022, 41).
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influence. Status literature and relational sociology of diplomacy (de Carvalho 
and Neumann 2015; Adler-Nissen 2015; 2025) help analyse how the room for 
manoeuvre of small states is filtered via symbolic hierarchies that are themselves 
politically contentious (Selg and Ventsel 2020).

Here, the distinction between state and socially distributed capacity for 
action is crucial. ‘Illiberalisation’ can increase the room for manoeuvre of exec-
utive bodies, foreign policy elites or security bureaucracies, whilst simultan-
eously restricting the scope of action of parliaments, the opposition, civil soci-
ety, or vulnerable social groups (Bailes 2014; Briguglio 2018; Joensen and Taylor 
2021; Briguglio et al. 2023). A small state may appear strategically successful 
since it attracts investment, secures external support or gains diplomatic signi-
ficance (Kozera 2025). Such gains do not by themselves establish broader social 
empowerment. Research on democratic regression identifies distinct domestic 
processes (Diamond 2021). Whether these coincide with or are reinforced by 
external strategic gains requires case-specific explanations. An axiological ques-
tion therefore becomes unavoidable. It is not merely a question of whether the 
capacity to act or agency exists, but whose capacity to act is expanding, whose is 
contracting, and with which practices these shifts are being stabilised. 

This perspective also reframes the strategic debate. The contemporary 
grand strategies of small states cannot be reduced to balancing, accommoda-
tion or neutrality alone (Benko 1969; 1992; 1997; Bebler 1998). They are better 
understood as selective combinations of seeking shelter, specialising in specific 
issues, building coalitions, diversifying dependencies, managing status, hedging 
against risks, and controlling exposure to greater powers (cf. Bojinović Fenko 
and Požgan 2014; Lange and Marn 2024, 57–59). Wivel’s (2021) description of 
the grand strategy of small states is useful here as it shows that smaller actors do 
not choose between autonomy and dependence in a binary manner. They pri-
oritise and combine strategies in order to survive and shape their environment, 
especially their immediate environment (Mouritzen 1998), within a context of 
structural inequality. Strating’s (2020) work on risk management demonstrates a 
similar pattern in a more openly competitive regional environment.

Haxhiraj’s study of Albania provides a bounded illustration of such strategic 
combinations (2026, 16–17, online-first pagination). A continuing Euro-Atlantic 
orientation coexists with expanded regional and multilateral engagement, indic-
ating changes in the exercise of agency rather than a wholesale change of stra-
tegic direction. Institutional embedding is thus an enabling as well as a con-
straining relation. Even though this case does not establish a general effect of 
‘illiberalisation’, it identifies institutionally mediated adaptation whose condi-
tions and consequences the present framework can help investigate.

For this reason, the most useful question is not whether the ILIO makes small 
states more or less important in general. Rather, it is a question of which types 
of action by small states become more feasible, which become more costly, and 
which are completely sidelined. Some aspects of the problem may reward agility, 
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mediation, ambiguity, or niche expertise. Others may penalise openness, legalist 
strategies (Hoffmann 2016; Brglez 2026) or dependence on routine reciprocity. 
Relational-critical realist analysis is valuable precisely because it does not pre-
suppose a single answer. It inquires into how different combinations of coercion, 
recognition, institutional access, legal forms and historical dependencies create 
different strategic repertoires and different political consequences. 

The analytical implication is clear. Small states in the ILIO should not be 
viewed as either heroic defenders of the rules or passive objects of domination. 
They are reflexive actors operating within historically specific asymmetrical 
relationships which simultaneously enable, constrain, stratify and sometimes 
reshape their scope for action. Their agency is real but unevenly conditioned, 
strategic yet socially mediated, potentially innovative yet often reproductive of 
broader hierarchies. This means that an appropriate analysis of small states in 
contemporary circumstances involves tracing the causal mechanisms or causal 
complexes (Patomäki 2002, 78; 2023, 79) via which different opportunities for 
action emerge, and assessing the distributional consequences of their use. 

CONCLUSION 
It has been argued in this article that the ILIO does not eliminate the agency 

of small states, and instead reshapes it. To grasp this reshaping, small-state stud-
ies must leave behind definitions of ‘smallness’ based on attributes and fragmen-
ted interpretations that isolate either material weakness or ideational position-
ing. The key analytical shift is from small states as fixed units to asymmetrical 
relationships within which smaller actors are constituted, enabled, constrained 
and valued. The described shift preserves the field’s central achievements – from 
classical debates on the vulnerability and behaviour of weak states to more recent 
work on shelter, status, hedging and resilience – whilst situating them within a 
relational ontology which makes their conditions of possibility explicit.

Its (meta-)theoretical contribution is to connect conditioned agency, practical 
mediation and the selective constitution of state capacities. The framework treats 
practices as the means by which real asymmetrical relations are reproduced or 
transformed, without reducing those relations to their immediate enactment. 
It also distinguishes the availability of a capacity, its authorised exercise and 
its consequences. These distinctions make it possible to examine why similar 
external positions can generate different courses of action, and why apparently 
successful state strategies may distribute benefits and costs unevenly.

A further implication concerns the articulation of external relations and 
internal state selectivities. Their correspondence should not be presumed. Draw-
ing selectively on Althusser’s materialism of the encounter (2006, 163–74), their 
conjunction may be understood as contingent, sometimes stabilising and acquir-
ing durable effects, sometimes failing to take hold. This is an opening for fur-
ther research, not a claim that aleatory materialism and critical realism are fully 
reconciled. The proposed articulation rejects a guaranteed historical outcome 
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without abandoning causal explanation or the reality of emergent structures.
The main contribution is thus theoretical, yet with clear analytical implica-

tions. The capacity of small states to act should no longer be regarded as a fixed 
quantity stemming from weak capabilities, nor as a residual exception to struc-
tural constraints. It must be analysed as relationally conditioned and unevenly 
distributed agency within historically structured fields of asymmetry. Once this 
shift is made, the central question ceases to be whether small states have agency. 
A more productive question becomes how their agency is structured, via which 
practices it is exercised, in what conditions it reproduces or transforms asym-
metry, and for whom security, influence and transformation are ultimately pro-
duced.
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	 ONTOLOŠKO PROUČEVANJE ZMOŽNOSTI DELOVANJA MALIH 
DRŽAV V NELIBERALNEM MEDNARODNEM REDU

Povzetek. Članek trdi, da neliberalni mednarodni red ne odpravlja zmožnosti 
delovanja malih držav, temveč se ta zmožnost preoblikuje v okviru asimetričnih 
materialnih, institucionalnih, idejnih in zgodovinskih mednarodnih (družbenih) 
odnosov. Najprej rekonstruira genealogijo študij malih držav, nato Longov relacij-
ski obrat prebere kot most od atributivnih definicij malih držav k njihovi pogojeni 
zmožnosti delovanja ter ga razširi z (dialektično) kritično realističnim okvirom. 
Zunanjepolitične in diplomatske prakse posredujejo med asimetričnimi medna-
rodnimi odnosi in notranje konstituiranimi zmožnostmi države ter reproducirajo 
ali preoblikujejo pogoje delovanja. Zato mora analiza malih držav odgovoriti na 
vprašanje, kako, pod kakšnimi pogoji in za koga se v mednarodnih odnosih obliku-
jeta varnost in vpliv ter potekajo procesi transformacije.

Ključni pojmi: (dialektični) kritični realizem, diplomacija, neliberalni medna-
rodni red, prakse, relacijski obrat, študije malih držav, zmožnost delovanja.


