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Abstract:
This research introduces Narrativism, a theoretical paradigm that reconceptualizes international relations as structured by strategic narratives through which institutions, states, and global actors construct legitimacy. Central to this paradigm is Legalized Aggression Narratives (LAN), a diagnostic sub-theory that identifies six mechanisms—legal legitimation, sovereignty framing, historical justification, security and protection rhetoric, institutional deflection, and rights suppression—used to normalize coercive behavior as lawful governance. LAN reveals how legal frameworks are repurposed to justify institutional aggression and sustain asymmetrical power. It functions as both a conceptual lens and an accountability tool, enabling scholars to decode how legality is weaponized to obscure violence and manufacture legitimacy. Case studies from Ukraine, Gaza, and the Yugoslav Wars demonstrate LAN’s application across geopolitical contexts, showing how institutions—from the United Nations to national governments—perform legitimacy. By synthesizing realism, constructivism, and institutionalism, the paper argues that lawfare constitutes a narrative architecture within global governance, challenging law’s neutrality and exposing its strategic function in power reproduction.

Keywords: Narrativism, Legalized Aggression Narratives, lawfare, institutionalism, realism, constructivism, legitimacy, political theory, UN Charter, global governance


Introduction
Lawfare. It’s a term people toss around—usually in military briefings or legal debates, often misunderstood, and almost often underestimated. Charles J. Dunlap Jr. (2015) defines it as “the strategy of using or misusing law as a substitute for traditional military means to achieve an operational objective.” That definition holds. But this paper introduces a broader theoretical paradigm—Narrativism—which reimagines lawfare not merely as a tactical maneuver, but as a strategic narrative system that narrates institutional legitimacy. At the core of Narrativism lies its diagnostic sub-theory, Legalized Aggression Narratives (LAN), which functions as both a conceptual lens, analytical tool, and a sub-theory within Narrativism. Through LAN, institutions legitimize aggression through law, identity, and institutional design. Through Narrativism and LAN, it can be argued that lawfare has evolved into something far more pervasive: a system of rhetorical and institutional power that weaponizes legality to suppress dissent, obscure violence—willingly or unwillingly—and manufacture legitimacy.
Dunlap links lawfare to Clausewitz’s dictum: war as politics by other means. LAN agrees—but pushes further. Clausewitz’s original “trinity” of the people, the government, and the military remains foundational, but it omits something critical: perception (Clausewitz 2006). LAN introduces perception as the fourth pillar—the interpretive layer through which institutional aggression is framed, justified, and sold. LAN functions as the perception. It’s the architecture of language that transforms coercion into governance and silence into compliance.
Under LAN, lawfare is redefined as a narrative system—a discursive strategy through which institutions legitimize aggression and evade or deflect accountability. LAN transcends conventional judicial mechanisms such as courts, constitutions, and charters; it interrogates how language is weaponized to transform violence into policy, bureaucracy into control, and legality into a shield for power. LAN identifies six core tropes—legal legitimation, sovereignty framing, historical justification, security and protection rhetoric, institutional deflection, and rights suppression—that expose how this system operates across judicial, academic, legislative, and international domains. Orde Kittrie (2016) reinforces LAN’s framework by demonstrating how lawfare serves not only military but also political objectives—supporting the broader claim that institutions legalize aggression through law.
This theory is built from the ground up, through the merged lens of institutionalism, realism, and constructivism—drawing from Waltz (1979), Wendt (1999), and Keohane (1984), while grounding itself in contemporary institutional analysis. Each lens contributes a critical dimension to LAN’s framework: constructivism reveals how shared ideas shape institutional legitimacy; realism exposes the strategic deployment of legality in pursuit of power; and institutionalism highlights how procedural norms both enable cooperation and obscure coercion. These traditions will be explored in greater depth in the following sections, where LAN’s synthesis and critique of each will be fully developed.
At the same time, LAN is informed by the complexities of both national and international narratives: from the past and present conflicts in Ukraine, Yugoslavia, Georgia, Israel and Gaza, and the rhetorical roles of institutions like the UN—willingly or unwillingly—to domestic policy battles such as Indiana’s 2025 Budget Bill HB1001. These examples reveal how lawfare is no longer confined to the battlefield—it’s embedded in the language of governance itself, shaping how institutions justify, normalize, and sustain power through legality.
This paper employs rhetorical analysis and institutional critique to trace how LAN operates across legal and policy texts that shapes the base of Narrativism as a paradigm. By applying LAN through rhetorical analysis and close reading of institutional language and policy review, this paper identifies recurring narrative patterns across the legal and policy texts of institutions. LAN doesn’t just describe power—it decodes it. And in doing so, it anchors Narrativism as a political theory that reframes lawfare as a rhetorical system of legalized aggression—grounded in institutional behavior, narrative manipulation, and analyzed through the synthesis of Constructivism, Institutionalism, and Realism into LAN’s lens.
Narrativism and LAN as its Tool
	Before exploring the historical foundations, it’s essential to understand the structure of Narrativism (Figure 1) and its diagnostic tool and sub-theory, Legalized Aggression Narratives (Table 1). LAN analyzes how institutions use legal and rhetorical mechanisms to normalize aggression. Cases should be drawn from policy, legislation, resolutions, and communications by global and national actors—such as the United Nations, United States, Russia, China, NATO, and others—whose narratives shape governance. By interpreting their actions in war, policy, and diplomacy, LAN enables accountability when aggression is masked by legalized language. This framework emerged from analyzing institutional roles in the Russo-Ukraine War. The following figure and table highlight the structure and placement of LAN within Narrativism and the tropes to help decode legalized aggression, and possibly predict its future use by institutions.

Figure 1: Narrativism: Structure and Theoretical Composition


Table 1: Legalized Aggression Narrative Schema

	Trope
	Definition
	Example
	Keywords
	IR Theory

	L.1 – 
Legal Legitimation
	Use of legal language, frameworks, or institutions to justify aggression. Framing it as lawful/procedurally valid.
	A military strike is framed as “authorized under international law” despite contested legality.
	Constitution, international law, UN Charter, mandate, resolution, tribunal
	Institutionalism

	L.2 - Sovereignty Framing
	Defense of national sovereignty or territorial integrity—even when violating another’s.
	Russia’s annexation of Crimea framed as protecting ethnic Russians and restoring sovereignty.
	Sovereign, border, autonomy, national interest, self-rule, territory
	Realism

	L.3 - Historical Justification
	Invocation of past traumas or historical grievances to legitimize aggression.
	Serbia’s actions in Kosovo framed as correcting historical injustices from the Ottoman era.
	Heritage, justice, memory, restoration, precedent, ancestral
	Constructivism

	L.4 – Security + Protection
	Justification of aggression as necessary for protection against threats—real or constructed.
	Drone strikes justified as “preemptive action against imminent terrorist threats.”
	Safety, threat, defense, preemptive, stability
	Realism + Constructivism

	L.5 - Institutional Deflection
	Attribution of blame to institutional failure or gridlock to deflect responsibility.
	“The sanctions were imposed by the Committee, not by us.”
	Inaction, gridlock, protocol, mandate, delegation
	Institutionalism

	L.6 –
Rights Suppression
	Rhetorical protection of rights while materially restricting them—often via surveillance or emergency powers.
	A law to “protect children online” enables mass data collection and limits speech.
	Liberty, censorship, surveillance, emergency powers, speech
	Constructivism + Institutionalism

	Note: Keywords and examples are illustrative—they reflect how legalized aggression is constructed, not whether it is justified. I leave normative judgment to human review.


Historical Foundation
	The historical foundation of Legalized Aggression Narratives (LAN) begins with the League of Nations and the United Nations—not as peacekeeping institutions, but as both willing and unwilling rhetorical engines that normalized coercion under the guise of legality. These bodies didn’t fail because they lacked vision; they failed because their vision was never meant to restrain power—it was meant to reframe it.
The League of Nations: A Prototype of Performative Peace
	The first attempt to institutionalize peace and ensure global security through multilateral diplomacy saw the rise of the League of Nations. Yet the League’s own architecture was hollow. It was a structure built on the ideals of international peace and security and to ensure no new global war broke out, yet with no true enforcement. The tripartite structure—the Assembly, Council, and Secretariat—was designed to facilitate dialogue, not action. The LoN had no military armaments, no binding authority, and no capacity to compel compliance upon their members. It was the equivalent to a diplomatic theater, rather than being a mechanism of deterrence.
	The LoN’s failure wasn’t just procedural—it was narrative. It failed to tell a story strong enough to override those of national interest. The United States refusal to join, despite Wilson’s central role in its creation, was a death knell. That is, it was Wilson who failed to incorporate other US congressional representatives in the peace negotiations in Paris. That wasn’t the only issue, congressional resistance, driven by concerns over transparency and sovereignty, which revealed the tension between democratic accountability and institutional secrecy. Raymond Fosdick’s 1919 memo opposing press access to Council meetings exemplifies this anxiety (Fosdick 1966, 6-8). The League’s legitimacy was unfortunately undermined before it even began. Its importance was exposed repeatedly, such instances including Persia and Armenia.
	For instance, in 1920, Persia invoked Article 11 of the League’s Covenant after Soviet forces invaded their territory. The League went on to decline to act on the crisis, citing the ongoing negotiations between the USSR and Persia—this was an excuse that masked its inability to enforce its own charter (Northedge 1986, 77). Alternatively, when examining the Türkiye-Armenian issue, one sees that Armenia made an appeal for a mandate to the League, which met the same fate as that of Persia’s plea. This time, the League claimed that it lacked authority; the U.S. Congress was asked and they refused to provide military support, fearing the entanglement with Türkiye and the USSR (Northedge 1986, 79). These weren’t just isolated failures—they were systemic. The League supervised but never seemed to intervene where it mattered most. It tended to recommend, not compel, enforcing the idea that they were just a symbolic entity rather than an operational one.
	Unfortunately, even its own symbolic gestures failed. Iran’s 1920 proposal to adopt Esperanto as a diplomatic language was defeated by a single vote—France’s dissent—highlighting how unanimity requirements became tools of paralysis (Barrow 2019). The League couldn’t even agree on a common language, let alone a common strategy. In this regard, the United Nations could at least do better.
The United Nations: Rhetorical Sophistication and Procedural Power
	The United Nations came about following the events that brought the closing of World War II. More specifically in 1945, the UN was created to succeed where the League of Nations failed, one, to continue the original mandate of ensuring international peace and security. Two, a slight tweak now to prevent a third global war. So far the UN remains successful, well depending on how the average individual may look at it. The UN Charter begins with “We the Peoples,” echoing not just democratic ideals, but the very constitutional language of the United States Constitution of “We the People,” in which grounds legitimacy in the collective will of the people (United Nations 1945). Yet, this rhetorical flourishing masks a power structure that is built around the Security Council, where five permanent members hold veto power. This isn’t quite a democracy, in function it’s an oligarchy in disguise.
	Unlike the League of Nations, the UN has metaphorical teeth—but usually when the powerful agree to bite. During the Yugoslav Wars, the UN deployed peacekeepers and authorized NATO airstrikes through a series of resolutions—713, 743, 836—that escalated procedural legitimacy (Glück, Pinaud, and Hellmüller 2024). These weren’t spontaneous acts of justice; they were carefully choreographed performances of authority, though arguably well-intentioned. The UN went on to rebrand its missions—from the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) to UNPF, an acronym change—not because the situation changed, but because the narrative needed updating (United Nations Peace Forces n.d.).
	The UN’s enforcement mechanisms were all real of course, but they were instead selectively applied. Articles 5 and 6 of the Charter allows for suspension or expulsion, but only through the initiation through the Security Council. Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine exposed this flaw. Despite the global condemnation, the UN was paralyzed—Russia’s veto power rendered it untouchable (United Nations 2015; Knotts 2022). The 1991 succession of Russia to the USSR’s Security Council seat also is questionable. Their succession was accepted without a formal General Assembly vote under Article 108 that requires a Charter Amendment to update who holds the Security Council permanent seats. This shows how legitimacy is sustained through narrative convenience, not legal rigor (United Nations, Yearbook 1991, 214).
	One last tool that has been utilized by the United Nations and the League of Nations are sanctions. Here they are looked at as rhetorical tools however. For instance, the League’s economic boycotts failed leading up to the start of World War II because they relied on the Allied blockades and more persuasion (Northedge 1986, 57). The UN had codified sanctions under Chapter VII, giving them proper legal weight, however the enforcement still remained political. Resolution 713 (1991), which imposed an arms embargo on Yugoslavia, was more symbolic than coercive—a ritual of institutional authority rather than a deterrent, though it did aid in its own way (United Nations Security Council 1991).
LAN: The Inheritance of Institutional Rhetoric
	Legalized Aggression Narratives thus emerges from this historical arc—not as a critique of failure, but as a theory of success. The League failed because it couldn’t narrate peace. The UN succeeded because it learned to narrate war as peace, and have enforcement in some areas. LAN identifies six rhetorical strategies—legal legitimation, sovereignty framing, historical justification, security rhetoric, institutional deflection, and the subtle rights suppression—that expose how institutions normalize coercion—knowingly or not.
	These strategies aren’t relics—they’re recursive patterns. They appear in Ukraine, Gaza, Kosovo, Iraq, and amongst many other crises throughout history. They’re embedded in resolutions, press releases, peacekeeping mandates, national and subnational legislation, and even constitutions. The UN doesn’t just permit aggression—it narrates it into existence. LAN is the lens that reveals this transformation because it’s not what institutions do—it’s how it’s said.
Constructivism: Legitimacy and Discursive Power
“Anarchy is what states make of it,” wrote Alexander Wendt—words that have reshaped the foundations of international relations. He is correct, but not entirely complete. While legitimacy and identity are indeed constructed through narrative, institutionalism reminds us that institutions also shape behavior and outcomes. LAN merges these insights: institutions narrate legitimacy in ways that render aggression lawful, desirable, and inevitable. In this synthesis, both Wendt’s constructivism and Peters’ institutionalism are not merely compatible—they are co-constitutive. This section explores how constructivism’s narrative foundations converge into the paradigm of Narrativism and the lens for its tool of Legalized Aggression Narratives.
What is Constructivism?
	Constructivism is a theory within international relations that emphasizes the role of socially constructed norms, identities, and shared understandings that shape state behavior. Most notably articulated in Alexander Wendt’s 1999 work, Social Theory of International Politics, constructivism challenges materialist and institutional assumptions by focusing on meaning-making and intersubjectivity. As Wendt writes, “the structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather than material forces.” In this view, the international system is not governed by immutable laws or brute power, but rather by evolving narratives that define what is legitimate, what is possible, and what is desirable. This emphasis on shared ideas provides the foundation for LAN’s claim that institutions do not merely reflect legitimacy—they narrate it.
	However, it is important to note a critical limitation. While constructivism explains how legitimacy is built, it does not fully account for how that legitimacy is strategically deployed—especially when used to justify coercion or aggression. LAN addresses this gap by showing how institutions weaponize narrative to transform violence into governance, and legality into rhetorical armor. The results that follow LAN’s use to addressing these gaps within IR theory bring ramifications that can enforce accountability and restore institutional legitimacy.
Legitimacy
	Legitimacy, within the constructivist framework, is not an inherent quality possessed by institutions or states—it is a socially constructed perception of rightful authority. It emerges from collective belief systems, is reinforced through procedural repetition, and is performed through symbolic language. Institutions do not simply inherit legitimacy; they manufacture it. LAN builds on this insight by arguing that legitimacy is not just constructed—it is weaponized. Through legal language, ritualized procedures, and historical framing, institutions transform coercion into governance and violence into order. What appears lawful is often the product of narrative choreography, not moral clarity. Legitimacy, in this view, is not just a shield against aggression—it is its rhetorical engine.
	LAN defines legitimacy as what humanity makes it to be—not what institutions inherently possess. It is constructed through the interplay of memory, normative evolution, and discursive power. When legitimacy appears natural or self-evident, it is often because socially constructed narratives have been accepted and reproduced across generations, eventually solidifying into perceived truth. LAN affirms Wendt’s constructivism not as a speculative theory, but as observable reality: the very existence of institutions, states, and legal systems is predicated on shared understandings—collective ideas that shape behavior, define roles, and construct legitimacy. Legality, under LAN’s assertion, is what institutions narrate it to be.
	Yet LAN also critiques constructivism as incomplete. While Wendt illuminates how norms and identities shape behavior, LAN argues that constructivism must be integrated with realism and institutionalism to fully explain how legalized aggression is manufactured. Legitimacy is not just constructed—it is strategically deployed. Through LAN’s lens, lawfare becomes a layered process: realist power dynamics drive strategic interests, institutional frameworks provide procedural cover, and constructivist norms supply the rhetorical architecture. This synthesis allows LAN to explain how aggression is reframed as governance, and how violence is legitimized through legal discourse—whether institutions are unknowingly performative or consciously complicit.
Discursive Power and Institutional Rhetoric
	Constructivism reveals that legitimacy is not only socially constructed—it is discursively performed. Institutions do not simply declare authority; they narrate it into existence through language, symbolism, and procedural choreography. The United Nations exemplifies this dynamic in its peacekeeping and sanctioning practices. Through institutional rhetoric, the UN frames interventions as legitimate actions rooted in evolving norms of sovereignty, human rights, and collective security (Wendt, 1999; United Nations Charter 2015, Preamble). This shift from non-intervention to the doctrine of Responsibility to Protect illustrates how norms are not static—they are discursively produced and reinterpreted over time.
	LAN builds on this insight by exposing how legal language does not merely describe reality—it performs it. Legal texts such as the UN Charter and Security Council resolutions don’t just constrain power; they enable it. They cloak coercion—willingly or unwillingly—in the vocabulary of law, rights, and responsibility, transforming aggression into governance (Knotts, 2022; UN Charter, Article 24). This rhetorical sleight-of-hand is central to LAN’s theory of legalized aggression. Institutions construct legitimacy through repetition, symbolism, and selective interpretation—whether consciously or not. What appears lawful is often the product of narrative choreography, not moral clarity.
	The UN Charter itself serves as a normative blueprint. Its preamble invokes “We the Peoples,” echoing democratic constitutional language and grounding legitimacy in collective will—a classic constructivist move (UN Charter, Preamble). Its four pillars—Peace and Security, Human Rights, Development, and Rule of Law—are framed as interdependent, reinforcing a shared normative architecture of global order (UN Charter). The Security Council’s enforcement mechanisms, particularly Article 24, Section 1, assign responsibility for global enforcement to the Permanent Five—U.S., U.K., Russia, China, and France—but only through consensus. This procedural structure reflects not just power politics but a shared understanding of legitimacy through institutional hierarchy.
	Case studies further illustrate how legitimacy is narratively constructed. The evolution from UNPROFOR to UNPF during the Yugoslav Wars, with layered resolutions (713, 743, 836), shows how procedural escalation builds legitimacy over time. The UN’s coordination with NATO for airstrikes was not spontaneous—it was procedurally justified through Charter interpretation, reinforcing norms of “authorized” coercion. Similarly, the UN’s tacit acceptance of Russia’s succession to the USSR’s Security Council seat—without General Assembly vote or Charter amendment—demonstrates how legitimacy is sustained through narrative necessity rather than legal precision (Knotts, 2022; United Nations 1996).
	These examples show that the UN does not merely enforce norms—it produces them. Legitimacy is constructed through legal framing (e.g., Charter language), procedural choreography (e.g., Security Council votes and abstentions), and narrative justification (e.g., peacekeeping mandates, succession claims). This opens the door to LAN’s realist critique: once legitimacy is constructed, who controls the narrative? Who benefits from the procedures and symbolic authority? This is where power re-enters the frame. It is here that LAN pivots toward exposing the strategic interests behind institutional storytelling—by bringing in Realism, a tradition Wendt’s Constructivism often critiques.
Realism: Power, Interest, and Strategic Lawfare
	Realism has both ancient, philosophical, and modern international relations definitions. There are many variations of realism, Classical, Neo, and—what the author considers—Ancient Realism, or realism as defined, well inferred by, Thucydides’ Melian Dialogue from the Peloponnesian War (Thucydides, ca. 431 BCE). This section will define and review these variations of Realism and highlight specifically how they play into Legalized Aggression Narratives, and the paradigm that is Narrativism as a whole. Following that an examination over how lawfare reflects realist strategies, the legal tools used to advance national interests, discuss the UN’s structural hierarchy and veto power as realist mechanisms, then contrast realist skepticism of norms with constructivist idealism. These shall help form the foundation for Legalized Aggression Narratives, and the core framework under Narrativism.
The Realisms
	Realism has been one of the core foundations of IR theory throughout the last century. At its modern-day core is classical realism and neorealism. Classical Realism was heavily influenced by the works of the scholar Hans Morgenthau, who famously asserted that “interests are defined in terms of power” (Morgenthau, quoted in Waltz 1979, 88). This has become the guiding principle within international relations. Classical realism is rooted in thinkers like Thucydides, Machiavelli, and Hobbes, who emphasizes human nature and the inevitability of conflict. On the other hand, we have Neorealism, developed by Kenneth Waltz, in which he shifted the focus under its lens to the structure of the international system itself, rather than that of human nature.
	Thus, Classical realism is defined as the attribution of international conflict to human nature—fear, ambition, and desire for power. It emphasizes that moral ambiguity of politics and the inevitability of struggle. Some key concepts covered under this include power as a reflection of human nature, morality as subordinate to survival, and States act like individuals in an anarchic world. With Neorealism, the focus shifts from human nature to the structure of the international system. It argues that anarchy forces state into self-help behavior, regardless of their internal characteristics (Waltz 1979, 88-100). Some of the key concepts of neorealism are framed as anarchy as the ordering principle, states seek survival through relative power; institutions reflect power, not constrain it; security dilemma and balance of power.
	Then there is Ancient Realism—so named for its earliest accepted emergence in the time of Thucydides in Ancient Greece. Within the framework of Legalized Aggression Narratives, Ancient Realism is defined as a narrative-centric form of realism rooted in the Melian Dialogue where power is exercised through rhetorical legitimacy rather than brute force (Thucydides, ca. 431 BCE). It treats discourse, law, power, and perception as strategic instruments of statecraft, positioning it as the philosophical precursor to LAN. This is where the true origins of realist thought emerge—not in material dominance or systemic anarchy, but in the strategic use of narrative to justify coercion. LAN aligns most closely with this inferred understanding of Thucydides’ realism, which centers on legalized rhetoric and the manipulation of legitimacy. This pattern echoes across history and into the present day, raising critical questions: How accurate is the field of international relations in its understanding of realism’s origins? And why has the narrative dimension been so thoroughly neglected? 
Lawfare and Realist Strategies
	Through lawfare, one can discern a reflection of realist strategies—that is legal tools used to advance national interests of all levels of governance. Again, lawfare is defined as “the strategic use of legal systems and norms to achieve military or political objectives” (Dunlap 2015, 823)—and it has emerged as a potent tool in realist statecraft. It is not often apparent in how it reflects realism, yet through in depth reading and analysis, it is construed to reflect the instrumentalizing of law to advance the national interest rather than uphold universal norms (Dresler 2021). States use international legal norms—such as the International Court of Justice and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) arbitration—to legitimize territorial claims or delegitimize adversaries. Lastly, by employing legal narratives to shape global opinion and constrain rivals without kinetic conflict (Goldenziel 2018). All of these show a reflection on realism in some form, that shows how lawfare and realism are reflections of one another.
	A key example that was referenced for this study was China’s use of lawfare in the South China sea. Through the selective interpretations of UNCLOS and legal challenges to U.S. naval operations—one realizes how law can be weaponized to assert dominance. The U.S. has also recognized lawfare as an indispensable tool of foreign policy, though its strategy remains underdeveloped (Goldenziel 2018). These show even more profound traits that reflect lawfare amongst realist strategies in international relations and governance. Though considering that China is just one of many nations in this world, it is crucial to look at the very international body that helps lead it, the United Nations and the Security Council’s embedded veto power.
UN Veto and Hierarchy as Realist Mechanisms
	The United Nations, while founded on the principles of peace, cooperation, and security, contains deeply rooted realist structures, including the Security Council dominance, the veto as a power safeguard, and power-based representation. The veto power in the Security Council really highlights the combination of all three listed realist structures, given it has an influence in each. Realists have argued that the veto system has institutionalized power politics, allowing states to protect their strategic interests even at the expense of global consensus (Knotts 2022). This is where LAN wholeheartedly agrees. This is because the veto power has become a form of legalized aggression through which the permanent five—U.S., U.K., France, China, and Russia—have used to block and constrain any action which negatively affected their national interests, or that of their allies. This alone prevents accountability of the biggest global powers at the international level (United Nations 2015). As a result, this brings to light the valid concerns over transparency, accountability, and the rule of law within international and national governance.
	The P5 hold permanent veto power, the only nations of all the UN who get such privilege. This power allows them to block any and all resolutions, no matter how big or small or substantive, that they don’t agree with for whatever reason it may be. This in turn sows anarchy, in the sense that accountability is not upheld, and therefore chaos and anarchy ensues. Then with that veto power, it becomes its own safeguard, a mechanism the USSR vehemently advocated for them to join the body, this mechanism now has ensured that no major power is bound by the decisions that threaten its interest, which reinforced realist notions of sovereignty and strategic autonomy. Lastly, the power-based representation comes in play with the P5 in post-WWII military dominance, they were given their roles because they were the metaphorical and legitimate victors of the war. They ended it, so they were granted power. Except in the case of Russia, who, under violation to the UN Charter, assumed the USSR’s seat in the UN and Security Council following its collapse in 1991 via a simple letter (United Nations, Yearbook 1991, 214).
	These conditions all reinforce the idea and theory of Narrativism—and its core—Legalized Aggression Narratives. Through the very simple act of the power constrained to the Security Council, five nations are held higher above all others, and in turn, weakening the idea of democratic equality that is built within the system of the United Nations (United Nations 2015). Considering the great role that it seems realism plays in international law and governance, at least at face value, it becomes prudent to analyze the realist skepticism of norms with constructivist idealism to complete LAN.
Realism and Constructivism
	Realism and constructivism both offer contrasting lenses on international norms and behavior; there is no avoiding it. Yet, one must consider rather than separate, what if combined they become something greater? Research reveals that realists in most general senses are skeptical of norms, viewing them as secondary to material interests and power dynamics. They argue that states comply with norms often when it aligns with their strategic goals (Waltz 1979). Whereas constructivists emphasize ideas, identity, and social structures, arguing that norms shape state behavior and international outcomes. They see the international system as socially constructed, not inherently anarchic (Wendt 1999). Thus, from LAN’s perspective, both are correct.
	While realism sees international law as a tool, constructivism views it as a reflection of shared values and evolving global identity. Scholars like Alexander Wendt argue that “anarchy is what states make of it” (Wendt 1999, 6), challenging the realist assumption of inevitable conflict. LAN goes on to affirm this insight—but expands it. Where Wendt saw anarchy, LAN introduces a deeper provocation: Aggression is what law and humanity narrate it to be. This does not deny Wendt’s claim, but rather builds upon it. If anarchy is shaped by state behavior, then aggression is shaped by how law and humanity choose to narrate it. In this view, the way aggression is framed determines how states interpret and respond to anarchy. 
	This idea is supported by historical precedent. Recalling the term made of Ancient Realism, from Thucydides’ Melian Dialogue, we see patterns of rhetorical coercion and strategic diplomacy that reflect how power is narrativized. This aligns directly with LAN’s core claim: Aggression is what law and humanity narrate it to be—and law and humanity do this through states and institutions. LAN thus bridges realism and constructivism. It affirms realism’s focus on power and strategic interest, while embracing constructivism’s insight into the social construction of legitimacy. Through this synthesis, LAN reveals how aggression is not just enacted—it is narrated, legalized and normalized. This sets the stage for a deeper exploration of institutionalism, where procedural choreography and symbolic authority further shape the architecture of legalized aggression.
Institutionalism: Structure, Path Dependency, and Procedural Legitimacy
	Institutionalism is a foundational theory in international relations, encompassing diverse interpretations—from Guy Peters’ New Institutionalism to Robert Keohane’s neoliberal variant. At its core, institutionalism views global politics through the lens of structured systems, rules, and procedures. This section defines institutionalism within the context of LAN, examining how institutional design—particularly within the United Nations—both enables and constrains lawfare. It explores procedural inertia, veto power, and symbolic diplomacy as mechanisms through which institutions perform legitimacy. Finally, it synthesizes institutionalism with constructivism and realism, completing the triadic foundation upon which LAN is built and the paradigm of Narrativism is established.
What is Institutionalism?
	Institutionalism in international relations refers to formal rules, norms, and procedures that shape political behavior by structuring expectations, reducing uncertainty, and enabling cooperation. As Keohane (1984) argues: “Institutions reduce transaction costs, provide information, and facilitate the making of credible commitments.” In contrast, Guy Peters’ New Institutionalism highlights ongoing processes of institutionalization and deinstitutionalization, noting that institutions are “always changing, being formed and possibly also dissolving” (Peters 2019, 26). While Peters doesn’t explicitly define ‘New Institutionalism,’ he implies it through his analysis. In his book Peters draws on Douglass North, defining institutions as “the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction,” encompassing both formal structures and informal norms (Peters 2005, 1).
	As such, it is logical to connect the definition Peters gave to institutions and the inclusion of both formal structures and informal norms shaping political behavior in a correlation to LAN’s own observance, one that flips Keohane’s argument on its head. The observance in question is that institutions don’t just facilitate cooperation—as implied by Keohane’s argument—rather they also narrate legitimacy and obscure coercion. Whether states and institutions knowingly doing this or not remains up for debate. This raises the question of whether such a design is accidental or intentional. When looking at the United Nation’s institutional design we see how it enables and constrains lawfare itself, as follows next.
UN’s Institutional Design
	Embedded within the UN Charter are mechanics designed to ensure accountability and structure in decisions over peace and security. These mechanisms were designed to promote efficiency and appear democratic, but in practice they reinforce elitist control—primarily by the world’s major powers. There are two crucial examples illustrating this dynamic. The first is Article 27 of the UN Charter, which to summarize, gives the veto power to the Permanent Five, thus embedding a hierarchy of power, or the elites. Then Article 108, which requires that Charter amendments be ratified by a two-thirds of the UN membership, alongside the unanimity amongst all P5 members—this is a famous cause of institutional paralysis, as it has made reform nearly impossible. This rigidity is especially evident in post-Soviet transitions: after the USSR’s collapse in 1991, the Russian Federation was never formally added under Charter procedures (United Nations 2015).
	Path dependency, as discussed in Peters’ work, emphasizes how institutions have evolved through historical layering. Once a procedure is established, it becomes self-reinforcing—even if it no longer serves its original purpose. LAN uses this to show how outdated structures—like Russia’s succession to the USSR’s seat—persists through narrative convenience rather than legal rigor. This does complicate matters in regards to the UN’s ability to evolve, yet that remains a topic for a different study. Given the UN’s centrality to institutionalism, its procedural processes warrant close examination.
Roles of Procedures and Their Narration
	Authority in both states and institutions is not solely enforced—it’s performed. Rituals such as votes, resolutions and foundational documents (e.g., constitutions, charters) generate what Schmidt (2008) calls procedural legitimacy: “the power of ideas and discourse in institutional settings lies in their ability to structure meaning and legitimize action.” Elections—whether domestic or international—serve as ritualized affirmations of legitimacy. In the U.S., representatives are elected biennially; in the UN, ambassadors are typically appointed by national leaders. Though the mechanisms differ, both contexts rely on voting as a symbolic act that legitimizes authority and action, including aggression (United Nations 1996). 
Given the ritualistic nature of institutional procedures, analyzing how legitimacy is narrated is essential—for scholars, officials, and the public alike. One such notable sight is in the use of symbolic diplomacy, something that is not often evident to the average citizen. An example of this was when the LoN failed to adopt Esperanto as a formal international language of diplomacy (Barrow 2019). Another example is the UN’s rebranding of peacekeeping missions and not others—such as the United Nations Protection Force from Yugoslavia, which was known as UNPROFOR, and was eventually renamed to the same thing, with just an ‘s’ at the end of ‘force’ and then saying it was UNPF. These examples reveal how institutions perform symbolic legitimacy—even when substantive power is lacking. LAN, of course, offers several critiques of institutionalism that warrant further exploration.
LAN’s Institutional Critique
	LAN contends that institutionalism is often portrayed as neutral or cooperative—and while this is relatively true, it’s not universally so. Institutions are not merely passive frameworks; they can and have legitimized aggression both willingly and unknowingly. First, they deflect accountability: the UN’s procedural complexity and veto power often shift blame either to the institution itself or to the vetoing nation when crises go unresolved. Second, they narrate legality: by embedding coercion in legal language—such as the arms embargo on Yugoslavia—institutions frame aggressive actions as protective measures or action. Third, they suppress reform: in bodies like the UN and the US government, structural inertia itself and elite control mechanisms obstruct amendments to foundational documents, which inadvertently stall meaningful change from occurring in institutions plagued by gridlock.
	These critiques of institutionalism are crucial for LAN’s interpretive lens, including its own use of key tropes—or strategies—used by states and institutions to legitimize aggression. One such strategy is institutional deflection, wherein institutions and states deflect blame on another’s inaction or action to appear innocent in the public eye. When synthesized with realism and constructivism, the structural framework of LAN is formed. This raises a critical question: is such design accidental, or a deliberate mechanism of control? As such, it is now vital to continue exploring lawfare and legalized aggression narratives to see what the possible answer may be.
Lawfare and Legalized Aggression Narratives (LAN)
Legalized Aggression Narratives is a theoretical framework developed to analyze how legal language and institutions normalize state aggression. Although LAN was not initially conceived to address what John Mueller—quoted by Peter J. Katzenstein in The Culture of National Security—calls a “quiet cataclysm,” LAN has since offered a powerful lens for understanding it. As Katzenstein notes, “…the inability of all the theories of international relations, both mainstream and critical… ‘quiet cataclysm’: the dramatic changes in world politics since the mid-1980s…” (Katzenstein 1996).
LAN reframes lawfare—traditionally understood as the tactical use of legal mechanisms to achieve military or political ends—as part of a broader narrative architecture (Dunlap 2015). Lawfare is the tool; LAN is the blueprint. Where lawfare operates within legal systems, LAN interrogates how those systems are rhetorically constructed to normalize aggression. Through six core tropes—legal legitimation, sovereignty framing, historical justification, security and protection rhetoric, institutional deflection, and rights suppression—LAN offers a method for decoding how law is used not only to justify, but to shape perception, manufacture legitimacy, and obscure coercion.
While LAN is an original framework, it shares conceptual terrain with Ole Waever’s theory of securitization—particularly in its emphasis on rhetorical framing, audience reception, and the legitimization of extraordinary measures. LAN diverges, however, in its focus on legal codification as a narrative act, treating law not merely as a tool of securitization, but as a medium of history-making. This intersection will be explored more fully in a forthcoming book-length expansion of LAN and its place within the broader theory of Narrativism.
The Six Tropes of LAN
	The six tropes of LAN (L1-L6) function as both diagnostic tools and strategic frameworks. When explicitly present in discourse, they function as tropes; when latent or implied, they operate as strategies—of which provide their own applications. All associated keywords are derived from the analysis of public records by the author and are grounded in international relations theory to help guide interpretations. Take note of the fact that the keywords can vary depending on whether the framework is applied at sub-national, national, or international levels in analysis.
Rights Suppression (L.6) is the most elusive of the six tropes. Unlike overt legal justifications or sovereignty claims, rights suppression often hides in plain sight—embedded in emergency powers, surveillance laws, or rhetorical appeals to protection. Its complexity stems from the variability of rights across regimes. In authoritarian states, rights may be minimal or undefined; in democracies, they are constitutionally enshrined by still vulnerable to erosion. This of course still applies to internationally recognized human rights, but this trope has its primary focus on nations themselves.
	While international human rights law sets a baseline, LAN focuses primarily on how rights are suppressed within national contexts. In democratic societies, such suppression is easier to trace through legal precedent, constitutional protections, and social norms. Yet, even here, suppression may be cloaked in benevolent language—laws framed to “protect children” or “ensure national security”—that obscure their true impact. This trope demands close reading of legal texts and rhetorical framing. If one day LAN is adopted as a formal accountability tool, it may require dedicated analysts or institutions to track its use. Rights suppression really functions as a legal audit trail—one that can help restore violated rights and reinforce accountability. 
	Together, these six tropes form a diagnostic toolkit for understanding how states and institutions use law to justify, obscure, or normalize aggression. LAN enables us to measure not just actions that are taken, but how they are narrated—and whether those narratives serve the public good or mask coercive intent. Law, the author argues, is often used aggressively—sometimes with noble aims, sometimes for control. Even well-intentioned actors must be held accountable when legal aggression is involved. Transparency, public scrutiny, and rhetorical clarity are essential in a world increasingly shaped by legal narratives and violence.
	To demonstrate the utility of this framework, the following section offers a condensed analysis of several crises both past and present—Ukraine, Gaza, and the Yugoslav War—as well as one controversial domestic law in the United States: Indiana House Bill 1001, the 2025 State Budget Bill.
Legalized Aggression Narratives Case Studies
	To demonstrate the analytical power of the LAN framework, this section applies to its six tropes to four distinct cases—three geopolitical crises and one domestic legislative act. Each case reveals how legal and rhetorical mechanisms have been used to justify, obscure, or normalize aggression, offering insight into the broader implications of LAN across different contexts. Each case below is analyzed through the LAN framework, using its six tropes to decode how legal and rhetorical mechanisms normalize aggression.
	Starting with the Russian invasion of Ukraine, one sees the aggressive narratives and conflict unfold in the news across the globe. This crisis offers a textbook example of LAN in action. There is sovereignty framing (L.2), which is central to Russia’s justification, with claims of protecting ethnic Russians and restoring historical territorial integrity. For this part specifically, it’s interesting to note they used almost the same narrative in their invasion of Georgia in 2008. Legal legitimation (L.1) was invoked through references to constitutional amendments and alleged violations of international law by Ukraine. Historical Justification (L.3) also played a role, with narratives invoking Soviet-era grievances and NATO expansion. These rhetorical strategies have helped Russia frame its aggression as defensive and restorative to their people, despite widespread international condemnation (Chincharadze and Goodson 2024).
	Turning to Gaza, the LAN framework reveals how both state and institutional actors deploy legal and security rhetoric to justify military operations. Security and protection (L.4) dominate the discourse, with actions framed as necessary responses to terrorism or existential threats. Institutional deflection (L.5) is also evident, as blame is often shifted to international bodies or procedural constraints. Rights suppression (L.6) emerges through restriction of movement, surveillance, and control over speech and assembly—often justified under emergency powers or anti-terror legislation both by Israel—and even some in the United States.
	Third, the Yugoslav Wars. The Yugoslav Wars illustrate the potent use of historical justification (L.3) and sovereignty framing (L.2). Competing nationalist narratives invoked centuries-old grievances, ethnic identities, and territorial claims to legitimize violence. Legal legitimation (L.1) was used selectively, with actors citing constitutional breakdowns and international recognition to justify secession or intervention. The fragmentation of institutional authority also led to widespread institutional deflection (L.5), as responsibility for atrocities was often obscured or denied. The United Nations’ use of its Charter mandate to ensure international peace and security was used as justification of partnering with NATO for airstrikes during these wars (United Nations 1996).
	Lastly, LAN’s applicability extends beyond international crises to domestic governance. Indiana House Bill 1001, the 2025 State Budget Bill, offers a compelling example of how legalized aggression narratives operate within a democratic context. In the United States, academic freedom and freedom of speech are constitutionally protected under the First Amendment, making any legislative encroachment on these rights a critical site for analysis. Rights Suppression (L.6) is particularly relevant here, as the bill includes provisions related to what degrees public universities can and cannot offer based on graduation rates; eliminating or consolidating underperforming programs to conserve funds (Indiana General Assembly 2025).
	This bill directly targets Indiana University by granting the state governor full control over its board of trustees, allowing discretionary appointments and removals, and eliminating student and alumni-elected representatives. These provisions are rhetorically justified through appeals to security and moral responsibility, yet to those who are both impacted or indirectly impacted, it raises concerns about diminishing expressive freedoms and institutional autonomy. The bill’s language—centered on compliance, oversight, and digital monitoring—frames control as protection and safeguards. 
Through the scope of LAN, legal legitimization (L.1) appears in HB1001 through its presentation of being procedurally valid and constitutionally sound, despite its potential to suppress dissent. Then with institutional deflection (L.5) it’s evident in how accountability is shifted to federal mandates and budgetary constraints. Through LAN’s lens, the bill’s constitutionality—particularly in relation to the First and Fourteenth Amendments of the United States Constitution—comes into question. This case illustrates how LAN can be used to decode domestic legislation that weaponizes legality to restrict rights under the guise of protection or efficiency. It underscores the need for close rhetorical analysis and public scrutiny, especially in democratic societies where rights are presumed secure but remain vulnerable to erosion through legislative design. As a result, it’s necessary to understand exactly what can LAN do?
What does LAN do?
	The case studies presented—Ukraine, Gaza, the Yugoslav Wars, and Indiana House Bill 1001—demonstrates how LAN reveals the normalization of aggression through legal and rhetorical mechanisms. Even while full diagnostic tables in each case study are omitted due to space, the LAN framework as a tool is applied consistently across each example to demonstrate its portability and its analytical utility. Whether in international conflict or domestic legislation, institutions deploy language that reframes coercion as protection, legitimacy, or necessity. LAN shows that aggression isn’t always loud—it’s often buried in the fine print, embedded in how law is written, justified, and narrated. 
In Ukraine, sovereignty and historical grievance were used to legitimize territorial aggression. In Gaza, security rhetoric masked violence behind claims of defense. The Yugoslav Wars leaned on legal legitimation and nationalist memory to justify conflict. Indiana’s budget bill showed how rights suppression can be quietly embedded in democratic legislation. These examples prove that LAN isn’t just theoretical sub-theory under Narrativism—it’s a practical tool for decoding how power operates through law. As Narrativism continues to evolve, it may serve as a foundation in which legitimacy can be interpreted. With the evolution of aggression and narratives, LAN can potentially serve not just as an academic framework, but also as a tool for policy analysis, legal review, and institutional accountability.
Theoretical Synthesis and Implications
After laying out the LAN framework, its six tropes, and applying it across diverse case studies, we now turn to its theoretical foundation. LAN doesn’t reject the major paradigms of international relations—it reconfigures them. By synthesizing Constructivism, Realism, and Institutionalism, LAN becomes a meta-framework for understanding how aggression is legalized through narrative (Wendt 1999; Waltz 1979; Keohane 1984; Peters 2005).
The Three Theories in Light of LAN
Through constructivism, we are taught that legitimacy is socially constructed (Wendt 1999). This is true, and yet not the whole answer. LAN builds on this—but adds that legitimacy is also strategically weaponized. Institutions don’t just reflect the norms; they manufacture them to justify coercion. This is vital to LAN’s framework—because without strategic weaponization, aggression remains unchecked and often invisible. Constructivism offers the insight of social construct that creates the foundation for how and why legitimacy is made and comes about. This forms the foundation for understanding legitimacy at both the national and international levels. 
	Realism asserts that power drives behavior (Waltz 1979). This is indeed true, as power drives what actions we take as humans to achieve even more power. LAN accepts this—but reframes power as narrative control. Institutions gain their legitimacy not through just force, but through the stories that they share about the force they use. This, through LAN’s lens, allows us to understand how institutions gain the power to legitimize aggression, how they can evolve and be viewed as entities striving for the greater good of all humanity.
	Lastly, there is institutionalism. Institutionalism explains how rules and procedures shape behavior (Keohane 1984; Peters 2005). LAN also accepts this, and even thrives off it, for institutions do shape behavior, but that behavior is also shaped by the people who create the institutions and believe in them. Yet, LAN also argues that institutions don’t just explain how rules and procedures shape behavior, but also how they obscure coercion through procedural choreography. Whether this is truly intentional or not, this deflection shields power from scrutiny. It is because of the theories we have now constructivism, realism, and institutionalism, that a form of accountability is present in the ever-present turmoilous world.
	It’s through LAN that the fusion of constructivism, realism, and institutionalism becomes solidified into one unified lens that explains the lasting questions of society and legalized aggression. It doesn’t say they are wrong—rather it says they’re incomplete if left separate. It also suggests that when combined, these theories offer a hope for reform—not because institutions are broken, but because, like people, they are imperfect and evolving. 
LAN as a Comprehensive Lens
	LAN isn’t just a blend—it’s a breakthrough. It reframes lawfare from a tactical maneuver into a narrative architecture. Constitutions, charters, resolutions, bills—they’re not just legal instruments, they’re rhetorical tools that legitimize aggression under the guise of protection, stability, or justice. LAN reveals how institutions narrate violence into legitimacy, and not always with malicious intent—but often with unchecked authority. Over time, even well-meaning power corrodes. LAN demands a new kind of accountability: one rooted in how institutions speak, not just how they act.
	The key point here is that LAN turns lawfare from a simple battlefield tactic into a systemic narrative strategy. Lawfare still retains its strategic military uses, however now is revealed as a legal instrument, an architecture that is used to legitimize aggression (Dunlap 2015; Goldenziel 2018). It is in this manner that we must collectively reflect on the nature of aggression, the role of law, and the consequences of institutional power—especially when exercised without scrutiny or restraint. As such, LAN transforms lawfare into a systemic strategy of narrative control. It’s not just about what’s done—it’s about how it’s justified.
Implications of LAN
	LAN reveals how rights suppression can occur even in democratic societies—embedded in budget bills, surveillance laws, or educational reforms—making legal language a mask for coercion. In global governance, LAN challenges the myth of neutrality in international law, showing how institutions like the UN selectively narrate legitimacy and often reinforcing elite power structures. It also opens the door for institutional reform, calling for changes to procedural mechanisms—especially the UN’s veto power and Charter amendment rules. LAN proposes narrative transparency as a new criterion for state and institutional legitimacy. By exposing rhetorical tools that legitimize coercion, LAN equips scholars, policymakers, and citizens with a diagnostic tool to identify and challenge institutional abuse. Reform begins with recognition—and LAN provides that through the theory of Narrativism.
Narrativism
	Through the synthesis of constructivism, realism, and institutionalism, the foundation of a broader theoretical paradigm the author calls Narrativism, is formed. Narrativism conceptualizes international relations as shaped by the strategic narratives that legitimize aggression through law, identity, and institutional design. It’s through Narrativism that lawfare is framed as a discursive system. It’s through it that perception—not just power—is added as a fourth pillar to Clausewitz’s trinity (Clausewitz 2006). 
Narrativism opens the door to a broader research agenda—one that includes Legalized Historic Narratives, Health Narratives, Ecological Narratives, and Peace Narratives—all of which will be explored by the author—and potentially the academic community—in future research. Each offers a new frontier for understanding how law and rhetoric shape our collective realities. To clarify: Narrativism is not just a paradigm, its core Legalized Aggression Narratives is the lens. Together, they offer a new tool for decoding power—and for imagining reform.
Conclusion
	Legalized Aggression Narratives reframes lawfare not as a tactical anomaly, but as a systemic architecture of rhetorical power. Through its six tropes—legal legitimation, sovereignty framing, historical justification, security and protection rhetoric, institutional deflection, and rights suppression—LAN reveals how institutions narrate coercion into legitimacy. Synthesizing Constructivism, Realism, and Institutionalism, LAN becomes more than a lens—it becomes a diagnostic framework for understanding how law and narrative intertwine to sustain asymmetrical power. At the core, Narrativism is the paradigm that explains how institutions narrate legitimacy; while LAN is Narrativism’s diagnostic tool—used to decode legalized aggression across varying contexts of international and national discourse.
	The United Nations exemplifies this duality—succeeding not by restraining power, but by narrating it. Its Charter and resolutions are performances of legitimacy. Yet crises like Ukraine and Gaza expose its limits. Whether the UN can evolve beyond symbolic diplomacy and confront rhetorical aggression remains uncertain. The question is urgent: Can institutions and nations adopt fast enough to challenge the narratives they perpetuate? Or will legality continue to obscure violence behind the language of peace? Narrativism offers a new path forward to answer these very questions. All it takes is time.
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