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Abstract

In a highly structured and asymmetrical international system, the concept of state autonomy faces
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increasing normative erosion. Structural realism tends to interpret state behavior as a functional
response to systemic pressures, thereby undermining the normative significance of state agency.
Liberal and constructivist approaches, while allowing limited room for action, often fail to provide
a systematic normative account of autonomy under inescapable structural constraints. This theoret-
ical difficulty stems from an implicit equation of autonomy with an absolute condition of uncon-
strained self-determination. Against this background, the notion of limited autonomy is introduced as
a normatively defensible alternative that avoids both structural determinism and romanticized
conceptions of freedom. Drawing on the philosophical traditions of liberalism and republicanism—
particularly the idea of freedom as non-domination—state autonomy is redefined not as the ab-
sence of external influence, but as the avoidance of arbitrary external control over key decisions.
When combined with social theories of structure and agency, this perspective highlights the possi-
bility for states to retain a meaningful, though constrained, form of agency through reflective and
institutionalized practices within structural limits. Limited autonomy is thus conceptualized as a
restrained and responsibility-oriented mode of normative state practice, whose legitimacy depends
on specific institutional capacities and international contexts. This framework offers a normative
lens for understanding state agency under conditions of strong structural constraint.
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