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Introduction

Alan S. Alexandroff

In the foreword to a May 2007 publication of the Centre for International
Governance Innovation (CIGI), John English, the think tank’s executive
director, summarizes CIGI’s mandate as follows:

CIQI strives to find and develop ideas for global change by studying,
advising and networking with scholars, practitioners and governments
on the character and desired reforms of multilateral governance.
(Dayaratna-Banda and Whalley 2007)

With evident editor’s prejudice, I believe this volume on global governance
reform fits well within that mandate; I also believe it achieves a degree
of success.

The evolution of the volume and its chapters on global governance
reform require some elaboration. Assembling the authors and their various
perspectives on global governance reform took considerable effort, as I
describe more fully at the end of this Introduction. One task, however,
engendered some notable discussion among the authors and CIGI officials:
identifying an appropriate title for this collection of global governance
issues. At CIGI’s 2006 annual meeting, at which a number of the authors
presented their papers, several had time between panels to ponder an
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appropriate “cap” or “umbrella” for the volume. Out of those discussions
and several subsequent editorial ones, and not without some controversy,
the volume carries the main title, Can the World Be Governed?

One concern raised in the discussions about the title was whether
readers might imagine this volume to concern itself with world government
or perhaps some form of global federalism. Ferry de Kerckhove raises this
perspective directly, noting that it is expressed by idealists who urge “a
transformation from a multilateral system at the service of national interests
to a true system of world governance” (236). This is not, however, what
the authors focus on in this book—indeed, given their theoretical, policy,
and practical interests, such a focus would be unlikely. As contemporary
“students” of global politics, and with many international relations specialists
among them, they recognize the continuing critical importance of sovereignty
and national interest in international relations. Thus, the principal attention
throughout the book is on multilateralism—what Arthur Stein describes in
the following broad foundational terms:

Although unilateralism remains an ever-present possibility and although
international organizations reflect the power and interests of their mem-
bers, the growing number of such organizations, as well as international
laws and agreements, over the past century makes multilateralism an
existential reality. (49-50)

Stein also suggests that the contemporary global structure of states is a
form of “weak confederalism.”

Multilateralism, then, is the key to global governance and its reform.
Yet multilateralism is not restricted to a common or simple definition. As
broadly understood in these pages, multilateralism includes multistate
international organizations but, more broadly and additionally, principles,
rules, and norms that apply to these states.

Looking at multilateralism in the context of global governance, as we
do throughout this volume, is designed to assess the adequacy of a number
of key international organizations of global governance, generally in a formal,
but increasingly also an informal, institutional form. But whereas
international lawyers—one strong audience examining international
organizations—have been drawn principally to the institutionalization, if not
the legalization, of international organizations in the post—World War II
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era, political scientists, including many of the authors in this volume, have
approached international institutions much more broadly.' Where the
lawyers focus on the names, addresses, and secretariats—in other words,
the more formal international institutional aspects—political scientists
broaden the multilateralism focus. As Stein describes elsewhere (forth-
coming), political scientists expanded their examination to include first
regimes and then institutions, or the “rules of the game,” where, among
other things, both formal and informal organizations reside. Indeed, Richard
Rosecrance divides international institutions into not just formal and infor-
mal ones but “hard” and “soft” and even “medium” institutions before
concluding that a Great Power coalition—again, an informal organization—
“when it can be achieved, is the most effective international regulator” (86).
For Rosecrance, the coalition is the operative institution.

Thus, not only do the chapters in this volume include analysis with
formal/informal dimensions but also analysis in which organizations,
principles, norms, and rules are relevant to looking at multilateralism and
the adequacy of global governance and reform proposals. Equally, in the
circumstances in which these organizations and behaviors—the “rules of
the game”—seem wanting, a number of the authors suggest what kinds
of reforms might improve global governance—that is, global economic
development, security, or prosperity—in the wider terms international
relations scholars have identified.

In analyzing and recommending reforms of current multilateral insti-
tutions, the authors naturally engage the significant global governance
reform literature. Stein tackles analytically the reform wave; indeed, many
of the chapters are grounded in the reform proposals in this literature or
made by policy makers. With authors examining so many dimensions of
multilateralism, including international economic as well as security institu-
tions, it is, of course, difficult to expect a common view of reform in global
governance. Yet common themes do emerge that go some way in uniting
the chapters. In particular, there is some commonality in the questions the

1. For a thorough review of the international lawyers’ perspective on interna-
tional organizations, see Alvarez (2006). For a strong political science contrast,
see Stein (forthcoming).
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authors seem to be asking about global governance and its possible
reform. And, I believe, some common outcomes emerge.

Multilateralism and
Global Governance Reform

The typology shown in Table 1 reveals, I hope, how the authors capture
what Stein calls the “what and why” of global reform. The authors have a
broad purchase on the questions of global governance and global reform:
each attempts to address why reform is being urged for the organization
or sector or functional area. In addition, they address generally the prospects
for reform and the ways they foresee reform occurring.

Robert Wolfe, Eric Helleiner and Bessma Momani, Ferry de Kerckhove,
and James Fearon examine in some depth proposed reforms for a number
of critical formal international organizations—namely, the World Trade
Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
United Nations Security Council. All these authors look at reforms that
would craft some rebalancing of membership and leadership on the basis
of “legitimacy,” not just power; their focus is on possible reconfigurations
that would provide greater support for global governance and its institu-
tions, though often balanced against efficacy—the organization’s ability
to achieve certain outcomes.

These organizations offer a wide range of leadership formulas, from
the presumed inclusion of all states to the WTO’s consensus principle to
the Permanent Five (P5) states that have veto authority in the Security
Council for binding resolutions. In his detailed chapter on the WTO, Wolfe
suggests that the global trading system seems to work well on a day-to-day
basis. Nevertheless, analysts have raised questions about the difficult, and
possibly failed, Doha Round of trade negotiations. In particular, they have
speculated that the Doha Round’s failure might challenge the continued
global governance of world trade. Yet Wolfe’s response is far from con-
ventional: while admitting that the WTO is not necessarily efficient, he
sees it as providing a vital “learning” setting, especially for the organiza-
tion’s many developing member states. The Doha Round permits the
articulation of a wide set of interests in the multilateral setting and affords
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Table 1: Multilateralism and Global Governance Reform

Determinants of Structure and Outcome
Largely Driven by the
Legitimacy/Efficacy Distribution of Power
2 | International organizations Wolfe Ikenberry
£ | — formal Helleiner & Momani Drezner
£ de Kerckhove
=
é’ Fearon
International organizations Collier Goff
plus norms, rules, and principles Stein Rosecrance
— informal

its members the opportunity to learn the rules and norms of the global
trading system. Thus, Wolfe believes, reform of the WTO’s consensus rule
and the Single Undertaking would undermine critical aspects of global
governance in the international trade.

Helleiner and Momani raise the key issue of the declining power of
the IMF and the crisis that this challenge to a critical postwar financial
institution poses for global governance. In the IMF, there is a relatively
narrow leadership in the form of a limited set of influential states. Reform
proposals range across a wide set of issues and cover the adequacy and
legitimacy of current leadership as well as the organization’s performance.
Helleiner and Momani suggest, however, that these proposals are unlikely
to be transformative but palliative or corrective, and would not set a new
direction for the IMF’s governance. Some of the reforms might revitalize
the organization, but they would be manifestly difficult to achieve. As is
true with many other cases of reform, the challenge of governance reform
appears larger and more difficult especially where reforms seek outcomes
along the legitimacy/efficacy continuum. Meanwhile, as Helleiner and
Momani point out, the IMF’s functions might have been altered perma-
nently by its recent shift away from a key goal or outcome—Ilending.
Moreover, serious objections have been raised over reform proposals
designed to focus on the Fund’s surveillance role. The authors suggest that
the crisis of IMF power, and now function, might not be easy to resolve.
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Fearon and de Kerckhove, the two remaining authors in this group,
examine in different ways but in some depth the challenge of reform of
the UN, especially the Security Council and the continued leadership of
the PS5.

Fearon takes an analytic approach to global institutional reform,
examining contemporary threats to peace and security, including internal
war, state breakdown, and WMD terrorist threats. He then focuses on how
to adapt and reform international organizations to best promote future
peace and security. He looks at and discards unilateral action before exam-
ining how contemporary threats to peace and security could be tackled
through reform of current multilateral organizations. With security chal-
lenges firmly in his sights, he also looks at the creation of a new security
organization from scratch, and determines that such an organization would
need to combine legitimacy and effectiveness, perhaps through some form
of weighted voting or nonpermanent membership. Furthermore, he
argues, “[v]otes should be weighted by criteria that are dynamic in the
sense of being able to reflect changes in the international distribution of
population and influence” (182). Among the criteria he would use to
weight votes are a state’s population, economic size, and its contributions
to the organization and to peacekeeping. He also questions whether the
organization’s general membership, or a Security Council-like body with-
in it, should include only democracies.

Like Wolfe and Helleiner and Momani, de Kerckhove takes a close
look at formal institutional reform, but extends his analysis to reform of a
variety of UN institutions. In this sense, his chapter forms a more detailed
narrative to accompany Fearon’s analytic look at Security Council reform.
It reminds us how difficult the path to reform might be. Here, the reform
agenda set out by Kofi Annan when he was UN secretary-general falls
victim, apparently, to promising too much. Indeed, de Kerckhove describes
the reform failure as “a beautiful vision for the World’s Federalists,” and
notes that the agenda appears increasingly to be about security issues that
have “turned off” many member states from the developing world. In
addition, he suggests, the focus of Security Council reform on the legiti-
macy of the P5’s leadership has crippled, or at least harmed, a more wide-
ranging debate about the reform agenda. Nevertheless, de Kerckhove
presses forward, attempting to look at a more fully global perspective for
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reform, even though it appears to be at odds with the outcome of the UN’s
2005 Summit.

With our next two authors the perspective shifts, as both John
Ikenberry and Daniel Drezner examine global governance reform with a
focus more directly on power and the structural distribution of power
among states in the global system.

Ikenberry has become a well-known proponent of liberal institution-
alism in international relations, and in his chapter he examines US ambiva-
lence about multilateralism. Although the United States is acknowledged
as the chief architect and champion of international organizations and
rules since World War II and although it remains the most powerful and
influential state in the international system, it has acted unilaterally in a
variety of well-known instances. Ikenberry chronicles a number of con-
temporary shifts in the international system and how they have altered the
incentives for the United States to act unilaterally rather than multilaterally.
Yet, notwithstanding two dramatic shifts in the system—the rise of
unipolarity and the weakening of Westphalian sovereignty in the global
system—Ikenberry sketches a possible US leadership agenda that would
entail that country’s recommitting to multilateral governance. Although he
describes a full agenda of multilateral recommitment, he also acknowledges
that future global governance likely will be more informal, bilateral and
domestically centered.

Drezner, meanwhile, challenges some fundamental thinking of liberal
institutionalists, noting—as do Wolfe, Helleiner and Momani, and Fearon
—that there is a growing mismatch between the distribution of power
within and without international organizations. This is true, according to
Drezner, especially for US-dominated organizations, as many of them are.
Drezner points out, however, that not only is it particularly difficult to
rewrite the rules and leadership of current international organizations, but
such efforts lead to stalemate and reform failure. Yet, in the face of such
failure and sclerosis, Drezner points out—as do lkenberry and Stein—that
there seems to be a proliferation of new international organizations;
indeed, he describes the current situation as “a world thick with institutions.”
This proliferation, however, creates another sort of problem for global
governance: bluntly, the problem of choice. Drezner asserts that powerful
states use this increase in the number of international organizations and
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rules for their own benefit. Far from states generally benefiting from the
thickening array of such organizations, the structure permits the powerful
to forum shop, which enables them to receive the greatest advantage from
the current structure. This forum shopping by the powerful undermines
more rules-based and rules-neutral international governance. Thus, the
current system maintains international organizations that remain power
incongruent—where a mismatch remains in the distribution of power
between the organization and the external international system, and where
the thickening of international institutions might well undermine rules-
based multilateralism.

In the lower right quadrant of Table 1 are Richard Rosecrance and
Patricia Goff, who, while maintaining a focus on power and power distri-
bution, look beyond reform of formal institutions and explore the reform
of rules and norms as well.

Rosecrance examines a continuum of structures from the formal to the
informal, including international institutions—empires, alliances, and
others—that he calls “softer institutional linkages.” He suggests that, in
the end, Great Power coalitions remain the most effective international
regulators. He further suggests that a Great Power concert could arise in
the current context through the participation of powerful states within the
extant variety of institutions—whether soft, medium, or hard—that could
form the basis of future global governance. Rosecrance also reminds us
that cooperation represents a far more important instrument of interna-
tional politics than is frequently recognized in the analysis of global politics.
The motivation for cooperation in the contemporary setting is a conse-
quence of both common goals and common opponents. Thus, in the current
global governance realm, collective action by the Great Powers could
crystallize into active opposition to Islamic extremism and nuclear prolif-
eration. In addition, Great Powers could derive further unity from the
collective search for economic prosperity. As Rosecrance suggests, “[i]t is
their participation in a variety of decisionmaking organizations that brings
Great Powers together and that legitimizes and represents their common
interests in a variety of international contexts” “(106).

Goff, too, looks beyond the distribution of power to the formation and
redefinition of norms and principles in the international system. Such a focus,
according to Goff, will get us to what John Ruggie, one of multilateralism’s
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chief analysts, suggests are the “ideas” underpinning the system. Goff
begins with the changing distribution of power among the Great Powers.
She warns against global governance analysis, in which the United States
occupies too pivotal a role, and notes the redistribution of power in the
international system to the so-called BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia,
India, and China). What influence these states will have on future global
governance remains an open question but a more balanced examination is
warranted, according to Goff. In addition, Europe and nonstate actors need
to be factored into any examination of contemporary global governance.
Beyond the distribution of power, however, are ideas—the organizing
principles and rules of the international system. As Goff argues, “[t]hese
organizing principles, intended to operate regardless of the power capa-
bilities of individual participants, represent an aspect of multilateralism
that is often lost in contemporary debates” (395). She argues for the need
“to shift our focus to outcomes and to the ideas, goals, and aspirations
underpinning multilateral action” (398).

Finally, we come to the bottom left quadrant of the typology in Table 1,
where Paul Collier and Arthur Stein are situated. The analysis of both
authors seems to be less determined by the distribution of power among
states—or, at least, they explore elements of the wider legitimacy of
global governance leadership. Both authors also examine ideas and out-
comes and the so-called rules of the game.

Collier tackles the challenging question of development—specifically,
the failure of African development. Global development policy is rife with
ideological clashes among analysts, activists, and donor countries. Collier
enters the fray without apology. He argues that African development fail-
ure is a product not of poverty but of divergence. He suggests that one can
identify what he calls the “bottom billion”—the poor of the developing
world—by the divergence of per capita income, a phenomenon particu-
larly acute in Africa. From Collier’s perspective, the solution is clear and
simple: growth. As he writes, “[d]ivergence is inescapably about growth:
it simply means that growth rates differ, and it can be rectified only by
raising growth rates in the societies at the bottom” (243).

Having identified the goal as growth, Collier suggests that the devel-
oped countries—specifically the members of the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD)—need to develop instruments
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other than just aid to promote African development, including trade, mil-
itary intervention, and governance standards (both corporate and govern-
mental) to tackle development failure in Africa. He argues, however, that
the policies of the OECD countries are uncoordinated and represent each
country’s particular interests. “[ What is needed,” he says, “is the cooperation
of a group of countries that are sufficiently allied and sufficiently large to
be effective” (281). Not all states need to do everything—some might
specialize in particular development policy instruments. For example, he
suggests that the Group of 8 major industrial countries might focus on aid,
trade, and governance standards while the P5 focuses on security. He also
anticipates the likely need to include China and India in development
policies, and suggests that a larger international organization—say, a
G20—would be more appropriate to tackle global development.

Stein provides the widest analytic scope of inquiry of multilateralism
of any of the authors in the volume. Indeed, in some ways, his wide-rang-
ing inquiry might place him in a number of the boxes in the typology in
Table 1. Stein begins his inquiry with an examination of the reform moti-
vation in contemporary international relations. He notes the general dis-
appointment about the state of global governance and the many reform
proposals. But he is careful to differentiate among the many reform pro-
posals. As he suggests, reform proposals come in a number of different
forms and for different reasons. Such reform proposals can be simply pal-
liative, to deal with discontent over a particular institution without solving
the underlying problems; they can be corrective, to deal with existing
international institutions; and they can be transformative, to change the
way institutions behave or even to create new institutions and expand the
scope of global governance. As Stein declares, “[u]nderstanding the
prospects for reform requires a sense not only of the nature of the reform
but also of the nature of the complaints expressed about current practices.
As in other areas of politics, there is much shadow play and posturing in
the politics of institutional reform” (42).

Two elements define Stein’s analysis of global governance. The first is
the logic of the system, which demands that global governance be incen-
tive compatible, meaning that states choose to act in their national interest
and can do so either in conjunction with others—multilateralism—or
unilaterally. Stein’s first element, the question of multilateralism versus
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unipolarity or hegemony, is a theme that weaves through a number of
chapters of this book. Stein argues that, although all states—not just the
hegemon—are able to choose between one approach and the other, the
consequences of the choices made by more powerful states are more con-
sequential for global governance. Further, the choice of each state, whether
powerful or not, is determined by its assessment of the costs and benefits
of the available opportunities and ongoing constraints. Stein concludes,
however, that states generally see multilateralism as preferable as long as
they perceive that course as capable of achieving their national interest.
This apparent preference is critical in an understanding of global governance.

The second element in Stein’s analysis is the existential reality of multi-
lateralism and the reality of what he describes as a weak confederal structure
of the international system. The contemporary system of states, and their
interests, according to Stein, generates multilateralism.” But the founda-
tion of multilateralism—and here he parts company with a number of
authors who focus more directly on power distribution—is not defined
purely by the distribution of power in the system. There is something
beyond just a strict power distribution, which Stein has left in his chapter
as “history.” What is clear, however, is that the many organizations,
laws, and agreements of contemporary global governance make multi-
lateralism an existential reality in contemporary international relations. Stein
concludes: “We live in a world of weak confederalism precisely because
states find independent decision making inadequate to their governance
needs; they thus prefer forms of joint decision making and governance,
yet they are unprepared to relinquish core elements of their autonomy and
independence” (75).

This tension between sovereignty and global governance persists in
all global governance institutions. Thus, in the surge of reform proposals
and the proliferation of international institutions, it is important to gauge
the motivation behind institutional creation and the call for reform.
Perhaps the motivation stems from heightened expectations of “more”
global governance or from the failure of organizations, principles, and
rules—in other words, as Stein makes clear, as a result of both success and
failure. Calls for reform might also grow out of a wish to alter an organi-
zation’s mandate or to devise a new one, perhaps to correct its limitations
or failings. In still other instances, reform proposals might stem from
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politicians’ need to assuage certain domestic interests, with little or no
intention that such reforms be successfuly implemented. Clearly, however,
not all reform proposals are alike, and a picture of a rising tide of reform
proposals might say little about the need for, or the prospects of, genuine
reform of contemporary global governance institutions.

Almost all the chapters start with an examination of the distribution
of power among states, and there is a general presumption that the distri-
bution of power shapes and reshapes multilateralism. Goff raises the
effect of the BRICS on the reform of institutions, as do Wolfe (on WTO
reform) and Helleiner and Momani (on IMF reform). At the same time,
both Goff and Drezner warn of overemphasizing the dominance of the
United States. What appears evident, however, from the empirical chapters
is how difficult it might be to reconfigure organizations—in terms of
either leadership or principles and rules—to reflect any new distribution
of power.

Whether they focus on specific organizations or more generally on
international institutions, all the authors seek to determine the character of
future organizations and international institutions. Ikenberry suggests that,
in future, we are likely to see less multilateralism and more informal,
bilateral, and domestic-centered governance arrangements. Fearon raises the
prospect of a competing security organization to the current “universal”
UN, one that might require each member country to be democratic.
Rosecrance suggests that global governance might need to rely on formal,
or more possibly informal, new “grand coalitions” built not necessarily on
common values or polities (such as democracy) but on common interests.
The organizational and institutional forms might vary—in some instances,
the goal might be to further a rules-based, principles-driven system; in
others, international cooperation of the powerful might be the principal
goal. The result, however, is that “effective” organizations are likely to be
less multilateral, less permanent, and less easy to see.

Global governance and the reform of global governance are at the
heart of this volume. I hope—and I daresay the authors do, too—that
readers come away with a better understanding of the possibilities and the
challenges of both in contemporary global politics.
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The Evolution of a Book

In 2005, I proposed to Daniel Schwanen, CIGI’s chief operating officer
and director of research, that we convene a Global Institutional Reform
(GIR) Workshop. I suggested that the workshop focus on global governance
—in particular, on the effectiveness of current international organizations
and institutions and on an assessment of global governance reform pro-
posals. Subsequently, a preliminary meeting was held at the Woerner
House near Waterloo in September 2005, at which it was decided to call
for a series of papers on global governance reform to be presented at
CIGI’s annual meeting in fall 2006. Always a predilection of mine, I urged
that, in convening the workshop, we examine the full spectrum of global
governance institutions, from security through economic and humanitarian.

Soon after the decision to proceed with the workshop and the research
papers, Daniel and I determined that there was much to be gained in part-
nering with Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and
International Affairs.” With the active cooperation of my colleague at
Woodrow Wilson, G. John Ikenberry, we arranged commitments from and
retainers for a number of scholars. In addition, John and I agreed to hold
a “dry run” for the draft papers commissioned for the GIR Workshop in
the summer preceding CIGI’s 2006 annual meeting.

In mid-August 2006, the authors gathered to discuss their presentations
at Woodrow Wilson’s House on the Princeton campus. In addition to the
presenting authors, a number of colleagues were kind enough to take a bit
of summer time and join us for what turned out to be a most enjoyable
day-and-a-half of heated, but friendly discussion, great meals, and some
excellent wine chosen by our host, John Ikenberry. I must thank invited
guests Miles Kahler, Rohr Professor of Pacific International Relations,
University of California, San Diego; Ferry de Kerckhove, Department of
Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Ottawa; Steven E. Miller, editor-
in-chief of International Security and Director, International Security Program,
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University; Andrew Cooper, Distinguished

2. CIGI already had a connection with the Woodrow Wilson School, since Anne-Marie
Slaughter, its dean, sits on CIGI’s International Advisory Board of Governors.
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Fellow and Associate Director, CIGI; and Steven F. Bernstein, Associate
Professor of Political Science and then acting director of the Centre for
International Studies, Munk Centre for International Studies, University
of Toronto.

This lively group joined with the paper presenters and we found our-
selves well entertained by their drafts and defenses of various aspects of
global institutional reform: Paul Collier on development; Eric Helleiner
and Bessma Momani on the IMF; John Ikenberry on US foreign policy;
Richard Rosecrance on Great Power alliances; David Smith, a member of
the CIGI International Advisory Board of Governors and Executive
Director of the Centre for Global Studies, University of Victoria, on Cana-
dian foreign policy; Arthur Stein on multilateralism; and Robert Wolfe on
the WTO.

In addition to organizing the draft papers and advancing the workshop
discussions, we invited workshop members to join a virtual GIR community
at a Web site called IGLOO.” At the site, we made available to communi-
ty members, among other things, many of the reports containing reform
proposals issued by or on behalf of various international organizations.

Many of the authors who had presented drafts at Princeton then made
rather more polished presentations in panels at the 2006 annual CIGI
meeting, held at CIGI’s base in Waterloo, Ontario; they then began to
revise their papers for this volume. Meanwhile, as the shape of the volume
began to emerge, some of the authors suggested possible additions. Ferry
de Kerckhove, for example, suggested that a paper on the 2005 UN Leaders’
Summit might be a useful addition to the draft papers already under way,
since it was evident from the significant number of reform proposals on
various aspects of the UN that there would be a real benefit in directly
addressing the UN reform process.’

3. IGLOO stands for International Governance Leader and Organizations
Online. The technology is the product of several innovators who have sought
to leverage local technology and talent to facilitate international governance
research over the Web. IGLOO now houses many online organizations con-
cerned with aspects of global governance.

4. Ttalso tied at least one chapter to an earlier CIGI publication, Heinbecker and
Goft (2005), about which I will have some thoughts in the Conclusion.
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Meanwhile, I had proposed that we divide the book into two sections,
one focusing on the theory and analysis of global governance reform and
the other an empirical section focusing more on the challenge of reforming
particular international organizations. Of course, the division is not pre-
cise—for example, Collier is clearly concerned with both specific multilat-
eral development initiatives, such as the UN’s Millennium Development
Goals, and the theory of development initiatives.’ Then, a number of addi-
tional possibilities came to mind, one of which grew out of a presentation
Daniel Drezner of Tufts University made at the University of Toronto in
which he raised questions about the creation of international organizations
by Great Powers. As he described it, the proliferation of international
organizations had led to, among other things, forum shopping, nested and
overlapping institutions, and regime complexes that had come to play key
roles in shaping the pattern of global governance. This position, as you
will see, is in contrast to the liberal institutionalist school represented by
Ikenberry in his chapter on the United States. It is a pleasure to have
Drezner’s revised version of his earlier presentation in this book. Finally,
Arthur Stein alerted me to a report on reforming international institutions
prepared by James Fearon of Stanford University for the International Task
Force on Public Goods, in which he examined various reform proposals
for the UN Security Council. I am pleased that he agreed to provide a
shorter version of that report for this book.

Although the volume then seemed complete, Daniel Schwanen
suggested an addition. At a panel during CIGI’s 2006 annual meeting,
Patricia Goff, a Senior Fellow of CIGI, had provided a perspective on
multilateralism in which she raised a number of issues on which other
authors in this volume had commented. Here, she develops some of the
themes she identified in her panel remarks and offers comments on the
theoretical and empirical contributions of the other authors in the volume.

A volume such as this cannot possibly be completed without the avid
assistance of many hands. My thanks to the numerous CIGI staff members
who helped usher the authors and their chapters along. Thanks also to
Brian Henderson and his staff at Wilfrid Laurier University Press for

5. Collier expands on many of his arguments in his recent book, The Bottom
Billion (2007).
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pressing forward on publication. My great thanks as well to our diligent
copy editor, Barry Norris—the wonders of the Internet made his location
in New Brunswick no impediment to timely editing and revision. And, of
course, a very special thanks to Daniel Schwanen, without whose constant
support this volume would not have reached fruition; I know all the
authors are grateful for his consistent support and guidance. Finally, a
reminder that the views expressed here are not necessarily those of CIGI
or its Board of Directors.

So here it is—a collective enquiry into multilateralism and whether
the world can be governed.
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Incentive Compatibility and
Global Governance:
Existential Multilateralism,
a Weakly Confederal World,
and Hegemony

Arthur A. Stein

The twentieth century was the century of international institutions.
Although some international organizations can trace their origins back to
the nineteenth century, and international institutions more broadly go back
centuries, the number grew tremendously in the past hundred years. In 1909,
a clearinghouse for information on international organizations listed 37;'
by the end of the century, there were more than 6,400.

For some, the set of international organizations already in existence at
the beginning of the twentieth century augured world government. In a
work entitled International Government and published in 1916 in the midst
of World War I, Leonard Woolf wrote, “in every department of life, the
beginnings, and more than the beginnings, of International Government

My thanks to Alan Alexandroff, Steve Bernstein, Paul Collier, Patti Goff, Eric
Helleiner, John Ikenberry, Miles Kahler, Jeff Legro, Steve Miller, Richard
Rosecrance, and Bob Wolfe for comments.

1. See the Web site: http://www.uia.org/statistics/organizations/ytb299.php. The
clearinghouse began as the Central Office of International Associations and
later became the Union of International Associations. It has regularly pub-
lished data on international organizations since 1910. For a brief history of
the organization, see http://www.uia.org/uia.
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already exist.” In fact, Woolf noted, “the recognition of international inter-
ests, and that national interests are international interests, and vice versa,
was the great social discovery of the last 100 years.” This view was sec-
onded by political scientist Mary P. Follett shortly after the United States’
entry into World War I, who wrote that nations “have fought for national
rights,” but these “are as obsolete as the individual rights of the last century.”
Moreover, Follett argued, the United States held the key to the emergence
of internationalism: “the contribution of America to the Great War will be
told as America’s taking her stand squarely and responsibly on the position
that national particularism was in 1917 dead” (quoted in Iriye 2002, 18, 20).

Yet, almost a century later, the growth of international organizations
has not brought world government—indeed, there is great disappointment
about the state of global governance. The end of the Cold War, although
as momentous and consequential as the end of any protracted war between
great powers, differed from its predecessors, the two World Wars, in that
it brought no great efforts at building international institutions.”

The past decade and a half has been an era of great disquiet and uncer-
tainty, one characterized simultaneously by globalization and heightened
tribalism, and marked by profound concern about the continued viability
and the need for reform of international institutions. Global developments
are seen as challenging both the nation-state and international organizations.’

2. Ikenberry (2003a, 2003b), however, disagrees. He sees the expansion of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the launching of the North
American Free Trade Agreement, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, and
the World Trade Organization (WTO) as constituting the pursuit of an insti-
tutional agenda comparable to that which followed World Wars I and II. I
argue that this more recent agenda is not on a par with the earlier eras and
that it constitutes adaptation of existing institutions rather than a major effort
of institutional construction. I discuss the effect of extant institutions on the
post—Cold War era later in this paper.

3. The implications of globalization for the size of the state system are discussed
in Rosecrance and Stein (2006). In this paper, I use the terms organization,
institution, and regime largely interchangeably, though they are subtly differ-
ent. The literature on organizations focuses on concrete entities with build-
ings, addresses, and employees. Regimes and institutions refer to a broader
set of phenomena, although there is continued disagreement on their defining
parameters. Here, my focus is primarily on concrete organizations, although
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It has also been an era of unparalleled—for some, unchecked—US power.
US dominance has meant that some look to the United States to lead
(Mandelbaum 2005), while others fear US unilateralism. No one would
argue today, as Follett did in 1917, that the United States would press the
argument that “national particularism [is] dead.”

Ironically, the remarks by Woolf and Follett from nearly a century ago
sound prescient today. Intervening events and current trends provide
ammunition for those who would agree with their remarks, as well as for
those who would find them idealistic and utopian: not only can one
contest their views about the trajectory of international relations, but, in
the current setting, one can also question the United States’ continued
commitment to multilateralism, much less internationalism.

A great deal of dissatisfaction with global governance exists today,
and many proposals for the reform of international organizations continue
to be proffered. In this paper, I develop an argument about the requisites
for international governance and the reform of international institutions.
First, I distinguish between social engineering and governance at the global
level and at the domestic level, and argue that international governance,
especially, must be compatible with incentives. I then discuss the impli-
cations of incentive compatibility for the continuing import of power and
interests and for the choice between going it alone and working with others
through international institutions. I argue that the option of unilateralism
exists for many states, not just Great Powers—that both unilateralism and
multilateralism reflect power, interests, and historical legacy.

Then, I discuss the relationship between incentive compatibility and civil
society, and the effect of the growth of democracies on the construction of
international institutions. I argue that, increasingly, global institutions have
to be compatible with societal preferences as well as with governmental
ones. | then address the dissatisfaction with international institutions and
demands for reform, arguing that many expressions of dissatisfaction
should not be taken seriously and that some reforms are purposely illuso-
ry—indeed, arguments about the inadequacy of governance and the need
for reform can be exercises in posturing.

many of my arguments apply to broader concerns. For a review of this liter-
ature, see Stein (forthcoming).
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Even the United States continues to show a preference for multilater-
alism, and I argue that it does so for reasons of both domestic and inter-
national legitimacy. I then suggest that multilateralism is an existential
reality in a world best characterized as weakly confederal. Following this
is a discussion of the requisites of multilateralism, in which I argue that
unilateralism is not just about a state’s going it alone but about the exis-
tence of active disapproval of its actions.

In the final section, I delineate some criteria for constructing institu-
tions, and argue that institutional design and reform should be incentive
compatible and commensurate with the problems they are intended to deal
with, that international institutions should allow differentiated commit-
ments and encompass member states with shared interests. Throughout, |
stress that debates about international governance mirror those about
domestic governance, and that similar political dynamics are evident in
both domains.

Incentive Compatibility
and International Governance

The instruments available for governance and social engineering at the
global level differ from those at the domestic level. Within societies, govern-
ments have an array of tools with which to coerce changes in individual
behavior. Governments can socialize individuals and use the media and
information flows to shape the ways in which individuals view the world.
They can also induce behavioral change by manipulating the incentives
that individuals face. In short, governments function at a supra level of
authority in relation to the individuals whose behavior they seek to engineer.*

International institutions, in contrast, do not have at their disposal
comparable bases of power. In international politics, no higher-level

4. Lukes (1974) adds the shaping of individuals’ preferences as another way in
which governments exercise power. Foucault (1977) explores what he terms
the “microphysics of power,” emphasizing institutions of repressive social
control. Strikingly, even with such instruments, there remains a great deal of
illegal and deviant individual behavior within societies. Also striking is the
absence of these instruments of control at the international level.
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authority has the tools to engineer the behavior of governments in ways
that governments can shape the behavior of their citizens.” The decisions
of international organizations reflect the interests of their constituent
governments, and enforcement depends on them as well. We are thus left
with the reality that global governance must reflect the interests of states.
The optimism of Woolf and Follett about world government depended on
state interests. Woolf’s argument hinged on “the recognition...that national
interests are international interests,” whereas, for Follett, national rights
were obsolete and “national particularism was...dead.”

International organizations thus arise and are fashioned to serve the
interests of states. Global governance and the design of institutions depend
on incentives and on constructing arrangements that are compatible with
such incentives.’

Power, Interests, and International Institutions

That international institutions must be incentive compatible implies that
the verities of international politics continue to be important. International
institutions are the creations of self-interested states that are confronting a
variety of problems and that prefer outcomes arrived at through joint, as
opposed to individual, decision making (Stein 1982, 1990, chap. 2). A recog-
nition of the importance of international organizations and their role thus
does not require one to conclude, as Iriye (2002, 158-59) does, that power

5. Persuasion exists internationally, but not in the sense in which it functions
domestically. Internationally, persuasion functions through information about
options and payoffs, and thus is inherently about the interests of the actors.
Coercion exists internationally, but it is more successful in deterring, rather
than compelling, the behavior of Great Powers; even when successful, the
compulsion of behavior typically works against the weakest, least relevant
states. To give but one example, trade liberalization requires agreement
among major economic actors, and it would be impossible for the United
States to force Japan to open its domestic markets to international forces;
such coercion could occur only with respect to small and irrelevant players
in the trading world (Stein 1984).

6. This does not mean that there are no agency issues or that international organ-
izations do not develop some degree of independence (Haftel and Thompson 2006).
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relations among major states constitute the traditional view “presented in
conventional vocabulary and frameworks” and that international organi-
zations are part of “an alternative definition of international relations [that
has] been gaining strength and that a new vocabulary might be needed to
note that development.”

The Option of Unilateralism

The need for incentive compatibility means that states have the choice
between acting on their own and acting in conjunction with others,
between working through existing international organizations and ignoring
them, between following the extant strictures of international law and
ignoring them. That remains as true today as it has been for centuries.
What is different today, however, is the broad range of possibilities that
exist for acting in conjunction with others. The choice between unilat-
eralism and multilateralism exists not only for the United States—the
context in which most discussions of this arise—but also for others.
Indeed, the choice of going it alone, separate from its efficacy and advis-
ability, is open to all.

Every one of the list of particulars adduced as evidence of US unilat-
eralism is available as an option for other, nonhegemonic powers. For
example, the Bush administration has been castigated for choosing not to
ratify the Kyoto Protocol but instead introducing its own “Clean Skies”
initiative. Yet, in Canada, the Conservative Party’s election triumph in
January 2006 has had much the same effect on ending Canada’s adherence
to the protocol. The consequences of joining or not may be different, both
for the country making the choice and for all others, but the choice remains.

The point applies as well to the use of force. The United States is not
the only country to use force unilaterally and without international approval.
Australia, for example, has twice intervened militarily in East Timor, once
at the request of the international community and once at the request of
the East Timorese government—in the latter case, Australia acted accord-
ing to its perceived national interests and without seeking the approval of
the Security Council. The issues for any power are capability and cost. A
state has the choice of acting on its own if it has the ability to do so and
is willing to bear the cost. For example, Israel chose to attack the Osirak
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reactor in Iraq in 1981—it had the ability to do so and it was willing to
pay the political costs of going ahead.

Unilateralism is, of course, more consequential the more powerful the
state that exercises it. A middle power that pursues a unilateral course can
be seen benignly as a free rider or malevolently as a system challenger,
but a hegemon that pursues unilateralism is likely to be upsetting the very
possibility of a cooperative solution. Moreover, to the extent that multi-
lateral institutions constitute a mechanism by which others are able to
constrain a hegemonic power, unilateral policies by such a power pose a
larger set of challenges to other states in the system than merely the issue
at hand. Thus, the US (and Canadian) response to Kyoto is not about the
protocol itself, but a symbol of a larger problem.

Unilateralism, Multilateralism, and State Interests

Unless one is prepared to argue that states do not know, or are willing to
act contrary to, their own interests, unilateral action must be seen as being
in a state’s interest. The choice of multilateralism over unilateralism must
perforce also be in a state’s interest. That both unilateralism and multilat-
eralism reflect state interests poses an analytic problem, however, especially
for those who recommend institutional reform.

Singer, Walsh, and Wilkening (2004), for example, recognize the role
of state interests, then trip all over themselves in defining unilateralism
and multilateralism. They note that countries cannot be convinced “to act
for long in ways that are incompatible with their own interests”; rather,
they act in terms of how they see their interests, “not how an outside
power thinks they ought to.” The authors define multilateralism as “an
approach to foreign policy that seeks durable solutions to major interna-
tional security problems through cooperation based on mutual interests as
prescribed by dialogue.” They contrast this approach with a characterization
of unilateralism as “ad hoc cooperation based on coalitions willing to act
according to the self-perceived interests of a major power as defined by
its own dictat” (p. 8).

The authors’ caveat that cooperation is “based on mutual interests as
prescribed by dialogue” seems at least slightly at odds with the presumption
that states perceive their own interests in their own terms and not in terms
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of what others think they should want. By suggesting that “self-perceived
interests of a major power [are] defined by its own dictat,” the authors
merely restate what they say is true of all states—that they see their own
interests in their own terms. Thus, the discussion of the cooperation of
unilateralism is contradictory. States are said to join coalitions of the will-
ing and to act according to the interests of a major power, which violates
the presumption that states do not act “in ways incompatible with their
own interests.” Alternatively, that cooperative coalitions of the willing
exist must mean that coalition members see it in their interest to join. Both
multilateralism and unilateralism are seen as entailing cooperation and, in
the end, the only coherent difference between the two definitions is that
multilateralism seeks durable solutions and unilateralism is about ad hoc
cooperation. But there is nothing in the nature of these terms to suggest
they are about durability or ad hoc-ery.

Recognizing that foreign policy is rooted in state interests leads to the
understanding that the choice between multilateralism and unilateralism is
in the service of the same objective, and that the choice reflects an assess-
ment of the costs and benefits of available opportunities and extant con-
straints. It is fallacious to suggest that multilateralism is in a state’s
interest but unilateralism is not, because any action, especially a unilateral
one, must be in a state’s interest. Thus, those who argue in favor of multi-
lateralism must do so on the basis of a calculation of the cost effectiveness
or efficiency of such action.” They could argue that some policy makers
have made the wrong calculation about the relative costs of unilateralism
and multilateralism, but such an argument implies that the environment is
ambiguous enough that people can draw contradictory assessments of net

7. For a discussion of competing bases for assessing self-interest, see Stein (1990).
Here, normative arguments on behalf of multilateralism face a problem.
Ikenberry (2003b, 55) argues that the United States has created and support-
ed only those multilateral institutions it could dominate or in which it found
that the gains from “locking other states into enduring policy positions” was
worth more than the costs of reduced policy autonomy. But it is hard to
square this positive view of multilateralism with normative arguments that
encourage US multilateralism and arguments that US policy has been
hijacked by various factions of the Bush administration.
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benefits and that the matter should be self-correcting as political leaders
periodically learn anew the lesson of unilateralism’s higher costs.

Alternatively, proponents of multilateralism could argue that,
although unilateralism might be in a country’s interest, there are negative
spillovers, in the form of unintended costs borne in other areas, as well as
positive spillovers, benefits that accrue in other areas by forgoing unilat-
eralism in one domain. This would imply that, while unilateralism might
indeed be better on some issues, its negative externalities must be paid in
other settings.” Proponents of multilateralism could also frame their argu-
ment around calculations of enlightened self-interest—that longer-term
benefits accrue from short-term self-abnegation.

The point I develop below is that, by and large, states do see multi-
lateralism as a preferable way to achieve their objectives if that option can
lead to success. But multilateralism must also be in their interest.” More-
over, if states perceive international organizations to be in need of reform,
their interest in multilateralism must be sufficiently great as to exceed the
expected costs of reform; otherwise, unilateralism or ad hoc multilateralism
will be the result.

The Balance of Power and International Institutions

Earlier epochs of institutional formation, characterized by a multiplicity
of Great Powers, were either multipolar or bipolar. Since 1990, however,

8. Ironically, one could make this argument concerning the Iraq War. The United
States was able to topple Saddam’s regime, and at minimal international cost.
The problem arose with the negative spillovers, which first and foremost
included the unwillingness of others to take part in postwar reconstruction
and governance. The costs of the war have come from the occupation, which
might well have been avoided if those who opposed the war had taken part
in postwar peacekeeping and stabilization.

9. Ithus disagree with Kagan (2002a, 2002b), who argues that the United States
is instrumentally multilateralist whereas Europeans are principled multilater-
alists. He cites French president Jacques Chirac as an example of the Euro-
pean approach, but France has not sought Security Council approval to
intervene militarily in its former African colonies. On the other hand, Kagan
does recognize that most US officials are at least pragmatic multilateralists
and that, even in the United States, there are no true unilateralists to be found.
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the global distribution of power has changed fundamentally. The world
has become unipolar or hegemonic, which, in turn, has affected the creation
and evolution of international institutions."

Multilateralism reflects a basic reality of international politics: the
distribution of power. Modern multilateralism, consisting largely of the
international institutions that have developed over the course of the past
150 years, has emerged in quite different settings. In the first wave, which
emerged during a multipolar age, the ability to fashion arrangements for a
multilateral setting was critical. The standard criticism that the League of
Nations failed, in part, because the United States did not join is a critique
that the institution’s design was not compatible with the interests of all the
parties needed to make it work. In contrast, the United Nations was designed
for a multipolar age, but largely functioned in a bipolar one. Any new
multilateralism thus has to deal with the core reality of the changed dis-
tribution of power. Whether one regards the world today as unipolar or
hegemonic, or the United States as a hyperpower, this changed reality
affects all states. It also changes their incentives for, and expectations
from, multilateral arrangements. Any new institutions will perforce be
built on the foundations of this new reality.

Although the United States is far and away the world’s dominant
power, domain-specific distributions of power also matter. In economic
terms, indeed, the world is arguably multipolar, rather than unipolar, and
the United States cannot act as unilaterally on economic and financial
issues as it can on military ones. In addition, the continuing existence of
a balance of nuclear terror imposes constraints even on the United States’
exercise of unilateral military power.

If the nature of global governance merely reflects the distribution of
power, then unilateralism reflects unipolarity, multilateralism reflects
multipolarity, and bipolarity occupies some middle ground that one imag-
ines is closer to unipolarity. In a world of one Great Power, one would
expect that power to act unilaterally if power considerations were all that
mattered. In a world of a number of Great Powers, power considerations

10. In Stein (1984), I noted the irony of scholars of international political econ-
omy who talk of “hegemonic stability theory” in an era that security scholars
characterize as bipolar or multipolar.
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would imply some degree of multilateralism if the powers were to co-
operate on international issues. In a bipolar world, one would expect little
multilateralism to the extent that each power did not really need allies,
absent a joint condominium between the two Great Powers. The question,
then, is: how did we get multilateral institutions in an age of bipolarity?
There are two answers.

One answer is that liberalism trumped bipolarity—that the United
States as a liberal power created liberal institutions (Ikenberry 2001)—
and that liberalism is somehow linked with multilateralism. My own argu-
ment (Stein 1984) is that, although the United States took a more active
role in pressing liberalization following World War I, it also accepted and
fostered illiberal practices. US liberalism was confined to US allies and
clients, while adversaries experienced the brunt of US intolerance. The
United States was willing to provide access to its markets and to accept an
asymmetric bargain that tolerated others’ illiberal practices, in part for
political reasons. Those on the outside of that system paid the prohibi-
tively high tariffs that remained as a legacy of Smoot-Hawley and, in the
case of adversaries, were subject to detailed lists of items prohibited for
export. The United States has been similarly illiberal on the movement of
people, prepared to deny visas for visiting scholars and authors because of
their political views and to deny Americans the freedom to travel to coun-
tries it sanctions. Comparable arguments can be made about US treatment
of capital movements and its practice of supporting illiberal governments
if they were anti-communist and undercutting democratic regimes and
free elections out of a fear of communism. In short, any argument about
US policy as driven by a general ideology of liberalism is problematic.

An alternative answer is that the bipolar reality of the Cold War meant
that there were few global institutions, and they functioned only when the
two superpowers agreed—for example, at the UN Security Council. What
we think of as successful multilateral institutions were subsystemic, not
global, and consisted of the members of one bloc. In effect, the multi-lat-
eral order, especially institutions dealing with security, trade, and finance,
was essentially an anti-communist rather than a global order. Ironically,
then, many subsystemic organizations only became truly global with the
end of the Cold War.
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There is today a debate in the United States about the implications of
unipolarity. For some, this era represents an opportunity for the United
States to play an imperial role, to provide the global benefits of empire
(Ferguson 2004; Lal 2004). For others, unipolarity is inherently short lived
and will generate countervailing coalitions, which eventually will restore
a balance of power."" Within the latter group are those arguing that US
unipolarity can be extended and balancing avoided and limited through a
self-conscious self-abnegation on the part of the United States through an
emphasis on multilateralism. In my view, however, US unipolarity is
occurring in a setting of existential multipolarity, in which the options of
both unilateralism and balancing are few, constrained, and, at the extreme,
ultimately self-defeating.

The overwhelming power of the United States has meant that both its
disinterestedness and its concerns overwhelm multilateral efforts and that,
if necessary, other countries, though unable to challenge the United States
militarily, can stymie efforts by the United States to have international
institutions rubber-stamp its preferences and actions. The result is both a
desire for US leadership in the construction of multilateral governance
and a fear of US domination of the resulting constructions.

Multilateralism and the Historical Moment

Changes in the distribution of power do not occur in an institutional
vacuum. Typically, a set of enduring international institutions continues to
function in their respective regions, functional areas, and domains. In
contrast to earlier eras, the international institutional structure changed
only somewhat as a direct result of the end of the Cold War.

Then there is the matter of history. The effects of the two World Wars
were so profound, and the existing international organizational infrastruc-
ture so relatively weak, that, in effect, the design of international organi-
zations had to start from scratch following each war—the League of

11. There is already an extensive literature on whether or not others have begun
to balance US power; if they have not, why not; and if they have, whether
this constitutes a new and different kind of soft balancing. See the discussion
in the summer 2005 issue of International Security.
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Nations, for example, did not survive World War II and a completely dif-
ferent organization was created after the war. That is not the case today.

At the end of the Cold War, there was a deep and rich array of existing
international organizations. Thus, we are witnessing, perhaps for the first
time in world history, the adaptation of international organizations to new
circumstances and the adaptation of Great Powers to international organ-
izations, not their creation anew. The organizational developments of the
post—Cold War world consisted largely of adaptations of existing institu-
tions. On the one hand, changing conditions and needs did not lead to the
construction of new security institutions; instead, NATO was expanded to
include new members and new out-of-area missions. On the other hand,
the end of the economic Cold War was met not with the creation of new
institutions but with the decision of major powers, such as China, to join
an existing organization, the WTO. China had little choice but to accept
the rules of the world trading order. The situation, and the negotiated out-
come, might have been different had China been there at the time the
organization was being designed. If the organization did not exist and
were being negotiated now, the rules might well be more accommodating
of China’s expressed preferences for entry.

The nature of existing organizations affects not only new entrants but
also extant members. The United States belongs to many organizations, is
party to many agreements, and has many commitments. It must decide
whether the change in relative power internationally should be the basis
for exercising exit and voice or whether loyalty remains the order of the
day. One implication is that the problem of US unilateralism antedates the
current administration."” The phrase “coalition of the willing,” so often used
by and attributed to the Bush administration, originated in the Clinton
administration. The following quotation from a 1998 op-ed piece makes
the point clearly:

The United States has a penchant these days for joining international
negotiations that spin out of control. We went to Kyoto to talk about cli-
mate change and discovered we couldn’t sign the treaty. We went to
Ottawa to talk about landmines and found our military problems ignored

12. For a discussion of US ambivalence regarding international organizations,
see Luck (1999, 2003), among others.
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by other states. We may be the “indispensable country,” as Secretary of
State Madeleine Albright likes to say. But we often set ourselves up as
Alamo holdouts, criticized as the indispensable country with indefensi-
ble positions. (Wedgwood 1998)

Table 1 was originally compiled to demonstrate US recalcitrance with
respect to international treaties. Reordering the list by date, however,
shows that US reluctance to join particular treaties predates the George W.
Bush administration.” In fact, since 1990, US administrations have had to
accommodate themselves simultaneously to the existential reality of a rich
environment of multilateral institutions and to the heightened possibility
of unilateralism in a unipolar world. The issue of accommodating new
power realities is also a problem that middle powers—especially former
Great Powers—have to face. In effect, the distribution of marbles has
changed, but the players are less willing to allow the one who is accumu-
lating the marbles to have more of a say.

This, then, is what is new about the new multilateralism: historical
organizations are dealing with a quite different distribution of power, and
any new institutional arrangement will be constructed in the shadow of
hegemony."* The challenge of today is how to adapt existing organizations
so that they remain compatible with the incentives of the United States,
and how to fashion new multilateral arrangements in a unipolar age."

13. To re-emphasize the point regarding Kyoto, see Ward, Grundig, and Zorick
(2001), who note that “analysis of climate change negotiations typically links
states’ bargaining positions” to various factors that, for the United States, can
include “heavy dependence on fossil-fuel use; the influence of its domestic
fossil fuel lobby, articulated especially through the possibility of a Senate
veto of ratification of the treaty; and concerns about loss of competitiveness
if China was to be exempted from obligations under the climate-change
regime” (439). Their work antedates the George W. Bush administration, how-
ever, and even de-emphasizes the US position in the global balance of power.

14. T use this formulation to make the point that it is not simply the current dis-
tribution of power, but also expectations about the future distribution of
power, that matters for institutional design today.

15. As Weiss describes it, the real challenge is “to identify those [cases] where
Washington’s tactical multilateralism kicks in” (2004, 137). See also
Boulden and Weiss (2004).
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Table 1: US Contrarianism and International Treaties

Treaty US Action

Description

Pre—George W. Bush administration

International Covenant on Signed Oct. 5, 1977,
Economic, Social, and never ratified
Cultural Rights

Convention on Discrimination  Signed July 17, 1980,

against Women never ratified
Convention on the Signed Feb. 16, 1995,
Rights of the Child never ratified
Comprehensive Signed Sep. 24, 1996,
Test Ban Treaty never ratified

Chemical Weapons Convention Signed Jan. 13, 1993,
ratified Apr. 25, 1997

UN Framework Convention on Ratified UNFCCC
Climate Control (UNFCCC) Oct. 15, 1992;
and the Kyoto Protocol signed Kyoto Protocol
Nov. 12, 1998,
never ratified

Mine Ban Treaty Opened for signature
Dec. 3-4, 1997, entered
into force March 1, 1999,
US never signed

George W. Bush administration

Biological and Toxin Weapons  Signed Apr. 10, 1972,

Convention (BWC) and Draft  ratified Mar. 23, 1975,

Proposal rejected draft proposal
June 2001

Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty Signed and ratified
summer 1972, US
unilateral withdrawal
Dec. 13,2001

Rome Statute of the Signed Dec. 31, 2000,
International Criminal Court unsigned June 6, 2002

US maintains that such rights are
“aspirational,” not inalienable or
enforceable. 142 countries have ratified.

US remains one of handful of countries,
including Iran and Sudan, not to ratify

At the UN, only the US and Somalia
have not ratified

US Senate voted in 1999 to reject
ratification. Nuclear Posture Review
of 2002 hints of a return to testing.

US set extensive limitations including
which facilities can be tested, and
providing for a “national security” basis
for refusing inspection.

Of industrialized states, only the US,
Australia, and Israel have not ratified
the protocol. The US did ratify the
UNFCCC, but has not complied.

Turkey only other NATO nonsignatory,
Cuba only other Western Hemisphere
nonsignatory.

US rejected negotiated draft proposals
to strengthen enforcement mechanisms
thought of as inadequate, and refused to
return to negotiations.

US is first major power unilaterally to
withdraw from a nuclear arms control
treaty. The Bush administration wants
to pursue missile defense to deal with
“terror threats.”

Unprecedented “unsigning.” US pressing
countries for bilateral agreements to
exempt US military and government
personnel from court’s jurisdiction.

Source: Quenemoen 2003.
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Incentive Compatibility, Civil Society,
and the New Multilateralism

Increasingly, international institutions have to be incentive compatible with
societal as well as governmental interests. The world is experiencing a third
wave of democratization. The international system today includes a larger
number of states, a larger proportion of which is democratically governed.
The mobilization of civil societies and the spread of democratic gover-
nance have tremendous implications for the future development of inter-
national institutions. Once, international institutions reflected the interests
of governments in their interactions with one another. Democratization
often brings with it a heightened sense of nationalism (Snyder 2000) and
a preference for unilateralism; increasingly, however, reform proposals
reflect societal pressures (Keck and Sikkink 1998). The critical issue then
becomes that of the alignment of state and society.

There is the prospect of a disconnect between domestic politics and the
foreign policy of democratic governments, between the executive and leg-
islatures, between governments and their citizens on the desirability and
acceptability of the fetters of multilateralism. One possibility is that citizens
might have a greater preference for multilateralism than does their gov-
ernment. More typically, governments recognize the benefits of, and the need
for, multilateral institutions but have a difficult time selling them at home.
This is one aspect of US unilateralism. In Table 1, for example, half the
cases of US contrariness (and five of the seven cases prior to the George
W. Bush administration) consist of international agreements and protocols
that the US government signed but that the US Senate did not ratify.'®

Indeed, one can argue that the key constraint to multilateralism on the
part of the United States is not the executive branch’s pursuit of hegemony
in a unipolar world but a legislature and a society unwilling to accept as
much multilateral internationalism as successive presidents have desired.
Table 2 makes clear that, although both Republican presidents (Reagan
and Nixon) and Democrat presidents (Truman and Clinton) pushed through
significant numbers of international treaties, only a small proportion of

16. Indeed, this problem of the lack of congressional approval has led to an increased
use of executive agreements on the part of US administrations (Martin 2000).
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Table 2: Treaty Actions of US Administrations from
Grover Cleveland to George W. Bush

President

Treaty Actions
during Presidency

Of Treaties Signed,
Number Ratified
during Presidency

George W. Bush

Bill Clinton
George H.W. Bush
Ronald Reagan
Jimmy Carter
Gerald Ford
Richard Nixon
Lyndon Johnson
John Kennedy
Dwight Eisenhower
Harry Truman
Franklin Roosevelt
Herbert Hoover
Calvin Coolidge
Woodrow Wilson
William Taft

Grover Cleveland

6 signed; 10 ratified
1 signature nullified

1 ratification withdrawn

32 signed; 30 ratified
13 signed; 10 ratified
14 signed; 19 ratified
14 signed; 8 ratified
2 signed; 10 ratified
17 signed; 19 ratified
7 signed; 16 ratified
6 signed; 4 ratified
13 signed; 8 ratified
16 signed; 14 ratified
0 signed; 6 ratified
1 signed; 4 ratified
1 signed; O ratified
0 signed; 1 ratified
1 signed; 1 ratified
0 signed; 1 ratified

(VSNV}

—_

SO O O O O O v &N O +~ 2

Source: Jurewicz and Dawkins 2005, 21.

Note: No treaties were signed or ratified after Roosevelt’s second term in office. Presidents did not
all serve the same length of time, and some faced Senates controlled by their opposition.

these agreements were ratified. Indeed, every president since Eisenhower
has seen the ratification of more treaties signed by a predecessor than of
those he has signed. Moreover, President George W. Bush’s record does
not seem out of line with that of many modern presidents, especially
Republicans (see Table 3).

An analysis of international treaties (Jurewicz and Dawkins 2005) finds
that the United States has ratified only 160 (or 29 percent) of 550 active
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Table 3: Treaty Actions per Year in Office, US Administrations
from Harry Truman to George W. Bush

Signed and Ratified
Treaties Signed Treaties Ratified  during Presidency

President per Year per Year per Year
George W. Bush 1.5 2.4 0.0
Bill Clinton 4.0 3.8 1.3
George H.W. Bush 33 2.5 0.5
Ronald Reagan 1.8 2.4 0.6
Jimmy Carter 3.5 2.0 0.8
Gerald Ford 0.8 4.0 0.4
Richard Nixon 3.1 35 1.3
Lyndon Johnson 1.4 3.1 0.8
John Kennedy 2.1 1.4 0.0
Dwight Eisenhower 1.6 1.0 0.8
Harry Truman 2.0 1.8 1.1

Source: Jurewicz and Dawkins 2005, 21.

Note: At the time the source was published, George W. Bush had served one month of his second
term. Ford served two years and six months. Nixon served a full first term and one year
and six months of his second term. Johnson served one year and two months of his first term
and a full second term. Kennedy served two years and ten months. Truman served three years
and eleven months of his first term and a full second term. Some presidents faced Senates
controlled by their opposition for some or all of their terms in office.

treaties. Yet this aggregate statistic masks interesting trends by issue and
type of agreement: many more treaties that deal with national security or
that facilitate trade and resource usage are ratified than treaties on human
rights, labor rights, and the environment.

It might be that the United States is less willing than other countries
to constrain its sovereignty in some areas. But the issue of a disconnect
between governmental and societal preferences is not confined to the
United States. Many elected governments discovered that their support of
the United States in the war in Iraq ran counter to the preferences of a
majority of their citizens. In addition, we often hear of Arab governments
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that privately support various Western positions but do not do so publicly
because of fear of opposition from the “Arab street.”'’

Alternatively, it might be that the United States takes the signing of
international agreements more seriously than do other countries, and thus
is less likely to sign agreements merely for show without the intention of
adopting them. This might especially be the case given the standing of inter-
national law in domestic law and the access available to US courts and the
remedies they can dispense.'® In contrast, the multilateralism of autocracies
can entail merely illusory commitment, in which public cooperation with
other nations is matched by covert defection and internal violations of inter-
national commitments."” There is no small irony to be found in assessing
the correlation between treaty ratification and actual performance for democ-
racies and autocracies. Although castigated for its failure to sign various
international treaties, the United States has a better record in some areas
than many signatories.

In the past, multilateralism was the product of a smaller set of states,
fewer of whom were liberal democracies. Multilateralism in the modern
world must be consistent with the levels of domestic political mobilization
in prospective members.

Dissatisfaction and the Demand for Reform

That international organizations reflect the interests of states suggests that
we should approach reform proposals with some degree of skepticism.
There seems to be a continuous level of dissatisfaction with international

17. One way to read the disjuncture between state and society in the United
States and the Middle East is captured in the following quotation: “In Wash-
ington, officials lie in public and tell the truth off the record. In the Mideast,
officials say what they really believe in public and tell you what you want to
hear in private” (Friedman 2006).

18. This is still an additional reason for the presidential use of executive agreements
rather than treaties. Compliance with such agreements remains an executive
prerogative and not subject to societal intervention via the judicial process.

19. Striking examples include the lack of compliance with commitments under
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and those regarding human
rights and women’s rights.
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institutions and a perpetual industry that proposes reform.?’ Commissions and
reports pour forth recommending one international reform after another,
but, like their domestic counterparts, they gather dust. Yet dissatisfaction
does not necessarily equal failure that requires reform. Dissatisfaction often
accompanies the best that can be done.

Prospective social engineers must assess the realities of international
politics before contemplating reform or institutional construction. World
politics reflects an equilibrium between power and interests, and might
not be amenable to change. If both the absence and existence of international
institutions reflect the interests of states, then the workings of international
politics at any point in time constitute an equilibrium outcome. Demands
for new institutions and for the reform of extant ones might then simply
reflect dissatisfaction with an extant equilibrium.

That the world reflects an equilibrium and is unlikely to change explains
why reform proposals often come from former officials. In the military
context, it is retired generals who recommend reforms to do away with
interservice rivalry—proposals they would never have championed when
they were on active duty because such reforms do not reflect the interests
of active duty officers. Blue ribbon commissions of former government
leaders that recommend the strengthening of international institutions are
of a similar character. When it is former leaders who are making reform
recommendations, it is a good indication that reform is not in the interests
of those currently in power.

Political outcomes, in both the domestic and international arenas,
often reflect compromise among conflicting interests. The result might
be an equilibrium outcome that is no one actor’s ideal. Every actor can
then complain about the outcome and proffer various alternatives, while
remaining fully aware that nothing will change. Even if one actor obtains
its ideal, others will surely not. Dissatisfaction by some or all is thus a
political reality of governance, domestic or global, and not an indication
of any prospect of reform.

20. Weiss and Young (2005) note that the sixtieth anniversary of the United
Nations was remarkably like the fiftieth in the calls for reform. Winkelmann
(1997) traces Security Council reform proposals, while Archibugi (1993) dis-
cusses reform proposals floated in the wake of the end of the Cold War.
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Intended Institutional Failure

The failure of institutions is often interpreted as a failure for them to work
as intended. But there are times when institutions work exactly as intend-
ed, leaving many actors frustrated. For example, the US political system
is often decried as slow, cumbersome, and imperfectly responsive, yet it
functions as intended by the Founding Fathers, who wanted an institution
to calm and mediate popular passions—thus, the frustrations experienced
with the institution reflect its functioning as intended.”'

The United Nations has worked exactly as intended and constructed,
and this is the reason for the disaffection with it. During the Cold War, the
institution did relatively little, as the conflict between the two super-
powers precluded the Great Power cooperation necessary for it to do much.
Following the end of the Cold War, the UN briefly became a more central
actor in international politics, as the Great Powers could agree on some
policies and were interested in an institutional rubric for their joint efforts.
Much of the recent disaffection with the UN has to do with the heightened
expectations generated during the early 1990s.

Feigned Dissatisfaction,
Scapegoats, and Political Cover

Some expressed dissatisfaction with international institutions is feigned.
State officials often criticize institutions that they prefer to have as scape-
goats and providers of political cover. Their criticism is entirely for show,
as are their proposals for reform.

Within national governments and international institutions, one sees
feigned dissatisfaction repeatedly. Members of the US Congress happily
criticize the Federal Reserve Board and use it as a scapegoat for inflation
or deflation, but prefer to keep the Fed independent. They prefer to have the
Fed pursue policies that it and most members of Congress find appropriate

21. Ironically, many of the same people who express frustration with the work-
ings of the US political system are also appalled at any effort to change it. A
good example is provided by Democrats’ reactions to President Franklin
Roosevelt’s 1938 plan to pack the Supreme Court with appointees more sym-
pathetic to his political agenda.



38 | Arthur A. Stein

while retaining the ability to criticize the institution. In this way, they can
demonstrate to their constituents that they feel their pain while signaling
that they are not at fault.

International institutions play a similar role. National politicians are
often happy to castigate international institutions while adopting the
policies they recommend, knowing that such policies are best for their
countries. The international equivalent of politicians’ feigned criticism of
central banks, for example, is the criticism of the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) by politicians for imposing conditions the politicians them-
selves want to adopt; in this way, government officials can offload the blame
for necessary but unpopular economic reforms onto the IMF (Vreeland
2003).”* Indeed, blaming the institution is in the tradition of politicians
who look to avoid blame (Weaver 1986). Thus, expressed dissatisfaction
and proposals for reform are not necessarily consonant with a true prefer-
ence for reform.

Institutions as Process and the Bicycle Metaphor

Dissatisfaction can also spring from success, rather than failure. This
occurs when institutions are perceived as part of an ongoing process and
stems from concerns that the process needs to be maintained or failure
will result.

Some international objectives—Middle East peace and free trade, for
example—are recognized as difficult things that can be achieved only in
incremental steps. Middle East peace is seen as a process requiring many
steps that cannot be taken without some degree of trust and gradual rec-
onciliation. The metaphor used for the Middle East peace process is that of
riding a bicycle: one must continue to pedal or fall off (Ross 2004, 350).

22. The argument has even been made that national politicians look to interna-
tional organizations as a way of gaining autonomy from domestic pressures
(Wolf 1999; Koenig-Archibugi 2004). Rather than losing autonomy from join-
ing international organizations, national governments gain autonomy from more
overbearing domestic pressures. In this way, international institutions under-
cut democratic governance. One study finds that political leaders choose legal
dispute resolution as a means of obtaining political cover (Allee and Huth 2006).
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This leads to an emphasis on maintaining the process and a sense that, if
forward movement stops, disaster is at hand. The successes achieved are
ignored, and the focus is on maintaining the process.

Something similar exists on the issue of world trade. Achieving liber-
alization is a long and extended process: complete openness to interna-
tional markets cannot be achieved in one fell policy swoop; rather, it
requires slow adjustment and the development of constituencies interested
in continued and sustained openness. Thus, trade liberalization has pro-
ceeded in stages, with one trading round following another, and each tack-
ling issues untouched by earlier rounds. Indeed, the very success in
dealing with one set of issues brings new issues to the fore (Stein 1993).
And at each round, there is concern that failure to proceed spells disaster,
as if what has already been accomplished by way of liberalization would
be undone.

It is such a progressive vision of process and movement that is at the
heart of some of the expressed dissatisfaction with international institu-
tions. But in such cases, it is the very success of the institutions that is in
a sense responsible for the pressure to do more. In these matters, the least
difficult issues are resolved first and the most difficult ones confronted at
later stages. Agreements on easier matters provide no guarantee of con-
tinued progress. Dissatisfaction with the pace and with stumbling blocks
is a price of the slow process that constitutes success, and not necessarily
an indication of failure.

Institutional Failure, Complainants, and Stakeholders

Institutions also generate dissatisfaction by complainants who are not
direct stakeholders capable of undertaking reform. This is true whenever
the actions of stakeholders generate externalities for those who are not
members of the institution. Outsiders who bear the costs complain and want
reform of the institution, but it is the inside stakeholders who control the
possibility of reform—and unless they are dissatisfied, nothing will happen.

The US Congress provides a simple example. Members of Congress
like a system of campaign finance that allows them to outspend their chal-
lengers vastly, if it does not dissuade challenge entirely, and in which
incumbency is virtually a guarantee of re-election. Voters might not like that
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outcome, but politicians do. The disaffected reformers are voters, but it is
politicians who must approve any reform proposal. When voter disaffec-
tion is great enough, politicians have every incentive to undertake reforms
that make only a cosmetic difference, not real change.

Does reform of international institutions have the same characteris-
tics? Many activists in civil society find international institutions inade-
quate, yet that is not the same as when states find them inadequate. Too
often, reform recommendations come from the ranks of global civil servants
who staff international institutions but have minimal real authority, or from
academics, international lawyers, and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) who want institutions and their member governments to do things
they do not want to do. Reform proposals also come from states that are
excluded from one form of global governance or another.”

Reform results from the interests of stakeholders. Nonstakeholders
can effectuate reform when they can affect the incentives of stakeholders
—or they can create alternative institutions.

The Kabuki Dance of Demand and Supply

The political dynamics I have described lead to charades of politics, in
which reform is demanded but not really desired and in which proffered
reform is illusory. States and the politicians who direct them complain at
times and argue for reform, but prefer things to remain unchanged. And
when the pressures for reform become unstoppable, states and the politi-
cians who direct them supply reform without change, dealing with political
pressures in a wholly illusory fashion.

Politicians often face pressure, for example, for protectionism from
particularistic interests who have been hurt by increased trade openness.
Yet, they are also aware that continued free trade is optimal for the society
as a whole. In such a case, politicians need to appear to be responsive to
protectionist demands while not actually offering serious protection—a
stand that characterizes many US trade policies (Goldstein 1993). Similarly,

23. An example of this is the proposed reform for increasing the number of per-
manent members of the UN Security Council.
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politicians face pressures to deal with immigration flows. Domestic resi-
dents concerned about national identity as well as their jobs press for tight
immigration controls. On the other hand, immigration flows reflect demands
for labor. Clever politicians respond by promoting policies that appear
responsive to demands for immigration control while simultaneously
allowing flows to continue (Rudolph 2006).

In many cases, instead of adopting illusory policies to deal with
demands for reform, politicians propose changes in the process that either
have no hope of adoption or would not deliver change even if adopted.
Rather than propose or pass balanced budgets, for example, politicians
argue for a line item veto or a budget committee or a constitutional
amendment. Weaker still, they propose commissions to study the problem.

Similarly, politicians around the world are feeling the pressure to
democratize, and have every incentive to generate the appearance of
democratization that does not threaten their hold on power (Sweet 2001).
We thus witness liberal reforms with continued one-party rule.

There is, in short, a stylized dance of institutional reform that has to
be separated from the real thing. There are complainants who have no
power and powerholders whose complaints constitute scapegoating and
blame avoidance. There are reform proposals that are not real reforms.
There are demands for reform that do not reflect a true desire for reform,
and there are proffered reforms that are intended to be illusory.

Palliative, Corrective, and Transformative Reforms

Reform efforts and recommendations come in different forms and for dif-
ferent reasons. It is possible to distinguish among palliative, corrective,
and transformative reform recommendations for international institutions.

Palliative institutions and reforms are intended to deal with the fallout
of extant problems without really solving them. Institutions for dealing
with refugees, for example, do not address in any fashion the underlying
source of the problem; rather, they deal with the pain. Similarly, palliative
reforms for extant organizations are intended to deal with the problems
generated by international institutions. Recommendations intended to
spruce up the image of the UN are palliative.
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Corrective reforms are ones intended to fix extant problems—to
restore institutions to their past healthy status. Examples of corrective
reforms are recommendations for transparency intended to deal with the
rise of corruption.

Transformative reforms are intended to chart new institutional territory
—to get extant institutions to function differently, to tackle new issues, or
to create new international institutions and expand the scope of global
governance.

Transformative reforms are the hardest to achieve because they
require the states that are the constituents of international institutions to
defer some aspect of their sovereignty and expand the extent of gover-
nance above the nation-state. Ironically, without careful empirical assess-
ment, [ would venture to say that most reform efforts are of this type, and
intended to push the agenda of global governance. Such reforms often
originate among idealists in civil society and in NGOs, and are about uni-
versalizing a set of values and practices that exist in some societies but
that are hardly universal; they are also portrayed as progressive.”* Such
reforms move beyond the small but active reform industry when they are
intended to deal with widely perceived problems and reflect the interests
of major states and their governments.

Understanding the prospects for reform requires a sense not only of
the nature of the reform but also of the nature of the complaints expressed
about current practices. As in other areas of politics, there is much shadow
play and posturing in the politics of institutional reform.

International Institutions as Cargo Cults

Finally, there are those who want international cooperation but who
mistake international institutions for international cooperation—they
seem to believe that, if one creates institutions, international cooperation
will follow. The problem is that institutions are vehicles for achieving

24. This has led one scholar to characterize such efforts as “the new cultural
imperialism” (Lal 2004). More broadly, Lal argues that there is a funda-
mental difference between spreading materialist values and spreading West-
ern moral values. The former are accepted, the latter generate a backlash.
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cooperation that are designed by states with an interest in joint, rather than
individual, decision making.

Absent states that are interested in achieving outcomes other than
those that can be achieved through individual decision making, the argu-
ment for institutions resembles that of a cargo cult. Nobel physicist Richard
Feynman (1985) gives the following example of people who see the form
but do not understand the process. He tells the story of South Sea islanders
who experienced prosperity when US military aircraft used their islands
during World War II. They remembered how it had been when the planes
flew and they wanted those days, and the planes, to return. So they cleared
the runways, rebuilt the towers, and put men with earphones in the towers.
They had the form exactly right, but the planes of the US military did not
return. The islanders did not understand the causal process. In a sense,
those who design institutions, hoping cooperation will follow, also miss
the causal sequence.

Institutions might engender cooperation, but they first require co-
operation. This core reality bedevils many liberal arguments. Many see
trade as the route to international cooperation, yet trade requires trade
agreements and thus itself requires cooperation as a prerequisite.”

The Roller Coaster of
Heightened and Dashed Expectations

The post—Cold War era has been one of great hope for, and great frustra-
tion with, global governance. During the Cold War, the reality of bipolar
conflict and competition meant that truly global governance depended on
the rare prospect of an alignment of superpower interest or disinterest.
Governance efforts, therefore, were more typically less than global. But
the end of the Cold War meant the end of the old mechanisms of control
and brought new problems to the fore.

At first, there were depictions of a period of a new concert of powers
(Rosecrance 1992) and a flurry of UN activity. During the early 1990s,

25. This point underlies the problem of selection bias in the empirical assessment
of the effect of institutions. Scholars have attempted to demonstrate that insti-
tutions are effective in generating state compliance, but the problem is that
states join institutions with which they intend to comply.
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there was a series of peacekeeping missions and a sense that the Security
Council could act truly as an institution of collective security. There were
hopes for expanded prospects for global governance and a renewed focus
on reforms that would be required to make extant institutions function in
a new age.

Such hopes were only somewhat dashed by the slaughter in Rwanda,
which generated an outpouring on the need for humanitarian intervention.
Now, in the wake of the Iraq War, there is further disillusionment. Ironi-
cally, then, much of the concern about international institutions stems not
just from the Bush administration’s style or policies but also from the ele-
vated expectations generated during the 1990s.

This roller coaster of heightened expectations and the disappoint-
ments of reform and expanded governance have masked the reality of the
continuing growth in, and demand for, multilateral institutions.

Summary on Reform

Demands for reform provide no necessary indication that reform is either
desired or desirable. At the same time, reforms themselves do not neces-
sarily imply that anything will change. Nor do they imply that change will
necessarily constitute an improvement. Citizens within societies have
discovered that, even when there are market failures, the construction of
governmental regulatory regimes to deal with them can generate govern-
ment failures that are far worse than the market failures they were intended
to address. This is precisely the nature of one of the lines of criticism of
the major international financial institutions. In such cases, transformative
reforms, although pitched as progressive, may turn out to be regressive.

Reforms embody different objectives and have different implications.
Some merely deal with fallout, some try to correct problems that have arisen
with time, others try to push forward an agenda for global governance.

International reforms, whether serious or illusory, merely palliative or
truly progressive, typically depend on more, not less, international cooperation.
They are intended to reduce the scope of state autonomy, not to increase
it. As such, reforms depend on and serve to increase multilateralism, and
unilateralism is seen as their foil.
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The Continuing Preference for Multilateralism

Despite changes in the global distribution of power, despite the difficulty
of meeting the requisites of incentive compatibility for state and society,
and despite the illusory character of many discussions of global gover-
nance, there is a continuing demand for international institutions and multi-
lateralism, even on the part of the United States.

A General US Interest in Multilateralism

When people talk of multilateralism or the lack of it, they really have in
mind the United States and whether it is going it alone or in concert with
others. Since the United States is the lone remaining superpower, other
countries have a heightened interest in having it act in concert with them,
rather than going it alone. For the United States to act in concert with oth-
ers, however, it must have an interest in doing so; thus, any call today for
multilateralism has perforce to take into account US interests.

At the same time, the United States actually prefers multilateral solu-
tions, for the following reasons. First, it is the lone remaining superpower
only in the military, not the financial, sense. As a superpower, it is unique
in being a net debtor and in having much of its debt held by another state
of some power: China. Although the situation constitutes a balance of
financial terror in that China could exercise its weapon only at great cost,
it remains the case that the United States is financially constrained.

Second, the United States has repeatedly sought financial support.
During the Cold War, it regularly pressed its allies to increase their pay-
ments in support of US military installations. Since the end of the Cold War,
it has asked or pressed for financial contributions for expensive endeavors.

Third, the United States necessarily restrains itself militarily, as it has
throughout the nuclear age, because unbridled use of its military power
has enormous political consequences for itself.

In a post-imperial age, in which populations are mobilized and mobi-
lizable, Great Powers need the support of others to demonstrate that their
actions are not solely self-interested. The United States has repeatedly
justified its actions, not as a matter of self-interest, but in universalistic
terms, and such justifications ring hollow if other nations do not support
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US objectives or actions. As a result, even during the Cold War, the United
States pressed for allied assistance for its extensive military operations in
Korea and Vietnam; it has continued to seek such support for its post—Cold
War operations.

Peculiarly, the United States is so powerful militarily that it needs the
help of others to deal with the challenges it faces. In conventional military
engagements, it cannot be challenged, much less defeated. Instead, the
United States confronts unconventional warfare in extraterritorial engage-
ments and terrorist attacks both at home and abroad. Dealing with terrorist
attacks or with unconventional warfare more broadly necessarily requires
the support of other countries, because such conflicts entail political, not
solely military, solutions.

In short, the United States has had, and continues to have, an interest
in multilateralism.

The US Interest in Multilateralism
and the War in Iraq

Although castigated for acting unilaterally, in fact the United States put
together a substantial “coalition of the willing”—the Bush administration
claimed initially that 49 countries had “publicly committed to the Coalition”
(United States 2003)—to wage war in Iraq. The coalition was derided
because some of the countries were small and insignificant, yet the list
also included the United Kingdom, Japan, Italy, South Korea, Turkey, and
Australia—ranked second, fourth, seventh, tenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth
in the world in terms of defense spending in 2004 (SIPRI 2005).”°

The United States has carried the bulk of the military effort in Iraq,
and easily could have undertaken the entire operation without any support
(setting aside the issue of access provided by neighboring countries). The
assistance provided by most of the coalition is so marginal that it is largely
symbolic. Nevertheless, in waging the effort, the White House trumpeted
the coalition. The press release announcing the list of coalition partners
emphasized four features of the coalition. The first two were standard

26. These rankings are based on market exchange rates, rather than on purchas-
ing power parity.
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measures of power: the combined population and combined gross domestic
product of coalition countries. The other two features, however, were unre-
lated to issues of power: “Every major race, religion, ethnicity in the world
is represented” and “The Coalition includes nations from every continent
on the globe” (United States 2003). Thus, the coalition was presented,
first, as an agglomeration of resources and capabilities and, second, as
broadly representative by race, religion, ethnicity, and region. Given how
little the other nations provided by way of capability, however, it seems
that what the United States sought was their representativeness.

Multilateralism and International Legitimacy

A set of questions arises from a White House emphasis that a coalition
was waging the war and the marginal character of that contribution. Why
did the United States seek others’ support, and why did the others offer it?
Since their contributions were not coerced, what was being exchanged?

States that undertake collective efforts need both capability and legit-
imacy. The United States sought a coalition to wage the Iraq War not for
its capability but for the legitimacy it would extend to the US-dominated
operation. The coalition was not an old-fashioned alliance of capability
aggregation. As even the White House press release noted, “[c]ontributions
from Coalition member nations range from: direct military participation,
logistical and intelligence support, specialized chemical/biological response
teams, over-flight rights, humanitarian and reconstruction aid, to political
support” (United States 2003). In short, political support was as important
as any military capability.”’

Similarly, opposition to the US military effort by France, Germany,
and Russia was significant not because of any military opposition they
might have offered or any capability they might have extended to Iraq, but
because their political opposition undercut the legitimacy of US actions.

27. On the issue of legitimacy, begin with Franck (1988); Hurd (1999); and Clark
(2003). Note that my characterization of legitimacy as the affirmation of non-
particularistic interests differs from that of Hurd (1999) and is quite close to
Thompson’s (2006) argument that international organizations provide strategic
information transmission. My point is that the information transmitted about
the broad support for a course of action is precisely what legitimacy is about.
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When people talk about multilateralism, then, they mean more than a
set of states that combine their capabilities to achieve some objective.
They also have in mind the legitimacy that comes from states’ acting in
concert because their objectives are not particularistic national interests
but common interests.

Multilateralism and Domestic Legitimacy

Multilateralism is about obtaining not only international legitimacy, but
also domestic legitimacy. In a world in which international institutions
need to be compatible with societal incentives as well as governmental
ones, multilateralism also provides domestic legitimacy to governments
that need the support of citizens to sustain their foreign policies.

The relationship between multilateralism and domestic legitimacy can
be assessed by asking simple questions. Are political leaders punished or
rewarded for flouting the norms of the international community, or even
for ignoring the outside world? Do leaders find it important to obtain
international support for their foreign policy positions?

Arguments have been made for two diametrically opposed logics
characterizing the relationship between the outside world and internal
politics. On the one hand, the outside world is a source of legitimacy for
both domestic and foreign policy. States want the recognition of others.
Individual leaders go to summits with others as a way of establishing their
political legitimacy. The acceptance of a government as an interlocutor by
the outside world enhances its internal legitimacy. Membership condi-
tionality is an effective instrument in eliciting contested domestic change
(Kelley 2004). Unilateral policies risk, or ensure, the hostility of the outside
world, and a regime that practices them runs the risk of losing domestic
support and legitimacy. Governments thus prefer multilateralism as a way
not only to reduce costs but also to bolster the internal acceptability and
legitimacy of foreign policy—and even of domestic policy, as Solingen
(1998) and Snyder (2000) have argued in different settings.

On the other hand, the argument has also been made that pressure
from the outside world can reinforce domestic political legitimacy—that
political elites can use outside pressure to heighten domestic support and
generate nationalistic fervor in conflicts with the outside world. External
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pressure can delegitimate internal domestic opposition and make possible
the expansion of state power. Indeed, Nincic (2005) argues that this is the
major consequence of sanctions—collective sanctions have rarely generated
foreign policy shifts, but in many cases have strengthened the sanctioned
regime. Pushed to the extreme, this view suggests that unilateral policies
can go down well domestically, and also that regimes can purposely instigate
conflict with the outside world as a way of bolstering their position at home
—an argument that constitutes the heart of diversionary theories of war.

Ironically, one can see both arguments at work in US policy toward
Iraq across the two Bush administrations. In 1990, the first Bush admin-
istration was readily able to mobilize world support to oppose Iraq’s inva-
sion and occupation of Kuwait. It had a more difficult time mobilizing
domestic support, however, and indeed required a UN resolution in order
to obtain a congressional resolution—and that just barely. In contrast, in
2002 and 2003, in the wake of 9/11, the George W. Bush administration
easily garnered domestic support for the war in Iraq even in the face of the
opposition of key allies.

This discussion implies—its theoretical incompleteness notwithstanding
—that multilateralism can result from either a strong, confident government
or a weak one in need of external legitimacy. Conversely, unilateralism can
also result from a strong regime unconcerned with external affirmation or
a weak one needing external conflict to generate defensive patriotism.

This suggests that an important component of unilateralism is not
merely the international strength of the regime in having the capability
that unilateralism requires, but also its internal strength or weakness. Uni-
lateralism might also reflect a societal preference, not merely a govern-
mental one. Yet, multilateralism too emerges as a product of multiple forces,
sometimes reflecting regime strength, binding and linking its society to
others, sometimes reflecting regime weakness and the need for external
legitimacy.

Existential Multilateralism
in a Weakly Confederal World

Although unilateralism remains an ever-present possibility and although
international organizations reflect the power and interests of their members,
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the growing number of such organizations, as well as international laws
and agreements, over the past century makes multilateralism an existential
reality. The world consists of overlapping clubs in every region and every
functional domain. Indeed, the number of intergovernmental organizations
well exceeds the number of states in the system, and there are so many
international treaties and agreements that it is impossible to compile a
complete list.”* Thus, although the option of unilateralism is available, the
existence of such a large array of international institutions and agreements
sustains a multilateralist reality.

A debate is ongoing in the security literature about deterrence and the
options confronting states armed with nuclear weapons. There have always
been those who have argued that deterrence is a policy choice: states could
eschew deterrence and choose to procure nuclear weapons and develop
doctrines of war fighting, and with sufficient nuclear superiority could
engage in nuclear war. The competing view, however, is that deterrence is
an existential reality once nuclear-armed states face each other (Bundy
1984). Relative numbers and military doctrines do not matter. Rather, the
reality that both have weapons, that no defense is perfect, that no pre-emptive
strike can assure that every weapon is destroyed, and that even one such
weapon can cause so much damage as to exceed any potential political
benefit imagined in its use, all combine to create deterrence as an exis-
tential reality, not a doctrinal choice. However much governments procure
weapons and espouse doctrines to the contrary, deterrence is simply a fact
of life, one which constrains nuclear states.

The same point can be made about multilateralism: it is an existential
reality. Much as governments try to deny the reality, much as they try to
go it alone, in the end they are constrained by the reality that they can do
little of any consequence without acting in conjunction with important others.
One can say that even the Bush administration is aware of this. Blowing
things up is something the United States can accomplish on its own—

28. One reason it is so difficult to determine the number is that the UN’s central
database of treaties is incomplete because only some international treaties are
deposited with the secretary-general. Others are deposited in specific coun-
tries, international organizations that are not part of the UN, and with spe-
cialized agencies of the UN (Jurewicz and Dawkins 2005).
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although even there, it needs others’ approval for the use of overseas bases
and for overflight permissions—but it can do little else. In one domain
after another, the United States is looking for the support of others and dis-
covering this hard reality of international politics.

Virtually any concern of the US government requires a multilateral
response (Nye 2002). Typically, international cooperation is most limited
in the area of security, but whether the issue is the war on terror or com-
bating the proliferation of nuclear weapons, the United States cannot
achieve its objectives alone. It can take specific steps on its own, but
achieving its objectives at an acceptable cost requires the assistance of
others, or at least their forbearance and acquiescence. Even Bush Repub-
licans make this point: Richard N. Haass, the initial director of policy
planning at the State Department during the Bush presidency, said (2003),

The United States is the most powerful country in the world by almost
any measure of power. That said, however, what is noteworthy about this
world is how, for all of our power, we can’t meet most of the challenges
we face on our own. And we certainly can’t meet any of the challenges
we face better on our own than [we can by] cooperating with others.

He went on to add that “the most interesting debates are not the debates
between unilateralism and multilateralism, but what kind of multilateralism,”
by which he meant the choice between a universal and a regional forum,
between an extant formal one and an ad hoc coalition of the willing, and
how to give the latter “a dimension of legitimacy” and acceptability.
“Those are the real foreign policy questions,” he said, “not whether there
is a unilateral option, because, quite honestly, there isn’t one.”

Indeed, the entire critique of the Bush administration implies that
multilateralism is an existential reality. Were that not the case, the United
States would not be castigated for acting unilaterally. The benchmark
expectation is that states act multilaterally, and it becomes a matter of
comment when they choose not to. We would not bother to characterize
any state as unilateralist if the benchmark expectation was that states act
on their own—in such a case, we would note multilateralism as the unusu-
al behavior. The refrain of the United States as unilateralist makes clear that
the benchmark expectations are now multilateral.
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Existential multilateralism, however, limits the range of state calculations,
including that of the United States. The view of the Clinton administration,
whose rhetorical commitments to international institutions vastly exceeded
its actual practice, was characterized as “multilateralism if we can, unilat-
eralism if we must.”” In contrast, the view of the George W. Bush admin-
istration, whose verbal contempt for international institutions has vastly
exceeded its actual practice, has been characterized as “unilateralism if we
can, multilateralism if we must.””’ These two characterizations, in effect,
narrow the scope of state decisions and bound them by a realization that
there are cases in which there is no choice but to engage in multilateral-
ism and that the ability to fulfill state objectives is such that the recourse
to unilateralism is smaller than it once was for states.

A Weakly Confederal World

In fact, one could argue not only that multilateralism is an existential real-
ity but that weak confederalism is the nature of modern reality. There are
many intergovernmental organizations and many rules for state conduct.
Yet, the confederal system is weak: it lacks fiscal authority and depends
on the voluntary contributions of states, it has no standing army and
depends on the willingness of member states to provide forces, and it is
powerless to resolve conflicts among its constituent members.” As with
past confederations, the structure of cooperation reflects the power and
interests of members, their need for some cooperation, and their desire for
autonomy. And as with past confederations, there are frustrations with the
limitations of weak confederalism.

29. There are slight variations on the phrase. Something like it appears in the
national security strategy document of 1995, and another version is attributed
to then secretary of state Madeleine Albright. The phrase quoted here is from
Senator John Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign (Schwenninger 2004).

30. This point was made by former Republican senator and Clinton defense
secretary William Cohen and by Pascal Boniface of the Paris-based Institut
de relations internationales et stratégiques (see United States 2005).

31. I deliberately characterize the system as confederal, rather than as a confedera-
tion, for it is not just one confederation but a system of confederations.
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This confederation differs from others, however, in that efforts to
strengthen confederal authority have proceeded along multiple tracks.
Some have focused on one central locus of governance, such as the United
Nations, but in many cases, states have proceeded to construct a federal
world along functional lines. Rather than transfer increasing authority over
time from one issue area to another to a central confederal authority,
member states have created strong institutions but only in discrete func-
tional domains.”

The General Problem of
Unintended Institutional Failure

In this weakly confederal system, there is the same spirited debate about
the proper role of institutional solutions to problems. The same quandary
exists at the international level as at the national level: do governmental
responses to market failures always improve the situation? Increasingly,
people realize that there is also a problem of government failure, in which
government policies generate worse outcomes than the market failures
they were intended to alleviate. Within domestic society, this has led to
some governmental deregulation and privatization and generated ongoing
debates between those recommending market-based solutions and those
promoting governmental regulatory ones. At the international level, it
consists of a challenge to the presumption that the construction of more
international institutions is always a good thing.

In some cases, both a market response to an international problem and
a regulatory one entail the creation of an institution. The development of
an international emissions trading regime constitutes the application at the
global level of a domestic market solution for dealing with pollution. It
required a treaty and constitutes an institution. It contrasts with the regu-
latory alternative that simply mandates reductions by locale and firm,

32. This view of a weak confederal world puts me at odds with those who make
a number of different arguments. I disagree with the view that “world politi-
cal institutions cannot be created by the governments of existing states”
(Murphy 1999) as well as with those who view second-order representation
as constituting a democratic deficit.



54 | Arthur A. Stein

but which also would have been an institution—though likely a more
bureaucratic one.

In other cases, market solutions allow states to maintain autonomy,
and are institutions in only the broadest sense of their being rules of
behavior. An example is that of floating exchange rates, where markets,
rather than some international agreement and monitoring institution,
determine the value of traded currencies.”

There are those who argue that the development of international
organizations has not always constituted an improvement in world affairs
(Gallarotti 1991). Indeed, one development economist, a former research
administrator at the World Bank, argues that the major international eco-
nomic organizations have become “the major purveyors of global illiber-
alism” (Lal 2005, 503; see also Easterly 2006). Or, as another assessment
describes the results of efforts at international economic policy coordina-
tion, “it only grafts government failure onto the international system”
(Sally 2001, 55). Not surprisingly, in some areas, recommendations for global
governance reform run the gamut from expansion to abolition. In the case
of international financial institutions, there may be as many academics
who recommend the complete abolition of the IMF as recommend an
expansion of its activities and reform of its governing rules.

In short, the same hard-nosed questions must be addressed at the global
level as at the domestic one. What tasks are appropriate for government?
What problems are preferably resolved by market solutions? What issues
require intergovernmental organizations and which are better dealt with
by NGOs, the international equivalent of domestic philanthropic and civic
organizations?’* And when is the proposed international organization likely
to result in an international government failure that is worse than the prob-
lem that led to its creation?

33. Tronically, the switch in international monetary regimes did not do away with
the IMF; rather, it led to a transformation in the nature of the Fund’s role (Stein
2001).

34. Governments have begun to outsource many international activities, includ-
ing humanitarian, developmental, and security assistance. This creates new
agency problems and perverse incentives for NGOs (Cooley and Ron 2002).
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The Requisites of Multilateralism

The world abounds with international institutions. Regional ones are pur-
posely subsystemic, but even most functional ones are less than universal.
That institutions are not universal but constitute coalitions of the willing
and the agreeable raises the question of the requisites of multilateralism.

How Many Are Needed?

Even though the United States put together a substantial coalition in
support of its war in Iraq, the exercise was not seen as multilateral. Was it
because critical countries did not take part? Was it because the participation
of most, except for the United Kingdom, was rather minimal? Was it because
major countries not in the coalition actively opposed its efforts? Is the
difference between Gulf I and Gulf II not in the number of coalition
members nor in the extent of their contribution but that no major country
opposed Gulf 1?7 Is it simply that Gulf II lacked a UN Security Council
resolution—the difference thus being an announced French intention to
veto versus a Chinese abstention?” Or s it that, in Gulf'I, the United States
appeared to be more constrained by the needs, concerns, and interests of
its coalition partners?

This raises important questions about the requisites of multilateralism:
how many countries must take part? what level of participation by others
must there be? what level of restraint on particularistic self-interest must
exist for a policy to be called multilateral? Conversely, how much opposition
and by how many and whom undercuts the legitimacy of multilateral
efforts? Moreover, does multilateralism require more than merely a signal
of commitment? These questions about multilateralism can be put in

35. Criticism of the United States often conflates unilateralism and ad hoc multi-
lateralism. US actions have been characterized at times as unilateral not
because the United States acted alone but because it ignored extant interna-
tional institutions (such as the Security Council) in favor of an ad hoc coalition
of the willing. But this raises the question of what institutional imprimatur is
required. Is the circumvention of the UN acceptable as long as an alternative
is obtained? In the case of Kosovo, the United States and others circumvented
the Security Council but obtained NATO agreement.
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terms of the United States, specifically: what must it do, or what level of
support must it obtain, or in what ways must it allow its freedom of action
to be curtailed, for its actions to be seen as multilateral?

The issue of requisite numbers is not merely one of appearance but
import. Trade liberalization did not historically require that all countries
reduce their barriers but that the largest trading states do so. Controlling
missile proliferation requires agreement and adherence among the states
capable of building and selling such weapons. Significant reductions in
greenhouse gases might not require the adherence of all nations but only
that of significant polluters. In such cases, the requisites of multilateralism
are determined by the nature of the domain and the distribution of power
or activity among countries.

Multilateralism Requires
More than Common Values

In discussing an upcoming summit with German chancellor Angela
Merkel, President George W. Bush said, “Listen, the first thing that has to
happen diplomatically for anything to be effective is that we all agree on
the goal. And we’ve agreed on the goal, and...now that we’ve got the goal
in mind, we’re working on the tactics” (2006). In his own inimitable way,
the president put his finger on a core issue of multilateralism: the neces-
sity for agreement on both tactics and goals, means and ends. The exis-
tence of common interests or values is but the first step toward the kinds
of policy alignment that multilateralism need perforce entail.”

In a book entitled Renegade Regimes, Miroslav Nincic (2005) argues
that there are four important currently accepted and widely shared norms,
and that their violation—through the pursuit of weapons of mass
destruction, the support of or engagement in acts of terrorism, a large-
scale assault on human rights, and territorial aggression—makes states
into renegades.

36. This discussion finesses what I believe to be an important and underappre-
ciated distinction between common values and common interests. For a start,
see Frieden’s (1999) distinction between changeable policy preferences and
abiding values.
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Yet, we have recently observed repeatedly that multilateralism breaks
down not because of an absence of agreement on objectives, but because
of a disagreement on tactics. The disagreements on dealing with Iran provide
just one example. No country has publicly stated its support of a nuclear
Iran. China and Russia have said “they don’t want a nuclear-armed Iran”
(Reuters 2006, quoting Under Secretary of State Nicholas Burns) and have
even voted with the United States in the UN against the government of
Iran. But they have also expressed their opposition to sanctions and mili-
tary attacks. Does the agreement on the basic objective of a non-nuclear
Iran constitute multilateralism or does the disagreement about how to deal
with Iran constitute a failure of multilateralism?

Much the same can be said about the war in Iraq as a quintessential
case of a failure of multilateralism. The broad support that the United
States had in opposing Saddam Hussein’s regime became whittled away
dramatically when it pressed for military action. The disagreement was
over tactics, not overriding objectives or views of the regime.

Moreover, what is seen as a failure of multilateralism occurs only
after the failure of attempts to obtain agreement on tactics when there is
an agreement on goals. The United States tried to obtain a broad consensus
to oppose Saddam Hussein. It obtained a unanimous Security Council
resolution, but one that reflected agreement on ends and only the most
minimal agreement on means. It was the failure to agree on the use of force
and the US decision to go ahead notwithstanding that is seen as the rup-
turing of multilateralism.

This discussion implies that criticisms of the Bush administration as
having failed to provide international leadership are semantically miscast.
The Bush administration tried to lead, but found important countries unwill-
ing to follow. One could criticize these other countries for a lack of follower-
ship, but the inability to get others to follow becomes characterized as a
failure of leadership. Ironically, the unipolarity implicated in making US
unilateralism possible did not simultaneously generate a willingness by
others to follow US hegemony. The collapse of Soviet power simultaneously
increased the United States’ freedom of action while reducing US leverage
on prospective supporters, including its allies.

The public nature of position taking and its constraints in open societies
also implies tremendous difficulty in pursuing coordinated but discordant
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policies. Take the classic case of good cop/bad cop strategies. The United
States is in many ways the bad cop in recent world affairs, always threat-
ening the use of force and not appearing at all pliable on the possibility of
negotiated solutions. Many US allies end up playing the role of the good
cop, decrying the use of force, pressing for international agreement, and
encouraging miscreants about the prospects for accommodation and their
reintegration into the community of nations. Although the role of the bad
cop may be helpful, as some allies admitted was the case when the United
States threatened military action to force Iraq to allow UN inspectors back
into the country, it nonetheless complicates the international relationships
of democratic governments.

All this implies that multilateralism, if it is to mean joint action in
dealing with problematic global issues, must entail agreement not only on
core values but also on the means of achieving desired outcomes in world
affairs. But does it also imply that the price of multilateralism is the broad
acceptance of the least common denominator when there is disagreement
among a core group of states (however that core is defined) about tactics?
Is the price of multilateralism that it is subject to a unit veto?

I have argued that multilateral action requires agreement on both objec-
tives and tactics. Yet, there are tactical differences among states engaged
in concerted action, which raises the question of the differences that are
compatible with sustained multilateralism. Is it possible to sustain multi-
lateralism on the basis of agreement on principles, values, and objectives,
while still recognizing divergent tactical approaches? Several points can
be made.

First, the line between strategic and tactical can be blurry, as can the
line between ultimate and instrumental objectives.

Second, there can be a division of labor when both goals and strategies
are agreed on. Countries can fight in concert but still provide different
forms of military capability. Similarly, countries can provide debt relief in
different forms. My point is simply that there must be broad agreement on
goals and on the nature of policy.

Third, views of governments are rarely going to be so aligned that
there will not be some disagreement among them. Any assessment of
national politics clearly demonstrates that there is always the prospect of
disagreement. Politicians, even when operating within a narrow spectrum
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of difference, can always parse in order to distinguish themselves and thus
signal disagreement. The ability to play Goldilocks is ever present, if only
to argue about too little or too much, too soon or too late.

Fourth, given possibilities for differentiation, what constitute departures
from collective action can be contested. Imagine that a group of countries
agrees on an objective and a strategy—for example, the agreement to
provide collective defense under NATO—but one country chooses to act
as a free rider, to shirk on its contribution. This would still constitute
concerted action with substantial agreement—the shirking does not vitiate
the multilateral character of the enterprise.

On the other hand, there are cases in which a free rider can be seen as
destroying the ability to achieve an objective and, thus, as undercutting
multilateralism. Take the case of debt relief. Developed countries might
agree that the poorest countries need some debt relief, but if a country
extends little if any relief, it is, in effect, insisting that the relief provided
by others be used to compensate it (by having its loans repaid on terms
much closer to those originally extended). In such a case, those that
extend real debt relief might well argue that the attempt to be a free rider
is essentially destroying the possibility of multilateral debt relief. This is
why collective debt relief exercises can be quite complicated to work out
and require the agreement of all large lenders. Not extending relief on
terms acceptable to the others can indeed be seen as reneging on any
agreement to extend relief. In effect, the degree of acceptable differentia-
tion has itself to be agreed on.

Ironically, then, multilateralism can be sustained by acquiescence, not
just agreement. An abstention in the UN Security Council on a sanctions
resolution constitutes acquiescence that, in effect, sustains a legitimated
multilateral response. It constitutes both a willingness to let a joint measure
pass and a commitment to abide by it. Indeed, this has been the norm in
Great Power cooperation in recent years: multilateralism has been
sustained through the venue of the Security Council by a willingness to
eschew the veto. Here, the West has rarely obtained China’s affirmative
agreement; rather, it has more typically obtained China’s acquiescence.

All this makes the assessment of multilateralism and an understanding
of its requisites somewhat complicated. Some things, however, are clear:
when one observes joint operations, one clearly sees multilateralism, and
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when one observes public disagreement and opposition, one clearly sees
the absence of multilateralism.

My point is that the perceived collapse of multilateralism in recent
years has occurred at times over disagreements on policy, not overall
objectives. No country has stood up for the sovereign right of ethnic
cleansing, and all oppose nuclear weapons proliferation except for those
that threaten it—and even Iran claims that its actions are justified within
the bounds of peaceful use and extant international agreements. The dis-
agreements are over how to achieve those objectives: through diplomacy,
engagements, and inducements, or through the threat, and use, of force.
This means that even the existence of an international community and a
set of agreed-on norms of conduct are insufficient to assure multilateral
responses to miscreants.

Multilateralism and the Absence of Disapproval

Multilateralism and unilateralism constitute two attitudes toward the
external world. It is interesting to contrast this distinction with a different
typology of state behavior. Jeff Legro (2006) distinguishes three types of
states: trustees, hermits, and rebels. Rebels are states interested in upending
the established order (the revolutionary Soviet Union was one example).
Hermits are isolationists interested in separating themselves from the
world (Tokugawa Japan, for example). Trustees are states that are neither
hermits nor rebels, but are integrated into the international community and
upholders of the existing order.

How does Legro’s typology fit the multilateralism/unilateralism
dichotomy? Hermits are certainly not multilateralists, but isolationism
would not qualify as unilateralism if the latter presumes some degree of
involvement with the outside world. Rebels have activist foreign policies,
and although one can imagine a group of rebel countries acting in tandem,
they would constitute a distinct minority of the states in the system and
would act in opposition to others; historically, however, rebels have tended
to act on their own.

But even if all rebels are unilateralists, not all unilateralists are rebels.
Indeed, not all unilateralists are merely pursuing particularistic national
interests. One of the striking aspects of US unilateralism has been the
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assertion by US administrations to be vouchsafing universal interests and
values. Indeed, arguments such as hegemonic stability theory portray a uni-
lateralist Great Power as providing collective goods without much support.

Overlaying these alternative typologies of state behavior makes it clear,
I believe, that unilateralism captures a wide range of policies, from those
intended to upset the international order to those that constitute go-it-alone
efforts to sustain the order. To make the point clearer, imagine a commu-
nity of states bound by most-favored-nation free trade agreements. Then,
suppose a group of countries creates, in tandem, a regional customs union
that violates their larger obligations and constitutes their defection from
the liberal regime. Finally, imagine there is one Great Power that continues
to maintain open markets, in keeping with the established order. We would
hardly characterize the actions of the power that maintains its commitments,
but now being the only one to do so, as unilateralist. I am less certain, but
I believe we also would not call the group defection multilateralism.

I am certain that there are those who would argue that the United
States’ intervention in Iraq was a Great Power’s unilateral maintenance of
an established order in the face of others’ defection from their obligations.
Imagine, for example, if the United States were prepared to intervene in,
say, Darfur to put a stop to ethnic cleansing and genocide, but was the
only one willing to do so—would other countries describe such an inter-
vention as unilateralist?

What I am getting at is that, when we characterize state behavior as
unilateral, we mean more than a state’s acting on its own; we have in mind
a state that acts on its own without the approval or acquiescence of other
countries. In the trade case above, the states that defect from liberal com-
mitments still approve of—and actually desire—the Great Power’s main-
tenance of open markets.”” T would assume the same to be true of the
hypothetical Darfur intervention—that it would be approved by others
who would be happy to sit on the sidelines.™

37. Decoupling unilateralism/multilateralism from the substance of policy and its
progressive/regressive character is discussed by Robinson (2000), who pro-
vides criteria for determining what constitutes progressive unilateralism.

38. An interesting example is provided by the recent agreement on nuclear tech-
nology between the United States and India. Critics of the arrangement argue
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All this suggests that the multilateral/unilateral disjuncture is more
about the approval of others than about how many states act jointly and
how much each contributes. More pointedly, multilateralism is about the
absence of others’ disapproval, while unilateralism is behavior in the face
of others’ disapproval. Thus, what distinguishes the 1991 Gulf War from the
2003 Iraq War is the absence of disapproval in the former case, not how
many countries joined in or how much they contributed. It is also why a
Security Council abstention—that is, acquiescence rather than approval—
still sustains multilateralism. It is the presence or absence of disapproval
that is key. It is also why there can be regimes that have mechanisms for
excused cheating, where the fact of being excused keeps departures from
being seen as unilateralist and as cheating (Stein 2000, 244-49).

All this raises the question of whose disapproval matters. Clearly, the
disapproval of immediate target states does not. Iraqi objections in 1991
and 2003 did not count in this sense; Sudanese objections to intervention
in Darfur surely would not matter. The objection must come from states
that are not immediate parties.

Constructing Institutions

The foregoing discussion of incentive compatibility, the requisites of mul-
tilateralism, and the nature of the world today generates core criteria for
institutional design and construction. These criteria are key to successful
social engineering. They must reflect the international distribution of power
and contain the requisite set of countries for objectives to be accom-
plished. They must be compatible with the self-interest of states that must
comply with their strictures. Institutions must be commensurate with the
problems they are intended to solve and the challenges they face.

that it fundamentally undercuts the NPT and simply encourages would-be
proliferators. Supporters argue, rather, that it deals with a core problem of the
treaty and brings into the regime a state that had been kept outside it. Thus,
this action on the part of the United States is portrayed as unilateralism in the
service of multilateralism. In the short term, the reaction of other major pow-
ers will be key to how the action is seen. In the long term, how it is viewed
will also depend on how well it works out.
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Incentive Compatibility

The most successful social engineers have been economists. Their success
derives from their recognition that voluntary behavioral change requires
that the self-interested incentives of individual actors be compatible with
the behavioral change that policy intends to make. This requirement follows
from the requirement that change reflect voluntarism rather than coercion.”

Intergovernmental organizations are products of states’ choices and,
although they are affected by NGOs and civil society, change operates
through the decisions of governments and reform efforts have to be com-
patible with the constellation of governments’ interests and concerns and
reflect their assessment of the problem, their relative bargaining power,
and so on. As with recommendations for campaign finance reform that
must run the gauntlet of the very politicians who would be subject to the
reforms, so recommendations for international institutional reform must
pass muster with the nation-states that would be subject to the strictures
of new institutional arrangements.

But international institutions must be incentive compatible not only
with national governments but, increasingly, with their domestic societies.
That an increasing number of states are run by representative, elected gov-
ernments means that international agreements have to be compatible with
societal incentives. They must not only reflect the national interests, as seen
by the governments that negotiate and sign, but also meet the requisites of
domestic ratification as well as domestically sanctioned compliance.
Global governance increasingly will require not merely a mutuality of
state interests but a convergence of societal preferences as well.

The prospects for global governance will be held hostage to a variety
of state-society interactions, sometimes in the form of executive-legislative
relations. The relative support for multilateralism by elites and publics

39. One indication of the idealist roots of modern social constructivists in inter-
national relations is their failure to recognize that the social constructions of
the twentieth century include Nazi aryanization, Soviet collectivization, the
Chinese Cultural Revolution, the Cambodian killing fields, and ethnic cleansing,
and whose costs total in the hundreds of millions of human lives, vastly
exceeding the war casualties of the century.
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and different political parties, as well as the propensity of officials to lead
or follow their publics and the rules will determine the prospects for supra-
national arrangements.*” Outcomes will vary between unified and divided
governments. Governments that face re-election will act differently than
lame ducks. Outgoing governments might sign multilateral agreements in
the hope of locking in their successors, or of freeing their successors from
a politically difficult decision, or in the knowledge that their successors
will not ratify the agreements and thus be embarrassed. But durable multi-
lateralism has to survive changes in governing parties and coalitions in
democratic signatories.

Finally, it should be noted that incentive compatibility is not the same
as normative compatibility. There are international reform efforts that are
compatible with the norms held by many but not with their incentives.
Perhaps the most poignant example is provided by the effort to enshrine a
“responsibility to protect.” The very phrase associated with the argument
reveals all: there is a sense of a duty, not necessarily a desire or a willing-
ness, to protect. In everyday language, we talk of states and individuals as
pursuing their interests, but not their duties—duties are more typically
shirked than pursued.

Task Expansion and Mission Creep

Solving or dealing with any problem brings the choice of using old insti-
tutions or creating new ones. The existence of a problem suggests that
existing institutions allowed it to occur, so they require some reform, if
only that of task expansion—or what is derogatorily characterized as
“mission creep.” Whether to recast or to build also entails the choice of
ad hoc-ery or permanence.

40. Note that trade liberalization in the United States required major institutional
transformations to the rules of the political game. First, rather than have the
executive negotiate trade treaties that would then be subject to congressional
approval, a system developed of advance authorization for percentage tariff
reductions. Second, Congress bound itself through fast-track authority to
vote on trade agreements without amendment. Prior to this change, the workings
of US politics precluded sustained liberalization despite widespread recogni-
tion that it was in the country’s interest (Hody 1996).
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When a problem arises, the initial reaction is to look for existing insti-
tutions whose task can be expanded to include dealing with it. This is
especially the case where the institution is seen as already successful in its
domain and not as the source of the problem. Thus, following the toppling
of its government in 2001, Afghanistan was made a NATO operation—a
vibrant, functioning organization whose tasks had already been extended to
include out-of-area operations in the Balkans now moved into southern Asia.

Conditions are ripe for a new institution when a problem arises that is
not associated with an existing institution whose tasks cannot be expanded
or whose members are unwilling to expand its tasks. For example, the
perceived weaknesses of the NPT meant the need for a new institution to
control the spread of missile technology, while disagreement among its
members meant that NATO did not go into Iraq as it had Afghanistan.

One implication of commensurability is that it is easier to create new
institutions to deal with new problems or new crises generated by old
problems than to propose reforms, simply because of frustration with the
workings of extant institutions. This is especially the case when the problem
is seen as reflecting an institution’s failure. Extant institutions already
reflect past negotiations and compromises, and constrain the direction
of organizational development. In short, there is a path dependence to
global governance.

Forum Shopping

The net result of the past history of institutional construction and recon-
struction is that there exist many arrangements with overlapping func-
tional and geographic domains. That leaves states with a choice of the
institutions they want to use to deal with the problem. For example, the
United States and others opted to take the problem of the Balkans to NATO
rather than to the UN. And this leads to the problem of forum shopping.
Within countries, actors can choose between some combination of
lobbying, capturing, and litigating in dealing with their interests." They
can try to obtain favorable laws from the legislature, favorable regulations

41. For a model that deals with two of the three, see Rubin, Curran, and Curran (2001).
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from bureaucracies, and favorable rulings and judgments from courts. In
federal systems, they can work at different levels of governance. Within the
legal system, they can choose between different courts and jurisdictions.”

Since the world now has clubs that overlap in both their memberships
and functional domains, forum shopping is now an international possibil-
ity.”” Forum shopping expands the possibilities of strategic contestation,
and it creates one more way in which the powerful can assure themselves
of favorable outcomes.* Yet forum shopping has not created domestic chaos,
and one might as readily expect international equivalents to domestic
mechanisms for dealing with the problems of venue selection and choice
of law.

Commensurability

To be successful, a solution must be commensurate with the problem it is
intended to solve. If the proposed solution is inadequate, it might make
reform more palatable but it ensures that the problem continues—in
effect, it becomes an example of illusory reform.* Yet, a proposed solution
that overreaches is also a recipe for failure.

Despite the need for commensurability, there remain benefits from
overreaching. Would-be reformers need to ask whether they should strive
for the achievable or for the desirable. To strive for the former is to com-
promise but to accomplish, to strive for the latter is to trade the benefits

42. They can also choose between competing certifiers (Lerner and Tirole 2006).

43. The possibility of ad hoc international coalitions of the willing makes the
international context even more complicated.

44. Alter and Meunier (2006) cite an example of the resolution of a trade dispute
that might have been complicated by forum shopping. Elsewhere in this vol-
ume, Drezner even argues that forum shopping reintroduces the very anarchy
that institutions were meant to ameliorate. Note, however, that the strategy of
forum shopping, and even “regime shifting” (Helfer 2004), is open not just
to the powerful: as economic integration proceeds, private actors as well as
governments will exercise forum shopping (Koch 2006).

45.US gun laws are a case in point. Another example is European levels of
acceptable pollution that are set so high that there is less demand for pollu-
tion credits than there are credits for sale in the market.
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of setting an ideal standard but at the cost of failure. Let us call the former
pragmatic reformers, the latter utopian idealists. Pressing for unachiev-
able ideals is to accept the failure to achieve an objective in the hope of
setting a marker and a tone for a conversation. In the United States, those
who have pressed for an equal rights amendment or gay marriage present
clear examples of failed objectives whose success is measured by the
extent to which they have changed the conversation and made possible
other pragmatic, achievable changes. An international example is provided
by the lawyers who achieved only “marginal tangible successes at The
Hague” in the late nineteenth century but who “achieved greater accom-
plishments by advancing discourse on disarmament and arms control” by
providing the “terminology” which “allowed more focused debate in the
twentieth century” (Keefer 2006, 1).

Clubs, or the Community of States

Many of the items discussed above translate directly into core issues of
institutional design. The discussion of the requisites of multilateralism, for
example, implicates the criterion of membership. Some institutions are
global, whereas others consist of a subset of countries. This choice between
inclusivity and exclusivity is central to the design of institutions.

One way to proceed is to involve the community of all nations—to
create institutions for the purpose of global governance. Here, nothing
short of universality is deemed acceptable: even if not all join, the institu-
tions are nevertheless deemed to apply to all.*’

The alternative is to take a developmental approach—to construct
more limited and focused institutions and allow them to develop. One
striking feature of international organizations is that they have grown more
intrusive over time, encroaching on sovereignty in ways their founders
could scarcely have imagined. The IMF, for example, has over time
expanded the scope of its conditionality and oversight. Originally pre-
scribing only a macroeconomic policy mix and an end to subsidies, the
Fund now prescribes judicial independence and a host of good governance
requirements (Stein 2001).

46. This is one way international law is created.
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Progressive reformers thus confront a choice. They can include more
nations (or draft an agreement that obtains more signatories) and accom-
plish less initially, but in the hope for growth over time in the constraints
on sovereignty. Alternatively, they can create institutions that include fewer
nations but that tackle a wider range of issues and/or entail more initial
intrusiveness and constraint.

Either choice has a progressive logic associated with it. The former
relies on development and accretion to expand the scope of the regime, as
has happened, for example, with the NPT, which, in the past decade and a
half, has imposed heightened scrutiny because of the discovery of Iraq’s
clandestine nuclear program. But an expansion of scope is not always
assured. The Bush administration, for example, withdrew from negotiations
on—and thus brought to a halt efforts to deal with—the perceived inad-
equacy of enforcement under the Convention on Biological and Toxin
Weapons. The agreement remains in force, but the effort to strengthen the
regime has faltered.

A different set of developmental possibilities exists in which deeper
cooperation among a smaller set of countries constructs an “institution of
the willing,” but one with agglomerative properties. An institution that
offers collective benefits only for members becomes a magnet for new
adherents. Trade arrangements that include most-favored-nation clauses
or that create common markets or free trade areas have that property. Such
“regime creation by accretion” is characteristic of international institutions
that are “clubs of agglomeration” (Rosecrance and Stein 2001, 225-26)
that change the incentives for future prospective entrants.”” Moreover, as
Downs, Rocke, and Barsoom (1998) show, the sequential admission of
members based on a preference for cooperation results in an institution
that exhibits more cooperation than could have been achieved by an ini-
tial strategy of complete inclusion. Those on the outside might prefer not
to have to choose between joining and staying out; they might even have

47. In a comparison of European integration in different policy areas, Kolliker
(2001) finds that those with excludable network effects are those in which
initial differentiation eventually results in long-run convergence. For a
discussion of the link between the nature of the good and the inclusiveness
of governance arrangements, see Kolliker (2006).
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preferred to join initially when they could have had a larger role in writ-
ing the rules.*

Implied in this debate is the issue of how much to link reforms across
domains and how much to depend on historical development. For instance,
organizations intended to promote trade liberalization have been pressed
to expand their tasks by taking on a set of tangential issues, including
environmentalism, workers’ rights, and human rights. As another example,
the successful reduction of classical barriers to trade shifted the trade lib-
eralization agenda to include nontariff barriers, which are really discordant
domestic public policies and practices (Stein 1993). There are also calls
for political liberalization to be placed on the agenda as a component of
trade liberalization, leading to a debate between those who want to rely on
historical development for economic liberalization to generate political
reform and those who want to press political liberalization as part of the
development of an international community.

Differentiation

Another important feature of institutional design is differentiation, the
importance of which both the construction of international institutions and
their reform must recognize. More states will bind themselves to multilat-
eral governance arrangements if they have some ability to differentiate
between their temporal and issue commitments.

In constructing an integrated Europe, it has long been recognized that
deeper integration could be achieved by allowing states to adjust at
different rates, by allowing deeper integration in some domains than others,
and by allowing some states to integrate at a deeper level than others. In
the first dimension, time, states can approach particular objectives at
different speeds. In the second dimension, a spatial one, some members can
achieve a greater level and depth of integration than others. In the third
dimension, one of issues, states have some ability to choose the policy
areas in which they want to participate.”’

48. Some realists (for example, Gruber 2000) have sought to portray this as coercion,
but it is hardly the coercive vision of classical realism (see Rosecrance 2001).

49. Stubb (1996) provides an extensive list of English, French, and German terms
for these three dimensions.
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Similar differentiation can be found in other multilateral arrange-
ments. An example is in the contributions by members of the coalition in
Iraq: had the United States insisted on each member’s making a particular
effort, it would obviously have had fewer coalition partners, but by
accepting different contributions, the United States increased the number
of countries willing to take part.”

Differentiated commitment, then, is one way to meet the requirements
of commensurability and incentive compatibility, to be both inclusive and
exclusive, and to take the most that can be achieved while setting in place
the possibility for development and expansion.” Organizations with differ-
ent categories of membership, different timetables for full adherence, and
some conditional ability to opt out as needed make it possible to create an
expansive multilateralism.

A Typology of Organizational Reform

Any exercise in institutional development begins with the question of
whether an existing problem should be dealt with by an existing institution
or by the creation of a new one. If the problem derives from the perceived
failure of extant organizations, the focus will be on reform. If the problem
is something new, typically there will be some debate as to whether to
extend the prerogative and scope of an extant organization or construct a
new one. As a start, this implies that a range of choices—institutional,
constitutional, structural, and systemic—constitutes reform.

Institutional Reform

The simplest reform is merely to tinker with the process or procedure to
improve efficiency. We might call this institutional reform. Suggested

50. Even then, some states were prepared to encourage and support the United
States in private but not in public, a sign that US actions were consonant with
their leaders’ interests but not with societal preferences.

51. Gilligan (2004) demonstrates that there is no broader-deeper tradeoff once
states are allowed to set their policies at different levels. In the language used
here, differentiated commitment makes possible more inclusive institutions.
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improvements in financial accountability and demands for increased trans-
parency are examples of such process reforms. They can be presented as
good in themselves and/or as needed to generate improved outcomes.
Transparency, for example, is usually presented as both. Changing the
lines of reporting of subunits or adding a secretariat are also examples of
process reforms.

Process reforms are the least transformative of extant arrangements.
They are the reforms typically suggested by politicians who are looking
for illusory responses to constituent pressures. Some of the reports done
at the behest of the UN secretary-general are of this type, and are largely
public relations exercises intended to generate greater support for the
organization.

Another example of an illusory reform is modifying the distribution
of voting rights in the IMF in the hope that this would somehow affect the
perceived legitimacy of the institution or states’ willingness to borrow
from it. The IMF is, after all, a bank that needs to be repaid, and it attaches
conditions precisely to ensure that it will be repaid. At the same time,
states join the IMF because they have little choice, and would borrow
from other, less-demanding sources if they were available. Thus, changing
the distribution of voting rights on the IMF executive board would hardly
change these two fundamental aspects of the workings of the institution.

Constitutional Reform

A higher-order form of change is constitutional reform. Although it is hard
to draw a fine line between institutional and constitutional reform, I would
argue that, for example, changes in decision rules—the mechanisms for
aggregating diverse preferences into a collective choice—are at the heart
of constitutions, as are the broad policy domains that are organizational
purviews, and that such changes constitute constitutional reform. Exam-
ples would include removing the unit veto in the EU or adding members
to the UN Security Council.

The difference between institutional reform and constitutional reform
can be illustrated by the reforms proposed for the United Nations Human
Rights Commission (UNHRC). I would characterize some of these proposals
—such as appointing an advisor to monitor the human rights effects of
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anti-terrorism measures (Nelson 2004)—as institutional reforms. The
process change was recommended on the presumption that it would lead
to policy changes, and the fight was over the process rather than the actual
outcome—a common feature in politics. By contrast, proposals to change
how and which countries are selected for the UNHRC—such as those that
would disqualify any country under Security Council sanctions from serv-
ing on the UNHRC or that would require selected countries to obtain a
two-thirds’ vote in the General Assembly—are constitutional reforms.

Structural Reform

Another kind of reform is to change the structure of an institution. Examples
of such changes, which are on a par with a constitutional change in their
prospective consequences, would be to add a dispute resolution mechanism
to an international organization or to add a permanent military capability
to European institutions. Allowing NATO to undertake out-of-area opera-
tions was a structural reform.

Some reforms are hard to categorize and assess, even by the participants
debating them. For example, the UN replaced the Human Rights Com-
mission with a Human Rights Council, a reform advertised as structural
since the new council would have higher status and greater accountability.
But the United States opposed the change, arguing that it was purely
cosmetic—in effect, arguing that the change was an illusory one that
would leave the acronym the same and outcomes essentially unchanged.

Structural reforms are about changing the operational capability of an
institution. They focus directly on what the institution does, not on its
administrative procedures. Procedural reforms are often proffered in the
hope that they will lead to changes in outcome, not just process.

Systemic Reform

Finally, states can decide that no extant institution can deal with the
problem and that a new one is needed. I label this systemic reform, because
it reflects a need to change the system of international institutions. An
example of systemic reform was the creation of a Missile Technology
Control Regime to deal with the proliferation of missiles, rather than
expanding the scope of the NPT.
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A Final Comment

This mapping of the nature of reform is correlated, but not perfectly, with
the characterization of the intent of reform I presented above. Transfor-
mative reforms require greater change than palliative ones and thus are
less likely to be merely procedural in character. Ironically, reform proposals
often focus on bureaucratic and procedural recommendations even though
substantive change is desired. Addressing operational capability is ignored
or deferred in favor of a focus on the administrative and procedural. Iron-
ically, even as the United States has grown in relative power and emerged
as the world’s sole superpower, institutional and constitutional reforms of
a variety of institutions typically have focused on increasing the number
of states that are treated as players and on flattening the distribution of rel-
ative voting power.

The Role of Middle Powers

Given its hegemony, the United States’ actions are inherently suspect.
Other countries have reason to be concerned that the United States is pur-
suing its particularistic interests, and its pronouncements on behalf of uni-
versal values are greeted with suspicion and cynicism. Despite its own
good track record on adhering to international agreements, the George W.
Bush administration has discovered that its unmasked contempt for
international organizations does not help in the pursuit of requisite multi-
lateralism.> This leaves key middle powers with the ability to act as inter-
locutors, intermediaries, and interceders. The Europeans are playing that
role with regard to Iran, and regional powers in the western Pacific are
playing it with North Korea on the issue of nuclear weapons proliferation.

The ranks of middle powers include sufficient diversity that their
agreement on a set of issues cannot simply be derided as Western or European
or even wealthy. Their views cannot be cast as those of the poor interested

52. This raises the interesting question of how much of George W. Bush’s inter-
national reputation has to do with style rather than substance. Note that here,
too, the Bush administration merely traveled a well-worn path: Canadian
diplomat David Malone characterized “the Clinton administration’s instinc-
tive penchant for UN-bashing whenever in a tight spot from which blame
might be delegated” (2003, 90).
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in redistribution or the rich interested in maintaining privilege, nor can they
be cast as those of security free riders or of aspiring imperialists. The hetero-
geneity in their ranks, and even their measure of disinterestedness (in the
sense of not having a direct stake), makes possible a set of commitments
to transcendent objectives and means. In a unipolar age, their international
role is in no way diminished and in many ways heightened, for they provide
legitimacy through their affirmation of nonparticularistic interests.

A Community of Democracies

The requisites of incentive compatibility and commensurability suggest
that a community of democracies is a categorization without much relevant
content for international organizations. The Community of Democracies
has met every two and a half years since 2000 and has organized itself as
a caucus at the UN. Yet, about all that these democracies have been able
to agree on is that they share certain values associated with their form of
internal governance. The obvious question then arises: is that enough to
translate into shared foreign policy interests?”

There are, in fact, deep divisions among the world’s democracies even
as regards the promotion of democratic governance. The difficulty the EU
has had in crafting a common defense and security policy should provide
pause to any global effort to organize democracies. The nations of the EU,
all democracies, already bound by common governance structures in
some domains, and sharing geopolitical concerns, have talked about, but
made little progress toward, a common defense and security policy.

In addition to doubt about a common interest for such an international
institution, there is the question of whether the set of democracies is com-
mensurate with any international governance problem. On most issues,
the set of democracies simply excludes too many important countries that
have to be party to viable governance arrangements in most domains. In
the end, the Community of Democracies has been able to agree only in a

53. In fact, the first problem in creating such an institution is determining which
countries are sufficiently “democratic” to join. The Community of Democra-
cies chose to deal with this problem by including democratizing countries,
and has been criticized for some of the nations included.
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most general way to support the aim of promoting democratic governance
and “to collaborate on democracy-related issues in existing international
and regional institutions” (Council for a Community of Democracies 2000).

Conclusions

This is an age of contradiction. The world’s colossus does not, and cannot,
have the imperial ambitions of past hegemons. The nature of modern reality
is such that no power completely controls its own fate, and self-sufficiency
is more of a mirage than ever. The requisites of daily life, and the solu-
tions to most of the problems states face, require international cooperation.
The nature of travel, communication, production, and exchange defines an
age of globalization, yet tribal values preclude a political convergence to
match economic integration.

We live in a world of weak confederalism precisely because states find
independent decision making inadequate to their governance needs; they
thus prefer forms of joint decision making and governance, yet they are
unprepared to relinquish core elements of their autonomy and independence.

This state of affairs leaves many unhappy, some because they believe
that a strong global confederation or federation is long overdue, others
because they fear the implications of overbearing centralized political
power. Technological change will continue to generate new issues and
problems that require new forms of governance. The age-old questions
fought out at the local and national levels will be refought at the global
level: what aspects of governance can be decentralized, what require
greater centralization? what governance functions are best performed by
what kinds of institutions operating at what level (local, national, regional,
global)? where should the dividing line between public and private reside?
what issues require regulation and what should be left to the market and
private actors (with governance merely entailing tinkering with property
rights)? are organizations required, and should they be formalized and
institutionalized?

The questions of governance remain a challenge. In a changing world in
which perfection has not been attained, there is always some dissatisfaction
with the state of governance and calls for reform. That is as true for
domestic politics as it is for international politics.
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In this paper, I have tried both to encourage and to challenge would-
be architects of global governance. Despite arguments that international
institutions are weakening (Ikenberry 2005, 2006), my emphasis has been
on the existential reality of multilateralism and the structural reality of
weak confederalism in the midst of a unipolar age. Moreover, the demand
for global governance will only increase with globalization and techno-
logical change. Yet, demands for reform are insufficient and realized
reforms are often illusory, and the requisites of political constructions are
many and substantial. Those who work in the vineyards of progressive
reform (at whatever level of governance) need only recall Maya
Angelou’s (1993, 89-92) admonition that,

Of course, there is no absolute assurance that those things I plant will
always fall upon arable land and will take root and grow, nor can I know
if another cultivator did not leave contrary seeds before I arrived. I do
know, however, that if I leave little to chance, if I am careful about the
kinds of seeds I plant, about their potency and nature, I can, within reason,
trust my expectations.

The existing architecture of international politics is testament both to the
possibilities and limitations of global governance.

This paper is part of a recent reversal of roles. Whereas, in the past,
as Weiss (2005, 367) notes, academics “made the case for dramatic reforms”
only to have the “practical folks...throw cold water and call instead for
incremental changes,” today “we are witnessing the opposite.” Now, it is
the diplomats and international civil servants who use “hyperbolic
rhetoric” and the academics who provide the sober assessments. This
paper is a further plea for realistic global construction.
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A Grand Coalition and
International Governance

Richard Rosecrance

Current proposals to reform the United Nations Security Council by
admitting Germany or Japan to permanent member status are unlikely to
be accepted. Reform of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to give
Far Eastern nations, particularly China, more voting leverage also will not
pass muster if it were to undermine the veto the United States—with its
17 percent share—effectively has over IMF decisions. Indeed, no form of
“democratization” of the leadership of international institutions will be
effective if it substitutes greater “inclusion” for “representation” of the
nations that, in fact, possess the economic and military power to carry out
international operations. Reform will be effective, however, if it devolves
responsibility on the Great Powers—the United States, China, the European
Union, Japan, Russia, and perhaps India. These agglomerations of power
provide legitimacy to international reform and convey the capability
necessary to carry it out. They represent the crucial elements in any long-
term program of reform for the international system, and they are essen-
tial to bring governance and peace to the world.

Of course, all effective means of international governance involve
strengthening ties among nations, and many links and institutions already
join them together. Some of these are “soft” institutional procedures, like
those reflected in votes in the UN General Assembly or in the muted and
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decentralized strictures of international law. Between the hard and soft
institutional approaches are “medium” institutions such as the World
Trade Organization (WTO) and the IMF: though theoretically universal in
scope, they have bite only on particular issues and cover only a few realms
of activity. Then there are hard institutional processes, such as votes in the
UN Security Council that reflect Great Power consensus.'

Empires and alliances also restrict state options and provide a degree
of governance within their sphere. Broadly speaking, while empires have
occasionally succeeded in the past, they cannot solve the problems of the
world today. Alliances sometimes regulate behavior among their number,
but it is less certain that they govern the actions of their targets—indeed,
they sometimes exacerbate relations through positive feedback. It is by no
means clear, for example, that alliance bipolarity reduces conflict—it
might enhance it.

In this paper, I review a range of proposed solutions to the problem of
international governance—from empire to alliances to the softer institutional
linkages—Dbefore generally concluding that a concert of Great Powers,
when it can be achieved, is the most effective international regulator.

The Prospects of Empire

Empire united much of the civilized world under the aegis of Rome, but
it has seldom worked since. It was efficient then because tributary and
nearby agglomerations of power were linked to Rome and, for a time,
provinces and client states benefited through an extensive network of

1. Paul Kennedy (2006, 73—74) is skeptical that the UN Security Council can do
much, whether or not it is reformed:

Since 1950 the vast majority of American military actions were either
not sanctioned by the Security Council at all (Vietnam, Central America)
or were “contracted out” operations where the Council thought it had
no real purview (Korea, the First Gulf War, Mogadishu, Afghanistan)

. it was not pleasant for liberal internationalists at the dawn of the
first decade of the twenty-first century to consider that the UN’s pri-
mary organ for security might be becoming merely a rubber stamp for
the world’s largest and most assertive member.
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international trade. Egypt, Spain, Gaul, and Italy traded wine, grain, oil,
perfume, glassware, and textiles with one another. When Rome was
attacked by barbarians across the Rhine in the fourth century, trade and
transport, encumbered by military vehicles, also diminished, making com-
merce risky and costly. Only luxury trades remained, then autarky began to
intrude. The Romans raised taxes to reconstruct roads, but travel on them
was frequently interrupted by brigands. The interdependence of Rome and
its tributary areas proved the empire’s undoing as transport costs rose and
food could no longer be imported from remote areas. A much more prim-
itive, land-based economy then emerged, and Rome collapsed from within.
Rome never succeeded in developing a stable, cooperative relationship
with its provinces and tributary states, and no military danger forced them
all to work together. Rome prevailed for a time because of the unmatched
power of the Roman legion, but the need to travel greater and greater dis-
tances ultimately attenuated its strength. Other challengers not bound into
the mutually supporting network of international trade and Roman law
eventually emerged on the frontier.

The notion that one state today could establish a Roman-like empire
over all the others is ludicrous. No one has the military strength to do this,
and shallow strategic reach is not the equivalent of the Roman legion and
the extension of Roman roads and legal systems. The United States cannot
do it, as Iraq proves. Neither does the United States have the economic
strength to achieve imperium elsewhere—it is, in fact, growingly
dependent on others.

Still, many call for the United States to be more imperial, even though
its ambit would fall far short of arrogating the entire world. In 1897,
Britain controlled one-quarter of the world’s land area and one-seventh of
its population; today, there are many large agglomerations of power and
territory. In the face of Russia, China, the EU, and India, US power is
inadequate to achieve imperial rule even over an area equal to that of the
British Empire. Niall Ferguson, perhaps the most persuasive proponent of
an imperial US strategy, recognizes that the door is closing on the
opportunity for such an attempt—indeed, it might already be shut. David
Abernathy, for example, finds intrinsic contradictions in colonialism that
lead to its own demise: “[A]s government tried to slow down political
change, growing numbers of colonial residents asked why their protostate
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should not move more rapidly forward toward state sovereignty. Critics
complained in effect, ‘The metropole has taken us 80 percent of the way.
Why not finish the task? If our rulers won’t do it, we will”” (2000, 327).
Eric Hobsbawm, in charting imperial decline, emphasizes the catalytic
effect of defeat in war: “What fatally damaged the old colonialists was the
proof that white men and their states could be defeated, shamefully and
dishonourably, and the old colonial powers were patently too weak, even
after a victorious war, to restore their old positions” (1996, 216).

In any event, even if the United States believed it could extend its
empire militarily, further US military exertions likely would only bid up
costs without pacifying the dissenting province. Though militarily strong,
the United States is economically weaker than it used to be and cannot
carry a larger burden; indeed, it might have to lay down some of what it
now seeks to lift.

Alliances

But empire might not be necessary. Some believe that alliances of major
players might suffice. In the early days of the Cold War, the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) brought together western and central Europe,
with Japan an important associate in the Far East, in a kind of grand
alliance. In this complex of nations, individual countries usually adjusted
their behavior to that of the group.” Whether the success of NATO inter-
nally was also a success externally remains an open question. At the most
severe levels of the Cold War, NATO and the Warsaw Pact, by mutually
checking each other, at least achieved a nuclear peace—there was no
World War III. But bipolarity did not regulate the domestic lives of its
participants, and international economic cooperation was limited to one
side of the bipolar alignment.

The most successful alliance system in Western history was that of
Bismarckian Germany. Bismarck did not produce a universal system,

2. This was not always true. France took its forces out of the NATO command
after 1958.
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because France was always excluded. Nonetheless, by 1887, the German
chancellor had developed alignment networks that linked Austria, Russia,
and Britain with Berlin. Since France would do nothing without a strong
ally, the system was pacific. The arrangement, as historians point out, was
“inconsistent” because Germany was allied to two powers, Austria and
Russia, that were opposed to each other—rivals over territory in the
Balkans. Yet the German link restrained them both. And if Germany could
not fully restrain Russia by itself, Britain would be Berlin’s accomplice.
In fact, Bismarck’s alliance system was successful in part because it
represented an overbalance of power. Germany was restricted, not by the
one remaining outside power, France, but by the internal operations of its
own alliances with Russia and Britain. In Paul Schroeder’s (1989) analysis,
alliances were tools for mutual restraint, ways for allies to manage one
another’s policies. When “the pilot was dropped” in March 1890, however,
the new emperor, Wilhelm II, decided not to renew the “Reinsurance
Treaty” with Russia, leaving that country isolated and free to form an
alliance with France. When that happened, the alliance bipolarity that led
to World War I began to consolidate itself. Instead of acting as a restraint,
alliances became a goad to greater power and opposition in the system.

NATO, however, does not appear to be the modern-day equivalent of
Bismarck’s system. It leaves out key powers—Russia, China, India—
while important European members seek to downplay the alliance because
of the intrinsically one-sided nature of its internal negotiations, which
favor the United States, the strongest military member. Since negotiations
between the United States and the EU are more equal outside the NATO
military sphere, European countries are likely to opt increasingly for
addressing the United States through collective EU forums. Thus, it does
not appear that the NATO edifice can be restructured.

Institutions

As Robert Keohane (1984) points out, international institutions have to
solve the problems of free riding and the so-called Prisoner’s Dilemma: if
one member offers cooperation, it is in the interest of others to free ride
on the first member’s contribution. Keohane suggests the problem can be



90 | Richard Rosecrance

solved by relying on “satisficing” as the vade mecum of cooperation,
whereby members will not insist on full rationality in decision making but
will cooperate even when it might not be wholly in their interest to do so.
Experiments in social psychology show, of course, that, where player-
members expect to have an on-going relationship with each other over
time and where their number is small, cooperation can still exist despite
the dictates of strict “rationality”—people are not, in Amartya Sen’s mem-
orable phrase, “rational fools.” But even here, the institution they join or
support has to be capable of producing results, otherwise few will want to
remain members. Also, the Prisoner’s Dilemma shows that, if the same
players play a game many times over, cooperation tends to develop as
long as no one knows when the game will end. If an end is specified, the
lack of cooperation on the last play will influence earlier plays, and co-
operation will collapse at the beginning. Tom Schelling (1978) shows that
a multiparty Prisoner’s Dilemma might lead to initial cooperation, but
after a K-group (which first establishes cooperation) has been formed, sub-
sequent participants will be tempted to take a less cooperative line—
indeed, as Raiffa (1982) shows, business school students almost always
do so, and countries frequently behave like business school students.
How is it, then, that there is any cooperation at all in international
relations? Should not every state be a free rider? In fact, in international
relations, there is—in general and with exceptions—more cooperation
than one would expect from a free-rider and public-goods point of view,
at least partly because countries often gain prestige from cooperating or
from joining high-status international clubs. Getting into the fraternity of
the “great” or the “exclusive” is attractive to national leaderships. Countries
like to win Nobel Prizes, for example, for their international performance
and standing. This is why Norway and Canada routinely stand high in
international forums: they are the conscience of others, in that they have
few axes to grind and still contribute beyond their share. Sometimes, they
make the United States feel guilty, no doubt much to their satisfaction!
But we cannot solve the problem of international cooperation today
by wishing that all countries were like Canada. Some countries in the
Middle East—perhaps Syria and Iran—actually gain local prestige by not
contributing and by not joining, but effectively opposing, arrangements most
major players in the system desire. Tentative victories won by standing up
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to the United States and its Israeli ally certainly contribute to prestige
among Muslim populations, though few concrete benefits are thereby
gained. In fact, one might hazard the guess that had oil not been abundant
in the Middle East, cooperation between Muslim regimes and the rest of
the world would have been far more marked than it is at the moment. In
one sense, cooperation among Middle Eastern players, given their interests,
is probably considerably less than one might have predicted from a game
theoretic point of view. The failure to cooperate is supported by oil revenues:
conflict in the Middle East has become affordable and thus tolerable.

There are different kinds of institutions. Some, as we saw at the outset,
are essentially “soft” institutions. They do not contribute much; they do
not pay for much; they do not constrain much. Countries in these bodies
do not have to ante up, and both Prisoner’s Dilemma and free-rider incentives
apply significantly. The General Assembly of the United Nations and the
UN Human Rights Council are examples: they do little and they achieve
little, and few take them seriously except when the Security Council is
deadlocked. Paul Kennedy remarks: “What, finally, can one say about the
General Assembly? This is, after all, the closest approximation we have of
the parliament of man, yet its limpness is apparent to all” (2006, 274).
Kennedy pays UN institutions the ultimate compliment, but even he
recognizes that they are not yet “the parliament of man” and may never be.

The IMF and the World Bank are “medium” institutions. They are
governed by Great Powers, and they might not always intervene to help
countries in trouble. Debt forgiveness has been on the world’s agenda for
several years, yet nothing has been done to achieve it. Countries facing
default sometimes ask for a “bailout,” but—even if offered—they have to
meet such strict conditions to get it that complying with them might doom
the regime in power. Although there is a great deal of inequality among
nations, the IMF and the World Bank have done little to reduce it. China
is a member of the WTO, but its rapid economic development was not due
to international financing or special trade concessions. Rather, its arrange-
ments were made with private parties—corporations in whose interest it
is to produce in a low-cost, high-quality economic environment. These
companies helped to guarantee that Chinese production for Western cor-
porations would be sold in their countries.
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Economic Linkages

The functioning of institutions depends on the strength of the economic
links among major parties and institutional members in the system. Today,
globalization dwarfs even the strongest state. As Jagdish Bhagwati writes,
“globalization intensifies interdependence among nation-states and increas-
ingly constrains their ability to provide for the welfare of their citizens”
(2005, 13). No state is fully independent economically, except perhaps those
that are not engaged in trade, finance, tourism, migration, or other exchanges
with their neighbors—a category in which only the most impoverished
nations would be found. Those that have embarked upon international trade
understand that the costs and prices of imports and exports are critical to
sustaining that trade. If nations wish to export in order to get funds to invest
at home to sustain their economic development, they need to achieve high
quality and low price to succeed in world markets. Their corporations,
whether private or state, need to meet international competition, which is
now exceedingly keen in most areas. Of course, corporations and sales
abroad are sometimes subsidized. Competitive products are kept out of
the domestic market through tariffs or other restrictions. But such tactics
frequently lead to objections lodged with the WTO, with unpredictable
results. It is far better to compete on price by lowering costs.

Production supply chains—outsourcing—make this possible (see
Jones 2000). Countries can move their production overseas or contract
with a foreign supplier to produce it, at costs lower than those that could
be achieved domestically. US and European industry have remained com-
petitive by producing abroad, and recently so has Japan. Outsourcing,
however, results in a dilemma for manufacturers and even for government:
high profits and sales seem to depend on foreign production, which is
intrinsically out of the control of the home government.

Few major US corporations have not diversified abroad—successful
firms such as IBM, GE, Wal-Mart, Microsoft, Intel, and others have
invested heavily in plant and subsidiaries overseas. “Greenfield” investments
by Japanese companies are characteristic in the United States, Europe, and
China. Even defense departments do a share of their procurement over-
seas, though they seek to avoid dependence on a single supplier. Brooks
(2005) argues that the most advanced nations in terms of growth and
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income could be those that are the most diversified in terms of overseas
production.” Even China is becoming a major overseas investor, though
more in the form of portfolio and money market investments than direct
investments. As Chinese prices and costs rise, however, Chinese manu-
facturers will look for cheaper production sources in Bangladesh,
Cambodia, or Pakistan. In more general terms, diversified economies with
supply chains overseas might actually grow faster and maintain their
industrial strength better than economies with production lodged at home.
One perhaps does not want to make too much of this, but production
supply chains did not exist in 1914 (see Brooks 2005). It does seem to be
true, however, that foreign direct investment linkages between countries
reduce the amount of conflict between them (see Rosecrance and Thompson
2003). Among the major powers today, these links are strong and becoming
stronger. Economic interdependence might strengthen ties in the same
manner that deterrence does, by giving each party a kind of “hostage” to
hold to guarantee satisfactory behavior by the opposite number (see Gartzke
2003; Stein 2003).

Agglomeration Processes?

The study of international relations has, on the whole, favored the continued
existence of a multiplicity of state units. Though empires occasionally
emerged in China and India, attempts to establish one in Europe failed
after the collapse of Rome. Economic and military influences appeared
initially to militate on behalf of the continent’s division into relatively
small states, and neither pope nor holy roman emperor was able to
construct an imperial dominion over all or most of Europe. The introduction
of gunpowder after 1450 perhaps favored a greater combination of units,
but new defensive techniques, waterways, and sea power helped to main-
tain the existence of relatively small states like Holland and Portugal against
siege and invasion. Sea-borne trade gave coastal cities a livelihood that
made them less dependent on the center of the state (see Fox 1971).

3. Brooks also argues that global production linkages probably make military
conquest less likely and less effective: “I find that the globalization of pro-
duction has greatly reduced the economic benefits of military conquest
among the most advanced countries” (2005, 6).
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Napoleon briefly appeared able militarily to aggrandize formerly inde-
pendent units, but his political empire did not last. It first occasioned
resistance in Spain, then evoked German and Russian proto-nationalism,
which threw the invader out. Napoleon’s liberal and legal reforms along
the Rhine and elsewhere were not sufficient to support rule by his rela-
tives in the tributary states of his empire.

Attempts by Hitler and Stalin to gain a great territorial empire also
failed. Hitler ultimately conquered a territory whose prewar gross domestic
product (GDP) exceeded that of the allies, but he could not organize that
production toward military ends (see Overy 1995). Stalin, in contrast, was
more cautious in attempting to realize his vast territorial ambitions, rec-
ognizing that further expansion into western Europe might jeopardize his
gains at home. And Marxian historical materialism told him he would win
in the long run anyway—he could afford to wait."

The balance of power supposedly dictates the preservation of the mul-
tipolar order—countries are supposed to resist combination into larger
units. Yet the balance of power permitted the reduction of the system to
two major powers during the Cold War and the establishment of bipolarity.
Now, it has adjusted to the existence of US unipolarity, at least in the
military field. How can this be, given the assumption that power does not
attract but repels? The answer, apparently, is that the balance of power
does not operate uniformly: it is conditioned on the intentions of the parties,
not on the amount of power they possess (see Walt 1987). There are, of
course, many cases where strong states did not assert their power and
where weaker states attempted to do so—power does not determine inten-
tions. The United States, on the whole, has been exempted from pressures
of the balance directed against it because its intentions have been either
beneficent or locally confined. Even Manifest Destiny did not proclaim
the United States’ intention to conquer the Western Hemisphere or to
arrogate Canada and Mexico. Today, therefore, a larger edifice of peace-
ful power could be created that would not generate pressures to balance

4. British diplomat Frank Roberts wrote back to the Foreign Office from Moscow
in 1946: “Although Soviet Russia intends to spread her influence by all
possible means, world revolution is no longer part of her programme and
there is nothing in the internal conditions within the Union which might encour-
age a return to the old revolutionary traditions” (quoted in Hobsbawm 1996, 225).
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against it. To avoid a balance-of-power response, however, such an
agglomeration of power would have to include all or most of the major
powers, and it would have to expand peacefully.

There has been no worldwide attempt at empire since the demise of
the Soviet Union in 1991. US military efforts in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and
Irag—which some have deemed equivalent to imperial gains—have had
indifferent success. Kosovo is tenuously presided over by international
administrators and eyed by Belgrade, but it is winning de facto autonomy
for its Albanian population. Afghanistan is still not pacified, and the
movement of NATO troops to the south and Kandahar has not occurred
without opposition. In Iraq, US and coalition forces have not put down
resistance and confront a civil conflict.” Indeed, one might even construct
a case that a possible effect of international processes today is to produce
anarchy within previously consolidated states. Palestine is now divided
between Fatah and Hamas. Southern Lebanon is ruled by Shi’ites, at least
some of whom support Hezbollah. In the rest of Lebanon, Christians and
Muslims have not come together to effect a strong new synthesis, and war
and civil strife have reversed two decades of progress since the end of the
Israeli occupation in 1982. Some believe that the trend of the future is to
create “failed states” in which criminal or terrorist economic elements call
the tune, defying a democratic consolidation. If this trend were to continue,
the international system would observe not more or fewer states, but the
creation of less effective ones (see Rosecrance and Stein 2006).

Yet, other powerful forces push in the opposite direction. The size and
increasing integration of the international economy is dictating larger, not
smaller, units.® The capital market can overwhelm any single country’s

5. The three best studies of the Iraq War are Gordon and Trainor (2006); Ricks
(2006): and Woodward (2006). For an overview, see Miller (2006).
6. Hobsbawm (1996, 277) observes:

[A]n increasingly transnational economy began to emerge especially
from the 1960s on, that is to say, a system of economic activities for
which state territories and state frontiers are not the basic framework,
but merely complicating factors. In the extreme case, a “world econo-
my” comes into existence which actually has no specifiable territorial
base or limits, and which determines or rather sets limits to, what even
the economies of very large and powerful states can do.
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stockpiles of foreign exchange.” As long as national currencies exist, countries
in Asia, Latin America, or eastern Europe can run out of spare change, and
they have periodically done so. Russia defaulted in 1998, Mexico in 1982
and 1994. Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia were forced to their knees
when they could not pay their debts in hard currencies in 1997-98 (see
Arthur 2000). South Korea was pressed to devalue and open up its economy
as well. Even China and Hong Kong—with large reserves—shivered
during the monetary outflow. Larger agglomerations of power or larger
currency unions would prevent this.

Perhaps even more important, production linkages for modern industry
have meant in practice that a single country or even a single continent is
not large enough to guarantee low-cost production or high-return sales.
Unless firms can operate in several continents and different national juris-
dictions, they cannot be sure of remaining competitive against other
multinationals. Multinationals take funds and goods into an economy, and
they rapidly take them out, depending on conditions in the country. If
taxes are too high, if tariffs prevent sales, if interest rates or inflation rise,
money might leave for more receptive locations. Hedge funds move assets
seamlessly between markets, but the affected governments and local
economies might suffer.

Another uncertainty that might contribute to the need for “largeness”
is “economies of scale.” In some industries with high barriers to entry, the
number of efficient producers might limited. In civil aircraft, perhaps
automobiles, finance, insurance, software, pharmaceuticals, and other
technical realms, there might be a limit on the number of competitive
firms: in civil aircraft, it is two firms; in autos, it might be fewer than ten;
in microprocessors or handheld computers, it might be four or five. Even
the conventional military industry is becoming concentrated. In the United
States, military firms have already consolidated. In Europe, EADS and
BAE are big, and soon might become so in the United States. Holland has
four major economies-of-scale complexes—ING-Barings, Philips, Lever,
and Shell—but what does a country do if, like Mexico, it does not

7. 1If the US dollar remains a major international currency, however, US hold-
ings of reserve currencies cannot be limited. They could always be printed,
but with inflationary effects.
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possess a single one? Is it any surprise that Mexican labor seeks to migrate
to the United States? How many economies-of-scale industries does
Canada possess? It is not surprising that Canada invests heavily in US
firms or that Canadian labor and brainpower migrate to the United States.
Even China lacks economies-of-scale industries. During a recent trip to
China, I was asked, “Does that mean we in China would have to import
military systems from you if we were going to attack you?” And my
answer was, “Yes!”® Many Chinese firms (and not just military producers)
will need links with established western and Japanese corporations in
order to penetrate world markets. New Chinese auto producers probably
will not be able to operate abroad alone. In this way, links between
economies facilitate links between states.”

Contemporary Geopolitics

We could be moving into a novel system in which geopolitics helps us
understand the long-term result of attempts at international governance. In
the 1890s, Alfred Thayer Mahan propounded the “influence of sea power
upon history”: Britain’s ability to dominate coastlines and trade routes
gave it an intrinsic advantage over strictly “land powers,” which were
unable to export autonomously overseas. Shipping was the best means of
transport, for both economic and military strategy.

This conclusion, however, was challenged in 1905 by Halford Mackinder,
who saw the development of continental—especially Russian—railways
as substituting an efficient land route for sea linkages. Russian railroads
would bring development and trade to previously landlocked areas and
industrialize the Heartland of the world. Railways would also permit rapid
military mobilization of troops and matériel. This ability to dominate land,
he argued, would substitute for the past influence of seapower, which

8. Stephen Brooks (2005, 11) notes: “[Clonsider what would happen if a great
power were to go it alone in defense production in the current environment.
Any state that pursues this course will not have leading-edge military equip-
ment and will thus be in a weaker position to pursue revisionist aims.”

9. Some have spoken of “econo-states” or “market states” as the hybrid model
that is now emerging.
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could rule only the sea coasts. In Mackinder’s terms, “Who rules the
Heartland [central Asia and Russia] rules the World Island [the continent
of Eurasia]. Who rules the World Island rules the World.”

This conclusion, in turn, was challenged in 1944 by Nicholas Spykman.
He argued that there were two great contending bases of power in world
politics: the Heartland and what he called the Rimlands, which constitut-
ed the coastal and offshore island economies of Europe, Britain, India, and
Japan. Dominance of the Rimlands ultimately would convey the greatest
world power. Open to the sea, Rimland countries would control world-
wide trade and access to world markets, which, in turn, would govern the
relative pace of development of major powers.'’ Of course, as we know
historically, the Rimlands were never united. In World War II, Rimland
powers were at war with one another, with the United States and western
Europe fighting Germany and Japan, and it was a temporary alliance with
the Heartland country of Russia that made victory possible for one Rim-
land camp (the United States and its allies) over the other.

A question for the future, however, is the possibility that the Rimland
powers might increasingly come together economically and perhaps polit-
ically. This possibility was first sketched in the 1970s by Edward Whiting
Fox, who envisioned the riverine, island, and oceanic world cohering along
trading lines against the more landlocked interior. Some such connection
could be in process today as European, US, and Japanese firms bestride
the world, in competition but also in cooperation with one another for
markets, raw materials, and access to capital. Indeed, as Jones (2000),
Brooks (2005), and others have pointed out, one part of the Rimland
becomes strong only by virtue of investing in the production of another
part, and foreign direct investment interpenetration is now greater than it
has ever been.

If the Rimland were to cohere economically, what would its impact be?
Garton Ash (2004) makes the case that European and US interests with

10. Spykman (1944) wrote: “The Rimland of the Eurasian land mass must be
viewed as an intermediate region situated...between the Heartland and the
marginal seas. It functions as a vast buffer zone of conflict between sea
power and land power. Looking in both directions, it must function amphibi-
ously and defend itself on land and sea.”
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regard to the Middle East and Asia are closely aligned, if not identical."
German chancellor Angela Merkel called for a Trans-Atlantic Free Trade
Area in her visit to Washington in 2006. Katzenstein (2005) notes that
“Rimland” regionalism has been porous, open to penetration by trade,
investment, and capital flows between regions, and that European and Far
Eastern regions remain open to US influence and foreign policy priorities."
Steil and Litan (2006) argue that currency linkages—euroization, dollar-
ization—between regions can bring continents together and diminish
economic and financial crises.”

The key unanswered question, however, is whether any deeper asso-
ciation of Rimland nations would provoke opposition from those excluded.
The role of China here is critical, because it could act either from its
Eurasian (Heartland and Middle Kingdom) perspective or from its Asian
coastal orientation. It has landlocked portions (Xinjiang and Tibet) and
vibrant coastal provinces (Guangdong, Dalian, Fujian) that are each rep-
resentative of characteristic and different attitudes. Which perspective would
govern China’s response? One could argue that its coastal perspective has,
in historic terms, only recently come to the fore. Clearly, China remains
divided on the issue.

If the Rimlands—in the first instance consisting of Japan and Europe
—were to come together more closely together, the greatest danger to the

11. Garton Ash (2004, 122) points out that, in 2000, US firms had some US$3
trillion of assets in Europe, while European firms had about US$3.3 trillion
of assets in the United States.

12. Katzenstein (2005, 247) writes:

Germany and Japan, in brief, are core regional states that supported the
purpose and power of the United States. In the second half of the twen-
tieth century that conversion gave porous regionalism its dual political
significance in the American imperium: as a buffer against an over-
weening United States when its power seemed to rise too fast, and as a
support for an overtaxed United States when its power appeared to
decline too much.

13. They write: “The long term answer...is to rid the world of unwanted curren-
cies. Having a national money is not only becoming less and less useful as
the world becomes more and more interconnected economically and finan-
cially, but it is becoming more destabilizing” (Steil and Litan 2006, 165).
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United States would come from “the possibility that the Rimland regions
of the Eurasian land mass would be dominated by a single power.” Much
more likely would be a consolidation of Rimland strength, with the United
States as the core. How would China and Russia regard such a tripartite
combination?

The most extreme contrariety in world politics would stem from a
three versus three alignment of power: the United States, Europe, and
Japan versus China, India, and Russia. This scenario seems wholly unlikely,
however, for a variety of reasons. India is democratic, China is not. Russia
historically has been much closer to India than to China, and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation would not change this outcome appreciably.
Russia is a raw materials power, while both India and China are short
of key resources, particularly natural gas and petroleum. China has plenty
of capital, but until recently neither Russia nor India has had enough. All
three countries have large populations that, in time and with economic
development, will be able to buy the output of their home industries.
China’s middle class is between 300 and 400 million people, India’s is more
than 200 million, while Russia’s approximates 100 million. The depend-
ence of each of the three powers on the rest of the world apparently could
decline as wealth increases. They will not have to follow strategies of
export-led growth forever.

On the other hand, the inner fastnesses of Eurasia do not offer the
most propitious market or source of technology for any of the three. Russia
made the huge mistake during the Cold War of cutting itself off from
foreign capital and technology, thereby foreshortening its economic growth.
It paid a price then, and does not wish to pay it again. In the past 20 years,
both India and China have emerged from periods of introversion in which
they protected nationalized industry and essentially renounced exporting
abroad. India experimented unsuccessfully with import-substituting indus-
trialization, while China, under the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural
Revolution, sought to produce all its necessities at home. A trade bloc or
even a currency union that brought together only India, China and Russia
would hardly be satisfactory to any of the three. Russia orients toward
Europe and seeks foreign investment. China directs its attention to both
Europe and the United States. India increasingly seeks trade with the
United States and Europe. Economic interdependence among the three
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Figure 1: Linkages among Great Powers, 2014
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Heartland parties would be low. Moreover, as Figure 1 indicates, the cross-
cutting linkages among the three Rimland powers would be strong, but
would not give rise to bipolar antagonism with Russia, China, and India.
In fact, the opposite would be true: US and European ties with both China
and India would be positive, and only Japan would react in a mixed fash-
ion to Russia and China.

Contrast today’s configuration with the largely bipolar alignment of
1914 (Figure 2). As recently as 1901, Germany had been an erstwhile
associate of Britain. However, the Haldane mission’s failure to produce an
Anglo-German naval accommodation and British military staff talks with
France moved the 1904 Anglo-French entente closer to an outright
alliance, and Britain increasingly viewed Germany as a threat to itself and
the empire. In an attempt to offset the Anglo-French entente, Germany
tried in 1905 for a sudden rapprochement with Russia, but relations
between the two powers deteriorated thereafter. Germany saw Russia as a
long-term threat. Russia believed, correctly, that Germany (backing Austria)
had prevented it from gaining a strategic position at the Bosporus and the
Dardanelles, the straits separating the Black Sea and the Mediterranean,
to compensate for the loss of Bosnia. Russia had conceded three times
(1908, 1909, and 1912), but would not do so again. In short, as Figure 2
shows, the structure of the 1914 alignment contained few cross-cutting
cleavages to mitigate conflict.

Another important difference between the alignment in 1914 and a
potential standoff between Heartland and Rimland powers today is the
huge economic disparity between the two. The GDP of the three Rimland
agglomerations today is about US$33 trillion (EU $13 trillion, the United
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Figure 2: Linkages among Great Powers, 1914
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States $12 trillion, Japan $8 trillion), or more than half of Great Power
GDP in world politics; in contrast, the combined GDP of Russia, China,
and India, at best, equals that of Japan alone."* Under these circumstances,
China and India, needing access to developed technology, would be
attracted to associating themselves with the dominant economic complex
of Rimland states, thereby reversing the balance of power. Power would
begin to attract, bringing at least China and India into the dominant eco-
nomic complex. Russia might be less tempted to do so because its abun-
dant raw materials would provide a temporary sanctuary from the need to
combine with other states.

Concerts Then and Now

The Concert of Europe that functioned from 1815 to 1848 was based on
solidarity designed to prevent another great war like the Napoleonic Wars,
which might lead to social and political revolution in the as-yet-unreformed
states of Europe. War became tolerable once again (after 1854) only when
it was proved that it could be both short and limited in its social effects.
After the revolutions of 1848, conservatives in Austria, Russia, and Prussia
also had to find means to ensure their positions domestically, and nation-
alism based on military success was one way of doing so.

Not all conservatives could hum this strain successfully, however, and
only Bismarck succeeded with such a strategy—although Louis Napoleon

14. Britain, France, and Russia had no such dominance in 1914.
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Figure 3: Linkages among Great Powers, 1830-1848
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briefly benefited in France after the conservative revanche of 1849. But
the key to Concert success before 1848 had been ideological agreement:
Great Powers should not act militarily against each other but should use
only proxies, and their machinations should not disrupt the fundamental
repose of Europe. As Figure 3 shows, links between Britain and France,
however ambivalent, did not prevent favorable ties with the rest of Europe.
Britain prevailed in these alignments since its ties with the Three Eastern
Courts were far stronger on territorial grounds than were those of France.

Britain and France had closer relations after the revolutions of 1830,
raising the possibility of consolidating the Liberal Two against the
Conservative Three. Both Russia and Britain, however, were still inter-
ested in restraining France. The Belgian Revolution in 1830, which brought
independence from the Netherlands, raised important questions, as there
was a chance Belgium might unite with France. Since neither Britain nor
Russia would stand idly by as this happened, it was critical to confirm
Belgium’s independence and neutrality, free from Great Power influence.
This was accomplished by 1833.

French policy also sought an outlet in the Middle East, where
Napoleon had made some of his initial conquests. When Mehemet Ali,
viceroy of Egypt, challenged the sultan of the Ottoman Empire, France
supported Ali while the Russians and British supported the sultan. Ali’s
forces made some inroads in Syria, but this resulted only in a four-power
ultimatum that closed the Bosporus and Dardanelles to foreign powers
when the Ottoman Empire was at peace. British secretary of war Lord
Palmerston then sent a fleet to interpose itself between Egypt and its tem-
porary vassal, Syria. The French thought briefly that they could reverse
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this stand. But Palmerston rejoined that France would soon lose its ships,
its colonies, and its commerce, and as for Mehemet Ali—he would be
chucked into the Nile. Squadrons from Russia, Austria, and Britain arrived
in the Levant, and Sir Charles Napier defeated the Egyptians in what was
to become Lebanon. French prime minister Adolphe Thiers mouthed the
threat of another war scare but was soon deposed and the more conservative
Frangois Guizot reinstated. All five Great Powers agreed to the final settle-
ment of the Straits Convention. Mehemet Ali was sent back to rule Egypt
during his lifetime and the sultan regained control of his dominions.

Britain and France, the Liberal Two, generally looked at things from
a common ideological standpoint, but political influence often interposed
to divide them. It did so in the Middle East and on the question of whom
the Spanish queen would marry. France wanted one of its own, an Orléanist,
while Britain offered a Coburg candidate the French opposed. The question
was resolved when the queen married the duke of Cadiz, a vapid Bourbon
whom neither the French nor the British liked but were willing to tolerate.

The secret of the Concert of Europe was not overweening ideological
or territorial solidarity, but common opposition to those who would
disrupt the peaceful settlement of Vienna. All European monarchs (and
statesmen) distrusted one another, but they feared conflict even more. In
each case, three or four cabinets agreed to prevent disruption by the
Belgians, the Spanish, or Mehemet Ali, then the other holdouts came on
board. Before 1848, at least, the Concert of Europe dared not risk another
war between Great Powers, and would act to prevent one by disciplining
any unruly party.

A concert of Great Powers in the twenty-first century would offer a
number of similarities with the nineteenth-century Concert of Europe.
Today, “terrorism” takes the place of “revolution” as the béte-noire of the
Great Powers; so also does the further spread of nuclear weapons. In both
cases, the Great powers are willing to act together to prevent them and
deal with their consequences. In addition, there are positive elements to
Great Power cooperation today that did not exist two centuries ago. As we
have already seen, two things bring countries together: common goals that
can be achieved only in tandem, and common opponents—states or move-
ments—that can be opposed effectively only by cooperative action. Middle
Eastern Islamism is a focus of worry and opposition among Great Powers
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today, including China. The possible spread of nuclear weapons occasions
common attitudes and action against North Korea and Iran.

More positively, economic growth can be achieved only if each major
power plays its part in the globalized economy. It is important that those
countries that get out of balance should be allowed to find their feet and
should enjoy the support of the system until they do. One speaks perhaps
too much of the “primacy” of the United States. Clearly, however, non-
hegemonic stabilizers—the EU, Japan, China—have assumed the role
formerly played by the United States and have provided liquidity to coun-
tries in trouble, including the United States itself. Without the felicitous
intervention of these new stabilizers—propping up the dollar and keeping
US interest rates low—US economic growth would have ground to a halt.
In David Lake’s term, “supporters” have emerged to pre-empt the role of
the hegemon. If China can prevent it, there will be no “hard landing” for the
US economy, since China would also be grievously affected.

In addition, there are production linkages between major countries
today that did not exist in 1914. Much of US production is “outsourced”
to overseas nations and labor forces. The same is true for Europe and
Japan. War between current concert members—even if it were somehow
successful—would capture only the headquarters of key industrial com-
bines; it would not necessarily aggrandize their producing units, which
exist elsewhere. The rapid movement of factors of production from one
geographic area to another mitigates any attempt to achieve a military
monopoly of manufacturing. Capital moves faster than any army.

The effectuation of a new concert of powers would mean more than
just reform of the UN Security Council. As Michael Lind (2006, 181) writes,

Any attempt to institutionalize a concert of great powers in a formal
organization like the UN Security Council is destined to fail. The world
is too fluid. The relative power of particular countries is always chang-
ing, as a result of different rates of economic growth and population
growth as well as changing political systems and foreign policies. If the
great power concert is institutionalized, then fading great powers will
cling to their institutional position while resisting the admission of new,
rising great powers.... Even if the UN Charter were amended to admit
new great powers as permanent members of the Security Council, the
roster would probably be obsolete by the time the process of amendment
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was complete. The unrealistic idea of a formal, institutionalized great
power concert ought to be abandoned in favor of an informal consulta-
tive concert whose membership can change overtime.

In effect, the institutionalization of a Great Power concert takes place in
different organizations. Each regional or functional club draws in the Big
Five or Big Six in, say, Europe or the Far East in different ways—for
example, in finance or political regulation. It is their participation in a
variety of decisionmaking organizations that brings Great Powers together
and that legitimizes and represents their common interests in a variety of
international contexts. If a given roster does not solve problems effectively,
new members (like India or China) are brought in to remedy the difficulty.
It is their recognition of the need to have each other at the helm of inter-
national events that solidifies their rule.

This need to have all the Great Powers represented in international
councils is similar to that which impelled the Concert of Europe’s success.
By bringing the erstwhile revolutionary France back into the system of
states—by granting Paris a “voice” in the councils of the world—the Con-
cert of Europe prevented French “exit” into revolutionary isolation. The
welcome accorded France then is similar to current endeavors to welcome
China into a new concert of “stakeholder” nations. In Paul Schroeder’s
words, the technique involved “not ... forming a blocking coalition against
it but ... bringing the dangerous power within a restraining alliance or
partnership” (1989, 145).

Conclusions

The international system is not easy to govern. There is a “democratic
deficit” in political structures, in that all nations do not have an equal role
in charting strategy for international institutions. But there is also a
“democratic surplus,” in that smaller and weaker nations are probably over-
represented in decision making. They have an influence in the UN Human
Rights Commission and elsewhere that does not reflect their ability actu-
ally to accept or carry out decisions. They do not have the resources to be
responsible guarantors and protectors of the international body politic. If
terrorism and the spread of nuclear weapons are to be prevented, the Great
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Powers will have to stop them. No one else can do so. The Great Powers,
acting together, also have unparalleled legitimacy. They can act on behalf
of regional constituencies in the Americas, Asia, Africa, and Europe. Their
very agreement is testimony to the existence of a wider, interregional accord.
In future, consensus among the Great Powers will be necessary not only to
constitutionalize and limit the actions of the United States, but also to achieve
common purposes for a larger agglomeration of the peoples of the world.
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America and the Reform of
Global Institutions

G. John Ikenberry

America is deeply ambivalent about international rules and institutions. In
the decade after World War II, the United States was the leading architect
and champion of global multilateral governance. It led the way in an
unprecedented burst of global institution building—establishing the
United Nations, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank,
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), and an array of other institutions and regimes.
But the United States has also been deeply reluctant—today and at
various moments in the past—to sponsor and participate in international
agreements in areas as diverse as security, arms control, human rights, and
the environment.

All sovereign states, to various degrees, are ambivalent about interna-
tional rules and institutions. But the United States is the most powerful state
in the world, so its ambivalence is unusually consequential for the func-
tioning of the global system. Indeed, in recent years, America’s reluctance

I gratefully acknowledge the helpful comments and suggestions of Alan Alexan-
droff and other members of the project. Andrew Moravcsik also provided valu-
able comments on an earlier draft.
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to entangle itself in international rules and institutions seems to have grown,
leading some observers to argue that, during the Bush years, the United
States has essentially rejected its older postwar embrace of rules-based
multilateral governance. Moreover, this new American resistance to such
an approach is happening precisely when global multilateral institutions
are weakening (see Ikenberry 2005b). Raising the stakes further, new sorts
of global challenges are also emerging—such as climate change, conta-
gious disease, and weapons proliferation—that call for added realms of
institutionalized cooperation. So the “demand” for global rules and insti-
tutions is growing at the precise moment that the most powerful state in
the system—and the previous underwriter of the multilateral governance
system—is uncertain whether it is willing to help “supply” the needed
rules and institutions.

This paper explores the logic and changing character of American
foreign policy toward global rules and institutions. I try to make sense of
US ambivalence toward rules-based international order. I also explore how
shifts in the international system have altered the circumstances of and
incentives for America’s commitment to rules and institutions. Based on this
analysis, I suggest ideas for a possible American agenda for strengthening
multilateral governance.'

In the paper, I make four arguments. First, I outline a set of claims
about why and how states use international rules and institutions; in doing
so, I offer what might be called a “political control” explanation for insti-
tutions. In this view, rules and institutions are mechanisms that allow
states to assert some control over their environment by rendering more
predictable the policy actions of other states. In committing to operate
within a framework of rules, a state agrees to circumscribe its policy
autonomy or freedom of action—in various ways and to various degrees
—so0 as to get other states to do the same. In other words, a state bargains
away some of its policy autonomy to get other states to operate in more
predictable and desirable ways, and the process is made credible through
institutionalized agreements. The shifting incentives, choices, and circumstances

1. This paper builds on earlier essays, including Ikenberry (2003a, 2003b).
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surrounding this “institutional bargain” help explain variations in state
commitments to rules and institutions.”

Second, I argue that this same logic applies to powerful states, such as
the United States. Indeed, a hegemonic state has a complex array of incen-
tives—among others, to reduce its enforcement costs, to foster legitimacy,
and to institutionalize a favorable international order for the long term—
for using rules and institutions to shape its environment. But these incentives
are not absolute: powerful states also have opportunities to shape their
environment without making institutional or rules-based commitments.
They can avoid and work around rules and institutions. They can act uni-
laterally outside institutionalized relationships or strike bilateral bargains
directly with individual states. Critical to a hegemonic state’s choice among
these alternatives is the value it attaches to the efficiency and legitimacy
of its “rule” over the international order—and its assessment of its future
power position.

Third, I argue that long-term shifts in the global system have altered
the incentives and circumstances that bear on America’s hegemonic use of
rules and institutions. The Bush administration has a specific ideological
orientation and set of preferences toward multilateral institutions—which
partly explains growing US reluctance in recent years to bind itself to
global rules and institutions. But deeper forces are also altering the costs
and choices the United States faces: the rise of unipolarity, the end of the
Cold War, the erosion of norms of state sovereignty, and the shifting char-
acter of security threats are among the factors that are changing the logic
of American hegemonic rule. Importantly, however, these changes cut
both ways: the United States now has a more complex set of incentives
and choices, and the types and mix of rules and institutions in the global
system will have to be adjusted accordingly.

Finally, I argue that, if America does pursue a “renewal strategy” for
international rules and institutions, it will need to accommodate itself to

2. In this view of state power and multilateralism, states do not seek multilateral
agreements for idealist reasons. States are instrumental multilateralists. This
is what Robert Kagan (2002) has called American-style multilateralism:
“multilateralism is a cost-benefit analysis, not a principled commitment to multi-
lateral action as the cornerstone of world order.”
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these new realities. Informal, bilateral, and domestic-centered governance
arrangements will grow in importance—even as older-style multilateral
government remains important in some realms.

I conclude the paper by identifying the most promising ways for the
United States to make international commitments. These include:

* renegotiating the security alliance bargains;

* working through the “community of democracies”;

* expanding informal and network-based cooperation among democra-
cies and within a “community of democracies”;

*  building on the framework of the World Trade Organization (WTO); and

» recovering and updating America’s public philosophy of liberal inter-
nationalism.

The critical question—the answer to which is still unknown—is
whether the costs to American legitimacy and the erosion of institutionalized
cooperation around which the United States asserts its hegemonic leader-
ship are sufficiently advanced and costly to prompt the United States to
return to more traditional rule and institution-based strategies.

States and International Rules and Institutions

Why do states—to the extent they do so—organize international relations
around multilateral rules and institutions? The answer is that institutional
agreements help states create a predictable and cost-effective environment
in which to pursue their interests.

More specifically, international institutions are potentially useful to
states in several ways. One is highlighted by neoliberal institutional theory
—mnamely, that they help solve collective action problems by reducing the
commitment uncertainties and transaction costs that stand in the way of
efficient and mutually beneficial political exchange.’ But institutions can
also be seen as instruments of “political control.” As Terry Moe (1990, 213)
argues, “political institutions are also weapons of coercion and redistribution.

3. The paradigmatic statement of this functional view of institutions is Keohane
(1984).
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They are the structural means by which political winners pursue their own
interests, often at the expense of political losers.” A winning political party
in Congress will try to write the committee voting rules to favor its interests.
Similarly, in international relations, a powerful state will want to make its
advantages as systematic and durable as possible by roping weaker states
into favorable institutional arrangemen‘[s.4

When a state makes an institutional commitment, it is agreeing to reduce
its policy autonomy. Ideally, a state might want to remain unencumbered
by international rules and institutional commitments, while operating in a
global system in which all other states are bound to rules and institutions.
But in order to get other states to make institutional commitments, states
need to negotiate and offer restrictions on their own policies so as to
achieve agreement.’

Thus, when deciding whether to sign a multilateral agreement, a state
faces a tradeoff. In agreeing to abide by the rules and norms of the agree-
ment, the state must accept some constraints on its freedom of action—or
independence of policy making—in a particular area. In exchange, how-
ever, it expects other states to do the same. The multilateral bargain will
be attractive to a state if it concludes that the benefits that flow to it
through the coordination of policies achieved through rules-based

4. The notion that institutions can be used by states as mechanisms of political
control starts with the neo-institutional view of the causal mechanisms at work.
That is, institutions shape and constrain state behavior by providing value in
terms of commitment and reduction of uncertainty or transaction costs. Polit-
ical control is exerted through the manipulation of these causal mechanisms
which alter the distribution of gains from institutional agreement.

5. The classic statement of the strategic use of commitment is Thomas Schelling
(1960). Schelling (2006, vii) has recently restated the basic insight:

Commitment is central to promises and threats, to bargaining and
negotiations, to deterrence and arms control, to contractual relations. I
emphasize the paradox of commitment—to a relationship, to a promise
or a threat, to a negotiating position—entails relinquishing some
options, giving up choices, surrendering opportunities, binding oneself.
And it works through shifting the expectations of some partner or
adversary or even a stranger of how one will behave or react.
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constraints on policy choice are greater than the costs of its lost policy
autonomy.

A state’s willingness to agree to a multilateral bargain hinges on
several factors that shape the ultimate cost-benefit calculation. One is
whether the policy constraints imposed on other states (states B, C, D) by
the multilateral agreement really matter to the first state (state A). If the
“unconstrained” behavior of other states is judged to have no undesirable
impact on state A, state A will be unwilling to give up any policy autonomy
of its own. It also matters if the participating states are actually able to
restrict their policy autonomy credibly. If state A is unconvinced that
states B, C, and D can be constrained by multilateral rules and institu-
tional agreements, it will not be willing to sacrifice its own policy auton-
omy. Likewise, state A needs to convince the other states that it too will
be constrained. These factors are all continuous rather than dichotomous
variables—so states must make judgments about the degree of credibility
and relative value of constrained policies.

When states with highly unequal power make multilateral bargains,
the considerations can be more complex. The more a powerful state is able
to dominate or abandon weaker states, the more the weaker states will
care about constraints on the leading state’s policy autonomy. This is
another way of saying that they will be more eager to see some limits and
restraints placed on the arbitrary and indiscriminate exercise of power by
the leading state. Similarly, the more the powerful state can actually
restrain itself in a credible fashion, the more the weaker states will be
interested in multilateral rules and norms that accomplish this end. When
both these conditions hold—when the leading state can use its unequal
power to dominate and abandon and when it can restrain and commit
itself—the weaker states will be particularly eager for a deal. They will,
of course, also care about the positive benefits that accrue from coopera-
tion. From the perspective of the powerful state, the less important the
policy behavior of weaker states the less the leading state will offer to
limit its own policy autonomy. Likewise, the less certain the leading state
is that weaker states can, in fact, constrain their policies, the less the lead-
ing state will offer constraints on its policy autonomy.

These considerations are helpful in understanding America’s embrace
of multilateral institution building after World War II. The United States
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emerged as the pre-eminent global power after the war. It cared greatly
about the fate of western Europe and East Asia, both of which hung in the
economic and geopolitical balance. It was willing to tie itself to these
countries through various sorts of institutional agreements—to give up
policy autonomy—to gain some leverage on their policy orientation and
trajectory of political development. At the same time, these countries
worried about American domination and abandonment, so they, too, were
willing to enter into institutional agreements that entailed long-term com-
mitments to an American-led international order. The credibility of these
institutional commitments was facilitated by the democratic character of
the states themselves as well as by other more specific steps, such as the
stationing of American troops in both regions and the developing of com-
plex sorts of institutional agreements.’

The logic is also helpful in explaining variations in America’s institu-
tional commitments to western Europe and East Asia. In the former, the
United States pursued a multilateral strategy—with NATO as its anchor;
in the latter, it pursued a series of bilateral security agreements with Japan,
South Korea, and other southeast Asian states. In effect, the United States
tied itself more tightly to Europe, embedding its power in a multilateral
security order that involved extensive institutionalized restraints and com-
mitments. In East Asia, however, the United States was not only more
dominant than in Europe; it also wanted less out of the region. Thus, as a
practical matter, in East Asia it was less necessary for the United States to
give up policy autonomy in exchange for institutionalized cooperation. In
western Europe, in contrast, the United States had an elaborate agenda for
uniting the various states, creating an institutional bulwark against com-
munism, and supporting centrist democratic regimes. These goals could not
be realized simply through the brute exercise of power; to get what it wanted,
America had to bargain with the Europeans, and this meant agreeing to
restrain its exercise of power. In Asia, the United States did not have goals
that were sufficiently important to “purchase” with an agreement to restrain
its power. Bilateralism was the desired strategy because multilateralism

6. Two US moves, in particular, made a difference: it made asymmetrical short-
term deals with other countries through, for example, the Marshall Plan and
trade liberalization, and it entered into strong institutional commitments.
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would have required more restraints on policy autonomy.’ Put differently,
the United States had much more unchallenged hegemonic power in Asia
than in western Europe and, therefore, fewer incentives to secure its dom-
inant position with international institutions.

Hegemony and Rules-Based Order

Why would hegemonic states—to the extent they do so—want to build
international order around multilateral rules and institutions? When a state
is sufficiently powerful to shape the organization of international relations,
rules and institutions can serve quite useful purposes, becoming tools for
managing international hierarchy. Again, however, costs, benefits, and trade-
offs infuse the hegemon’s calculations.

Rules and institutions can be useful to hegemonic states in three ways.
First, they can reduce the costs of enforcement of hegemonic rule.” If a
hegemon can get other states to buy into a set or rules and institutions, it
does not need to spend its resources coercing other states into following
them. The hegemonic state is, by definition, powerful, so it can engage in
power struggles with subordinate states, most of which it is likely to
win—it can dominate without the use of rules and institutions. In getting
other states to operate within a system of rules and institutions, however,
the hegemon reduces the time and energy it must expend to enforce order

7. Bilateral treaties tend to be easier for dominant states to translate their power
into favorable agreements than multilateral treaties. Nico Krisch (2005, 390)
explains:

Bilateral negotiations are far more likely to be influenced by the
superior power of one party than are multilateral negotiations, in which
other states can unite and counterbalance the dominant party—divide
et impera, as reflected in the forms of international law. The bilateral
form is also more receptive to exceptional rules for powerful states. In
multilateral instruments, especially traités-lois, exceptions for power-
ful parties are always suspicious and in need of justification, as mani-
fest in, for example, the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty and the failed
attempts of the US with respect to the ICC Statute....Bilateral treaties
are thus a much easier tool to reflect and translate dominance than mul-
tilateral ones.

8. This insight is developed in Coasian regime theory; see Keohane (1984).
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and to get other states to do what it wants. By locking subordinate states
into a rules-based order, it reduces its costs of enforcement (see Ikenberry
and Kupchan 1990; Lake and Martin 1992; and Martin 1993).

Second, by agreeing to lead and operate within a rules-based interna-
tional order, the hegemonic state enhances its legitimacy. In effect, it
signals restraint and commitment—and this helps to strengthen the legit-
imacy of the hegemonic order. The assumption is simple: the more the
hegemonic order has multilateral rules-based characteristics, the more
likely other states in the global system will seek to join or cooperate with
the leading state and to see the operation of the hegemonic order as legit-
imate in some fundamental sense. The more the hegemonic order has
“imperial” characteristics—ruled by the leading state through the direct
and coercive use of power—the less the order will be seen as legitimate.’

Third, if the system of institutional agreements has some degree of
stickiness—that is, if it has some independent ordering capacity—the
institutions might continue to provide favorable outcomes for the leading
state even after its power capacities have declined in relative terms (see
Krasner 1983; Keohane 1984). Institutions can both conserve and prolong
the power advantages of the leading state. If leaders of a hegemonic state
believe that their pre-eminent power position will last indefinitely—or
even grow—the attraction of establishing an institutionalized order that
will outlast the state’s hegemonic zenith is less compelling. To the extent
that the leaders see relative decline coming, however, incentives exist for
building an institutionalized order with deep roots."

9. Legitimacy refers to the normative quality of a political relationship. Legiti-
macy can be said to exist when actors—regardless of the underlying condi-
tions of the relationship—see the terms of the relationship as normatively
acceptable. The assumption, however, is that the normative acceptance of the
terms of a relationship is related to the actual terms of the relationship. In this
instance, the rules and institutions are assumed to have some actual impact
on the way in which the superordinate and subordinate actors in the hege-
monic relationship relate to each other—that is, it reduces the imperial char-
acteristics of rule. Ultimately, however, legitimacy hinges on what states
believe about the political relationship. For a discussion of the sources and
character of legitimacy within international orders, see Clark (2005).

10. The logic of this argument is developed in Ikenberry (2001, chap 3).
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But why would weaker states agree to be roped in? After all, they
might calculate that it would be better to not lock themselves into an insti-
tutional agreement at a certain moment but wait until the power asymmetries
did not favor the leading state as much. In fact, weaker states have two
potential incentives to buy into the leading state’s institutional agreement.
First, in a noninstitutionalized relationship, lesser states are subject to the
unrestrained and unpredictable domination of the leading state, so an
agreement that also puts credible limits and restraints on the leading state’s
behavior would be welcome.

Second, a leading state that agrees to its behavior being circumscribed
gives up some opportunities to use its power to gain immediate returns. In
other words, with an eye toward longer-term gains, the leading state settles
for fewer gains by operating within institutional rules and obligations than
it could otherwise achieve with its brute power. But weaker states might
also have reason to gain more sooner rather than later: the discount rate
for future gains is potentially different for the leading and lesser states,
which makes an institutional bargain potentially more mutually desirable.
So the leading state is faced with a choice: how much institutional limita-
tion on its own policy autonomy and exercise power is worth how much
policy lock-in on the part of weaker states?

Several observations follow immediately from this discussion, all of
which involve the “accommodation” of rules and institutions to the realities
of state power. First, a hegemonic state will try to lock other states into
institutionalized policy orientations while trying to minimize its own lim-
itations on policy autonomy and discretionary power. This, of course, is
the game that all states are playing. All states would like to be relatively
unencumbered by rules and institutions, while operating in a global system
where other states are tightly bound. So it would not be surprising to see
the hegemonic state simultaneously agreeing to the creation of a set of
institutionalized rules and seeking to exempt itself or minimize its own
exposure to those rules.

Second, the hegemonic state will also attempt to make institutional
commitments that grant it disproportionate influence or decisionmaking
power. This is a basic characteristic of all the major postwar multilateral
institutions the United States has championed. The IMF and World Bank
give the United States and the other leading shareholder states weighted
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voting rights in their operation and governance. America’s commitment to
NATO carries with it the power of supreme command over the combined
alliance forces—and within the organization, the United States is “first
among equals.” The United Nations Security Council also gives the United
States and the other postwar great powers rights of membership and veto.
In these various ways, the multilateral institutions specify rights and cir-
cumscribe obligations of the hegemon—thereby ensuring that the rules
and institutions reflect, as much as constrain, hegemonic power.

Third, the hegemonic state can vary the “strength” of its commitments
to rules and institutions. These different types or degrees of commitment
run along a continuum from strong to weak in terms of their legally binding
character. Strong commitments are manifest when the hegemon agrees to
adhere to specific and explicit substantive rules or policy obligations.
Weaker commitments take the form of less specific rules or policies, in
which monitoring, compliance, and enforcement is less certain."

Fourth, the hegemonic state can also offer “process” commitments
rather than, or in addition to, substantive rules-based commitments. For
example, the hegemon can agree to formal processes of multilateral con-
sultation. In these instances, it is not, strictly speaking, giving up or reducing
its policy autonomy, but it is agreeing to operate in an institutional envi-
ronment in which other states have opportunities to influence what the
hegemon does. The United States has made this a feature of its approach
to hegemonic rule. Through NATO and other formal and informal
arrangements, the United States offers “voice opportunities” to other
states in exchange for their cooperation and acquiescence (see Ikenberry
2001, chap 3).

Finally, there are other ways—that, is, non—rules-based multilateral
ways—in which a hegemonic state can make bargains with weaker and
secondary states and thereby establish agreement over terms of interna-
tional order. It can use its military capacity to deter or overturn security
threats outside multilateral alliances. It can support the openness and
stability of the world economy through unilateral measures, by opening its
own market or coming to the rescue of other states. The hegemon can also

11. On institutionalized monitoring and enforcement as measures of regime strength,
see Keohane (1984); Goldstein et al. (2001).
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use the size of its economy—and the dependence of other states on it—
to influence the policies of other states, through, for example, externalizing
its own internal regulatory standards or sanctioning third parties who do
not pursue similar policies toward target states."

Importantly, the hegemonic state can also offer “services” to specific
states through bilateral deals. As noted earlier, it is easier for powerful states
to translate their dominance into bilateral than into multilateral treaties or
agreements since the hegemonic state’s bargaining advantages in bilateral
negotiations are at least partially attenuated when it moves into multilat-
eral venues. In such cases, the hegemon is able to use its power capacities
to shape the character and functioning of the international order, and to do
so without making binding multilateral institutional commitments.

In all these ways, the hegemon is confronted with cross-cutting incen-
tives. Powerful incentives exist—efficiency, legitimacy, investment in
future advantages—for a hegemonic state to establish and operate within a
system of rules and institutions. Such a system can project and preserve
hegemonic power as much as limit and reduce it. But the hegemonic state
also has incentives—as do other states—to protect its policy autonomy
and freedom of action. The specific incentives, tradeoffs, and choices
shape the extent to which the hegemon makes commitments and binds
itself to other states through rules and institutions—driven by attempts to
get the benefits of multilateralism while minimizing the costs.

This perspective on hegemonic rule, however, leaves open the question
of the value a hegemonic state attaches to the legitimacy of the overall
global system. The model of state power and multilateralism presented
here emphasizes the pragmatic or instrumental character of state choice.
The implication is that a hegemonic state can pick and choose whether or
not to act through multilateral rules and institutions. Each case is a matter
of cost and benefit. At each moment of choice, this is probably true—but
does the overall legitimacy of the hegemonic order decline if the leading
state is selectively multilateral or only episodically multilateral? And what
are the costs to the hegemon—in terms of cooperation and efficiency of

12. See Krisch (2005) for a discussion of the ways that a hegemon uses its domes-
tic law as a tool for reshaping and introducing hierarchical characteristics into
international legal arrangements.
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rule—if the overall system declines in legitimacy? These are questions |
return to in discussing the future of America’s current ambivalence about
rules and institutions.

Unipolarity and the Future of Multilateralism

How have shifts in the global system over the past decade, particularly the
rise of unipolarity, altered the incentives, costs, and tradeoffs of America’s
acting through multilateral rules and institutions?

Two types of shifts are most relevant to the willingness of the United
States to embrace rules-based multilateral agreements. One relates to the
shifts in power disparities themselves, captured in the movement from
Cold War bipolarity to American unipolarity. The other relates to the wider
set of changes in the global system: unipolarity, the erosion of norms of
state sovereignty, and the emergence of new security threats. As a result,
American power itself has become a greater “problem” in world politics.
The character of “rule” within the international system is being altered
and American power is becoming harder to legitimate.

These contemporary shifts in the global system are tending to alter
and to some extent erode the older postwar incentives that led the United
States to build hegemonic order around rules and institutions. Old institu-
tional bargains are being undermined or rendered out of date. Yet, these
shifts are also creating new problems and dilemmas for the United
States—in particular, a crisis in its authority as global leader—that are pro-
viding incentives for the establishment of new rules and institutions.
Costs, incentives, and opportunities change, but the demand for rules and
institutions does not disappear.

We can begin with unipolarity and its implications for multilateralism.
Unipolarity happened almost without notice during the 1990s. The United
States began that decade as the world’s only superpower, and it had a better
decade than the other major states. It grew faster than inward-looking
Europe, while Japan stagnated and Russia collapsed. China has grown
rapidly in recent years, but remains a developing country. America accounts
for almost half of global expenditures on defense. No state in history has
ever been more powerful and the international system has never been so
dominated by one state. Interestingly, the United States did not fight a Great
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Power war to become the unipolar state or overturn the old international
order; it simply grew more powerful while other states sputtered or failed.
This peaceful ascent to unipolarity probably has made the transition less
destabilizing."

First and foremost, the shift from Cold War bipolarity to unipolarity
involved a shift in the power relations between the United States and other
states. This shift has tended to increase the power advantages for the leading
state, for a variety of reasons. First, the unipolar state has more discre-
tionary resources because it no longer has a security peer competitor.
Second, fewer external restraints exist on its exercise of power because it
is not being balanced by other states. Third, weaker and secondary states
no longer have an “exit” option—that is, the unipolar state has a near-
monopoly on the global provision of security protection. Fourth, the
unipolar state now has a more encompassing impact on the global system.
Overall, if there is to be order and the provision of international public
goods, the unipolar state needs to be involved in providing them. It is
harder to “work around” the unipolar state than states in bipolar or multi-
polar orders. Instead, other states must worry about whether or not the
unipolar state provides public goods and exercises its power in ways that
promote stability. These factors give the unipolar state added leverage in
bargaining over global rules and institutions; at the very least, they help to
explain why the unipolar state might seek to renegotiate older rules and
institutions."*

But unipolarity also reduces some of the power advantages that the
leading state had under conditions of Cold War bipolarity. First, weaker
and secondary states are no longer threatened by a rival global power, so
their need for security has declined, along with their security dependence
on the unipolar state. To some extent, this has reduced the bargaining

13. On the measurement and character of unipolarity, see Wohlforth (1999); for
general discussions of unipolarity and its consequences, see Kapstein and
Mastanduno (1999) and Ikenberry (2002).

14. Obviously, the character and degree of American unipolar dominance varies
across realms. The United States has overwhelming advantages in military
power but its economic capacities are more widely distributed—indeed, in
many economic respects, Europe is the equal of America.
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advantage of the security-providing leading state. Second and more gen-
erally, the legitimacy of the leading state is less self-evident. In the eyes
of weaker and secondary states, the leading state’s exercise of power is
not automatically seen as right or proper. Junior partners in a bipolar
coalition see the leading state as a security patron and provider of order.
In a unipolar order, the power of the leading state is less obviously good
for the other states within the order.

We can capture these implications by looking at how the growing
power of the leading state—the unipolar state—is altering the older insti-
tutional bargains. If power disparities grow too large, the leading state’s
interest in regulating the policies of weaker states through agreed-on rules
and institutions might become more problematic. The unipolar state will
have a lot of “bargaining chips” to play—that is, opportunities to offer
restrictions on its policy autonomy in return for institutional agreements
by other states—but it might not want to play them. It might not care as
much about what other states do—that is, the attainment of the leading
state’s interests simply might not hinge as much as before on the policies
of weaker and secondary states. Or the leading state can assert its influ-
ence and control over the policies of lesser states without resort to costly
commitments to rules and institutions.

The shift to unipolarity has five important implications, in particular,
for rules-based multilateralism. First, increased power advantages create
opportunities for the leading state to recoup its policy autonomy. As
power disparities grow, the leading state’s security simply hinges less on
the policies of other states. It can—or thinks it can—control its own des-
tiny, so its willingness to pay the price of reduced policy autonomy goes
down. For example, as the United States becomes the only state with a
world-class military capability, it has fewer incentives to tie itself to and
share decision making with alliance partners. Indeed, the disparities in
their military capabilities have contributed to the loosening of binding
security ties among America’s postwar security parts.

Second, unipolarity creates incentives for weaker and secondary states
to engage in “free riding,” which undercuts multilateralism. If leaders of
weaker and secondary states know that the unipolar state has incentives—
based simply on its own preponderant position in the global system—to
attend to security threats and to ensure the stability of the world economy,
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they in turn have incentives to free ride. The leading state will provide the
public goods—security, stability, openness—with or without the help of
other states. This has the effect of reducing the willingness of weaker and
secondary states to agree to rules and institutions whereby they must share
the costs and burdens of the provision of such public goods. (Indeed, for
some state leaders, the optimal position might be simultaneously to con-
sume the public good the unipolar state provides and to complain about
the unipolar state’s unilateral and highhanded behavior!)

Third, the erosion of common threats—associated with the shift from
bipolar to unipolar order—alters the cost-benefit calculations on security
cooperation, creating incentives for the leading state to pursue bilateral
deals. Multilateral security cooperation seems to require some sense of a
common threat'"—as noted earlier, secondary and weaker states might not
share the leading state’s assessment of external threats. The effect is that
each side of the old alliance partnership finds that it needs the other side
less than before. For example, European states do not feel as dependent
on the United States for security protection as they did in the past, and the
United States is less reliant on an alliance partnership with Europe for its
security protection. This has the effect of reducing both sides’ incentive
for making costly commitments to rules and institutions relating to secu-
rity cooperation. It might also have some spillover effect on institutional
bargaining in other areas, creating ambiguities and disagreements about
who is providing what benefit to the system.'®

Fourth, the unique global position the unipolar state occupies leads it
to demand special status and exemptions from multilateral rules and
institutions. For example, the United States cannot be party to the anti-
land mine convention because its troops are uniquely deployed in harm’s
way—along the Korean demilitarized zone, for example. The United States
also argues that it cannot sign the International Criminal Court treaty

15. At the very least, agreement on the presence of a common threat facilitates
multilateral security cooperation.

16. For example, the United States thinks it is providing security and stability for
Europe, in a general sense, by its global military role. Europeans are less will-
ing to acknowledge this benefit. During the Cold War, costs and benefits
were more readily apparent, facilitating institutional agreements.
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because its global security presence makes Americans unusually vulnerable
to politically inspired prosecutions. Thus, in a unipolar system, the leading
state demands to be treated differently, which reduces its willingness to
operate within multilateral rules and institutions.

Fifth, unipolarity creates more opportunities for the leading state to
influence or control the policies of other states without committing itself
to multilateral rules and institutions. The leading state’s preponderance of
power creates opportunities for it to push off “adjustment” onto other
states. For example, when the United States sets its own domestic regulatory
standards in some areas, it puts pressure on other countries and regions to
adopt similar standards—it does not need to compromise its policy auton-
omy to get agreement from other states. Likewise, the United States can
use its “market power” to influence or control the policies of others
states—as, for example, when it imposes third-party sanctions on coun-
tries that do not adopt policies similar to those of the United States toward
a target state.'”

Taken together, power shifts create incentives to renegotiate institu-
tional bargains—which does not necessarily reduce incentives for rules-
based order, but only the specific equilibrium point of the institutional
bargains that lay behind them. What can look like growing unilateralism
on the part of the United States can also be seen as an attempt to forge a
new set of multilateral agreements.

Along with the rise of unipolarity, a second profound shift is altering
the way in which “rules” are established in the international system and
making American power more contested and less legitimate: the erosion
of the norm of Westphalian, state-centered sovereignty that was marked
by the rising acceptance of international intervention in the internal affairs
of states. In turn, this shift is providing powerful incentives for the United
States to use rules and institutions to re-establish its authority as a hege-
monic leader.

These shifts in the underlying character of the international system
make American power—regardless of Washington’s specific foreign policies

17. An example is the Nonproliferation Act of 2000, which outlines sanctions
against countries and firms that supply weapons technology to Iran; in 2005,
the act was expanded to include Syria.
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—more worrisome to other states than in the past (see Ikenberry 2006).
We have already explored the specific implications of unipolarity for multi-
lateralism. But another, more subtle and potentially most consequential
implication of the rise of unipolarity is the shift in the underlying logic of
order and rule in world politics. In a bipolar or multipolar system, power-
ful states “rule” in the process of leading a coalition of states in balancing
against other states. When the system shifts to unipolarity, this logic of
rule disappears. Power is no longer based on balancing and equilibrium
but on the predominance of one state. This is new and potentially threat-
ening to weaker states, whether or not they are friendly to the leading
power. As a result, the power of the leading state is thrown into the full
light of day: unipolar power itself becomes a “problem” in world politics.

The erosion of norms of state sovereignty makes this problem worse.
The gradual decline of Westphalian sovereignty is seen in the triumph of
the postwar human rights revolution, an accomplishment we celebrate when-
ever we recall the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The implication
is that the “international community” increasingly is seen to have legiti-
mate and expanding interests in what goes on within countries. In recent
years, the threat of transnational terrorism has opened up states even more
to outside scrutiny. Sovereignty is increasingly contingent, which has had
two implications.

First, eroded norms of sovereignty have created a new “license” for
powerful states to intervene in the domestic affairs of weak and troubled
states. That is, the norms of state sovereignty have less “stopping power,” and
there are fewer principled and normative inhibitions on intervention. Second,
however, the erosion of sovereignty has not been matched by a rise of new
norms and agreements about when and how the “international community”
should intervene. After all, who speaks for the international community?

This erosion of the norms of state sovereignty has ushered in a new
struggle over the sources of authority in the international community, a
struggle that, in turn, has been exacerbated by the rise of American uni-
polarity. After all, only the United States has the military power to engage
systematically in the large-scale use of force around the world. Indeed, the
two developments reinforce worldwide insecurity about American power:
the United States is the only global political-military power, and the
revolutions in human rights and transnational terrorism call forth new
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reasons why intervention—in the name of the international community or
global security or hegemonic management—might be necessary.

Finally, the end of the Cold War eliminated a common threat that tied
the United States to a global array of allies. In the absence of that threat,
neither the United States nor its Cold War allies need each other as much
as in the past. As a result, American power is less clearly tied to a common
purpose, making that power less intrinsically legitimate or desirable in to
other states and peoples.

These deep, long-term shifts in the global system have, in effect, made
American power itself an issue and thrown into question the legitimacy of
American hegemonic rule. This predicament brings us back to the chang-
ing costs and incentives that the United States might face as it makes
choices about sponsoring and operating within multilateral rules and insti-
tutions. One implication is that other states now worry more about the
credibility of the leading state’s restraint and commitment, so they demand
stronger and more binding institutional agreements. If these “costs” of lost
legitimacy are sufficiently great, the desirability of organizing hegemony
around rules and institutions might actually increase. In effect, the United
States might find incentives to return to the logic it embraced in the earli-
er, postwar era—finding instrumental value in organizing international
relations around multilateral rules and institutions in an effort, as before,
to create efficiencies and reduce enforcement costs, legitimate its power,
and lock in desirable rules and institutions for the long term.

The question, however, remains: how costly is lost American legitimacy
and the associated decline in cooperation by other states? The answer is
important, since the more costly it is, the greater the likelihood that the
United States will embrace rules-based order even when it has the power
and short-term incentives to act otherwise.
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America and Global Institutions
in the Twenty-first Century

If American leaders see the need to strengthen global rules and institutions
and renew commitments to rules-based order, what steps would be most
promising? A renewal agenda for global multilateral governance could
include five types of initiatives.

Rebuild America’s Alliances

One key initiative would be to update the old bargains that lay behind the
postwar security pacts. In NATO—but also in the East Asian bilateral part-
nerships—the United States should agree to provide security protection to
the other states and bring its partners into the process of decision making
over the use of force. In return, these partners should agree to work with
the United States—providing manpower, logistics, and other types of sup-
port—in wider theaters of action. The United States would give up some
autonomy in strategic decision making, although this would be more an
informal than a legally binding restraint; in exchange, it would get co-
operation and political support from its allies. The United States would
remain “first among equals” within these organizations and retain leader-
ship of the unified military command. Alliance partners should agree to
widen the regional or global missions in which they operate, and make new
compromises over the distribution of formal rights and responsibilities."*

There are several reasons to begin with the renewal of security part-
nerships. One is that security alliances involve relatively well-defined,
specific, and limited commitments, an attractive feature for both the leading
military power and its partners. States know what they are getting into and
what the limits are on their obligations and liabilities. Another reason is
that alliances provide institutional mechanisms that allow disparities of
power among partners within the alliance to be accommodated. Alliances
do not embody universal rules and norms that apply equally to all par-
ties—NATO, at least, is a multilateral body with formal and informal rules
and norms of operation that accommodate the most powerful state while
providing roles and rights for the others. Another virtue of renewing

18. The case for the renewal of NATO is made in Ikenberry and Slaughter (2006).
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existing alliances is that, as institutional bodies, they have proved useful
as “political architecture” across the advanced democratic world. The
alliances provide channels of communication and joint decision making
that spill over into the wider realms of international relations. They are also
institutions with grand histories and records of accomplishment. Even
though the United States is a unipolar military power, it still has incentives
to share the costs of security protection and find ways to legitimate the use
of its power. The postwar alliances—renewed and reorganized—are an
attractive tool for these purposes.

Robert Kagan argues that, to regain its lost legitimacy, the United
States needs to return to its postwar bargain with Europe by giving it some
voice in American policy making in exchange for Europe’s support of
American decisions. The United States, Kagan says, “should try to fulfill
its part of the transatlantic bargain by granting European some influence
over the exercise of its power—provided that, in return, Europeans wield
that influence wisely” (2004, 84). This is the logic that informed American
security cooperation with its European and East Asian partners during the
Cold War. It is a logic that should be renewed to help make American
unipolarity more acceptable.

Strengthen the “Community of Democracies”

A second initiative would be to build agreements and commitments
within the “community of democracies.” The experience of the past century
suggests that, for both practical and normative reasons, the United States
is more likely to make institutional commitments to states that are democ-
racies. Liberal democracies are governed by the rule of law and are open
to scrutiny, so it is easier to establish the credibility of their promises and
to develop long-term commitments to them (see Lipson 2005). But the
values and identities that democracies share also make it easier for them
to affiliate with each other and build cooperative relations among them.
These shared identities were probably more strongly felt during the Cold
War, when the United States was part of a larger “free world.” Institu-
tionalized cooperation between the United States and its European and
East Asian partners is surely driven by shared interests—but it is rein-
forced by shared values and common principles of government. American
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leaders find it easier to rally domestic support for costly commitments and
agreements abroad when the goal is to help other democracies and
strengthen the community of democracies.'”

In fact, in the last years of the Clinton administration, the United
States led in the creation of a loose international gathering called the
Community of Democracies, a group that continues to meet periodically
at the ministerial level to support cooperative efforts at spreading and
strengthening democracy around the world. This body and other gather-
ings of democracies are useful vehicles for infusing commitments to global
governance institutions with the popular goal of democratic solidarity.
When democracies make commitments to other democracies, they are not
simply reducing policy autonomy; they are also strengthening the demo-
cratic community. These groupings of democracies can also be used with-
in established international organizations, such as the United Nations, as
coalitions that can help generate consensus and action.

Build on the WTO Framework

The World Trade Organization is probably the most successful global
multilateral institution, certainly if measured in terms of the scope, depth,
and growing global embrace of its rules and norms. Its trade rules—
substantive and procedural—have been progressively expanded over the

19. Proposals exist for various types of groupings of democracies, some informal
and consultative and others more formal and task oriented. For a proposal to
create a “Concert of Democracies,” see Ikenberry and Slaughter (2006). Ivo
Daalder and James Lindsey (2004, B07) urge the creation of an “alliance of
democracies” that would, to some extent, replace the United Nations as the
source of cooperation and legitimacy for global security:

Like NATO during the Cold War, the Alliance of Democratic States
should become the focal point of American foreign policy. Unlike NATO,
however, the alliance would not be formed to counter any country or
be confined to a single region. Rather, its purpose would be to strength-
en international cooperation to combat terrorism, curtail weapons pro-
liferation, cure infectious diseases and curb global warming. And it
would work vigorously to advance the values that its members see as
fundamental to their security and well-being—democratic government,
respect for human rights, a market-based economy.
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decades, building on the postwar GATT agreement. States, including China
and Russia, see membership in the WTO as critical to their economic
development. The interests that states have in a global framework of trade
rules and dispute settlement mechanisms are well established. This makes
sense: as economic interdependence grows, the opportunity costs of not
coordinating policies, within rules-based frameworks, grow relative to the
costs of lost autonomy associated with making binding agreements. Shifts
in power—and the rise of unipolarity—do not seem to have affected the
incentives both powerful and weak states have in operating within the
rules and institutions of the WTO system.

It follows that a strategy for renewal of global institutions should
involve, at the very least, a commitment to maintain and build on the
agreements and architecture of the WTO. This would certainly involve
concluding the current Doha round of trade liberalization, which seeks to
expand market opportunities for developing countries. Over the longer
term, the WTO system might also be used to address wider global chal-
lenges. Robert Wright, for example, suggests making WTO membership
and benefits conditional on the willingness of states to comply with arms
control and nonproliferation monitoring and inspection agreements
(Wright 2005). The idea would be to turn the WTO gradually into a body
that conditions membership—and the benefits that flow from member-
ship—on state commitments to openness, transparency, and the rule of
law. These principles and standards certainly apply to trade, but they are
also increasingly critical to the functioning of arms control and nonprolif-
eration regimes in an era when the internal characteristics of states
increasingly matter in security affairs.

Encourage Flexible Intergovernmental
Networks of Cooperation

A great deal of regularized cooperation occurs in international relations
outside formal organizations. Indeed, in recent decades, there has been a
rapid expansion of informal intergovernmental networks. These networks
link ministries and other governmental agencies in webs of consultation,
information sharing, and policy coordination (see Slaughter 2004). These
informal networks have several advantages over traditional formal
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multilateral organizations. They are more flexible and adaptable to shifting
problems. They can form and reform, expand and contract, based on the
needs of the moment. Beyond these functional advantages, intergovern-
mental networks can operate below the political “radar screen.” They do
not force governments to make hard decisions about how much policy
autonomy to give up in exchange for how much policy cooperation from
other states.

Traditional multilateral institutions have some advantages over informal
intergovernmental networks. These formal institutions—and their official
representatives—tend to be more accountable. Also, agreements rendered
within these formal international institutions typically require ratification
by parliamentary bodies, which helps to make the agreements more cred-
ible and durable. In various policy areas, however, these advantages might
need to be traded off for the flexibility and practicality of networks.

Reclaim a Liberal Internationalist “Public Philosophy”

When, after World War II, American officials championed the building of
a rules-based order, they articulated a distinctive internationalist vision of
order that has faded in recent decades. It was a vision that entailed a syn-
thesis of liberal and realist ideas about economic and national security and
the sources of stable and peaceful order. These ideas—drawn from the
experiences of the New Deal and two decades of depression and war—led
American leaders to associate the national interest with the building of a
managed and institutionalized global system. What is needed today is a
renewed public philosophy of liberal internationalism that can inform
American elites as they make tradeoffs between sovereignty and institu-
tional cooperation (see Ikenberry 2005a).

The interwar years and the New Deal had a variety of impacts on
American internationalism. The first was the importance newly attached
to economics as such. Indeed, Truman’s own understanding of the causes
of World War II was nothing if not economically deterministic. Protec-
tionism, trade blocs, and currency unions were the culprits. Another impact
was the emergence of the view that, while open markets were good, they
needed to be regulated and managed by government—Ieft to their own
devices, markets would end in calamity. At the international level, this
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meant the putting in place of regulatory and public goods mechanisms to
guard against economic dysfunction or failure—and their spreading to
other countries and regions. A third impact of the experience of the thirties
and forties was that governments were now seen as obligated to ensure
employment, economic well-being, and social security. In response, the
United States needed to create a more facilitating international environ-
ment to make good on its economic security obligations. Finally, the pro-
gressive notions embedded in New Deal liberalism were brought forward
into America’s vision of an international order. The architects of the
American order sought to do things in their day to make each succeeding
generation more modern, prosperous, and secure.

The Depression and New Deal brought into existence the notion of
“social security”—but the violence and destruction of world war brought
into existence the notion of “national security.” It was more than just a
new term of art; it was a new and expansive internationalist notion of
security. In earlier decades—and during World War I—the notion of
“national security” did not really exist. The term most frequently used was
national “defense,” but this had the more restricted meaning of the pro-
tection of the homeland against traditional military attack. The new term
and meaning emerged sometime during World War II; it captured the new
vision of an activist and permanently mobilized state seeking security across
economic, political, and military realms. “National security” required
America to be actively attempting to shape its external environment—
coordinating agencies, generating resources, making plans, building
alliances, and laying the institutional groundwork.

What New Deal and national security liberalism brought to postwar
American internationalism was a wider domestic constituency for liberal
order building than in earlier eras. The desirable international order had
more features and moving parts. It was more elaborate and complex. In
several senses, the stakes had grown since the end of World War I: more
had to be accomplished, more was at risk if the right sort of postwar order
was not constructed, and more of American society had a stake in a suc-
cessful American internationalist project.

American elites today need to recover this public philosophy of inter-
nationalism. It brought together liberal and realist strands of thinking and
gave American leaders of the postwar era the ability to link American
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national security to the building of a rules-based international order. The
restraint and the commitment of American power went hand in hand.
Global rules and institutions advanced America’s national interest, rather
than threatened it. The alternative public philosophies that circulate
today—philosophies that champion American unilateralism and disentan-
glement from global rules and institutions—are not meeting with great
success. An opening now exists for an updating and rearticulation of
America’s postwar vision of internationalism.

Conclusion

Today, the global system is at a remarkable moment: the United States
dominates the world as no state has ever done. At the same time, the polit-
ical relations and institutional frameworks built over the past half-century
for the organization of world politics have eroded. America is both partly
responsible for this situation and a casualty of it. The United States has the
capacity to dominate the world but not the legitimacy to rule. It has power
but not authority.

In this paper, I have explored the logic of America’s ambivalent
embrace of rules-based international order and the shifting incentives and
circumstances that shape its strategic choices about rules and institutions.
Central to my thesis is the observation that disparities of power among
states can provide incentives for states to establish rules and institutions
among them. Weak states seek multilateral rules and institutions to cir-
cumscribe the exercise of power of the leading state, to curb its excesses
and render it more predictable. A powerful state—even a hegemonic state
—can use rules and institutions to create a congenial environment for the
efficient promotion and protection of its interests over the long term. At
the same time, a powerful state—certainly a unipolar one—has incentives
and opportunities to avoid and work around rules and institutions. The
logic cuts both ways, and the types and mix of international rules and
institutions today reflect this changing reality.

How will the United States respond to its lost legitimacy as hegemonic
leader? What can the United States do to re-establish its legitimacy and
put its hegemonic order back on a solid footing? I argue that the United
States needs to find ways to reassure other states of its intensions and to
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bind itself to the wider international community. If American power is to
regain its lost authority, it will need to be reinserted in a reformed system
of agreed-upon global rules and institutions.

The United States needs to send an unmistakable signal to the rest of
the world—that it is again committing itself to promoting and operating
within a rules-based international order. This was, after all, what the United
States did after World War II, when it emerged as the pre-eminent global
power and found itself in a position to shape the postwar global order.
Truman and his colleagues created a far-flung liberal multilateral order
and Cold War alliance system that fused American power to institutions
and liberal purpose. The restraint on American power and the projection
of American power went hand-in-hand.

True, a rules-based international order circumscribes the way power
is exercised—and it would, to some extent, reduce America’s autonomy
and freedom of action. In return, however, the United States would buy itself
a more predictable and legitimate international order. In getting other
states to operate within a set of multilateral rules and institutions, the
United States would reduce its constant need to pressure and coerce other
states to follow its lead. If the United States were to make itself a global
rule maker, other states would be concerned less with resisting American
power and more with negotiating over the frameworks of cooperation.
Today, American unipolarity is associated with the erosion of a global
system of rules and institutions. This association is not inevitable. If the
United States turned itself—as it did in the 1940s—into a rules producer, its
authority would increase accordingly.
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Two Challenges to
Institutionalism

Daniel W. Drezner

This century has seen no shortage of effort to think about how to improve
the workings of global governance. The terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, the Bush administration’s unilateralist response, the blowback from
this response, and the rise of China and India have all posed challenges to
existing global governance structures. Within the academic study of inter-
national relations, institutionalists in particular have been prodigious in
their efforts to build a better mousetrap on the global stage.' These efforts
proceed from a distinguished and important theoretical policymaking
tradition that focuses on how governments can cooperate in a world
defined by anarchy. They build on the efforts of liberal internationalists
responsible for the most significant international institutions operating
today, including the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the International
Atomic Energy Agency, the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).

I am grateful to Alan Alexandroff, Karen Alter, Ann Florini, Brink Lindsay,
Sophie Meunier, Jennifer Mitzen, Jeremy Rabkin, Kal Raustiala, Gideon
Rose, and Alex Thompson for comments on suggestions. This paper builds
on prior work, particularly Drezner (2007a, 2007b).

1. See Ikenberry in this volume; Fukuyama (2006); Ikenberry and Slaughter
(2006); Wright (2006); and Daalder and Lindsey (2007).
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In light of this tradition, it is understandable that institutionalists
would propose reinvigorating existing international organizations while
buttressing them with additional rules, laws, and organizational forms.
This kind of “renewal strategy,” however, rests on a dubious foundation.
Simply put, the world today poses a set of challenges that institutionalist
theory has not previously considered. Institutionalists traditionally have
been concerned with creating regimes when none previously existed. An
emerging problem in global governance is the proliferation of nested and
overlapping regimes. If institutionalists cannot cope with the politics of
institutional choice, then policy makers should be wary of their advice.

This chapter looks at the origins of institutionalism in international
relations, to see why today’s challenges to global governance might lie
beyond their paradigm. Two problems in particular bedevil the function-
ing of global governance structures: how to redistribute power among par-
ticipating actors within international organizations, and how to manage
nested and overlapping mandates between a growing number of interna-
tional regimes. Unless and until institutionalists can devise governance
solutions that avoid these problems, renewal strategies will be of little use.

Back to the Future:
Why International Institutions Matter

To understand the current challenges to institutionalism, it is worth reflect-
ing why the paradigm considered international regimes to be important in
the first place. In the debate that took place between realists and institu-
tionalists a generation ago, the latter group of theorists articulated in great
detail how international regimes and institutions mattered in world politics.
Although this scholarly debate ran its course some time ago, the institu-
tionalist logic permanently shifted the terms of debate.

The primary goal of institutionalism was to demonstrate that cooperation
was still possible even in an anarchic world populated by states with
unequal amounts of power.” According to this approach, international

2. See Axelrod (1984); Keohane (1984); Axelrod and Keohane (1985); Oye (1986);
Baldwin (1993); Keohane and Martin (1995); Hasenclever, Mayer, and Rittberger
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institutions are a key mechanism through which cooperation becomes
possible. A key causal process through which institutions facilitate coop-
eration is by developing arrangements that act as “focal points” for states
in the international system (Schelling 1960). Much as the new institution-
alist literature in US politics focused on the role that institutions played in
facilitating a “structure-induced equilibrium” within domestic politics,
neoliberal institutionalists made a similar argument about international
regimes and world politics.” By creating a common set of rules or norms
for all participants, institutions help intrinsically to define cooperation
while highlighting instances when states defect from the agreed-upon rules.

The importance of institutions as focal points for actors in world
politics is a recurring theme within the institutionalist literature. Indeed,
this concept is embedded with Stephen Krasner’s commonly accepted def-
inition for international regimes: “implicit or explicit principles, norms,
rules and decisionmaking procedures around which actors’ expectations
converge in a given area of international relations” (1983, 2; see also North
1991, 97). More than a decade later, Robert Keohane and Lisa Martin re-
affirmed that, “in complex situations involving many states, international
institutions can step in to provide ‘constructed focal points’ that make
particular cooperative outcomes prominent” (1995, 45).

By creating focal points and reducing the transaction costs of rules
creation, institutions can shift arenas of international relations from power-
based outcomes to rules-based outcomes. In the former, disputes are
resolved without any articulated or agreed-upon set of decisionmaking
criteria. The result is a Hobbesian order commonly associated with the
realist paradigm.” While such a system does not automatically imply that
stronger states will use force or coercion to secure their interests, the
shadow of such coercion is ever-present in the calculations of weaker
actors (see Carr 1939 [1964]; Drezner 2003).

(1996); and Martin and Simmons (1998). Though often conflated, the insti-
tutionalist paradigm is distinct from liberal theories of international politics;
on this distinction, see Moravcsik (1997).

3. On structure-induced equilibrium, see Shepsle and Weingast (1981). For
conscious translations of this concept to world politics, see Milner (1997);
and Martin and Simmons (1998).
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Most institutionalists agree that power also plays a role in the initial
creation of rules as well.” They would also posit, however, that the creation
of a well-defined international regime imposes constraints on the behavior
of actors that are not present in a strictly Hobbesian system: institutions
act as binding mechanisms that permit displays of credible commitment
(Ikenberry 2000). In pledging to abide by clearly defined rules, Great Powers
make it easier for others to detect noncooperative behavior, and powers
that choose to defect will incur costs to their reputation. A codified regime,
moreover, imposes additional legal obligations to comply that augment
the reputation costs of defection (Abbott and Snidal 2000; Goldstein and
Martin 2000).

Institutionalists and some realists further argue that, once international
regimes are created, they will persist even after the original distributions
of power and interest have shifted (Ikenberry 2000). As Hasenclever,
Mayer, and Rittberger point out, because the initial creation of institutions
can be costly, “the expected utility of maintaining the present, suboptimal
(albeit still beneficial) regime is greater than the utility of letting it die,
returning to unfettered self-help behavior, and then trying to build a more
satisfactory regime” (1996, 187). Some realist scholars have acknowl-
edged that international regimes will persist despite changes in the under-
lying distribution of power (Krasner 1983, 357-61). For smaller and weaker
actors, institutions provide an imperfect shield against the vicissitudes of
a purely Hobbesian order (Reus-Smit 2004).

By the late 1990s, most varieties of realists allowed that, at least at the
margins, international institutions could contribute to rules-based out-
comes,’ while some realists have acknowledged the contributions made
by neoliberal institutionalists. As Schweller and Priess observe, “institutions
matter because even the most rudimentary actions among states requires
agreement on, and some shared understanding of, the basic rules of the
game” (1997, 10). In moving from an anarchical world structure to one
with coherent international regimes, institutions could contribute to a shift
away from Hobbesian outcomes in world politics.

5. Oran Young makes this point in an early article on international regimes (1980, 338).

6. The obvious exceptions here are structural neorealists and offensive realists;
see Waltz (1979); and Mearsheimer (1994/95).
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Why Rewriting the Rules Is Difficult

The institutionalist paradigm has been successful in challenging realist
tenets, as well as in highlighting the ways in which international institutions
can affect the likelihood of international cooperation. The current chal-
lenges to global governance structures, however, are essentially unrelated
to this question. Policy makers are facing two significant puzzles that
need solutions: how to reallocate power within existing international
organizations and how to manage the proliferation of laws, rules, and
organizational forms. It is far from clear whether institutionalism can offer
the answers.

Powerful international institutions are the creation of powerful gov-
ernments. In the short term, international regimes can persist despite shifts
in the global distribution of power. If mismatches between governance
structures and the distribution of power are allowed to fester, however,
then those structures rest upon very shaky foundations. During the inter-
war years, for example, the United States was unwilling and Great Britain
was unable to assume the responsibility for providing global public goods
(see Kindleberger 1973; Frieden 2006). The result was a period of ineffec-
tual global governance. For an even starker example, consider the end of
the Cold War: every major Western-built institution enhanced its power
and reach following the Soviet collapse; not a single international institu-
tion established in the communist world survived. Historically, global
governance structures have not persisted long after the power of their
originators has waned—even when the shift in the distribution of power
has been peaceful.

The United States might be the current military hegemon, but it faces
a possible power mismatch in the near future. The United States has
already lost its status as the economic hegemon (Drezner 2007a, chap. 2),
and future trends suggest shifts in other dimensions of power. Analysts in
both the private and public sectors, for example, have posited the rise of
the BRIC countries—Brazil, Russia, India, and China (see Wilson and
Purushothaman 2003). The latter two countries, in particular, are emerging
as economic and political heavyweights: both countries already possess a
population north of a billion people, China holds over a trillion US dollars
in hard currency reserves, India’s high-tech sector is growing by leaps and
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bounds, and both countries, already recognized nuclear powers, have
plans to develop blue-water navies. The National Intelligence Council, a
US government think tank, projects that, by 2025, China and India will have
the world’s second- and fourth-largest economies, respectively (National
Intelligence Council 2004). To be sure, there are risks to proposing global
governance reforms based on future extrapolation—but these pale beside
the risks of maintaining a status quo based on a distribution of power that
is more than half a century old.

This tectonic shift poses a challenge to the US-dominated global insti-
tutions that have been in place for the past half-century. At the behest of
Washington, these multilateral regimes have promoted trade liberaliza-
tion, open capital markets, and nuclear nonproliferation, ensuring relative
peace and prosperity for six decades—and untold benefits for the United
States. But unless rising powers such as China and India are incorporated
into this framework, the future of these international regimes will be
uncomfortably uncertain. To its credit, the George W. Bush administration
has recognized this fact. Its efforts to bring China and India into the concert
of Great Powers, however, have yielded uneven results (see Drezner 2007b).

The problem is that, as difficult as it is to write the rules of global gov-
ernance, it is even more difficult to rewrite those rules. Rewriting the rules
of existing institutions is a thankless task that is attempted only when
absolutely necessary. In world politics, power is a zero-sum game. By
definition, empowering countries on the rise means disempowering countries
on the wane. Any attempt to boost China, India, and other rising powers
means that other countries will wind up with lower profiles and less
influence within the affected international organizations. These nation-
states will naturally resist any attempts at reform, stalling or sabotaging
any changes in global governance.

In the present day, the resistors are the Europeans. In terms of both
military prowess and economic might, France, Germany, and Great Britain
were all more powerful in 1900 than in 2000. Since many of the key post-
war institutions gave a privileged position to Europe, these countries are
the inevitable losers in a redistribution of power to the Pacific Rim. Since
they hold functional vetoes in many of these organizations, however, they
can resist US-led changes.
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Europe can count on many allies in resisting US reform efforts: devel-
oping countries on the periphery of the global economy will also resist
losing what little influence they have in multilateral institutions. Beyond
these countries, however, the Bush administration is in a quandary of its
own making. The administration’s penchant for unilateralism has elevated
international suspicion about any proposal to alter the rules of global gov-
ernance. Inevitably, US proposals arouse suspicion about US motives. Many
countries and individuals will view reform efforts as an opportunistic
attempt by the United States to free itself from multilateral strictures. Rising
anti-Americanism across the globe creates an additional burden for gov-
ernments to cooperate with the United States, by creating domestic polit-
ical headaches for those who cooperate with the Bush administration.

Even if this barrier is surmounted, bringing rising states into a Great
Power concert does not always lead to more agreement. Consider the
present moment. One of the many stalemates paralyzing the Doha Round
of multilateral trade negotiations is that the EU refuses to cut its agricul-
tural subsidies any further unless the G20 countries agree to increase non-
agricultural market access to their economies. Proposed reforms of the UN
Security Council ran aground because the proposals emanating from the
UN itself seemed impractical and the key players could not agree on
which countries merit permanent membership. The larger the crowd in a
negotiating green room, the less likely there will be consensus.

Historically, there have been successful efforts at global governance
redesigns, but they have come at a staggering cost. As John Ikenberry
points out in After Victory (2000), the principal efforts to craft “constitu-
tional orders” have followed wars between major powers. These wars dis-
credited the legitimacy of the old order and generated decisive shifts in the
global distribution of power, allowing the victors to write the rules once
the slate was wiped clean of pre-existing institutions.” The very good
news is that the likelihood of such a Great Power war is remote; it also
means, however, that the slate is not even close to being wiped clean.

7. Even then, as Ikenberry observes, the rules only took hold when there was a
clear hegemon that was willing to bind itself to new institutions.
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The Proliferation of
Global Governance Structures

One possible response to the sclerosis of existing global governance struc-
tures is to create new ones. In recent years, as Table 1 demonstrates, there
clearly has been a steady increase in the number of conventional inter-
governmental organizations, autonomous conferences, and multilateral
treaties. The causes of this increase are varied: in some cases, economic
globalization has increased “issue density” in world affairs, stimulating
demand for new rules, laws, and institutions (see Keohane 1982; Drezner
2007a); in other instances, the “capture” of international institutional
institutions by a powerful state or interest group has spurred the creation
of countervailing organizational forms (see Mansfield 1995).

In a world thick with institutions, surmounting the transaction costs of
policy coordination is no longer the central problem for institutionalists.
Instead, the problem is now to select among a welter of possible gover-
nance arrangements (see Krasner 1991; Drezner 2007a). As Jupille and Snidal
point out, “[i]nstitutional choice is now more than just a starting point for
analysts and becomes the dependent variable to be explained in the con-
text of alternative options” (2005, 2). The current generation of institu-
tionalist work recognizes the existence of multiple and overlapping
institutional orders.® The creation of new regimes—and the manipulation
of old ones—can help rational actors cope with situations of uncertainty
and complexity (see Rosendorff and Milner 2001; Koremenos 2005). For
many issues and regions, more than one international organization can
claim competency, a phenomenon Raustiala and Victor label as regime
complexes: “an array of partially overlapping and nonhierarchical institu-
tions governing a particular issue-area [and] marked by the existence of
several legal agreements that are created and maintained in distinct fora
with participation of different sets of actors” (2004, 279). Even those who
stress the nonrational aspects of global governance agree that some actors
engage in explicit efforts to foster strategic inconsistencies within a single
regime complex (298).

8. Aggarwal (1998, 2005); Helfer (1999, 2004); Raustiala and Victor (2004);
Jupille and Snidal (2005); Alter and Meunier (2006).
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Table 1: Growth in Global Governance Structures

Type of International Regime 1981 1993 2003
International bodies 863 945 993
Subsidiaries or emanations of international bodies 590 1,100 1,467
Autonomous international conferences 34 91 133
Multilateral treaties 1,419 1,812 2,323
Total 2,906 3,948 4,916

Source: Union of International Organizations; available at Web site: http://www.uia.org/statistics/
organizations/ytb299.php.

Many scholars and practitioners have welcomed the proliferation of
international institutions. The literature on regime complexes and the pro-
gressive legalization of world politics examines the extent to which these
legal overlaps constitute a new source of specific politics and what strate-
gies governments pursue to maneuver in such an institutional environment.”
The editors of Legalization and World Politics observe approvingly that,
“[i]n general, greater institutionalization implies that institutional rules govern
more of the behavior of important actors—more in the sense that behavior
previously outside the scope of particular rules is now within that scope
or that behavior that was previously regulated is now more deeply regulated”
(Goldstein et al. 2001, 3). At the same time, 