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ch a Pter one

Introduction

ukr aInIan PolItIcIans faced a stark choice in 2014. They could sign 
a free trade agreement with the European Union (EU) or opt for closer 
economic cooperation with Russia and its proposed customs union. The 
tensions culminated in a revolution, the ouster of then incumbent presi-
dent Viktor Yanukovych, and a Russian military invasion of Crimea and 
eastern Ukraine. How did trade agreements turn into such a high- profile 
political issue? The economic stakes alone cannot explain this. Two- thirds 
of Russian exports to Ukraine were energy resources. A trade agreement 
with the EU did not threaten this market. Why couldn’t Ukraine sign trade 
agreements with both Russia and the EU?

The most plausible answer is that the conflict was not just about trade 
but also about Ukraine moving closer to the “West.” The West refers not to 
a geographic direction but to an ideological vision of how international 
and domestic societies should be organized and an accompanying under-
standing about the countries the Ukraine is likely to form closer ties with. 
Russia’s government feared that Ukraine would adopt rules, policies, laws, 
and institutions that are shared by the United States and Western Euro-
pean countries but not by Russia. The two agreements were incompatible 
in their policy implications and in terms of which security, economic, and 
diplomatic relationships are valued more.

The politics of multilateralism have always been about ideology. Mul-
tilateralism, as John Ruggie has pointed out, is a distinct form of coop-
eration because it is based on general principles of appropriate conduct 
that apply irrespective of particularistic interests.1 These principles are 
not neutral.2 The United States promoted multilateral institutions that 
advanced rules, norms, and policies that constitute a desirable world 
order from an American vantage point. Some refer to this constellation 
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of institutions as the “liberal international order.”3 Ideology structures 
multilateral cooperation and competition. During the Cold War, partici-
pation in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), and other Western- dominated insti-
tutions signified how a government positioned itself in broader global 
ideological conflict between a Soviet- led communist bloc and a U.S. led 
capitalist bloc.

Such ideological conflict continued after the Cold War ended. Russia 
fought a war with Georgia in 2008 that was triggered by Georgia’s desire 
for closer institutional ties to the West. The United States opposed the 
creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) not because 
it feared China’s development aid, which China can and does deliver uni-
laterally, but because the AIIB challenges values, practices, and policies 
that the United States–dominated World Bank cherishes. When U.S. presi-
dent Barack Obama said about the proposed Trans- Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) that “we can’t let countries like China write the rules of the global 
economy,”4 he communicated not just something about a choice between 
the United States and China but also something about the types of rules 
that the TPP would embrace versus the types of rules an agreement with 
China might entail. By contrast, Obama’s successor, President Donald 
Trump, has preferred bilateral informal negotiations. This transactional 
approach privileges the advancement of short- term particularistic inter-
ests over the pursuit of an ideological vision of how global society should 
be organized.

This book contends that much, though not all, distributive conflict over 
multilateral institutions takes place in a low- dimensional ideological 
space. This low- dimensional space structures cooperation and conflict in 
the global arena in ways that are measurable and important but often ig-
nored in academic studies. Most rationalist theories paint a rather apoliti-
cal picture of why international institutions are created and what they do. 
Institutions reduce transaction costs, coordinate policies, provide impar-
tial information, deliver independent dispute settlement, and offer good 
reputations to those who conform to communal norms and standards.5 
Scholars have, of course, long recognized that institutional politics is also 
distributive politics. As Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye pointed out in 
their seminal 1977 book, “We must therefore be cautious about the pros-
pect that rising interdependence is creating a brave new world of coopera-
tion to replace the bad old world of international conflict. As every parent 
of small children knows, baking a larger pie does not stop disputes over the 
size of slices.”6
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This book contends that contestation over international institutions 
is not just about the size of slices. Institutional politics is often about 
moving a status quo in one’s preferred direction in a relatively low- 
dimensional ideological space. Ideology provides much of the glue in the 
international order. Trade agreements are in part about the specific inter-
ests of importers and exporters. Yet multilateral trade agreements are 
also about advancing certain principles, such as nondiscrimination and 
the protection of intellectual property, that are favored more by some 
than by others. The politics surrounding the IMF and World Bank is 
about who gets what loans at what conditions. But these multilateral in-
stitutions also advance a set of economic principles that compose a con-
tested ideology.7 States form military alliances to protect specific assets 
or interests. Yet multilateral alliances often form in the pursuit of more 
ideological goals,8 and multilateral military coalitions often act against 
ideological challengers.

The argument is not that particularistic interests are unimportant. Yet 
even if distributive conflict over institutions is not always about ideology, 
the geopolitical implications often are. The Ukrainian government may 
well have favored the preferential trade agreement with the EU for par-
ticularistic reasons, for instance because its domestic producers wanted 
access to an attractive export market. However, the broader implications 
of this institutional choice can be understood only in the context of global 
ideological conflict.

The point of this book is not just to argue that ideological contestation 
matters but also to offer measures, a modeling framework, and empirical 
illustrations. The theoretical framework helps us better understand how 
institutional commitments hang together and may unravel together as 
challenges to the liberal institutional order mount. If multilateralism is 
distinct because it advances general principles, then we must understand 
challenges to the multilateral order in terms of domestic and international 
challenges to those principles.

The Argument in Brief
This book’s argument fits in the family of rationalist distributive theories, 
which understand institutions as by- products of social, economic, and 
 political conflicts.9 Efforts by powerful actors to constrain others with 
whom they interact can become more general rules for how actors should 
cooperate and compete in the international system. This view contrasts 
with a rational functionalist understanding that institutions are solutions 
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to strategic problems that impede social welfare enhancing opportunities 
for cooperation.

For example, chapter 8 juxtaposes two ways to understand the contem-
porary regime to protect foreign investments. The functionalist under-
standing is that the regime allows capital- importing countries to make 
credible commitments to refrain from expropriating foreign investments, 
which in turn incentivizes socially beneficial investments. The distributive 
ideological understanding is that the regime arose from efforts by the 
United States and Western capital exporters to generalize their understand-
ing of what proper protections for foreign investments should look like.

Institutions can serve functional and distributive purposes. As Terry 
Moe points out,

Political institutions serve two very different purposes. On the one 
hand, they help mitigate collective- action problems, particularly the 
commitment and enforcement problems so debilitating to political ex-
change, and thus allow the various actors in politics to cooperate in the 
realization of gains from trade. On the other hand, political institutions 
are also weapons of coercion and redistribution. They are the structural 
means by which political winners pursue their own interests, often at 
the great expense of political losers. If we are to understand where po-
litical institutions come from and why they take the specific forms they 
do, we have to pay serious attention to both sides of their theoretical 
story.10

The TPP’s aims were both to facilitate trade and to create rules that 
favor the West more than China. The UN Security Council (UNSC) helps 
finance public goods, such as peacekeeping missions. But the UNSC is also 
the means by which some states try to get what they want at the expense 
of others. The Treaty on the Non- Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) 
facilitates exchange in peaceful nuclear energy. It also prolongs a status 
quo that favors certain nuclear weapon states over others. The IMF pro-
vides information that helps states cooperate on monetary policies. It also 
pursues policies and programs favored by the United States and other 
states with the largest voting shares in the institution.11

The basic point that distributive conflict matters is neither new nor 
controversial.12 This book departs from the literature in its emphasis on 
ideological conflict. The international relations literature has mostly used 
the term “ideology” in a pejorative sense, if at all.13 By contrast, scholars of 
domestic politics commonly conceptualize political competition in ideo-
logical terms. This book follows the lineage of scholarship on spatial mod-
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els and ideology pioneered by Anthony Downs.14 Much contestation over 
international institutions can be conceptualized as conflict over moving a 
status quo toward one’s ideal point in a low- dimensional ideological space.

An ideology is a set of more or less cohesive ideas about how a set of 
issues should be resolved and who should resolve them. An ideology re-
flects core principles about how society should be organized, including 
how resources should be distributed and where power appropriately re-
sides. An ideology is thus by definition distributive: accepting a set of prin-
ciples about how domestic and international societies should be organized 
predictably grants advantages to some states and non- state actors.

Conflict over principles exists alongside conflict over particularistic 
 interests. For example, voting behavior of U.S. congresspeople is driven 
both by ideological interests, how liberal or conservative they are, and by 
“pork- barrel” politics, how many specific benefits they can capture for their 
constituents.15

Table I.1 offers examples of principled and particularistic interests from 
the U.S. perspective. The United States has an interest in advancing the 
principles that private property should be protected and that foreign inves-
tors should be treated at least equally to national investors (national treat-
ment). The United States also has particular interests in protecting corpo-
rate assets. The United States can protect its particular interests without 
institutions, for example by threatening to punish states that expropriate 
the property of U.S. firms. Institutionalized principles can advance U.S. 
particularistic interests, but they also have broader effects on other capital- 
exporting and - importing states. Moreover, there is ideological competi-
tion over what principles should spread. The Soviet Union advocated for 
the principle that states had the right to nationalize industries and expro-
priate foreign investments. Latin American countries and other former 

Table I.1. Examples of principled and particularistic interests for the United States

Principled interests Particularistic interests

Free trade, nondiscrimination
Private property rights, national 

treatment
No recognition of territory acquired 

through force
Freedom of religion

Protect U.S. textile industry, get export 
market access for U.S. technology firms

Protect investments from specific U.S. firms
Protect Estonia’s territorial boundaries, 

recognize Kosovo
Protect Christian minorities in the  

Middle East
Free and fair elections Advocate for free and fair elections in 

Venezuela, protect regime stability in 
Saudi Arabia
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colonies favored principles that would protect their ability to regulate mul-
tinational corporations. Institutionalizing principles can be an important 
tool in broader geopolitical conflict.

Principled and particularistic interests sometimes clash. The United 
States had a principled interest in creating an international trading re-
gime that spread free trade and nondiscrimination.16 Yet in areas where 
the United States did not have a comparative advantage, deviations were 
often accommodated.17 In most contexts, the United States behaves as if 
spreading democracy is in its interest. Yet governments have always been 
willing to oversee democratic failings in key strategic allies. The point of 
this book is not to argue that principled interests dominate particularistic 
interests but that contestation over principles fundamentally shapes the 
politics of multilateralism.

The literature conceives of institutional principles as shared norms that 
define standards for appropriate behavior.18 Instead, I argue that states 
have relatively well- ordered preferences over the principles multilateral 
institutions should advance and that they act purposively in pursuit of 
outcomes that match those preferences. Moreover, this book shows that we 
can estimate the ideal points of states in a low- dimensional ideological 
space and that we can explain a good deal of institutional conflict and co-
operation using simple spatial models. Multilateral politics is often about 
moving a policy status quo in a low- dimensional ideological space.

So what is ideological conflict about? The precise meaning of “liberal” 
in liberal international system is contested and dynamic. There is broad- 
based consensus on some general liberal principles, such as free and fair 
elections as the appropriate way to compete over leadership, private prop-
erty rights, and the rule of law. Yet there are considerable differences 
across time and space over what exactly liberalism means or what prin-
ciples liberal institutions should spread. Left- wing and right- wing parties 
differ substantially in their views on how resources should be distributed 
or how conflicting principles, such as liberty and equality, should be 
weighted and realized. There are stark ideological differences within and 
between liberal democracies about how domestic societies should be or-
ganized that also have consequences for how international society should 
be organized.

During the Cold War, communism was liberalism’s preeminent ideo-
logical contender. Communism rejects liberal principles on all dimensions. 
It envisages a society based on common ownership of property and an 
equal distribution of resources achieved through central planning. Some 
left- wing governments and parties in capitalist societies advanced socialist 
or social- democratic policy platforms that were closer to communism than 
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the platforms of right- wing parties. Moreover, a large number of develop-
ing countries, especially newly independent countries, did not endorse 
communism but did wish to assign a much greater role for the state in 
their economies and societies. Especially in the 1970s, these countries 
sought to overhaul the principles that underpinned the post–World War II 
economic order, challenging that these principles embedded a favorable 
treatment for Western states, including former colonial powers. State and 
non- state actors also contested the racism embedded in the liberal order 
or that its exclusionary character favored Christian countries over those 
with other majority religions.

Both liberalism and communism are explicitly internationalist ideol-
ogy: liberalism in its emphasis on universal individual rights and open 
markets and communism in its focus on a class struggle that should unite 
workers of all countries. Interdependence has led to a “deterritorialization 
of ideological conflict” in which ideological contestation that was once tied 
to a specific place and society has taken on relevance at a global level.19 
Interdependence means that the effects of one country’s policies are con-
ditional on the policies and actions pursued by other countries. One coun-
try’s policies toward private property rights affect other countries if there 
is foreign direct investment (FDI). An example from the security realm is 
the well- known liberal peace theory, which asserts that countries that em-
brace essential liberal principles such as democracy, free trade, and the 
rule of law can form a separate peaceful community of states.20 Of course, 
as Michael Doyle pointed out in his second (and much less cited) seminal 
article on the Kantian peace, liberal states may well be more prone to go 
to war with illiberal states for liberal reasons.21 The post–World War II era 
offers ample examples of such wars.22 States have pursued ideological ob-
jectives in their foreign policies.

The collapse of the Soviet Union removed communism as a viable 
global competitor for liberalism.23 While this void has not been filled, this 
has not led to the end of ideological contestation. First, the character of the 
liberal order itself has changed in a way that is heavily contested. The order 
has moved from embedded liberalism,24 which allowed states considerable 
leeway to ameliorate the domestic effects of globalization, to neoliberalism 
on economic issues25 and a much greater interventionism on other is-
sues.26 The 1990s and early 2000s were a radical time for institutional 
development. Membership in both global and regional institutions became 
more inclusive, the policy scope of institutions increased drastically, and 
institutions became more legalized and less concerned with principles of 
nonintervention into domestic affairs. Thus, we are left with a set of more 
ideologically heterogeneous institutions that have more authority than 
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 before. This increases the probability that these institutions take actions 
that clash with domestically favored principles. Much of the current back-
lash against international institutions respond to these institutional in-
novations rather than the post–World War II order per se. There is consid-
erable domestic and international ideological contestation over the 
principles that international institutions advance and how intrusive this 
interventionism should be.

Second, nationalism, Islamism, populism, authoritarianism, and state- 
led capitalism all challenge important aspects of liberalism. At first glance, 
these ideologies have little in common other than their rejection of liberal-
ism. Chapter 2 argues that there is nonetheless a thin ideological alterna-
tive to liberalism, which does not set forth a full- fledged normative vision 
of how global society should be organized but does have some agreement 
on principles of noninterventionism and strict adherence to related prin-
ciples that defend sovereignty. This thin ideology can be an insufficient 
basis to form deep multilateral coalitions and institutions, although the 
creation of the AIIB illustrates that a multilateral bank that outlines statist 
and noninterventionist principles can have appeal. More generally, agree-
ment on opposition to liberal international institutions can be consequen-
tial even in the absence of a cohesive alternative. If we want to understand 
potential changes to the institutional system, we must understand domes-
tic and international ideological changes.

The theoretical framework accepts the criticism from constructivist 
scholars that rationalist institutional scholars have ignored ideational 
sources of competition and cooperation. Nevertheless, the framework itself 
is rationalist. Ideology can be understood as a rational response to the 
costliness of political information.27 Governments do not always know 
what citizens or interest groups want, and citizens do not always know 
what politicians have done or plan to do. Internationally, governments are 
unsure what other governments want and how they will act. The informa-
tion needed to overcome this ignorance is costly, often prohibitively so. In 
the context of interdependence and institutionalized cooperation, this in-
formation is also valuable. Suppose a government wishes to propose an 
institution that promotes economic or security cooperation. How does that 
government know whom to invite to join the institution? And how do 
other governments know whether they should join? What should a govern-
ment infer if another government joins that institution?

Ideologies are an imperfect way to cope with this lack of information. 
Governments often market institutions as fitting within a well- understood 
set of internally consistent propositions about what is good, who should 
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win, and how power should be allocated. This allows others to predict, 
albeit imperfectly, how they might be affected by the institution. The EU 
as a multilateral organization is based on well- understood principles. The 
Ukrainian government’s decision to create institutional ties with the EU 
informs others about the position that government intends to take on a 
range of policy issues, its internal institutional development, and the coun-
tries it wishes to build closer ties with. This information matters in the 
context of distributive conflict. The Russian government inferred that the 
Ukrainian decision to choose an FTA with the EU could have a range of 
consequences that the Russians deemed undesirable. Institutions allow 
and sometimes compel governments to commit to ideological directions.

The label “ideology” does not prejudge whether actors act out of nor-
mative convictions or their economic or security interests. Ideological con-
flict is about ideas but not about ideas that are divorced from material 
interests or power. To continue the domestic analogy, a candidate for elec-
tion can self- identify as a socialist because she is a union worker who be-
lieves that a socialist (or social- democratic) party will advance her inter-
ests. A candidate can also identify as a socialist from the comforts of Park 
Avenue in New York City. It makes little sense to label only the second 
candidate as a “genuine socialist” because she identifies with the ideology 
out of moral conviction rather than self- interest. In the context of competi-
tion, the label “socialism” matters because it conveys information about the 
likely policy positions of candidates on a broad range of issues.

The value added of ideology over simply studying preferences or inter-
ests is that it highlights the connections across issues. Ideologies are sets 
of interconnected propositions. The same states often stare at each other 
from opposite sides of the fence in very different issue areas. This struc-
tures institutional politics considerably. This book develops a spatial mod-
eling framework that is as simple as the prisoner’s dilemma, coordination 
dilemma, battle of the sexes, and other two- by- two games that have served 
as mental models for rationalist analyses of cooperation.28 The spatial 
model is the “common methodological base”29 of the political economy 
literature outside of international relations. The spatial model starts from 
the assumption that actors have ideal points in a common low- dimensional 
ideological space. For example, the ideal points of members of Congress 
reflect how liberal or conservative they are, which proxies for their pre-
ferred outcomes on a range of policy issues.

There are two primary reasons why international relations (IR) schol-
ars have not embraced the spatial modeling framework to the same ex-
tent as other rational choice scholars.30 First, as pointed out earlier, the 
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justification for analyzing distributive politics in a low- dimensional policy 
space is that ideology structures policy positions. Ideology, as conceptual-
ized here, has not been a major focus of study in IR. Second, cooperation 
in the international arena differs from collective decision making in legis-
lative politics. Collective agreements are only one of many possible ways to 
change the status quo in the international system. Powerful states may get 
what they want unilaterally, which is usually not an option for legislators 
in democracies.31 Legislators have a compelling institutional reason to co-
operate: no legislation passes unless a majority (or supermajority) vote in 
favor of a proposal. Majority voting rules do not structure interactions 
among states in the same way. Instead, the most compelling reason to 
cooperate is interdependence: payoffs depend not just on a state’s own 
policies but also on the policies of the states with whom they interact.32

This book develops a spatial modeling framework that explicitly mod-
els the (asymmetric) interdependencies between states. This is new both 
for spatial models but also in IR more generally. The more familiar models 
assume an interdependent strategic problem structure in which two par-
ties have an incentive to cooperate but there are (also) equilibria in which 
no or suboptimal cooperation occurs. Coordination dilemmas are those 
were actors benefit from harmonizing policies (or actions), but they may 
fail to do so, either because they have different preferences or because there 
is some other feature that prevents them from coordination, such as high 
transaction costs, lack of information, or a preexisting suboptimal coordi-
nation equilibrium that is difficult to change. Collaboration dilemmas are 
those where it would be socially optimal to cooperate but actors have indi-
vidual incentives to cheat.

In the spatial modeling framework, these strategic dilemmas arise 
from different configurations of ideological conflict and interdependen-
cies. This creates a number of new insights that have implications for 
empirical studies of international institutions. For example, collaboration 
dilemmas arise when ideological conflict is large enough and interdepen-
dencies small enough such that agreements are not self- enforcing. This 
suggests that the most extensive institutional enforcement structures are 
needed only where the benefits of institutional cooperation are relatively 
modest and ideological contestation is strong. This may explain why 
deeper institutions are not always correlated with more cooperation. 
Moreover, it may explain why institutional backlash is sometimes targeted 
at seemingly low- stakes issues.

The spatial modeling framework illustrates how cooperative arrange-
ments between some states may adversely affect other states. If liberal in-
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stitutions move the status quo in a liberal direction, then governments less 
enamored of liberalism are going to be negatively affected by these institu-
tions, especially if interdependencies are strong. This can lead to conflict. 
Chapter 7 shows that the Ukraine anecdote fits a broader pattern: milita-
rized conflicts frequently arise between states that have ideologically dif-
ferent institutional commitments.

The analysis also sheds a different light on problems of incomplete in-
formation and uncertainty. In the classic understanding, international 
organizations and transnational experts may acquire authority because 
they have information that states do not have. However, in the context of 
ideological conflict states may distrust experts. This may induce them to 
invest in their own expertise. Expertise is inherently political. Institutions 
may still matter but often for different reasons than commonly assumed. 
For example, expert organizations, like the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) matter not so much because they have expertise 
that states do not have. After all, many of the panel members are state 
employees and the knowledge is often in the public domain. However, the 
organization matters in that it restricts the supply of expert advice by of-
fering a focal understanding of expertise. Institutions also play an impor-
tant role in incentivizing states to communicate their private information 
rather than in acquiring new information about the world.

The modeling framework develops a range of other theoretical insights, 
some of which are then tested in the empirical chapters. I do not claim that 
all of these insights are new. The book relies extensively on previous schol-
arship. Instead, the goal of this book is to present a cohesive framework 
that puts ideological contestation at the heart of our understanding of how 
the international institutional order hangs together. That is a new contri-
bution, which also helps to illuminate the current crisis of this institutional 
order.

A Brief Illustration: The WTO
Trade politics is traditionally analyzed through the lens of particularistic 
interests. Domestic producers push governments for protection when they 
fear foreign competition and for access to foreign markets when they enjoy 
comparative advantages.33 Multilateral trade institutions are voluntarist 
contracts that improve opportunities for exchange. For example, fear of 
cheating may prevent states from lifting tariffs. Institutions can help by 
providing information that identifies cheaters or by creating dispute settle-
ment mechanisms that facilitate tit- for- tat punishment, like the World 
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Trade Organization’s (WTO) Dispute Settlement Understanding. Institu-
tions solve problems. States join and create the WTO because they want 
these problems solved. The WTO’s effects depend on the extent to which 
it effectively provides information and facilitates tit- for- tat punishments. 
The WTO’s design can be understood as an attempt to best solve the col-
lective problem that inhibits trade.

This conventional understanding isn’t necessarily wrong, but it high-
lights only one side of the institutional story. In this book’s framework, 
multilateral trade institutions originate not as an effort to improve col-
lective well- being but as an attempt by powerful states to constrain the 
trade policies of those with whom they interact.34 Like other multilateral 
regimes, the WTO is based on a set of principles that had long dominated 
U.S. trade policies: most notably limits on government interventionism 
and nondiscrimination.35 To be sure, the WTO embeds protectionism for 
particular sectors where the United States and other major economies do 
not have a comparative advantage, such as agriculture. Nonetheless, 
these principles matter and are contested. For example, the WTO’s gen-
eral principles push for a limited role of the state in the economy. Specific 
agreements, like the Agreement on Trade- Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS), further embedded principles favored by the 
United States into the trading regime, which led to more ideological 
contestation.36

Global ideology matters for sorting into the WTO. For example, Chris-
tina Davis and Meredith Wilf have shown that geopolitical alignments are 
a much stronger correlate of GATT/WTO accession than expected gains in 
trade.37 Political leaders are (rightly or wrongly) at least partially moti-
vated by these broader ideological implications of institutions. There is at 
least anecdotal evidence for this in the WTO context. For example, U.S. 
president Bill Clinton remarked as the U.S. Congress voted on the agree-
ment regarding China’s WTO accession, “By joining the WTO, China is not 
simply agreeing to import more of our products; it is agreeing to import 
one of democracy’s most cherished values: economic freedom.”38 Or as 
U.S. Trade Representative Charlene Barshefsky put it, “Would it go in a 
direction antithetical to Western norms? Or could it be encouraged to go 
in a direction that was compatible to Western norms?”39

In other words, the purpose of inviting China into the WTO was not 
just to increase trade but also to move Chinese policies in a direction that 
the United States desired. Today the U.S. government considers this aspect 
of the WTO a failure. Instead, the Trump administration has moved away 
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from principled multilateralism and toward a transactional approach 
aimed at specific concessions that satisfy particularistic interests.40 The 
Trump administration’s refusal to approve appellate body panelists, rejec-
tion of the TPP agreement, and renegotiation of NAFTA fit this strategy. 
The United States no longer pursues general principled interests but seeks 
to negotiate bilateral agreements that best advance particularistic inter-
ests.41 This is a significant departure from earlier administrations.

The point of this book is not that all international politics is ideological. 
Yet multilateral politics often is. For example, developing countries re-
jected reforms in the 2000 Doha Round because the modest concessions 
the United States and the EU were willing to make on agriculture were not 
worth the loss of domestic policy space, that is, less room for state inter-
vention, they would have to give up in exchange.42 This suggests that con-
testation over the appropriate role of the state in the economy continues 
to be important for understanding multilateral trade politics, even if trade 
policy (especially) is always also about particularistic benefits.

This perspective challenges the strong voluntarist interpretation that 
underlies most rationalist institutionalist understandings of international 
institutions and law.43 Voluntarism implies that international law affects 
only those who of their own volition commit to be bound by international 
law, most commonly by ratifying a treaty. If the WTO harmonizes state 
policies in an ideological space, then states with preferences far removed 
from the WTO’s creators are harmed by the institution as these states will 
find fewer partners with whom they can trade based on their preferred 
principles. The outlier states can either adjust their policies and join the 
institution or stay outside and become marginalized as trading powers. 
That is, institutions may affect the welfare of states that do not voluntarily 
commit. This basic insight matters for empirical studies, which typically 
seek evidence of institutional effects by contrasting cooperative behavior 
among ratifiers and non- ratifiers.

Moreover, the perspective implies that institutions may increase coop-
eration between some states while creating conflict with others. Chapter 7 
will illustrate this point by showing that it is not the number of shared 
institutional memberships but the distance in the ideological portfolio of 
institutional memberships that correlates with the presence and absence 
of militarized disputes between states. There are militarized disputes over 
borders or other issues that have nothing to do with ideology. Yet there are 
also disputes that do concern the main global ideological divisions. Those 
disputes tend to draw in multiple states and multilateral institutions. It is 
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not necessarily clear that more transactional trade politics will result in 
more conflict, but it may lead to different types of conflicts that are more 
about specific assets than the principles that govern the world.

A Road Map
Chapter 2 defines ideology more precisely and discusses related concepts. 
The chapter then outlines an approach to estimate the ideological posi-
tions of states from votes in the United Nations General Assembly 
(UNGA). The chapter assesses the validity of this measure. For example, 
changes in UNGA ideal points correlate strongly with various indicators 
of liberalism: such as changes in government ideology, regime type, and 
capital openness.

Chapter 3 discusses the relationship of the distributive ideological per-
spective to other theoretical approaches in the literature. The chapter dis-
cusses conceptually how attention to ideological conflict interplays with 
the insights from the neofunctionalist, rational institutionalist, liberal 
 internationalist, and constructivist literatures. Readers who are less inter-
ested in how this book fits with the academic literature could skip this 
chapter.

Chapters 4 and 5 embed functionalist cooperation within a political 
economy framework. Chapter 4 proposes a simple spatial modeling frame-
work that is as simple as the two- by- two games typically used as mental 
models in functionalist approaches, with the prisoner’s dilemma as its 
most famous example. Actors have ideal points in a low- dimensional ideo-
logical space, but their payoffs are also interdependent. Actors would pre-
fer to adopt policies close to their ideal points, but they also have incentives 
to adopt policies closer to the ideal points of the states they depend upon. 
The model (presented with little math) illustrates that there are rationales 
for delegating authority to institutions not because these have informa-
tional advantages but because they help address indeterminacy in collec-
tive decision making. These institutions need not be neutral and can have 
distributive effects even if they do not have enforcement capabilities. The 
model also shows how excluded actors may be affected by cooperation.

Chapter 5 extends that framework to examine the most common argu-
ments for delegation to international institutions: information. The chap-
ter distinguishes two rationales: delegation to acquire expertise that 
states do not individually have and delegation to share expertise and 
achieve common interpretations of expertise. While the literature empha-
sizes the former, the latter type of delegation is likely much more com-
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mon. Moreover, it can be understood only in the context of ideological 
conflict between states when states have incentives not to share informa-
tion truthfully. The chapter examines the conditions under which trans-
national and international actors can exploit such ideological conflict to 
gain influence.

The theoretical framework offers a way to think about institutionaliza-
tion rather than a specific theory of any specific institution. The next four 
chapters examine empirical implications from the framework to specific 
questions. These are meant as illustrations of the kind of questions the 
framework could shed light on rather than as a set of definitive tests that 
discriminate the distributive ideological perspective from the rational 
functionalist framework.

Chapter 6 shows that ideological divisions shape how states sort into 
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs). During the Cold War, commu-
nist states for the most part stayed out of the core IGOs that defined the 
liberal order. Since the end of the Cold War, states all over the ideological 
spectrum have joined IGOs, but there has been considerable ideological 
sorting into IGOs and alliances. If we want to understand the Western 
liberal institutional order and its implications, we need to understand sys-
tematic ideological variation in the extent to which governments have 
bought into that order.

Chapter 7 examines if and how IGO memberships shape participation 
in militarized interstate disputes. Theorists have argued that IGOs solve 
informational problems, socialize states, or constitute democratic commu-
nities that prevent a resort to violence. The distributive ideological ap-
proach suggests that IGOs institutionalize ideologically cohesive coalitions 
that ameliorate conflicts with insiders but can exacerbate conflict with 
outsiders. The effect of IGOs on militarized disputes should be present 
only if the distributional stakes have global ideological implications as op-
posed to when disputes are purely over particularistic stakes, such as ter-
ritory. Regression analyses support this insight. Both ideological differ-
ences and IGO membership patterns affect dispute participation in dyads 
that include a major power but not among neighboring states or states 
involved in a territorial dispute. One implication is that IGO memberships 
affect the distribution of militarized disputes, but it is unclear whether 
IGOs in the aggregate reduce militarized conflict.

Chapter 8 offers a case study of the regime that seeks to protect foreign 
investments from expropriation. This regime was created not just to pro-
tect firms, which could be protected through other means, but also to 
 advance a specific vision of what rules should govern private investments 
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over alternative visions that grant greater leeway to states. The analysis 
shows how ideology shapes sorting into the regime and how ideological 
changes help explain which states renegotiate or opt out of investment 
treaties.

Chapter 9 examines the rise of populism as an ideological shift that can 
be orthogonal to the main ideological dimension of contestation. The 
chapter advances two main points. First, populist leaders have incentives 
to contest expert- based international institutions that interpret liberal 
rules when these interpretations interact with preexisting populist mobi-
lization. Moreover, populism offers an ideology to challenge the authority 
of these institutions. Second, populists are diverse in their positions on the 
main dimension of contestation, which complicates their ability to form 
effective multilateral reform coalitions.

The conclusion wraps up what these insights mean for international 
relations theory as well as for debates about the future of the present insti-
tutional order. The purpose of this book is not to persuade the reader that 
this distributive ideological theory is always a superior theory to alterna-
tives. Rather, I establish that it is a plausible way to think about institu-
tions that should be on the table in theoretical and empirical studies. 
Moreover, the theory offers a useful way to think through substantive ques-
tions, such as the alleged “collapse” or “twilight” of the liberal world order 
or whether we are moving toward a “world without the West.”44
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ch a Pter t wo

Global Ideological Conflict
concePt a nd me asuremen t

thIs chaPter argues that ideology is a useful analytical construct to 
help us understand global distributive institutional politics. The chapter 
first discusses the definition of institutions and then of ideology. Ideology 
is a set of widely understood more or less cohesive and stable ideas about 
how a set of issues should be resolved and who should resolve them. Ideol-
ogy is a vehicle not just for spreading values but also for transmitting in-
formation. If a government proclaims to be liberal, then this tells us some-
thing about the position that government will likely take on a range of 
policy issues. This information is especially valuable in contexts where 
actors care deeply about the future intentions of others, including interna-
tional institutional politics. Institutions allow and sometimes compel gov-
ernments to commit to ideological directions. The chapter discusses how 
this definition differs from other treatments in the international relations 
literature, how ideology constrains policy positions, and what global ideo-
logical debates are about.

The second part of this chapter shows that the ideological positions of 
states can plausibly be measured in a low- dimensional space. The dimen-
sionality of the policy space is an important source of structure in theoreti-
cal models of collective decision making. Indeed, the spatial models intro-
duced in chapters 4 and 5 assume a low- dimensional space. This chapter 
uses empirical spatial models on votes in the UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) to estimate state ideal points on a dimension that captures sup-
port for or opposition to the Western liberal order. The validity of this 
measure is assessed in a variety of ways, including by regressing changes 
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in ideal points with various indicators of liberalism: such as changes in 
government ideology, regime type, and capital openness. The book’s em-
pirical chapters then employ this measure.

What Are International Institutions?
John Mearsheimer defined international institutions as “formal and infor-
mal rules that prescribe the way actors should cooperate and compete in 
the international system.”1 This definition rightly leaves open the question 
whether institutions actually matter. Moreover, it includes a broad array 
of institutions ranging from formal intergovernmental organizations 
(IGOs) like the United Nations to informal arrangements like customary 
international law, soft law, clubs (like the G20), multistakeholder initia-
tives, and regulatory networks. This is important given that traditional 
treaty- based institutions are becoming a less central element of the insti-
tutional order.

I accept this definition with one addition: those to whom the rule per-
tains must share an understanding that this is so.2 The rule that states 
should consult the Delphi oracle before using force would fit Mearsheimer’s 
definition. Yet no one would acknowledge that the rule pertains to them. 
The modified working definition is that institutions are “widely acknowl-
edged formal and informal rules that prescribe the way actors should co-
operate and compete in the international system.”

This definition still leaves open the question whether institutions actu-
ally matter. Unlike the Delphi oracle, states do acknowledge that the 
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) should authorize uses of force 
other than for self- defense. Acknowledgment is not agreement, nor is it 
internalization or compliance. States may well disagree that the UNSC 
should authorize uses of force, and they sometimes disregard the rule. In-
deed, this rule barely affected international affairs between 1951 and 1989, 
and it remains an open question whether and why it has influenced global 
politics since.3

This definition is descriptive in that it tells us how we might recognize 
an institution when we see one. Conceptually, institutions are consequen-
tialist devices that aim to steer social interactions in the context of inter-
dependence. Institutions are attempts to specify equilibrium behavior. The 
definition of an equilibrium is that no actor can gain from changing only 
her strategy, although some (or even all) actors might have something to 
gain from changing the strategies of others.4 This leaves open the question 
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of success. The rule that states should not grab each other’s territory 
through conquest can matter only if it successfully shapes expectations. 
But it can still be an institution if actors acknowledge the rule as interna-
tional law even though it does not successfully specify equilibrium behav-
ior. Actors may have unilateral incentives to deviate from rules that are 
nonetheless understood to define proper behavior. Other institutions at-
tempt to construct equilibria that did not exist before, for instance by 
changing the informational structure, options, or payoffs. There is no guar-
antee that these efforts succeed in actually influencing equilibrium behav-
ior or equilibrium selection.

IGOs are organizations whose members are three or more govern-
ments. IGOs have a headquarters and staff and meet on a regular basis 
under fixed procedural rules. IGOs are typically based on treaties, which 
define the formal rules under which states compete and cooperate inside 
an IGO. Yet there are also informal rules that shape how IGOs operate.5 
IGOs are thus themselves institutions, but their existence and operation 
are also defined by other institutions. IGOs can be more or less indepen-
dent agencies charged with monitoring, implementing, interpreting, and 
settling disputes over rules. They are also the arenas in which much dis-
tributive politics over institutions play out.

This book focuses on global distributive conflict. Regional institutions 
sometimes play a role in global conflicts, as the Ukraine- EU example il-
lustrates. Yet I am not analyzing how regional institutions address regional 
conflict, even if the framework may well be relevant for that context.

What Is Ideology?
Ideology In the Ir lIterature

Ideology does not feature prominently in international relations (IR) 
scholarship. Contemporary IR scholarship on ideational factors empha-
sizes how norms6 and ideas7 foster cooperation and sometimes competi-
tion. Alexander Wendt’s magnum opus lacks an entry for ideology in its 
index, as do Robert Keohane’s, John Mearsheimer’s, and Kenneth Waltz’s 
most cited books.8 When IR scholarship does mention ideology it is often 
in a pejorative way.9

I examined all articles published in the journal International Organi-
zation between 1990 and 2016 that mentioned “ideology” or “ideological” 
anywhere in the text. The vast majority used ideology in passing rather 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



[ 20 ] chaPter two

than as a key theoretical concept. Others distinguished liberal ideology 
from liberal theory10 or discussed ideology as a utopian opposite from 
more reasoned analysis of international affairs.11 Where ideology played 
an important and explicit role it was mostly as a foundation for claims to 
moral authority or legitimation rather than as a feature of distributive 
politics.12

There are a few notable exceptions in the realist, liberal, and constructiv-
ist traditions. First, Robert Gilpin recognized the importance of Marxism, 
liberalism, and nationalism as three contrasting ideologies about how both 
national economies and the international economy should be organized.13 
Moreover, Gilpin understood that clashes between these visions constituted 
a major challenge for the possibility of governing the global economy. How-
ever, most realists have continued to downplay the role of ideology, even in 
the Cold War.14 Moreover, realists have shown little interest in explaining 
multilateralism, other than to emphasize its impotence.15

Second, Mark Haas and John Owen both examine ideology as part 
of the structure of the international system.16 They argue that ideology 
helps states draw conclusions about the intentions of others and that the 
ideological distance between states matters.17 This is compatible with 
the argument advanced in this book. One difference is that they equate 
ideology with identity and domestic legitimation institutions (especially 
liberal democracy). While these scholars are not primarily focused on 
explaining multilateral institutions, their arguments do overlap with 
mine.

Third, critical IR theorists have long highlighted the role of ideology in 
IR and related scholarship.18 For example, Gramscian approaches have 
emphasized that the institutional order is shaped by a hegemonic ideology, 
which justifies existing arrangements of power, authority, and status in 
international society.19 This order is subject to contestation from counter-
hegemonic narratives. Others point to racism as an ideology that has justi-
fied international institutional arrangements and policies.20 For example, 
scholars have argued that racism may help explain why the United States 
formed a multilateral alliance with European countries but took a more 
transactional, bilateral approach with Asian countries.21 This book con-
curs that understanding ideological contestation is key for analyzing global 
institutional politics but stays within a rationalist framework and does not 
adopt the postpositivist perspectives of critical theorists. The goal in this 
book is to develop measures and models for analyzing how ideological 
contestation affects institutionalized cooperation and conflict in interna-
tional affairs.
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defInItIon

Most social science theories outside IR offer value- neutral definitions of 
ideology.22 Ideology refers to any “configuration of ideas and attitudes in 
which the elements are bound together by some form of constraint or func-
tional interdependence.”23 I define an ideology as a widely understood set 
of interconnected propositions about how a set of issues should be resolved 
and who should resolve them. Ideologies have implications for what is (1) 
ethically good, (2) how resources should be distributed, and (3) where 
power appropriately resides.24

A few remarks about this definition are in order. First, ideologies do 
not just exist in the minds of individuals. They are social constructs. The 
political and informational value of ideologies depends on others under-
standing what it means for a group or individual to espouse a conservative, 
liberal, leftist, or communist ideology. If a politician announces that she is 
a conservative, then others in a society will draw inferences about that 
politician’s positions on a wide range of issues, including taxation, health 
care policy, LGBT rights, abortion, and so on. The point is not that every 
conservative has precisely the same views on all these issues but that an 
ideological label nevertheless raises expectations about an actor’s likely 
views on a bundle of issues. Similarly, if the Georgian government an-
nounces its intention to form closer ties with the West, observers will un-
derstand that this will likely have implications for policies on trade, prop-
erty rights, civil liberties, and capital constraints even if we do not know 
precisely what position the Georgian government will take on specific is-
sues. Ideological commitments provide imprecise information about a 
wide array of issues.

Second, an ideology contains what Anthony Downs called “a verbal 
image of the good society.”25 An ideology includes normative propositions 
about what is good, how resources should be distributed, and who should 
have power. An ideology is not a laundry list of “stuff we like.” Ideologies 
must contain abstract interdependent principles that contain prescrip-
tions about what actors should do in new situations. In its crudest sense, 
liberalism in international affairs implies a commitment to the market as 
the appropriate mechanism to allocate resources (albeit embedded in po-
litical and social institutions), that the government should protect certain 
individual rights, and that power should be determined through free and 
fair elections. These are general principles that have implications for how 
an actor should behave in a wide range of practical cases in both domestic 
and international affairs.
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Ideology differs from regime type. Democratically elected governments 
vary greatly in their economic ideologies and often compete domestically 
with political adversaries on ideological grounds. Yet regime type influ-
ences foreign policy ideology. For example, democracies may be more likely 
to commit to the ideological proposition that democracy should be the 
organizing principle for domestic societies. International institutions 
dominated by democracies spread that ideology through election monitor-
ing, tying aid to democratization, and other policies.26

Third, ideologies have distributive implications and are thus conten-
tious. Stronger protections of private property make it more difficult for 
states to control the means of production. Property rights allow the already 
privileged to have continued control over land and resources, which may 
conflict with other distributional ideals. Such ideological divisions over 
property manifest themselves domestically in class struggles, ethnic strug-
gles (if one ethnic group dominates land ownership), and/or clashes be-
tween the state and private actors. Internationally, there have long been 
ideological divides over just how much a state should protect the property 
of foreigners or whether expropriation is justified by past injustices, such 
as colonialism.

The broader point is that there has always been and continues to be a 
variety of views on what the Western liberal institutional order should look 
like and whether it is desirable in the first place.27 The “end of history” was 
never really there.28 The end of the Cold War did not result in a conver-
gence on liberalism. Moreover, there continue to be important divisions 
within liberalism about the role of the state in the domestic economy and 
other issues. The next section delves deeper into the content of these ideo-
logical debates.

Fourth, ideological contestation concerns both the principles of global 
governance and who the governors should be. These debates are con-
nected. Concerns about the demise of the Western liberal order are typi-
cally motivated in part by concerns that non- Western states might advance 
different principles and values if they were to control international institu-
tions.29 Western liberal democracies have promoted a verbal image of 
what a good global society is that is tied into Western liberal democracies 
taking a prominent place in that society. This is one source of contestation 
in the current liberal order.30

what are global IdeologIcal dIvIsIons about?

The Cold War cannot be understood without acknowledging that the 
major players had fundamentally different views on how domestic societ-
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ies and international society should be organized.31 This book does not 
seek to intervene in debates among historians about just how important 
ideology was as a motivating force for U.S. or Soviet behavior. The point 
here is simply that the content of the principles that many multilateral 
institutions sought to advance reflects ideological principles that were fa-
vored by the United States and its allies but not by the Soviet Union. These 
included principles such as that individual liberties and protections of 
property rights are ethically good, that market forces should govern the 
allocation of resources, and that democracy and the rule of law should 
determine the allocation of power domestically.32 Internationally, this has 
implications for how investments should be protected, how trade should 
be regulated, how human rights ought to be protected, and many other 
issues. The manifestation of these principles into institutions has varied 
over time, for instance moving from embedded liberalism toward a more 
neoliberal economic ideology.33

Communism envisages a society based on common ownership of prop-
erty and an equal distribution of resources achieved through central plan-
ning. As chapter 1 pointed out, communism is also explicitly international 
but clashes with liberalism. Chapter 6 shows that governments that identi-
fied more with the communist side of the ideological spectrum joined 
many fewer international organizations during the Cold War, especially 
the organizations that were devoted to promoting market forces and 
democratization.

Moreover, former colonies became quite successful in embedding prin-
ciples, such as self- determination and the illegality of colonialism, in mul-
tilateral organizations.34 In the 1970s, developing countries started advo-
cating for a New International Economic Order (NIEO), which advocated 
for state- led industrial policies, increased control over multinational cor-
porations, and redistribution of resources from North to South.35 These 
countries were not necessarily adopting communism but did seek a more 
interventionist role for the state in the economy and were weary of the 
influence of Western countries. Chapter 8 has more on the NIEO and its 
influence.

It is more difficult to assign clear content to ideological contestation in 
the post–Cold War period.36 Francis Fukuyama famously claimed that the 
end of the Cold War represented a decisive victory for liberalism over its 
rivals: fascism and communism.37 He argued that there are no competing 
ideologies left, at least not at the global level. Fundamental Islamism has 
no appeal outside of Muslim nations. Nationalism is too limited to offer a 
compelling counternarrative. As Fukuyama puts it, “Most of the world’s 
nationalist movements do not have a political program beyond the nega-
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tive desire of independence from some other group or people, and do not 
offer anything like a comprehensive agenda for socio- economic organiza-
tion.”38 While nationalism may not offer a thick ideological vision of how 
international society should be organized in the way that communism did, 
there is an emerging thinner ideological statist vision that opposes West-
ern liberalism. Statism as a thin ideology does not have detailed prescrip-
tions for how domestic societies should be organized,39 but it does have a 
vision on where the Western liberal orthodoxy is wrong, not just on one 
issue but also on many seemingly unrelated issues. Opposition to the lib-
eral order is motivated by a set of collective ideas that emphasize self- 
determination as ethically good, reserve a prominent role for the state in 
domestic political economy, favor redistributing resources away from the 
West, and advocate for the restoration of noninterference into the domes-
tic affairs of states.

China has been particularly active in organizing states on this basis. 
China has emerged as the leader in the Group of 77, a party- like organiza-
tion of developing states in the United Nations and other multilateral or-
ganizations, including climate negotiations.40 China’s president Xi Jinping 
summarized this stance concisely during his September 2015 speech to the 
UNGA: “The principle of sovereignty not only means that the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of all countries are inviolable and their internal 
affairs are not subjected to interference. It also means that all countries’ 
right to independently choose social systems and development paths 
should be upheld.”41

Unlike liberalism and Marxism, this ideological position does not in-
clude an agenda for socioeconomic organization nor a desire to spread a 
domestic political, social, or economic system to other countries. Yet this 
position contains considerable informational value for how states should 
behave vis- à- vis multilateral institutions. In the Doha Round, developing 
countries rallied around these principles despite greatly varying particu-
laristic interests.42 The newly created Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB) promises that it will not seek to influence domestic gover-
nance or rule of law in exchange for development lending. Opposition to 
humanitarian interventions is typically framed in terms of more general 
principles of noninterference. States are increasingly trying to redefine 
core liberal international principles, such as Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P), in a way to make them more consistent with a statist ideology.43 
Thus, coalitions in different issue areas are forming around this thin statist 
ideology.

This ideology appeals to numerous classic schools of thought, including 
realism, nationalism, and anticolonialism, which are united in their resis-
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tance to liberal international interventionism even if they vary in their 
prescriptions for how domestic and international society should organize 
core social, economic, and political dimensions. Moreover, ideological con-
testation over the role of the state also continues to be important in the 
domestic politics of many countries, including traditional socioeconomic 
left- right conflict.

There is a fair bit of consistency on what left- right divides mean across 
countries even if there are also countries,44 especially in Africa and Asia, 
where this left- right divide is less important.45 Leftist parties are typically 
more favorably disposed toward state intervention in the economy. There 
is already an extensive literature that establishes that the ideology of do-
mestic political actors, especially parties, can influence foreign economic46 
and security policies in predictable ways.47 If left- wing and right- wing 
governments systematically pursue distinct trade, capital mobility, ex-
change rate, and foreign intervention policies, then governments compete 
and cooperate along a well- understood ideological dimension on these 
policy areas. This continues to be relevant after the end of the Cold War as 
multilateral institutions have pushed for these principles.

Since the end of the Cold War, globalization has transformed existing 
cleavages and emphasized new ones, including contestation over culture 
and identity.48 In many European countries, this new transnational cleav-
age has become the dominant ideological division. Especially populist 
right- wing authoritarian parties and governments have rallied against 
multilateral institutions. In Latin America, left- wing populist govern-
ments have done the same, albeit for different reasons. Cas Mudde has 
defined populism as a thin ideology that opposes liberalism.49 Populists 
take diverse views on the organization of domestic political economy but 
are united in their objection to the countermajoritarian implications of 
international law and institutions, especially if these produce substantive 
results that populists do not like.50 Although there are some temporary 
international coalitions of populists, overall populism is not a strong force 
underlying coalition formation in international affairs. It is, however, a 
driving force for why some states are withdrawing from (parts of) the lib-
eral international order.51 Chapter 9 has more on populism and how it 
transforms support for international institutions.

Ideology and Constraint
Ideology can fulfil its informational role only if it actually constrains policy 
positions. It must mean something to “move toward the West” for that 
label to signal something. Ideological rigor is not always a virtue. There is 
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always some flexibility on how abstract principles translate into precise 
positions on actual issues. Governments often find it in their interest to use 
this wiggle room. Yet there are at least three reasons why ideologies may 
constrain at least somewhat.

First, actors may genuinely believe that policy positions that are con-
sistent with an ideological worldview are better or more appropriate. Or 
governments may depend on the support of actors who insist on ideologi-
cal purity. Moreover, these actors may attempt to convince others of their 
worldview and believe that inconsistency would detract from their pur-
poses. The core argument in this book is that ideologies shape interna-
tional politics not just because actors seek to persuade each other but also 
because they seek to inform each other. Persuasion and socialization surely 
happen some of the time. Moreover, moral convictions may have strategic 
implications.

For example, the human rights literature documents convincingly that 
nongovernmental actors sometimes successfully sway governments to pur-
sue a human rights agenda even if this conflicts with particularistic foreign 
policy objectives.52 This book adds the idea that ideologies also inform. 
Governments understand that if they wish to trade with the EU then their 
human rights records will face scrutiny.53 Governments also understand 
that trade with China (or the Soviet Union during the Cold War) does not 
come with this baggage,54 although it may come with different ideological 
demands. These expectations help sort states into institutional arrange-
ments. A government may prefer a loan from AIIB to one from the World 
Bank or the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) 
because it comes with fewer expectations about interference with domestic 
human rights. Ideology may structure international conflict and coopera-
tion partially because some politically relevant actors are genuinely per-
suaded by ideological values and wish to spread these values. Governments 
may have feared Soviet domination for reasoned unrelated to communist 
ideology, but there were surely also governments that resisted communism 
itself. As John Lewis Gaddis put it,

When President Harry S. Truman told the Congress of the United 
States on 12 March 1947 that the world faced a struggle between two 
ways of life, one based on the will of the majority and the other based 
on the will of a minority imposed upon the majority, he had more than 
one purpose in mind. The immediate aim, of course, was to prod parsi-
monious legislators into approving economic and military assistance to 
Greece and Turkey, and a certain amount of rhetorical dramatization 
served that end. But President Truman also probably believed what he 
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said, and most Americans and Europeans, at the time, probably agreed 
with him. Otherwise, the United States would hardly have been able to 
abandon its historic policy of peacetime isolationism and commit itself, 
not only to the Truman Doctrine, but to the much more ambitious Mar-
shall plan and eventually the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as 
well.55

Second, ideological consistency may help actors communicate private 
preferences amid distributive conflict. Misperceptions over preferences are 
an important source of bargaining failures. Actors sometimes have incen-
tives to misrepresent their own preferences, which in turn makes it more 
difficult to truthfully reveal them. Ideological consistency may be strategi-
cally desirable if others expect states to act in a consistent manner.

Standard reputational accounts focus on past records of compliance. 
Ideologues can also build up reputational credibility.56 Governments use 
ideology to market policies or institutions to both domestic and interna-
tional audiences. This creates expectations over what likely bargaining 
positions will be. It may be easier to commit to bargaining positions that 
fit these expectations than to commit to positions that do not. Institutions 
offer incentives to provide ideologies as well as to stick with them. For 
example, China may value its ability to credibly communicate that it reli-
ably stands for noninterference in domestic affairs. If China proposes a 
new institution, like the AIIB, then other states may believe that the prom-
ise of noninterference in domestic affairs over human rights (or corrup-
tion) is credible.

This argument implies that states may sometimes have reputational 
incentives for noncompliance. Suppose, for instance, that an international 
organization issues an edict that goes against a government’s ideological 
commitments. Noncompliance would diminish a government’s reputation 
for compliance. Yet noncompliance might strengthen perceptions of ideo-
logical consistency. It is notoriously difficult to disentangle the influence 
of reputation when one decision can have countervailing implications on 
different kinds of reputations.57 Yet theoretically, governments may be able 
to more credibly communicate their bargaining positions on new issues if 
the position follows from a well- understood set of interconnected proposi-
tions (ideology). This is especially true in multilateral contexts that depend 
on adherence to general principles.58

Third, ideology constrains through policy interdependence. The attrac-
tiveness of policy options depends on what other policies are in place. Once 
a state moves some policies in a market- oriented or open trade direction, 
then the incentives to change other policies changes. This makes ideologi-
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cal consistency more attractive. It will also change incentives to join inter-
national institutions.

There is ample empirical evidence that liberal economic, social, and 
political policies have diffused in similar patterns.59 The same is true for 
institutional relationships. Strengthening institutional trade ties with a 
country creates incentives to strengthen investment ties. There are strong 
correlations between memberships in bilateral investment treaties (BITs) 
and in preferential trade agreements (PTAs).60 Strengthening institu-
tional economic ties with a country may also create incentives to form in-
stitutional security ties (and vice versa), as evidenced by the strong correla-
tion between membership in trade pacts and alliances.61 So Ukraine’s 
desire to create a PTA with the EU may also signal something about its 
future security alliances. IGO memberships send signals to markets about 
a range of future policies.62 There is a common logic underlying many 
institutional arrangements that creates real interdependence in many 
(though not all) institutional choices.

There is nothing inherently new about this claim. Still, few scholars 
examine how this common logic structures cooperation and conflict over 
international institutions. One exception is the budding literature that ex-
amines IGO memberships as networks.63 Network approaches helpfully 
expose the structure underlying state portfolios of institutional member-
ships. The theoretical underpinnings of those relationships derive not 
from ideology but from the idea that joint institutional memberships cre-
ate social ties among states. This literature has little to say about why there 
is variation in institutional portfolios, but it does suggest that the resulting 
patterns of social ties shape consequential behavior in international affairs. 
To network theorists, the choices by states to join similar IGOs stem not 
from a shared ideology but from similarities in their preexisting IGO 
membership portfolios. Chapters 6 and 7 have more to say about similari-
ties and differences between the spatial and network approaches to model-
ing interdependencies.

Measuring Ideological Positions
If political contention is ideological in the way that I use the term here, then 
it takes place in a policy space of limited dimensionality. The dimensionality 
of the policy space is an important assumption theorists must make when 
they analyze collective choice, coalition formation, or crisis bargaining, es-
pecially with more than two actors. The spatial modeling literature is lit-
tered with results showing that equilibrium formation is much more straight-
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forward in a unidimensional policy space.64 Unidimensionality does not 
always make things easier. For example, sometimes cooperative outcomes 
can emerge because actors can link issues across different dimensions, each 
valued differently by different actors.65 But unidimensionality structures 
coalition formation and simplifies theoretical models.

I first illustrate how ideal points in a one- dimensional ideological space 
can be estimated from votes in the UNGA. I then show how these ideal 
points correlate with domestic variables before turning to how they help 
structure membership in international institutions. Much of the discus-
sion here offers a nontechnical review of research published elsewhere.66 
That research also goes into more depth on the dimensionality question. 
There are some periods in post- 1945 conflict that were multidimensional, 
especially North- South conflict that intersected with East- West conflict in 
the 1970s and early 1980s.67 Chapter 9 returns to the question of orthogo-
nal ideological dimensions, but most of this book focuses on unidimen-
sional politics.

usIng un votes to estImate state Ideal PoInts

Scholars have long used roll- call votes in the US Congress to estimate leg-
islator ideal points.68 Congresspeople vote on a range of policy issues. 
Liberalism- conservatism is a latent dimension that underlies many of 
these choices. Congressional voting is not purely one- dimensional. In some 
periods of U.S. history, a second dimension, for example racial issues, has 
been important.69 Moreover, congresspeople sometimes vote over non-
ideological interests, such as to protect military bases in their districts. Yet 
a stable single dimension explains about 90 percent of congressional vot-
ing choices during a large portion of its history. Ideology imposes consider-
able structure on congressional voting. Scholars have found that one or 
two ideological dimensions dominate most legislatures.70

Scholars have also long used roll- call votes in the UNGA to compute 
indicators of state interests. This is not because the UNGA is by itself that 
important.71 Instead, the UNGA is the only place in which states have since 
1946 regularly expressed policy positions on human rights, (nuclear) disar-
mament, colonialism, the Middle East, economic development, and other 
contentious global issues. UNGA resolutions are nonbinding. This gives 
more incentives for sincere expressions of policy preferences than for stra-
tegic voting, although there is evidence of vote buying on some issues.72

Similarity in UN voting patterns correlates with numerous consequen-
tial outcomes, including the likelihood of interstate militarized disputes,73 
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the severity of those disputes,74 the formation of military coalitions,75 the 
location of terrorism,76 the distribution of foreign aid,77 the lending behav-
ior of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund,78 compliance 
with aid agreements,79 the probability of signing treaties,80 the provision 
of troops to UN peacekeeping missions,81 the distribution of diplomatic 
missions,82 and whether countries adopt the Chinese renminbi to their 
basket of reserve currencies.83

Scholars typically interpret these correlations as evidence for the im-
portance of “common foreign policy interests” without specifying what this 
means. There are two problems with this type of interpretation. First, 
UNGA votes provide information over whether states have a shared ideol-
ogy about how the global institutional system should work but not neces-
sarily about shared particularistic interests. Figure 2.1 illustrates this by 
examining the dyadic vote agreement scores between three states: Saudi 
Arabia, the United States, and Iran. The agreement score (or S- score) 
equals –1 if states never vote together and 1 if they always vote together. 
The score reflects the average agreement between two states among all 
roll- call votes.84 This is the most common way UN votes have been used 
in the study of IR.

The United States and Saudi Arabia, despite their common strategic 
interests, rarely vote together. By contrast, Iran and Saudi Arabia, fierce 
rivals, vote with each other a lot. The U.S.- Iran dyad looks more like we 
would expect: there is a fair bit of shared voting until the Iranian Revolu-

fIgure 2.1. Vote similarity between United States, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.
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tion. These results make little sense if voting agreement is an indicator of 
“common interests” writ large. But they do make sense in ideological terms. 
The conflict between Iran and the United States since the revolution is 
about global ideology. As mentioned earlier, Saudi Arabia and the United 
States have common strategic interests but not a shared ideology. Saudi 
Arabia and Iran have a lot of disagreements, but they are typically not about 
issues like the end of colonialism, human rights, or the adoption of new 
global treaties.85 Saudi Arabia and Iran share an aversion to the liberal 
order even as they are fierce rivals on other issues. It is important to specify 
what we mean when we write about “common interests.”

Second, and related, UN votes are not expressions of how much one 
state agrees with another state. UN votes are not relational. UN votes re-
flect whether a state agrees with a resolution that advocates for a particular 
way to address an issue of global interest. This means that measures based 
on UN votes are highly vulnerable to changes in the agenda.

Figure 2.2 illustrates this point using the example of vote similarity 
between the United States and Russia / the Soviet Union. Voting agree-
ment between the United States and the Soviet Union has been extremely 
volatile. There are large yearly shocks to voting agreement in a period of 
the Cold War where relations were stable. Moreover, intertemporal com-
parisons have limited external validity. For example, the figure suggests 
that the Cold War briefly ended in the early 1970s when the S- score reached 
positive territory. Moreover, the figure implies that by 2007 the relation-
ship between Russia and the United States had soured to Cold War levels 

fIgure 2.2. Dyadic vote agreement between  
United States and Russia / Soviet Union.
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but that things have gotten much more harmonious since. Neither of these 
interpretations withstands a basic face validity test. The next section shows 
that these irregularities disappear once we estimated a model that controls 
for changes in the kind of resolutions that the UNGA votes on.

Moreover, the dyadic vote agreement indicator cannot distinguish be-
tween changes in U.S. voting behavior and shifts in Russian or Soviet be-
havior. That is, did the Cold War end because the Soviet Union changed its 
voting behavior or because the United States did so? This can be important 
more generally, especially if we would like to understand whether changes 
in government ideology correspond to foreign policy changes.

Ideal PoInt estImatIon

This book follows in the footsteps of domestic politics scholars in estimat-
ing an empirical spatial model on a set of observed roll- call vote choices.86 
The conceptual idea is that states have an ideal point in a latent low- 
dimensional ideological space. States are more likely to favor a resolution 
if it more closely reflects their preferred ideology. In a one- dimensional 
space, each roll call is characterized by two parameters. The first is a cut- 
point.87 States with ideal points on one side of the cut- point are expected 
to favor a resolution, whereas states on the other side are expected to vote 
against (probabilistically). The further a state is from the cut- point, the 
more likely it will vote with its ideological side.

The second is a discrimination parameter. Not all resolutions divide 
states according to how they position themselves vis- à- vis the Western lib-
eral order. For example, there were many resolutions in the 1970s that re-
flected North- South conflict.88 On these resolutions, the United States and 
the Soviet Union typically voted together. This explains why the U.S. and 
Soviet Union appear so close together in figure 2.2 in that period. Since 
these resolutions provide no information about the main dimension of 
contestation, they should not be weighted heavily for explaining differen-
tiation along the first dimension.

Ideal- point models simultaneously estimate ideal points and roll- call 
parameters. Michael Bailey, Anton Strezhnev, and I estimated a dynamic 
model that separates shifts in the UN’s agenda from shifts in ideological 
positions by holding constant the roll- call parameters of identical resolu-
tions.89 This helps separate agenda changes from preference changes. 
The large fluctuations in voting agreement with the United States in fig-
ure 2.2 presumably stem from variation in what the UN votes on rather 
than how much the United States and the Soviet Union agree. If we 
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know that two resolutions are identical, then we can detect true prefer-
ence changes.

For example, in 2016 U.S. president Barack Obama decided to abstain 
rather than vote against a long- standing UN resolution on the U.S. em-
bargo on Cuba. This reflected a change in position from previous years, a 
move that coincided with other foreign policy changes toward Cuba. Yet in 
2017, newly elected president Donald Trump reversed the UN vote.90 Be-
cause we know that the resolutions are identical, we can fix the roll- call 
parameters across these years, which will help us identify preference 
change. Moreover, providing this type of glue to our estimates helps us 
hold constant the interpretation of the underlying ideological space from 
1946 to 2017.

Figure 2.3 compares the fit of one-  and two- dimensional models.91 The 
mean squared error is the average squared distance between the expected 
vote (based on a one-  or two- dimensional model) and actual votes. The 
geometric mean probability (GMP) is the model- estimated probability 

fIgure 2.3. Fit of one-  and two- dimensional models. GMP = geometric 
 mean probability; MSE = mean squared error.
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that the country voted as it actually did for each vote. The overall levels of 
GMP are comparable to those for the U.S. Congress.92 The larger the gap 
in explanatory power between the first and second dimensions, the more 
the second dimension contributes to the model’s explanatory value.

While there are some periods in which the second dimension adds con-
siderable explanatory power, including in recent years, the second dimen-
sion’s importance is inconsistent. Moreover, while intertemporal correla-
tions between first- dimension ideal points are consistently .95 or higher, 
correlations between second- dimension ideal points are typically modest 
and sometimes close to zero.93 This suggests that there is no consistent 
interpretation of the second dimension. Consequentially, this book focuses 
on the first dimension.

Figure 2.4 plots the ideal point similarity94 between the U.S. and Rus-
sian/Soviet ideal point in the same figure as the dyadic vote agreement 
from figure 2.2. We can see that ideal point similarity is much more stable 
than vote agreement. Moreover, the ideal point similarity changes dra-
matically only with the end of the Cold War. After 1990, the ideal point 
distance never returns to the acrimonious levels of the Cold War but does 
notice a souring of relations in the mid- 1990s.

Nevertheless, figure 2.4 still paints a dyadic picture. It does not tell us 
whether or when the United States shifted its voting behavior or whether 
the Soviet Union / Russia did. Figure 2.5 plots the ideal points of the five 

fIgure 2.4. Voting agreement and ideal point similarity 
between the United States and Russia / Soviet Union.
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permanent members of the UN Security Council over a seventy- year pe-
riod. It now becomes clear that the Soviet Union shifted its position after 
Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985. Moreover, Russia shifted its 
position away from the United States when Vladimir Putin came to power 
in 1999 but has been relatively consistent since the mid- 2000s. More re-
cent fluctuations in ideal point similarity with the United States are due to 
changes on the U.S., not the Russian, side. The graph clearly depicts that 
the Trump administration has moved away from the center.

Overall, the positions of these powerful states are fairly stable over 
time. Yet there are some notable shifts that correspond with well- known 
events. For instance, China moves toward the non- Western side of the 
spectrum following Tiananmen Square and its subsequent shift back to-
ward the West as it started angling for WTO membership and economic 
integration.

Figures 2.6 and 2.7 repeat this exercise for Latin American states. Fig-
ure 2.6, which plots dyadic voting agreement with the United States, shows 
that Latin American states have become more hostile toward the United 
States over time and that Cuba shifted earlier than the other Latin Ameri-
can states. But it is otherwise difficult to distinguish countries. In terms of 
voting agreement, it seems like all Latin American countries are the same!

fIgure 2.5. Ideal points based on UN voting, P- 5 members.
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fIgure 2.6. Voting agreement with the United States in Latin America.
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fIgure 2.7. Ideal point similarity with United States in Latin America.

1946 1956 1966 1976 1986 1996 2006 2016

Venezuela Chile Cuba

Argentina Brazil US

Id
ea

l p
oi

nt
 s

im
ila

rit
y 

w
ith

 U
.S

. i
n 

La
tin

 A
m

er
ic

a

–4

–2

0

2

4

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



global IdeologIcal conflIct [ 37 ]

The ideal points in figure 2.7 display much clearer differences between 
the various states and within states over time in a way that lends face valid-
ity to the interpretation that the first dimension captures conflict over the 
Western liberal order. For example, Chile moved away from the West dur-
ing the brief Allende government and then toward the United States under 
Pinochet. Venezuela’s outlook changed noticeably after Hugo Chávez came 
to power. Chile and Argentina are currently closer to the U.S. ideal point 
than the other Latin American countries. This figure better represents 
ideological shifts that are consequential for international affairs.

the correlates of un Ideal PoInts

The preceding figures show that ideal point estimates based on UN voting 
have some face validity as measures of the degree to which states oppose 
or support the Western liberal order. This section shows that the measure 
also has some external validity in that it correlates with changes in the fac-
tors that scholars think are associated with supporting a liberal order.

I focus on the three factors highlighted earlier. First is democracy. The 
literature that links shared democracy to shared cooperation is volumi-
nous.95 Most of this literature is not about the link between democracy and 
liberal ideology. Instead, the effect of democracy runs through institutional 
factors, such as the constraint democracy imposes on executives or the 
information provided by transparent democratic institutions. Yet democ-
racies may also reliably favor principles embedded in institutions that pro-
mote human rights and the spread of democracy. The UN regularly votes 
on resolutions related to these issues. I use the Polity measure for democ-
racy, which is the most widely used measure in the literature.96

Second, liberals emphasize the role of open markets.97 While many 
democracies have open market economies, there are also democracies that 
lean toward a more socialist domestic political economy and nondemocra-
cies that have embraced open market economics. Given that the liberal 
institutional order focuses heavily on instilling free trade, capital move-
ment, and other principles of market economics, countries with more 
market- oriented economies should be more favorably disposed toward the 
Western liberal order. I follow Erik Gartzke in using the Chinn- Ito mea-
sure of capital openness to measure market orientation.98

Third, as argued in the introduction, the ideology of domestic govern-
ments should be correlated with foreign policy ideology. For example, left- 
wing governments systematically pursue different trade, welfare, and capi-
tal mobility policies from right- wing governments.99 Both left-  and 
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right- wing governments in advanced Western democracies typically accept 
the general premises of liberal internationalism. But they still vary slightly 
in their foreign policy orientation and, consequentially, their ideal 
points.100 For instance, a recent study found that left- wing (liberal) gov-
ernments in Anglophone democracies were more inclined to vote with the 
rest of the world than were right- wing (conservative) governments.101

Figure 2.8 summarizes the evidence.102 The figure plots the coeffi-
cients from a regression analysis. The regression model includes country 
and year fixed effects. This means that the model estimates whether 
changes in the characteristics of states (or governments) correlate with 
ideal point changes. All independent variables are lagged one year. The 
estimates are for the 1975 to 2016 period (due to data availability), but 
similar results hold when I examine the Cold War and post–Cold War 
periods separately. The full results are in the online appendix at https://
press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691207322/ideology-and 
-international-institutions

First, countries that become more democratic (measured by their Polity 
scores) shift toward the U.S. ideal point during the Cold War but not there-
after. Second, countries that loosen their capital controls also shift toward 
the United States.103 This effect was much larger during the Cold War but 
it persists. Third, shifts in domestic ideology matter. Governments whose 

fIgure 2.8. Fixed effects regression coefficients on UN ideal points.
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executive belongs to the political left shift away from the United States 
compared to governments that are on the political right.104

These findings are consistent with those of other studies of the domes-
tic correlates of UN ideal points.105 The goal here is not to offer an exhaus-
tive analysis of the correlates of why states alter their ideal points other 
than to communicate the basic point that a country’s ideological perspec-
tive is not independent from factors that other liberal scholars have identi-
fied as important for institutional politics, such as democracy, economic 
openness, and left- right ideology. Nor is ideology the same thing. A coun-
try’s ideological position encapsulates how all these factors contribute to a 
country’s position on a range of issues regarding the U.S.- led liberal inter-
national order.

Conclusion
This chapter has defined and operationalized ideology in a way that is 
common in the literature on domestic politics but not in IR. The core argu-
ment is that much, though not all, institutional politics in the international 
arena takes place in a low- dimensional ideological space. Since 1946, there 
has been a dominant dimension of contestation that separates states with 
differing ideas about how a wide variety of issues should be resolved and 
who should resolve them. On the one side, there are states who are more 
comfortable with U.S. leadership, whose preferred image of society is one 
in which democratic elections allocate political power, where markets al-
locate resources, and where courts protect individual rights. On the other 
side, governments advocate for a greater role of the state in domestic and 
international economies, emphasize self- determination as ethically good, 
and favor redistributing resources and authority away from the West and 
the restoration of noninterference into the domestic affairs of states.

This is obviously a simplification of actual ideological differences. The 
key point is not that we must label states as belonging to one of two mono-
lithic camps. There are many different manifestations of liberal interna-
tionalism over time106 as well as disagreements among liberal internation-
alists.107 Governments vary in both the degree to which they embrace 
liberal internationalism and the means to achieve a liberal international 
society. Communists during the Cold War were quite different from the 
post–Cold War opponents of the liberal international order. The essence 
of the spatial approach is that we are able to order states along an ideologi-
cal dimension that captures conflict over many policy issues reasonably 
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well. The same states often glare at each other from opposite sides of the 
fence. Moreover, some states are more likely than others to jump the fence.

The next chapters show that this simplification is useful both theoreti-
cally and empirically. Chapter 3 explains how conceptualizing competition 
and cooperation in a low- dimensional ideological space adds to existing 
theories of international institutions. Chapters 4 and 5 use a spatial model-
ing framework to gain theoretical insights about institutional politics. 
Chapters 6, 7, and 8 examine whether the measure developed in this chap-
ter helps explain institutional participation and effects.
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ch a Pter three

Ideology and Theories of 
International Institutions

thIs chaPter explains how this book’s theoretical framework contrasts 
with and complements existing theories of international institutions. The 
chapter discusses four families of theories: functionalism, rational institu-
tionalism, liberal internationalism, and constructivism. These theoretical 
frameworks yield meaningful insights about important aspects of the 
post–World War II multilateral order. Yet they can be enriched by concep-
tualizing multilateralism in terms of cooperation and competition in a 
low- dimensional ideological space. This chapter sets the stage for the next 
two chapters, which develop a more explicit theoretical framework based 
on spatial models. This chapter connects that framework to broader de-
bates in the literature.

Functionalists and their intellectual descendants understand institu-
tionalization as an incremental process driven by interdependencies and 
the spillover effects from previous institutionalization. Transnational and 
supranational bureaucrats, judges, scientists, and other experts are impor-
tant driving forces. Yet expertise and technical cooperation are rarely ideo-
logically neutral. This book’s framework can help us understand the condi-
tions under which such ideological contestation obstructs or creates 
opportunities for transnational actors.

Rational institutionalists argue that states delegate authority to inter-
national institutions in order to solve strategic problems that prevent 
states from reaping collective gains. This book’s framework builds on this 
approach by embedding strategic problems in a spatial model. This helps 
us understand how institutions need not be social welfare improving, how 
states may be affected by institutions even if they do not participate in 
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them, and how selection into institutions may be determined by ideology 
rather than a functional need for problem solving. Moreover, the frame-
work shows how imperfect information and interdependence result in in-
equities of influence. If information is costly and valuable, then more pow-
erful actors have disproportionate opportunities to gather and disseminate 
information that helps move the status quo toward their ideal points.

Like this book’s framework, liberal internationalist theorists argue that 
the post–World War II multilateral order reflects the values and priorities 
of the United States. John Ikenberry argues that the multilateral order 
binds the United States to not exploit its immediate relative power advan-
tage in exchange for locking in durable institutional advantages.1 The spa-
tial ideological framework can shed light on two key critiques to liberal 
internationalism: first, the critique from especially constructivists that 
liberal internationalist theories have failed to conceptualize the conten-
tious nature of the liberal order and, second, realist criticisms that institu-
tions cannot truly restrain powerful states. Competition in a low- 
dimensional ideological space constrains and informs. Ideology provides 
a form of glue that made the U.S. commitment institutions more credible. 
The flip side is that when a U.S. government came to power with an alter-
nate ideological vision, people started questioning the U.S. commitment 
to the liberal order even before actual actions to undermine that order had 
taken place.

Finally, constructivists have long emphasized the ideational founda-
tions of multilateral institutions. However, they have focused on norms, 
culture, and identities rather than ideology as the basis for doing so. I 
discuss why a focus on ideological contestation helps further this research 
program, especially if we are interested in understanding the strategic im-
plications of the assumption that actors have varying ideas about how do-
mestic and international societies should be organized.

Functionalism and Its Descendants
Functionalism is premised on the idea that forming an ever- spreading web 
of international institutional relationships that meet specific technical and 
nonpolitical needs can spur broader international cooperation.2 This is an 
old and influential idea. In the early nineteenth century visionaries like the 
French count Saint- Simon argued that increasing authority for scientists, 
bureaucrats, and lawyers would undermine the power of statesmen with 
the ability to wage wars. Saint- Simon proposed that direct governance by 
a “union of commercial and manufacturing industry with literary and sci-
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entific industry” was the only viable alternative that would help overcome 
“destructive conflicts.”3 He and his followers were internationalists who 
believed, or hoped, that science and industry had the power to unite people 
toward a common enterprise. As Ernst Haas put it, they believed that 
peace would follow only if the “government of men” were replaced by the 
“administration of things.”4

The second half of the nineteenth century saw some movement in that 
direction. The first formal international organizations were neither high- 
minded attempts to subject war to the rule of law nor elaborate collective 
security schemes. They were functional agencies designed to tackle con-
fined problems of interdependence. The oldest extant intergovernmental 
organization (IGO) is the Central Commission for the Navigation of the 
Rhine (1815). Later, governments created organizations to manage new 
forms of communication, such as the International Telegraph Union (1865; 
now the International Telecommunications Union) and the General Postal 
Union (now the Universal Postal Union). Other organizations addressed 
coordination problems in the development of technology, such as the In-
ternational Bureau of Weights and Measures (1875).

This continued in the early part of the twentieth century. Most remem-
ber the League of Nations for its failed attempts at collective security,5 but 
most of its employees were located in its specialized agencies charged with 
specific problems such as health, drugs (especially opium), economic sta-
bility, and refugees.6 Several of the league’s most influential international 
bureaucrats moved to the United States during World War II and helped 
shape the new United Nations and its specialized agencies, many of which 
continue to play an important role in international affairs.7

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, functionalism again be-
came prominent among theorists such as David Mitrany but also states-
men, like Jean Monnet, whose League of Nations experience had made 
him skeptical of grand schemes to achieve collective security.8 Monnet 
described the aim of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) as 
follows: “Through the consolidation of basic production and the institu-
tion of a new High Authority, whose decisions will bind France, Germany 
and the other countries that join, this proposal represents the first concrete 
step towards a European federation, imperative for the preservation of 
peace.” Monnet’s phrase “petits pas, grands effets” captures the spirit of the 
argument.9 The small step of creating a functional agency that addresses 
a particular problem also creates actors at the international level who may 
use their authority to push for further integration. This is how the story of 
the European Community (now European Union) is sometimes told. The 
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ECSC created spillover effects that led to the creation of the Atomic Energy 
Community (EURATOM) and the European Economic Community 
(EEC), which gradually evolved into a single market and then a more pro-
found political union.10

The long- standing critique of functionalism is that it is too mechanical 
in its reliance on collective interests and technocracy as the driving forces 
for integration. Even the nineteenth- century internationalist scientists 
could not agree on whose standards to adopt.11 Ernst Haas’s neofunction-
alism offered a restatement that continues to be influential.12 Haas dis-
penses with the notion that states act in pursuit of the common good, even 
in areas that appear technical. In the context of interdependence, orga-
nized economic interests pressure governments to harmonize specific poli-
cies. These narrow areas of cooperation can have broader unanticipated 
effects if governments learn that their interests are best served by further 
institutionalized cooperation.13 Functional spillovers occur when coopera-
tion in one sector results in pressures for cooperation in adjoining sectors. 
Eventually, these may yield political spillovers where supranational tech-
nocrats obtain political authority and loyalties gradually transfer to inter-
national organizations.

Even if neofunctionalism appeared to describe some aspects of Euro-
pean integration,14 its processes were not replicated elsewhere. Moreover, 
in Europe the theory seemed unable to explain why regional integration 
stalled after its early successes. Haas was so disillusioned that he declared 
functionalism “obsolescent” in the mid- 1970s.15 European integration be-
came dominated by broader issue linkages with more at stake, thus endan-
gering the incrementalism at the root of functionalist theories.16

Contestation over European integration was driven more by diverging 
socioeconomic ideological visions of what European integration should be-
come than by narrowly conceived national interests.17 More leftist parties 
and governments advocated for more closely regulated capitalism. More 
right- wing governments advocated for a vision in which European institu-
tions cement and spread free market ideals across the continent. In recent 
years, identity- based conflict has become the more prominent ideological 
dimension of contestation over European integration issues.18 The labels 
for this dimension vary, but they generally contrast more socially liberal and 
cosmopolitan values versus traditional and authoritarian values.19

More generally, distributive conflict over functional cooperation is not 
just over whose producers benefit more20 but also over the aims of insti-
tutionalized cooperation. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) does 
more than just solving informational problems; it solves them in particular 
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ways. The literature has long (and rightly) pointed out that the IMF favors 
the particularistic strategic interests of its main stakeholders, most notably 
the United States.21 The IMF also pursues policies and practices that seek 
to advance a particular vision about how global and domestic economies 
should be organized. This vision is much more in line with U.S. than Chi-
nese or Russian ideological commitments. The distributive effects of the 
IMF go beyond “who gets what loans at what conditions.” They are also 
about what rules the IMF bureaucracy gets to enforce and the information 
it chooses to collect. For example, IMF regulations and recommendations 
about capital controls reflect a general vision about how the global econ-
omy should work that is not universally shared.22

Modern neofunctionalist theories explain how transnational or supra-
national bureaucrats, experts, and judges affect international outcomes. 
The largest body of evidence comes from the European Court of Justice, 
which has used its authority and alliances with domestic actors to help 
construct the European internal market.23 There is also evidence from 
various regulatory areas extending beyond Europe, such as privacy,24 se-
curities markets,25 and bribery.26 Others highlight the importance of 
“epistemic communities” of scientists who have acquired authority inde-
pendent of states.27 Anne- Marie Slaughter argues that we have witnessed 
the emergence of a “new world order” in which transnational networks of 
judges, bureaucrats, and scientists have peeled away power from central 
governments.28

These authors are united by the claim that loose alliances or networks 
involving international and domestic (non)governmental actors shape 
policy outcomes in ways that are not entirely within the control of govern-
ments. Building on historical institutionalism, they highlight that initial 
acts of delegation have unintended consequences that governments cannot 
perfectly foresee.29 Yet modern neofunctionalists rarely venture into more 
ambitious terrain—that this process deepens political integration, removes 
issues from distributive politics, and ultimately makes wars between 
nation- states less likely.

The influence of such transnational and supranational experts can be 
studied in the context of ideological distributive conflict. For example, neo-
functionalist theorists insist that international judges are “trustees”: inde-
pendent decision makers who gain authority through their expertise and 
who make their decisions largely independently from political pressures 
by governments.30 Yet there is ample empirical evidence that international 
judicial behavior reflects the ideology of the governments that appointed 
them and is responsive to government interests.31 Chapter 5 argues that 
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supranational and transnational bureaucrats and judges rarely have exper-
tise that at least some powerful states do not already possess. Yet in the 
context of ideological conflict, delegation to such agents may nonetheless 
occur for a different reason: governments have difficulty credibly sharing 
their information if they have divergent ideological interests. This creates 
room for these agents to shape outcomes. Thus, the political nature of the 
principal- agent interaction may help explain how agents exercise authority 
independent of states.

Finally, postfunctionalist theories emphasize the interplay between so-
cial forces and the functional needs for institutions.32 This perspective 
recognizes that international institutions need continued social support 
(legitimacy) from their constituent communities and that providing mate-
rial benefits may not suffice. Postfunctionalists share an interest in social 
cleavages and politicization,33 but they do not highlight ideology or de-
velop spatial models and measures.

Rational Institutionalism
In the early 1980s, a new theoretical literature emerged on international 
institutions that took its inspiration from the “new institutional econom-
ics,” “transaction cost economics,” or “contract theory.”34 This branch of 
economics asks why, when, and how authority relations emerge in a spe-
cific type of anarchical environment: markets.35 Uncertainty, hidden in-
formation, or, more broadly, “transaction costs” prevent otherwise benefi-
cial cooperation (trade) from occurring. Actors create institutions to 
reduce these transaction costs and allow mutually beneficial trades.

This framework offers a way to think about institutions without the 
need to dispense with the anarchy assumption that underlies so much 
theorizing about international relations. Institutions make transactions 
between states more efficient, help monitor state behavior, reduce cheat-
ing, and provide a way for states to make credible commitments. States 
remain the primary actors. If there is meaningful delegation to institu-
tions, then this is the consequence of voluntary and reversible state acts. 
The aspirations of the rationalist institutionalism literature are less trans-
formative than those of the functionalism literature. Yet the two bodies of 
literature also have much in common, most notably the presumption that 
institutions emerge from a desire to improve social efficiency in the context 
of interdependence.

The rational institutionalist literature starts from the premise that in-
terdependence creates strategic situations that are not zero sum. Of par-
ticular interest are mixed- motive games, in which there is some incentive 
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to cooperate but also incentives to defect. Fear of cheating inhibits coop-
eration. Institutions can help, for example by providing information that 
identifies cheaters or by creating dispute settlement mechanisms that fa-
cilitate tit- for- tat punishment.36

Rational institutionalists incorporate distributive issues in one of three 
ways. First, the classical functionalist approach is to acknowledge that 
states have diverse interests but that institutions address those issue areas 
where states do have common interests.

Second, the rational design literature views distribution as a problem 
that institutions can solve.37 For example, Barbara Koremenos codes a 
random sample of international legal agreements.38 She found that 27 
percent of international agreements address distributive issues.39 The 
theory expects this latter set of agreements to have design features that 
optimally solve distributive issues. So the design of voting rules or dispute 
settlement procedures can be explained by a common desire to resolve 
distributive problems.

A related approach is that preinstitutional bargaining addresses the 
issue of heterogeneity, allowing institutions to focus on enforcement prob-
lems.40 The intergovernmentalist two- step approach is an example.41 The 
first step is to determine the domestic actors and institutions that define 
state preferences. The second step is to take those preferences as given for 
international interactions and explain bargaining outcomes as a function 
of the constellation of interests and capabilities. Institutions cement and 
help enforce the bargaining deal.

This approach usefully acknowledges the role of distributive conflict in 
the creation of international institutions. The framework builds on this by 
modeling a specific kind of distributive conflict: ideological conflict. Yet 
institutions don’t solve distributive problems but structure distributive 
politics. For example, bilateral investment treaties (BITs) allow multina-
tional corporations to bring a breach of contract claim to an investment 
arbitration panel.42 Such institutions shape how distributive conflict is 
conducted but do not depoliticize the issue.43 In practice, governments 
reserve ways to influence even seemingly independent bodies, including 
legalized dispute settlement mechanisms.44

Similarly, knowing that the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 
permanently assigns veto power to five states creates expectations about 
how that institution will act. These expectations are partially driven by 
understandings about the ideologies of the five permanent members (the 
P- 5). The UNSC does not solve the distributive problems between the P- 5 
or between the P- 5 and other states. But the UNSC’s voting rules shape the 
conduct of distributive politics on conflictual issues.45
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A third approach builds on principal- agent models, which suggest that 
principals (governments) could sometimes collectively benefit if they del-
egated some tasks to agents (international institutions).46 This can be 
because international bureaucrats have informational (or expertise) ad-
vantages or because delegation reduces the transaction cost of policy mak-
ing. In order to profit from delegation, agents typically have some leeway 
to implement policies that reflect their preferences. This means that in-
ternational institutions may well do things differently from how their 
principals would have. Principals can limit this discretion through con-
tractually defined routes, for example by influencing appointments, bud-
gets, and so on. There is increasing attention to how the delegation of this 
authority is shaped by ideological contestation.47 Chapter 5 builds on 
spatial models of delegation to provide theoretical foundations for such 
an analysis.48

Liberal Internationalism
Liberal internationalists argue that the post–World War II multilateral 
institutional order reflects both the asymmetric power and the values of 
the United States. For example, John Ikenberry argues that the United 
States voluntarily agreed to restrain itself in the post–World War II order 
in exchange for promises by others to bind themselves to a liberal institu-
tional infrastructure that would have favorable long- term consequences 
for the United States. States voluntarily accept limits on their own behav-
ior as part of an exchange for reciprocally extended restrictions on the 
behavior of others.49 Ikenberry, like Ruggie, recognizes that multilateral 
institutions created by the United States advance quite distinct principles 
than what alternative institutional orders may have looked like. In terms 
of this book’s framework, the liberal institutional order is designed to move 
outcomes toward the U.S. ideal point.

The main challenge for Ikenberry is to explain how the liberal consti-
tutional order sticks once conflicts of interest become apparent.50 Why 
would a state feel bound to honor an agreement it no longer values? And 
why would states that took no part at all in negotiating the UN Charter feel 
bound by it? Why wouldn’t states challenge the order after their power 
increases? Ikenberry and others explain this by arguing that institutions 
are sticky, for example because they generate increasing returns.51

Ideology provides an additional source of constraint that can help ex-
plain the durability of the order. First, unlike ad hoc cooperation, institu-
tionalized cooperation typically aims to define the terms of interactions for 
a relatively long time. All of this creates a lot of ex ante uncertainty over 
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the cost and benefits of institutionalized cooperation. Actors cannot per-
fectly foresee how a cooperative agreement will affect them. The willing-
ness of rational actors to make costly policy adjustments and/or invest in 
institutional resources depends on their expectations about how their in-
stitutional partners will act down the road on issues and conflicts that are 
not yet fully defined. Organizing institutions around a set of ideological 
principles that credibly reflect U.S. long- term interests helps inform other 
states what a commitment to the liberal order might entail.

Some realists claim that it is impossible to be sure about intentions  
and thus it is best to assume the worst, prohibiting stable institutionalized 
cooperation.52 This is not a persuasive argument. It is trivially true that 
states can never be fully confident about the intentions of others. But the 
conclusion that states are therefore better off not cooperating does not fol-
low.53 In strategic settings, outcomes always depend on how others will 
act. Uncertainty about intentions affects not just multilateral cooperation 
but also unilateral actions.

For example, as Thomas Schelling pointed out a long time ago, Ger-
many can never be confident that the United States will protect its secu-
rity.54 Does this mean that Germany should not rely on NATO and the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella and instead develop nuclear weapons of its own?55 Not 
necessarily. Germany can also not be confident that the United States or 
Russia would not act during the process of acquiring nuclear weapons, or 
that having nuclear weapons would not draw it into costly conflicts with 
other states. Security, by definition, depends on the actions of others. 
States have no choice but to devote inordinate amounts of time and effort 
forming expectations about what others are likely to do.56

States have to form expectations not just about each other’s proclivity 
for compliance but also about the future preferences of their partner states. 
Cooperation with like- minded states requires fewer policy concessions and 
allows for deeper cooperation.57 If a state cooperates with others that have 
relatively similar ideologies, then it is less likely to find itself locked into an 
institution it no longer favors. Moreover, preferences and compliance are 
logically related.58 Incentives to defect increase with the cost of policy ad-
justments. If a state can reasonably assume that its institutional partners 
have similar preferences on future issues, then the expected cost of policy 
adjustments will be lower and the probability of cooperation higher. One 
important role of ideology is that it is a shortcut for forming expectations 
about future preferences of states on a wide range of issues.

To return to the NATO example, the credibility of the U.S. commitment 
to defend Germany hinges not just on the U.S. reputation for honoring its 
commitments but also on beliefs that the United States will find that it is 
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in its interest to defend Germany. Germany’s likely adversaries have geo-
political interests opposite from those of the United States. That was most 
obviously true during the Cold War. But it is still true today. If Russia, 
China, or Iran were to attack Germany, then it is reasonable to guess that 
the United States would have a strong interest in defending Germany. We 
can make these assessments only because we have some reasonable idea 
that U.S. interests will be more closely aligned with those of Germany than 
those of Iran, Russia, or China on a future conflict. Beliefs about prefer-
ences and interests shape expectations about both future conflict and 
cooperation.

Second, this book argues not just that states have diverse preferences 
over the liberal institutional order but also that low- dimensional ideologi-
cal conflict has structured global politics at least since 1945. Social choice 
theorists and scholars of collective decision making have long pointed out 
that low- dimensional ideological spaces structure collective decision mak-
ing.59 Strategic decision making relies heavily on the beliefs actors have 
about the strategies of others. Ideology helps organize beliefs about the 
interests of the many actors involved in multilateralism. Institutions help 
create expectations about the rules and processes that shape strategic 
interactions.

An example illustrates both points. Suppose China and the United 
States have opposing but interdependent interests over trade rules. That 
is, they prefer cooperation over noncooperation but much prefer to cooper-
ate at their own ideal points and prefer some noncooperative arrange-
ments over some forms of cooperation. Suppose these two states would 
each like to convince other states to pursue a common policy as close to 
their own preferred policy as possible. A consequence of interdependence 
is that the more states they can get to move closer to their side the more 
attractive it becomes for others to also move.

To give an example, if Vietnam shifts its policies toward the United 
States, then it becomes more attractive for Cambodia to do the same be-
cause Cambodia has some dependency on both countries. An institutional 
arrangement, like the Trans- Pacific Partnership (TPP), is a way for Viet-
nam to credibly announce that it is changing policies. Ideology helps oth-
ers form beliefs about what other policy or relationship changes might 
follow from this institutional membership. Does it make Vietnam more 
likely to shift other economic policies or engage in other types of political 
and security relationships with the United States? Ideology and institu-
tions help structure distributive politics even in the context of great power 
competition.
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Asymmetries in interdependence are not always large enough to pre-
determine outcomes. Even the United States cannot always get what it 
wants without compromises. The IMF was largely designed according to 
U.S. wishes, even if it had to compromise a bit with some European states. 
The World Trade Organization’s (WTO) rules are certainly closer to the 
U.S. ideal point than China’s (at least in 1994 and in 2000), but the WTO 
also constrains the United States. Smaller states influenced core legal prin-
ciples that underpin the global institutional order.60 When asymmetric 
interdependencies are insufficiently large, we might also see multiple in-
stitutions organized around ideologically different principles. Develop-
ment banks are a good example. The Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB) espouses an ideology that is much closer to China’s ideal point 
compared to the World Bank.

Institutions like voting rules, agenda setting authority, and dispute 
settlement processes can structure outcomes toward particular solutions.61 
The next chapters show that institutions can play this role even if they have 
no enforcement power or independent expertise. The theoretical conun-
drum that follows is how institutions with distributive consequences but 
without expertise or enforcement advantages survive. One set of answers 
is functional: institutions have transaction cost advantages. Or it could be 
that actors expect to benefit from an institution in the long run even if in 
the short run decisions go against them. Other answers stress path depen-
dency: actors may invest in institutions that they will later adhere to even 
if they occasionally return disadvantageous decisions. But it could also be 
that actors are caught in an expectations trap. Everyone expects everyone 
else to adhere to the institution. In the context of strong interdependence 
(and thus strong coordination benefits) it may be difficult for either actor 
to change these beliefs. Shared understandings of what happened the last 
time shape beliefs of how everyone will act in similar situations in the fu-
ture. This highlights the importance of sequences in ways that are similar 
to (but based on a different theoretical logic from) historical institutional-
ist scholars.62 Ideology structures the available alternatives for institu-
tional formation.

Constructivism
Constructivist theories emphasize the social and ideational foundations 
and effects of international institutions.63 This book builds on constructiv-
ist theories in important ways. The framework follows Ruggie’s insights 
that the U.S.- led international order after 1945 is based on multilateralism, 
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which is a distinctive form of organizing international cooperation around 
a set of general principles.64 As explained in previous chapters, Ruggie 
labeled the key overarching principle “embedded liberalism,” which was 
displaced by more neoliberalist principles after the end of the Cold War.65 
Moreover, like Ruggie and most constructivists, I argue that it makes little 
sense to distinguish ideas from interests. After World War II, American 
policy makers created institutions that embedded ideological principles in 
an effort to construct a world order that was conducive to the spread of 
democratic capitalism and that was able to contain the power and ideo-
logical appeal of the Soviet Union.66 The relevant distinction is not be-
tween ideas and interests but between a multilateral approach that ad-
vances ideas that are in the U.S. interests and a transactional approach that 
seeks to resolve strategic exigencies in ways that favor the United States.

Despite these communalities, this book’s framework is explicitly ratio-
nalist. Rationalism is based on a fundamentally different set of assump-
tions than constructivism and can be used to answer different kinds of 
questions.67 In constructivist approaches, the preferences of actors are 
socially constructed and can change through socialization, persuasion, or 
social interactions. By contrast, rationalist approaches require assump-
tions about the distribution of preferences. The advantage is that rational-
ist approaches can answer questions about the strategic implications of the 
configuration of preferences. Thus, rationalists and constructivists tend to 
answer different kinds of questions. If we assume that actors have ideal 
points along a single ideological dimension, how will these actors address 
problems of strategic interdependence? What role do international institu-
tions play in this? Those are the types of questions that the framework 
developed in the next two sections is designed to answer. These are quite 
different questions than those typically asked by constructivists.

Perhaps surprisingly, the positivist constructivist literature has placed 
very little emphasis on ideology.68 Yet this literature sometimes uses iden-
tity in ways that appear similar to ideology. For example, Alexander Wendt 
famously pondered why “500 British nuclear weapons are less threatening 
to the United States than 5 North Korean nuclear weapons.”69 Wendt un-
derstood the Cold War as being about clashing intersubjective social iden-
tities rather than clashing ideologies:

The intersubjective basis of social identities can be cooperative or con-
flictual. What matters is how deeply the social structures they instanti-
ate penetrate conceptions of self, not whether self and other are norma-
tively integrated. The Cold War was a social structure in virtue of which 
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the United States and the USSR had certain identities. These were em-
bodied in “national security world-  views” (in terms of which each de-
fined self and other) and in role positions in a social structure. . . . The 
content of national interests was in part a function of these structurally 
constituted identities (as well as of domestic ones). The United States 
had an interest in resisting Soviet influence in Angola because the So-
viets were an enemy and enmity is a social relation.70

To Wendt, the end of the Cold War involved changes in “deeply penetrated 
conceptions of self ” and enemy relations. Ideology and identity can be re-
lated but are conceptually distinct. An ideology is a set of beliefs about how 
the world should hang together. A social identity is an image of oneself 
vis- à- vis others. Aggregate actors, such as governments or political parties, 
often proclaim their ideologies in party manifestoes or other documents. 
Thus, if a new government or leader (like Gorbachev) comes to power who 
espouses a different ideology than a predecessor, then we can naturally 
expect that government to have different preferences over foreign policy. 
Once the Soviet government ended its adherence to communism, this sig-
naled a dramatic departure in ideology, which had foreign policy 
consequences.

It is much more complex to think through what it means for an aggre-
gate actor, like a state, to have an identity. Moreover, we typically do not 
think that a state’s identity suddenly changes when a new government 
comes to power. Over time, “deep conceptions of self ” may well change as 
a country becomes democratic and capitalist. But identity is usually slow 
to change.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to place this book’s theoretical framework 
in the context of four theoretical families: (neo)functionalism, rational in-
stitutionalism, liberal internationalism, and constructivism. This book 
builds on insights from these perspectives but also deviates from them in 
important places. The next two chapters develop the framework in much 
greater detail.
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ch a Pter four

A Spatial Modeling Framework

thIs chaPter introduces a simple spatial modeling framework to ana-
lyze how variations in interdependence and ideology shape incentives for 
cooperation and competition. The goal is to present a framework that is as 
simple as the prisoner’s dilemma, coordination dilemma, battle of the 
sexes, and other two- by- two games that have served as mental models for 
rationalist analyses of cooperation.1 The spatial model easily accommo-
dates multiple actors and distributive conflict and allows for analyses of 
how institutions structure choices. The spatial model starts from the as-
sumption that actors have ideal points in a common low- dimensional 
ideological space. Yet their utilities are determined not just by their own 
policies but also by the policies of other actors. This interdependence cre-
ates incentives for cooperation. In this context, institutions may help ac-
tors achieve mutually beneficial outcomes, but they also have distributive 
implications. Institutions help shift policy status quos in particular 
directions.

This chapter lays out the main intuitions with very little math. More-
over, I deliberately impose very little structure on the models. Like with the 
two- by- two games, the point is to see how institutions could structure out-
comes rather than analyze the effect of particular institutions.

A Simple Spatial Model with Interdependence
Consider a set of 2,..N actors. Each actor i has a unique ideal point θi in a 
K- dimensional Euclidean outcome space. Each actor also adopts a policy, 
a vector pi, that maps into the outcome space. In this chapter, this mapping 
is direct. The next chapter considers models where uncertainty about the 
world affects the translation of policies into outcomes. The interpretation 
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of the outcome space as ideological means that a space of few dimensions 
(low K) can incorporate preference divergence over a large number of 
issues.

Actor i’s utility is a common, continuous, and decreasing function of 
the distance between pi (the policy) and θi (the ideal point). Without inter-
dependence, a rational actor should adopt its ideal point as policy. Yet in-
terdependence means that utilities are also partially a function of the 
policies that others adopt. Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye defined inter-
dependence as “situations characterized by reciprocal effects among 
countries or among actors in different countries.”2 Keohane and Nye dis-
tinguished between interconnectedness and interdependence. Intercon-
nectedness refers to the flow of money, goods, people, and messages across 
international boundaries. Interdependence refers to the fact that much of 
international life is characterized by situations in which actors, even pow-
erful ones, cannot independently achieve what they want. The actions of 
other actors affect their payoffs and thus their optimal strategies.

Interdependencies are ubiquitous in the international system, although 
they vary across policy areas and relationships. A small open market like 
the Netherlands would much prefer that Germany have similar regulations 
to it. It cares a lot less about Bolivia’s regulatory framework. Germany’s 
regulations are more important to the Netherlands for products it wishes 
to export to Germany (like agricultural products) than for products it does 
not (like solar panels). Germany’s payoffs are generally much less depen-
dent on Dutch regulations than vice versa.

Interdependencies are also omnipresent in security. The expected pay-
off of military aggression depends not just on the strength of the immedi-
ate opponent but also on if and how the rest of the international commu-
nity will respond. Military interventions are cheaper and less controversial 
if they are done with a large coalition. Indeed security is inherently an in-
terdependent concept: it depends fundamentally on the actions of others. 
For example, data travel across borders and thus cannot be adequately 
protected by national laws. If societal preferences lean strongly toward 
privacy, then a society may be harmed if other countries do not adopt simi-
larly high standards. The reverse is also true. A government that wants to 
give its security apparatus easier access to personal data could be harmed 
by foreign barriers to data access. There could also be efficiency benefits to 
harmonization. Companies operate across borders and pay a steep price 
for adjusting to multiple regulatory regimes. Individuals and security 
agencies each benefit from a predictable regime with clear rules, although 
each might want different rules.3
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None of this goes beyond what Keohane and Nye pointed out in their 
seminal study of power and interdependence.4 Yet the two- by- two games 
that dominated much of the follow- up literature rarely explicitly modeled 
asymmetric interdependencies. The approach in this chapter modifies the 
basic spatial model by assuming that utility is a function of not just how 
far a policy is from a state’s ideal point but also how far it is from the poli-
cies of other states. The distance between actor i’s and actor j’s policies is  
Dij = f (pi –  pj), where f  is a Euclidean distance function. The assumption 
is that coordination yields benefits to both states if policies move closer.5 
The importance of coordination benefits depends on the sensitivity of actor 
i to actor j’s policies defined by weights wi,j. These weights can be asym-
metric. That is, if actor i depends more on i than vice versa, then wi,j > wj,i.

In the simplest case where there is a single- dimensional policy space, 
no switching cost6 or other nonspatial considerations, and a linear utility 
function, then actor i’s utility is a function of how far its policy is removed 
from its ideal policy and the interdependence weighted distance from 
other states’ policies:

 Ui = –| θi –  pi| – ∑N j≠i((wi,j)* Dij) (eq. 4.1)

The first part of the equation (–| θi –  pi|) captures that utility decreases 
the further its actual policy is from its preferred domestic ideal point. The 
literature sometimes discusses this “sovereignty cost,” although this is  
not the procedural cost of delegating authority but the cost of adjusting 
policies to deal with the effects of interdependence. A state may have in-
centives to pay this cost regardless of any institution because there are 
benefits of coordination, especially for states with high interdependence 
(∑N j≠i((wi,j)* Dij)). This second term resembles the spatial weight term in 
empirical studies of diffusion, which is not always well motivated theoreti-
cally.7 Together, the utility function captures the idea that interdependence 
creates pressures for harmonization and may undermine the ability of citi-
zens to steer their government to implement domestically preferred 
policies.8

A clear implication is that the more other countries with whom state i 
interacts have already adopted a set of policies, the greater the incentives 
for state i to adopt a similar policy. The main decision- theoretic idea be-
hind this equation is thus that countries minimize their sovereignty cost 
subject to interdependency constraints. If interdependencies increase or 
ideological congruence increases, the incentives to coordinate also increase 
(and vice versa). The next subsection examines the strategic implications 
of this utility function.
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An Example with Two States
Suppose there are just two states: A and B. Without loss of generality we 
set ideal points at opposite sides of the ideological spectrum: θA = 0 and 
θB = 1. The simplest linear utility function that encapsulates both benefits 
to coordination and autonomy costs is:

 UA = – pA –  wAB*|pB –  pA|

 UB = –  (1 –   pB) –   wBA*|pB –  pA|

The first term captures that utility for states A and B is declining in how 
far the new policies take them from their respective ideal points. The sec-
ond part captures the benefits to coordination, where wAB and wBA reflect 
the degree to which the benefits of coordination matter relative to moving 
from the ideal point.9 If the benefits to coordination are relatively small 
(wAB , wBA < 1−2), then there is no possibility for a Pareto improvement. Each 
state continues its domestically preferred policy.

Figure 4.1 illustrates four sets of parameter values where the interde-
pendence weights are sufficiently large such that there are incentives to 
coordinate. In quadrants A1 and A2, interdependence is so high that once 
a coordinated solution is achieved, there are no incentives to cheat. The 
quadrants differ in the degree of asymmetry in the interdependence. In 
quadrants B1 and B2 the incentives for coordination are more modest such 
that concerns about cheating exist after reaching agreements.

The analysis below examines the role institutions can play in these dif-
ferent strategic settings and what the impediments to their creation are. 

fIgure 4.1. Ideological conflicts, interdependence, and enforcement problems.

A1. High interdependence, no asymmetry
(wAB = wBA) > 1

A B

Pareto Frontier

No enforcement problem

A2. High interdependence, asymmetry
wAB > wBA > 1

A B

Pareto Frontier

No enforcement problem

B1. Moderate interdependence, no 
asymmetry 1/2 <(wAB = wBA) < 1

A B

Pareto Frontier

Enforcement problem

B2. Moderate interdependence, asymmetry
wAB >1, 1/2 < wBA < 1

A B

Pareto Frontier

Enforcement problem
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These strategic dilemmas have important similarities to the familiar coor-
dination and collaboration dilemmas from the rationalist institutionalist 
literature.10 Yet looking at them in the context of divergent but interdepen-
dent spatial preferences yields valuable new insights.

hIgh InterdePendence  
(no enforcement Problems)

In quadrant A1, wAB and wBA > 1 and there is no asymmetric interdepen-
dence. The benefits to coordination are so large that each state is unilater-
ally better off coordinating. Yet states disagree what common policy to 
coordinate on. The main impediment to effective cooperation is not cheat-
ing but distribution, as in the familiar battle of the sexes game. There are 
multiple equilibria with vastly different distributive implications.

In order to understand what agreement out of the many possible agree-
ments will emerge, we must impose more structure on the bargaining be-
tween A and B. The fundamental problem is what social choice theorists, 
most famously Kenneth Arrow, have dubbed “cycling.”11 Cycles imply in-
stability: any outcome in a cycle can replace any other as the collective 
outcome. This suggests that social processes in international politics pro-
duce only transitory results. In other words, international politics would 
be in continuous disequilibrium.

In reality, neither legislative nor international politics are characterized 
by excessive cycling. Instead, institutions impose structure that steers so-
ciety toward some outcomes and away from others.12 Institutions address 
issues of indeterminacy, which are ubiquitous in strategic dilemmas with 
distributive conflict.13 As Kenneth Shepsle and Barry Weingast put it in an 
overview of the literature, “Norms, structure, and agenda power . . . induce 
equilibrium outcomes. . . . These political elements of the decision setting 
do not rid the world of Arrow’s phantom, but rather demonstrate how its 
effect can be restrained by institutional features.”14

Most of the structure in domestic politics stems from ideology, which 
limits the dimensionality of the policy space and the institutions of govern-
ment. Institutions are “structure induced equilibria.”15 Institutions induce 
equilibria by determining the order in which actors make proposals and 
the ability of actors to amend proposals, setting the rules on how proposals 
become laws, and so on. Examples are voting rules, the distribution of 
agenda setting powers, the presence of veto players, and the role of parties 
as legislative cartels.16

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



a sPatIal modelIng fr amework [ 59 ]

These institutional structures address distributive indeterminacy 
rather than enforcement or information problems. After an agreement is 
reached, no party has incentives to deviate from it. Yet in the international 
system, states may have incentives to ignore institutions that have unfavor-
able distributive consequences. For example, the UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) looks like a legislature. It has committees that draft proposals and 
amendment rules, and it adopts resolutions with majority rule. But the 
resolutions are nonbinding and often have no effect on state policies. Since 
the 1960s, the United States has known that it will lose most of the time if 
it accepts the UNGA as an institutional mechanism. Chapter 8 illustrates 
this point with regard to customary rules regarding the protection of for-
eign investments. Once majorities were slipping for the United States’ 
most preferred version, the United States and other Western countries 
started to develop alternative institutions.

Yet institutions can still play an important role in an environment 
where powerful actors can influence the status quo through unilateral ac-
tions. For example, Farrell and Saloner examine coordination on incom-
patible standards where there are costs to delaying agreement.17 They 
compare market mechanisms (unilateral moves by actors) and a commit-
tee system. A committee that regularly votes on a single standard without 
being able to enforce the result of its vote achieves coordination faster than 
the market, although the system works even better when both mechanisms 
operate simultaneously. That is, the committee does not need an informa-
tional advantage or exclusive jurisdiction to affect outcomes, but costly 
unilateral moves help shape the committee outcome.

Leslie Johns shows that an international court can help states coordi-
nate on a resolution to a dispute even if litigation is costly, information is 
not a problem, and the court’s decisions cannot be centrally enforced.18 
That is, the court does not need to have expertise or enforcement capabili-
ties. The court matters simply because it proposes one out of many possible 
solutions to a dispute and this affects the beliefs of actors.

That international law and institutions can have a focal effect is well 
understood.19 Yet sometimes this focal effect is thought to be innocuous, 
like coordinating on driving on the left or the right side of the road. In the 
context of ideological conflict, the focal effect of institutions is distributive 
even if it selects an equilibrium from along the Pareto frontier. Suppose 
that the main dimension is ideological conflict over how interventionist 
the government should be in the economy. If the institutions tend to pick 
policies that are close to zero (heavy regulation), then this makes state B 
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worse off relative to plausible alternatives even if state B has no immediate 
incentive not to implement the proposals. This is exactly the kind of criti-
cism often levied against the European Commission (rightly or wrongly). 
State B could leave the organization. Yet if other states on which it depends 
continue cooperating, then it may be costly to do so, as Brexit illustrates.

If institutions have these types of distributive effects, we must naturally 
ask, where do these institutions come from? There are at least three types 
of answers. First, principal- agent theorists think of the delegation of 
agenda- setting power as a constraint that actors impose upon themselves 
in order to also constrain others from proposing endless alternatives. De-
liberately delegating authority to an agenda- setting institution is a costly 
act that requires actors to overcome a separate bargaining problem. As 
such, this is more likely in ongoing integration initiatives where an institu-
tion can address a range of issues. Suppose for example that states A and 
B are creating a single market and expect that many interrelated issues will 
arise that have high interdependence. Then they may consider delegating 
the task of picking a proposed common policy/regulation to an indepen-
dent bureaucracy. They would still maintain the right to accept or reject 
the proposal. Yet the agenda- setting institution can affect outcomes by 
proposing the alternative on the Pareto frontier that is closest to its ideal 
point.

One advantage of this bureaucracy may be that it reduces transaction 
costs vis- à- vis negotiating each common policy separately. Yet the argu-
ment for delegation does not necessarily rely on the bureaucracy having 
more expertise or implementing better decisions. A bureaucracy that ran-
domly picks a proposal that both states can then vote up or down (an 
agenda setter) could work just fine.20 It may break distributive indetermi-
nacy if both A and B believe that accepting adverse decisions is worth the 
long- run benefits of the institution. If there are multiple states, then the 
institution’s decisions may carry force simply because it is difficult to col-
lectively organize on an alternate way to coordinate.

A second, neofunctionalist, variant is that transnational actors exploit 
indeterminacy to develop rules that match their preferences. An example 
is Henry Farrell and Abe Newman’s argument that informal or soft- law 
arrangements maintained by transnational alliances reshaped bargaining 
outcomes between the United States and the EU in areas with high inter-
dependence.21 The authority of these cross- national layering arrangements 
does not come from formal delegation. Yet they can alter the effective sta-
tus quo for domestic institutional actors when coordination on something 
is more attractive than holding on to domestic regulatory status quos. By 
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moving the status quo, the transnational actors also alter the preferred 
policies of domestic institutional actors. This can be interpreted as an ex-
ample where transnational actors strategically exploit indeterminacy. The 
next chapter discusses specific examples where transnational experts can 
exploit their expertise in the context of distributive conflicts between 
states, thus embedding a neofunctionalist rationale more firmly in a dis-
tributive context.

A third possibility is distribution “all the way down”: institutions 
emerge as by- products from distributive conflicts. That is, beliefs about the 
rules under which future disputes of a certain kind will be resolved can be 
shaped by past resolutions of specific conflicts rather than deliberate insti-
tutional invention. Any feature of the environment that makes some beliefs 
more prominent than others are crucial in the context of distributive 
indeterminacy.

As an illustration, consider the creation of the ECSC, a classic example 
in the functionalist literature discussed in the previous chapter. It is not so 
clear that the ECSC actually did all that much to solve problems in the coal 
and steel market.22 An alternative perspective views the Treaty of Paris and 
the institutions it created as by- products from an attempt to “solve a par-
ticular historical problem”: the command over resources in the Ruhr 
area.23 The Schuman Plan was driven by French concerns that Germany 
could abuse its market power in steel amid scarcity in the market.24 The 
specifics of the plan were shaped by diminishingly attractive outside op-
tions for the French.25 Yet the institutions created by the Treaty of Paris 
did alter expectations and structured future bargaining in the sense that 
the High Authority, the Assembly, and the European Court of Justice 
(ECJ) shaped beliefs about how future distributive conflicts could be ad-
dressed amid high interdependence.

It is worth reemphasizing that these arguments apply only if interde-
pendencies are strong and if the institution exercises its discretion (or bi-
ases) within the bounds identified by the Pareto frontier. Governments still 
reserve the right to reject proposals. Moreover, the next chapter illustrates 
that informational rationales are also important even in this context. Yet 
it is possible to construct a rationale for institutional influence even when 
the institution has no particular features that help solve informational or 
enforcement problems. Instead, institutions are consequential in picking 
a policy along the Pareto frontier.

This theoretical point has implications for empirical studies. For in-
stance, empirical studies often claim that NGOs, transnational actors, or 
international institutions make states do things that they would not have 
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otherwise done. But what does this mean? Do NGOs steer policies to dif-
ferent points along the Pareto frontier? Do they change state interests? Do 
they change the Pareto frontier? These are conceptually distinct outcomes 
that may be difficult to distinguish in real- world settings. Simply showing 
that an outcome is closer to an NGO’s preference than a state’s revealed 
preference does not tell us whether the NGO was able to strategically ex-
ploit indeterminacy or construct new authority or was irrelevant.

An NGO that strategically exploits indeterminacy “matters” in the 
sense that the outcome is closer to the NGO ideal point then it otherwise 
might have been. In William Riker’s terms, these NGOs engage in heres-
thetics, or the art of political manipulation.26 This differs from an argu-
ment in which NGOs shape the way states understand what their interests 
are in the first place. In the spatial framework, that would mean states shift 
their ideal points toward the NGO. This type of argument falls outside of 
the scope of rationalist explanations. This does not mean that it is empiri-
cally wrong, just that it is a different kind of theoretical claim.

This analysis also puts into context a key theoretical debate in the con-
text of the EU between intergovernmentalists27 and neofunctionalists.28 
The core of the debate involves the degree to which governments continue 
to control European integration or whether transnational processes and 
supranational actors have effectively taken that control from governments. 
No serious scholar of EU politics would argue that distributive politics 
among governments doesn’t matter nor that supranational judges or bu-
reaucrats have no influence. Nor should this be reduced to an empirical 
debate about the size of coefficients. Instead, we ought to think theoreti-
cally about just how distributive intergovernmental politics and transna-
tional authority interact. The next chapter follows up on this point.

Panel A2 in figure 4.1 examines the situation where both states are 
highly dependent on each other but A’s utility is affected more by B’s policy 
than vice versa (asymmetric interdependence). The strategic situation is 
the same as above: institutions can help structure bargaining and help 
resolve problems of indeterminacy. The difference is that the bargaining 
range moves toward B’s ideal point.

This introduces power in a way that is subtly different from Stephen 
Krasner and Lloyd Gruber’s arguments that power asymmetries and go- it- 
alone power determine bargaining along a Pareto frontier or can lead to 
institutions that are not along that frontier.29 As I have argued elsewhere, 
outside options shape the Pareto frontier but are of little use when bargain-
ing along it.30 Unilateralism defines the bound of the Pareto frontier. The 
United States’ unilateral abilities to intervene militarily, to impose Section 
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301 sanctions, and to bail out countries skew the design and functioning 
of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), and International Monetary Fund (IMF) toward U.S. inter-
ests. In order for the United States to agree to a multilateral agreement, 
that agreement must make the United States better off than unilateral 
actions. This puts other countries in a disadvantageous bargaining posi-
tion compared to quadrant A1. But that does not necessarily mean that 
countries are worse off because of those institutions. The relevant compari-
son is not a world in which power asymmetries do not exist.

In this scenario the institution should be set up to structurally favor B: 
that is, to respect the lower bound. If there are strong asymmetries in in-
terdependencies, we should expect weighted voting that favors the states 
with the stronger outside options.31 More generally, the distributive per-
spective focuses attention on voting rules, participation rules, agenda- 
setting power, and other aspects of institutional design that guide the pro-
cess of picking one solution out of many possible solutions.

moderate InterdePendence

Panel B1 in figure 4.1 examines the intermediate range of values (1−2 < wα, 
wβ < 1 ). These are situations with a collaboration and a coordination 
problem. There are social welfare gains if both states shift policies to any 
point along the Pareto frontier. The Pareto frontier is smaller than in Panel 
B given that the gains from coordination are smaller. Moreover, even 
though both states would prefer an agreement along the Pareto frontier to 
adopting policies that match their ideal points, both states have incentives 
to defect from an agreement. Each state individually would prefer to main-
tain the status quo while the other state moves its policy toward the 
agreement.

Similar to the prisoner’s dilemma, this strategic situation creates a de-
mand for enforcement institutions, such as those that monitor compliance, 
resolve disputes about noncompliance, and increase the shadow of the fu-
ture.32 States have problems credibly committing to a collective agreement 
in the absence of such institutions. A committee or court that provides a 
focal solution is not sufficient because its recommendations will not be 
self- enforcing.

A simple but important insight is that those areas where interdepen-
dencies are relatively high also require the least intrusive institutions. In 
other words, important gains from coordination can be achieved without 
much institutional structure. At some point, the low- hanging fruit has 
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been picked. More intrusive institutions are needed in order to grasp ever 
smaller benefits from cooperation (even if the policy concessions aren’t 
necessarily greater). If states care not just about policy outcomes but also 
about maintaining control of policy, then this institutionalization will be 
hardest and most controversial, which is consistent with the experience in 
the 1990s, especially in Europe.33

This simple insight helps make sense of East Asia, which has experi-
enced important gains in economic integration despite weak institutions 
because it has concentrated on coordinated moves that were generally in 
the interest of all individual states.34 Further gains with more intrusive 
institutions may be more difficult politically. Moreover, this insight matters 
for empirical studies, which sometimes seek in vain for correlations be-
tween high levels of legalization or institutionalization and high levels of 
cooperation.35 If stronger institutionalization is necessary on those issues 
where interdependence is insufficient for endogenous enforcement, then 
we should not expect a strong correlation between levels of institutional-
ization and cooperation. Rather, we should expect enforcement institu-
tions in cases where the gains from interdependence are moderate and 
agreements are not self- enforcing.

The anticipation of enforcement problems influences institutional de-
sign. Maggi and Morelli analyze a model with a first stage where all states 
can unanimously agree to resolve a range of future policy issues by voting 
according to a specified rule.36 Some form of (qualified) majority rule is 
Pareto improving under quite general conditions. But when enforcement 
is a concern, then unanimity voting becomes the Pareto improving rule.37 
The implication is that states may be willing to shift policies to an outcome 
they did not vote for if interdependencies are strong and they expect ev-
eryone else to implement the new agreed upon policy. Yet when there are 
enforcement issues, the Pareto frontier becomes smaller.

Panel B2 from figure 4.1 sketches a situation with asymmetric interde-
pendence. This moves the bargaining range toward state B’s ideal point 
compared to panel B1. This presents a situation where state B has to ask 
for very large policy concessions from state A, and after making those con-
cessions, state B still has incentives to cheat (as does state A). This is a 
typical situation that requires what John Ikenberry called “strategic re-
straint.”38 The powerful state must find a way to make its commitment to 
the institutional solution binding in order to induce the less powerful state 
to make large policy concessions for only moderate gains. Allison Carnegie 
shows how institutions with bite, such as the WTO, are especially useful 
between states with opposing policy preferences and amid large asymme-
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tries.39 Trade amid asymmetry may leave the weaker state concerned that 
the continuation of market access may be conditional on political conces-
sions. This leads to underinvestment and less trade than would be socially 
optimal. The WTO addresses this issue by credibly making market access 
unconditional.

The spatial modeling framework highlights the fragility of such insti-
tutional solutions. Institutions that bind great powers are needed to ad-
dress strategic problems that require large policy concessions in exchange 
for modest welfare gains. Where the welfare gains are obvious, institutions 
are self- enforcing. Yet realists often fail to understand that self- enforcing 
institutions may have very large distributive consequences.

Multiple Actors
Extending the analysis to multiple actors and multilateral cooperation 
makes apparent how ideology structures cooperation and competition. 
The bargaining game between two states, A and B, discussed in the previ-
ous subsection does not differ from a standard “divide- the- pie” game. Any 
gains for a third actor in a divide- the- pie game would necessarily reduce 
the shares of the other two. This is not true in a spatial modeling context. 
The unidimensional spatial model assumes that state ideal points can be 
ordered along a single dimension. Suppose state S’s ideal point is at the 
midway point between states A and B. An agreement between A and B to 
cooperate at the midway point would be a massive win for S but would not 
take anything away from states A and B. By contrast, if state S were to the 
right of states A and B, then an agreement between states A and B would 
harm state S. Thus, the distributive consequences of cooperation are con-
ditional on ideal points.

If rationalist functionalist analyses examine multiple actors, it is usu-
ally to understand if and how a larger number of actors complicates the 
ability to solve cooperation problems.40 Here I focus on two different in-
sights. First, institutions created by some actors can affect other actors’ 
interests. Second, sequencing matters in understanding how actors are 
affected by the creation of institutions. I am keeping the analysis as simple 
as possible to give the intuition behind these basic points.

Let’s consider a third state S. Suppose A and B coordinate their policies 
through an institution and that S is not involved at stage 1. This can be for 
a variety of reasons. Perhaps S was not yet part of the state system, for 
example because it was a colony. Another possibility is that there has been 
change to S’s interdependencies with A and B or preferences. Regardless, 
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it is quite common for multilateralism to progressively include more 
states.41

Whatever the reason for its initial exclusion, A and B’s cooperation af-
fects S. Exactly how depends on the nature of its interdependencies with 
A and B and on S’s ideal point. S’s utility is a function of how far its policy 
is removed from its ideal point and the cost of not coordinating with A and 
B, which is a function of dependence and distances between the policies of 
S and A and B:

 US = (–|θS – pS|) – (wSA*|pS – pA| – wSB*|pS – pB|)

Figure 4.2 sketches four scenarios. In panel I, S is a state like North 
Korea, a preference outlier with few interdependencies. S has little incen-
tive to join the institution, nor would A and B want it to. Yet if A and B 
move closer together as a consequence of institutionalized cooperation, 
then state S is even more isolated from its closest counterpart than it was 
before. In chapter 7, I argue that liberal international institutions have had 
precisely this effect for what we sometimes call “rogue states”: liberal in-
stitutions amplify the isolation of illiberal states. This effect becomes more 
pronounced if institutionalized cooperation amplifies the interdependen-
cies between A and B: that is, if interdependencies are endogenous to in-
stitutional cooperation (which they probably often are).

In panels II and III, S has large interdependencies with A and/or B. S 
is not an extreme outlier, but its preferences do diverge from those of both 

fIgure 4.2. Impact of an IGO on outsider.

I. Reinforcement of outlier status

A B S

A+B IGO

S low interdependence
with A & B

III. Policy adjustment or isolation by powerful

A B S

A+B IGO

A & B highly dependent 
on S

II. Policy change by outsider state

A B S

A+B IGO

S highly dependent 
on A & B

IV. Competing IGOs

A B S

A+B IGO

High interdependence 
with A & B

S+? IGO
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A and B. The analysis depends strongly on asymmetries in interdepen-
dence. If S is very dependent on A and B but not vice versa, then S may be 
“forced” to join A and B’s institution without having much influence on it 
(panel II). That is, A and B’s choice of a cooperative agreement becomes 
the de facto new status quo for S. This captures the idea that for weaker 
states, joining institutions with the states they depend on is sometimes 
only superficially voluntary. Institutional cooperation between other states 
changes the structure of a weaker state’s decision- making environment, 
thus inducing these states to make large policy adjustments. Note that this 
effect would be larger the more of the world economy would be repre-
sented by the institution. Thus, an organization like the WTO has the theo-
retical ability to induce very large policy adjustments.

Consider for instance what this means for former colonies, which had 
no say in the creation of many institutions that regulate interactions. While 
these states nominally have a choice, existing institutions have already 
structured outcomes and rules in ways that may be quite unfavorable to 
them. This basic point about structural inequities is not at all novel though 
is rarely motivated from a rational choice perspective.42

If S is a preference outlier but A and B are asymmetrically dependent 
on it (panel III), then we could see quite different scenarios. If asymmetric 
interdependencies are sufficiently large, then A and B are incentivized to 
adjust to S’s ideal point or something close to it. But if interdependencies 
are small relative to the ideal point gap, then A and B may decide to coop-
erate among themselves and leave S out of it, even though S is the more 
powerful state.

This may characterize the situation for the United States, which is often 
a preference outlier in contemporary multilateral negotiations. Its market 
size and military power are sometimes sufficient to make other states fol-
lowers. But at other times its status as a preference outlier leaves it outside 
of institutions. A and B may have incentives to accept smaller gains from 
coordination in exchange for smaller policy adjustments. In order to at-
tract members, the United States will have to accept compromises that 
make institutions more moderate than the U.S. ideal point. Sometimes the 
United States prefers to stay out of multilateral institutions rather than 
accept the ideological compromise. A powerful country like Germany is 
more central in the distribution of ideal points and more likely to benefit 
from multilateralism.

If there are relatively symmetric and high interdependencies, then the 
presence of S can influence the bargaining range and thus the institution. 
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Yet sequencing now matters. If for whatever reason A and B had already 
established an institution, then S would have little option but to join the 
original institution unless it can create outside options that are sufficiently 
strong to trigger a credible alternative proposal. An example may be the 
United Kingdom in the context of European integration. The United King-
dom was not a party to the initial treaties and did have relatively outlier 
preferences over regulation and high interdependencies. This induced the 
country to join an integration project with an institutional status quo that 
was relatively unfavorable to the United Kingdom.

Suppose that for exogenous reasons S’s interdependencies with A and 
B increase over time. If S wants to become an export- based economy, then 
there is little choice but to do so by playing to the existing rules of the sys-
tem. There are a host of institutions that developing states have joined 
even if the rules are not favorable for them or they do not have adequate 
representation in their decision- making structures. How the resulting dis-
tributive issues are resolved depends on whether the dissatisfied states can 
effectively create substitute institutions or successfully bargain for reforms 
by leveraging their outside options.43

The classic theoretical argument for the first mover advantage in insti-
tutionalization is that institutions have increasing returns.44 The argu-
ment sketched in this section suggests a complementary reason: institu-
tions structure bargaining between states and are difficult to change 
collectively because it would require states to overcome a new problem of 
indeterminacy. I am arguing not that the traditional argument about stick-
iness is incorrect but that it highlights only one side of institutions: their 
efficiency- enhancing properties.

Finally, there may be scenarios, as in panel IV, where the ideological 
differences are so large that the creation of a new IGO spurs state S to cre-
ate its own IGO with other states. Suppose that some states with medium 
preferences would be attracted to join the new IGO created by A and B (as 
in panel B). S may now have incentives to create its own IGO to offer an 
attractive other option. The success of this depends on S’s interdependen-
cies with the intermediate states and its ability to offer a better deal to 
those states than A and B. The result would be institutional polarization. 
One example is the AIIB, mentioned already. Development lending is not 
an area with high interdependencies (for donors), so it is more attractive 
to form a separate institution at one’s own ideal point.45 Similarly, Poast 
and Urpelainen argue that democratizing states sometimes create their 
own IGOs because existing IGOs with established democracies do not suf-
ficiently reflect their values.46
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Conclusions
This chapter has offered a framework for modeling strategic dilemmas of 
cooperation and competition in a low- dimensional ideological space. The 
goal was not to produce specific models of institutions. I focused the analy-
sis on two important points: that institutions have distributive conse-
quences for excluded states and that sequencing matters.

This analysis only scratches the surface of how to incorporate multiple 
actors in a spatial modeling framework. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
simply apply the insights from domestic politics, especially for those issues 
where enforcement issues arise. For example, in legislative bargaining, it 
often makes sense to reduce the analysis to pivotal actors, such as the me-
dian voter or institutional veto players, like the president in the U.S. con-
text.47 In the absence of majority voting, it is not always so clear whom the 
pivotal players are. Moreover, the framework proposed here incorporates 
interdependencies among the actors, which quickly complicates the analy-
sis. Still, the framework offers a useful way to think through the strategic 
issues of multilateralism in a way that differs from the classic two- by- two 
collaboration and coordination dilemmas that have dominated this 
literature

Two insights are especially crucial. First, institutions that achieve the 
largest gains often require the least extensive institutional infrastructure. 
The logic is simple: if interdependencies are large, then institutions are 
self- enforcing. The problem is indeterminacy: how to find one of many 
institutions that could yield Pareto improving benefits. Importantly, this 
implies that institutions matter even if they are self- enforcing and if states 
have no incentives to deviate from the collective agreement. Institutions 
reflect one of many ways in which states could cooperate. However, it does 
not mean that more extensive institutional commitments are correlated 
with increased cooperation. To the contrary: intrusive institutions are 
needed where agreements are not self- enforcing because the benefits to 
coordination are only modest.

Second, the creation of institutions among some states affects the utili-
ties of other states. If some states coordinate their policies, then others may 
incur policy losses because states with whom they interact move policies 
away from their ideal points. Thus, creating institutions and inviting states 
to join institutions can be a source of conflict. Chapter 7 examines the 
empirical implications of this point, which implies that multilateralism 
can induce both cooperation and conflict and that it does so along ideo-
logical lines.
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ch a Pter fI v e

Expertise, Ideology, and 
Distributive Politics

the most common theoretical argument for why politicians willingly 
delegate authority to committees, bureaucracies, courts, and other inde-
pendent agencies is that policy making and rulemaking are complex activi-
ties that require technical, scientific, and legal expertise. Politicians could 
benefit if they delegated authority to specialized agencies, regulators, or 
committees as long as the expected gains from reduced uncertainty out-
weigh the expected losses from reduced control and the cost of creating the 
agency.1 International relations scholars have liberally applied this argu-
ment to explain why states delegate authority to international bureaucra-
cies, courts, expert communities, and other organizations.2

In this chapter, I examine these assertions in the context of distributive 
ideological conflict between states. I do not take issue with the claim that 
the role of institutions, transnational networks, and IGOs often revolves 
around information and expertise. Yet both the demand for and supply of 
expertise are affected by the context of ideological distributive conflict be-
tween states.

First, and most obviously, expertise is rarely neutral amid ideological 
conflict. The world’s institutions primarily advance a variant of a liberal 
worldview. Even experts who faithfully apply and interpret those rules ad-
vance this worldview over an alternative worldview. Even neutral well- 
informed experts appear biased to ideological opponents of liberalism.

Second, a recurrent theme in the literature is that transnational or in-
ternational experts can use informational advantages to move outcomes 
toward their preferred policies.3 The literature has ignored that transna-
tional actors can exert this distributive influence only if they solve a coor-

Expertise, Ideology, and 
Politics
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dination problem among themselves. If experts and states are ideologically 
diverse, then experts can compete away their informational advantages. I 
argue that transnational networks of regulators, judges, arbitrators, and 
scientific experts are institutions that constrain the supply of expertise. 
This limits competition and helps experts exert influence over outcomes.

Third, the canonical rationalist delegation model assumes that agents 
(experts) have privileged information, which governments cannot easily 
verify. Yet situations where international or transnational experts have in-
formation that (some) governments do not have are not that common. 
Many international institutions are less about information acquisition as 
about incentivizing state and non- state actors to share information and 
finding a common interpretation of what information means. In the con-
text of ideological competition, sharing information and finding common 
interpretations have distributive implications.

Fourth, ideological conflict among governments creates opportunities 
for international and transnational experts to provide interpretations that 
can resolve disputes. Yet this same ideological conflict also contributes to 
the fragility of their authority. We cannot assume that judges, regulators, 
or scientists are valued simply because of their expertise. Experts face stra-
tegic problems communicating that they are trustworthy given that biased 
or corrupt experts have incentives to mimic true experts. This trust is sub-
ject to deliberate destruction by ideological opponents to liberalism. The 
chapter on populism and international courts further explores this issue.

The Informational Model
This section starts with a brief discussion of the workhorse model that 
underlies most rationalist arguments about delegation for expertise.4 The 
canonical model assumes that a political actor (the principal) has the au-
thority to implement a policy p but the actual outcome x depends not just 
on the policy but also on “a state of the world” or a random shock ω.5 
Principals care about outcomes rather than policies. The principal ob-
serves only the probability distribution F(ω) from which the shock or the 
“true state of the world” is drawn. In addition, there is an expert, regulator, 
scientist, or judge (the agent) who observes ω (perfectly or imperfectly) or 
who can exert costly efforts to acquire information about the true state of 
the world.

The agent may have incentives to misrepresent her information, for 
example because she favors stricter environmental regulations than the 
politician. Nonidentical preferences prohibit completely truthful informa-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



[ 72 ] chaPter fIve

tion transmission. As long as uncertainty is large relative to the preference 
discrepancy, then the agent can credibly transmit some information.6 The 
politician benefits because the agent’s signal helps her to implement a bet-
ter policy.

The political actor and the expert do not need institutions to commu-
nicate. Yet institutions can improve the transmission of information. In-
stitutions could transfer resources (a wage) to the agent and/or restrict the 
principal’s actions in a way that incentivizes the agent to invest in exper-
tise. For instance, Thomas Gilligan and Keith Krehbiel argue that Con-
gress may be better off restricting its ability to amend committee proposals 
because this gives committees better incentives to invest in expertise.7

In order to incentivize an agent, a politician sometimes delegates au-
thority to an agent with divergent preferences.8 If the agent cares about 
policies close to her ideal point, then she may invest in expertise, but only 
if doing so actually makes it more likely that these policies are adopted. For 
example, suppose financial regulators have preferences for more risk- 
averse regulations than a politician. The politician may still find it in her 
interests to grant the financial regulator some autonomy. Without auton-
omy, the regulator would have no incentive to invest in information acqui-
sition. Yet this transaction works for both sides only if the politician can 
detect that the agent actually invests in acquiring expertise and uses that 
expertise in her decisions. The problem is that lazy or biased agents have 
incentives to mimic sincere or neutral agents.

IR scholars have borrowed insights from the canonical model to mo-
tivate the authority of institutions as diverse as the UN Security Coun-
cil,9 the International Monetary Fund (IMF),10 the World Bank,11 the 
International Energy Agency,12 and others. A much- cited edited volume 
on delegation in international affairs uses expertise as its primary moti-
vating example.13 Tana Johnson and Johannes Urpelainen find that in-
ternational bureaucrats are given more discretion when the issue re-
quires more specialized technical and scientific knowledge.14 They 
interpret this as evidence that the demand for expertise indeed underlies 
decisions to delegate. Barbara Koremenos finds in a random sample of 
legal agreements that 60 percent manage uncertainty about the world, 
making it by far the most common problem that drives institutionalized 
cooperation.15

The appeal of this framework is that it provides an account for why 
states would voluntarily delegate authority to an IO that may occasionally 
do things that differ from what states want. The framework does not de-
part from the anarchy assumption nor the primacy of states. The agent 
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structures the options and information governments have, dealing with 
both distributive and stochastic indeterminacy.16 Yet the ultimate policy 
decision remains within the exclusive provenance of governments.

Chapter 4 already elaborated on the complications applying models 
developed for legislative behavior to the international arena. First, unlike 
legislators, states have a unilateral ability to implement policies and to 
create expertise using domestic agencies. Some analyses motivate the as-
sumption of a common principal with the idea that states first need to 
solve a bargaining problem before they can delegate to an IGO.17 Yet the 
distributive problem cannot be bracketed this easily. If states have differ-
ent preferences but share a desire for more information, then multiple 
states could each create their own agency or form multiple multilateral 
agencies that better reflect their ideological preferences. Moreover, the dis-
tributive conflict does not end after the delegation has taken place. Experts 
must remain conscious of the varying ideological preferences of states as 
they signal their expertise.

A second problematic assumption is that states cannot verify the 
agent’s message. We must ask where such information asymmetries are 
likely to come from in the international system. Even expert- based inter-
national institutions like the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) often consist of domestic experts. The panel pools and interprets 
publicly available information, but it does not have information that 
states do not have.

Table 5.1 classifies different strategic settings based on the informa-
tional and distributive problems. The remainder of this chapter analyzes 
these strategic settings informally, using examples to illustrate the 
insights.

Table 5.1. Intersection of informational and distributive problems

Informational problem

Acquisition Sharing and interpretation

Distributive  
problem

Shared  
interests

Flu vaccine, asteroid 
protection, common 
environmental 
challenges

Epidemics, systemic 
financial risk

Heterogeneous  
interests

Nuclear or WMD 
inspections, development 
financing

UN Security Council 
authorizations, dispute 
resolution
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Information Acquisition
shared Interests

If states have shared objectives and a shared desire to acquire information 
about the world, then at least some important component of the needed 
information must be global or transnational in nature. For example, states 
may all benefit from more information about asteroids that could destroy 
the earth, what flu vaccine is most appropriate in a specific season, or 
where systemic risks to the international financial system are located. This 
gives states incentives to pool efforts to acquire the missing information.

Even in this harmonious setting, there are two distributional issues. 
First, even if states have harmonious preferences, it may well be that expert 
communities have different interests and can use their authority to ad-
vance these interests. This possibility is what often interests scholars: ex-
perts may move outcomes to what experts want over what governments 
want. The claim that “transnational actors matter” is a distributive claim: 
it means that environmental experts or transnational networks of lawyers 
or financial regulators or epistemic communities can move rules and regu-
lations toward their ideal points.18

Suppose that environmental experts have preferences for stricter regu-
lations than governments.19 Principal- agent models show that govern-
ments may listen to a signal from those experts if asymmetries in informa-
tion are large enough. The more uncertainty and the more the agent knows 
relative to the principal, the more the agent can move policy toward its 
ideal point.20 Importantly, this relies on the assumption that governments 
are unable (at reasonable cost) to assess the veracity of expert signals.

Yet if there are multiple expert communities, then the principal chooses 
the expert whose preferences are most aligned with it. This is called the 
“ally principle.”21 If there is free competition between experts, then experts 
compete away their informational advantages.22 In the absence of conflict 
between states, it is unlikely that experts can use their expertise to shift 
policy toward their ideal point unless experts manage to restrict competi-
tion among themselves or there are exogenous reasons that restrict the 
supply of expertise.

Scholars rarely present arguments about transnational networks, pro-
fessionalization, epistemic communities, or socialization as claims about 
restricting competition between experts. For example, Tana Johnson and 
Johannes Urpelainen explain how the WHO, UNDP, UNESCO, UNFPA, 
UNICEF, and the World Bank were able to acquire a major role in the 
design of the new UNAIDS agency despite initial opposition from states.23 
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They ascribe this influence to the expertise of these agencies. This may be 
so, but it is equally important that these six agencies successfully coordi-
nated to prevent each from competing away its expert advantage. Johnson 
and Urpelainen report that states threatened to cut off AIDS funding to 
individual agencies if these would not yield, suggesting that competition 
was credible and that the coordination dilemma was not easy to address.

Another example is the IPCC, which consists of hundreds of experts 
drawn from government, the private sector, and academia all over the 
world. These experts have varying preferences and assessments about the 
causes, solutions, and harms of climate change.24 The main effect of the 
IPCC is to consolidate a global climate change epistemic community 
through issuing common reports that aggregate and interpret existing sci-
entific evidence.25 The availability of a consolidated signal makes it less 
attractive for governments to hire or rely on individual experts closer to 
their ideological preferences, unless these preferences are extreme (e.g., 
climate denial). The IPCC restricts experts with diverse preferences in 
their ability to sell their expertise, which in turn empowers the epistemic 
community of experts.

The key insight is that transnational or supranational actors can lever-
age their expertise to steer policy outcomes in their preferred direction if 
they solve the supply- side problem by coordinating among themselves. 
Organizational sociologists have thought a lot about how professional 
communities do this. Bourdieu conceives of professional fields as organi-
zational structures that help separate insiders from outsiders.26 For ex-
ample, international commercial arbitrators have constructed a set of 
norms through practice that has transformed the dispute settlement re-
gime for international commercial contracts.27 These arbitrators need not 
have the same preferences, but they have constructed practices that sepa-
rate them from nonprofessionals. Transnational networks and epistemic 
communities28 are in part efforts to coordinate experts on a common set 
of practices and interpretations that set boundaries on what is and what is 
not professional expertise. This is a different way to understand the impli-
cations from practice theory than the common interpretation.29

Second, creating an agency that acquires expertise is costly. Who will 
pay those costs? Even if all states want the information and have identical 
preferences, they would still prefer that others pay for it. The resulting 
collective action problem has received ample attention in the literature.30 
What has received less attention is that this collective action problem may 
create opportunities for intrinsically motivated nongovernmental or trans-
national actors.
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For example, scientists who care intrinsically about a policy may offer 
their expertise at a lower price than what it would take to create a new 
agency (assuming that they are able to resolve the aforementioned coordi-
nation problem). Domestic regulators who care about their policy area 
could take the initiative to form a network. Such a network may well be a 
substitute for a more formal (and costly) IGO that would have to be cre-
ated through different channels than just those who are most intimately 
involved in a policy area.

This logic suggests a rationalist account for how intrinsically motivated 
transnational experts can construct their own authority. It also suggests an 
explanation for why technocrats and (international or domestic) bureau-
crats so often take the initiative to create IGOs.31 For example, a group of 
intrinsically motivated health experts may be willing to create a collective 
agency that governments may not be willing to invest in. Intrinsic prefer-
ences matter in the context of collective action problems.

A different type of distributive issue arises if one large state (or a few 
states) has the ability and incentives to produce the information alone. This 
would turn an “uncertainty about the world” problem into an information- 
sharing problem. The relevant question becomes, what incentives does the 
powerful state have to share the information with others? One possibility 
is that the powerful state will sell the information, for money or conces-
sions. If multiple states have unilateral incentives to acquire the informa-
tion and can extract rents, then we may see duplication.

heterogeneous state Interests

The issues discussed in the previous section magnify if principals (states) 
have diverse ideal points. Most of the literature that considers multiple 
principals with diverse preferences focuses on legislatures.32 Legislators 
face a different collective decision- making problem than states. Unlike 
legislators, states can implement their own policies and acquire their own 
expertise. The status quo is not the necessary reversion point if there is no 
cooperative action. Indeed, if creating domestic agencies were costless, 
then each state would and should do so. Moreover, as the previous chapter 
discussed, states cannot be forced to resolve the collective decision- making 
problem with a vote. A voting rule is itself an institution that states must 
first agree on and that must be enforced.33

The supply of experts is again an important and underappreciated 
issue. On the one hand, a unified group of experts may exploit heterogene-
ity if states share a common desire for information. The logic is not that 
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different from before, except that the experts now face the problem that 
they must persuade multiple states that a signal reflects actual information 
rather than ideology. This is more difficult as expert and state are further 
apart in the ideological space.

On the other hand, heterogeneity among states may make it more dif-
ficult for experts to solve their own distributive problem. When states have 
homogenous interests, only one (group of) expert(s) can influence states.34 
This provides strong incentives for coordination. With heterogeneous in-
terests, states may hire the experts with whom they align more closely (the 
ally principle). This may complicate coordination among experts. Indi-
vidual experts can get contracts and policy influence without compromis-
ing on their policy or ideological views. States could form small like- 
minded coalitions that each listen to their own set of experts.

For example, states may prefer to finance more effective development 
projects over less effective ones. If states also have divergent preferences 
over where the aid should go, then they may still have incentives not to 
delegate to a common agent. There are about two dozen multilateral de-
velopment agencies. The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
Asian Development Bank (ADB), European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD), and World Bank all develop expertise about the 
quality of development projects, but their funding patterns also reflect 
their donor’s ideologies.35

Ideology matters as a short cut about the preferences of states and ex-
perts. States that are ideologically closer to China were more likely to join 
the AIIB.36 The next chapter shows that such ideological sorting shapes 
IGO membership patterns more generally. Governments often maintain 
control over the appointment of experts to international bodies. They can 
use this authority to appoint experts who match their ideologies.37 Since 
governments have highly imperfect tools to sanction agents, selection mat-
ters a great deal. Governments do not have this opportunity in more infor-
mal transnational networks. Nevertheless, governments must make infer-
ences about the preferences of experts when they decide whether to accept 
signals.

Asymmetries in outside options also affect outcomes. For example, Les-
lie Johns finds that when one principal can exercise an outside option, a 
bureaucrat who is biased toward that principal can better reveal private 
information than a more neutral bureaucrat. She illustrates this with a 
case study of UN weapons inspectors in Iraq. The broader implication is 
that institutions closely follow the preferences of the principals with the 
strongest outside options.38
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This brings us back to an extension of Anthony Downs’s core insight 
that incomplete information creates opportunities for the wealthy to gain 
influence in democratic politics.39 Downs’s argument is that if information 
acquisition is costly and if information can be used to move policy in a 
desired direction, then wealthy actors have incentives and opportunities 
to invest in information acquisition. The same is true in the international 
system. In terms of international cooperation, this turns a problem of in-
formation acquisition into a problem of information sharing. Are powerful 
states willing to share information? Can powerful states credibly share 
information given that they are likely biased toward certain policy posi-
tions? International institutions frequently address issues of information 
sharing as well as interpreting information.

Information Sharing and Interpretation
A crucial assumption in most of the rationalist delegation literature is that 
there are experts or institutions that possess information that governments 
do not have and cannot easily verify. Transnational experts gain distribu-
tive authority through strategic deception. By contrast, in constructivist 
accounts respect for expert authority stems from societal inclinations to 
defer to rational- legal authority.40 In the rationalist model, expert signals 
cannot be verified easily because states lack information. In the construc-
tivist model, expert signals cannot be challenged easily because doing so 
would violate a sense that experts appropriately exercise authority.

It is not clear how widespread situations are where IGOs or transna-
tional actors gather or possess information that states do not have. For 
example, much of the literature on transnational actors focuses on how 
domestic governmental actors form networks that influence international 
cooperation.41 These actors may well have preferences, interests, and/or 
information that other parts of the government do not have. Such net-
works primarily solve problems of information sharing and coordination 
rather than the acquisition of new information. Similarly, IGOs frequently 
aid information sharing in the context of interdependence. For example, 
IGOs like the IMF gather national statistics from governments that they 
then standardize and disseminate to other states. International courts 
have expertise,42 but states also have lawyers and scholars with interna-
tional legal expertise. International courts typically do not have informa-
tion that states do not have. An international judge reveals not a private 
signal about the truth but an expert interpretation based on public infor-
mation, given the limited investigative capacities of most international 
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courts with the possible exception of the International Criminal Court 
(ICC).

This matters because it suggests that the workhorse model on which so 
much of the rationalist literature relies may not be the appropriate model 
for a large number of international or transnational institutions. Instead, 
we need to think about the role institutions play in incentivizing states to 
reveal private information and to coordinate states on a common interpre-
tation of that information.

For example, Alexander Thompson applies Keith Krehbiel’s informa-
tional model of legislative delegation to the UN Security Council 
(UNSC).43 This model presumes that the UNSC has agency because it 
develops expertise on matters of peace and security that states do not 
have. It is not really clear what that information would be. The UNSC is 
an arena in which states discuss and vote on matters of international 
peace and security under preexisting procedures. The UNSC’s informa-
tional role is that it forces states to reveal their preferences through voting 
and that it potentially coordinates states on a common interpretation (or 
fails to do so).44

Similarly, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) does not reveal 
new information about human rights violations. Instead, its voting proce-
dures force states to reveal whether they believe that a target state should 
be publicly shamed for its rights violations.45 These votes reflect ideology 
as much as actual assessments of rights records.46 The votes reveal new 
information about the extent to which the international community is will-
ing to protect an alleged rights violator rather than information about 
what countries violated rights.47

Neither the UNHRC nor the UNSC is an expert organization. The 
members are states, who are not always elected because they have exper-
tise or even a good track record on peacekeeping or human rights.48 Yet 
many expert organizations are also less about acquiring new expertise 
rather than coordinating existing expertise on a common interpretation. I 
have already mentioned international courts and the IPCC as examples. 
Even many formal IGO bureaucracies are often more about incentivizing 
states to share information and standardizing that information than ac-
quiring new information. For example, the IMF has standardized financial 
statistics. The IMF also develops some new expertise in the process. But it 
is not clear that the IMF has much expertise or information that the 
United States does not have or could not easily get access to. If this is so, 
then in a rationalist accounting its authority must come from another 
source than informational asymmetries.
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If states have homogenous preferences, then nothing stands in the way 
of truthful information transmission as long as the information does not 
have competitive implications and cannot be protected and sold. Interde-
pendence can mean that states have incentives to share information about 
health emergencies, financial contagion, and so on. If interdependence 
overwhelms heterogeneity, then states don’t have incentives to keep their 
private information secret and thus, like in the previous chapter, there is 
no great need for strong interventionist institutions. Institutions may re-
duce transaction costs. But institutions need not have informational ad-
vantages over states: they just need to facilitate the collection and dissemi-
nation of information that states provide. As in the previous chapter, the 
low- hanging fruit of international cooperation can be plucked without a 
great deal of institutional structure.

Information sharing is a lot more complex when heterogeneity is large 
enough that governments have incentives to not truthfully share informa-
tion and to dispute attempts at coordinating disparate signals into a com-
mon interpretation. In this context, information transmission and coordi-
nation are distributive problems. This helps explain the finding from 
chapter 6 that even sorting into functionalist IGOs is ideological. If IGOs 
are more about sharing information and agreeing on coordinated interpre-
tations than information acquisition, then the payoffs to the IGO should 
be higher as the government expects that the IGO’s members are closer to 
a state’s ideal point.

Even quite minimal institutional structures could help actors reveal 
private information and coordinate on similar interpretations. Consider 
standard setting organizations. Farrell and Simcoe discuss a model in 
which two actors bargain over a standard.49 Each agent has private infor-
mation over the quality of her preferred standard but also private prefer-
ences such that each prefers her own standard. There is also a third party 
who does not have information over either proposal’s quality and has no 
private preference. The third party’s utility function is increasing in the 
quality of the standard and decreasing in delay. Ex ante it is in the interest 
of both private parties to allow the third party to intervene at any time and 
randomly pick either proposal.

The intuition is that the war of attrition does not screen very well when 
the quality of both proposals is high and/or vested interests are strong. 
This leads to long and inefficient delays. The neutral agent may watch the 
initial stages of the bargaining to uncover if it selects out the poorer pro-
posal, but she will be less patient than the parties with vested interests. 
This captures the decision- making process in standard- setting organiza-
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tions, where the pivotal voter is often someone who does not have a private 
stake in the success or failure of a particular standard. Impartiality is a 
more important feature than expertise. This means not that the third party 
should be ignorant but that there is no reason to presume that the third 
party is somehow wiser than either of the parties bargaining over the 
standard.

The standard- setting committee has no enforcement power. Its deci-
sion is more likely to be self- enforcing as there are more parties that don’t 
have a high private stake. All of these parties would have an interest to 
adopt the chosen standard. This makes holding out less attractive for the 
party that lost the lottery if utility depends on how many parties have ac-
cepted a standard (see the previous chapter). This provides a rationale for 
delegation that has distributional consequences and is welfare improving 
(in expectation), even if it does not always select the highest quality stan-
dard. The standard- setting organization does not need to have enforce-
ment capabilities or superior information to influence outcomes.

The committee structure works better when the committee is not 
forced to take an immediate decision. There are circumstances where act-
ing outside of the institutional setting quickly selects the best proposal. 
The logic is thus based on a combination of market and nonmarket strate-
gies, which often turns out more efficient than either fully market- based 
or fully centralized solutions.50

Leslie Johns considers a similar model in which an international court 
can have distributive implications by simply breaking a tie.51 Christina 
Schneider and Branislav Slantchev analyze a model where states have di-
verse preferences over collective action.52 In the model, states have incen-
tives to delegate authority to an IGO (agent) that helps states reveal private 
information through voting and that then uses the information to coordi-
nate states on collective action.

What these models have in common is that an agent without enforce-
ment power or informational advantages can nonetheless influence out-
comes by creating incentives for states to reveal private information and 
by coordinating behavior. As I suggested earlier, these types of organi-
zations are very common in international affairs. For example, citizens, 
businesses, and governments file cases with international courts. In this 
process, these actors reveal private information about the effects of inter-
national law. International courts also help those actors converge on a 
common interpretation (coordination). The IMF and World Bank gather 
and standardize economic data that are private information, which states 
may sometimes not be inclined to share.53 Standard- setting organizations 
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receive information about possible standards and then choose among 
them. Disputes before investment tribunals reveal private information 
about claims and coordinate on an interpretation of investment law.

All of these tasks are political. They also require expertise. Yet they do 
not depend on the international actor having access to privileged informa-
tion or even on them having enforcement power. The key requirement is 
that governments trust that the international actor is indeed interested in 
advancing the best standard or legal interpretation or at least is not biased 
toward some interpretation for reasons other than the quality of the infor-
mation. Such trust is by no means a given. The next section discusses this 
issue in more detail.

The discussion so far has sidestepped instances in which states have an 
interest in information that another state would desperately like to keep 
private. Such strategic dilemmas require stronger and more intervention-
ist institutions. For example, states have delegated authority to the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to inspect facilities and verify 
whether states are meeting their obligations to refrain from developing 
nuclear weapons.54 IAEA inspectors have incentives to truthfully reveal 
their findings and may recommend enforcement actions to the Board of 
Governors, which can refer a case to the UNSC. Enforcement thus still 
depends on whether states with diverse ideologies agree that sanctions or 
other measures should be imposed on norm violators. Such centralized 
attempts at uncovering private information are important but rare in the 
international system.

Institutions sometimes create opportunities for states to send costly 
signals. Andrew Kydd shows how states, through costly signals, can reas-
sure each other that they are trustworthy.55 Signing treaties that are costly 
to implement is an example.56 As argued earlier, these signals may be not 
just about trustworthiness but also about ideology. For example, when 
Georgia opted for a trade treaty with the EU but not with Russia, it mean-
ingfully signaled its ideological preferences. This is a distributive story 
where Georgia becomes more trustworthy to some states but less so to 
another (Russia).

Susan Hyde argues that the norm to invite international election moni-
tors emerged through a diffusely motivated signaling process in which 
such invitations came to be expected of “true democrats.”57 Election moni-
toring is organized through a bewildering array of international govern-
mental and nongovernmental organizations, each with its own processes, 
biases, and varying arrays of credibility.58 This allows committed liberals 
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to separate themselves at least somewhat from others through their choice 
of monitors.

A crucial additional issue is that information is typically asymmetrically 
distributed among principals. While it may sometimes be reasonable to 
presume that an IGO has an informational advantage over a smaller coun-
try, this does not necessarily mean that it can use its expertise to its advan-
tage when dealing with a major power, such as the United States. For ex-
ample, the United States was long reluctant to share satellite technology 
because it wanted to enjoy the benefits of its relative advantages. When the 
United States lost its relative technological advantage, then a common re-
gime emerged.59 Asymmetries in information may prevent coordination 
for competitive reasons.

I am not aware of any theoretical discussion of such informational 
asymmetries, but their significance should be clear. First, we must ask 
why the United States or another major power can’t just communicate its 
technical information to other states. If interests are homogenous, then 
many governments may prefer to simply copy the policies of states with 
greater capacities rather than invest in their own expertise or an IGO. 
Indeed, we observe a great deal of policy diffusion that is not centralized 
through IGOs.60

Second, if there is an IGO, it suggests another source through which 
some states can better influence the IGO’s direction than others: asym-
metric information. If both the agent and some but not other principals 
are informed and the informed principal has veto rights (as the United 
States effectively has in the IMF), then the agent’s agenda- setting power 
should be severely curtailed toward the ideal point of the informed princi-
pal. The institution can practice strategic deception against some states 
but not others. These are issues that deserve further study.

Trust and Distrust in Experts 
amid Ideological Conflict

The preceding discussion focused mostly on the incentives for govern-
ments to delegate authority to institutions even if governments are ideo-
logically divided and the institution has no strong informational asym-
metric advantages. Instead, the institution helps governments share 
private information and coordinate on a common interpretation of this 
information. The leverage of transnational and international experts over 
governments thus often stems less from asymmetric access to information 
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than from features, such as their perceived impartiality,61 that help them 
collect and translate this information into a collective decision.

Perceptions of impartiality are vulnerable. People tend to interpret ex-
pert information through ideological lenses, even when it comes from 
reputable international agencies.62 An impartial agent who interprets lib-
eral rules expertly may still not be trusted by actors with different ideolo-
gies. Principal- agent models offer limited answers on how agents can 
maintain trust. Principals (governments) give agents a conditional grant 
of authority that they can exercise within bounds defined by a contract 
(treaty). Once agents exceed those bounds principals can use a variety of 
control mechanisms, including firing agents, noncompliance, overriding 
decisions, reducing budgets, and withdrawing from an institution. The 
threat of such actions should keep agents from excessively overstepping 
their delegated authority. This reassures principals that in the long run 
agents cannot affect their interests negatively without punishment.

There is some evidence that agents, such as international judges, re-
spond to these incentives.63 Yet other scholars argue that control mecha-
nisms are typically weak and difficult to exercise by individual govern-
ments.64 Instead, these scholars argue, the relationship between experts 
and states is fiduciary rather than contractual. That is, political actors ac-
cept the signal because they trust the sender. Yet the literature on trustee-
ship tends to take trust for granted. I advance three points in this section. 
First, if the relationship between political actors and experts is fiduciary, 
then we must ask how actors build up and maintain trust. Much of the 
literature on trusteeship assumes away this problem by pointing to exper-
tise as the grounds for trust. Second, trust becomes a much more central 
property if experts do not have privileged access to information. Third, 
trust in experts is vulnerable to deliberate destruction in the context of 
ideological conflict.

the trustee Ideal

Karen Alter identifies three characteristics of trustees.65 First, they are 
selected because they have expertise and because they are “disinterested 
actors.”66 Second, trustees are entrusted to make decisions according to 
their own best judgment and without interference from other interested 
parties. These two criteria characterize the paradigmatic trustee as an im-
partial professional actor who expertly interprets preexisting rules and 
precedents and who is immune to external pressures.
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The third characteristic appears at odds with this characterization. The 
trustee has a putative beneficiary that differs from the principal (the gov-
ernment). These beneficiaries include national courts, nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), firms, banks, and more broadly “the general pub-
lic.” Importantly, these beneficiaries have some leverage over the principal, 
for example because they vote in elections or hold independent judicial or 
administrative authority. This limits the ability of governments to control 
agents. As Karen Alter puts it, “The Trustee cannot put the interests of the 
Principal over that of the beneficiary without engendering legitimacy 
problems for itself. The Principal also cannot only care about controlling 
the Trustee because the Trustee may in fact be deemed a superior decision- 
maker, and efforts cast as ‘political interference’ or exceeding state or Prin-
cipal authority can alienate the Trustee’s constituency and members of the 
Principal whose support is needed for recontracting.”67 This is an impor-
tant and valid critique of the principal- agent approach, which focuses too 
narrowly on government- IGO (or expert) relationships. Surely, regulators, 
judges, and other experts typically have to think about their relationships 
with businesses, NGOs, and domestic judges and regulators.

But the assumption that the beneficiary values the court because it is a 
superior decision maker is unsustainable in the context of distributive 
ideological conflict. Domestic publics, interest groups, NGOs, and firms 
have their own interests. Presumably, they value the expert because they 
believe that delegation to an expert will yield more favorable substantive 
outcomes to them than alternatives. Introducing additional beneficiaries 
creates more potential sources of influence. For example, international 
criminal tribunals are sometimes accused of currying too much favor to 
NGOs,68 and international investment tribunals are frequently charged 
with favoring multinationals. Such charges could undermine the trust 
(some) governments put in these institutions.

More generally, it is not automatic that if trustees faithfully abide by 
their fiduciary duties, then they will gain trust and thereby legitimacy. 
There are three issues. First, expert decisions, like rulings in arbitral tribu-
nals, have distributive consequences. There are winners and losers. It is 
not clear why the losers should always respect these decisions just because 
they were made by experts. Second, in the context of ideological conflict, 
there is no guarantee that actors less enamored of the rules will value the 
expertise. Someone who opposes liberalism may not value an expert inter-
pretation of liberal rules. Third, trustees need to balance the desire to ap-
pear knowledgeable and impartial with imperatives to give their varied 
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beneficiaries what they want.69 Finally, the authority of the trustee relies 
not just on the trustee applying preexisting rules in a disinterested and 
professional fashion but also on her ability to ensure that its beneficiaries 
observe that this is the case. As Diego Gambetta and Heather Hamill put 
it, “The trustee is a strategic player, not inert matter passively waiting to 
be appraised by the truster.”70 Self- interested or biased trustees can mimic 
impartial experts. This leaves trustees open to challenges in the context of 
ideological conflict.

trust, InstItutIons, and verIfIabIlIty

Diego Gambetta defines trust as a coping device for dealing with the free-
dom of others.71 Trust matters precisely because experts have the oppor-
tunity to disappoint expectations. Trust is especially important when there 
is no possibility for outsiders to verify (perhaps at a cost) whether the 
trustee acted in a trustworthy manner.

Consider the example of secondhand car salesmen, who work in one of 
the least trusted professions in the United States (only above lobbyists and 
congresspeople).72 The reason why many people distrust car salesmen is 
that they have incentives to lie: a good car without problems fetches a 
higher price than a lemon.73 Institutions can manage the distrust. Exam-
ples are CARFAX reports, warranties, and online feedback. These institu-
tional mechanisms work reasonably well because even if the consumer 
cannot observe the quality of the car at the time of purchase, the quality of 
cars is ultimately observable. Or, more accurately, outcomes that are closely 
correlated with the quality of cars are observable. This allows institutions 
to price warranties and to create records of historical performance. It also 
helps individual car dealers to build up reputations for honesty even if we 
do not trust car salesmen more generally. So the market for secondhand 
cars works pretty well even if people do not trust car salesmen.

If international institutions are like used car salesmen, then the 
principal- agent approach works reasonably well. Remember, the problem 
is asymmetric information about something that can ultimately be ob-
served (or at least we can observe something that is closely correlated with 
that information, such as the longevity of a car). Governments could create 
a fire alarm or police patrol that oversees agent performance.74 For ex-
ample, an agency empowered to eliminate polio may be evaluated on the 
occurrence of new polio cases or the distribution of vaccines. Neither of 
these outcomes is wholly within the control of the agency, but both are 
correlated with agent performance.
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Yet if the strategic problem for the expert is not revealing private infor-
mation but convincing beneficiaries of a particular interpretation, then 
institutions to manage distrust become more complicated, especially when 
the beneficiaries have diverse ideological beliefs.

Consider another analogy. A priest has no private information about 
the quality of promises regarding the afterlife.75 Potential beneficiaries 
cannot at reasonable expense discover the quality of such promises or 
whether one priest is a more superior decision maker than another. Pro-
ducers of inscrutable goods create symbols or practices that are costly to 
imitate by imposters.76 Celibacy is an obvious example. Some priests may 
more accurately or eloquently invoke biblical verses. Yet while such sym-
bols may allow individuals to recognize “real” priests, these symbols are at 
best weakly correlated with the quality of the promises priests make. When 
overall trust in clergy declines,77 this poses a problem not just for indi-
vidual churches but for a religion as a whole. Unlike for the market in 
secondhand cars, trust is essential for religious exchanges.

International trustees may not be exactly like priests, but the quality of 
their output is often inscrutable—not in the sense that we can never assess 
the rightness or wrongness of a decision but in the sense that there is no 
objective way to determine what answer among those that surpass a plau-
sibility standard is of the highest quality. For example, an international 
human rights judge provides interpretations of international human rights 
law in concrete cases. How do we know if the judge is performing this task 
well? Human rights cases are often contentious. Domestic legal experts or 
law professors may well have interpretations that run counter to the inter-
national human rights judge. It is not clear how a court’s beneficiaries 
would navigate between such diverse interpretations other than to prefer 
the one that most closely resembles their private interests.

Moreover, if the international institutional system is by and large lib-
eral, then the rules, laws, and regulations that trustees apply and interpret 
are typically also liberal. This gives opponents of liberalism reasons to chal-
lenge trustees even if these are impartial and professional. Inscrutability 
means that trustees may not have a basis to prove their superiority as deci-
sion makers. They may not be able to build up a reputation for quality or 
expertise that could form the basis of trust and that may shield them from 
attacks.

For example, studies suggest that large majorities of the general public 
in most countries say that they trust international courts (compared to 
many other legal and political institutions).78 Yet these same studies also 
find that very few people are willing to accept international court decisions 
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that they disagree with.79 Moreover, people barely know anything about 
international courts. Trust in international courts is often a byproduct of 
things over which they have little control, such as respect for legal values 
and trust in the international institutions most closely associated with a 
court.80

International courts may benefit from their relative obscurity. In coun-
tries where trust for domestic courts and international institutions is high, 
international courts are also generally trusted.81 This “trust by association” 
may yield legitimacy in the sense that it makes it more likely that actors 
perceive that a court’s judgments should be obeyed. This may leave inter-
national judges free to exercise their fiduciary duties, even if trust bears 
little relation to knowledge about whether judges accurately exercised their 
responsibilities. Yet this is a double- edged sword. As Diego Gambetta puts 
it, “Trust is a peculiar belief predicated not on evidence but on the lack of 
contrary evidence—a feature that . . . makes it vulnerable to deliberate de-
struction.”82 Chapter 9 examines how salient ideological conflict over the 
desirability of liberal international court has spurred backlashes against 
these courts. In the context of ideological conflict, appeals to expertise and 
impartiality may be insufficient to preserve institutional authority.

Conclusion
Many IGOs and other transnational actors are experts with high degrees 
of professionalism. Their primary task is sometimes to acquire new infor-
mation that governments do not have. If this is so, then they can use this 
asymmetric information as a form of leverage to move policy in their pre-
ferred directions.

Yet on most issue areas (powerful) governments employ their own ex-
perts. The international actors may not have information that govern-
ments do not have. Instead, their primary tasks are to encourage govern-
mental and nongovernmental actors to share information and to coordinate 
on a shared interpretation of that information. I argue that this better 
describes the core activities of organizations as diverse as the IMF, stan-
dard setting organizations, transnational financial regulators, the IPCC, 
and international courts.

Sharing private information amid ideological conflict involves distribu-
tive conflict. So does coordinating on a common interpretation. Putting 
disinterested experts in charge does not solve the problem. If the rules of 
the international system primarily advance liberal objectives, then oppo-
nents of these objectives are likely to challenge interpretations, regardless 
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of how expertly or neutrally the opinion was arrived at. Interpretations are 
typically at least somewhat inscrutable: it is often not possible to objec-
tively verify whether the interpretation was accurate. Chapter 9 will illus-
trate empirically how ideological challenges to liberalism can result in 
backlash against international experts.
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ch a Pter sIx

Ideological Structure  
and Membership in 

International Institutions

thIs book’s core argument is that global institutional politics reflects 
cooperation and competition in a low- dimensional ideological space. In-
stitutions result from efforts by some states to shift the status quo toward 
their ideal points. A basic observable implication is that ideology shapes 
decisions to join international institutions. States should be more likely to 
join institutions with similarly minded states. Moreover, membership in 
international institutions should reflect the ideological structure of world 
politics.

This chapter examines these implications empirically. The first part 
focuses on intergovernmental organizations (IGOs). An IGO is an organi-
zation with three or more states that holds plenary meetings at least once 
every ten years and that has a permanent secretariat or headquarters.1 
There are already numerous studies that show that UN ideal point differ-
ences (or UN voting similarities) correlate with membership in treaties 
and IGOs,2 as well as specific institutions such as defense cooperation 
agreements,3 the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) or 
World Trade Organization (WTO),4 and the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank (AIIB).5

This chapter adds to this evidence but also shows that there is a low- 
dimensional structure underlying IGO memberships that closely matches 
the ideological structure that emerges from UN voting patterns. That is, 
both UN voting and IGO membership patterns appear to operate in a 

Ideology and IGO 
Memberships
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similar low- dimensional ideological space. Moreover, ideological changes 
help us understand the changing nature of the global institutional system. 
The evidence includes regression analyses with country fixed effects, show-
ing that changes in ideological positions are associated with changes in 
membership patterns.

The latter part of the chapter shows that similar patterns apply to rati-
fications of global treaties as well as alliances. As chapter 2 argued, global 
ideological orientations have implications for economic, cultural, human 
rights, security, and other issues. Thus, positioning on an ideological di-
mension can shape sorting into a wide variety of institutions. The final 
section compares the implications of the spatial approach to an alternative 
way of conceptualizing and measuring the structure underlying IGO mem-
berships: network analysis.

Ideology and IGO Memberships
At least since 1945, the creation of IGOs has reflected a purposive attempt 
to create a Western (or U.S.- led) liberal international order.6 The goal of 
many IGOs during the Cold War was to forge multilateral institutionalized 
ties among democracies, capitalist countries, or countries otherwise pre-
ferring to align themselves with the United States and other Western 
states. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union and its ideological allies 
stayed out of many of these IGOs.

Figure 6.1 illustrates this point. The figure plots the number of IGO 
memberships on the vertical axis and distance from the U.S. ideal point on 
the horizontal axis in 1985, as the Cold War was nearing its end. Countries 
more sympathetic to communism and the Soviet Union joined many fewer 
IGOs than those sympathetic to capitalism and the United States.7 Com-
munist countries initially joined the general UN- related institutions but 
did not join IGOs with a more explicit liberal internationalist agenda. They 
did not create many formal institutions of their own. During the Cold War, 
joining international institutions for the most part meant joining a club 
that was friendly to U.S. interests.

The post–Cold War situation is strikingly different. Figure 6.2 shows 
that by 2010 states on the opposite side of the ideological spectrum from 
the United States had joined roughly as many IGOs as those more 
closely aligned with the United States. By 2010, there is no longer a cor-
relation between IGO memberships and ideal point distance from the 
United States.
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fIgure 6.1. Number of IGO memberships and distance from U.S. UN ideal point.
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fIgure 6.2. IGO membership and distance from U.S. ideal point.
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One interpretation is that this provides evidence for the “end of ideol-
ogy,” as Francis Fukuyama famously predicted in 1989.8 After liberalism’s 
ideological victory, there are no longer large groups of states that deliber-
ately want to exclude themselves from IGOs. China, Brazil, India, and 
other rising states are not opting out of the main global institutions. In-
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stead, they are seeking to reform these institutions.9 Even Iran would like 
to become a WTO member.10 Other than North Korea, few countries ex-
plicitly want out.

Yet even if most states have embraced some aspects of liberal inter-
nationalism, there remains considerable ideological controversy over the 
extent to which international institutions should promote other aspects 
of the liberal agenda, such as political and civil liberties, the rule of law, 
democracy, and a diminished role for the state in domestic economies 
and societies. An important implication is that the core global IGOs have 
become more heterogeneous and that they now include more powerful 
member states with ideological preferences that diverge from those of 
the United States. The United States has an increasingly difficult time 
shaping the policies of the WTO, International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
World Bank, and other formal institutions. States press for institutional 
reforms to change voting weights and/or create new institutions that 
may rival the existing ones.11 The latest example is the AIIB, which the 
U.S. fears could undermine the World Bank. Other organizations, espe-
cially the WTO, have institutional rules that produce stalemates. It is 
much harder to get agreement in these institutions with more states with 
diverse preferences.

From the U.S. perspective, it has gotten more difficult to get IGOs to do 
the things that the United States wants them to, even holding constant 
institutional rules that it favors. The United States has a harder time shap-
ing the decisions of existing institutions as well as the design of new insti-
tutions. Many new IGOs do not include the United States at all. Figure 6.3 
demonstrates this. Before World War II, the United States joined few 
IGOs. However, by 1950, the country was a member of almost all existing 
IGOs, excluding a few regional ones. Between 1970 and 1990 the rest of the 
world created more IGOs, but the U.S. line remained flat. The gap between 
the number of IGOs the United States is and is not a part of has never been 
larger and continues to grow with the announced U.S. departure from the 
World Health Organization (WHO) in 2020.

An example is the International Criminal Court (ICC). In the 1990s, 
the United States took the initiative to promote international criminal 
justice and was highly instrumental in creating the tribunals for the for-
mer Yugoslavia and Rwanda. The country was a willing participant in the 
negotiations for an ICC with limited jurisdiction, essentially preserving 
U.S. veto power over investigations involving Americans. Yet the United 
States lost in the battle over institutional design and stayed outside of the 
institution.12
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There are similar trends for treaties. The United States has refused to 
ratify major legal agreements on climate change (e.g., the Kyoto Protocol), 
human rights (e.g., the UN disabilities treaty), arms control (e.g., the Nu-
clear Test Ban Treaty), and use of the oceans (the Law of the Sea Conven-
tion). This outcome has coincided with the growing ideological gap be-
tween the United States and most other countries, including Western 
countries (see also chapter 2).13 A new multilateral IGO must appeal to a 
broad range of countries. If the IGO is too close to the U.S. ideal point, 
then that IGO may not be very attractive to many states. If the IGO is too 
far from the U.S. ideal point, then the United States may opt to stay out. 
As a consequence, the current multilateral system is “U.S. led” only in a 
perfunctory way. The United States remains a highly influential player in 
the core global institutions but has become much less influential in shap-
ing the future direction of multilateralism.

IdeologIcal sortIng Into Igos

The relationship between UN ideal point and the number of IGO member-
ships does not necessarily reveal evidence for or against ideological sort-
ing. Figure 6.2 could mean that ideology has become irrelevant for sorting 
into IGOs or that China, Russia, and other powerful states have forged new 
institutional ties with states that are more skeptical of the Western liberal 
international order.

To get at ideological sorting in a more systematic way, I use an empiri-
cal spatial model to estimate state ideal points from the matrix of IGO 

fIgure 6.3. Creation of intergovernmental organizations with and 
without the United States. Source: Correlates of War IGO data 3.0.
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memberships. This model treats the decision to become a member of an 
IGO as a vote on that IGO. The model includes only IGOs with an inter-
continental reach, thus excluding purely regional integration efforts. The 
closer two states are in the resulting low- dimensional space, the more 
similar their portfolio of IGO memberships. Yonatan Lupu has similarly 
estimated state ideal points from the matrix of treaty memberships.14

I used W- NOMINATE in R to estimate ideal points from the IGO 
membership matrix.15 W- NOMINATE is a static model, which presumes 
that the underlying ideological structure is consistent. I assume that this 
is true for the post- 1946 period. I include only states that are in the Polity 
data. This provides a size cutoff and ensures that very small states that join 
few IGOs do not influence the estimation. Examination of the scree plots 
suggests that a one- dimensional model fits the data well. A simple model 
that assumes that IGOs can be characterized by a fixed cut- point along a 
single stable dimension helps classify 83 percent of state memberships 
correctly.16

Figure 6.4 shows that the correlation between a country’s distance with 
the U.S. ideal point in UN voting and the U.S. ideal point in IGO member-
ship is still very high in 2010. What this tells us is that the closer (further) 
states are to the United States in their revealed ideological perspective, the 
closer (further) their IGO membership portfolio is to that of the United 
States. Thus, even if the number of IGO memberships no longer correlates 
with U.S. ideal point, states that often vote with the United States still join 

fIgure 6.4. Distance from U.S. IGO portfolio and U.S. UN ideal point.
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many of the same IGOs as the United States. There is still considerable 
ideological sorting.

Figure 6.5 plots the UN ideal points against the first dimension coordi-
nate from the IGO portfolio W- NOMINATE estimation at four points in 
time: 1950, 1970, 1990, and 2010. Unlike figure 6.4, figure 6.5 measures not 
distances but the estimated ideal points. Spatial models are not inherently 
relational. Each state has its own ideal point that can be represented in a 
common space. The plot shows that the ideal points underlying UN Gen-
eral Assembly vote choices and membership patterns in IGOs are strongly 
correlated with each other. This suggests that a considerable ideological 
structure underlies both sets of choices.

Figure 6.5 also shows that the correlation between UN ideal points and 
the IGO portfolio ideal points has increased over time. This is at least sug-
gestive that there is a self- reinforcing mechanism at play, as suggested in 
chapter 4. There is some evidence that states start voting more with each 
other when they join many of the same IGOs.17 Scholars interpret this as 
evidence of socialization.18 It is not clear how mid- level diplomats who 
meet each other in diverse IGOs would socialize states into voting alike in 
the UN. Indeed, there is very little evidence that diplomats get socialized 
into an IGO’s norms,19 and it is not clear how this might translate into 

fIgure 6.5. The relationship between UN ideal point and 
IGO ideal point in 1950, 1970, 1990, and 2010.
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state socialization. Another interpretation is the policy interdependence 
argument from chapter 4: Policy movement in one ideological direction 
often gives incentives for further movement into that direction. Once a 
state starts adjusting its trade, investment, and human rights policies in 
accordance with IGO standards, its ideal point may shift, and this may give 
renewed incentives for joining more similar IGOs.

Yonatan Lupu estimated two- dimensional W- NOMINATE ideal points 
on a matrix of ratification of global treaties.20 Figure 6.6 plots the bivariate 
regression coefficients of UN ideal points on the first and second dimen-
sions at five- year intervals.21 The point of the exercise is purely descriptive: 
does the structure underlying treaty membership resemble the ideological 
structure as revealed through UN votes?

As in figure 6.5, the correlation between UN ideal point and treaty- 
based ideal points strengthens over time. Since the mid- 1970s, UN ideal 
points have correlated with both first-  and second- dimension treaty ideal 
points. In the treaty space, neither the first nor the second dimension 
purely reflects Cold War conflict. Two- dimensional models are rotation-
ally invariant, meaning that we can arbitrarily rotate all ideal points with-
out changing distances between them. The Cold War axis runs diagonally 
through the two- dimensional space. Still, there is a high correlation 

fIgure 6.6. UN ideal points regressed on treaty ideal points.
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 between the ideal point underlying UN vote choices and treaty ratification 
choices.

a regressIon analysIs

The preceding section showed that there are similarities between the low- 
dimensional structure underlying UN votes and the IGO and treaty space. 
This section uses more conventional regression analysis to examine 
whether individual states indeed sort ideologically into IGOs.

The unit of analysis is the state- IGO- year, focusing on the forty- eight 
IGOs that are coded as interventionist by Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nord-
strom.22 These are organizations that “contain mechanisms for mediation, 
arbitration, and adjudication, and/or other means to coerce state decisions 
(such as withholding loans or aid), as well as means to enforce organiza-
tional decisions and norms.”23 The analysis focuses on these IGOs as deci-
sions to join them could be costly. They include organizations across issue 
areas. Similar results obtain on the sample of all IGOs.

The dependent variable takes the value one in the year a state joins an 
IGO and zero otherwise. The main estimation is a logit model where ob-
servations drop after a state joins the IGO. Exiting an IGO is sufficiently 
rare to warrant this approach.24 The analysis includes a third- degree Her-
mite (orthogonal) polynomial of time to reflect that any state should be-
come more likely to join an IGO as time progresses.

The main independent variable is the average ideal point distance be-
tween a state and the IGO’s members. The smaller the ideal point distance, 
the more likely it is that a state will join. I also look just at the ideal point 
distance with an IGO’s most powerful member, identified by its CINC 
score, which is an aggregate measure of capabilities from the Correlates of 
War project based on military, population, and economic output.25

The analysis includes fixed effects for both states and IGOs. These con-
trol for unobserved time- invariant characteristics of states that may make 
them more likely to join IGOs as well as unobservable characteristics of 
the IGO that may make the IGO more attractive to any state. This analysis 
thus focuses on the extent to which changes in ideal points help explain 
sorting into IGOs.

The models include the proportion of IGO members from the same 
region26 and the number of border states that are already part of the 
IGO,27 reflecting that states are often attracted to IGOs that include nearby 
states or other states in the region. These neighborhood patterns could 
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confound the correlation between ideal point and IGO membership as 
ideal points are also regionally clustered.

Democracies join more intergovernmental organizations and are par-
ticularly attracted to IGOs that already include many democracies.28 The 
model includes both a country’s level of democracy, measured by its Polity 
score,29 and the distance between the state’s and the IGO’s average level of 
democracy.30 Chapter 2 already demonstrated the relationship between 
ideal points and democracy, thus suggesting that democracy could be a 
confounding variable.

Finally, the model includes measures of economic and security interde-
pendence. Chapter 4’s framework implies that states should be more likely 
to join organizations that contain other states on which they depend. First, 
the models include the proportion of a state’s exports that go to states that 
are already IGO members.31 The idea is that states should be more at-
tracted to IGOs that already include trade partners. Second is the propor-
tion of the IGO’s members with which a state has a defense alliance.32 This 
reflects the idea that even non- security IGOs become more attractive when 
they consist of states with which one has a secure relationship.33

The full table is available as part of the online appendix. Figure 6.7 gives 
estimates of the marginal effects for the key substantive variables. Mem-
bership of contiguous states and regional membership had large positive 
effects but are omitted from the graph. Polity scores are transformed to run 
from –1 to 1 to make the estimates more comparable to the other coeffi-
cients (although these are not standardized coefficients, so they are not 
directly comparable). All independent variables are lagged by one year. 
The figure presents three models: one that includes both the ideal point 
distance with the average member and the most powerful member and 
models that include one of these variables.

Even after including country fixed effects, neighborhood effects, de-
mocracy, as well as security and economic relationships with IGO mem-
bers, ideological differences with IGO members still correlate substantially 
and significantly with joining new interventionist IGOs. Both the distance 
with the average member and that with the most powerful IGO member 
exhibit this pattern, although the coefficient for distance with the average 
member is larger. Moreover, the coefficients are large relative to the other 
variables. A one- standard- deviation increase in ideal point distance with 
the average IGO member is correlated with a decrease in the probability of 
joining an IGO about twice the size as a one- standard- deviation decrease 
in the Polity score. This comparison is important because democracy is the 
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most persistent focus of the literature.34 As chapter 2 illustrated, democ-
racy is correlated with global ideology, but the two are not the same thing. 
It is thus important to show that changes in ideology correlate with IGO 
membership even after controlling for democracy.

The other variables correlate with IGO membership in the directions 
we expect. Greater export dependence and more allies in an IGO correlate 
with a greater probability of joining in a given year. Democracies are more 
likely to join regardless of the IGO’s membership. But the evidence is less 
conclusive on whether states are likely to join IGOs that are similar to 
them in their democratic composition. The confidence interval for that 
coefficient includes zero in two specifications.

Overall, the evidence strongly suggests that ideology shapes member-
ship patterns of IGOs, although we cannot tell whether this is because 
states apply to those IGOs whose members they have more in common 
with or whether this reflects decisions on the part of existing members to 
allow in countries that are closer to them ideologically (or both).

Alliances
A military alliance is a formal agreement among independent states to 
cooperate militarily in the face of potential or realized military conflict.35 
Unlike most, but not all, global treaties and IGOs, states cannot unilater-
ally opt into alliances. Alliances are relational. They reflect specific recipro-
cal obligations to assist others in the defense of their country’s security. 

fIgure 6.7. Marginal effects from logit regression on  
interventionist IGO memberships.
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The dominant explanation for why states sign formal alliance treaties is 
that these allow governments to convey credible information about their 
future intentions.36 This book argues that such commitments are easier if 
states share similar ideologies. A shared ideology helps states predict that 
they will likely be on the same side of a future military conflict.

Scholars have long used the similarity between countries’ alliance port-
folios as a measure of their shared interests.37 The presumption is that if 
countries A and B have alliances with many of the same countries, then 
their global security interests must be similar. By contrast, if two countries 
have divergent alliance patterns, then they may be in opposing camps. The 
most popular measure of alliance similarity is the S- score, which in its 
most common application is identical to the distance in a K- dimensional 
space between the alliance portfolios of two states, where K is the number 
of states in the global system.38 This distance may be weighted, for ex-
ample, to grant alliances with states that are more powerful a higher 
weight.

While the use of this measure is widespread in dyadic analyses of con-
flict, few (if any) scholars have asked whether there is an ideological struc-
ture underlying alliance portfolios. Multidimensional scaling analysis 
(MDS) can uncover state ideal points from dyadic distance measures. 
MDS is an old technique that represents objects in a low- dimensional 
space such that the interpoint distances correspond as closely as possible 
to the dyadic distances.39 For example, MDS can accurately reproduce a 
two- dimensional map from a matrix of as- the- crow- flies distances be-
tween cities. In this case, the fit is perfect because the intercity distances 
reflect a two- dimensional space.

I estimated a classical MDS based on the weighted S- scores provided 
by Daina Chiba, Jesse Johnson, and Ashley Leeds.40 There is considerable 
structure underlying alliance portfolios. In 1970, a one- dimensional solu-
tion classifies 65 percent of the distances in alliance portfolios correctly.41 
A two- dimensional solution captures 76 percent. By 1990, the first dimen-
sion captures only 48 percent but the two- dimensional solution still clas-
sifies 74 percent of the variation. In 2010, the two- dimensional solution 
classifies 65 percent of the variation. In other words, much of the variation 
in alliance portfolios can be represented by plotting states as points in a 
two- dimensional space.

Figure 6.8 plots these points for 1950, 1970, 1990, and 2010, identifying 
the P- 5 UNSC members by name. Both the Cold War and its end are easily 
discernable. During the Cold War, the first dimension clearly distinguishes 
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the Soviet Union and its allies from the United States and its allies. Russia 
moved toward the center of the space as the Cold War ended in a similar 
way to the patterns for UN voting observed in chapter 2. The United States 
still occupies the most extreme position on the first dimension and has 
grown increasingly isolated. This means that its patterns of alliances are 
quite different from those of other states.

Figure 6.9 plots the correlation between the first- dimension estimate 
from the MDS scaling and the first- dimension UN ideal point in 1950, 
1970, 1990, and 2010. The correlation is strong in all years. There is con-
siderable similarity in the ideological structure underlying UN voting and 
alliance portfolios.

The scatterplots offer suggestive evidence that the structure underlying 
the choice of alliance portfolios resembles the ideological structure under-
lying UN voting. Yet ideology is itself a function of other factors that could 
also be related to alliance formation. Most notably, there is a large litera-
ture that finds that democracies are more likely to form alliances with each 
other.42 This may be for reasons that are unrelated to ideology, such as that 
democracies are better able to make credible commitments to each other. 
But it could also be that at least in the post- 1945 world many democracies 
have shared a set of objectives about how global society should be orga-

fIgure 6.8. Multidimensional scaling solution from S- scores alliance portfolios.
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nized (see chapter 2). Indeed, the correlation between shared democracy 
and alliance commitments holds only after World War II.43

Figure 6.10 presents the results from a linear regression model with 
alliance portfolio similarity as the dependent variable. The unit of analysis 
is the state dyad- year from 1946 to 2016. The model includes fixed dyad 
effects and a third- degree time polynomial. This means that we can assess 
only the extent to which changes in ideal point similarity and shared de-
mocracy correlate with changes in alliance portfolio. The model also in-
cludes the ratio of maximum military capabilities to total dyad capabilities 
(measured by CINC scores), as we know that asymmetrically capable states 
join fewer alliances. The appendix includes the full table of results.

Figure 6.10 shows that the correlation between ideal point distance and 
alliance portfolio similarity remains large and statistically significant even 
after controlling for joint democracy, capabilities, and fixed dyad effects. 
The same findings hold after introducing the difference between democ-
racy levels and alternative ways of conceptualizing capabilities (see the 
appendix). The standardized coefficients suggest that the coefficient for 
ideal point distance is about twice as large as the coefficient on joint de-
mocracy. When ideal point distance increases by 1 between a pair of states, 
the weighted alliance similarity on average drops by around 0.03. The 

fIgure 6.9. UN ideal point and alliance portfolio ideal point.
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point is not to make a causal argument but simply to demonstrate that the 
patterns described in this section are not fully due to the correlation be-
tween regime type and alliance commitments.

Network Analysis and Ideological Structure
Network analysis is an alternative way to analyze the structure of institu-
tional memberships.44 Network analysts consider states as nodes that 
form ties of different strength. These ties can be channels for the transmis-
sion of material goods but also channels for the spread of ideas and infor-
mation. A node’s position in the network shapes its power and its subse-
quent behavior. Network theories typically draw from areas outside of 
international relations, most notably the sociology of friendship and au-
thority ties. Network analysts have developed tools to measure character-
istics of the network and its nodes, such as the degree to which nodes are 
central or fulfill a brokerage function by linking different parts of the net-
work together.

There are important commonalities between the network and the spa-
tial approach. Both approaches highlight that state decisions to enter in-
stitutions depend both on past decisions and on other states’ decisions. 
More importantly, the structure that underlies membership patterns is 
important in both approaches. Indeed, some of the measurements of net-
work concepts closely resemble spatial approaches.

fIgure 6.10. Regression analysis on weighted alliance portfolio 
similarity (S- scores) with dyad fixed effects.
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Network analyses typically start with converting an IGO membership 
matrix into a matrix that expresses the strength or similarity of ties be-
tween states. For example, Brandon Kinne measures the structural simi-
larity of membership portfolios by computing the Pearson correlation be-
tween memberships of two states.45 This is an alternative measure of 
similarity than the more familiar tau- b or S- scores widely used in the lit-
erature for alliance patterns (although these measures are typically strongly 
correlated). Kinne visualizes IGO membership patterns with multidimen-
sional scaling, as in figure 6.7. There are other network concepts that do 
not have a spatial analog, such as brokerage roles,46 but core network con-
cepts like structural equivalence or similarity are hard to distinguish em-
pirically from spatial approaches.

While network theorists use multidimensional scaling for visual repre-
sentation, the reduced dimensionality plays no specific role in network 
theory. In the network approach, state attributes are relatively unimport-
ant. Instead, the structural position that a state occupies in the network 
shapes its behavior.47 To understand the conceptual differences, consider 
an outlier state like North Korea. In a network approach, an outlier state 
has few connections to the network. This isolated position itself deter-
mines what power North Korea has and how it will behave. By contrast, in 
a spatial model, an outlier state has extreme ideological preferences. Out-
lier states choose not to join institutions because the goals of these institu-
tions clash with their ideological outlook. Concurrently, institutions may 
not want outlier states for the same reason.

The difference becomes clear when we compare theoretical expecta-
tions regarding changes of government. The spatial model expects quick 
changes if a new government with a different ideology comes to power. 
For example, Eastern Europe quickly integrated into the world’s institu-
tional structure once they rid themselves of communist governments. At-
tributes matter. The network position itself does not constrain a change 
in behavior. Yet the ideological structure does constrain what options 
states have. Newly elected governments in Eastern European states un-
derstood (in a broad sense) the policy consequences of joining the specific 
set of available institutions. This structured their choices in the post–Cold 
War environment.

The next chapter introduces some empirical tests of network and spa-
tial approaches in the context of the relationship between institutional 
memberships and militarized disputes. The point is certainly not to sug-
gest that spatial approaches always offer a superior understanding to net-
work approaches. Yet sometimes the network literature is too quick to 
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apply network concepts to IR or to interpret correlations between network 
measures and outcomes as evidence for network theories. Network theory 
is expressly relational. Yet there are many network analyses that analyze 
data that is not necessarily an expression of ties between states.

For example, scholars have analyzed co- voting in the UN General As-
sembly as a network.48 Yet a vote is not an expression of the closeness of 
the relations of two states but an expression that both states agree on the 
desired fate of a UN resolution (see chapter 2). A vote reveals information 
about that state’s ideological position not about its relationship with a spe-
cific other state. Belgium never gets to vote on how much it likes Bolivia.

IGO memberships are also not obviously relational. That two states are 
members of the same IGO does not necessarily reflect that they engage in 
more extensive bilateral diplomacy or that they can pass more information 
to each other, as is often assumed in network analyses.49 State representa-
tives in IGOs are usually mid- level bureaucrats with relatively little capac-
ity to influence a state’s broader foreign policy goals. We ought to be some-
what skeptical that this type of interaction has large socialization effects, 
as network theorists often presume.50 Alliance treaties and PTAs are more 
explicitly relational. Network concepts have more potential in such 
contexts.

Network approaches and spatial approaches can sometimes offer dif-
ferent but complementary interpretations of the same data. For example, 
in a recent article, Brian Greenhill and Yon Lupu find that the IGO net-
work has become less fragmented over time.51 Their analysis identified 
distinct regional clusters. The clustering approach identifies groups of 
states with similar patterns of IGO membership and thus depends less on 
the idea that IGO memberships reflect ties between states. Greenhill and 
Lupu find that states within clusters increasingly have ties through IGO 
memberships with states in other clusters. This may well be an insight that 
can accompany the earlier finding in this chapter that there has been an 
increased amount of ideological sorting into IGOs even as the number of 
IGO memberships is no longer correlated with ideology.

Conclusion
This chapter has presented considerable evidence that membership in 
IGOs, global treaties, and alliance treaties reflects ideological sorting. 
States typically prefer to join institutions with other states that have simi-
lar ideal points. Moreover, the low- dimensional latent structure underly-
ing IGO, treaty, and alliance memberships strongly resembles the main 
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dimension of contestation in the UN. This is so both during and after the 
Cold War.

These are descriptive findings. We cannot conclusively demonstrate 
that ideological orientations cause states to sort into certain IGOs rather 
than others just as we cannot conclusively demonstrate that democracy or 
interdependence has such effects. Yet the descriptive findings about the 
common structure underlying institutional memberships are important by 
themselves. Institutional politics takes place in a low- dimensional space. 
This structures competition and cooperation considerably and validates 
the core assumptions in the previous chapters. This does not mean that 
ideology is the only thing that matters. Actors have (dis)interests on issues 
that may lead them to form coalitions with unusual allies on specific cases. 
Yet there is a lot more structure underlying patterns of cooperation and 
competition than we typically acknowledge. Ideology, understood as an 
organizing device, deserves a prominent place in our theoretical and em-
pirical toolkits. The next chapter develops how this shapes state participa-
tion in militarized interstate disputes.
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ch a Pter sev en

Ideology, Institutions, Power, 
and Militarized Disputes

thIs chaPter applies the theoretical framework to analyze the ultimate, 
and most elusive, promise of international organizations: that they make 
the world a more peaceful place. About two dozen empirical studies pro-
vide support for a version of this idea: there is a negative and significant 
correlation between joint membership in intergovernmental organizations 
(IGOs) or preferential trade agreements (PTAs) and militarized conflict 
between pairs of states.1 Some studies find that this correlation depends 
on the democratic nature of IGO membership,2 institutional characteris-
tics of IGOs,3 or the positions states have in the network of IGOs or PTAs.4 
Scholars have also offered theoretical foundations for a causal interpreta-
tion. Rational institutionalists posit that IGOs help states find peaceful 
bargaining solutions by resolving informational and commitment prob-
lems. Others argue that IGOs help states cooperate or even socialize states 
into more cooperative arrangements that prevent uses of force.

These rationales emphasize one side of the theoretical story: that IGOs 
increase cooperation. This chapter develops and tests an alternative theory 
consistent with the distributive ideological framework. The previous chap-
ter showed that the distribution of IGO membership reflects geopolitical 
ideological conflict between states. That same ideological conflict also lies 
at the root of some, but not all, militarized disputes. For example, during 
the Cold War, the Soviet Union and the United States frequently engaged 
in militarized disputes over Marxist insurgencies or governments. Since 
the end of the Cold War the United States and other Western powers have 
fought wars against states that have violated norms embedded in the West-
ern liberal international system, most notably Yugoslavia (Serbia), Iraq, 

Ideology, Institutions, 
Power
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and Afghanistan. Not all militarized disputes fit this ideological narrative. 
There is no particular reason that territorial disputes between neighbors 
are always about global ideology, although some are. If, as this book con-
tends, the geopolitical implications of IGO membership are more ideologi-
cal than functional, then we should expect that IGO membership matters 
primarily for disputes over geopolitical rather than particularistic stakes, 
such as territory.

Chapter 4 argues that effective non- universal IGOs advance coopera-
tion among their members and intensify gaps with excluded parties. IGOs 
harmonize member policies, provide exclusive benefits for their members, 
insulate them from coercive retaliation by other IGO members, and some-
times develop mechanisms to act collectively and coercively against those 
that are outside the IGO. Moreover, IGOs do not just solve specific prob-
lems. As the previous chapter demonstrated, states self- select into the 
world’s IGOs as they are more comfortable with their ideology. If IGOs are 
effective, then membership exacerbates the consequences of these diverg-
ing ideologies.

This book’s theory has several observable implications regarding the 
link between IGO memberships and militarized conflict. I highlight two. 
First, shared IGO membership should affect only the likelihood of geopo-
litical ideological militarized conflict. Major powers are much more likely 
to have both the ability and the incentive to be involved in militarized 
disputes over global issues. I find robust evidence that shared IGO mem-
berships are correlated with reduced onset of militarized conflict when at 
least one state is a major power but not between contiguous states or pairs 
of states involved in territorial disputes.

Second, the propensity of conflict should be correlated not with the 
number of shared IGO memberships but with ideological divergence in the 
pattern of IGO memberships, measured by a state’s ideal point estimated 
from the matrix of IGO memberships (as in the previous chapter). Ideo-
logical sorting into or out of institutionalized coalitions rather than the 
number of shared ties drives variation in conflict and cooperation. The 
regression analyses find that distances between IGO ideal points are 
strongly and robustly correlated with increased conflict but not shared 
IGO memberships.

These findings are especially important because the abilities of IGOs to 
affect major power behavior on militarized conflict have traditionally been 
questioned the most.5 The distributive argument, is not, however that 
IGOs constrain major powers. Or rather, they may only constrain them 
vis- à- vis states that share the same institutionalized commitments. The 
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theory and empirical evidence is consistent with the view that IGOs matter 
but not that more IGOs necessarily make the world a more peaceful place. 
IGOs are not just means to reduce or prevent militarized conflict; they may 
also exacerbate policy differences and affect the availability of coercive op-
tions and are sometimes the means through which violent conflict is orga-
nized. Thus, IGOs affect the distribution of militarized conflict.

The chapter begins with an evaluation of existing theories, which high-
light the functional or socialization effects of IGOs. These theories make 
two types of arguments. First, IGOs help prevent bargaining failures dur-
ing crises. Second, IGOs stimulate cooperation that may prevent situations 
where force is threatened. I discuss each in turn.

Information, Commitment, and Bargaining Failure
Informational arguments marry the rationalist institutionalist emphasis 
on the informational role of institutions with the bargaining theory of 
war’s claim that wars might result from failures to communicate private 
information. This is an uneasy marriage.

Bargaining theory starts from the observation that war is costly and that 
it usually ends with an agreement.6 Rational leaders should prefer to reach 
that agreement without costly fighting. Leaders get a better deal if their 
opponents believe that they are willing to make few concessions short of 
war. This gives rational leaders incentives to understate what they are will-
ing to give up to avoid violent contests. If leaders have incentives to lie, then 
they also have difficulties communicating their true resolves. Thus, bar-
gaining may fail. As James Fearon put it, “The cause of war cannot be sim-
ply lack of information, but whatever it is that prevents its disclosure.”7

By contrast, institutional theories typically argue that the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
the World Bank, and other IGOs develop expertise that (some) states do 
not have independently.8 Centralized institutions solve coordination prob-
lems and stimulate collective information gathering and the development 
of expertise.9 Yet centralized institutionalized solutions are typically less 
effective than decentralized costly signaling when problems of private in-
formation are more prominent.10

Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom recognize this issue but argue that 
IGOs with extensive institutional structures nonetheless help in “credibly 
communicating strategic variables that otherwise remain the private do-
main of states.”11 They claim that more homogenous institutions should be 
superior at this task because they better preserve secrecy.
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How might this work? States that desire secrecy typically prefer to act 
outside of formal IGOs. For example, the greater transparency of formal 
IGOs has led to a move toward clubs in some areas of governance.12 Yet 
neutral IGOs may have some independent intelligence gathering capabili-
ties. Examples are the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and 
the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), 
which employ inspectors who verify whether parties abide by an agree-
ment to destroy or stop developing a military capability. Yet access to these 
organizational assets is not limited to states that share many IGO mem-
berships. For example, Syria simply ratified the Chemical Weapons Con-
vention and joined the OPCW after an agreement was reached to abandon 
its chemical weapons.13 Similarly, the IAEA helps make a negotiated set-
tlement with Iran over nuclear nonproliferation more credible by poten-
tially revealing information about cheating. This solution is available to all 
states. Indeed, the IAEA’s role in preventing conflict is most pertinent in 
precisely those countries that are poorly integrated into the world’s IGOs, 
such as Iran. More interventionist institutional solutions potentially sub-
stitute for a lack of trust although information revelation can also exacer-
bate conflict.14

Second, IGOs could impose sanctions, embargoes, and other costly 
measures that help distinguish resolved and less resolved parties by raising 
the cost of competition.15 The theory is that states that endure sanctions 
may distinguish themselves from less resolved others. This mechanism 
recognizes that costly signaling more effectively discloses private informa-
tion than centralization. It is not clear why joint membership in many 
IGOs should increase the likelihood of such costly competition. To the 
contrary, the empirical evidence suggests that states that are well inte-
grated into IGOs often implement sanctions against states on the fringes.16 
The role of institutions in this process is not that joint membership reduces 
conflict by revealing private information but that institutions may make 
collective actions on sanctions against others easier to achieve.17 This fits 
the distributive rationale better than the informational one.

Third, IGOs can be mediators. Again, it is not clear why the number of 
joint IGO memberships should make effective mediation more likely. Sim-
ply being a part of the UN system provides ample access to mediation 
services. Moreover, IGOs may have disadvantages communicating private 
information. A mediator who primarily cares about peace has incentives 
to encourage restraint regardless of the private information she is passed 
on.18 Finally, there is very little evidence that revealing private information 
through mediation plays a major role in resolving conflict. In a review, 
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Andrew Kydd points out that “remarkably little empirical work has been 
devoted to the specific hypothesis that information provision reduces con-
flict, which is a key analytical foundation for the literature.”19 Kydd high-
lights one study that investigates the use of information by the UN in Cam-
bodia, Cyprus, the Golan Heights, and Namibia.20 This study finds that 
the informational role of the UN mattered primarily in information- poor 
environments. This is not about credibly revealing private information but 
about better dissemination of publicly available information (a coordina-
tion problem). IGOs do provide other advantages as negotiators, such as 
the promise of peacekeeping to enforce agreements. Peacekeeping is avail-
able to all states, regardless of IGO memberships, and it works by making 
agreements more credible rather than by revealing private information 
about the resolve of belligerents.21

Fourth, the position of states in the IGO network may influence infor-
mation flows. For example, Dorussen and Ward argue that if two states 
have many strong ties to a third actor, then that third actor is more likely 
to have private information about either side and may thus be a more ef-
fective mediator.22 Moreover, a dyad that is more centrally embedded in 
the network of IGOs should have greater overall information transmission 
and therefore a reduced probability of conflict. Dorussen and Ward offer 
no specifics about how IGOs facilitate the revelation of private informa-
tion. Nevertheless, they find negative correlations between the strength of 
indirect ties via IGOs and conflict, although the correlation is not signifi-
cant when two countries have an embassy.

Brandon Kinne offers a more precise causal mechanism. Entry into 
IGOs functions as a screening device to separate trustworthy and less 
trustworthy states.23 If state A has many joint IGO memberships with 
states that state B also has joint memberships with, then this signals that 
state A may be a trustworthy partner for state B. This is predicated on the 
idea that joining IGOs is a sufficiently costly activity that helps separate 
trustworthy partners for cooperation from less trustworthy ones.24 Kinne 
offers the example of post–Cold War Georgia, which joined IGOs that were 
heavily tilted toward Western states and avoided those dominated by 
Russia.

This theory recognizes that costly private action is a more effective way 
to reveal private information than centralization. Yet the mechanism fits 
the distributive theory better. Georgia’s decision to join Western IGOs 
rather than Russian- dominated IGOs signals a shift to policies and alle-
giances favored by the West. This creates conflict with Russia while bring-
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ing Georgia closer to countries in the West. The conflict over Ukraine’s 
trade agreement with the EU follows a similar interpretation.

To summarize, IGOs plausibly help states resolve commitment prob-
lems when they bargain in the shadow of conflict. Yet this does not depend 
on differential membership patterns. The most important commitment 
devices such as peacekeeping, weapons inspections, and judicialized dis-
pute resolution are available regardless of a state’s or dyad’s integration 
into the world’s institutions.

A Distributive Ideological Theory
A second strand of literature argues that formal IGOs increase cooperation 
by centralizing information, coordinating policies, offering independent 
monitoring, settling disputes, lowering transaction costs, resolving com-
mitment problems that arise from domestic politics, increasing the shadow 
of the future, and socializing states into shared norms.25 If IGOs reduce 
cheating and effectively resolve low- level disputes, then this may remove 
some of the reasons states issue violent threats. IGOs may increase inter-
dependence and lengthen the shadow of the future, thus raising the stakes 
for issuing violent threats in pursuit of short term goals.26 IGOs may in-
crease the ability to act collectively against uncooperative behavior by a 
member. Joint IGO memberships may result in preference convergence,27 
which in turn can mitigate the outbreak of militarized conflict.28 Others 
argue that institutionalized social interactions create security communities 
in which states develop common identities or shared perceptions of their 
security interests.29 This may be so even in communities designed primar-
ily for commercial purposes.30 Again others claim that institutionalized 
cooperation of this type is much more likely to succeed among democracies 
and that thus only joint membership in IGOs dominated by democracies 
has a pacifying effect.31

These are all plausible arguments for why increased institutionalized 
cooperation can reduce militarized conflicts among members. Yet these 
claims highlight only one side of the theoretical story. First, the distribu-
tion of IGO memberships reflects geopolitical conflict between states. Ex-
clusionary IGOs are typically not created to enhance the social welfare of 
all. They are the result of the efforts of some to constrain the efforts of 
others.32 This leads to ideological sorting. Moreover, at least some (but not 
all) militarized disputes are about the same types of geopolitical ideological 
divides.
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Second, well- functioning IGOs that harmonize policies and/or increase 
cooperation among their members may simultaneously widen the gap with 
those on the outside. I first explain both points and then discuss their ob-
servable implications.

Ideology and the PortfolIo of Igo membershIPs

Chapter 6 showed that there is considerable ideological structure underly-
ing patterns of IGO memberships. IGO membership reflects ideological 
sorting. IGOs are more likely to invite countries for membership that have 
similar ideologies and that do not provide a security risk to existing mem-
bers.33 International militarized disputes are at least some of the time 
about these geopolitical ideological conflicts. During the Cold War, there 
were many militarized conflicts motivated by fears that a country’s govern-
ment was (about to be) taken over by communists (or capitalists). The 
Vietnam War, the Korean War, and the war in Afghanistan are obvious 
examples.

Since the end of the Cold War, the acquisition of weapons of mass de-
struction by revisionist states, support for terrorism, human rights viola-
tions, and violations of the territorial integrity norm have all (in various 
combinations) been the stated cause of militarized disputes and have 
dominated global institutional politics. IGOs played a direct role in many 
of these disputes. Examples are the conflicts in Iraq, Kosovo, and Libya. 
Another set of examples is Russia’s militarized disputes with Georgia and 
the Ukraine, which were at least partly over these countries’ feared switches 
of institutional allegiances.

This raises the possibility that observed correlations between IGO 
memberships and institutionalized conflicts are due to sorting into IGOs. 
Differences in the portfolio of IGO memberships may reflect but not cause 
geopolitical contestation. This is consistent with the distributive theory. 
But as suggested in chapter 3, it is also plausible that institutional mem-
berships sharpen geopolitical divisions.

the dual effects of well- 
functIonIng exclusIonary Igos

If rational functionalists are correct that IGOs help some states create a 
social surplus through cooperation, then this may create competitive dis-
advantages for other states and thus redefine the competitive landscape. 
Indeed, IGOs may well be created for that purpose. Let’s recall former U.S. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Ideology, InstItutIons, Power [ 115 ]

president Barack Obama’s announcement of the Trans- Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) in these terms: “We can’t let countries like China write the rules of 
the global economy. We should write those rules, opening new markets to 
American products while setting high standards for protecting workers 
and preserving our environment.”34 The TPP’s purpose was to get better 
market access for U.S. exporters but at terms that favor U.S. ideology and 
interests over those of a rival state: China. This is why the United States 
intended to partner with like- minded states (e.g., Canada) and states that 
depend greatly on access to its market (e.g., Vietnam). Tying Vietnam’s 
policies, practices, regulations, and economic activities more closely to 
those of the United States and like- minded states could have been a source 
of conflict with China in the same way that Ukrainian and Georgian agree-
ments with the EU and the United States were a source of conflict with 
Russia.

Export losses due to exclusion from PTAs correlate with increased 
probability of militarized disputes within dyads.35 Peterson suggests that 
the economic loss itself increases threat and thereby conflict. I suggest that 
ideology plays a role too. If the PTA were organized along principles ac-
ceptable to the excluded country, then joining the PTA (or a separate one 
with similar attributes) would be relatively straightforward. In this impor-
tant sense, this argument differs from the idea that relative gains impede 
cooperation.36

Economists have long argued against club- like arrangements because 
they create select groups with special privileges and thereby undermine the 
aspiration for global free trade.37 Even the WTO deliberately omits states 
like Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, the Sudan, and North Korea. The 
WTO’s enforcement mechanisms lower the relative price of taking protec-
tionist measures against nonmembers versus members.38 For example, the 
United States uses “Special 301” reports to initiate multilateral disputes 
against fellow WTO members, but it can take direct unilateral sanctions 
against nonmembers.39 Thus, nonmembers face the prospect of having 
their market access withdrawn instantaneously.

Effective trade institutions solve political holdup problems among their 
members.40 They make it more difficult to use market access as a tool of 
coercive diplomacy. The WTO has a security exception, which was ap-
plied in the case of sanctions against Russia over its invasion of Ukraine. 
Yet membership creates a barrier for imposition over lesser issues. In 
 October 2015, the United States had trade sanctions in place against nine-
teen countries. All but Russia were non- WTO members.41 The Iranian 
government has sought access to WTO membership since 1996 and has 
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announced its intention to continue this quest once sanctions over nuclear 
proliferation are lifted.42 Until now, the United States has refused such 
access, presumably at least in part because it would limit the use of some 
coercive tools.

John Ikenberry has argued that the United States has used institutions 
to credibly signal restraint to other participants in the liberal international 
order.43 Yet the other side of this story warrants emphasizing as well. 
Forming exclusionary liberal institutions creates conflict with govern-
ments less enamored of liberal principles. This suggests another side to the 
argument that IGOs form a third leg of the Kantian tripod and help pre-
serve the liberal peace.44 Michael Doyle argued in the second article of his 
seminal series on the liberal peace that liberal states frequently go to war 
against illiberal states for liberal reasons.45 IGOs have been instrumental 
in organizing collective coercive actions against illiberal states and mar-
ginalizing illiberal states. For example, multilateral sanctions backed by an 
IGO succeed more often because IGOs help enforce that those who initiate 
the sanctions actually follow through.46 Joint IGO membership is corre-
lated with a lower rate of sanction imposition even though countries that 
share many IGOs interact more and have more conflicts, including sanc-
tion threats.47

Even weak IGOs could raise competitive fears. Membership in IGOs 
that purely coordinate is still associated with converging domestic eco-
nomic policies.48 The flip side is that this policy harmonization increases 
the gap with nonmembers. Members of a development bank have access 
to lending that other states do not, which might worsen the conditions 
under which they can borrow in a competitive lending market. Yet new 
institutions can also diverge on ideology. The Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank (AIIB) was motivated in part by dissatisfaction with the ideol-
ogy espoused by the World Bank, especially its emphasis on human rights, 
environmental issues, and governance issues. Moreover, there are competi-
tive fears: the World Bank is dominated by the United States whereas the 
AIIB will be controlled by China. It would be silly to argue that individu-
ally such IGOs increase the chances of militarized conflict. But patterns of 
membership across a range of IGOs may create contested patterns of in-
clusion and exclusion.

I have emphasized non- security institutions because the implications 
for conflict are least straightforward. Obviously, alliance members enjoy 
protection that outsiders do not. The security dilemma dictates that this 
makes other states less secure.49 John Mearsheimer, who generally be-
lieves that institutions have no effects,50 argues that the possibility of 
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NATO expansion was one of the main instigators for Russia’s actions 
against Ukraine in 2014.51 Alliances help countries defend themselves, but 
they are also vehicles for collective militarized action,52 as illustrated by 
recent NATO interventions in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Libya. The Eco-
nomic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and other regional 
organizations have similarly played an important role in collective military 
actions (and sanctions).

observable ImPlIcatIons

I highlight two ways in which the distributive approach can be distin-
guished from functionalist explanations. First, most militarized conflicts 
reflect either disputes between contiguous states, usually over territory, or 
disputes in dyads that involve at least one major power.53 Scholars label 
these two classes of dyads “politically relevant” and sometimes limit their 
analyses to them.54 The distributive theory implies that shared IGO mem-
berships correlate with a relative absence of militarized disputes in dyads 
that contain at least one major power but not in contiguous dyads or dyads 
that are involved in a territorial dispute.

This distributive argument implies that disparities in IGO membership 
should be correlated with militarized disputes over the rules, norms, and 
ideologies that govern the international system but not with disputes that 
don’t. With some exceptions, such as Cuba’s intervention in Angola, minor 
powers rarely get involved in military disputes over global issues outside 
their home region unless it is part of a multilateral effort. By contrast, 
major powers both have the interest and the ability to partake in milita-
rized disputes over global policy or ideological issues.

Other militarized conflicts have little to do with global political issues. 
For most of their histories, Ecuador and Peru have had similar positions 
on global issues and have fought multiple border wars. Theories based on 
the bargaining models of war are typically explicitly motivated by the idea 
that IGOs help states resolve negotiations of border disputes peacefully. To 
be clear, my argument is not that institutions cannot help states reach 
peaceful bargains over territory. Bilateral treaties, such as border treaties, 
can help resolve border conflicts.55 IGOs, like the International Court of 
Justice, can also facilitate such solutions.56 But there is no good theoretical 
reason to expect that the number of shared IGOs matters for these types 
of disputes.

Second, the distributive theory posits that we should not just look at 
the relative frequency of shared memberships but take account of overall 
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(dis)similarities in the portfolio of IGO memberships. In the distributive 
perspective differential patterns of IGO memberships reflect conflicting 
institutionalized interests over outcomes. Scholars in international rela-
tions have long used Kendall’s tau or Euclidean distance (S) to calculate 
similarities in alliance portfolios or UN votes.57 Yet a more recent litera-
ture applies empirical spatial models to UN votes58 or treaty choices59 to 
estimate ideal points in a low- dimensional policy space. Dissimilarity is 
the distance between the ideal points of two countries.

In a number of studies, similarity measures based on network theory 
correlate more strongly with conflict than counts of direct IGO ties.60 As 
the previous chapter argued, these network measures may well summarize 
similarity in patterns of IGO memberships better than a simple count of 
shared memberships (they use more information). But that doesn’t neces-
sarily imply a social network interpretation. Unlike the spatial model, the 
network approaches are typically not based on an explicit data generation 
model. Network analyses often measure structural equivalence,61 often by 
taking the Euclidean distance between membership patters, which is 
equivalent to using S- scores (see also the previous chapter).62 Others em-
ploy algorithms to divide states into different clusters, cliques, or commu-
nities of states that have similar patterns of IGO memberships. Yet another 
approach is to measure IGO network centrality.63 Centrality is a measure 
of social prestige or of being a hub central to information provision. But 
there is also a distributive underpinning. A state that is less central may be 
one that is marginalized and more susceptible to coercive action than are 
states that are well integrated into IGOs.

Data and Method
I follow conventions in the literature by regressing the shared number of 
IGO memberships on the occurrence of a militarized interstate dispute as 
coded by the Correlates of War (COW) dataset. The analysis relies on both 
militarized interstate dispute (MID) and IGO data from 1880 until 2010.64 
I present separate findings for the post- 1945 period. I focus on MIDs in 
which force was used (hostility levels 4 and 5).

All results hold both with all IGO memberships and with only inter-
ventionist IGOs as defined by Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom. In addi-
tion, the model includes the number of IGOs in the system in a given year. 
The overall number of IGOs both could be correlated with shared IGOs 
and could covary with propensity for conflict in a given year. Major power 
status and contiguity data both come from the COW project.65
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Consistent with the literature, I estimate a logit model with dyad- year 
as the unit of analysis. Observations drop after the initiation of a dispute 
for the duration of the dispute. The model includes a third- degree poly-
nomial for the time since the last dispute.66 This operates as a hazard 
function.

The models also include possible confounding variables.67 First is the 
presence of a formal alliance between two states.68 States that are joint 
members of many IGOs or have similar geopolitical ideologies may also be 
more likely to form alliances (or vice versa). Second is the minimum level 
of democracy in a dyad, measured by Polity scores. Jointly democratic 
states are more likely to have many shared IGO memberships and less 
likely to engage in militarized conflict. Third, the model includes the ab-
solute value of the capability ratio between two states (measured with 
CINC scores). It could be that states with large discrepancies in capabili-
ties have fewer joint IGO memberships. Fourth, the appendix presents 
models that include the average export dependence between the two states 
to examine whether economic interdependence confounds the relation-
ship between IGO membership and MID initiation.69 Introducing this 
variable leads to a drop in observations but does not affect the main re-
sults. All independent variables are lagged by one year.

The models for the post–World War II period also include the UN ideal 
point distance between states. States with differing ideological positions 
should be more likely to engage in militarized disputes with each other. 
Others have already shown the correlation between UN voting and milita-
rized disputes.70 The introduction here is important primarily because the 
previous chapter showed that states sort ideologically into IGOs. As such, 
shared IGO membership could simply be a proxy for ideological similarity. 
Yet this chapter posits that the pattern of IGO memberships has an addi-
tional effect, especially in dyads that involve a major power.

An important choice is how to deal with the interdependence in the 
observations. The default in the literature is to simply include standard 
errors clustered by dyad. This seems insufficient for the present purpose, 
although the main results are consistent with this approach (see the ap-
pendix). There are many fixed characteristics among pairs of states that are 
correlated both with their propensity to join many IGOs and with their 
likelihood of conflict. Fixed dyad effects control for these unobserved time- 
invariant dyad characteristics.71 Yet the fixed effects specification excludes 
all dyads that never engaged in any MID, and it is problematic for variables 
that change little or not at all over time, such as contiguity and major 
power status.72 I therefore present results with both fixed and random 
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 effects specifications. In interpreting the findings, it is important to ac-
knowledge that the fixed effects sample includes only those dyads that have 
ever engaged in an MID.

Results
major Power status and contIguIty

The first hypothesis is that shared IGO memberships reduce conflict onset 
only in dyads that include at least one major power. By contrast, shared IGO 
memberships should have little impact in contiguous dyads or among states 
undergoing border disputes. The model includes an interaction between 
shared IGO memberships and whether two states share a border or are 
separated by less than 150 miles over sea. Table 7.1 presents the findings.

The coefficient on shared IGO membership is inconsistent across 
specifications. It changes signs between the random and fixed effects 
models. This suggests that the random effects model insufficiently con-
trols for stable factors that lead states to be in the same IGOs relatively 
often.73 The interaction between the presence of a major power in a dyad 
and the number of shared IGO memberships is consistently negative and 
significant. This holds regardless of the time period, whether or not fixed 
effects are included, and whether or not control variables are introduced. 
This suggests that among major power dyads, conflict disproportionally 
takes place among dyads that have relatively few shared IGO member-
ships. By contrast, the coefficient on shared IGO memberships in contigu-
ous states is inconsistent. In fixed effects models, the coefficient on shared 
IGO memberships is positive and significant in contiguous dyads. There 
is thus no evidence that increasing shared IGO memberships in dyads 
that have engaged in a conflict (the sample in a fixed effects analysis) re-
duces the probability of conflict. By contrast, within pairs of states that 
include a major power increased IGO membership is correlated with re-
duced conflict onset.

Figure 7.1 interprets the interaction effects graphically (based on a 
random effects model). Militarized disputes disproportionally occur be-
tween contiguous states, regardless of IGO memberships, and within 
dyads that involve a major power and that share relatively few IGO mem-
berships. The bottom panel shows the same finding with interventionist 
IGO memberships. A noncontiguous dyad that includes a major power 
and that has about ten shared interventionist IGO memberships is no 
more likely to experience conflict onset than a noncontiguous dyad with-
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out a major power. This finding is particularly significant because the 
effect of IGO memberships on major power behavior has traditionally 
been questioned.

Consistent with the literature, ideal point distance increases the prob-
ability of conflict while joint democracy lowers it.74 The other covariates 
exhibit no systematic and significant correlations with conflict onset. All 
results are robust to excluding these covariates.

Table 7.2 is identical to table 7.1 except that contiguity is replaced by the 
presence of a territorial dispute between states as coded by the COW proj-
ect.75 The results are similar: increased numbers of shared IGO member-
ships increase the probability of conflict onset among pairs of states that 
include a major power but not among pairs of states involved in a territo-
rial dispute. The fixed effects analysis implies that the correlation of a mili-

Table 7.1. Logit analysis of conflict onset

Full period 1946− 2010

Variable
Random 

effects
Fixed  
effects

Random 
effects

Fixed  
effects

Major power status 2.76*** 1.24*** 2.90*** − 0.81
(0.12) (0.20) (0.25) (1.04)

Shared IGOs 0.03*** − 0.02*** 0.05*** − 0.05***
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Major power × Shared IGOs − 0.03*** − 0.01*** − 0.05*** − 0.03***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Contiguity 2.90*** 4.31***
(0.14) (0.24)

Contiguity × Shared IGOs 0.00 0.02*** − 0.03*** 0.03***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Ideal point distance 0.52*** 0.30***
(0.05) (0.08)

Democracy − 0.06*** − 0.04*** − 0.06*** − 0.02
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Alliance − 0.04 − 0.07 0.13 − 0.29
(0.09) (0.11) (0.14) (0.19)

Capability ratio − 0.00** − 0.00 − 0.00 − 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Shared region 0.73*** 0.99***
(0.12) (0.16)

Number of IGOs in system − 0.00*** 0.00 − 0.00*** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Observations 731,807 54,826 582,217 17,951
Number of dyads 19,238 806 18,893 445

Standard errors in parentheses. Peace years polynomial and constant omitted.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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tarized conflict does not decrease when two states join more IGOs together. 
By contrast, the likelihood of conflict onset with a major power does de-
crease as two states join more IGOs together.

rePlIcatIons

To illustrate the robustness of the interaction between major power status 
and IGO memberships, I replicated three seminal studies. Figure 7.2 sum-
marizes the key findings. The appendix has more details.

fIgure 7.1. Interaction effects between contiguity, major power 
status, and IGO membership on militarized dispute onset.
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First, Jon Pevehouse and Bruce Russett find that IGOs with more dem-
ocratic membership reduce conflict, but overall number of shared IGO 
memberships does not.76 The dependent variable is the occurrence of a 
fatal MID in the 1885–2000 period. Democratic IGOs are those where the 
average member has a Polity score of 7 or higher. Panel A shows that shared 
IGO memberships do correlate with lower conflict onset in this analysis 
but only for dyads that include a major power. Dyads including at least one 
major power but with very few shared IGO memberships are especially 
conflict prone. However, once states have joined about thirty IGOs, dyads 
including a major power are about as peaceful as dyads without major 

Table 7.2. Territorial disputes, IGO membership, and conflict onset

Full period 1946− 2010

Variable
Random  

effects
Fixed  
effects

Random  
effects

Fixed  
effects

Major power status 2.74*** 1.37*** 2.69*** − 0.67
(0.12) (0.20) (0.24) (1.03)

Shared IGOs 0.03*** − 0.00 0.03*** − 0.02**
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Major power × Shared IGOs − 0.03*** − 0.02*** − 0.04*** − 0.03***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Territorial dispute 1.30*** 0.81*** 1.26*** 0.07
(0.14) (0.15) (0.29) (0.33)

Territorial dispute × Shared 
IGOs

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Ideal point distance 0.52*** 0.28***
(0.05) (0.07)

Contiguity 2.56*** 3.16***
(0.12) (0.16)

Democracy − 0.06*** − 0.04*** − 0.06*** − 0.02
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Alliance 0.02 0.03 0.13 − 0.29
(0.09) (0.11) (0.14) (0.19)

Capability ratio − 0.00** − 0.00 − 0.00* − 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Shared region 0.64*** 0.98***
(0.12) (0.16)

Number of IGOs in system − 0.0*** 0.00 − 0.00** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Observations 731,807 54,826 582,217 17,951
Number of dyads 19,238 806 18,893 445

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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powers. Moreover, the democratic IGO finding is not robust to a logarith-
mic transformation (its distribution is extremely skewed), whereas the 
interactive effect is.

Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom argue that only some IGOs are 
likely to reduce militarized conflict.77 First, only interventionist IGOs with 
institutionalist mechanisms for mediation, arbitration, and other means 
to coerce state decisions are able to help states credibly reveal private in-
formation in crises. Second, IGOs are more effective as they are more ho-
mogenous in their membership as these are better at maintaining the se-
crecy required for effective private information transmission. IGO 
heterogeneity is measured using dyadic similarity in UN voting records. A 
regression analysis on MIDs from 1950 to 1991 supports these hypotheses. 
In a replication, I find that shared interventionist IGO memberships re-
duce conflicts only in dyads that contain at least one major power (see 
panel B). Moreover, IGO homogeneity membership no longer correlates 
with conflict in the regressions that include the interaction.

Emilie Hafner- Burton and Alex Montgomery examine how the way 
states are integrated into the network of IGOs affects their propensity to 
engage in conflict.78 First, the network of IGOs may consist of different 

fIgure 7.2. Replications of link between IGOs and MIDs.
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clusters. They find that membership in the same cluster is correlated with 
reductions in conflict. Second, high disparities in network prestige may 
affect conflict propensity, although the theory is unclear about the direc-
tion of this effect. They find that shared IGO memberships have a positive 
correlation with conflict when including these network variables. Yet after 
introducing major power interactions, shared IGO memberships, shared 
cluster membership, and “prestige” (eigenvalue centrality) differences are 
negatively correlated with dispute initiation only in dyads that include at 
least one major power (see panels c and d).

In short, the evidence in this section indicates that dyads including a 
major power are less likely to experience conflict when two states share 
many IGO memberships. This does not hold for contiguous states or states 
in a border dispute.

Igo PortfolIos

Table 7.3 includes the W- NOMINATE estimates of ideal point differences 
in IGO memberships. This reduces the number of observations in the full 
period, as only in 1900 were there sufficient IGOs to estimate these ideal 
points. Moreover, the World War II period is missing due to the separation 
into two periods.

The results provide strong support for the hypothesis that the propen-
sity to engage in conflict correlates positively and significantly with differ-
ences in the IGO ideal points of states. This finding holds across both pe-
riods, in random and fixed effects specifications, when covariates are 
included or excluded, and across alternative definitions of militarized con-
flict. Figure 7.3 illustrates the substantive size of the correlation (based on 
the full period). Two states with identical ideal points are about 67 percent 
less likely to experience a conflict than two states one standard deviation 
(0.26) above zero.

Figure 7.4 reports regressions where both ideal point estimates and 
IGO ideal point estimates are interacted with major power status and 
contiguity. The IGO ideal point distance strongly increases the probabil-
ity of a militarized conflict in a dyad that includes a major power but not 
in a contiguous dyad that does not include a major power. In the post–
World War II environment the same holds true for UN ideal point 
distance.

These findings suggest that some militarized conflicts are about ideo-
logical contestation whereas others are not. As the examples earlier in this 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



[ 126 ] chaPter seven

book illustrated, two neighboring states may well have a conflict over ter-
ritory. Whether these neighboring states share a global ideology or many 
IGO memberships may matter little for the likelihood that this conflict 
turns violent. But major powers also pursue geopolitical interests. Sharing 
IGO memberships and a global ideology with a major power strongly cor-
relates with the absence of militarized disputes.

Table 7.3. Logit regressions with fixed and random dyad effects on the likelihood of 
militarized conflict

1900–2010 1946–2010

Variable
Random 

effects
Fixed  
effects

Random 
effects

Fixed  
effects

Major power 2.83*** 1.27*** 2.73*** −1.04
(0.16) (0.27) (0.27) (1.01)

Shared IGOs 0.04*** −0.02** 0.05*** −0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Major power × Shared IGOs −0.04*** −0.03*** −0.05*** −0.02*
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Contiguity 3.83*** 4.58***
(0.18) (0.26)

Contiguity × Shared IGOs −0.02*** 0.01 −0.03*** 0.02**
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

IGO ideal point distance 0.98*** 1.06*** 0.61** 1.49***
(0.16) (0.25) (0.25) (0.52)

UN ideal point distance 0.47*** 0.30***
(0.05) (0.08)

Democracy −0.06*** −0.04*** −0.06*** −0.02**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Alliance −0.07 −0.15 0.12 −0.34*
(0.10) (0.12) (0.14) (0.20)

Capability ratio −0.00 0.00** −0.00 0.00*
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Shared region 0.65*** 0.82***
(0.14) (0.17)

IGOs in the system −0.00*** 0.00*** −0.00 0.01***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Observations 574,734 35,938 475,477 17,315
Number of dyads 13,753 624 13,729 420

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Ideology, InstItutIons, Power [ 127 ]

Conclusion
This chapter applied the theoretical framework to a particular empirical 
regularity: the correlation between shared IGO memberships and milita-
rized disputes. Existing theoretical explanations for this correlation high-
light the functional benefits of IGOs in preventing bargaining failures and 

fIgure 7.3. IGO ideal point distance and MID onset.
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fIgure 7.4. Marginal effects on MID onset. Peace years polynomial 
not displayed. Variables rescaled to improve comparability.
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increasing cooperation. IGOs may well help states overcome bargaining 
failures. But there is little reason that variation in IGO membership re-
flects variation in access to this function. Simply being a UN member 
should suffice.

Variation in IGO membership portfolios reflects ideological differences 
between states. These ideological differences are sometimes also at the root 
of militarized disputes, although there are also militarized disputes that 
are nonideological. Moreover, if IGOs stimulate cooperation among their 
members, then in a competitive environment they might also exacerbate 
ideological conflict with outsiders. These insights offer a new way to un-
derstand the correlation between shared IGO memberships and milita-
rized conflict.

The empirical section displays two key findings. First, variation in 
shared IGO memberships correlates with variation in conflicts in dyads 
that include a major power but not among contiguous dyads or dyads in-
volved in territorial disputes. This is consistent with the idea that the IGO 
membership portfolio reflects ideological sorting and that militarized con-
flict is sometimes about the same ideological issues that divide states in 
their IGO membership patterns.

Second, distance between two states IGO portfolios, measured by ideal 
points in an empirical spatial model, correlates with increased likelihood 
of conflict. This is so regardless of whether a dyad includes a major power. 
The ideal point difference reflects institutionalized differences of interests 
between states. It is not purely an ideological difference but that different 
policies are entrenched in institutional commitments. Again, this suggests 
that IGO memberships can harmonize but also differentiate states. More 
direct evidence for this is that the proportion of non- shared IGO member-
ships is correlated with an increased probability of conflict.

Some words of caution are in order. Most importantly, the correlation 
between IGO memberships and conflict may not reflect any causal rela-
tionship at all. Empirical studies like this cannot control for all the (unob-
servable) factors that may relate to both joint IGO membership and mili-
tarized conflict. The best we can do is to evaluate the logic of underlying 
theories, specify a range of contrasting observable implications, and draw 
careful model- based inferences.

At the very least, these findings suggests that the distributive perspec-
tive should be on the table when thinking through the potential pacifying 
effects of IGOs. The theoretical and empirical stakes in this debate are 
high. One implication of the distributive perspective is that more IGOs do 
not necessarily equate to more peace, even if we believe that IGOs matter 
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for war and peace. A new IGO like the TPP could theoretically harmonize 
policies, increase interdependence, and create peaceful forms of dispute 
resolutions among its members while at the same time exacerbating con-
flict with those on the outside. This is also true in the aggregate: IGOs have 
both pacifying and contentious aspects. To return to Terry Moe’s observa-
tion, we should examine both sides of institutions.
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ch a Pter eIght

Ideology and the  
Investment Regime

thIs chaPter examines how ideological contestation has shaped the 
institutions that protect foreign investment from expropriation. The in-
vestment regime consists of more than three thousand mostly bilateral 
treaties that contain provisions that protect private investors against ex-
propriation and contractual breaches from foreign governments.1 Many 
of these treaties give private investors access to binding arbitration at the 
International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) or 
another (international) venue. Arbitration panels can issue substantial 
awards against governments, which are enforceable in the domestic 
courts of the world’s main financial centers.2 Investment arbitration has 
become one of the more controversial components of the liberal interna-
tional order. Its apparent beneficiaries are typically large multinational 
corporations that win financial compensation from developing country 
governments.3

From the rational functional perspective, the investment regime helps 
states and private investors overcome a time inconsistency problem that 
hinders mutually beneficial investment. Governments have incentives to 
promise favorable treatment in order to attract investors. Governments 
may have incentives to not follow through on these promises after the ini-
tial investment has been made. Private investors may refrain from invest-
ing if they fear that the host government would expropriate the investment 
or enact policies that negatively affect the value of an investment. Invest-
ment agreements allow capital- importing states to send a credible signal 
that they will not expropriate foreign investors.4 This potentially allows for 

Ideology and the 
Investment 

Regime

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Ideology and the In vestment regIme [ 131 ]

more efficient allocation of capital across borders than would otherwise be 
possible.5

This functionalist theory may also explain institutional design. Barbara 
Koremenos’s Continent of International Law database codes investment 
agreements as solving problems of uncertainty, commitment, and enforce-
ment but not distribution.6 Binding arbitration with direct private access 
and enforceable decisions best solves these strategic problems. Host states 
with the greatest need to make credible commitments, for instance be-
cause their domestic court system is lacking, are most likely to commit to 
bilateral investment treaties (BITs).7

Recent scholarly assessments suggest that this narrative is at least par-
tially misleading.8 The evidence that investment agreements increase in-
vestment is inconsistent at best. Governments in capital- exporting coun-
tries were primarily interested in political and legal objectives rather than 
increasing investments when they designed model investment agreements. 
There is very little evidence that private firms lobbied governments in 
capital- exporting countries for investment protection through treaties and 
arbitration. Especially in the United States, investors appeared satisfied 
with the status quo, which involved protection through sometimes heavy- 
handed diplomatic involvement. Instead, this literature points to the 
agency of international bureaucrats,9 the bargaining power of capital- 
exporting states,10 and the bounded rationality of governments in develop-
ing countries11 as key factors in explaining the creation and diffusion of 
investment agreements.

This chapter explains how a focus on competition in a low- dimensional 
ideological space helps us make sense of the emergence of the investment 
regime and adjustments to it. From the U.S. perspective, the investment 
regime is partially about protecting the specific assets of American inves-
tors. Yet this could be achieved through other means. The institutional 
regime is also about advancing principles favored by the United States 
over alternative principles advocated by the Soviet Union and other states. 
There was intense ideological conflict over what the rules for the treat-
ment of investments should be during the Cold War. The Soviet Union 
advocated that states should pursue nationalization on their path toward 
collective ownership of the means of production. Especially Latin Ameri-
can countries advocated for rules that placed foreign investors on equal 
legal footing with domestic investors and that permitted extensive gov-
ernment regulation of multinational companies. The United States and 
other Western capital exporters pursued a set of rules that discouraged 
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nationalization and demanded prompt and adequate compensation for 
foreign investors. The movement for more legalized protection and arbi-
tration took off when customary rules that favored the West came under 
fire. The investment regime came about from attempts by powerful 
capital- exporting states to generalize constraints on less powerful states. 
Even though the regime is not multilateral in the traditional sense, it does 
advance a set of general principles.

This chapter first details ideological conflict during the Cold War. It 
then uses the framework from chapter 4 to analyze the role of ideology in 
determining what countries did and did not sign BITs with the United 
States. Finally, the chapter shows that governments that changed their 
ideological orientations since originally negotiating BITs are the most 
likely to renegotiate or end treaties. The rational functional rationales of 
investment agreements must be understood against the backdrop of fierce 
ideological competition in a low- dimensional space.

Ideological Conflict and the Emergence 
of the Investment Regime

Expropriation of investments from foreign corporations has long been a 
source of tensions between governments. Both the United States and Eu-
ropean powers have used political and military tools effectively to protect 
assets or to extract compensation from governments, especially in Latin 
America.12 This practice continued well into the twentieth century. For 
example, Iran’s nationalization of assets owned by British and U.S. com-
panies resulted in a major foreign policy crisis and eventually a CIA- 
supported coup in 1953.13 Wikileaks cables reveal that U.S. diplomats con-
tinue to routinely intervene on behalf of corporations in investment 
disputes with governments.14

The United States has long advanced legal and institutional mecha-
nisms alongside more coercive tools of statecraft. Using coercion on behalf 
of major corporations was sometimes costly and unpopular and drew the 
United States into conflicts when they would have preferred to remain on 
the sidelines.15 Moreover, the United States sought to create convergence 
on a set of principles that all states it regularly interacted with could agree 
on. As chapter 4’s framework suggests, the United States would be better 
off if more states that it interacts with adopt policies regarding the treat-
ment of foreign investors that are closer to its ideal point. Coordination 
would help shape expectations about where conflict and cooperation are 
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most likely to emerge even if it does not prevent all conflict on individual 
cases.

Most importantly, the United States sought to advance minimum stan-
dards for the treatment of foreign investors, the Hull rule, named after U.S. 
secretary of state Cordell Hull.16 The Hull rule requires “prompt, adequate 
and effective” compensation for expropriations of foreign investments. The 
Hull rule was a by- product of a 1938 dispute between the U.S. secretary of 
state and his Mexican counterpart over confiscations of agrarian and oil 
assets owned by U.S. citizens and firms.17 Hull did not invent the idea that 
governments should compensate investors for expropriation. He referred 
to earlier precedent set by the Permanent Court of International Justice, 
for instance.18 Yet Hull’s formulation came to be seen as authoritative 
among most capital- exporting countries.

The Hull rule mattered because many courts and governments in the 
United States and Europe accepted it as binding customary international 
law (CIL).19 CIL is the “general and consistent practice of states followed 
by them from a sense of legal obligation.”20 CIL gets its force not from 
countries ratifying a treaty but from practice. States need to accept the rule 
as legally binding and behave as if this is so. For example, the United States 
has not ratified the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, but it has ac-
cepted the twelve- nautical- mile territorial waters rule as part of CIL. Yet 
CIL norms are also vulnerable to change as states change practices or de-
nounce a rule. For example, the CIL norm of absolute sovereign immunity 
eroded, and more states started to allow lawsuits against sovereigns over 
commercial disputes.21

The Hull rule is now embedded in virtually all modern investment 
agreements. Yet the rule long faced strong ideological opposition, and it 
was not always obvious that it would prevail. Communist governments, led 
by the Soviet Union, insisted that governments have an inherent right to 
nationalize and collectivize means of production. Indeed, communist doc-
trine holds that the means of production should be collectively held, which 
implies that expropriation is not just allowable but desirable.

States that had only recently become independent from Western colo-
nial domination also objected to granting foreign corporations special 
rights. These states viewed Western corporations and their assets as lega-
cies of colonial exploitation. Latin American countries have long adhered 
to the Calvo doctrine, which states that foreigners should not have rights 
that are not also accorded to nationals.22 The adaptation of the Calvo 
doctrine into domestic constitutions made compensation and jurisdiction 
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matters of national law in many Latin American states, which had op-
posed U.S. efforts to embed investment provisions in the proposed Inter-
national Trade Organization after World War II even if they aligned with 
the United States in other ways.23 The development strategies of many 
newly independent states focused on import substitution, which meant 
that they sought to replace foreign imports with domestic production. 
Governments sought to regulate and tax multinational corporations and 
their investments in order to further this objective. This culminated in a 
large number of expropriations in the 1960s and 1970s, especially in natu-
ral resources.

Many governments that nationalized foreign investments were not 
ideologically committed to communism. Instead, nationalization was a way 
to assert sovereignty and control over valuable assets (statism). Yet U.S. 
presidents feared that forceful intervention on behalf of U.S. companies 
would drive these governments toward the Soviet Union and commu-
nism.24 This made some presidents reluctant to intervene. U.S. companies 
successfully lobbied Congress to pass the 1962 Hickenlooper Amendment, 
which required the government to withhold all foreign aid to governments 
that had expropriated U.S. property, despite explicit objections from the 
Kennedy administration.

While U.S. administrations sometimes resisted implementing the 
Hickenlooper Amendment, there was still pressure to punish foreign gov-
ernments for expropriating U.S.- held property. For example, when Su-
karno first established new conditions on foreign petroleum companies 
and then nationalized a series of industries, Lyndon Johnson felt pressured 
to act but also warned that “if we cut off all assistance, Sukarno will prob-
ably turn to the Russians.”25 Sukarno did indeed turn to the Russians but 
was overthrown in a 1965 coup, supported by the U.S. government.

The issue of expropriation became a major battleground for Cold War 
politics. Figure 8.1 summarizes the ideological conflict. On the one side, 
the United States and its Western allies promoted principles that required 
“prompt, adequate, and effective” compensation, and on the other side the 
Soviet Union and its allies saw expropriation as an essential step in the 
spread of communism.

These ideological positions were intrinsically intertwined with tradi-
tional power politics. If a country turned toward communism, it also be-
came increasingly dependent on the Soviet Union. Rules that restrict ex-
propriation and guarantee compensation clearly benefitted capital- rich 
capitalist countries. Many developing countries were somewhere in the 
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middle, desiring greater control over especially natural resources but not 
always wanting to move toward communism and the Soviet sphere of in-
fluence. Since most foreign investors came from Western countries, their 
position favoring greater protection was also self- serving. As explained 
throughout this book, the analytic purchase of ideology comes not from a 
separation between interests and ideas but from the way ideology struc-
tures conflict and cooperation over institutions.

During the 1960s, newly independent developing countries started to 
become a more influential independent voice in international institutions. 
They exploited their emerging numerical majority in the UN General As-
sembly (UNGA) to draft Resolution 1803 (1962), which reaffirms that 
states have “permanent sovereignty over their natural wealth and re-
sources.”26 The resolution carves out limited circumstances that allow 
states to nationalize property but also notes that “the owner shall be paid 
appropriate compensation, in accordance with the rules in force in the 
State taking such measures in the exercise of its sovereignty and in ac-
cordance with international law.” The resolution raises the possibility of 
international adjudication, but only after exhaustion of domestic reme-
dies, meaning that foreign investors would first have to go through the 
domestic court system before filing international arbitral claims. This is 
an important principle that is not part of most contemporary investment 
agreements.

The Soviet Union proposed an amendment that would strike the phrase 
“and in accordance with international law” from the resolution. This move 
directly targeted the Hull rule, which was the most important rule of in-
ternational law governing this issue. Even votes on nonbinding resolutions 
can be informative as to whether a customary rule is still operative. The 
Soviet amendment was defeated by a vote of thirty- four to forty- eight, with 
twenty- one abstentions. Figure 8.2 demonstrates that the vote was highly 
ideological. The figure plots each country’s vote against its ideal point in 

fIgure 8.1. Ideological conflict over foreign investor protection.
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the preceding session, which did not include any votes on investment is-
sues. Countries ideologically closer to the United States tended to vote 
against the amendment, whereas those in the middle abstained. Govern-
ments of developing countries more favorably disposed toward the Soviet 
ideological position voted in favor of the amendment.

This initial victory by the United States and its allies did not last. In the 
early 1970s, developing countries used their growing numeric control of 
the UNGA to advance the New International Economic Order (NIEO).27 
The NIEO sought to overhaul the global economic system, including  
a North- South transfer of primary goods, energy, technology, and knowl-
edge as well as debt forgiveness and preferential trading arrangements for 
poorer countries. This culminated in the Charter of Economic Rights and 
Duties of States, which was brought to the UNGA floor in 1974.

The United States and other Western states had strong incentives to at 
least pay lip service to the NIEO architects. Concerns that former colonies 
would switch to the Soviet side were persistent. Henry Kissinger traveled 
to New York to make an explicit effort to signal U.S. endorsement of the 
goals of the NIEO movement. Yet the status of foreign investment and 
expropriation proved to be a stumbling block that prevented the United 
States from voting in favor of the resolution. Article 2 of the Charter of 
Economic Rights essentially adopted the Calvo doctrine. It stated, “No 
State shall be compelled to grant preferential treatment to foreign invest-
ment.” The charter omitted references to international law as a set of guid-

fIgure 8.2. UN ideal point and votes on the Soviet Union amendment to 
Resolution 1803 that would have stripped references to international law.
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ing principles for solving investment disputes.28 If the United States were 
to endorse this position even in a nonbinding vote, it would accept that the 
Hull doctrine was no longer the governing CIL principle. U.S. ambassador 
John Scali put it this way:

The United States delegation regrets that the compromise solution 
which resolution 1803 (XVII) embodies was not reproduced in this 
Declaration. If it had been, on this count the United States would gladly 
have lent its support. Resolution 1803 (XVII) provides, among other 
things, that, where foreign property is nationalized, appropriate com-
pensation shall be paid in accordance with national and international 
law; it also provides that foreign- investment agreements by and be-
tween States shall be observed in good faith. By way of contrast, the 
present Declaration does not couple the assertion of the right to nation-
alize with the duty to pay compensation in accordance with interna-
tional law. For this reason, we do not find this formulation complete or 
acceptable. The governing international law cannot be, and is not, 
prejudiced by the passage of this resolution.29

While the charter passed with an overwhelming majority, figure 8.3 
shows that the final vote took place along ideological lines. Countries ideo-
logically close to the United States mostly abstained or voted no. Nonethe-
less, international support for the Hull rule had clearly waned. It was 
against this backdrop that the move toward a treaty- based regime started 
in earnest.

fIgure 8.3. UN ideal point and vote for the Charter for Economic Rights.
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The Move to Investment Treaties
At the same time that developing countries asserted their abhorrence of 
the Hull rule, they also started signing BITs cementing that same rule 
(and more) into binding treaty law.30 Germany, which had lost all of its 
foreign investments in the aftermath of World War II, was the first to 
sign such an agreement with Pakistan in 1959.31 German investors could 
not rely on their government to protect interests, given Germany’s con-
strained foreign policy posture in the first decades after World War II.32 
At this time, there was little interest among British or U.S. companies for 
more legalized forms of investment protection.33 The United States 
began contemplating BITs in 1977, shortly after the UNGA had adopted 
the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties, although the United States 
waited until 1983 to draft a model investment agreement.34 The United 
States continued to use other tools of statecraft to protect individual 
investors.35

The objective of investment treaty programs was to shape a legal re-
gime that fit the Western liberal ideology. The purpose was not just to 
protect investments but also to sway other countries away from socialism 
or other ideological frameworks that privileged a strong role for the state 
in the domestic economy r. The treaties went well beyond previously exist-
ing CIL. Most notably, in the 1980s BITs started to include provisions for 
international arbitration without exhaustion of domestic remedies.

There is already a good bit of evidence that the U.S. BIT program was 
driven more by political and legal considerations than by a concern for 
increasing investments. Former negotiators emphasize that concerns 
about the erosion of international legal standards were a major driving 
force for the State Department lawyers.36 U.S. model BITs were shaped by 
an ideology that separated politics and markets and that stipulated an 
important but limited role for the law to enforce contracts.37 The United 
States was mostly unwilling to depart from this model BIT, preferring no 
agreement to one that would water down principles. Taylor St. John docu-
ments how shared ideological ground between George H. W. Bush and 
Argentinean president Carlos Menem made Argentina an ideal partner for 
a first more extensive BIT.38 Argentina abandoned the Calvo doctrine as 
part of this agreement, which was a meaningful policy concession that 
Argentina has probably come to regret. A similar logic applies to Poland 
and other Central and Eastern European states.39 A former negotiator 
wrote that the treaties were useful “because they symbolize a commitment 
to economic liberalism.”40
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Quantitative studies have shown that variation in both China’s BITs41 
and U.S. BITs42 are driven more by international political considerations 
than investment opportunities. Todd Allee and Clint Peinhardt find that 
the preferences and bargaining power of capital- exporting governments 
better explain design variation than the capital- importing government’s 
needs to make credible commitments.43

The spatial modeling framework from chapter 4 embeds political and 
ideological concerns with concerns about interdependence. Equation 8.1 
gives the utility for country i for adopting a policy p as a function of how 
far that policy is from the country’s ideal point θi and the distance between 
its policy and those of other states (Dij) weighted by the dependence on 
other states (wi,j).

 Ui(p) = –|θi –  p| – ∑N j≠i((wi,j)* Dij) (eq. 8.1)

A government’s utility increases the closer its policy is to its domesti-
cally preferred policy θi and the closer it is to the policies of states on whom 
it depends. The second part of this equation captures the potential benefits 
of coordination. Large deviations from what a country would prefer to do 
for domestic reasons are more likely the more a country depends on other 
states with very different policies. A BIT in this context can be seen as an 
attempt to decrease Dij, more specifically an attempt to move policies from 
capital- importing (host) countries closer to the ideal points of the United 
States and other capital- exporting countries. In addition, BITs have the 
functionalist goals of providing enforcement when agreements would not 
be self- enforcing (see chapter 4).

From the host country perspective, a BIT is less attractive the more it 
requires a shift away from its ideal point. However, this can be offset the 
more dependent the host country is on the home country. In the bilateral 
setting, implementing a BIT imposes a policy cost |θi – p|. If we assume 
that the BIT moves policy close to the U.S. ideal point, this cost increases 
in the ideal point distance to the United States. Yet the cost of not having 
a BIT is increasing in both dependence on the United States and the ideal 
point gap: wi,USA* DiUSA. That is, maintaining policies that are far removed 
from the U.S. ideal point is more costly as interdependence with the United 
States increases.

The framework posits an interactive effect between ideology and inter-
dependence. Countries that are heavily dependent on the United States 
may have a greater willingness to depart from their preferred policies 
whereas countries that are ideologically closer may be willing to sign  
BITs regardless of interdependence. Moreover, BITs should matter less for 
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 ideologically similar countries. These countries can coordinate more easily 
without institutions. Investor expectations about likely expropriation 
without compensation are shaped not just by a government’s willingness 
to sign an investment agreement but also by a government’s overall set of 
policy commitments that are reflected in its ideology.

From the U.S. perspective, the biggest utility gains come from commit-
ments from countries whose policies are far removed from its ideal point. 
Argentina shifted away from the Calvo doctrine. Poland was shifting away 
from socialism. Getting those countries to shift matters both because they 
are sizeable countries that make sizeable policy shifts and because these 
shifts should make it more likely that other countries will also shift (see the 
second part of equation 8.1). The United States can use its economic might 
to shift these countries’ policies.

evIdence from u.s. bIt Programs

Figure 8.4 shows evidence for such an effect in the context of the U.S. BIT 
program. The model replicates a study by Adam Chilton.44 Chilton found 
no evidence that countries with greater economic interdependence on the 
United States were more likely to sign BITs faster. Instead, he found that 
countries that were formerly communist and those that received large 
amounts of military aid were most likely to sign BITs quickly. This suggests 
a political interpretation of the U.S. BIT program.

Figure 8.4 replicates Chilton’s baseline model but adds the UN ideal 
point distance with the United States and its interaction with the natural 
log of the annual U.S. FDI outflows, the key indicator Chilton uses to mea-
sure interdependence.45 In addition, figure 8.4 also includes an analysis 
with the proportion of host country exports that go to the United States.46 
This measure better captures the dependence of the host country on the 
United States. In both cases, we expect economic interdependence to mod-
erate the effect of ideological differences.

The model also includes the natural log of the annual U.S. exports to 
the potential partner country in each year.47 The appendix also presents 
models that control for democracy, measured using Polity, and a twelve- 
point Investment Protection index from the Political Risk Services Group, 
which both appear to attract FDI according to the literature.48 The results 
are qualitatively identical. The model is estimated as a logit model with a 
third- degree time polynomial.49 The full tables are in the appendix.

The analysis confirms that countries with similar ideal points to the 
United States were much quicker in signing BITs. The policy adjustments 
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for these countries were smaller and the treaties easier to negotiate. How-
ever, this relationship holds only at low levels of FDI outflows or export 
dependence. Figure 8.5 analyzes the marginal effect of UN ideal point on 
BIT signing at different levels of FDI outflows.50 At low levels of FDI out-
flows, greater UN ideal point distance is associated with a much lower 
probability of BIT signing. Yet at moderate or high levels of FDI outflow, 
the relationship is no longer significantly different from zero.51

fIgure 8.4. Logit analysis of signing BITs with the 
United States among non- OECD countries.
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fIgure 8.5. Interaction between UN ideal point and U.S. FDI outflows.
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Figure 8.6 demonstrates the same effects for export dependence. Coun-
tries with large ideal point differences with the United States are less likely 
to sign BITs, but this is no longer so at higher levels of export dependence. 
Economic dependence induces countries to make larger policy conces-
sions, as predicted by chapter 4’s framework.

movIng beyond the dyad

The theoretical framework offers a natural way to move beyond the dyad. 
States do not make decisions about whether to engage in a bilateral invest-
ment treaty in isolation of what other states have done. The BIT literature 
already recognizes this point. For example, Andrew Guzman argues that 
developing countries initially signed BITs because even though they would 
have collectively been better off resisting, capital- importing countries in-
dividually had an interest in making their investment environment seem 
more attractive relative to their competitors.52

This argument nicely illustrates the two sides of international institu-
tions. Even if a treaty is Pareto optimal for the parties involved, it changes 
the calculus for others, which may make them worse off. Some countries 
did not initially prefer BITs until other countries had signed on. Moreover, 
as the number of BITs ballooned, the competitive advantage of signing a 
BIT disappeared. So we may see countries shifting their policies without 
seeing very large social welfare benefits. That is, the main effect of BITs 

fIgure 8.6. Interaction between export dependence on 
the United States and ideal point distance.
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could be that it led countries to change policies in a direction desired by 
capital- exporting countries. Opposition to the BIT regime has mostly 
come from countries that have been negatively affected by arbitral rulings 
and where the domestic government ideology has become hostile to the 
liberal international order, such as in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia. 
These countries have started to opt out of the regime.53

The second part of equation 8.1 captures this basic logic. The more 
states shift their policies, the greater the cost for others to remain on the 
sidelines. The framework thus predicts that the early adopters would be 
states with similar ideologies to Western states and states with large inter-
dependencies. Yet over time the pressure on others to join grows. Impor-
tantly, the second term of equation 8.1 also recognizes that states have 
fewer incentives to shift as long as a sufficient share of their export market 
remains ideologically close and uncommitted to BITS. The implication is 
that the presence or absence of economically strong states that espouse 
alternative ideologies shapes the incentives of all states to join institutions 
that aim to shift states toward the liberal side of the spectrum. When the 
Soviet Union was a prominent potential trading partner, states with diver-
gent ideal points had less strong incentives to sign BITs. Moreover, the 
growth of China as a potential alternative source of trade and investment 
reduces the incentives of states with divergent ideological preferences to 
make concessions.

Elkins, Guzman, and Simmons have advanced a related argument.54 
Their primary argument is that host states have incentives to sign BITs 
when their export market competitors have already done so. This is con-
gruent with the second part of equation 8.1. They conceptualize interde-
pendence (wi,j) as sharing the same export market, noting that this is a 
good proxy for investment opportunities. In their analysis, Dij is the pres-
ence or absence of a treaty between a pair of states. They operationalize 
this through a spatial weight, which is the average number of BITs in force 
among other host countries weighed by wi,j.

Figure 8.7 incorporates this idea in the case of the U.S. BIT program 
using Chilton’s data. The model includes a measure of what proportion of a 
state’s export partners (weighed by export dependence) already have a BIT 
with the United States. The findings show strong evidence that the more 
export partners have already signed on (and thus the larger the gap for a 
state that has not yet signed on), the more likely it is that a state will sign a 
BIT with the United States in any given year. This also holds when control-
ling for whether the state already has a BIT in place with another country, 
which presumably lowers the cost of entering a new agreement with the 
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United States. However, a larger ideal point difference with the United 
States continues to be associated with a lower probability of BIT signing.

The evidence indicates that the attractiveness of a treaty is decreasing 
in the ideal point distance from the United States but increasing as more 
states with which the country has strong interdependencies have already 
signed similar treaties. This theory thus endogenizes that the treaty be-
comes more attractive as more other states have signed.

This argument also offers a potential explanation for the modest effects 
of BITs on FDI inflows. Pairs of countries with large interdependencies 
and similar ideologies can resolve the underlying strategic problem with-
out resorting to strong treaties. BITs may matter more for countries with 
different ideological commitments, but these countries may also be more 
likely to violate such agreements given that these governments have differ-
ent ideas about how private foreign property rights should be protected. 
For example, Haillie Lee has found that investor claims lead to reductions 
in investments only in those countries that rarely vote with the United 
States in the UN.55 This suggests that investors draw fewer conclusions 
from single investment disputes when their overall assessment of the 
country suggests that it is on board with the liberal order.

Renegotiation
The spatial model can also help us understand why dissatisfied states 
sometimes renegotiate treaties. Yoram Haftel and Alex Thompson argue 

fIgure 8.7. Logit regression on signing BIT with the United States.
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that states renegotiate when they learn new information about the conse-
quences of treaty commitments through their experiences in legalized dis-
pute settlement.56 Yet the spatial model also suggests that renegotiation 
should be more attractive when states have diverged in terms of their ideo-
logical preferences. That is, the probability of treaty renegotiation should 
increase if the two states have grown farther apart ideologically since first 
negotiating the treaty. Anecdotally, some governments that have experi-
enced many disputes and have also changed ideologically from the time 
they signed BITs, such as Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela, have renegoti-
ated (or exited) more BITs than other governments that have also experi-
enced many disputes but have changed less ideologically, such as Argen-
tina.57 Indeed, several left- wing governments in Latin America have 
rediscovered the Calvo doctrine as part of a more general move toward a 
greater role for the state in the economy.58

Figure 8.8 tests this proposition more systematically by replicating 
model 1 from Haftel and Thompson.59 The dependent variable is an indi-
cator of whether an existing BIT was renegotiated or terminated in a given 
year (from 1962 to 2010). The core independent variable of the original 
study is a count of all new investment claims filed against both govern-
ments in a given year.60 The only change from the original model is that it 
adds the change in the distance between UN ideal points since the negotia-
tion of the original treaty (lagged by one year). The theory expects that if 
the ideal point distance increases, so will the likelihood of renegotiation or 
termination.

The model also includes a series of control variables: whether a country 
is a new EU member, whether at least one country in the dyad is undergo-
ing a democratic transition, changes in the GDP per capita gap since the 
treaty went into force, changes in the host country’s FDI flows as a percent-
age of GDP since the treaty went into force, whether at least one party has 
a common law system, and whether they share colonial ties. Moreover, the 
model includes a count of how many other BITs the two parties together 
had renegotiated up until that point. The main model is a Cox hazard 
model, but the findings also hold in probit and (rare event) logit specifica-
tions with time polynomials to model the changing risk over the duration 
of an agreement. The full results and robustness checks are in the appen-
dix. The main finding holds in all specifications run by Haftel and 
Thompson.

Figure 8.8 shows that the main result from Haftel and Thompson 
holds: the more legalized disputes respondent governments have been 
 involved in, the greater the likelihood of renegotiation. Yet there is also 
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evidence that increasing ideological divergence matters. A one- standard- 
deviation increase in the ideal point distance in any year is associated with 
an increase in the probability of negotiation by an estimated 23 percent. 
That is a sizeable effect.

This finding illustrates how the theoretical framework developed in 
this book can be used to analyze change in the international system, in-
cluding resistance to the liberal international system. Most sizeable 
changes in the global ideology of states follow domestic political leadership 
changes that alter the support basis for ruling coalitions.61 There are pre-
dictable foreign policy consequences if governments come to power that 
have very different ideas about the appropriate role of the state vis- à- vis 
businesses and individuals.

Conclusion
The regime to protect foreign investments emerged from fierce competi-
tion in a low- dimensional ideological space over how foreign investments 
should be protected. The United States and other Western capital- 
exporting states fought hard not just to protect individual investors but 
also to generalize the principle that any expropriation should be followed 
by prompt and adequate compensation. This idea clashed with communist 
and socialist ideologies but also with postcolonial dependency theory, 
which influenced ideas about self- determination and freedom from West-
ern influence. Bilateral investment agreements with dispute settlement 

fIgure 8.8. Ideological change and BIT renegotiation. Source: Based on model 1, 
Haftel and Thompson, “When Do States Renegotiate Investment Agreements?”
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came about only after it had become clear that the Hull rule could not 
survive as a CIL principle. Governments that were ideologically closer to 
the United States were more likely to sign up to BITs. Moreover, growing 
ideological discrepancies between governments are correlated with an in-
creased likelihood of renegotiation or ending of agreements.

This analysis does not undermine the idea that investment agreements 
with binding arbitration help states make credible commitments. Yet we 
should also analyze why states are asked to make credible commitments to 
a certain set of principles to begin with. Moreover, this perspective offers 
insight into the challenges to the investment regime.
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Populism and Backlashes 
against International Courts

How do ideological changes affect backlashes against liberal international 
institutions? Chapter 6 found that states ideologically sort into interna-
tional institutions. The preceding chapter found that states whose UN 
ideal points grew further apart since they originally signed an investment 
agreement are more likely to renegotiate or terminate that agreement. This 
is consistent with existing evidence that ideological distance with IGO 
members correlates with exit from IGOs.1 Thus, changes in government 
ideal points along the main dimension of ideological contestation correlate 
with both entry into and exit from international institutions.

However, not all ideological change corresponds neatly to the main 
global dimension. For example, the rise of populism is widely perceived to 
threaten international institutions.2 This chapter applies the book’s con-
ceptual framework to this development with an empirical application to 
international courts. Chapter 5 argued that ideological contestation can 
undermine trust in expertise authority. Cas Mudde’s widely accepted defi-
nition of populism is that it is a “thin- centered ideology that considers 
society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’ and which argues that 
politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of 
the people.”3 Populists can be more left or right leaning on socioeconomic 
issues. Some populist leaders, like Brazil’s president Jair Bolsonaro, closely 
associate themselves with U.S. leadership, whereas others, such as Venezu-
ela’s Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro, mobilize against U.S. leadership. 
Thus, populism runs orthogonal to the main global ideological dividing 
lines. Yet populists share a resistance to especially the countermajoritarian 

Populism and Backlashes
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aspects of liberalism. Mudde calls populism an “illiberal democratic re-
sponse to undemocratic liberalism.”4

This chapter advances two main arguments. First, populism forms an 
ideological basis for backlashes against international courts and poten-
tially other expert- based liberal international institutions. Chapter 5 dis-
cussed how interpretive expert authority relies on trust and how trust is 
subject to deliberate attempts at destruction, especially when the veracity 
of the expert messages cannot be verified. International courts with lib-
eral mandates are often set up to protect the groups who are the targets 
of populist ire. Investment tribunals, regional economic courts, and even 
human rights courts protect property rights, which often favor ruling 
elites or foreign investors. Human rights courts evaluate large numbers of 
claims from prisoners, immigrants, and other minority groups who may 
be the target of populist identity politics. When international institutions 
deliver interpretations that protect elites or minorities against whom 
there is a preexisting populist mobilization, then populists can charge that 
the institution is biased. Moreover, populism offers an ideology for why 
these countermajoritarian institutions should not have authority in the 
first place. Strong populist movements or populist presidents make it 
more likely that governments opt for challenging the authority of institu-
tions over alternative strategies such as (reluctant) acceptance, noncom-
pliance, or avoidance.

This argument implies that backlashes against international courts are 
not just about sovereignty. Populist attacks on international courts often 
closely track efforts to curb domestic courts. Moreover, the argument im-
plies that leaders may instigate backlashes against international institu-
tions to attract popular support. By contrast, much of the literature as-
sumes that the public constrains leaders from violating international law 
and that international courts serve as substitutes for poorly functioning 
domestic courts. Within countries there is ideological diversity about the 
desirability of liberal international institutions. Some political parties, 
media, and civil society groups see international courts not as tools to pro-
tect them from the illiberal tendencies of elites but as tools for liberal elites 
to cement their preferred policies against the “will of the people.”

The secondary argument is that populism is too thin an ideology to 
form effective coalitions for effectively reforming international courts. 
Since populists vary in their positions along the primary dimension of 
ideological contestation, populist concerns about the liberal institutional 
order vary greatly and do not form a solid basis for forming new institu-
tions. Selective exit is a more common outcome than effective reform. This 
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argument bears similarity to the claims about statism. In the present day, 
ideological opposition to liberalism is thin in the sense that it does not offer 
a cohesive alternative vision of how international and domestic societies 
should be organized. Instead, we are witnessing a move toward transac-
tional foreign policies.

The chapter proceeds with an explanation of what the backlash against 
international courts is. It identifies twenty- eight backlashes that targeted 
the formal authority of international courts. I then evaluate two explana-
tions derived from existing theories: a functionalist cost- benefit argument 
and an account that links legalization to democratization and the back-
lash to democratic backsliding. I then explain the theoretical links be-
tween populism and the backlash against international courts. The next 
section establishes the descriptive claim that a large percentage of back-
lashes are indeed started by leaders widely identified as populist in the 
literature. The chapter offers narrative evidence that backlash episodes 
were often about property rights or minorities who were the subject of 
preexisting domestic populist mobilization, that leaders used populist 
rhetoric to undermine a court’s authority, and that populist backlashes 
against international courts often coincide with backlashes against do-
mestic courts over similar issues.

What Are Backlashes against International Courts?
Both the numbers of international courts5 and their judgments increased 
markedly throughout the 1990s and the early 2000s.6 Yet more recently 
there have been backlashes against investment arbitration,7 NAFTA dis-
pute settlement,8 the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU),9 
international human rights courts,10 the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECtHR),11 the Inter- American Court of Human Rights (IAC-
tHR),12 African regional courts,13 and the International Criminal Court 
(ICC).14 There is a good deal of consistency in how scholars use the term 
“backlash.” A backlash refers to government actions that aim to curb or 
reverse the authority of an international court. Although a court decision 
may trigger a backlash, a backlash ultimately targets the court rather 
than just the ruling. Backlash differs from noncompliance or partial 
compliance,15 even if systematic noncompliance could undermine the 
court’s authority.

Despite consistency in the overall definition of a backlash, there has not 
been a systematic effort to operationalize the concept. I offer an operation-
alization here. A first type of backlash targets a court’s general authority. 
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For example, Zimbabwe succeeded in eliminating the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) tribunal.16 The United States may be in 
the process of accomplishing the same thing using the same tactic by veto-
ing new appointments to the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Appellate 
Body.17 This category also includes reform attempts that had the clear ob-
jective to curb a court’s authority, even if these did not succeed. I consider 
only instances where governments introduce concrete reform proposals. 
For example, the United Kingdom used its Council of Europe chairman-
ship to propose reforms whose clear objective was to limit the ECtHR’s 
authority.18

A second type of backlash applies only to a court’s authority over an 
individual country. Governments do not always have the option to elimi-
nate a court altogether, but they can typically extract themselves from a 
court’s jurisdiction. For example, Venezuela pulled out of the IACtHR, 
Rwanda withdrew its declaration granting its citizens access to the Afri-
can Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights, and Burundi has left the ICC. 
Bolivia, Ecuador, Indonesia, Poland, South Africa, and Venezuela have 
sought to withdraw themselves from investment arbitration where pos-
sible.19 I also include instances where governments have made explicit 
and credible threats to exit even if they haven’t (yet) followed through. For 
example, South Africa’s High Court blocked South Africa president Jacob 
Zuma’s attempt to withdraw from the ICC. Similarly, British prime min-
ister Theresa May stated repeatedly that the United Kingdom should 
leave the ECtHR, and the Conservative Party endorsed this policy in its 
party manifesto.20

This operationalization focuses on efforts to curb a court’s formal insti-
tutional authority. There are other ways that governments may threaten a 
court’s authority. This includes broad critiques that seek to delegitimize a 
court but that fall short of threatening exit. Including such critiques may 
introduce bias if critical speeches by populists draw more attention. For 
example, a speech by Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán on the 
ECtHR may draw more publicity because there is a preexisting concern 
about the Hungarian government’s commitment to human rights. More-
over, it is difficult to draw the line regarding which criticisms do and do 
not threaten a court’s authority. The operationalization also excludes tem-
porary suspensions due to declared emergencies, such as the Turkish sus-
pension of the European Convention on Human Rights in 2016 under 
populist president Tayyip Erdogan. Finally, it includes only backlashes by 
members of a court, thus excluding the recent backlash by the Trump ad-
ministration against the ICC. The theory may well apply to such instances, 
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but I limit the focus of the empirical examination to formal institutional 
authority.

Table 9.1 identifies twenty- eight episodes of backlash against eleven 
different international judicial institutions. The table is based on an ex-
tensive search of the secondary literature. The online appendix includes 
more detail and references. The table lists countries from all continents 
(other than Australia) and includes the world’s most powerful states as 
well as some of the smaller states. This list aims to be exhaustive given 
the limits defined here. Yet both the literature and events are evolving 
rapidly, so it is possible that the list excludes some episodes that would 
qualify.

Table 9.1. Backlashes against international courts between 1990 and 2018

Tribunal State Leader Issue Strategy Outcome

ACtHPR Rwanda Kagame Free speech Exit Abrogation of 
declaration 
giving individ-
uals access

ATJ Ecuador Correa Trade rules Threaten to exit Backlash shifted 
into legal 
means instead

ATJ Venezuela Chávez Peru and Colom-
bia’s free trade 
agreements 
with the U.S.

Exit Exit

CACJ Costa Rica Solís Cuban immigra-
tion

Exit Exit then re-
turned

CACJ Guatemala (several) Civil war crimes Refuse to appoint 
judges

Marginal role in 
the court

EACJ Kenya Kibaki Choice of judges Reform Partial reform
ECHR Russia Putin Authority over 

national courts
Threaten exit Domestic reform

ECHR United King-
dom

Cameron/May Prisoner rights, 
extradition

Threaten exit, 
reform

Partial reform

ECOWAS Gambia Jammeh Human rights 
violations 
against jour-
nalists

Reform Reform failed

IACtHR Bolivia Morales Domestic inter-
ference

Reform/replace-
ment

Failed

IACtHR Dominican 
Republic

Granting of citi-
zenship

Threaten to de-
nounce

Unclear

IACtHR Ecuador Correa Freedom of 
speech

Reform Failed

IACtHR Peru Fujimori Terrorism Exit Exit then re-
turned

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



PoPulIsm and backl ashes [ 153 ]

IACtHR Trinidad and 
Tobago

Banday Death penalty Exit Exit

IACtHR Venezuela Chávez Prisoner rights/
allegations of 
imperialism

Exit Exit

ICC Burundi Nkurunziza Allegations of 
bias against 
Africans, po-
litical violence

Exit Exit

ICC Gambia Jammeh Allegations of 
bias against 
Africans

Exit Exit, then re-
turned follow-
ing ouster of 
Jammeh

ICC Kenya Kenyatta Electoral vio-
lence

Exit, reform Unclear

ICC Philippines Duterte Human rights 
violations in 
antidrug poli-
cies

Threaten to exit Exit

ICC South Africa Zuma Allegations of 
bias against 
Africans

Threaten to exit Unclear

ISDS India Modi Require arbitra-
tion in domes-
tic institutions

Exit Partial exit

ISDS Indonesia Widodo Unfairness of 
arbitration rul-
ings

Exit Partial exit

ISDS Poland Duda Unfairness of 
arbitration rul-
ings

Threaten to exit Government 
appears to 
have reversed 
course

ISDS Bolivia Morales Unfairness of 
arbitration rul-
ings

Exit Partial exit

ISDS Ecuador Correa Unfairness of 
arbitration rul-
ings

Exit Partial exit

ISDS Venezuela Chávez Unfairness of 
arbitration rul-
ings

Exit Partial exit

SADC Zimbabwe Mugabe Land reform Blocking ap-
pointment 
new judges

Effectively ended 
tribunal

WTO United States Trump Blocking 
appointment 
of new judges

Unclear

Table 9.1. (continued)

Tribunal State Leader Issue Strategy Outcome
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Explanations for Backlash
While there is a growing literature on backlashes against international 
courts, this literature has not yet developed a general theory of why back-
lashes occur. Some of the literature focuses on explaining the success or 
failure of backlash attempts,21 outlining the implications for international 
courts22 and legal academia,23 and mapping backlashes.24 Other scholars 
develop explanations for backlashes in specific contexts.25 There are good 
reasons to do so. Opposition to investment dispute settlement and human 
rights courts likely has diverse causes. There is no reason to presume that 
the IACtHR and ECtHR are under scrutiny for the precise same reasons. 
That said, we might draw some interesting theoretical lessons from exam-
ining backlash as a general phenomenon in the same way that legalization 
and delegation to international courts have been studied in general ways.26 
I draw on the legalization literature to propose two plausible political sci-
ence theories of backlash: rising implementation costs and a reversal in 
democratization.

ImPlementatIon costs

The first, and most obvious, theory links backlash to the rising number of 
binding international court judgments. Governments should be more 
likely to trigger backlashes when the cumulative implementation costs in-
crease such that they exceed the benefits of staying inside the regime.27 It 
would seem perfectly rational for Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela to limit 
their exposure to investor- state dispute settlement (ISDS) following large 
financial awards against them. Chapter 8 already discussed evidence that 
states are more likely to renegotiate BITs when there have been more ISDS 
awards against them.28

A court “going too far” in the eyes of the target government sometimes 
triggers backlashes. For example, Russia had minimally implemented 
ECtHR rulings for decades—paying monetary compensation but not 
changing policies to prevent future violations.29 This changed following a 
judgment that awarded $2.5 billion to Yukos shareholders.30 The Putin 
government responded with a new law that grants Russian courts the right 
to decide whether Russia needs to implement ECtHR judgments.31 Not 
surprisingly, the Russian courts found that there was no reason for Russia 
to comply with the Yukos ruling.32 Yet even in the Russian case, the EC-
tHR’s most controversial ruling for the public was related to identity—the 
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2012 Markin ruling, which stated that military servicemen cannot be re-
fused parental leave when such leave is available to servicewomen.33

The cost of implementing judgments surely plays a role in backlash. Yet 
this theory does not explain why some countries do not engage in backlash 
when faced with high- cost judgments, why some backlashes are triggered 
over judgments that are not that costly to implement, and why some of the 
highest stakes judgments have not triggered backlashes. For example, 
many states (e.g., Mexico) with large International Centre for Settlement 
of Investment Disputes (ICSID) awards stay in the system. Some coun-
tries, like China and Germany, have responded to adverse rulings by 
strengthening investor protections rather than resisting the system.34 Italy 
has had more than twice as many ECtHR judgments against it as the 
United Kingdom without threatening exit. In the United Kingdom, rela-
tively easy to implement judgments on prisoner voting rights and extradi-
tion spurred a backlash, where earlier judgments on Northern Ireland and 
homosexuals in the military did not.35

One answer is that implementation costs are not just material but also 
political.36 This is surely accurate. However, any theory that makes such a 
claim must specify why some judgments at some times in some countries 
are politically costly. Without such a theory, the argument becomes circu-
lar. We observe high political costs only when politicians vent their rage 
about a judgment or a court. The proposed link between domestic populist 
mobilization and international court backlashes is partially an argument 
about when judgments are more likely to become so controversial that they 
might trigger backlashes.

democratIzatIon

Theorists have long linked the growing importance of international 
courts and law in investment, trade, and human rights to democratiza-
tion.37 These theories typically posit that international courts help ad-
dress a time inconsistency problem. Governments sometimes have in-
centives to promise that they will improve human rights, respect property 
rights, prosecute war criminals, and adhere to the provisions of trade 
agreements. Yet they may also have incentives to violate those promises 
later. Democratizing states have strong incentives to make credible com-
mitments to international human rights and to “lock- in” democracy.38 
Many democratizing states in the 1990s were also transitioning to mar-
ket economies. These states often did not have strong property rights 
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protections and needed foreign investment. This provided incentives to 
sign BITs and commit to ISDS.39

If democracy and democratization are responsible for commitments to 
international courts, then more recent democratic reversals may be re-
sponsible for backlash. Populism is often associated with a backlash 
against liberal democracy. To some extent, the arguments overlap. Yet the 
credible commitment logic assumes that deviating from international 
court judgments should be politically unpopular. The presumption is that 
civil society and public opinion mobilize on behalf of international law 
rather than against it.40 International courts are supposed to protect a 
democratic public from the kleptocratic tendencies of elites. If leaders 
could gain electorally from defying international courts, then a commit-
ment to them does not make reform promises more credible.

Moreover, democratization theories assume that international courts 
are a substitute for poorly functioning domestic courts. Countries with 
well- functioning domestic legal systems have fewer problems committing 
to protect investor and human rights. Thus, countries with middling do-
mestic legal institutions have the most to gain from committing to inter-
national courts.41 By contrast, the populism argument posits that back-
lashes against domestic and international courts often go hand in hand.

If governments lose interest in liberalization, then they also have incen-
tives to withdraw from human rights courts and investment treaties. This 
is an ideological rather than an institutional explanation. If illiberal lead-
ers come to power, then their interest in commitments to international 
liberal institutions should decrease even if a country still is an electoral 
democracy. This suggests a (potentially) democratic but illiberal logic of 
backlash to international courts.

Populism and the International Judiciary
The argument proceeds in two steps. First, populists often identify them-
selves as involved in a struggle with groups that international courts with 
liberal mandates are set up to protect. International courts will some-
times come down with rulings that populists can use to mobilize support. 
Opposing these court rulings can be a source of popularity for leaders 
who rely on populist mobilization. Second, populism offers an ideology 
to challenge the authority of a court rather than just the ruling. From a 
populist perspective, international courts fail to reflect the vox populi 
both because these institutions are international and because they are 
countermajoritarian.
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These two claims operate together. International courts become salient 
only after rulings fuel preexisting populist mobilization. Without an ideol-
ogy to challenge the legitimacy of the institution, leaders could challenge 
a ruling narrowly or refuse to comply. Before substantiating both parts of 
this argument in more detail, I first discuss the definition of populism.

what Is PoPulIsm?

There is an emerging convergence in the literature on Cas Mudde’s defini-
tion of populism as a thin- centered “ideology that considers society to be 
ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the 
pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’ and which argues that politics should 
be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.”42 
This thin- centered ideology creates some commonalities among populist 
leaders. But these leaders are also diverse in their thicker ideologies. Chap-
ter 2 argued that ideologies have implications for (1) what is ethically good, 
and (therefore) what is bad, (2) how society’s resources should be distrib-
uted, and (3) where power appropriately resides.43 Populism as a thin ide-
ology is clearest about the third part: the people should rule. Or, as Mar-
garet Canovan puts it, “Populists claim legitimacy on the grounds that they 
speak for the people.”44

Populists define themselves in opposition to a corrupt elite on both 
distribution and virtue, but they differ in just how they do so. For example, 
Latin American populist presidents of the last two decades have included 
those who have advocated for more market- oriented (neoliberal) policies, 
such as Peru’s Alberto Fujimori and Argentina’s Carlos Menem.45 These 
populists attack special interests, such as organized labor or corporatist 
interests, that prevent deserving people from succeeding. They tend to 
succeed in inflationary crises when more left- wing policies seem less at-
tractive.46 But Latin American populists have also included leftist politi-
cians like Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez, Bolivia’s Evo Morales, and Ecuador’s 
Rafael Correa, who have mobilized around their opposition to neoliberal-
ism and neoimperialism.47

Despite their differences on socioeconomic policy, these leaders are 
united by claims that they were fighting corrupt elites on behalf of the 
people. Populists also frequently accuse elites of pushing dominant values 
of tolerance that repress a silent majority. Just who does and does not be-
long to “the virtuous people” depends on the domestic mobilization narra-
tive.48 Some populists adopt a full- on nativist ideology. Populists have also 
used race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and other categories as criteria of 
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exclusion. Identity plays a role in most populist movements, although 
Latin American populism has typically focused more on the material (dis-
tributional) side, whereas European populism leans toward a heavier focus 
on identity.49

why (InternatIonal) court rulIngs 
sometImes uPset PoPulIsts

International courts are part of the liberal international institutional order. 
The texts that international courts interpret typically advance core liberal 
objectives such as increasing civil liberties, advancing the functioning of 
domestic markets, and promoting the flow of goods, capital, and people 
across borders. In interpreting their legal texts, international courts often 
come down with judgments that clash with populist mobilization around 
property and minority rights. Populists do not necessarily dismiss the ideas 
of property or minority rights. Instead, populists object to court judgments 
that interfere with domestic populist narratives about whose rights de-
serve to be protected. As Jan- Werner Müller warns, populists are not nec-
essarily against institutions, just those that “in their view, fail to produce 
the morally (as opposed to empirically) correct political outcomes.”50

Property rights are a core liberal principle and a major preoccupation 
of international judicial institutions. Most obviously, the purpose of invest-
ment treaties is to protect foreign investors from expropriation and other 
government actions that devalue the investment but violate existing trea-
ties or contracts, even if such actions are popular with majorities.51 Prop-
erty rights cases (protocol 1, article 1) are the second most common kind 
of ECtHR case and regularly feature in the IACtHR. The Andean tribunal 
primarily resolves intellectual property rights cases.52 Regional economic 
courts also have large caseloads concerning the protection of property 
rights.

Distributive conflict over ownership of natural resources, land, and 
other wealth is central to populist mobilization in many countries. Prop-
erty rights is a liberal principle but can also be conservative: it protects 
those who already own property. Populists have argued that expropriation 
can be legitimate if the initial acquisition of property by corrupt elites was 
unjust. For example, many populist movements in Africa have mobilized 
around inequity in land rights, often in response to heritages from colonial 
times.53 In Latin America, left- wing populists have mobilized in opposi-
tion to historical inequities in ownership of media, natural resources, com-
panies, and land as well as multinational corporations.54

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



PoPulIsm and backl ashes [ 159 ]

The idea that elites should create international courts to protect them 
from majoritarianism is not new. Friedrich von Hayek wrote in the final 
chapter of the Road to Serfdom that “an international authority which ef-
fectively limits the powers of the state over the individual will be one of the 
best safeguards of peace. The International Rule of Law must become a 
safeguard as much against the tyranny of the state against the individual 
as against the tyranny of the new super- state over the national communi-
ties.”55 In the 1950s, French and British leaders on the right, most notably 
Winston Churchill, actively campaigned for a strong ECtHR and the inclu-
sion of a protocol on property rights out of fear that future left- wing ma-
jorities would expropriate the wealthy.56 As historian Marco Duranti puts 
it, the ECtHR became “a mechanism for realizing what Socialists described 
as a discredited conservative agenda too unpopular to be enacted through 
democratic means.”57 This presents an alternate view of the ECtHR as an 
attempt not to lock in democracy58 but to lock in ideological principles.

Liberalism demands that individuals have a core set of civil liberties 
that states have an obligation not to infringe upon (negative rights) or even 
an active duty to guarantee (positive rights).59 The rise of judicial review 
and the inclusion of human rights in constitutions and international law 
have contributed to a trend where courts, including international courts, 
are increasingly asked to offer judgments on what Ran Hirschl calls issues 
of mega- politics: “core political controversies that define the boundaries of 
the collective or cut through the heart of entire nations.”60 Examples are 
judicial interference over the outcome of elections or alleged misbehavior 
by leaders, judicial scrutiny of core executive prerogatives in fiscal policy, 
foreign affairs, and national security, and, especially, cases that are about 
the definition of the polity, such as cases that impinge on citizenship, the 
status of religion, or other aspects of identity. Hirschl argues that judicial 
involvement on such politically charged issues “make the democratic cre-
dentials of judicial review most questionable.”61

International courts take part in this trend. The ICC makes judgments 
about whether sitting presidents have committed criminal offenses. Re-
gional human rights courts have issued judgments about citizenship, reli-
gion, immigration, and other issues that directly concern the identity of 
polities. The CJEU and African regional economic courts have also issued 
controversial rulings on civil liberties protecting women, LGBT individu-
als, ethnic minorities, and other vulnerable groups.62 Investment tribunals 
do not just evaluate straight expropriation but increasingly evaluate regu-
lations and policies of democratically elected governments, including on 
identity- related issues such as the habitat of indigenous peoples.63
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My argument is that not all judgments on minority rights activate pop-
ulist opposition but only those judgments that fit with preexisting domes-
tic ideological mobilization around these mega- politics questions. Indeed, 
controversy often arises over the very same issues with domestic courts. 
For example, in the United Kingdom populist movements center on ex-
cluding certain groups of immigrants and criminals from the virtuous 
people. I will show later that populists were already mobilizing in opposi-
tion to British courts that ruled in favor of prisoner or immigrant rights 
before they shifted their attention to the ECtHR. By contrast, rulings on 
LGBT rights did not generate a backlash as there was no populist mobili-
zation targeting LGBT people.

International courts are not always maximally liberal in their interpre-
tations. Indeed, international courts have developed interpretive strategies 
that allow them to proceed with restraint. For example, investor/state ar-
bitral tribunals have adapted the ECtHR’s margin of appreciation doctrine 
to allow democratic states leeway in how they respect property and minor-
ity rights.64 Investors lose many cases where they claim that regulatory 
actions by democratically elected governments have harmed the value of 
their investments.65 Yet international courts are often in a position where 
they have to decide whether a domestically unpopular minority deserves 
protection from international law. Many of these cases impinge on some 
aspect of a polity’s identity. In this sense the “judicialization of politics”66 
almost inevitably spurs a politicization of the judiciary.67

PoPulIsm and resIstance to the 
authorIty of InternatIonal courts

It is not sufficient that international courts sometimes issue controversial 
rulings. Governments have responded to adverse rulings through noncom-
pliance, partial compliance, and reluctant compliance.68 We also need to 
understand why governments sometimes escalate unhappiness about a 
ruling (or series of rulings) to backlash.

One explanation, as alluded to before, is that some rulings are simply 
so costly that exit or other forms of backlash become more attractive. This 
is certainly part of the story. Yet populism offers an ideology that opposes 
the very idea that an international court should have authority over issues 
of distribution, identity, or other matters that fall within the normal prov-
enance of democratic politics.69 Populist leaders may benefit electorally 
from attacking the institutional system rather than just the rulings.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



PoPulIsm and backl ashes [ 161 ]

As stated before, a commonality among populists is that politics should 
be an expression of the vox populi. This allows populists to challenge the 
decisions of countermajoritarian institutions not just as wrong but also as 
illegitimate. Both left-  and right- wing populist leaders have eroded judicial 
independence in Latin America.70 The Polish and Hungarian governments 
have reconfigured their highest courts and limited judicial independence.71 
By contrast, it is not always clear that populism undermines other aspects 
of liberal democracy. For example, there is a lively debate among populism 
scholars on whether elections with populist parties increase voter 
turnout.72

The international character of courts matters in two ways. First, it of-
fers an additional ground for populist leaders to attack the authority of an 
institution based on sovereignty or identity. It is much easier to challenge 
an institution as unrepresentative of the will of the people if the judges are 
foreign and take decisions in foreign locales.

Second, in many instances governments do not have the same means 
to influence international courts. Domestic courts can be stacked with 
like- minded judges. It is not as easy to stack international courts. In some 
instances, a government can effectively kill a court if they have the right 
to veto new appointments. More typically, reforming an international 
court requires a multilateral coalition. Given diverse thicker sources of 
ideological mobilization, it can be difficult to amass successful coalitions 
for populist leaders. Indeed, the empirical illustrations show that populist- 
inspired reform attempts have at best had modest influence. This illus-
trates the limits of populism in a multilateral context. It also makes exit  
a more likely strategy. However, populists do not always follow up on exit 
threats. Populists may have domestic incentives to issue exit threats,  
but there could be international benefits to stay within a regime. This 
again points to the need to consider backlash as a strategy rather than an 
outcome.

Empirical Evidence
The proposed theoretical link between populism and backlashes against 
international courts has a range of observable implications. Governments 
that rely strongly on populist mobilization should be more likely to initiate 
backlashes. The trigger should be judgments that directly map into domes-
tic populist mobilization narratives over identity or the distribution of 
property. Populist backlashes should highlight that an international court 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



[ 162 ] chaPter nIne

is undeserving of its authority, which properly belongs to the people. Back-
lashes against international courts should go hand in hand with efforts to 
curtail domestic courts. Individual- level opposition to international courts 
should be correlated with individual- level opposition to domestic courts.73 
Domestic public opinion should not be a constraint but an incentive for 
attacks on the court by populist leaders. Attacks on the authority of inter-
national courts should be especially popular among the supporters of 
populist leaders or parties.

It is impossible to test all these implications in a single book chapter. 
They cover different levels of analysis, variation in occurrences of (as well 
as motivations for) backlashes, and a wide variety of international courts 
and countries across the globe. I instead evaluate the empirical plausibility 
of the theory and discuss research designs that may be used to examine 
individual observable implications more rigorously. First, I examine what 
proportion of backlashes are indeed initiated by leaders widely considered 
to be populist. I then offer narrative evidence that at least some of these 
backlashes follow the logic of the theory.

How Many Backlashes Are Initiated 
by Populist Leaders?

Table 9.2 lists the backlash episodes from table 9.1 by whether the leader 
relies heavily on populist mobilization. Despite an emerging consensus on 
a definition, there is no consensus on how to measure whether a leader is 
populist. There is, however, a literature on Latin America and Europe with 
a fair degree of consensus on whether leaders or the parties they represent 
are populist. The remaining leaders were evaluated based on the secondary 
literature. There are three leaders for whom the sources gave mixed assess-
ments (indicated by an asterisk): Kenyatta, Putin, and Cameron/May. To 
be conservative, I characterized all of them on the “not populist” side. The 
online appendix offers more detail on sources.

Eighteen of the twenty- eight backlash episodes originated from popu-
list leaders. This is purely a descriptive statement rather than a causal or 
even correlational statement. To start with the obvious, the table selects on 
the dependent variable. It includes only instances of backlash. Even if we 
had a dataset of all leaders that coded whether they could be considered 
populist (or not), then there would still be substantial inferential chal-
lenges. For example, the base propensity for engaging in backlash depends 
on exposure to international courts, which is difficult to establish given 
that the dependent variable consists of many courts. It would, for instance, 
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be possible to examine whether populist leaders are more likely to renego-
tiate BITs or leave ICSID following unfavorable rulings.

That a leader is characterized as populist does not mean that the back-
lash fits the proposed theory. Moreover, there are some leaders who are not 
populist but have relied on populist mobilization strategies, such as the 
U.K. backlash against the ECtHR. The remainder of the chapter offers 
short narratives of individual backlash episodes to examine the plausibility 
of the theory.

Property Rights
Populists often mobilize around claims that those who control land, natu-
ral resources, or other property are morally undeserving of this ownership. 
They propose either redistribution to deserving others or nationalization 
such that the people rather than the corrupt elite benefit from natural re-
source wealth. International court judgments that constrain domestically 
popular redistribution initiatives have instigated several backlashes.

Land rights have been the most important engine for populist move-
ments in Africa.74 The populist charge centers on inequitable and unde-
serving disproportionate landownership by ethnic or racial minorities, 

Table 9.2. Populism and backlashes against international courts

Tribunal Populist Not populist

ACtHPR Rwanda (Kagame)
ATJ Ecuador (Correa), Venezuela 

(Chávez)
CACJ Costa Rica (Solís), Guatemala
EACJ Kenya (Kibaki)
ECOWAS Gambia (Jammeh)
ECtHR UK (Cameron/May*), Russia 

(Putin*)
IACHR Bolivia (Morales), Ecuador 

(Correa), Peru (Fujimori), 
Venezuela (Chávez)

Dominican Republic, Trinidad 
and Tobago (Banday)

ICC Gambia (Jammeh), Philippines 
(Duterte), South Africa (Zuma)

Kenya (Kenyatta*), Burundi 
(Nkurunziza)

ISDS India (Modi), Indonesia 
(Widodo), Poland (Duda), 
Bolivia (Morales), Ecuador 
(Correa), Venezuela (Chávez)

SADC Zimbabwe (Mugabe)
WTO DSU United States (Trump)
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often dating back to colonial times. In most sub- Saharan countries prop-
erty rights are poorly protected in domestic law. This creates incentives 
for majorities to expropriate minorities.75 International courts have not 
had much success in substituting for poor domestic property rights 
protections.

The most dramatic example is the SADC tribunal, which was elimi-
nated altogether after ruling in favor of a white farmer, Mike Campbell, in 
a dispute over land seizures.76 Mugabe described the 2008 ruling as “non-
sense, absolute nonsense. . . . We have courts here in this country that can 
determine the rights of people.”77 Zimbabwe’s domestic courts, including 
its supreme court, were initially receptive to legal complaints from farmers 
who had been expropriated without compensation.78 However, in the early 
2000s Mugabe’s government replaced the (mostly white) judges that had 
frustrated land seizures with more sympathetic judges, partially in re-
sponse to protests at courthouses and elsewhere.79 This was part of a cam-
paign to decolonize the judiciary and return power to the people.80 The 
Zimbabwean government could have simply refused to implement the 
judgment given that domestic courts would surely have not enforced it. 
Instead, Mugabe’s government immediately launched a campaign to dele-
gitimize the tribunal, challenging its legal mandate and refusing to supply 
a Zimbabwean judge, ensuring that the tribunal did not have sufficient 
judges to hear new cases. Eventually, his tactics succeeded and the tribunal 
was abandoned altogether.81

The theoretical expectation is not that all land rights rulings by inter-
national courts should trigger backlashes but that only those that intersect 
with preexisting domestic mobilization should. Elites opposed IACtHR 
rulings in favor of indigenous land rights.82 But there was no preexisting 
populist mobilization against indigenous peoples and no backlash against 
the IACtHR even if governments did not always comply in full and did not 
shy away from criticizing the court.

A second form of populist mobilization around property rights targets 
“neoliberalism” or at least the version of it pushed by foreign actors. The 
clearest examples are the left- wing populist movements in especially Latin 
America, which have mobilized around their opposition to neoliberalism 
and its advocates, especially the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), and the United States. Elite and foreign control of natural 
resources and domestic policies are at the center of the local populist 
mobilization.83

The backlash against investment arbitration serves as the most straight-
forward illustration. It is no coincidence that Latin America’s left- wing 
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populist governments, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela, are the ones that 
have ended their commitments to ICSID.84 Bolivia and Ecuador even al-
tered their constitutions to prohibit international investment arbitration. 
The opposition to ICSID was in part driven by costly adverse judgments.85 
But as chapter 8 already alluded to, it was also ideological.86 In each coun-
try, there was preexisting mobilization against neoliberalism and neoim-
perialism.87 These governments had been arguing for some time that for-
eign direct investment promotes imperialism and hinders the distribution 
of benefits from natural resources to the people. Venezuela left the Andean 
Community in 2006, objecting to bilateral free trade agreements that fel-
low member states Peru and Ecuador negotiated with the United States.88 
Chávez claimed that “it makes no sense for Venezuela to remain in the 
CAN, a body which serves only the elites and transnational companies and 
not our people, the Indians and the poor.”89

Each government preceded its attack against the international tribu-
nals by curtailing domestic courts. A 2011 referendum gave Ecuador’s Cor-
rea the authority to reform the judicial system and pack the courts with his 
followers.90 Venezuela’s Chávez reduced the institutional requirements for 
appointing like- minded judges on courts.91 In Bolivia, the Morales govern-
ment introduced direct elections for national judges by the people, which 
increased confidence in the judiciary among government supporters but 
decreased overall confidence in the judiciary.92

Yet Latin- American left- wing populists are not the only ones who have 
lashed out at investment arbitration using populist rhetoric. The right- 
wing government in Poland announced its intention to get rid of BITs, also 
following (and during) domestic institutional reforms that were widely 
perceived to reduce judicial independence.93 India’s government led by 
prime minister Modi passed a constitutional amendment to alter the judi-
cial appointment system, but India’s Supreme Court struck it down citing 
it as a threat to judicial independence.94 Indonesia’s Widodo government 
is the outlier in that it has mobilized more strongly around sovereignty 
issues and foreign intervention with its domestic court system, especially 
over severe penalties for drug offenders.

That reductions in domestic judicial independence and commitment to 
international investment arbitration appear to coincide is puzzling given 
conventional theories, which see a commitment to international investment 
arbitration as a substitute for poor domestic property rights protections 
(see chapter 8). In this view, then, countries that limit judicial indepen-
dence domestically should incur the highest cost in terms of reduced for-
eign investments if they also seek to exit the investment arbitration regime. 
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Yet the examples presented here suggest that both left- wing and right- wing 
populist governments have nonetheless been willing to proceed on both 
tracks, even if exiting ICSID and canceling BITs do not automatically ex-
empt a country from ISDS.95

Minority Rights and Identity
A second liberal countermajoritarian task for international courts con-
cerns the protection of unpopular minorities. I highlight four regularities. 
First, backlashes often occur over judgments that fit preexisting populist 
mobilization around the identity of the polity. Second, backlashes often 
coincide with domestic court curbing. Third, populist leaders often believe 
that their instigation of a backlash increases their popularity. Fourth, pop-
ulist efforts to reform international courts often fail to garner enough sup-
port because local mobilization efforts have diverse thicker ideological 
roots.

Even though the Conservative governments in the United Kingdom are 
not populist per se, the British backlash against the ECtHR illustrates all 
four points and clearly relied on populist rhetoric. In 1998, the United 
Kingdom passed the Human Rights Act, which incorporated the European 
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into domestic law. This was a rela-
tively uncontroversial act at the time.96 Its main effect was that British 
courts could now evaluate human rights claims by British citizens. Inevi-
tably, most human rights cases were filed by prisoners, who sometimes 
won. These judgments became increasingly controversial. For example, in 
2003 the Daily Mail ran a populist editorial saying that “Britain’s unac-
countable and unelected judges are openly, and with increasing arrogance 
and perversity, usurping the role of Parliament, setting the wishes of the 
people at nought and pursuing a liberal, politically correct agenda of their 
own.”97

Michael Howard, then the leader of the Conservative Party, tapped into 
this sentiment: “I believe that these are essentially matters for Parlia-
ment—for elected representatives, accountable directly to the people—to 
decide. . . . The Act has led to taxpayers’ money being used for a burglar to 
sue the man whose house he broke into and a convicted serial killer being 
given hard- core porn in prison because of his ‘right to information and 
freedom of expression.’”98 Until then, the ECtHR had barely emerged into 
these public debates. Yet the ECtHR’s judgment in Hirst v. UK (2005) 
launched a perfect storm.99 The court ruled that a British law that banned 
all prisoners from voting constituted a violation of the ECHR. The plaintiff 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



PoPulIsm and backl ashes [ 167 ]

had murdered his landlady with an axe and was photographed allegedly 
celebrating his court victory while smoking a joint and drinking 
champagne.100

The ECtHR judgment was not difficult to implement. The U.K. govern-
ment needed to provide a rational basis for why some prisoners should not 
be able to vote, such as those who had committed a felony. But when the 
government proposed such a bill in 2011, it was defeated by an overwhelm-
ing majority (234–22).101 Few parliamentarians wanted to be on the record 
as supporting prisoner voting rights amid growing populist sentiment. 
Prime Minister David Cameron, supposedly arguing for the cabinet’s pro-
posal, stated during the debate that “it makes me physically ill to even 
contemplate having to give the vote to anyone in prison.”102

The negative attention also affected public opinion: whereas 71 percent 
of the British public supported the ECtHR in 1996, in 2011 only 19 percent 
believed that the ECtHR had been a “good thing” and only 24 percent 
agreed that the United Kingdom should remain a member of the court.103 
Some Tory MPs tried to capitalize on this by organizing a parliamentary 
vote to leave the ECtHR. Richard Bacon, the MP introducing the initiative, 
stated the populist rationale for stripping away the ECtHR’s authority 
rather than just fighting the judgment: “Although I do object to the idea of 
prisoner voting, my much more fundamental objection is to the idea that 
a court sitting overseas composed of judges from, among other countries, 
Latvia, Liechtenstein and Azerbaijan, however fine they may be as people, 
should have more say over what laws should apply in the UK than our 
constituents do through their elected representatives.”104

The motion received support from only seventy- one MPs and was not 
backed by the government. Negative sentiment against the ECtHR in-
creased following its 2012 judgment that prohibited the United Kingdom 
from extraditing Islamic preacher and suspected terrorist Abu Qatada to 
Jordan for fears that he might be tortured there. The judgment upset 
then–home secretary Theresa May so much that she argued that “it isn’t 
the EU we should leave but the ECHR and the jurisdiction of its court.”105 
Cameron responded, “He has no right to be here, we believe he is a threat 
to our country. We have moved heaven and earth to try to comply with 
every single dot and comma of every single convention to get him out of 
our country. It is extremely frustrating and I share the British people’s 
frustration with the situation we find ourselves in.”106 As a Guardian edi-
torial put it, “This strategy allows the Conservative party to bang a populist 
drum on crime and immigration while blaming foreign European judges—
all in one hit.”107
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Cameron used the United Kingdom’s chairmanship of the Council of 
Europe to propose reforms that were “a blueprint for clipping the Stras-
bourg Court’s wings and weakening supranational review of member 
states’ human rights practices.”108 Yet the country was unable to create a 
coalition that would support the most far- reaching reforms. The final 
Brighton Declaration was much milder than the initial draft.109 Moreover, 
neither the May nor the Johnson governments have not (yet) followed 
through on the promise to exit the court.

Another illustration is Ecuadorian president Correa’s attempt to curb 
the Inter- American Commission on Human Rights after the commission 
interfered with domestic legal actions against journalists who wrote about 
the business dealings of one of Correa’s relatives and opened up other in-
vestigations into Ecuador’s treatment of journalists.110 Correa framed his 
reform attempts as part of a struggle against the traditional families that 
controlled Ecuador’s media and the imperial influence of the United 
States. As Correa put it,

The thing is that the [Inter- American Commission on Human Rights] 
creates conflicts. Based in Washington, it thinks that it knows the reality 
of our peoples and on many occasions it has allied itself with the powers 
that be, which are part of the problem and not the solution, in the name 
of the sublime concept of freedom of expression. It is one thing for that 
to belong to businesses dedicated to the communications media and 
another for freedom of expression to be turned into a capacity for black-
mail and manipulation. I believe that it is a bureaucracy that got used 
to acting at its own risk; it is heavily influenced by the vision of hege-
monic countries who see freedom of expression as free enterprise.111

Correa did not want to get rid of the institution altogether but wanted to 
eliminate “the last vestiges of neoliberalism and neocolonialism” and “look 
for something that is new, better, and truly ours.”112 Yet the proposal to 
limit external funding for the commission’s free speech investigations and 
move the commission out of Washington, D.C., failed to gather much sup-
port beyond the other three leftist populist leaders that were party to the 
convention (Venezuela, Bolivia, and Nicaragua).

Venezuela, under Hugo Chávez, exited the IACtHR in 2012 over a rul-
ing that an antigovernment terrorist, who had since moved to the United 
States, had been treated inhumanely in Venezuela. Noncompliance would 
have been a viable option. Chávez had stacked the domestic constitutional 
court with sympathetic judges. The domestic court concluded that the 
Inter- American Commission on Human Rights was not superior to the 
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Venezuelan Constitution and that they could hold IACtHR judgments un-
enforceable.113 Yet the Chávez government, which had long accused the 
court of being a mouthpiece of the United States, withdrew.

The case of the Dominican Republic follows a different logic. The Do-
minican Constitutional Tribunal in 2013 ordered the executive to review 
and retroactively rescind the citizenship of Dominicans of Haitian de-
scent.114 This was a popular measure against a minority group that had 
long suffered discrimination. The IACtHR found that Dominican ruling 
breached inter- American prohibitions on discrimination, forcible expul-
sions, and a duty to prevent statelessness. The tribunal responded not just 
by criticizing or ignoring the IACtHR judgment but by ruling that the 
Dominican Republic’s acceptance of the IACtHR’s jurisdiction was uncon-
stitutional.115 The Dominican government at the time and the court do not 
fit the populism label, even if the backlash originated in the kind of identity 
politics popular with populists.

African backlashes against the ICC have a diverse set of motivations. 
Especially in the cases of Burundi and Kenya, they were clearly motivated 
by (the threat of) actual prosecutions against government leaders. This fits 
traditional sovereignty arguments well. Yet there was also a broader mo-
bilization against the presumed anti- African bias of the court, which fits 
preexisting populist mobilization on identity in some countries.

For example, in the Gambia Jammeh won the 1996 presidential elec-
tion after having been one of the leaders of a 1994 coup that overthrew the 
previous government. Jammeh’s populist appeals centered on pan- 
Africanism.116 The new constitution vested the power in the president to 
appoint judges. Jammeh appointed a large number of foreign judges who 
had loyalty only toward him117 and curbed judicial independence.118 Jam-
meh launched a failed campaign against the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) Court, in which he was unable to garner 
support to restrict the court’s jurisdiction on human rights issues.119 In 
2016, amid a heated election, Jammeh labeled the ICC the “International 
Caucasian Court” and initiated Gambian withdrawal from the court.120 
Jammeh believed that such a public campaign, highlighting the court’s 
anti- African bias, would boost his support given his traditional mobiliza-
tion strategies. Instead, Jammeh lost the election and, after an ECOWAS- 
authorized Senegalese intervention, handed over power to Barrow, who 
reentered Gambia into the ICC.

Similarly, in South Africa, President Jacob Zuma’s basis for domestic 
populist mobilization long relied on anti- Western and pan- African rheto-
ric.121 Zuma has also been embroiled in a series of struggles with a strong 
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and independent Constitutional Court,122 including over the arrest of the 
indicted Sudanese president Omar al- Bashir during his visit to South Af-
rica.123 As mentioned before, the court declared the government’s declara-
tion to leave the Rome Treaty a violation of the constitution.

This again illustrates that populist backlashes do not always succeed. 
Strong institutions can constrain populists. The efforts to form a multilat-
eral coalition in the African Union to leave the ICC en masse failed. Popu-
list leaders do consider the benefits that institutions bring and may not 
always follow through on threats that are sometimes offered for domestic 
political reasons.

Conclusions and Implications
The theory and evidence in this chapter suggest that at least some back-
lashes against international courts were initiated by governments based on 
preexisting populist mobilization narratives that also played a role in cur-
tailing domestic courts. But there are other reasons for backlashes, includ-
ing the increase in binding and meaningful judgments and democratic 
reversals. Moreover, populist backlashes are not always successful. Popu-
lism as a thin ideology provides a thin basis for multilateral reform coali-
tions, making (partial) exit a more likely outcome than reform. Leaders 
who rely on populist mobilization may have incentives to reap short- term 
rewards from threatening to exit courts even if they do not immediately 
follow through. Moreover, some countries have returned to the jurisdiction 
of international courts after populists were defeated, as illustrated by the 
examples of Gambia after Jammeh and Peru after Fujimori. These consid-
erations are important if we are to understand the potential impact of 
populism on international courts and international institutions more 
generally.

One theoretical implication is that domestic politics theories of inter-
national institutions ought to go beyond theorizing about variations in 
domestic institutions. Ideology is crucially important if we wish to under-
stand why governments (threaten to) opt out of international institutions. 
I have focused on one type of opposition to liberal ideology—populism—
and one kind of international institution—courts. But the argument may 
well apply more generally given that most international institutions are 
countermajoritarian from a domestic perspective.

The evidence offered here is at best a plausibility probe. More rigorous 
inquiries would require new data collection and research designs. They 
would also have to focus on narrower observable implications than the 
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range discussed in this chapter. For example, it should be possible to ex-
amine whether reductions in domestic judicial independence indeed often 
precede withdrawals from the jurisdiction of international courts or 
whether populist leaders are more likely to exit BITs or ICSID following 
negative arbitration outcomes. Another potentially useful approach would 
be to examine whether judgments on land reform, prisoners, or immi-
grants indeed create more of an outcry where preexisting populist mobili-
zation on these issues exist. Moreover, the study of public opinion and in-
ternational courts is in its infancy. We do not know whether voters for 
populist parties or individuals with populist attitudes are indeed more 
favorably disposed toward leaving the jurisdiction of international courts. 
Survey experiments might examine whether populist frames about inter-
national courts are indeed successful in persuading individuals. Finally, we 
do not know to what extent these backlashes are truly independent events 
or are linked in some way that may create tipping point effects.

Another important open question is what international courts can do 
about this challenge. Some suggest that courts could avoid backlash by not 
“overlegalizing” sensitive issues.124 Courts have developed strategies for 
this purpose. For example, the ECtHR’s margin of appreciation doctrine 
allows the court to grant governments some leeway in implementing the 
European Convention on Human Rights. For example, the 2009 Lautsi 
judgment reasoned that an Italian law that mandates a crucifix in each 
public school classroom violates freedom of religion. The decision caused 
immediate uproar. President Silvio Berlusconi, not known for his pious-
ness, called it “one of those decisions that make us doubt Europe’s common 
sense.”125 The populist right- wing Northern League, again not exactly a 
religious party, used local government control to distribute crucifixes in the 
main squares of villages and to enact bylaws that compelled shopkeepers 
to display the crucifix.126 Italian populists argued that the crucifix had 
become a symbol of Italian identity (rather than religion), with an under-
tone of excluding Islam from that identity.127 The ruling also faced the 
unprecedented opposition of thirteen state parties that joined in amicus 
briefs.

In 2011, the ECtHR’s Grand Chamber reversed the unanimous cham-
ber judgments fifteen to two, arguing that “the decision whether or not to 
perpetuate a tradition falls in principle within the margin of appreciation 
of the respondent State.”128 In other words, the ECtHR wrote that it should 
grant a great deal of deference to states in deciding cases of identity. There 
is more general evidence that the ECtHR has become more restrained in 
response to criticisms.129 Moreover, investment tribunals have adopted the 
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margin of appreciation doctrine and have become more predisposed to-
ward states after withdrawals from ICSID or investment agreements.130 
How judicial bodies respond to increased scrutiny is a promising area for 
future research.

International courts may not always have enough information to assess 
the political sensitivity of their judgments.131 The Lautsi case is an exam-
ple. The initial chamber judgment didn’t elaborate much on its societal 
implications, and there was little attention and no third- party government 
submissions. That changed for the Grand Chamber judgment. The theory 
advanced here suggests that the court may have to understand preexisting 
domestic populist mobilization if it wants to assess whether a judgment 
may trigger a backlash. Yet judges may not always be in the best position 
to engage in these types of political judgments or to evaluate whether pop-
ulist threats are credible. This could lead to backlashes that the judges had 
preferred to avoid or to overreactions where courts become more cautious 
across the board in an attempt to prevent backlashes. If so, the implica-
tions of populist backlashes reach well beyond the immediate effects of the 
occasional withdrawals and institutional reforms.
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Conclusion
ImPlIcatIons for the lIber a l  

In ter natIona l order

Ideology and Multilateralism
The potential demise of the Western liberal institutional order preoccupies 
scholars of international institutions.1 The concerns are twofold. First, 
nonliberal and/or non- Western states are becoming more powerful and are 
attempting to change existing institutions and create institutions that bet-
ter fit their interests and worldviews. Second, populist and antiglobaliza-
tion movements challenge the commitment of democratically elected 
Western governments to the liberal international order, most notably the 
United States.

Both of these are ideological challenges. The challengers to the current 
system have fundamentally different visions of how global society and do-
mestic societies should be organized and how power should be allocated. 
Multilateral institutions seek to spread generalized principles of conduct. 
Defenders of the liberal international institutional order worry about the 
partial collapse of the Trans- Pacific Partnership (TPP), the creation of the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the hamstrung World Trade 
Organization (WTO), the U.S. exit from the World Health Organization 
(WHO), and the increased Chinese influence in global institutions because 
they believe that international institutions led by China will produce more 
illiberal outcomes than those led by the United States or other powerful 
liberal democracies. Moreover, they worry that the United States and other 
powerful states may abandon multilateralism and adopt more transac-
tional approaches to settle international disputes.

Conclusion
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Yet theories of international institutions have largely omitted ideology. 
This book has offered a framework that helps analysts think through fa-
miliar theoretical issues regarding international cooperation while high-
lighting the centrality of distributive ideological conflict. The goal was not 
just to argue that ideology is important but also to make it a tangible con-
cept for applied social science research. Unidimensional models and mea-
sures are enormous simplifications but are useful analytic and empirical 
tools. The dynamic positions of states along a single ideological dimension 
correlate with a large number of consequential outcomes in multiple issue 
areas. There is strong and persistent ideological sorting into institutions. 
This suggests that there is considerable structure underlying state prefer-
ences. States often find the same other states on the opposite side of the 
fence.

The positions of states in this ideological space partially reflect domes-
tic politics, economics, and institutions. Governments typically pursue 
domestic policies that go in a similar ideological direction as their foreign 
policy positions. Governments that pursue market- based reforms and 
privatizations are also more likely to lift capital controls and favor trade 
rules that bar other states from subsidizing industries. Governments that 
pursue nationalizations and price controls are likely to be more protection-
ist and resist international interventionism. Democracies on average have 
different foreign policy ideologies than nondemocracies. Market econo-
mies on average pursue different foreign policy ideologies than nonmarket 
economies. Left- wing governments systematically pursue different foreign 
policy goals from right- wing governments. Yet ideology cannot be reduced 
to any single characteristic. Foreign policy ideology does not always follow 
from domestic ideology. It may well be the reverse. Governments may be 
enticed by trade or security incentives to implement domestic policy re-
forms that take the country in a new direction. More likely, there is a mutu-
ally reinforcing relationship. Joining an international institution may in-
centivize some domestic reforms, which then have international 
implications, and so on. The key is that policy positions are bundled: un-
derstanding how a government positions itself on some issues allows oth-
ers to form reasonable expectations about preferences on different issues, 
including issues that are yet to arise. This makes ideology an important 
basis for multilateral institutionalized cooperation. Multilateralism seeks 
to spread adherence to general principles.2 Multilateral politics is at least 
partially a contest over the desirability of these principles themselves. Mul-
tilateral politics can often be understood as an attempt to move the policy 
status quo in a particular direction in a low- dimensional ideological space.
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Throughout the book, I have been careful to argue that not all dis-
tributive politics is ideological. There is lots of transactional politics over 
particularistic interests. Producers entice governments to protect their 
products from international competition, which may entice liberal- 
minded governments to offer state subsidies or protectionist tariffs. Gov-
ernments sometimes compete with ideological allies and cooperate with 
ideological adversaries. The United States and Saudi Arabia are strategic 
partners not because they share an ideological vision of how the world 
should be organized but because they care about the stability of oil pro-
duction and the defense of their territories. The EU and the United States 
have many trade disputes over particularistic stakes. The absence of 
shared ideology makes multilateralism less likely as a form of interna-
tional cooperation. The relationship between the United States and Saudi 
Arabia is transactional. The EU and the United States have long resolved 
their trade disputes through the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
and the WTO.

Ideological visions often coincide with particularistic interests. The 
United States defended the general idea that global rules should protect 
foreign investors from expropriation and sought to build coalitions of like- 
minded states. At the same time, the United States continues to use coer-
cive tools of statecraft to protect specific investors. Special interest politics 
and ideological politics often coexist. Nevertheless, they have vastly differ-
ent implications. Most notably, spreading principles can have system- wide 
effects in a way that protecting special interests does not. A successful ef-
fort by the United States to spread general principles that protect foreign 
investments has much larger spillover effects than efforts to just protect 
the interests of U.S. firms.

Moreover, even if the incentives to join institutions are particularistic, 
the geopolitical implications can often be understood only in ideological 
terms. The Ukraine vignette that opened this book illustrates this point. 
Ukrainian producers may well have lobbied the Ukrainian government to 
join a trade agreement with the EU. Yet that agreement was understood as 
a move toward the West and away from Russia, with implications for a 
wide range of foreign policies and allegiances as well as domestic policies 
and institutions.

Ideologies can be understood in part as a rational response to the costli-
ness of political information. In the context of long- term institutionalized 
cooperation with multiple partners, ideologies help governments under-
stand the likely consequences of institutional commitments. Ideologies are 
interdependent propositions about what is ethically good, how resources 
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should be distributed, and where power appropriately resides. The inter-
dependent nature of these propositions implies that moving along the 
ideological continuum on one issue incentivizes a government to make 
similar adjustments on other issues.

Multilateral institutions arise from attempts by states to shift the poli-
cies of other states toward their ideal points. The more countries shift their 
policies, the more attractive it can become for others, especially dependent 
states, to do the same. This means that institutions can affect even states 
that are not part of the initial coalition that formed the institution. Chapter 
6 presented evidence that states indeed sort ideologically into intergovern-
mental organizations (IGOs). Chapter 7 showed that ideologically cohesive 
IGOs can ameliorate conflicts with insiders but can exacerbate conflict 
with outsiders. Joint IGO memberships affect militarized disputes only if 
the distributional stakes have global ideological implications as opposed 
to when disputes are purely over particularistic stakes, such as territory.

Chapter 8 showed that ideological conflict shaped the institutionaliza-
tion of foreign investor protections in consequential ways. If and how for-
eign investments were worthy of special protections was an ideologically 
contested question. When the version preferred by the United States and 
other capital- exporting states threatened to lose out, these states started 
to use their economic might to shift the policies of others toward their ideal 
points. States that later shifted their ideal points away from the United 
States are more likely to renegotiate or exit investment agreements.

Chapter 5 analyzed expert- based institutions in the context of ideologi-
cal conflict. The analysis showed that ideological conflict creates opportu-
nities for transnational and supranational actors, as long as these experts 
are able to solve their own coordination dilemmas. Yet ideological conflict 
also creates challenges. Chapter 9 showed how the rise of populism results 
in backlashes against international courts.

The theoretical framework offers a way to think about institutionaliza-
tion rather than a theory of any specific institution. The various empirical 
chapters are meant as illustrations of the kinds of questions the framework 
could shed light on rather than as a set of definitive tests that discriminate 
the distributive ideological perspective from other theoretical frameworks. 
Indeed, as chapter 3 pointed out, the insights from the distributive ideo-
logical perspective are at least partially complementary to other theoretical 
approaches.

This book’s core objective is to highlight the importance of ideology for 
understanding global institutionalized conflict and cooperation. Much 
more needs to be done. This book has focused on international distributive 
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conflict while acknowledging that many of the reasons why states pursue 
ideological directions come from domestic politics. While scholars have 
analyzed left- right divisions, much more can be done on new ideological 
dimensions of contestation, including the rise of populism, nationalism, 
and identity politics. Even internationally, ideological divisions are surely 
much more complex than portrayed in this book. Not all politics is one- 
dimensional. And the first dimension on Middle East issues may look dif-
ferent from the first dimension on human rights or nuclear issues. There 
is ample room for refinement. The modeling framework is also undevel-
oped. Much of the discussion was informal and tentative. The idea was to 
offer a way to think through the strategic dilemmas that have spurred the 
functionalist literature in the context of ideological conflict.

The goal for the remainder of this conclusion is not to declare a winner 
in a contest of theories. Instead, this conclusion offers thoughts on how the 
distributive ideological framework helps us think through questions re-
garding the future of the Western liberal order and how to define a re-
search agenda for theoretically informed and empirically rigorous research 
on this important question.

Ideological Challenges to the Liberal 
Institutional Order

The end of the Cold War meant not just the downfall of one superpower in 
a bipolar conflict but also the virtual collapse of the main ideological op-
ponent of liberalism: communism. As Fukuyama predicted, there has been 
no new ideology that both challenges liberalism and provides a cohesive 
alternative with global appeal.3 Yet this book has highlighted that there are 
thinner ideological visions that challenge liberalism and the liberal order. 
These include challenges from rising illiberal powers as well as domestic 
political movements in liberal states. In some ways these ideological 
changes amplify each other, whereas in other ways they contravene each 
other. I highlight four ways in which these ideological challenges may af-
fect the liberal institutional order.

First, both ideological challenges share in large part a view that inter-
national institutions should minimize interference in the domestic affairs 
of states, albeit for different reasons. Among non- Western states the em-
phasis on nonintervention originates partially in colonial heritage and re-
sistance toward neocolonialism. The concern is that Western- dominated 
liberal international institutions provide justifications and tools to inter-
vene in poorer, non- Western states. For example, the international financial 
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institutions impose conditions that reflect liberal ideology, investment ar-
bitrations privilege multinational corporations and complicate domestic 
environmental and economic regulatory policies, and the International 
Criminal Court selectively intervenes in African conflicts.

Populist and nationalist antiglobalization movements in Western states 
often challenge the undemocratic and cosmopolitan nature of interna-
tional institutions.4 However, they should primarily be understood as chal-
lenges to the liberal nature of these institutions. The principles embedded 
in the WTO encourage job displacement from more developed to less de-
veloped states, international human rights law protects immigrants and 
convicted criminals, and regulatory harmonization imposes foreign ideas 
in how a society is run.

Liberal international institutions have become much more intrusive 
and broad based since the end of the Cold War.5 The radical nature of the 
transformation in the 1990s is still often underestimated. At the same time 
that multilateral institutions drastically deepened, these institutions also 
became much more inclusive in terms of membership. Deepening means 
both that institutions expanded the range of policy issues on which they 
pushed a mostly liberal agenda and that the commitments to these institu-
tions became more legalized. The WTO expanded its membership, devel-
oped its legalized dispute settlement understanding, and extended its sub-
stantive commitments to include intellectual property rights, government 
procurement, and so on. The EU expanded its membership, added a com-
mon currency and a central bank, and boosted human rights and other 
novel policy commitments. Peacekeeping became a set of multidimen-
sional activities that included state building and postconflict justice. There 
are similar examples in just about all issue areas.

This era of institutional innovation has come at the very least to a tem-
porary standstill. There is no group of powerful ideologically similar states 
that can write the rules for the world in 2020. Global institutions are more 
inclusive, and states with ideal points far removed from those of the United 
States now have the ability to block attempts to move the status quo to-
ward the United States and its allies. In addition, there is much less ap-
petite within the United States and many of its allies to broaden and 
deepen multilateralism.

Both ideological challenges point toward stagnation at best. And as 
chapter 9 illustrated, they may also point to backlash in some areas. 
Human rights are an obvious target. Illiberal states have always rejected 
more intrusive human rights institutions, and much of the populist and 
nationalist backlash in democracies also targets human rights institu-
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tions, especially in Europe. We should remember that inserting human 
rights into preferential trade agreements, the World Bank, and binding 
international courts really proliferated only in the 1990s. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was nonbinding. The UN’s global human 
rights treaties have few teeth. It is not clear that any of these institutions 
have had an effect on manifestly illiberal states. Instead, most of the litera-
ture suggests that human rights agreements affect only democratizing 
states that want to make their commitments to reform more credible.6 An 
institutional order that partially retreats from intrusive human rights 
commitments may still be more liberal than the order that existed in the 
1970s or 1980s.

A second source of ideological contestation concerns the appropriate 
role for the state in domestic political economies. This is in many ways a 
continuation of the old East- West conflict. Ideological challengers, most 
notably China, often contend that economic institutions like the WTO and 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) should advance principles that 
allow especially developing country governments to be more intervention-
ist in their domestic economies. Understanding the ideological context of 
these struggles may guide empirical research. The ideal points estimated 
from UN votes should be good predictors of who supports and opposes 
specific reforms, especially if interacted with interdependence (as in chap-
ter 8). That is, as countries become more dependent on China, more coun-
tries with middle- of- the- road ideal points could switch their allegiance 
over institutional policies.

The COVID- 19 crisis may encourage an ideological shift toward a 
greater role for the state in the economy. The crisis has exposed the vulner-
abilities of global capitalism and global supply chains. Governments have 
had to resort to protectionist measures and border closures in order to 
manage the crisis. Democratically elected governments have faced severe 
criticism for allowing national pharmaceutical and other critical industries 
to disappear due to mergers and outsourcing. Changing this would require 
government subsidies and/or discriminatory regulations that violate the 
fundamental principles underlying existing trade law.

Traditionally contestation over multilateral institutions in liberal de-
mocracies has taken place along similar lines as the socioeconomic left- 
right conflict, which is often at least partially about the role of the state and 
the market in the domestic economy. However, globalization has trans-
formed the ideological space in many democracies.7 The traditional parties 
have moved closer together on the classic left- right socioeconomic cleav-
age. An orthogonal dimension that emphasizes values and identity conflict 
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has become more prominent.8 In many countries, ideological competition 
now primarily occurs on what was previously a secondary dimension of 
ideological contestation.

The transformation of domestic ideological spaces matters for interna-
tional institutions not just because some, more nativist, parties tend to 
oppose globalization and international institutions, as discussed above. It 
also matters because the new cleavage does not lend itself for multilateral 
coalition formation. The meaning of left- right ideological conflict has 
strong similarities across countries and directly feeds into global ideologi-
cal conflict. This means that left- right changes in governments have some-
what predictable consequences for government policies toward multilat-
eral economic institutions.9 By contrast, value and identity conflict is only 
partially transnational and may be orthogonal to left- right contestation.10 
It is much less predictable how value and identity- based challenges to in-
ternational economic institutions will proceed. For example, U.K. prime 
minister Boris Johnson was firmly committed to the WTO while cam-
paigning fiercely on Brexit.

The difficulty that emerges is that even if there may be very good func-
tional reasons to form new and effective multilateral institutions, or re-
form existing ones, it may be difficult to organize the coalitions that could 
create them. The outcome may well be one where states selectively exit 
institutions while others muddle through with the existing rules.

A third ideological challenge is to the privileged role of the West in in-
ternational institutions. Challenges to institutional power in IGOs are not 
just about China (or another specific country) wanting a greater say but 
about getting non- Western countries a greater say. This creates a basis for 
coalition formation in a low- dimensional space that might be missed by 
distributive analyses that focus more narrowly on what each state gets for 
itself. It yields an empirical prediction that governments closer to China 
ideologically are more likely to support reforms that give China greater 
authority, whereas governments further removed from China do not. 
Moreover, this principle creates resistance in liberal democracies. This has 
always been the case, but to the extent that nationalism and identity poli-
tics have strengthened, this may also intensify opposition to multilateral-
ism that grants a greater say to non- Western countries. Indeed, some right- 
wing authoritarian parties have made Western identity and civilizational 
discourses salient features of their political programs.

This gives non- Western states incentives to create new IGOs that rep-
licate functional tasks of existing IGOs but that are organized around al-
ternative principles. This book has discussed regional development banks, 
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the AIIB, and various plurilateral trade agreements as primary examples. 
Most non- Western challenges to the liberal institutional order are centered 
on nonintervention and a desire to reallocate authority. The AIIB is an 
effort to organize a development bank that puts China in charge and that 
promises not to interfere with the domestic affairs of states. Non- Western 
challenges to the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) norm center both on the 
problems of interfering in domestic affairs and on concerns that R2P 
might institutionalize a form of neocolonialism. For example, Brazil, 
China, and others are developing principles about “responsibility while 
protecting.”11

A focus on ideology may help us understand what is and what is not 
being challenged. The principles highlighted here offer a more limited 
challenge than communism ever did. There is no evidence that non- 
Western states are creating a “World without the West.”12 They are more 
interested in toning back some of the most interventionist aspects of the 
institutional system and in gaining influence within existing institutions. 
States are not lining up to replace the WTO, the World Bank, or the IMF. 
They are not creating an alternative world order based on principles that 
are antithetical to the existing world order, even if they sometimes create 
competing institutions that challenge some aspect of that order.

That said, we are likely to see continued ideological sorting into IGOs 
that duplicate functions. This may lead to ideological polarization, where 
countries’ membership portfolios start to diverge along ideological lines. 
This ideological polarization could have consequences for security rela-
tionships if the analysis in chapter 7 is correct.

A fourth, and perhaps more fundamental, ideological challenge con-
cerns multilateralism as a form of international cooperation. I have char-
acterized both populism and non- Western opposition as driven by “thin 
ideologies.” They do not offer comprehensive visions of how a good society 
should be organized. They are united in their opposition to liberalism but 
not united by a strong vision of how domestic and international political, 
economic, and social relations should be organized.

There are two sides to this observation. First, organizing around thin 
ideological principles limits the scope of challenges. It is difficult to form 
sustained coalitions with extensive agendas based on thin shared princi-
ples. For example, the BRICS countries have, despite a lot of attention, 
cooperated only in shallow ways. Moreover, the challenges are constrained 
by preexisting institutions. Historical institutionalists are surely correct 
that precedent and sequencing matter. This doesn’t mean that change can-
not occur. For example, Phillip Lipscy has convincingly argued that it is 
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much easier to reform institutions in policy areas where states have better 
outside options.13 Development lending is an example. Interdependence 
is pretty minor in this policy area. States can lend unilaterally, multilater-
ally, or with small coalitions of like- minded states. The ease of creating 
alternatives makes outside options more credible and reform more likely. 
In other policy areas interdependencies are stronger and it is harder to 
organize collectively to alter the institutional status quo.

Similarly, populist and nationalist antiglobalization movements are 
likely to lead to important individual withdrawals from international in-
stitutions but not wholesale efforts at reshaping them. There is an insuf-
ficiently thick ideological basis for doing so. Brexit is a good example. The 
United Kingdom is hardly the only country in which populists have rallied 
against the EU. In European party systems Euroscepticism is no longer 
just for fringe parties.14 Yet there is not enough common ground between 
these populist movements to build a coalition to reform the EU. The only 
viable options are exit, defiance, and obstruction. By contrast, there is very 
little exit from international institutions based on the non- Western 
challenge.

The flip side is that thin ideologies threaten the very idea of multilater-
alism. Multilateralism as an attempt to coordinate behavior on the basis of 
generalized principles requires a thick ideology. States have to understand 
on what set of interdependent principles they are organizing. In the ab-
sence of such an understanding, multilateral politics reduces to transac-
tionalism in which states use multilateral institutions only if these institu-
tions advance their immediate interests. It is not necessarily clear that 
more transactional trade politics will result in more conflict. It may simply 
lead to different types of conflicts that are more about specific assets than 
about the principles that govern the world. A world that moves away from 
multilateralism would be a world preoccupied with short- term coalitions 
and conflicts rather than long- term alliances and institutions.
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9. The tie- breaking assumption is that states continue with their status quo policy.
10. Martin, “Interests, Power, and Multilateralism.”
11. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual Values.
12. Romer and Rosenthal, “Political Resource Allocation, Controlled Agendas, and 

the Status Quo”; Gilligan and Krehbiel, “Collective Decisionmaking and Standing 
Committees”; Shepsle, “Institutional Arrangements and Equilibrium in Multidimen-
sional Voting Models”; Krehbiel, Pivotal Politics.

13. Hardin, Indeterminacy and Society.
14. Shepsle and Weingast, “Why so Much Stability?,” 86.
15. Shepsle, “Institutional Arrangements and Equilibrium in Multidimensional 

Voting Models”; Shepsle and Weingast, “Structure- Induced Equilibrium and Legisla-
tive Choice.”

16. E.g., Cox and McCubbins, Legislative Leviathan; Romer and Rosenthal, “Po-
litical Resource Allocation, Controlled Agendas, and the Status Quo”; Krehbiel, Piv-
otal Politics.

17. Farrell and Saloner, “Coordination through Committees and Markets.”
18. Johns, “Courts as Coordinators Endogenous Enforcement and Jurisdiction in 

International Adjudication.”
19. McAdams and Nadler, “Coordinating in the Shadow of the Law”; Huth, Croco, 

and Appel, “Bringing Law to the Table.”
20. Farrell and Saloner, “Coordination through Committees and Markets.”
21. Farrell and Newman, “New Politics of Interdependence Cross- National Layer-

ing in Trans- Atlantic Regulatory Disputes.”
22. Gillingham, Coal, Steel, and the Rebirth of Europe, 1945–1955.
23. Gillingham, Coal, Steel, and the Rebirth of Europe, 1945–1955, xi.
24. Milward, Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945–51.
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25. Milward, Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945–51.
26. Riker, Art of Political Manipulation.
27. E.g., Moravcsik, Choice for Europe.
28. E.g., Sweet and Sandholtz, “European Integration and Supranational Gover-

nance.”
29. Krasner, “State Power and the Structure of International Trade”; Gruber, Rul-

ing the World.
30. Voeten, “Outside Options and the Logic of Security Council Action.”
31. Lipscy, “Explaining Institutional Change.”
32. Axelrod and Keohane, “Achieving Cooperation under Anarchy”; Oye, Coopera-

tion under Anarchy; Martin, “Interests, Power, and Multilateralism”; Fearon, “Bar-
gaining, Enforcement, and International Cooperation.”

33. Zürn, “Global Governance and Legitimacy Problems”; Zürn, Binder, and 
Ecker- Ehrhardt, “International Authority and Its Politicization.”

34. Kahler and MacIntyre, Integrating Regions; Ravenhill, “‘New East Asian Re-
gionalism.’”

35. Kono, “Making Anarchy Work”; Haftel, “Commerce and Institutions.”
36. Maggi and Morelli, “Self- Enforcing Voting in International Organizations.”
37. Maggi and Morelli, “Self- Enforcing Voting in International Organizations.”
38. Ikenberry, “Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Persistence of American 

Postwar Order.”
39. Carnegie, “States Held Hostage”; Carnegie, Power Plays.
40. E.g., Oye, Cooperation under Anarchy.
41. Downs, Rocke, and Barsoom, “Managing the Evolution of Multilateralism.”
42. E.g., Ahiakpor, “Success and Failure of Dependency Theory”; Cardoso, “Con-

sumption of Dependency Theory in the United States.”
43. Lipscy, “Explaining Institutional Change.”
44. Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics.”
45. Lipscy, Renegotiating the World Order.
46. Poast and Urpelainen, “How International Organizations Support Democra-

tization.”
47. Krehbiel, Pivotal Politics.

Chapter 5
1. E.g., Epstein and O’Halloran, “Administrative Procedures, Information, and 

Agency Discretion”; Gilligan and Krehbiel, “Collective Decisionmaking and Stand-
ing Committees.” For excellent overviews of formal models, see Gailmard and Patty, 
“Formal Models of Bureaucracy”; Bendor and Meirowitz, “Spatial Models of Dele-
gation.”

2. E.g., Martin, “Interests, Power, and Multilateralism”; Hawkins et al., Delegation 
and Agency in International Organizations; Johnson and Urpelainen, “International 
Bureaucrats and the Formation of Intergovernmental Organizations”; Koremenos, 
Continent of International Law.

3. Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the Formation of In-
tergovernmental Organizations.”
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4. Most rationalist analyses cited in the chapter’s introduction explicitly or implic-
itly use this model.

5. Bendor and Meirowitz, “Spatial Models of Delegation.”
6. Crawford and Sobel, “Strategic Information Transmission”; Gailmard and Patty, 

“Formal Models of Bureaucracy.”
7. Gilligan and Krehbiel, “Collective Decisionmaking and Standing Committees”; 

Gilligan and Krehbiel, “Asymmetric Information and Legislative Rules with a Hetero-
geneous Committee.”

8. Gailmard and Patty, “Formal Models of Bureaucracy.”
9. Thompson, “Coercion through IOs,” 2006.
10. Donno, “Who Is Punished?”; Hyde, “Catch Us if You Can”; Kelley, “Assessing 

the Complex Evolution of Norms.”
11. Nielson and Tierney, “Delegation to International Organizations.”
12. Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the Formation of 

Intergovernmental Organizations.”
13. Hawkins et al., Delegation and Agency in International Organizations.
14. Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the Formation of In-

tergovernmental Organizations.” The specific application here is the design of new 
IGOs, but the underlying model is a straightforward extension of the general model 
discussed below.

15. Koremenos, Continent of International Law, 85. As mentioned before, only 27 
percent of agreements deal with distributive problems in this coding.

16. The framework also suggests a rationale for why transnational experts may 
influence policy even without explicit delegation (given that even without contracts 
experts can be influential), although the literature does not often make this point 
explicit.

17. See Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the Formation of 
Intergovernmental Organizations.” Others explicitly analyze how having multiple 
principals makes it more difficult to hold agents accountable. See especially Nielson 
and Tierney, “Delegation to International Organizations.” I will return to this issue 
later.

18. E.g., Singer, Regulating Capital.
19. In some models, this is a necessary condition for the agent to be willing to exert 

effort to acquire information.
20. Bendor and Meirowitz, “Spatial Models of Delegation.”
21. Bendor, Glazer, and Hammond, “Theories of Delegation.”
22. Bendor and Meirowitz, “Spatial Models of Delegation.”
23. Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the Formation of 

Intergovernmental Organizations.”
24. Hulme and Mahony, “Climate Change.”
25. Gough and Shackley, “Respectable Politics of Climate Change.”
26. Bourdieu, “Force of Law.”
27. Dezalay and Garth, “Merchants of Law as Moral Entrepreneurs.”
28. Slaughter, New World Order; Haas, “Do Regimes Matter?”
29. E.g., Pouliot, International Pecking Orders; Adler and Pouliot, “International 

Practices.”
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30. For a terrific overview, see Barrett, Why Cooperate?
31. Johnson, “Institutional Design and Bureaucrats’ Impact on Political Control.”
32. Gilligan and Krehbiel, “Asymmetric Information and Legislative Rules with a 

Heterogeneous Committee”; Bendor and Meirowitz, “Spatial Models of Delegation”; 
Bendor, Glazer, and Hammond, “Theories of Delegation.”

33. Maggi and Morelli, “Self- Enforcing Voting in International Organizations.”
34. Unless the experts are biased in opposite directions. Krishna and Morgan, 

“Model of Expertise.”
35. E.g., Lyne, Nielson, and Tierney, “Controlling Coalitions”; Dreher, Sturm, and 

Vreeland, “Development Aid and International Politics”; Lim and Vreeland, “Regional 
Organizations and International Politics.”

36. Rodrigues Vieira, “Who Joins Counter- hegemonic IGOs?”
37. Voeten, “Politics of International Judicial Appointments.”
38. Johns, “Servant of Two Masters.”
39. Downs, “Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy.”
40. Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World.
41. See Farrell and Newman, “Domestic Institutions beyond the Nation- State.”
42. Alter, “Agents or Trustees?”
43. Thompson, Channels of Power; Thompson, “Coercion through IOs,” 2006.
44. Voeten, “Political Origins of the UN Security Council’s Ability to Legitimize the 

Use of Force”; Chapman, “International Security Institutions, Domestic Politics, and 
Institutional Legitimacy”; Fang, “Informational Role of International Institutions and 
Domestic Politics.”

45. Lebovic and Voeten, “Cost of Shame.”
46. Lebovic and Voeten, “Politics of Shame.”
47. Lebovic and Voeten, “Cost of Shame.”
48. Edwards et al., “Sins of Commission?”; Voeten, “Does Participation in Inter-

national Organizations Increase Cooperation?”
49. Farrell and Simcoe, “Choosing the Rules for Consensus Standardization.”
50. See, for instance, Farrell and Saloner, “Coordination through Committees and 

Markets.”
51. Johns, “Courts as Coordinators Endogenous Enforcement and Jurisdiction in 

International Adjudication.”
52. Schneider and Slantchev, “Abiding by the Vote.”
53. Hollyer, Rosendorff, and Vreeland, Transparency, Democracy, and Autocracy.
54. Abbott and Snidal, “Why States Act through Formal International Organiza-

tions.”
55. Kydd, “Trust, Reassurance, and Cooperation.”
56. Kinne, “IGO Membership, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in 

Militarized Disputes.”
57. Hyde, “Catch Us if You Can.”
58. Kelley, “More the Merrier?”
59. Lipscy, Renegotiating the World Order.
60. Simmons and Elkins, “Globalization of Liberalization.”
61. For a more general argument about independence and impartiality, see Abbott 

and Snidal, “Why States Act through Formal International Organizations.”
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62. Budescu, Por, and Broomell, “Effective Communication of Uncertainty in the 
IPCC Reports.”

63. Carrubba, Gabel, and Hankla, “Judicial Behavior under Political Constraints”; 
Larsson and Naurin, “Judicial Independence and Political Uncertainty.”

64. E.g., Majone, “Nonmajoritarian Institutions and the Limits of Democratic 
Governance”; Alter, “Agents or Trustees?”; Thatcher and Stone Sweet, “Theory and 
Practice of Delegation to Non- majoritarian Institutions”; Stone Sweet and Brunell, 
“European Court of Justice, State Noncompliance, and the Politics of Override.”

65. Alter, “Agents or Trustees?” Other seminar articles on the trustee perspective 
include Majone, “Nonmajoritarian Institutions and the Limits of Democratic Gover-
nance”; Thatcher and Stone Sweet, “Theory and Practice of Delegation to Non- 
majoritarian Institutions.”.

66. Alter, “Agents or Trustees?,” 39.
67. Alter, “Agents or Trustees?,” 40.
68. Danner, “Enhancing the Legitimacy and Accountability of Prosecutorial Dis-

cretion at the International Criminal Court.”
69. Kelemen, “Limits of Judicial Power Trade- Environment Disputes in the 

GATT/WTO and the EU.”
70. Gambetta and Hamill, Streetwise.
71. Gambetta, “Can We Trust Trust?”
72. Swift, “Honesty and Ethics Rating of Clergy Slides to New Low.”
73. Akerlof, “Market for ‘Lemons.’”
74. McCubbins and Schwartz, “Congressional Oversight Overlooked.”
75. Gambetta, “Inscrutable Markets.”
76. Gambetta, “Inscrutable Markets.”
77. Swift, “Honesty and Ethics Rating of Clergy Slides to New Low.”
78. Voeten, “Public Opinion and the Legitimacy of International Courts.”
79. Caldeira and Gibson, “Legitimacy of the Court of Justice in the European 

Union”; Gibson and Caldeira, “Legitimacy of Transnational Legal Institutions”; Gib-
son and Caldeira, “Changes in the Legitimacy of the European Court of Justice”; 
Voeten, “Public Opinion and the Legitimacy of International Courts.”

80. Caldeira and Gibson, “Legitimacy of the Court of Justice in the European 
Union”; Gibson and Caldeira, “Legitimacy of Transnational Legal Institutions”; Gib-
son and Caldeira, “Changes in the Legitimacy of the European Court of Justice”; 
Voeten, “Public Opinion and the Legitimacy of International Courts.”

81. Voeten, “Public Opinion and the Legitimacy of International Courts.”
82. Gambetta, “Can We Trust Trust?”

Chapter 6
1. Pevehouse, Nordstrom, and Warnke, “Correlates of War 2 International Govern-

mental Organizations Data Version 2.0.”
2. Lupu, “Why Do States Join Some Universal Treaties but Not Others?”; Koreme-

nos, “Contracting around International Uncertainty”; Donno, Metzger, and Russett, 
“Screening Out Risk.”
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3. Kinne, “Defense Cooperation Agreements and the Emergence of a Global Secu-
rity Network.”

4. Davis and Wilf, “Joining the Club.”
5. Rodrigues Vieira, “Who Joins Counter- hegemonic IGOs?”
6. Ikenberry, After Victory; Ikenberry, “Liberal Internationalism 3.0”; Ruggie, “In-

ternational Regimes, Transactions, and Change.”
7. The data come from the Correlates of War IGO project version 3.0, coded ac-

cording to the following criteria: (1) An IGO must consist of at least three members 
of the COW- defined state system; (2) an IGO must hold regular plenary sessions at 
least once every ten years; (3) an IGO must possess a permanent secretariat and cor-
responding headquarters. Pevehouse, Nordstrom, and Warnke, “Correlates of War 2 
International Governmental Organizations Data Version 2.0.”

8. Fukuyama, “End of History?”
9. Lipscy, Renegotiating the World Order.
10. Carnegie, “Here’s What Will Happen if Iran Joins the WTO.”
11. Lipscy, Renegotiating the World Order.
12. Bosco, Rough Justice; Rudolph, Power and Principle.
13. Voeten, “Resisting the Lonely Superpower.”
14. Lupu, “Why Do States Join Some Universal Treaties but Not Others?”
15. Poole et al., “Scaling Roll Call Votes with W- NOMINATE in R.”
16. The analysis focuses on the post–World War II period. However, the same 

model also fits the interwar period quite well: a one- dimensional model accounts for 
87 percent of IGO membership choices.

17. Bearce and Bondanella, “Intergovernmental Organizations, Socialization, and 
Member- State Interest Convergence.”

18. Bearce and Bondanella, “Intergovernmental Organizations, Socialization, and 
Member- State Interest Convergence.”

19. Hooghe, “Several Roads Lead to International Norms, but Few Via Interna-
tional Socialization.”

20. Lupu, “Why Do States Join Some Universal Treaties but Not Others?” These 
data run only until 2008.

21. UN ideal points are still substantively and statistically significant after control-
ling for the covariates included by Lupu.

22. Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations 
Promote Peace?”

23. Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations 
Promote Peace?”

24. Borzyskowski and Vabulas, “Hello, Goodbye.”
25. Singer, “Reconstructing the Correlates of War Dataset on Material Capabilities 

of States, 1816–1985.”
26. I use the official UN classification of regions.
27. A border state is defined as either having a land border or being separated by 

no more than twelve miles of sea. Correlates of War Project, “Colonial Contiguity Data, 
1816–2016” (Version 3.1).

28. Mansfield and Pevehouse, “Democratization and International Organizations.”
29. Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr, “Polity IV Project.”
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30. Mansfield and Pevehouse, “Democratization and International Organizations.”
31. Trade data come from Barbieri and Keshk, “Correlates of War Project Trade 

Data Set Codebook.”
32. Gibler and Sarkees, “Measuring Alliances.”
33. Donno, Metzger, and Russett, “Screening Out Risk.”
34. Mansfield and Pevehouse, “Democratization and International Organizations.”
35. Chiba, Johnson, and Leeds, “Careful Commitments.”
36. Morrow, “Alliances”; Leeds, “Why Do States Sign Alliances?”
37. Mesquita, “Measuring Systemic Polarity”; Signorino and Ritter, “Tau- b or Not 

Tau- b.”
38. Signorino and Ritter, “Tau- b or Not Tau- b.”
39. Kruskal, “Multidimensional Scaling by Optimizing Goodness of Fit to a Non-

metric Hypothesis.”
40. Chiba, Johnson, and Leeds, “Careful Commitments.”
41. Based on classical MDS on the weighted S- scores provided by Chiba, Johnson, 

and Leeds, “Careful Commitments.”
42. Gibler and Wolford, “Alliances, Then Democracy.”
43. Gibler and Sarkees, “Measuring Alliances.”
44. Ingram, Robinson, and Busch, “Intergovernmental Network of World Trade”; 

Kinne, “IGO Membership, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in Milita-
rized Disputes”; Kinne, “Multilateral Trade and Militarized Conflict”; Hafner- Burton 
and Montgomery, “Power Positions”; Beckfield, “Inequality in the World Polity”; 
Kinne, “Network Dynamics and the Evolution of International Cooperation”; Green-
hill and Lupu, “Clubs of Clubs”; Greenhill, Transmitting Rights; Cao, “Networks of 
Intergovernmental Organizations and Convergence in Domestic Economic Policies”; 
Cao, “Global Networks and Domestic Policy Convergence”; Maoz et al., “Structural 
Equivalence and International Conflict”; Beckfield, “Social Structure of the World 
Polity.”

45. Kinne, “IGO Membership, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in 
Militarized Disputes.”

46. Goddard, “Embedded Revisionism.”
47. Hafner- Burton, Kahler, and Montgomery, “Network Analysis for International 

Relations.”
48. Pauls and Cranmer, “Affinity Communities in United Nations Voting.”
49. E.g., Dorussen and Ward, “Intergovernmental Organizations and the Kantian 

Peace.”
50. Greenhill, Transmitting Rights; Bearce and Bondanella, “Intergovernmental 

Organizations, Socialization, and Member- State Interest Convergence.”
51. Greenhill and Lupu, “Clubs of Clubs”.

Chapter 7
1. E.g., Oneal, Russett, and Berbaum, “Causes of Peace”; Russett, Oneal, and Davis, 

“Third Leg of the Kantian Tripod for Peace”; Oneal and Russett, “Kantian Peace”; 
Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations Promote 
Peace?”; Pevehouse and Russett, “Democratic International Governmental Organiza-
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tions Promote Peace”; Boehmer and Sacko, “Economic Affinity and Liberal Pacificity”; 
Bearce and Omori, “How Do Commercial Institutions Promote Peace?”; Mansfield, 
Pevehouse, and Bearce, “Preferential Trading Arrangements and Military Disputes”; 
Haftel, “From the Outside Looking In.”

2. E.g., Pevehouse and Russett, “Democratic International Governmental Organi-
zations Promote Peace.”

3. E.g., Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations 
Promote Peace?”

4. E.g., Hafner- Burton and Montgomery, “Power Positions”; Dorussen and Ward, 
“Intergovernmental Organizations and the Kantian Peace.”

5. Mearsheimer, “False Promise of International Institutions.”
6. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.”
7. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.”
8. See, for example, Johnson and Urpelainen, “International Bureaucrats and the 

Formation of Intergovernmental Organizations.”
9. Abbott and Snidal, “Why States Act through Formal International Organiza-

tions.”
10. Bolton and Farrell, “Decentralization, Duplication, and Delay.”
11. Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations Pro-

mote Peace?”
12. Drezner, “Power and Peril of International Regime Complexity.”
13. Convention on the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, Syrian Accession.
14. Carnegie and Carson, “Spotlight’s Harsh Glare.”
15. Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations Pro-

mote Peace?”
16. Hafner- Burton and Montgomery, “Power or Plenty.”
17. Martin, “Institutions and Cooperation.”
18. Kydd, “Which Side Are You On?”; Kydd, “When Can Mediators Build Trust?”
19. Kydd, “Rationalist Approaches to Conflict Prevention and Resolution.”
20. Lindley, Promoting Peace with Information.
21. Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work?; Walter, “Designing Transitions from Civil 

War.”
22. Dorussen and Ward, “Intergovernmental Organizations and the Kantian 

Peace.”
23. Kinne, “IGO Membership, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in 

Militarized Disputes.”
24. Kinne build heavily on Kydd’s theory of how states can establish their trust-

worthiness through signaling and how trustworthiness may help prevent conflicts 
(Kydd, Trust and Mistrust in International Relations).

25. The literature is massive. Some overviews including various arguments are in 
Abbott and Snidal, “Why States Act through Formal International Organizations”; 
Johnston, Social States; Martin and Simmons, “Theories and Empirical Studies of 
International Institutions”; Simmons, “Treaty Compliance and Violation.”

26. There is a very large literature on this with somewhat conflicting findings and 
theoretical justifications (e.g., Polachek and Xiang, “How Opportunity Costs Decrease 
the Probability of War in an Incomplete Information Game”; Gartzke, Li, and Boeh mer, 
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“Investing in the Peace”; Russett, Oneal, and Davis, “Third Leg of the Kantian Tripod 
for Peace”; Schneider, Barbieri, and Gleditsch, Globalization and Armed Conflict.

27. Bearce and Bondanella, “Intergovernmental Organizations, Socialization, and 
Member- State Interest Convergence.”

28. Gartzke, “Preferences and the Democratic Peace.”
29. Adler and Barnett, Security Communities; Acharya, Constructing a Security 

Community in Southeast Asia; Risse- Kappen, Cooperation among Democracies.
30. Bearce, “Grasping the Commercial Institutional Peace”; Bearce and Omori, 

“How Do Commercial Institutions Promote Peace?”
31. Pevehouse and Russett, “Democratic International Governmental Organiza-

tions Promote Peace.”
32. Knight, Institutions and Social Conflict.
33. Downs, Rocke, and Barsoom, “Managing the Evolution of Multilateralism”; 

Donno, Metzger, and Russett, “Screening Out Risk.”
34. Statement by the president on the Trans- Pacific Partnership, www.whitehouse.

gov/the-press-office/2015/10/05/statement-president-trans-pacific-partnership.
35. Peterson, “Insiders versus Outsiders.”
36. Grieco, “Anarchy and the Limits of Cooperation.”
37. Bhagwati, “Regionalism versus Multilateralism.”
38. Carnegie, Power Plays.
39. Similar restrictions apply to some other free trade agreements.
40. Carnegie, “States Held Hostage”; Carnegie, Power Plays.
41. www.bscn.nl/sanctions-consulting/sanctions-list-countries.
42. www.tehrantimes.com/index_View.asp?code=248982.
43. Ikenberry, After Victory.
44. Russett, Oneal, and Davis, “Third Leg of the Kantian Tripod for Peace.”
45. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs, Part 2.”
46. Drezner, “Bargaining, Enforcement, and Multilateral Sanctions”; Bapat and 

Clifton Morgan, “Multilateral versus Unilateral Sanctions Reconsidered.”
47. Drury, James, and Peksen, “Neo- Kantianism and Coercive Diplomacy.”
48. Cao, “Networks of Intergovernmental Organizations and Convergence in Do-

mestic Economic Policies.”
49. Snyder, “Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics.”
50. Mearsheimer, “False Promise of International Institutions.”
51. Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault.”
52. Leeds, “Alliance Reliability in Times of War.”
53. Historically, 40 percent of all militarized interstate disputes include Russia 

(Soviet Union), the United States, the United Kingdom, or China. McDonald, “Great 
Powers, Hierarchy, and Endogenous Regimes.”

54. Lemke and Reed, “Relevance of Politically Relevant Dyads.”
55. Schultz, “What’s in a Claim?”
56. Huth, Croco, and Appel, “Does International Law Promote the Peaceful Settle-

ment of International Disputes?”
57. Signorino and Ritter, “Tau- b or Not Tau- b.”
58. Voeten, “Clashes in the Assembly”; Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten, “Estimating 

Dynamic State Preferences from United Nations Voting Data.”
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59. Lupu, “Why Do States Join Some Universal Treaties but Not Others?”
60. Dorussen and Ward, “Intergovernmental Organizations and the Kantian 

Peace”; Hafner- Burton and Montgomery, “Power Positions”; Kinne, “IGO Member-
ship, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in Militarized Disputes.”

61. Kinne, “IGO Membership, Network Convergence, and Credible Signaling in 
Militarized Disputes.” Euclidean distance is one often- used measure of structural 
similarity.

62. Signorino and Ritter, “Tau- b or Not Tau- b.”
63. Hafner- Burton and Montgomery, “Power Positions.”
64. Graciously shared by Jon Pevehouse.
65. Stinnett et al., “Correlates of War (Cow) Project Direct Contiguity Data, Ver-

sion 3.0.”
66. Carter and Signorino, “Back to the Future.”
67. There is some debate in the literature on the wisdom of including such con-

founders, so I present results both with and without them (Ray, “Explaining Interstate 
Conflict and War”; Oneal and Russett, “Rule of Three, Let It Be?” For example, it is 
not entirely clear whether alliance should be thought of as a confounding or as an 
intervening variable. I bracket that debate and simply note that results are consistent 
with and without controls.

68. Gibler and Sarkees, “Measuring Alliances.”
69. Barbieri, Keshk, and Pollins, “Trading Data.”
70. Gartzke, “Preferences and the Democratic Peace”; Gartzke, “Kant We All Just 

Get Along?”; Reed et al., “War, Power, and Bargaining.”
71. Green, Kim, and Yoon, “Dirty Pool.”
72. Beck and Katz, “Throwing Out the Baby with the Bath Water.”
73. An alternative is that the difference is due to the different sample sizes with 

fixed effects. I re- estimated the random effects model on the fixed effects sample and 
found the same result.

74. This coefficient is not significant in the post- 1945 period with fixed dyad effects, 
which is already known in the literature (Green, Kim, and Yoon, “Dirty Pool”).

75. Hensel et al., “Bones of Contention.” I coded a territorial dispute if the salience 
was 1, 2, or 3.

76. Pevehouse and Russett, “Democratic International Governmental Organiza-
tions Promote Peace.”

77. Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, “Do Intergovernmental Organizations Pro-
mote Peace?”

78. Hafner- Burton and Montgomery, “Power Positions.”

Chapter 8
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