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INTRODUCTION

Regimes, Institutions, and Governance
in the International System

FRIEDRICH KRATOCHWIL and EDWARD D. MANSFIELD

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION: SUBFIELD OR APPROACH TO THE
STUDY OF WORLD POLITICS?

Over the last few decades, the study of international organization has evolved in
important ways. Earlier research on this topic focused on analyzing particular
international organizations, their structures, and their programs. The number of
these organizations and the range of issues-areas that they cover have increased
dramatically over the last half-century, ranging from international public unions—
such as the World Postal Union—to the whole array of functional organizations
assembled under the auspices of the United Nations, to the various non-
governmental organizations (NGQOs), such as Amnesty International or Médecins
sans Frontieres (Doctors without Borders). An understanding of these organiza-
tions remains crucial to the study of international organization.

Of late, however, scholars have displayed an increasing amount of interest in
understanding how international politics is organized and governed—issues that
extend well beyond the subfield’s traditional focus on transnational interest groups,
international bureaucracies, and formal intergovernmental exchanges. This interest
has stemmed at least partly from the proliferation of less formal mechanisms for
organizing global affairs, including networks of activists that are addressing issues
such as the environment and human rights, and participants in new “public-
private” partnerships of delivering aid and providing public services. Similarly,
global conferences addressing the environment (for example, those held in Rio de
Janeiro and Kyoto) or human rights draw attention to specific problems, often
resulting in “protocols” that chart the future course for policies or comprehensive
new codifications (such the Law of the Sea, UNCLQOS III). These developments
suggest that the web of interactions between governments and subnational groups
is much richer than many traditional perspectives on international politics
acknowledge.

The purpose of this volume is to present a variety of seminal studies that
address the organization of international politics, how international affairs are gov-
erned, and how variations in international forms influence international relations—

v
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as well as some of the most important contemporary scholarship on these issues.
The following articles examine the field of international organization from a vari-
ety of different theoretical viewpoints and cover a broad range of crucially impor-
tant aspects of international affairs, including international economic relations,
international security, the global environment, and international law. Together, they
offer a rich and wide-ranging perspective on international organization.

Understanding how international politics is organized entails more than just
being familiar with the structure and the functions of different organizations or
how these organizations influence the international policy process. Such an
understanding also involves addressing how heightened international transactions
of various kinds in recent decades have eroded the “hard shell” of nation-states,
increasing their sensitivity and vulnerability to events and actions taking place
beyond their borders. Equally important are the changing boundaries between the
public and the private spheres in international affairs, especially the growing role
that nonstate actors have come to play. These actors have played this role as part-
ners in implementing policies with states (for example, by delivering relief services
in peacekeeping operations or foreign aid projects) and by directly sharing power
in regulatory regimes (for example, in the area of banking supervision, where the
increasing divergence between the law and the territorial state has led to new
forms of public-private cooperation).

While it is quite common to interpret these changes as shifting power from
the state to the market and other extra-state actors, many scholars of international
organization argue that this characterization is misleading. States have responded
to these developments by extending their jurisdiction—for example, expanding
the “extraterritorial” application of revenue codes and criminal law. They also have
forged global governmental networks to increase their reach and effectiveness.

In this sense, governance in the international system has undergone a series of
interesting and important changes. Many scholars of international organization
maintain that governments are less able to rule in the way we traditionally think
of this term; that is, as a sovereign who is situated at the apex of power and who
can utilize the advantages of hierarchy. Much governing occurs through rule-
making in complex transnational negotiating and policy implementation net-
works. Furthermore, these scholars argue that, as in the case of the European
Union, new forms of governance can evolve even if they are not stepping-stones
to a new and different kind of state or remaining elements of a confederacy. Not
only has power been transferred to Brussels; power has also been dispersed to sub-
national political units (such as regions), so that the old vocabulary of a “federal
state” or a “confederation” is simply inadequate to describe current conditions.
Rather, what has emerged, in the view of these scholars, is a multilevel governance
structure in which power is shared in new and complex ways.

By addressing these issues, the study of international organization poses a stark
challenge to realist and neorealist theories of international relations analysis. These
theories, which have been especially influential, posit that the international system
is “anarchic,” that states are functionally similar units who behave as unitary, ratio-
nal actors, and that patterns of international relations are shaped primarily by the
distribution of power among the leading states in the global system. Theories of
international organization have challenged realist theories of various grounds.
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First, they have argued that realists exaggerate the extent to which governance
within countries is hierarchical and guided by governments with sovereign
authority that supersedes the law. Checks and balances, the limitation of govern-
ment by natural rights and constitutional means, as well as the “sharing” of power
all suggest, in the view of many scholars of international organization, that the dis-
tinction between domestic hierarchy and international anarchy is overdrawn.

Equally, these observers maintain that identifying social order with a central
government and its enforcement capacities is misleading. Even states that had cen-
tralized the means of violence, such as the Soviet Union and its allies, could not pre-
vent their disintegration. Moreover, the governments of “failed states” throughout
Africa and central Asia have been unable to effectively govern their domestic affairs.
There seems to be a much more contingent relationship between hierarchy and
order than many traditional theories of international relations acknowledge.

Second, scholars of international organization have challenged the character-
ization of the international arena as anarchic. Traditional theories of international
relations refer to the global system as anarchic because it lacks a government and
central decision-making institutions. But anarchy also refers to the Hobbesian state
of nature stemming from the absence of norms and common understandings that
makes life, in Thomas Hobbes's famous words, “nasty, brutish, and short.” While
the first meaning of the term presupposes the existence of common rules and
norms (since some neorealist theories are based on the paradigm of a competitive
market, with the assignment of property rights, contract law, and dispute settle-
ment procedures that are necessary for the market to function), the second mean-
ing implies the absence of social order. Based on the second meaning, however,
various scholars of international organization question how many of the factors
emphasized by realists—such as alliances or the balance of power—could func-
tion. How, these scholars ask, would actors in the international system even know
which units are entitled to be sovereign? .

Consequently, the study of international organization has both a critical and a
constructive function for theory-building in the field of international relations. Its
critical function consists of examining the fundamental assumptions on which
theories of international relations rest. Its constructive function lies in the devel-
opment of a framework for systematically analyzing world politics. To that end,
scholarship on international organization—taken as a collective singular—focuses
on issues of organizing rather than on specific organizations and their output. It
addresses how actors in the international system are constituted, how they attain
(and lose) their status, and what characterizes the practices by which they interact.
Over the last two decades, it has therefore become increasingly common to dis-
tinguish between institutions—defined as settled practices circumscribed by consti-
tutive and regulative rules—and formal organizations that are palpable entities
characterized by formal bureaucratic hierarchies and that are capable of issuing
directives and administering programs and activities.

Much of this volume focuses on the role played by international institutions.
Traditional realist and neorealist theories of international relations attach little
importance to such institutions, viewing them as having little independent effect on
global outcomes. These theories maintain that shifts in the distribution of capabili-
ties are the driving forces underlying the international system. Scholars of interna-
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tional organization have criticized this view, emphasizing that institutions have a
substantial effect on international relations. Moreover, these scholars argue that
international institutions shape the strategic context in which power is exercised in
ways that realists do not appreciate, such as by helping actors to interpret each
other’s actions and responses in strategic settings. Was an opponent’s action a chal-
lenge intended to upset the status quo or an attempt to defend legitimate interest?
Was the observed behavior opportunistic risk-taking or the result of a defensive
strategy that requires an assurance rather than a threat to diffuse the conflict?

International institutions can help answer these questions by enhancing the
transparency of a state’s behavior, clarifying issues, establishing benchmarks for
legitimacy, and facilitating the flow of information that is needed to resolve prob-
lems faced by parties to the institution. Various articles in this book therefore
address issues of legitimization, transparency, and what has been referred to as the
“epistemic function” of international institutions.

FROM REGIMES TO GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

Authoritative decision making in an issue-area rarely rests within the domain of a
single international organization, even if its mandate has been defined in “func-
tional” terms. As the literature on international regimes has suggested, functioning
regimes consist of an assembly of formal organizations, norms, and principles in a
given issue-area. The practices of international regimes and global governance are
therefore quite complex.

So, too, are the influences on international regimes. One influence that has
received considerable attention is the relative power position of the leading state
in the international system. Whether a “hegemon” exists, however, is hardly the
sole influence of this sort. A key reason why scholars of international organization
began studying regimes in the late 1970s and early 1980s was their suspicion that
international cooperation—particularly on economic matters—might be jeopar-
dized by the erosion of United States hegemony and the ascendancy of Japan,
Germany, or other powers whose interests were at odds with the rules and norms
reflecting U.S. preferences. But as subsequent research showed, a hegemon’s
decline (if, in fact, U.S. hegemony had actually declined, an issue that was hotly
debated) does not necessarily mean the end of cooperative regimes as long as a
small group of powers benefits from the arrangement and is willing to support and
sustain it. Thus, the global order based on multilateral institutions proved surpris-
ingly resilient during the second half of the twentieth century, in stark contrast to
the period between World War I and World War IL. This stability was all the more
apparent when, in the aftermath of the Soviet empire’s collapse, Eastern European
states as well as Russia itself aimed to enter the multilateral institutions that had
formerly been made up of the “free world.”

Furthermore, regime theorists emphasized, the changes that do occur in the
global system stem from far more than the rise and decline of hegemons. For
example, policy makers sometimes experience “cognitive” revolutions—such as
viewing the world’s oceans as an integrated whole, rather than as a territorial sea,
a high sea, and a continental shelf, with each having a different international



