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1
Introduction

Brian Frederking and Paul F. Diehl

1

Global governance and the international organizations that form
its backbone are worth studying because the most important issues in
world politics today—poverty, terrorism, weapons proliferation, disease,
regional conflict, economic stability, climate change, and many others—
cannot be solved without multilateral cooperation. World politics is char-
acterized by “security interdependence”: no one state, not even the most
powerful state, can manage these problems alone. Today’s world requires
both states and nonstate actors to coordinate action, often through inter-
national organizations, to address these issues. Security interdependence,
in short, requires global governance, and international organizations are a
central component of global governance. This volume addresses the role
of international organizations in contemporary global governance.

The chapters presented here provide a more nuanced view of global
governance and international organizations than the two predominant
views held among the general public. One is the realist notion that inter-
national organizations are relatively insignificant actors because they
are unable to overcome the strong influences of conflict, national inter-
ests, and state sovereignty in world politics. The other is the idealist
notion that international organizations are destined to solve common
human problems. This book attempts to present a more balanced view,
one that recognizes both the necessity of multilateral cooperation and the
inherent limitations of international organizations. We hope to show that
international organizations play an important role in world politics, but
that their influence varies across issue areas.

In this introductory chapter we do not attempt to review the inter-
related academic fields of global governance and international organi-
zations comprehensively.1 Instead we provide a brief summary of both



the history of international organizations and the academic study of
those organizations from World War I to the contemporary world. We
discuss the broad range of issues that constitute security interdepend-
ence in the post–Cold War world. We emphasize the inherent tensions
between a world of sovereign nation-states and the creation of global
governance structures that can enable states to address contemporary
issues adequately. We conclude with an overview of the sections and
individual chapters in this book.

The Development of International Organizations

Early writings about the potential for international organizations to deal
with common human problems include Jeremy Bentham’s proposal for
a “common legislature” and Immanuel Kant’s advocacy of a “league of
peace.”2 The academic study of international organizations began with
the creation of the League of Nations after World War I and was largely
descriptive and legalistic. The League represented an attempt at inter-
national cooperation to prevent war. The breakdown of the League in
the 1930s had many factors, including a lack of will by the major pow-
ers and the unwieldy requirements necessary for collective action.
Although the League was unable to prevent World War II, it did provide
a means of cooperation and consultation among states on a variety of
issues beyond security matters.

World War II had a stimulating effect on the development of inter-
national organizations, and world leaders again sought to form another
general international organization.3 Much of the scholarship at the time
was explicitly normative, calling for improvements to global institutions
to promote world peace.4 Perhaps surprisingly, the new United Nations
had many similarities with the League.5 The Security Council and the
General Assembly of the United Nations had comparable predecessors
in the League system. The UN was also predicated on the notion that
continued cooperation among the victorious coalition in the previous war
would ensure global stability. 

With the emergence of the Cold War, it seemed quite possible that
the United Nations might follow the path of the League. “Realist”
scholars criticized earlier “idealists” and began to dominate the disci-
pline of international relations. Realists emphasized the importance of
state sovereignty, military power, and national interests in world politics
and thus were less likely to expect states to delegate important powers
to international organizations.6 Realists argued that order could only be
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established by the enlightened use of diplomacy and force. The tradi-
tional route of alliances and the balance of power, not some potentially
transformative international organizations, would maintain order.

Ultimately, the UN survived because it faced a radically different
environment than the League. First, the Cold War bipolar alliance struc-
ture, while undoubtedly prohibiting superpower cooperation, also pro-
vided more stability than the rapid systemic upheavals that character-
ized the interwar period. Second, there was a greater recognition of a
need for cooperation among states. The early stages of security interde-
pendence occurred with the threat of global devastation from nuclear
war or environmental disaster. Third, the UN acquired a symbolic
importance and a legitimacy that the League of Nations lacked. States
felt obligated to justify their actions before the UN even when they
appeared contrary to UN Charter principles. The United States felt com-
pelled to make its case to the UN at important times such as the Cuban
Missile Crisis or prior to the invasion of Iraq because the UN could
legitimize such actions.7 Most important, a state does not consider with-
drawing its membership from the UN even when UN actions appear
contrary to a state’s national interests. The loss of significant actors
plagued the League during most of its existence.

The academic study of international organizations during the Cold
War attempted to conceptualize what we now call global governance and
tried to identify the role that international organizations played in that
process. Scholars began to study how international organizations were
part of larger patterns of world politics, particularly regarding conflict
and peacekeeping.8 A second approach was the neofunctionalist argu-
ment that the scope of international problems often overwhelmed the
jurisdiction of both states and international organizations; this approach
often advocated the emergence of political forms “beyond the nation
state.”9 A third area included a wide variety of critical, neo-Marxist, and
poststructuralist arguments about international organizations.10

A final area focused on international regimes, defined as “governing
arrangements constructed by states to coordinate their expectations and
organize aspects of international behavior in various issue-areas.”11

Regimes included principles, norms, rules, and decisionmaking proce-
dures. Examples include the trade regime, the monetary regime, the
oceans regime, and others. The concept of international regimes was the
first systematic attempt to theorize “complex interdependence” and the
existence of global governance without global government. It challenged
the realist notion of a world dominated by nation-states, emphasizing that
economic, energy, and environmental issues could not easily be under-
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stood by referring to states with a particular distribution of power.12 It
also emphasized the role of nongovernmental organizations in influencing
the beliefs, norms, rules, and procedures of evolving regimes. Realists
incorporated this approach with “hegemonic stability theory,” arguing
that any stability brought about by regimes is associated with a concen-
tration or preponderance of power in one state. That “hegemon” achieved
multilateral cooperation, according to this approach, through a combina-
tion of coercive threats and positive rewards.13

The end of the Cold War signaled a new era for the UN and interna-
tional organizations in general as the superpower rivalry had established
many of the barriers that had prevented UN action in the security area.
The UN authorized the use of force against Iraq in the First Gulf War, the
first such collective enforcement authorization since the Korean War.
The UN also authorized far more peacekeeping operations in the decades
after the Cold War than in the forty-five years that preceded it. Those
peacekeeping operations took on a wider scope of functions, including
humanitarian assistance, nation building, and election supervision. Other
international organizations also increased in scope. The European Union
took further steps toward complete economic integration, and other
regional economic blocs such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation
and the North American Free Trade Agreement took shape.

The Cold War’s demise thus brought about greater prospects for
expanding the roles, functions, and powers of international organiza-
tions in global governance. Nevertheless, a series of events underscored
the limitations of international organizations in the contemporary era.
The greater number of peacekeeping operations did not necessarily
translate into greater effectiveness in halting armed conflict or promot-
ing conflict resolution. The UN was extremely slow to stop the fighting
in Bosnia and the Democratic Republic of Congo, it could not produce
a political settlement in Somalia, and it did not prevent the genocide in
Rwanda. With the United States under the George W. Bush administra-
tion at best ambivalent about the UN, the organization played little or
no role in the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, both during and afterward.
Despite its successes, the European Union stumbled badly in its peace
efforts toward Bosnia, and attempts at further integration and expanded
membership have produced significant domestic and foreign controver-
sies. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization has struggled with the
redefinition of its role, as the new environment significantly altered its
original purposes. While international organizations continue to play a
greater role than they ever have, state sovereignty and lack of political
will continue to inhibit the long-term prospects of those organizations
for creating effective structures of global governance.
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The academic field of international organizations has more explic-
itly theorized “global governance” in the post–Cold War era.14 The
dominant trends of this era—particularly increased economic globaliza-
tion and an emerging global civil society—suggest that the state is no
longer the only source of authority for global governance. The rules of
world politics are now generated through the interaction of international
governmental organizations, nongovernmental organizations, norms,
regimes, international law, and even private-public governance struc-
tures. Increasingly, the functions of governance—defining standards of
behavior, allocating resources, monitoring compliance with rules, adju-
dicating disputes, enforcement measures—occur at a global level to deal
with common security concerns and transnational issues.15

The dominant theoretical approaches in international relations explain
these changes and the contemporary role of international organizations in
different ways. Liberalism argues that international organizations provide
an arena in which states can interact, develop shared norms, and cooperate
to solve common problems. International organizations also coordinate
action by providing information, monitoring behavior, punishing defectors,
and facilitating transparency at a reduced cost to states.16 They are also
indispensable actors in the provision of public goods (for example, clean
air and water) and in protecting the “global commons” (for example,
oceans and polar regions).17 Liberals also continue to emphasize regime
theory and apply that concept to an increasing number of issue areas.18

Realists continue to argue that international organizations have lit-
tle power over states because states can always leave those organiza-
tions.19 To the extent that international organizations are important, it
is because they are used as tools by great powers to pursue their inter-
ests. Realists argue that deterrence systems, alliance mechanisms, and
the overall balance of power are more effective at maintaining peace
than international organizations. They caution against great powers such
as the United States relying on such institutions to further their own
interests.20 While realists generally dismiss the importance of non-
governmental organizations, international law, and transnational corpo-
rations to explain world politics, some aspects of the realist tradition
(for example, hegemonic stability theory and alliances) continue to
inform the study of international organizations.

A great variety of approaches to international organizations exists
beyond the classic debate between liberals and realists. Critical theorists
and neo-Marxists continue to argue that global governance is dominated
by the logic of industrial capitalism, which in turn generates opposition
from environmental, feminist, and other social movements.21 Other ana-
lysts emphasize rational design, organizational processes (including the
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study of social networks), organizational culture, and principal-agent
interactions.22 A more recent approach is social constructivism, which
emphasizes the role of social structure—norms, identities, and beliefs—
in world politics. Constructivists have analyzed the potential for inter-
national organizations to socialize policymakers and states to embrace
certain norms, identities, and beliefs.23

Overview of the Book

The chapters in this volume address a wide variety of issues regarding
international organizations and global governance. Part 1 offers an
overview of international organizations. In Chapter 1, Thomas Volgy
and his colleagues attempt to define and identify international organiza-
tions to determine the extent to which a “new world order” is being cre-
ated after the end of the Cold War. Using a variety of measures and com-
paring their results to others, they conclude that states have been less
willing and/or able to create new organizations to meet post–Cold War
challenges. In Chapter 2, Kenneth Abbott and Duncan Snidal provide the
classic argument about why states create international organizations rather
than pursue other approaches, such as bilateral agreements. They argue
that two characteristics of international organizations—centralization
and independence—allow states to perform various functions more effi-
ciently, including norm creation and the arbitration of disputes. Together,
these two chapters illustrate the overall argument that world politics is
often not organized in a way that enables states to address contemporary
issues effectively.

Part 2 details the decisionmaking processes of international organi-
zations. The range of activities and the processes that are often hidden
from public view or receive little media attention are revealed in these
selections. Specifically, the types and roles of nongovernmental organi-
zations are reviewed; these actors are increasingly important in influ-
encing global governance actions. In addition, this section considers
proposals to change the most visible UN organ—the Security Council. 

The first two parts of the book give the reader a broad view of the
place of international organizations in the world system and the patterns
of their activities. Armed with this understanding, the reader is directed
to the actions of international organizations in three major issue areas:
peace and security, economic, and social and humanitarian. In Parts 3
through 5, one can appreciate the number of organizations involved, the
scope of activities undertaken, and the variation in effectiveness across
organizations and issue areas. While the first two parts highlight com-
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mon patterns in international organizations, the next three parts provide
more detail and reveal the diversity of these bodies.

Part 3 explores the changing aspects of global governance in the
peace and security area. This includes the shift from traditional peace-
keeping to peacebuilding and the emerging norm of “responsibility to
protect,” which would greatly expand the legal and moral conditions for
international intervention into troubled countries around the world. In
addition, these chapters look at the efficacy of nonmilitary options
designed to promote peace and security: economic sanctions and interna-
tional legal proceedings in the form of the International Criminal Court. 

Part 4 emphasizes economic issue areas, particularly the tensions
that often exist between developed and developing countries. These
chapters discuss the development of poverty reduction as a central norm
within the Millennium Development Goals, the contradictory food secu-
rity rules within the trade and human rights regimes, the role of the
World Trade Organization in resolving disputes between the United
States and China, the changing state practices to more assertively regu-
late cyberspace, how the BRIC countries are challenging the hegemonic
role of the United States since the global financial crisis, and the peren-
nial debates about whether the European Union can succeed in its eco-
nomic experiment.

Part 5, on social and humanitarian activities, shows how both pub-
lic and private organizations influence a variety of important concerns.
These chapters discuss the role of global health networks to control dis-
ease outbreaks, the role of private industry in adopting Kyoto Protocol
rules on carbon emissions, the challenges of accumulating accurate
information to monitor human rights violations, and the difficulties of
combating the trafficking of women in our globalized world. 

Part 6 returns to the more general concerns addressed at the outset
of the book: What roles can international organizations play in global
governance? This final chapter addresses the kinds of reforms that
might be possible in the UN system given its seemingly continuous
focus on reform proposals and actual implementations that fall short. 
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