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Introduction

Terrorism. War. The Arab Spring. Refugees. Poverty. Financial crisis. Climate

change. Pandemics. One or more of these events may affect you or someone you

know. International organisations (IOs), such as the United Nations (UN), the

European Union (EU), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World

Health Organization (WHO), are all charged with addressing problems like these

that your government, as a sovereign state, cannot address by itself. The

definition of an IO is a permanent organisation designed to perform continuous

tasks for a common purpose with three or more states represented. In the

twenty-first century IOs play a large role in solving global problems. Despite

the fact that some IOs are household names, with experts from the UN, IMF and
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WHO commonly seen informing the public of whatever crisis is unfolding, the

role of IOs is not just important but also controversial. International organisa-

tions can be viewed both as vital instruments for states to achieve their common

goals and as bureaucratic apparatuses that can hinder effective international

cooperation.

Two aspects make IOs worthy of investigation: first, IOs have proliferated

significantly over time, particularly since the early 1900s, including an increase

in the number of IOs created by other IOs through a process called emanation.

Second, many (if not most) problems in the twenty-first century simply cannot

be solved by individual states acting alone, leading states to continue

creating them.

The Historical Evolution of Multilateralism

The number of IOs increased from 37 in 1909 to over 1,000 in 1980, with 7,653

IOs operating as of 2017. That the number of IOs has increased rapidly seems to

have been inevitable. As the world has become economically integrated, as

technology and telecommunications have advanced and become more wide-

spread, as states enabled the flow of goods, services, capital and labour across

borders, IOs have been used by states to regulate and improve transboundary

interactions.

According to one of the early scholars of international organisations,

Inis Claude Junior, four prerequisites are required for the establishment of

multilateralism among states: that states are independent political units; that

substantial contact must exist between states; that states must be aware of

problems that arise from their co-existence; and, lastly, that states recognise

the need for creating institutions to regulate inter-state relations. Even though

there were some historical instances of multilateralism (see Box 1.1), these

conditions were met by the middle of the nineteenth century in Europe,

leading states to move beyond primarily diplomatic bilateral relations between

two states to multilateralism.

In the nineteenth century states began to create a range of IOs to facilitate

relations across borders in a range of areas that would come to include tariffs;

maritime trade and shipping routes; rules for aviation, roads and railways;

postal services; telecommunications; patents and copyright; and information

technology. Arguably, such regulations have made inter-state relations more
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efficient and effective. The emergence of non-political public international

unions (PIUs) began this trend during the second industrial revolution after

1850: the International Telegraphic Union (1865), which is now the International

Telecommunications Union (ITU), and the Universal Postal Union (UPU, 1874)

are two of the oldest IOs in existence. These are now part of the UN system. They

were created along with the International Bureau of Weights and Measures

(IBWM, 1875) to ease coordination and commerce across states, and were

therefore seen as bodies created to serve a functional purpose.

Here, then, are early examples of IOs solving international problems as they

emerged. Political scientist Harold K. Jacobson argued that the rise of technol-

ogy and the increasing demand for higher living standards in industrialising

states propelled the need for IOs with specific functions to operate (Jacobson

1984: 62). PIUs served as a focal point for interactions between states. They

enabled the sharing of information and provided a space for discussing the

problems states faced. This further propelled agreement for coordinating

national policies and the agreement and promotion of common standards. These

IOs were tasked with solving technical problems and smoothing relations

between states, such as the IBWM upholding internationally uniform standards

for weights and measurements. The Bureau determined the means to verify

when a kilogram was a kilogram, and a pound a pound. Without such basic

minimum standards, commerce across borders and trust amongst traders could

not be maintained. IOs therefore became vital for facilitating the increasing

volume of international interactions.

Box 1.1 Historical Multilateral Precursors to
Modern IOs

The sovereign state system established in Europe was later extended to the rest

of the world as the colonial empires were overthrown, and city states and

colonies became independent sovereign states. However, precursors to modern

IOs can be found well before the seventeenth century. The Delian League was

founded in 478 BC as a collective defence alliance amongst Greek city states,

and the Hanseatic League existed from the eleventh to the seventeenth century

as an economic association among North German towns. Both examples of

multilateralism sought to improve the fortunes of the cities through cooperation

and were distinct from the usual political practices at the time.
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The Rise of International Organisations

IOs are a specific form of multilateralism. International organisations is

shorthand for international governmental organisations, but international

organisation is also used as an umbrella term to include both governmental

and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). IOs have the following

features: state membership is voluntary; the scope and purpose of an IO are

limited by its mandate and constitution; the primary allegiance of members is

vested elsewhere (in states); often competing organisations have overlapping

tasks; and such organisations often function as political actors and interact

with governments (Farley 1982). IOs are often established by states through an

international treaty, they have a constitution or charter, staff, headquarters, a

budget and a logo. IOs have a particular structure and function that is unique

to the international realm, and they differ from profit-driven corporations and

NGOs. IOs are also distinct from domestic public bureaucracies, which exist at

the behest of a government as opposed to collective governments. The PIUs

were the first IOs to create secretariats with permanent staff to carry out

specific functions. Moreover, they introduced the division between the

member-state conferences where policy was made and a delegated council or

governing body that could enact the wishes of the members in between

conferences.

IOs and Restoring International Order

The trend towards multilateralism and the creation of IOs surged during wars,

highlighting how important IOs would become for restoring international

order. Prior to the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, diplomacy in

Europe took place between states bilaterally, between two sovereigns or their

representatives, rather than multilaterally. Although large conferences among

states were established to negotiate the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and the

Treaty of Utrecht in 1713–1714, these were one-off events, and it was not until

the Congress of Vienna at the end of the Napoleonic Wars that states began to

establish a system of high-level multilateral political conferences. This emerged

out of the peace amongst the Great Powers of Europe: Austria, Britain, France,

Prussia and Russia. It resulted in cooperation for maintaining an agreed-upon

international order, including a balance of power in Europe. States cooperated

in defining boundaries, and their cooperation even included establishing some

states’ constitutions.
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The building blocks of modern IOs were constructed slowly. The Congress of

Vienna in 1814 and 1815 established the beginning of a new European order by

codifying the rules of diplomacy for what became known as the Concert of

Europe. The Congress lasted 10 months and 216 delegations attended. Through-

out the nineteenth century the Concert of Europe system established diplomacy

by conference in order to achieve consensus through negotiation. The Great

Powers established regular consultations or board meetings in order to manage

Europe. The system helped establish a notion of European solidarity while also

creating a system of de facto Great Power hegemony. The alliance system for

preventing war, that had sustained four conferences, collapsed due to states’

competing interests.

Nonetheless, diplomacy by conference became an ad hoc means of diplomacy

throughout the nineteenth century, with states meeting 30 times over 100 years

to deal with pressing political issues. For example, at the Congress of Berlin in

1878, which was the last conference of the European Powers prior to World War

One (WWI), they negotiated a resolution to the ‘Scramble for Africa’ by carving

up the African continent into colonies, without knowledge of the areas

inhabited by local populations and irrespective of natural geographical bound-

aries. The 1878 meeting was also important because it established a conference

secretariat. The Concert of Europe system demonstrated how states could use

multilateralism to further their interests, while laying the foundation for

modern IOs.

The Hague System

At the turn of the century two peace conferences fundamentally different in

nature from the Concert of Europe were held in The Hague. These two inter-

national peace conferences, called the Hague System, were organised by Czar

Nicholas II of Russia in 1899 and 1907 for all states, not just the Great Powers.

The second conference included European states, Latin American Republics,

Japan and China. These conferences have been described as the first ‘General

Assembly’ because they were based on the notion of universality and the legal

equality of states, rather than power politics.

The Hague System aimed to reform the rules of the international system

rather than rely on the ad hoc ‘crisis’ meetings that had characterised the

Concert of Europe. The Hague meetings instituted techniques such as electing

chairs and organising committees and roll calls. The 1899 Hague Conference

established a Convention on the Pacific Settlement of Disputes and created the
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Permanent Court of Arbitration, which was an attempt to establish permanent

procedures for resolving disputes peacefully. The Permanent Court of Arbitra-

tion still exists today. Such actions would lay the bureaucratic foundation for

modern IOs like the League of Nations (LoN, which existed between 1920 and

1946), including its Permanent Court of International Justice (PCIJ). These were

prototypes for the UN and the current International Court of Justice (ICJ, see

Chapter 4).

States therefore found IOs useful for establishing a stable international order;

they used IOs as a means to stop war, prevent future conflict and aid recovery

from war through the use of martial, economic and diplomatic power. This is

particularly evident during the two world wars, which saw a surge in the number

of IOs created. For example, over 300 IOs were created during WWI and over

400 were created during World War Two (WWII) (Cupitt et al. 2001). Overtly

political IOs were also formed during these periods, such as the North Atlantic

Treaty Organisation (NATO), which was explicitly designed as a collective

defence organisation to defend a limited number of member states from a

common threat.

Furthermore, IOs with membership open to all sovereign states, such as the

LoN founded in 1919 and the UN founded in 1945, were explicitly mandated to

authorise the use of force through a system of collective security to prevent war

and replace balance-of-power politics. The design of liberal international IOs

such as the LoN and the UN, and economic IOs such as the IMF, the World Bank

and later the World Trade Organization (WTO; its precursor was the General

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade or GATT), exemplify the interests of powerful

states in ensuring international cooperation in the aftermath of both of the

world wars.

Why IOs Are Important

The proliferation of IOs in the modern period attests to their perceived utility in

solving international problems for states. IOs smooth relations among states

across a range of issues, from peace negotiations to shipping and postal services.

Two factors reveal their importance as an object of study for students of

international relations outside their relation to states: first, their low death rate;

and second, the ability of IOs to spawn new IOs outside inter-state treaties.
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The Longevity of IOs

Once created, IOs tend to hang around. For example, 15 IOs established in 1865,

such as the ITU, existed for a century! Generally most IOs survive their first five

years of existence. Prior to WWI IOs tended to survive for 30 years; after

1945 they tended to exist for 15–20 years. Of course, organisations do not last

forever. Although IOs tend to die off twice as frequently as domestic American

government agencies, they tend to exist for twice as long. The UN, IMF and

World Bank have existed for over 70 years.

The world of IOs continues to expand, but IOs are more likely to be killed

during times of rapid changes in the balance of power and the world order. For

example, 25 per cent of PIUs did not survive WWI, and IOs comprised of Soviet

Bloc states, such as the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance and the

Warsaw Treaty Organization, did not survive the end of the Cold War. While

the number of IOs jumped dramatically during both world wars, there has been a

slower birth-rate of IOs since the 1970s. In other words, even though states are

not creating as many IOs now as in the past, states continue to see IOs as useful

and the number of IOs continues to grow (see Box 1.2 on the creation of the new

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank). That IOs continue to be created and

Box 1.2 The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank:
A New IO on the Block

In 2013 China’s President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang outlined the

prospect for a new China-led multilateral development bank (MDB) during

inter-state visits to Southeast Asia. The idea behind the bank is to provide

‘financial support for infrastructure development and regional connectivity in

Asia’ (AIIB 2015). It is widely recognised that there is a significant gap in

meeting the infrastructure needs of the region and that the existing MDBs,

namely the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, are unable to meet

such a demand (see Chapter 9). In October 2014, 22 states signed a memoran-

dum of understanding to create the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB),

with its headquarters located in Beijing. Fifty-seven members signed up to

become its founding members in March 2015. The United States chose not to

join it. Some see the AIIB as a direct challenge to US-led institutions such as the

World Bank and to a US-led international order.
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survive even though the world around them has changed highlights the need to

analyse what they do and why.

Emanation IOs

While IOs continue to proliferate, most new ones are not created by states (the

AIIB in Box 1.2 is an exception). ‘Traditional’ IOs created by states through

international treaties have been in the minority since the beginning of the

twentieth century. Instead, most new IOs are established by pre-existing IOs, a

process which is called emanation. Like popular television programmes, IOs

establish other ‘spin-off’ IOs, which may include libraries, banks, courts, labora-

tories and libraries. Indications that an IO may be an emanation of another IO

include its having the parent IO’s name in its title, or its having been created

from a resolution in the parent IO’s constitution. An emanation IO may also be

comprised as a joint IO with the parent IO (while the latter retains its own

mandate, function and structure). An example is the Association of Southeast

Asian Nations (ASEAN) Regional Forum (ARF). The ARF is a unit within ASEAN

that provides an independent forum for the 10 ASEAN member states to engage

with 17 other states on issues of regional politics and security (ASEAN 2012; see

Chapter 3).

Establishing an emanation IO requires member states of the parent IO to cast a

majority vote for it to exist, compared with devising a new international treaty

requiring signatures and ratifications for the establishment of a traditional IO.

The emergence of emanation IOs may correspond to the increasingly technical

nature of relations between states requiring more cooperation on more specific

activities that emerge from the original IO’s operations. Although it is harder to

create traditional IOs owing to the difficulties inherent in international treaty-

making among states, traditional IOs are more tenacious in survival terms than

emanation IOs, which are easier both to create and to kill.

We need to look not just at traditional and more enduring IOs created by

international agreement among states but also at less robust emanation IOs

spawned by other IOs. The increase in emanation IOs has contributed to the

tendency to examine cooperation through the concept of global governance

(see Chapter 11), or how a range of actors will interact to address specific issues

internationally. Often traditional IOs, emanation IOs, states and non-state actors

work in the same issue area. This book focuses specifically on IOs. IOs need to be

examined in terms of helping states solve cooperation and coordination

problems at the international level and compared with an increasing number
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of transnational actors. By doing this, we get a better sense of whether IOs can

help solve problems of the twenty-first century or whether we should look to

alternatives to IOs to help solve international problems. In other words, do IOs

help or hinder?

Examining International Organisations

Decision-making within IOs varies, but they all are comprised of member states,

management and staff who field pressure for how they address particular

problems from state and non-state actors, including rebels, activists, scientists,

corporations, philanthropists and other IOs (see Figure 1.1). While IOs are

answerable to their member states for their performance in meeting their

mandates, their actions may be viewed differently by these various audiences.

IO actions in response to a refugee crisis, for example, would be viewed

differently by a refugee, a rebel, the government, neighbouring states, powerful

states and by governments and people accepting refugees into their countries.

To get at different vantage points for assessing IO behaviour, scholars of IOs use

a variety of theoretical lenses that prioritise different units of analysis.

Figure 1.1 shows how we can break down the strata of IOs to better under-

stand their decision-making. IOs are constituted by states, but they are often

directed by management teams installed to act on the member states’ behalf.

These management teams may have more or less authority depending on the

degree of autonomy and discretion given to them by the IO’s member states.

Member

states

Management

Staff

Policy Decision

Pressure from

NSA/states

Figure 1.1 Policy change in international organisations
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Staff work to enact the mandate of the IO under management. As with all

organisations, different factors may affect the interpretation and implementa-

tion of the IO’s mandate as spelled out in its constitution or charter, which

delimits its activities. How IOs decide what their policy will be is influenced by

real-world events and actors, the balance of power, international norms or even

a shift in the internal bargaining or organisational culture of the IO.

Looking at IOs as problem solvers means grappling with how IOs are affected

at the different strata by non-state actors when attempting to do their job. How

do member states debate terrorism at the UN compared with the specialised

committees they create? How does management, like the Secretary General of

the UN, interpret the Charter to improve its responses to new threats and

challenges? Thinking through the different strata in terms of how international

events and actors exert pressure on an IO provides a more comprehensive

analysis of how and why IOs act the way they do. And this can help determine

whether this makes them better at addressing global problems.

International relations (IR) and IO-specific theories can provide insight into

IOs’ efforts to tackle global problems. Prominent realist scholars such as

John Mearsheimer have argued that IOs do not have much effect in world

politics, yet they have been an object of scholarly attention from liberals,

functionalists, rationalists and constructivists throughout the history of

international relations. While some realists dismiss the claim that IOs can

play a separate role from their member states, others debate their efficacy;

some shake their heads at the inefficiency, ineffectiveness, bureaucratic

malaise and mission creep they see at the organisational level, while others

see a real possibility for these organisations to make the world a better place

through international cooperation and application of their bureaucratic

expertise. Chapter 2 delves into how we can examine IOs through different

theoretical lenses.

Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced international organisations as actors in international

relations. Despite many having household names like the European Union, their

role remains contested. Some see them as inefficient, wasteful bureaucracies

with little effect on world politics. Others argue that IOs play an important role

in helping states cooperate across a range of issue areas. This is why they remain
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subject to investigation. The foundation for the emergence of modern IOs was

built over a long time. Multilateral conferences for inter-state diplomacy

evolved from the nineteenth century in Europe. PIUs would help smooth rela-

tions between states by allowing a space for international agreement over how

to conduct interactions such as trade and commerce. IOs surge in number during

war, and the number of IOs continues to expand. States create IOs through

international treaties, but more IOs are created now through a process of

emanation. Examining how an IO operates, however, requires us to analyse

the demands being placed on the member states of the IO as well as its

management and staff.

Guiding Questions

1. What are IOs?

2. Why are IOs important?

3. How are they created?

4. How can we examine them?
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