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Abstract
Recent studies of the liberal international order have tended to use a crisis‐laden vocabulary to analyse US withdrawal
from multilateral institutions and Chinese initiatives to create new institutions. In these analyses, the consequences of
such a crisis for developing countries are largely overlooked because of the greater emphasis that is placed on the role
of great powers in the international system. We argue that more attention should be paid to the position of developing
countries in the liberal international order and that the effects of the presumed crisis for those countries should be studied.
The articles in this thematic issue focus on a variety of topics related to the places occupied by developing countries in the
international order.
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Scholars have characterized the post‐World War II inter‐
national order with the use of terms such as “embed‐
ded liberalism” (Ruggie, 1982), “liberal internationalism”
(Ikenberry, 2020), and “liberal international order” (Lake
et al., 2021; Mearsheimer, 2019). Although interpreta‐
tions of specific elements of the international order dif‐
fer across these various accounts, the key shared ele‐
ments in these understandings of the international sys‐
tem are its rules‐based and multilateral nature, along
with the values of openness, representation, and, at
least for some, the promotion of democracy (cf. Lake
et al., 2021, p. 227). The main institutions created in
the aftermath of World War II—such as the United
Nations, the International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (IBRD or World Bank), the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)/World Trade Organization
(WTO)—are interpreted as expressions of the desire to
create orderly relations between states. Multilateralism

became the accepted, and later dominant, form of inter‐
national cooperation (Denemark & Hoffmann, 2008).

Over the past decade, the state of the international
order has received much scholarly attention. A variety
of events and longer‐term processes have led many
observers to argue that the multilateral order is in cri‐
sis due to a combination of internal and external fac‐
tors (cf. Duncombe & Dunne, 2018; Ikenberry, 2018).
The nationalist orientation of foreign policy under the
Trump Administration in the US represented a break
from within the international order with a past where
the US had been the main supporter of the liberal
international order. It led to, among other things, a
US withdrawal from multilateral agreements and insti‐
tutions such as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,
or “Iran Nuclear Deal” (“Iran nuclear deal,” 2018), the
United Nations’ Human Rights Council in 2018 (“US quits
‘biased’ UN human rights council,” 2018), and the
Paris Climate Agreement in 2020 (“Climate change:
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US formally withdraws,’’ 2020). The election of a scep‐
tic of the liberal international order into the White
House was not the only internal challenge to the liberal
international order. Scholars have noted that, alongside
those in the US, voters in other Western countries have
also expressed reluctance about shouldering the costs
of maintaining the international order (Adler‐Nissen &
Zarakol, 2021).

The post‐World War II multilateral order has also
been challenged from the outside as alternative struc‐
tures of global governance (Cooley & Nexon, 2020;
Goddard, 2018) have been created. Chinese initiatives
to establish “parallel” international institutions are often
cited as evidence of the outside pressure being exerted
on the core principles guiding the current interna‐
tional order. These parallel institutions include the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the New
Development Bank, and the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP; Stephen, 2020), and have
even been celebrated by certain analysts who perceive
them as containing the seeds of a “post‐Western world”
(Stuenkel, 2016; see further below).

Some observers argue that the current crisis of lib‐
eral international order reflects a fundamental change
in international politics. Duncombe and Dunne (2018,
p. 25) even claim that we are experiencing “a rare
moment in International Relations (IR), in which all main‐
stream theories concur that the hegemony of the lib‐
eral world order is over.” Scholars who had claimed for
decades that international cooperation was doomed to
fail returned with self‐affirming arguments, emphasising
that public discontentwith the liberal international order
was caused, to a significant degree, by the:

Tendency to privilege international institutions over
domestic considerations, as well as its deep commit‐
ment to porous, if not open borders, [which] has
had toxic political effects inside the leading liberal
states themselves, including the U.S. unipole. Those
policies clash with nationalism over key issues such
as sovereignty and national identity. (Mearsheimer,
2019, p. 8; cf. Mearsheimer, 1994)

Further, Flockhart (2020) refers to scholarship on
resilience to help explain why the leaders of the lib‐
eral international order are not eager to save the cur‐
rent system.

Other commentators are more positive about the
survival of the liberal order. For instance, the editors
of the anniversary issue of the leading scholarly jour‐
nal in IR, International Organization, contend that: “Like
Mark Twain’s death, rumors of the demise of the LIO
[liberal international order] have been greatly exagger‐
ated. The LIO has proven resilient in the past, and it may
prove to be so once more” (Lake et al., 2021, p. 225).
Likewise, the best‐known analyst of liberal international‐
ism argues that:

Despite its troubles, liberal internationalism still has
a future. The American hegemonic organization of
liberal order is weakening, but the more general
organizing ideas and impulses of liberal internation‐
alism run deep in world politics….It is likely to sur‐
vive today’s crises as well. But to do so this time,
as it has done in the past, liberal internationalism
will need to be rethought and reinvented. (Ikenberry,
2018, pp. 8–9)

Liberal IR theorists such as Ikenberry frame the crisis
of the liberal international order as a crisis of author‐
ity. They understand the crisis as a function of the
decline of US hegemony and the power struggle that
has resulted from the rise of new powers, and China
in particular. The crisis of authority implies that “the
old bargains and institutions that provided the sources
of stability and governance were overrun” (Ikenberry,
2018, p. 10). The renewal of the international order
would require “new bargains, roles and responsibilities”
(Ikenberry, 2018, p. 10).

Many IR accounts of the liberal international order
reflect a Western‐centric, or even an American‐centric,
understanding of liberalism and order. The link between
liberal IR scholarship and thinking about international
order is captured by Lake et al.’s (2021, p. 225) depic‐
tion of the journal International Organization which,
they argue:

[g]rew up alongside the LIO, first as almost a journal
of record describing events at the United Nations and
its related institutions and, later, as a venue for some
of the most innovative and important scholarship on
this order.Many of the key concepts used to interpret
the LIO first appeared or received serious scholarly
attention in the pages of this journal.

Recent scholarship has given rise to more profound dis‐
cussions about how non‐Western countries have con‐
tributed to the shaping of the liberal international order
(Finnemore & Jurkovich, 2014; Tourinho, 2021), but
these remain peripheral in comparison to the Western‐
dominated literature on the subject.

At a more profound level, as Dunne et al. (2013,
pp. 6–7) have argued, the liberal crisis narrative is inti‐
mately connected to particular understandings of the
international order. They point, in particular, to neolib‐
eral institutionalist IR theory that is premised on the
strategic interaction of individuals and societal groups
rather than on a concern with values and legitimate
social order. Neoliberal institutionalism, in its most
prominent formulation, provides a “functional”—and
hence not a normative—theory of regimes, which holds
that “[r]egimes are developed in part because actors
in world politics believe that with such arrangements
they will be able to make mutually beneficial agree‐
ments that would otherwise be difficult or impossible to
attain” (Keohane, 1984, p. 88). In such interpretations
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of the international order, “any challenge to the cur‐
rent institutional configuration becomes evidence of a
‘crisis’” (Dunne et al., 2013, p. 8). This view is shared
by critics of the liberal international order, who high‐
light the discontent with the values and ideas that
are expressed through in multilateral institutions and
regimes (Adler‐Nissen & Zarakol, 2021; Zarakol, 2014).

The presumed crisis of liberal internationalism
remains largely something of a Western fixation, domi‐
nated by accounts of the decline of US hegemony, possi‐
ble hegemonic transition, and increased power struggles
about the ordering principles of the international order.
In these accounts, the countries of the Global South do
not figure as primary actors. These countries are very
much on the receiving end of international institution‐
alisation, as “rule takers” of the regimes dominated by
the powerful states in the West, even though they had a
clear influence on the genesis of the international order
after 1945 (cf. Buzdugan & Payne, 2016; Helleiner, 2014).

The marginal political role occupied by developing
countries in the liberal international order is addressed
by Duncombe and Dunne (2018, p. 33), who argue that
“imperial rule has been a means by which liberal ideas
of markets, individualism and scientific rationality have
been socialized beyond their European origins.” Even
though we may be witnessing the creation of parallel
institutions by new great powers such as China and possi‐
bly some of the other BRICS countries, it is very likely that
the Global South will remain in the same minor political
position that it has occupied ever since the end of World
War II. Scholarly accounts of parallel institutions tend to
ascribe more agency to China, Russia, or India than they
do to developing countries.

Various analysts seem to agree that the crisis of lib‐
eral internationalism reflects the advent of a more plu‐
ralistic international order, which is sometimes referred
to as a “post‐Western world” (Hurrell, 2018; Stuenkel,
2016) or a “multiplex order” (Acharya, 2017, 2018). This
is an order where a “diffusion of power” (Hurrell, 2018,
p. 93) is causing changes in regimes and institutions.
There is by no means consensus on what the implica‐
tions of power diffusion may be. While some authors
have assessed the rise of the BRICS in terms of the poten‐
tial for counter‐hegemony (cf. Drezner, 2019) and others
speculate on BRICS leadership of sections of the develop‐
ing world (cf. Patrick, 2010, p. 48), Morvaridi and Hughes
(2018) have highlighted the highly political nature of calls
for South–South cooperation by the BRICS and the lim‐
ited transformative potential that the BRICS have for the
Global South. Next to questioning whether the political
and economic interests of the BRICS align with those of
other developing countries, scholars such as Beeson and
Zeng (2018) have raised doubts about the coherence of
the BRICS as a political force.

Despite the attention being paid to the increased
importance of the BRICS countries, with China at its
core, relatively little attention is given to the impact
that changes in the institutional makeup and interna‐

tional rules have for developing countries. Analyses of
the effects of the crisis of themultilateral order for devel‐
oping countries are timely for a variety of reasons.

First, it is theoretically important to understand how
changing policy preferences of powerful states in the
international order influence multilateral governance
arrangements and thereby impact the policy options
of developing countries. The crisis of multilateralism
may stimulate new forms of cooperation among devel‐
oping countries, for instance through new regionalist
initiatives. Recent scholarship has analysed the role of
regional institutions, often in a comparative way (Börzel
& Risse, 2012, 2016; Schimmelfennig et al., 2021), but
there is relatively little attention being given to the
impacts that regionalism in the Global South is having on
the liberal international order (e.g., Narlikar, 2010).

Secondly, it is relevant from a policy perspective
to appreciate how changes in governance institutions
may have a bearing on the international agenda of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Of particular rel‐
evance are the targets subsumed under SDG17, which
aims to “strengthen the means of implementation and
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable develop‐
ment” (United Nations, 2020). SDG17 includes targets
related to international aid and greater access to pri‐
vate financial resources, but also focuses on investment
regimes, access to technologies, non‐discriminatory
trade, market access, economic policy coordination, and
steps toward enhanced policy coherence.

The articles in this thematic issue focus on the differ‐
ent trends impacting on developing countries and consti‐
tute three clusters. Taken together, these three clusters
of articles offer methodologically diverse and theoreti‐
cally innovative ways to study the position of developing
countries against the background of the unfolding crisis
of international order.

The first cluster of articles maps the experience and
engagement of the Global South in the existing inter‐
national order. Knio (2022) looks at the link between
neoliberalism and liberal internationalism and argues
that the current crisis of the international order reflects
an inability to engage with the deeper structures con‐
tained within that link. Olsen (2022) focuses on mul‐
tilateral attempts to promote stability in developing
countries and concludes that the mixing of unilateral
and multilateral interventions tends to produce messy
results. Madrueño and Silberberger (2022) study how
inefficiencies in existing international policies influence
illicit money flows and impact the Global South. Gijón
Mendigutía and Abu‐Tarbush (2022) use the case of the
Palestinian authority to explain the failures of multilat‐
eralism. They argue that, despite numerous attempts,
existing international institutions have been proven to
be unable to resolve the political crisis in the Middle
East. Zhang (2022) discusses China’s approach to climate
multilateralism and argues that current scholarly under‐
standings, which focus on international and domestic fac‐
tors, are insufficient to understand China’s position and
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that researchers need to pay more attention to transna‐
tional governance.

The second cluster of articles focuses on South–
South cooperation and its potential for the future.
Colom‐Jaén and Mateos (2022) study the impacts of
China’s global strategy on African regionalism and argue
that China’s focus on infrastructure development may
contribute to structural transformation in countries
across the continent. Caria (2022) explores various coop‐
eration regimes involving developing countries and con‐
cludes that the coexistence of different regimes may
offer opportunities for countries in the Global South.
Nyadera et al. (2022) focus on the role of the African
Development Bank as a tool for regional integration
and argue that the institution offers potential for a pan‐
African approach to regional development.

The third cluster of articles focuses on the recent
trend to establish alternative institutional structures.
Dragneva and Hartwell (2022) study the process of
authoritarian regionalism in Eurasia and emphasise the
limits of this alternative as it has thus far failed to deliver
on even its most modest economic goals. Arnold (2022)
studies the prospects for a Digital Market in East Africa
and concludes that a variety of drivers have led Rwanda
to be supportive of digital regionalism, while Tanzania is
more reticent. Mejido Costoya’s (2022) article explores
the promise of alternative forms of ordering and focuses
on the success of experimentalist governance via a case
study of the ASEAN Smart Cities Network.
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Abstract
Discourses on multilateralism and liberal internationalism are replete with warnings about crises. However, theories often
only address crises in pragmatic terms, as if they were discreet and isolated phenomena that have little to do with global‐
ized structural tendencies and the specific limitations of knowledge production within the field of international relations
(IR). This article initiates a process of reflection on the nature of the crisis of liberal internationalism and the multilateral
world order with the help of the pedagogy of crises framework. It identifies the biases contained within IR research and
knowledge production as integral to the crises themselves because of the limitations of their engagement with crises
solely at the crisis management level. Acknowledging and situating these biases allows us to build a perspective around
the notion of crisis of crisis management. This perspective entails a combination of the study of liberal internationalism
and neoliberalism to better explain the nature and dynamics of the multilateral world order. This endeavour can offer a
fresh take on analysing case studies related to developing countries and outlines a critical focus to inform further research.
A brief reviewof the Chilean example is featured to support this argument, as it shows how the processes that unfoldwithin
themultilateral world order are articulated within a local context, and also points to the intimate relations between knowl‐
edge production and policy implementation. The article demonstrates the impossibility of understanding the multilateral
world order without due consideration of the dialectical relationship between neoliberalism and liberal internationalism.
Historically, analyses have focused on neoliberalism as something embedded within liberal internationalism while, in fact,
processes of neoliberalisation have become a framework of reference in themselves. That is to say, liberal international‐
ism, and the study of it, are but a few of the elements that comprise contemporary neoliberalism. Given this, it is argued
that systematic academic engagement with neoliberalism/neoliberalisation is essential for a proper understanding of the
multilateral world order.
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1. Introduction

There is an omnipresent sense of crisis across the lib‐
eral internationalism literature that addresses the liberal
nature of the multilateral world order (Dunne & Koivisto,
2010; Flockhart, 2018; Ikenberry, 2009; Keohane, 2012;
Ruggie, 1982). Authors such as TimDunne present a com‐
pelling argument outlining the importance of compre‐
hending international relations (IR) literature as an ongo‐

ing illustration of mostly “Westernized” (and US‐based)
multilateral crises (Dunne, 2010). Even though this liter‐
ature represents a great advance in demonstrating how
crises define liberal internationalism, they do not repre‐
sent a comprehensive take, as they operate with a lim‐
ited set of ontological assumptions. This article offers a
distinct, systemic approach to tackle the perception and
study of crises within liberal internationalism and the
multilateral world order literatures, by taking advantage
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of ontological and epistemological differences. The ped‐
agogy of crisis framework supports the precise analy‐
sis of crisis tendencies and reflexivities as they interact
both in and over time to generate new mechanisms or
to silence certain understandings. It supports the dis‐
tinction between crisis management and crisis of crisis
management perspectives and draws attention to vari‐
ous types of learning in relation to crises.

The article demonstrates how current IR under‐
standings of the crisis of liberal internationalism are
restricted by a crisis management perspective. It offers
an invitation to “zoom‐out” of the study of liberal inter‐
nationalism and transition to a crisis of crisis man‐
agement point of view that recognizes how liberal
internationalism is embedded in neoliberalisation pro‐
cesses, rather than the other way around. While explor‐
ing the study of neoliberal phenomena, the term “neolib‐
eralisation” is suggested to differentiate it from “neolib‐
eralism.” The latter implies a static andmonolithic object
or content, while “neoliberalisation” emphasizes spa‐
tiotemporally specific processes of institutionalisation.
Advancing this approach, the article calls attention to
the dialectical interaction between neoliberalisation and
liberal internationalism and urges further research to
expose key characteristics of themultilateral world order.
Finally, it proposes the complex study of neoliberalism in
a manner inspired by Polanyi’s (1944) scholarship on the
dynamics of marketisation and commodification. These
concepts help with clustering contemporary approaches
that deal with neoliberalisation according to their focus,
i.e., whether they see it as a process driven by the com‐
modification of marketisation or as a process pushed by
the marketisation of commodification.

“Commodification of marketisation” processes are
rooted in ideational‐material ontological debates where
the ideational is seen as inherently semiotic and
co‐constitutive and thematerial is acknowledged as both
non‐discursive and a co‐constitutor of meaning” (Knio,
in press). Consequently, the commodification of mar‐
ketisation focuses on the social construction of markets
within capitalism (Cahill, 2012). Authors supportive of
this approach trace the thickening of unintended, inco‐
herent, constructed, and uneven origins of neoliberalisa‐
tion processes across time to the contemporarymoment.
As such, neoliberal policies emanating from these pro‐
cesses become solidified to seemingly embody a unified
and a singularly commodified body of regulatory frame‐
works that span across different institutional landscapes
around the world (Brenner et al., 2010). In so doing, the
origins of these once historically contingent and rela‐
tional processes are transformed into being a thing or a
commodity of a regulatory transfer in their own right.

Marketisation of commodification processes are
rooted in material‐ideational ontological debates where
respective scholars understand the world as something
independent of the mind, asserting that ideas and
meanings are based on something (the material) that
necessarily precedes their formulation. The ideational

is therefore predominantly treated as being causally
and/or relationally constitutive and embedded within
the material. Given this premise, neoliberalisation pro‐
cesses here are understood as different marketisa‐
tion attempts surrounding the commodification prob‐
lem (land/environment, people/labour, and money) that
is inherent to capitalism. Consequently, these systemic
and process‐based analyses treat capitalism as the cen‐
tral object of investigation wherein the focus is on
how different agents marketise the commodification of
land/labour and money across the globe.

As the case on Chile will demonstrate, this type
of knowledge production is essential for understand‐
ing developing country contexts, because they provide
new ontologically and epistemologically grounded expla‐
nations about why specific neoliberalisation processes
played out as they did.

2. Multilateralism and the Crisis of Liberal
Internationalism

2.1. Debates on Multilateralism

Multilateralism was initially understood as an institu‐
tional form concerning matters such as international
trade arrangements, diplomatic negotiations or issues
of international financial traffic, where two or more
high‐profile parties decidedly enter into a contract‐like
agreement to find a compromise between their inter‐
ests. The purpose of this is to determine the parties’
future behaviour and preserve their sovereignty while
also demarcating its limits and assuming cooperation
and reciprocity between those involved. In the last
few centuries, multilateralism, as a preferred form of
international interactions was alleged to have become
so all‐encompassing that the authors began to define
the contemporary world order in relation to this sin‐
gle entity, given its position as a distinct feature that
sets it apart from previous historical eras (Downs et al.,
1998; Nefedov, 2021; Weiss & Wilkinson, 2014). The ini‐
tiatives that rendered the study of multilateralism rele‐
vant came from the need to cover theoretical gaps in
world order analysis, as well as from the need to explain
the events of the day for the purpose of political justifi‐
cation (Cox, 1992).

It is well‐known that classical realism prioritises
states as actors and perceives them as holding their own
best interests in mind when it comes to international
(mainly inter‐state) cooperation. Institutions and prin‐
ciples are therefore only one instrument in the great
political power battle for hegemony. Based on historic
experience, multilateral cooperation is only expected
to be temporary and imperfect, destined for expiration
because of its inherent definition following the common
interests of states (Carr, 2016). Multilateralism in real‐
ist and, especially, neo‐realist debates is often framed
in terms of the hegemonic stability theory and as a
dilemma of power distribution (Waltz, 1967). Unipolar
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world orders are associated with greater stability in this
literature, while multipolarity is seen as a destabilising
force. The need for multilateral institutions is taken to be
a response to the crisis in the balance of power that fol‐
lows the decline of a powerful hegemon (Guzzini, 2005).

Liberal institutionalist theories are a wide category
of theories that endorse the internationalisation of
states and societies (Cox, 1983, 1992). Their emer‐
gence reflected the need to consider the phenomena
of IR in higher complexity with regards to the problems
neglected by preceding theories (classical realism, clas‐
sical world‐systems theory, rational choice approaches,
functionalism, and other structuralist theories). They
tend to frame multilateralism as an answer to dilemmas
related to efficiency and legitimacy in governance. For
functionalists, multilateralism represents a new rational‐
ity of governance that focuses on substate actors with
regional specifications to manage public goods more
effectively and address legitimacy issues. It is seen as
a more inclusive form of governance that avoids terri‐
torial assumptions of sovereignty and links authority to
competence in efforts to meet needs (Mitrany, 1976).
Neo‐functionalism also fostered the hope, that multilat‐
eralism would consolidate a new, peaceful, and more
integrated world order based on the spill‐over effects
of regionally organised cooperation (Caporaso, 1998).
The belief in the historic necessity of such peaceful
integration is somewhat discouraged by history itself.
Firstly, higher levels of integration seemed to partially
induce violent conflicts and crises from the 1970s
onwards. Secondly, there was no other explanation for
the “spill‐backs’’ that occur when political leaders decide
to withdraw from multilateral agreements and reinforce
the territorial concept of sovereignty (Nicoli, 2019).

This wave of questioning led scholars to problema‐
tise the complex interdependence and nature of cooper‐
ation upon which regime theory and new institutionalist
approaches have been built. These revisited the claims of
the hegemonic stability theory and also acknowledged
the central nature of states, but enhanced these con‐
ceptswith theoretical innovations such as bounded ratio‐
nality and a more serious focus on the role of insti‐
tutions, norms, and rules in considering social change
(Finnemore, 2005; Keohane & Nye, 1974). Effective mul‐
tilateral cooperationmight prevent shocking disruptions,
they argue, because the accepted norms, rules, and cod‐
ified processes (even in their imperfection) sustain a pre‐
dictable and peaceful platform for the communication
of interests.

What these theories ignore is the difference between
“multilateral institutions” in their historic specificities
and the “institution of multilateralism” as an idea.
Constructivist research in the early 1980s began to
deconstruct traditional IR understandings of power,
structural necessities, and historical contingencies to the‐
orise the logic andmechanisms of international organisa‐
tion. Constructivists combined the subjective and objec‐
tified components of multilateralism to indicate the com‐

plex relations of knowledge production entailed in mul‐
tilateralism being a preferred policy choice (Caporaso,
1992; Ruggie, 1992). The first aspect covers the idea
of multilateralism, while the second refers to the pro‐
cesses of multilateralisation. Multilateralism emerged as
a social fact with positive connotations, which explained
its popular domestic support by the US and its allies after
the two World Wars, even if certain multilateral insti‐
tutions failed to achieve their goals. Multilateralisation
here refers to a process that is not necessarily linear,
as well as to social facts that are liable to change.
The fine‐grained analysis of Ruggie on this topic is very
much celebrated today for a variety of reasons. From
this author’s perspective, it is remarkable how Ruggie
was able to connect economic, normative, historical, and
political factors into his explanation. One of his follow‐
ers, Helleiner, built upon this foundation to bring atten‐
tion to the importance of studying neoliberalisation ten‐
dencies while considering the aforementioned factors
(Helleiner, 2019).

The proponents of the historical‐dialectic approach
definitely agree on these premises but derive their con‐
clusions from a Gramscian and world‐system theory‐
inspired grounding. Multilateralism is taken to be both
an ideology and a strategy of global cosmopolitan elites
to sustain their positions at the top of the stratified
global society. These elites are understood as benefitting
from the expansion of global capitalism and engaged in
efforts to persuade the marginalised classes of the ben‐
efits of the system (Cox, 1992). The multilateral arena
is also taken to be a terrain of struggle for marginalised
groups and states on the periphery of capitalist produc‐
tion to ally and campaign for structural change in the
world economy.

Mainstreamdebates onmultilateralismhave not nec‐
essarily addressed these challenges, but over recent
decades, institutions and actors associated with multilat‐
eralism have begun to lose credibility. Since discussions
have historically ascribed the US with a leading role in
the perpetuation of multilateralism, recent US foreign
policy choices have had a rather devastating effect on
optimistically oriented views of the multilateral order.
But at least it is acknowledged that multilateral institu‐
tions imply the possibility of delivering specific ideolog‐
ical content based on the circumstances of their emer‐
gence or the power of actors that represent them, and
these circumstances can change once the coalitions that
effectively maintained them break down (Cohen, 2018;
Ikenberry, 2018).

Mainstream debates onmultilateralism today do not
necessarily address these latter challenges. Instead, they
widen the thematic scope of their explanations of how
to solve the problems of multilateral institutions. In so
doing, they acknowledge how multilateral institutions
transmit specific ideological content (based on the cir‐
cumstances of their emergence or the actors that repre‐
sent them), and that these institutions can be associated
with exclusivity and a lack of legitimacy (“minilateralism”
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debates). Consequently, multilateral solutions to global
problems have the potential to cause or escalate crises
in the world order (Cohen, 2018; Ikenberry, 2018; Jacobs
et al., 2020).

In this vein, the alleged crisis of multilateralism has
been problematised either in neorealist‐leaning foreign
policy terms (Scott, 2013) or in the language of global
governance and new institutionalisms, without justifying
the underlying ontological and epistemological assump‐
tions of these approaches (Hay et al., 2020). Advocating
for a “new multilateralism” is closely connected to this
trend and is concerned with optimising and fixing the
existing institutional order without systematically reflect‐
ing on its content, history, complexity, and connection
to other systems that also comprise the world order
(Hampson & Heinbecker, 2011). Clearly there is a need
to better understand the perceived crisis in multilateral
institutions, the multilateral world order, and the idea of
multilateralism. To do so, this article suggests the revi‐
sion of a closely connected debate in IR with similar
dynamics and a focus on crises—liberal internationalism.

2.2. The Crisis of Liberal Internationalism in
the Literature

The content of liberal internationalism as both an
approach in IR and a set of norms is usually traced back to
theWilsonian articulation of national self‐determination,
non‐aggression, and respect for international law and
sovereignty (Ambrosius, 1991). The peak period of lib‐
eral internationalism is commonly seen to be the US‐led
world order that emerged after the Second World War,
which enabled more frequent multilateral cooperation
between states around international problems (e.g., eco‐
nomic stability, security). All of this occurred within a
thickening structuration process of international institu‐
tions that was informed by liberal international norms
and rules (Deudney & Ikenberry, 1999).

The sustainability of the liberal international order
has always been debated. Accounts that forecasted its
crises and breakdown have been commonplace since the
early 1960s (Bresler, 1973; Egerton, 1983; Mandelbaum
& Schneider, 1978; Parsons, 1961; Smith, 1969), and
new waves of diagnoses arise every time the US is per‐
ceived to be unsupportive of its ideas or institutions.
Such instances occurred during the economic and secu‐
rity transformations of the early 1980s, after the War on
Terror and after the Global Financial Crisis (Hoffmann,
1995; Hurd, 2005; Spieker, 2014).

The most pessimistic accounts warn that all institu‐
tions of the liberal order are in a state of crisis because
they are widely perceived as having failed to implement
liberalism’s program of equality and freedom, while the
shift of power “from the west to the rest” generated
a series of institutional crises (Flockhart, 2018). Many
explanations take the catastrophic inconsistencies of lib‐
eral values and international interventions as a conse‐
quence of the contradiction that lay at the heart of the

concept itself rather than an executional or accidental
matter (Mearsheimer, 2018). Others see the crises as
rooted in the absence of a central authority. For these
scholars, liberal international rules and institutions rep‐
resent an adequate solution to the problem of maintain‐
ing multilateral cooperation but lack a centralised body
to police these rules and values (Gilpin, 1987; Waltz &
Walt, 2018). A pragmatic perspective suggests that the
crisis is structurally determined by a “gridlock” within
multilateral international frameworks due to their foun‐
dational respect for national sovereignty, which prevents
their effective operation (Held, 2015).

The most optimistic viewpoints interpret these dis‐
ruptions as adaptation mechanisms that facilitate multi‐
ple equilibria that have led to a more stable and decen‐
tralised version of the liberal world order (Keohane,
2012; Keohane & Nye, 1973). For example, the crisis of
the latest version of liberal internationalism is taken to
have emanated from the inability of American author‐
ity to establish peaceful cooperation between states and
other actors, but the assertion that there are good ways
to repair this issue remains (Ikenberry, 2018).

Others have analysed the historical period of the
US‐led liberal internationalism, or “embedded liberal‐
ism,” as a multilevel composite of economic and politi‐
cal compromises based on domestically and internation‐
ally shared meanings and institutions. This system only
came to be shaken by the famous denouncement of its
purpose by leading Western political figures and their
subsequent construction of a new social purpose that
demanded the adjustment of political systems based on
the economic sphere and those ideas presented in the
Washington Consensus (Ruggie, 1982).

Other scholars have argued that the successive forms
of liberal internationalism have always been connected
to the development and expansion of capitalism since
the social forces that control capitalist production are
also concentrated in those international institutions that
represent and regulate the international arena. For them,
crises of liberal internationalism express the conflict
between the social forces related to production without
necessarily undermining the transnational capitalist sys‐
tem as a whole. This is so because transnational elites
have been able to sufficiently convince these varied
social forces that liberal internationalism is the only ratio‐
nal organisational principle for international life, which
has, in turn, helped them with maintaining their hege‐
mony (Murphy, 2004).

Juxtaposing the literature on the multilateral order
with that on liberal internationalism makes it evidently
clear that they are both connected by the notion of
crisis. With that said, the nature of the crisis can be
explained by focusing outside of these debates and
reflecting on the issue of ontological knowledge pro‐
duction. Dunne and Koivisto (2010) recognised that the
cultural particularities of different forms of knowledge
production about the crisis of liberal internationalism
should not be treated as insignificant afterthoughts but

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 6–14 9

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


instead as sources capable of revealing important dimen‐
sions about the nature of the crisis itself. The fact that
the research has predominantly been led by epistemic
communities based in the UK and US has resulted in
the research landscape being overwhelmingly comprised
of a homogenizing mainstream of favoured approaches.
These works problematise the crisis as crisis of author‐
ity (US‐based approaches) in the system of the inter‐
national organisation, or as the deformation and legiti‐
macy crisis of liberal internationalism (English School of
Internationalists; see Dunne & Koivisto, 2010). As such,
the crisis of American research in IR has overwhelm‐
ingly failed to recognise its own unquestioned ontolog‐
ical assumptions about the nature and emergence of
the world order. That is to say, liberal internationalist
IR scholarship has significant limitations in addressing
crises related to liberal internationalism. Accounts that
problematise the crisis, as the crisis of liberal internation‐
alism, often imply that the contemporary liberal intergov‐
ernmental world ordering was the only way that moder‐
nity was ever going to be realised, a historical neces‐
sity (Dunne, 2010) in which international institutions
are free from the specific legacies of empire. Therefore,
the problems they encounter are reduced to being mat‐
ters of implementation rather than ontic articulations
of particular political and historical processes (Dunne &
Koivisto, 2010).

3. Pedagogy of Crises: Framework to Challenge
Previous Limitations

Dunne and Koivisto (2010) highlight the limitations of the
literature that considers liberal internationalism and the
multilateral world order from a restricted perspective
given the general neglect of the relationship between lib‐
eral international centres of knowledge production and
the studied content. These limitations, however, invite
us to focus on a variety of previously disregarded fields
and debates that approach liberal internationalism from
a more systemic perspective. What Dunne and Koivisto
(2010) refer to can be described within the pedagogy of
crises framework as the “difference between crisis man‐
agement and a crisis of crisis management.”

Crisis management is an immediate response of rele‐
vant actors who use readily available routines and inter‐
pretations for interventions that address the symptoms
and perceived causes of a particular crisis (Jessop & Knio,
2018). A crisis of crisis management, on the other hand,
occurs when the usually employed instruments and tac‐
tics fail to eliminate the perceived crisis, or even appear
to perpetuate it. A crisis of crisis management can only
happen after crisis management has failed.

The pedagogy of crises unfolds when actors try to
manage crises, or as they encounter a crisis of crisis man‐
agement. Learning processes are related to the attempts
that gradually expose the real nature of the crisis as
understood by involved actors or observers. Different
types of learning can occur at different phases of crisis

management and, in some cases, the learning is imper‐
fect or does not happen at all. The absence of reflex‐
ive learning in relation to a crisis situation is termed
“non‐learning’’ (Jessop & Knio, 2018).

Dunne and Koivisto’s arguments demonstrate the
necessity of differentiating between crisis management
and crisis of crisis management approaches when
researching liberal internationalism. However, they do
not explain how it is possible that mainstream IR litera‐
ture has not considered the crisis of liberal international‐
ism from a larger number of dimensions and connected
it to other debates and challenges after its failure to
interpret the shortcomings of the multilateral order and
liberal internationalism. They also fail to point out how
the crisis of crisis management stuns the relevant actors
with shocking confusion when they are lacking proper
interpretations and suitable tools for managing the crisis.
Based on the state of affairs outlined in the previous sec‐
tions, it is imperative to identify this vacuum as the cri‐
sis of crisis management. More precisely, this entails a
challenge to these actors to obtain a new perspective for
evaluating the limitations of their previous understand‐
ings (Jessop & Knio, 2018).

It might be possible for mainstream IR to havemissed
the alternative interpretations of the crisis of liberal inter‐
nationalism because the crisis of liberal international‐
ism itself is embedded in (the study of) neoliberalism.
Neoliberalism, in turn, can influence the contexts inwhich
reflexivities are conditioned. Sometimes the historical
and geographical parameters of knowledge‐production
and policymaking can be limiting while, in other contexts,
they can be more permissive. Such parameters are the
location, traditions, and cultures of epistemic communi‐
ties, and the research and education outcomes promoted
by those who define educational and research policies
have strong effects. Key actors in policy making often pri‐
oritize the dissemination of certain findings, explanations,
and schools of thought over others. Disproportional dis‐
tribution of support, prestige, and funds across subject
areas can seriously skew the type of knowledge that is
being produced and the methods of its study.

Neoliberalisation, as a unique set of quasi‐universal
tendencies, can cause systemic biases in the percep‐
tions of IR scholarship. This might be so because the
generative effects and indirect consequences of neolib‐
eralisation are intimately related with all the above‐
mentioned parameters. Circumstances like these might
prevent students of the multilateral world order to ask
questions from outside the settings of currently popu‐
lar approaches, as these questions tend to remain out‐
side of mainstream debates, and it is easy to treat the
whole issue as a matter of crisis management and ignore
the significant challenge presented by the crisis of crisis
management. Unfortunately, this also hinders opportu‐
nities for deeper reflection and well‐adjusted responses
(in which case, we are talking about “non‐learning”), as
well as the opportunity to identify fundamental aspects
of the contemporary world order. Instead, we suggest a
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new focus on the study of neoliberalism to highlight the
sources of previous biases and refine understandings of
the nature of the crisis.

4. Neoliberalism

4.1. A Necessary Systematic Approach to Explain Liberal
Internationalism and the Multilateral World Order

Neoliberalism was initially conceived to be part of the
problem of liberal internationalism since it seemed to be
an extension of liberal economic ideas and appeared to
aggravate various socio‐economic problems rooted in lib‐
eralism (Turner, 2008). Although these points are echoed
in the present article, especially when understanding the
historical roots and chronological timelines of events, it
is vital to comprehend how capitalism and neoliberalism
relate to liberal internationalism in a systemic way. If we
study the relationship between the multilateral world
order, liberal internationalism, and neoliberalism from
a crisis of crisis management point of view, it becomes
evident that while neoliberalism has historically been
embedded within liberal internationalism, the present
moments shows that the reverse is, in fact, true.

Such a turn only becomes possible after liberal‐
ism and neoliberalism are designated as dynamic, con‐
nected, and distinct entities with independent rationali‐
ties. A Foucauldian perspective sees governmentality in
the neoliberal era as indeed different from classic lib‐
eral rationality (Duménil & Lévy, 2012). Meanwhile, clas‐
sic liberalism and neoliberalism both propagate the ideal
of rational, utility‐maximising individuals, with the for‐
mer emphasising the spontaneousmechanism ofmarket
exchange itself as a driving logic of social relations and
the latter idealising competition. Neoliberal governmen‐
tality offers a distinct way of being, where discourses on
the economy become common sense and all actions are
judged according to the calculus of maximum output for
minimum expenditure (Read, 2009).

Another way to comprehend the related but dis‐
tinct connection between liberalism and neoliberal‐
ism is through the assertion that, today, neoliberalism
accounts for the social construction of markets (Cahill,
2012).While it is connected to liberal ideas from the 19th
and 20th centuries, neoliberalism should not solely be
understood as the result of the evolution of these ideas,
but rather as something that now exists independently
from them, a subject in its own right that informs the
institutionalisation of markets. To carry the research fur‐
ther, the relative weight and independence of the social
construct of neoliberalism should be specified in rela‐
tion to other institutions and social facts. For example,
one could ask whether it has solidified enough to restrict
emerging institutionalisation processes, or whether is
it malleable and exposed to deconstruction. The crisis
of crisis management perspective highlights how neolib‐
eralism not only refers to a contingent economic rela‐
tionwithin liberal internationalism,which could easily be

deconstructed by social forces, but also to its evolution
into themain organisational rationality that goes beyond
markets into every other aspect of social life, and has
itself resulted in a reconceptualisation of identity. This
statement is based on the acknowledgement, that the
processes of institutionalisation are initiated by specific
actors and social forces at a specific point in time and
space. In the same way, these institutions may erode or
evolve in the future, based on the interactions and reflex‐
ive processes of the relevant actors.

The turn towards neoliberalism is also underlined
by the thickening presence of neoliberalism in policies
across the world, which are crafted and carried out by
specific “thought‐collectives” of actors who exert their
influence over governments. This process generated a
series of neoliberal policies through which neoliberal
ideas became normalised and institutionalised to the
point that they were no longer being questioned and
instead became a default way of policymaking (Dean,
2012). In other words, neoliberal ideas became new
common sense within the multilateral order that was
connected to liberal internationalism but developed
its own policy‐shaping capabilities. Carriers of neolib‐
eral ideas can also gradually influence common sense
through their infiltration into the most powerful transna‐
tional companies (Macartney, 2010). Neoliberalisation
refers to the systemic production of geo‐institutional
differentiation: processes that are patterned, intercon‐
nected, contested and unstable (Brenner et al., 2010).
All of the above‐mentioned contributions conclude that
shared meanings and practices can complement neolib‐
eral projects by infusing common sense with neoliberal
rationality. This, in turn, can blur reflexive capacities
while perceiving and conceptualising neoliberalism.

Defining neoliberalism in relation to liberal interna‐
tionalism and the multilateral order is a complex task,
hardly addressed by the literature. It is more common
for knowledge about neoliberalism to be analysed along
thematic lines, i.e., focusing on comparative case studies
of neoliberalism,while neglecting the basis of its ontolog‐
ical dimensions (Castree, 2006).

4.2. Advanced Study of the Complex, Systemic Processes
of Neoliberalisation

As stated throughout this article, liberal international‐
ism should be researched via a crisis of crisis man‐
agement lens, just as much as neoliberalism should
be understood as a new relevant field for this task.
Previously, neither had been examined from a systemic
perspective, which has limited the possibility for well‐
grounded analyses of the contemporary multilateral
order. As demonstrated above, establishing the relations
between these fields is a good first step given the need
to interrogate contemporary liberal internationalism as
something embedded within neoliberalism and not the
other way around. The relationship and changing hierar‐
chy between the two constantly shape the multilateral
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world order. The present article offers two positions
to observe the dialectics of liberal internationalism and
neoliberalism—marketisation and commodification.

These notions stem from the Polanyian analysis of
markets and commodities, and the ways they relate
to other aspects of societal organisation (McIver, 1957;
Polanyi, 1944). Commodification refers to a type of
market that try to legitimate and normalise the pos‐
sibility of creating fictitious commodities (land/nature,
labour/people, and money).

Markets, meanwhile, are those institutions where
trade and interactions take place. Polanyi used these con‐
cepts in his historical materialist investigation to iden‐
tify the contingencies and specificities that resulted in
the development of market capitalism. He used the
term “embeddedness” to describe how economic institu‐
tions became integral parts of a variety of non‐economic
institutions that originally restricted them. Subsequent
Polanyian schools advanced these key concepts to
address the dialectics of markets in societies (or polities)
and focused on different dimensions of these processes
or the relationship between marketisation and commod‐
ification itself.

This article offers a way to study the complex sys‐
tem of neoliberalism via the different roles of marketisa‐
tion and commodification in the development of capital‐
ist societies (Knio, in press). “Commodification ofmarketi‐
sation” refers to the underlying significance of markets
as institutionalised ideas, which incentivise, socialise, and
normalise the process of commodification as a form of
(re)production. For example, this explains how some the‐
ories of neoliberalisation rely on this order to explain the
dispersion and deepening of neoliberal ideas within cap‐
italist economies and their institutionalisation. The “mar‐
ketisation of commodification,” on the other hand, refers
to the analytical primacy of commodification as an institu‐
tionalised formof (re)production, which propels the need
for marketisation. This latter cluster of theories demon‐
strates the advance of neoliberal capitalism in terms of
intensifying commodification, a process that then rein‐
forces markets as the primary platforms of exchange.

The value of focusing on an explanation of the
dynamics of neoliberalism and liberal internationalism
driven by an understanding of either the process of “mar‐
ketisation of commodification” or the “commodification
of marketisation” (based on the ontological position of
the authors) is clear when we understand these dynam‐
ics as institutionalisation processes. The scientific study
of neoliberalisation via the former notion has historically
been neglected at the expense of the latter. Over time
neoliberalism became the ruling rationality and practice
that defines today’s liberal internationalist institutions.
The complexity of these processes cannot be compre‐
hended if debates remain at the level of crisis manage‐
ment because those accounts do not feel the need to
respond to the ontologically and epistemologically chal‐
lenging critiques. They have to be seen from a crisis
of crisis management point of view wherein their con‐

clusions are contextualised via layered analyses rooted
in ontology. It is also important for the literature to
actively reflect upon its epistemological positions, and
such thoroughly grounded positions would certainly ben‐
efit from analyses done for and by developing countries.
In explaining the various articulations of neoliberalism
and liberal internationalism, the primacy of material or
ideational factors in the explanation would therefore not
be solely dependent on the case studies themselves as
it would also be part of a well‐justified framework and
theory. This will allow us to obtain better insights into
the studied countries’ experiences of neoliberalism and
liberal internationalism, which opens up a real possibil‐
ity for better understanding the less represented parts
of the multilateral world order.

The historic examples of Latin American countries
such as Chile, Brazil, and Argentina have been treated
as neoliberal laboratory subjects in analyses concerned
with the periods before and during their transitions to
democracy (O’Donnell et al., 2013). Moreover, the influ‐
ence of knowledge production on these “experiments”
has been present both through and throughout the
implementation of policies and laws designed to make
their commodities more competitive and their markets
more effective. This specific knowledge, with its implicit
assumptions, has framed understandings of the inter‐
nal and external behaviour of their markets. Academic
explanations of Chile’s socio‐economic inequality have
grown in number over recent decades and have tended
to adopt either sociological, historical, or chronologi‐
cal lenses (Alexander, 2009; Garretón, 2003; Huneeus &
Sagaris, 2007). However, analysing the Chilean example
from a crisis of crisis management point of view allows
us to observe that its neoliberlisation has not only been
socio‐political or economic in nature, but it is also reflec‐
tive of wider systemic processes. The roots and implica‐
tions of the systemic extend beyond the country’s inter‐
nal dynamics and affect the modes of the multilateral
world order. Authors that focus on their narrow area of
interest easily can miss or misinterpret systemic proper‐
ties of the situation (Alexander, 2009; Garretón, 2003;
Huneeus & Sagaris, 2007). They argue that the protests
that arose in Chile from 2019 onwards are merely symp‐
tomatic of dynamics specific to the permeation of neolib‐
eralism within Chile, rather than indicative of a systemic
crisis in itself that precipitated a significant shift. If we
apply a crisis of crisis management perspective, as the
author of this article suggests, it becomes evident that
there must be a larger systemic grounding wherein local
articulations of neoliberalisation can unfold, namely, the
multilateral world order which is dominated by the
dialectics of liberal internationalism and neoliberalism.

5. Conclusions

Classic IR scholarship often problematises the crises of
the multilateral world order and liberal internationalism.
While these subjects are worthy of study in their own
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right, separating them into isolated themes often results
in barren explanations that do not respond to endoge‐
nous ontological and epistemological challenges. A par‐
tial consequence of these unchallenged assumptions is
that the necessity of situating analytical subjects within
a wider scope of literature is neglected. This article con‐
nected the discourses of multilateral world order and lib‐
eral internationalism with the central notion of crisis to
advocate for a crisis of crisis management perspective in
order to transcend these limitations. The arguments laid
out in this article lead to the conclusion that contempo‐
rary liberal internationalism is embedded within neolib‐
eralism, and that it is insufficient to observe this process
froma crisismanagement perspective that solely focuses
on the crisis of liberal internationalism because of the
effects that neoliberalisation has on common sense and
knowledge production. To overcome this difficulty, this
article proposes the systemic research of neoliberali‐
sation through the lenses of the “commodification of
marketisation” and the “marketisation of commodifica‐
tion.” Researching neoliberalisation and its embedded‐
nesswithin liberal internationalism in thiswaywould pro‐
vide a significant opportunity for the betterment of anal‐
yses about these processes in the context of developing
countries and for better explanations of the multilateral
world order.
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1. Introduction

The current century has witnessed several high‐profile
Western military interventions in developing countries.
Among the well‐known examples are Afghanistan from
2001 onwards, Iraq from 2003 onwards, and Mali/West
Africa from 2013 onwards. All three were initiated
by the US or France but soon they were supple‐
mented with multilateral missions that operated in
parallel with the unilateral intervention force. Marina
Henke describes the US and France as “pivotal states”
because of their active role in building multilateral coali‐
tions (Henke, 2019). The “coexistence” of multilateral
and unilateral military missions relied on significant
numbers of troops from developing countries (Brosig,
2017; Williams, 2020). It coincided with developments
where UN peace operations became increasingly robust
(Karlsrud, 2019, pp. 2–3, 11–15) andwhere the extensive
use of soldiers from developing countries became com‐

mon while Western nations were able to provide fewer
peacekeepers (Williams, 2020, pp. 482–483).

The characteristics of the three multilateral mili‐
tary interventions raise several questions. First, why did
Western powers such as theUS and France prefermultilat‐
eral missions while their first impulse seemed to be to act
unilaterally, relying on their own national military power
and command? Second, what were the consequences of
involving troops, not only from “like‐minded’’ countries
but also from developing countries in these multilateral
conflict management and peace operations? By answer‐
ing the twoquestions, the article aims to contribute to the
debate on what multilateralism involving military deploy‐
ments in developing countries looks like in the twenty‐
first century. It also aims to contribute to the discussion
on the implications of developing countries participating
so actively in multilateral military operations.

The article launches three arguments aimed at
answering the two questions. The first argument states
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that the developments characterizing twenty‐first cen‐
tury military multilateralism reflect what Western
decision‐makers perceive as core national interests.
The second proposes that given the huge costs of mil‐
itary interventions, Western decision‐makers perceive
it to be in their best (national) interest to share these
costs with others. Hence, they opt for multilateral coop‐
eration that may involve “like‐minded” actors, such as
those in NATO and partners from developing countries.
The third argument states that the incumbent elites in
the developing countries affected by Western military
interventions develop or already have strong interests
in receiving training for their armed forces. They also
have strong interests in receiving economic assistance
from the West because it contributes to buttressing
their power positions. The outcome of these different
types of interests involved in the military interventions
is multilateral cooperation that is messy—and not nec‐
essarily successful.

The remaining parts of the article are structured
as follows: The next section presents the analytical
approach with special emphasis on the characteristics
of the new multilateralism of the twenty‐first century
and the analytical tools applied in the analysis. Then fol‐
lows a brief overview of the three multilateral security
operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali/West Africa.
The interests of the big actors are addressed, including
the issues of the interventions’ legitimacy and burden‐
sharing. The issue of burden‐sharing with partners from
developing countries is dealt with in a separate section,
and in continuation of this, the interests of the rulers in
developing countries are analyzed before the conclusion
is made.

2. Multilateralism, National Interests, and
Patrimonialism

Multilateral cooperation in connection with Western
military interventions in developing countries is at the
centre of attention in the article. Multilateralism of
the twenty‐first century is often described as “messy,”
“modern,” or “new” by the position in the literature
that makes a distinction between multilateralism under
US hegemony and “post‐hegemonic multilateralism”
(Acharya, 2014; Hill & Peterson, 2013). One argument in
the debate maintains that the US is no longer capable of
playing the role of international hegemon, and therefore,
the multilateralism of today is different from that of the
past (Ikenberry, 2018; Smith, 2018).

An opposing argument presented by Mearsheimer
(2019) disagrees strongly with the view that the US
is in a non‐hegemonic position in the current century.
On the contrary, Mearsheimer maintains that the US
has been the dominant international actor throughout
most of the period under scrutiny. He even argues
that during the “golden years” stretching up until 2004,
the “liberal hegemon,” that is, the US tended to be
“highly aggressive and adopted especially ambitious

agendas” (Mearsheimer, 2019, p. 32). During the “golden
years,” the US intervened in both Afghanistan and Iraq,
allegedly with the intention of “turning them into lib‐
eral democracies” (Mearsheimer, 2019, p. 33). However,
from 2005 onwards, the liberal international order was
going “downhill,” meaning that the US became less and
less influential (Mearsheimer, 2019, pp. 28–31).

Despite the disagreements between Ikenberry and
Mearsheimer, there seems to be considerable agreement
that twenty‐first century multilateralism is characterized
by a “growing reliance on flexible, often purpose‐built
groupings of interested, capable, or like‐minded” actors
(Patrick, 2015, p. 120). It is a messy form of multilateral‐
ism which reflects a shift from purely intergovernmental
models of cooperation to new frameworks that may be
both transnational and multi‐stakeholder (Patrick, 2015,
pp. 120–122, 129–130). Julia Morse and Robert Keohane
agree with the view that we are increasingly confronted
with a new and much more messy type of multilateral‐
ism. The two authors suggest using the umbrella concept
“contested multilateralism” to emphasize that the new
situation is characterized by the role of competing coali‐
tions and shifting institutional arrangements, both infor‐
mal and formal (Morse & Keohane, 2014, pp. 386–389).
In line with this, Christopher Hill and John Peterson find
that “multilateralism is increasingly unwieldy,” describing
it as “messy, disorderly and defective” (Hill & Peterson,
2013, p. 64; see also Bouchard et al., 2013).

Years ago, John Ruggie argued that multilateral‐
ism is “a generic institutional form of modern interna‐
tional life,” and as such, it has been around for many
years, and therefore, it is not surprising that it is messy
and disorderly (Ruggie, 1992, p. 567). Ruggie main‐
tains that multilateralism in international relations is not
merely about coordinating national policies in groups of
three or more states, as suggested by Robert Keohane’s
original definition of multilateralism (Keohane, 1990,
p. 732). Cooperation is based on certain principles orga‐
nizing relations among the states, such as indivisibil‐
ity, non‐discrimination, and diffuse reciprocity (Ruggie,
1992, p. 567). The following analysis builds on the
first step in Ruggie’s definition that multilateralism is a
generic form of modern institutional life and thereby
a crucial component in international relations. It also
builds on the argument that multilateralism involves ele‐
ments of reciprocity.

The definition focuses on states as the crucial actors
in international relations and the “generic institutional
form of modern international life” (Ruggie, 1992, p. 567).
With the focus on states, and thereby on foreign pol‐
icy decision‐makers, the article finds it appropriate to
apply an analytical framework that pays special atten‐
tion to state actors. This article is inspired by theoret‐
ical reasoning that combines neoclassical realist think‐
ing on foreign policymaking with the Foreign Policy
Analysis approaches promoted by Christopher Hill, Chris
Alden, and Amnon Aran (Alden & Aran, 2017; Hill, 2016;
Ripsman et al., 2016). The inspiration implies that the

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 15–24 16

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


article maintains the realist conception that states and
foreign policy decision‐makers pursue national interests
and do so within the constraints set by the international
systemic structures. The article thus leans towards John
Mearsheimer’s interpretation of the international sys‐
temic conditions in the current century.

As far as the burden‐sharing issue is concerned,
Milner and Tingley argue that “principal‐agency theory”
can specify what is the national interest in this con‐
text as the theory refers to the importance of burden‐
sharing and risk‐sharing when it comes to multilateral
promotion of security in developing countries (Milner &
Tingley, 2013; Ruggie, 1992, p. 586). The theory main‐
tains that the “principal” or the “pivotal state” delegates
tasks to an “agent,” in this case, the armed forces of a
coalition partner. Marina Henke finds that no single vari‐
able can explain the delegation of authority from the
principal to the agent. Nevertheless, burden‐sharing is
a crucial motive for building international coalitions and
thus for promoting multilateralism. Boosting legitimacy
by inviting other states to participate in an intervention
is also an important motive (Henke, 2019, pp. 134–135).
Olivier Schmitt goes so far as to argue that “since the
end of the Cold War, multilateralism has become a key
factor legitimizing military interventions” (Schmitt, 2018,
pp. 16–18). It ismuch easier to defend amilitary interven‐
tion in a developing country against domestic and inter‐
national criticism if the international community appears
to support such a drastic measure and that it is not
merely a self‐serving action.

Opting for multilateral solutions to military interven‐
tions in developing countries does not imply that such
decisions are rational. Foreign policy decision‐makers
likely make decisions with a lack of knowledge and
based on misconceptions, which aligns with the plural‐
ist understanding of foreign policy decision‐making pro‐
moted by Christopher Hill. It means that states or gov‐
ernment decision‐makers are not considered a single and
coherent actor capable of rationally pursuing a clear‐cut
national interest. Rather, the pluralist position implies
that the actual foreign policy behaviour may be inco‐
herent and inconsistent—it may even be irrational (Hill,
2016, pp. 7–9, 12–17; Ripsman et al., 2016).

The assumption that governments are not necessar‐
ily coherent actors that pursue rational policies makes
it possible that the approach might be useful not only
in Western but also in developing countries. The devel‐
oping countries dealt with in this article had all been
through wars that undermined their formal political
structures and whatever institutionalized frames that
existed for politics before the outbreak of conflict.
The post‐conflict period in developing countries is typi‐
cally characterized by state‐building processes that give
informal actors, such as clan leaders, chiefs, and war‐
lords, considerable room formanoeuvre (Berdal & Zaum,
2013; Cheng, 2013).

It has been argued that many informal actors per‐
ceive reconstruction and state‐building as a continuation

of war and a political competition to access resources
by new means (Malejacq & Sandor, 2020, p. 559). It is
a prominent argument in the literature that a strong
driver for many decision‐makers and politicians in devel‐
oping countries is the survival of the incumbent regime,
including the survival of the ruling elite (Alden & Aran,
2017, p. 94; Clapham, 1996). The high priority attached
to regime survival often results in very limited reform
and few policy changes because such initiatives may
break up the existing patterns of domestic alliances
and patron–client networks (Oliveira & Verhoeven, 2018,
pp. 18–20).

A significant amount of literature about the coun‐
tries and regions analyzed here suggests that it is use‐
ful to operate with patrimonialism and neopatrimonial‐
ism as core analytical concepts for understanding the
behaviour of those politicians and policymakers that
are strongly preoccupied with regime survival (Bach,
2011; Brosig, 2017; De Waal, 2009; Mehran, 2018).
Patrimonialism is characterized by mutual dependency
relationships between a limited number of strongmen or
patrons and their followers, called clients (Bach, 2011;
De Waal, 2009; Erdman & Engel, 2007; Mehran, 2018).
Neopatrimonialism refers to a mixture of patrimonial
and legal‐rational bureaucratic domination in political
systems characterized by state officials who exercise
their power and authority based on their private inter‐
ests and their private concerns (Bach, 2011, pp. 277–278;
De Waal, 2009, pp. 101–103; Mehran, 2018, pp. 93–95).
According to the analytical framework suggested here,
stressing the significance of the exchange relationship
between clients and elite actors or “big men” empha‐
sizes the role of individual decision‐makers, their inter‐
ests, and motives in concrete decision‐making situations
(Hill, 2016, p. 65).

Summing up, the article applies a theoretical frame‐
work that combines the impact of the international sys‐
temic structures with the mediating role of domestic
variables. The article aligns with the realist argument
of John Mearsheimer that the two American‐led inter‐
ventions in Afghanistan and Iraq took place during the
“golden years” of US global dominance that allowed the
hegemon to pursue highly aggressive policies. In compar‐
ison, the French intervention in Mali took place when
the liberal international order was “going downhill,” and
the Western powers faced increasing challenges to their
legitimacy. Second, the article assumes that the percep‐
tions of the important foreign policy decision‐makers
of the “national” interest are fluid, which may result
in policies that are not rational. The understanding of
decision‐makers’ behaviour in developing countries is
based on the assumption that they are strongly preoccu‐
pied with securing the survival of the incumbent regime.
The transfer of resources to these governmentsmay lead
to negative social, economic, and political consequences
in the recipient states, as pointed out by Marina Henke
(Henke, 2019, pp. 161–162).
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3. Multilateral Security Operations in Afghanistan, Iraq,
and Mali/West Africa

Following the terrorist attack on the US on 9/11, NATO
invoked Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, result‐
ing in many years of foreign military involvement in
Afghanistan. Since its start in October 2001, the mili‐
tary intervention in Afghanistan had been running on
a dual‐track (Hallams, 2009; Sperling & Webber, 2012).
On the one hand, there was a unilateral operation led
by the US, which centred on its strategic interests, and
on the other hand, there was a multilateral mission led
by NATO with the participation of several member coun‐
tries such as the UK, Canada, France, Germany, and small
states such as Norway and Denmark (Rynning, 2013).

The unilateral approach meant that the US main‐
tained its ability to generate quick, flexible, and effi‐
cient responses to the enemy (Hallams, 2009; Sperling
& Webber, 2012). The multilateral International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) operation was established with
a UN mandate. It had participation from several NATO
member states and contributions from several interna‐
tional organizations. The mission was oriented toward
rebuilding government institutions and training the
Afghan security forces (Carati, 2015, pp. 206–207).
At one time, the ISAF includedmore than 130,000 troops
from NATO countries and partner nations (Olsen, 2020,
p. 62; Sperling & Webber, 2012).

In comparison, the unilateral American invasion of
Iraq in 2003 led to one of the most serious crises in
the transatlantic relationship since WWII because some
European NATO member states, such as Germany and
France, were strongly against the intervention (Garey,
2020). Nevertheless, after a few years, it was agreed
that NATO should take over the training of Iraqi defence
forces. The mission was established in 2008, with two
overall goals: capacity building, non‐combat training,
and stabilization of Iraq aimed at preventing terrorism
and, in particular, the re‐emergence of ISIS (Olsen, 2020,
pp. 69–70; Schafranek, 2019).

Soon after 9/11, Africa and especially West Africa
became one of the geographical regions where multi‐
lateral cooperation was considered an important tool
for fighting terrorism. In the wake of 9/11, the US
introduced several initiatives focusing on regional secu‐
rity where military training programs and funding for
African armed forces became crucial components in the
American Africa policy (Chivvis, 2016, pp. 44–48; Ploch,
2011, p. 23). When radical Islamists gained power in
Northern Mali in 2012 and threatened to enter the cap‐
ital Bamako in early 2013, the former colonial power,
France, launched a military intervention force to elimi‐
nate the Islamist threat (Dieng, 2019; Wing, 2019).

The decision‐makers in Washington found that the
US had an interest in preventing the establishment of a
safe‐haven for the growth and operations of “Al‐Qaeda
in the Maghreb” in Northern Mali (interviews by the
author inWashingtonDC in 2015; Larémont, 2013;Weltz,

2014, p. 609). Therefore, the US involved itself by assist‐
ing the French forces with air transport, air refueling,
and the Americans stepped up their surveillance and
intelligence activities in the region. The building of a
$110million drone base in neighbouring Niger expressed
the American commitment to fighting terrorism and rad‐
ical Islamists in West Africa (Turse, 2020). The proactive
American policy in West Africa resulted in the training of
many thousands of African troops to performpeacekeep‐
ing and anti‐terrorist operations on the continent (Pham,
2014, p. 262).

Summing up, the three interventions mentioned
were promoted unilaterally by the US or France, mak‐
ing them “pivotal states.” However, all three operations
very soon became multilateral under the command of
NATO or the UN, operating in parallel with the unilat‐
eral missions under either American or French leader‐
ship. The unilateral missions were all strongly focused on
fighting terrorism, whereas the multilateral operations
were far more engaged in state‐building activities and
training of local security forces.

4. The Interests of the Big Actors

4.1. National Interests

The first argument of the article states that Western mili‐
tary interventions in developing countries during the first
years of the twenty‐first century were about taking care
of what coreWestern decision‐makers perceived as their
national interest. The section scrutinizes the interests of
the US and France based on the assumption that it can
contribute to explainingwhy the two international actors
intervened in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali/West Africa.

The strategic goals and the interests pursued by
the American invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 were
clear. From the start, it was apparent that the unilat‐
eral US invasion was not a crisis‐management operation
and that its main purpose was to retaliate against the
9/11 attacks and prevent al‐Qaeda from threatening the
USA (Garey, 2020, pp. 83–85, 90–92). The original aims
and goals of the American mission in Afghanistan soon
became conflated with additional vague and broadly
defined ones like “state‐building,” “counterinsurgency,”
“winning hearts and minds,” “democratization,” “coun‐
terterrorism,” and “regional stabilization” (Carati, 2015,
p. 203). It has been pointed out that to a large
extent, the additional goals reflected the fact that the
decision‐makers in the US had no idea of what they had
gotten themselves intowhen theUS invadedAfghanistan
apart from the aim of retaliating against the attacks of
9/11 (Russel, 2013, pp. 51, 55).

In the middle of the challenges confronting the com‐
bined unilateral and multilateral mission in Afghanistan,
the US government under George W. Bush in early
2003 decided to invade Iraq unilaterally. American
decision‐makers claimed that the Iraqi regime under
Saddam Hussein had hidden its nuclear weapons from
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the international inspectors that the UN had sent to
verify or falsify the American assertions (Garey, 2020,
pp. 123–128). Despite the fact that the American
decision‐makers were unable to provide any information
to substantiate their claim of the Iraqi regime’s access
to nuclear weapons, the US launched an invasion of the
country in March 2003 together with a limited number
of allied states. It was an important aim for the American
strategy to remove the old ruling elites by pursuing a
so‐called “de‐Ba’athification” policy of the Iraqi govern‐
ment institutions, including the armed forces (Dodge,
2013, pp. 196–197). This supports Mearsheimer’s argu‐
ment that the US pursued aggressive agendas during the
golden years of liberal hegemony (Mearsheimer, 2019,
pp. 32–33).

Since its decolonization in Africa, France has played a
remarkably prominent role in managing several violent
conflicts in West Africa. It was a natural consequence
of the fact that France maintained its position on the
continent in the entire post‐colonial era (Chafer, 2014,
p. 514; Vallin, 2015, pp. 93–97). As early as mid‐2010,
the foreign minister Francois Fillon stated “We are at
war with al‐Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb” (Knaup et al.,
2012). The French government’s 2013 White Paper on
“Defense and National Security” maintained that the
security of France and Europe/the EU were closely inter‐
linked. The White Paper indicated that political insta‐
bility in the Sahel was not only a threat to France but
certainly also to Europe at large (Chafer, 2014, p. 54).
Bruno Charbonneau, an expert on security issues in
the Sahel, argues that “the French, like the EU, are
now concerned with how instability would result in
migrants and illicit goods flowing to Europe” (Essa, 2017).
The assessment is in line with the statements and offi‐
cial documents issued by the EU, including its differ‐
ent “Strategies on the Sahel” (European Council, 2016;
European External Action Service, 2011). Therefore, it is
reasonable to assume that the French decision‐makers
perceived launching operation “Serval” as taking care
of national interests by reestablishing stability in Mali
while contributing to curbing the influx of migrants and
refugees into the EU.

Summing up, it appears that invading Afghanistan
was an act of revenge which was not necessarily the
same as taking care of US national security interests.
However, the domestic pressure on the American for‐
eign policy decision‐makers to act was unquestionable.
The decision‐makers in Paris perceived preventing chaos
inMali and in thewider Sahel region to be in the national
interest of France and in the interest of the EU. The Iraqi
situation is far more challenging because the official rea‐
sons for invading the country were questioned from the
start of the American campaign. It points towards an
interpretation that the decision to invade Iraq resulted
from a lack of knowledge or simply manipulation of facts.
It was difficult to argue that it was taking care of US
“national” interests, and at the same time, it raised seri‐
ous questions about the legitimacy of the invasion.

4.2. Burden Sharing With “Like‐Minded” Countries

It is characteristic both in the run‐up to, and during
the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, like‐minded coun‐
tries in the NATO alliance got to play important roles.
The presence of NATO in the conflicts in Afghanistan
and Iraq was supposed to provide legitimacy among
domestic and international audiences. Julie Garey argues
that “the United States pursued NATO participation to
legitimize its actions and adhere to norms governing
the use of force and conflict engagement” (Garey, 2020,
p. 213). No doubt, the participation of the UK, France,
and Germany sent a clear signal to the American domes‐
tic audience as well as to the international commu‐
nity that there was widespread political support for
the military operations in Afghanistan (Schmitt, 2018,
pp. 138–148). The same was the case concerning the
highly controversial invasion of Iraq, where the UK very
strongly backed the American undertaking together with
Australia and Italy, giving it a tinge of legitimacy (Schmitt,
2018, pp. 104–137).

There were also clear motives about burden‐sharing
involved in encouraging like‐minded partners to partic‐
ipate in the operations in the two countries (Henke,
2019, pp. 145–147). Initially, the ISAF‐NATO mission was
deployed in Kabul to defend government institutions,
and was conceived as a mission to help rebuild govern‐
ment institutions and train the Afghan security forces
(Carati, 2015, p. 207). The European NATO allies within
ISAF brought invaluable skills to strengthen the stabiliza‐
tion and reconstruction efforts, thereby demonstrating
the potential utility of multilateralism for taking care of
some American interests in promoting stability and secu‐
rity in developing countries (Garey, 2020, pp. 214–220).

The goals of the multilateral ISAF mission were to
a large extent undermined by the unilateral American
policy. Several years into the intervention, under the
Obama administration, it was so pronounced that it
was described as a “re‐Americanization” of the conflict
(Carati, 2015, p. 215). The outcome was not just poor
coordination but also a lack of communication and some‐
times open conflict between the US‐led mission and the
ISAF. The tense disagreements partly reflected the lack
of consensus among the US and NATO partner coun‐
tries about the goals of the foreign military engagement
in Afghanistan (Carati, 2015, pp. 203, 207; Sperling &
Webber, 2012, p. 355).

Despite the strong disagreement between the US
and not least France and Germany about the launch of
thewar on Iraq, NATOended up agreeing to offer training
to Iraqi security forces in late 2004 (Garey, 2020, p. 212;
Hallams, 2009, pp. 51–53). TheNATOmission (NMI) oper‐
ated alongside an EU Advisory Mission (EUAM) support‐
ing security reform in Iraq. In February 2021, NATO’s
defence ministers decided to expand their training mis‐
sion in Iraq from 500 soldiers to around 4,000 to 5,000
troops. The increase in numbers did not involve US per‐
sonnel, meaning that NATO’s European members would

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 15–24 19

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


increasingly take over some of the training activities pre‐
viously carried out by the US (Emmott, 2021).

Soon after the launch of operation “Serval” in Mali,
it was backed by 2,000 troops from Chad, turning it into
a multilateral operation. France opted for a multilateral
approach in parallel to its military operations to avoid
having sole responsibility for maintaining security and
for fighting Islamist radicalization. Thus, the reasons for
the French push for multilateralism and multilateral mili‐
tary solutions to themany crises inWest Africa were very
pragmatic. It was about burden‐sharing, and a quest for
legitimacy (Erforth, 2020, pp. 572–575; Recchia & Tardy,
2020, pp. 478–479). As a consequence of the French
wish to share the burden and risk, the UN mandated a
multilateral mission with more than 10,000 soldiers and
2,000 police officers with headquarters in Bamako, Mali
(Dieng, 2019).

In sum, the Afghan case seems to contradict the argu‐
ment of JohnMearsheimer thatWashington was keen to
get support from like‐minded countries as far as burden‐
sharing and legitimacy were concerned. Because the
intervention took place during the “golden years” of the
liberal international order, it is at least puzzling. Despite
the strong commitment by many European NATO part‐
ners that gave legitimacy to the mission, the US largely
pursued its own narrow goals without consideration for
the concerns of its partners. The unilateral US with‐
drawal from Afghanistan in August 2021 supports this
assessment. It suggests that some American decision‐
makers had not acknowledged that the “golden years”
of American international dominancewere over and that
multilateral cooperation in the twenty‐first century was
also about behavioural norms and reciprocity. Because
of themassive resistance to the invasion of Iraq, the inter‐
national support of the controversial American move
was not only a necessity—receiving it was a success.
In the Mali case, multilateral missions were launched to
share the burden and give legitimacy to the interven‐
tions, and Paris was successful in both respects.

4.3. Burden‐Sharing With Partners From Developing
Countries

The Afghan National Army (ANA) was the centerpiece of
NATO’s military strategy in Afghanistan (Grissom, 2013,
p. 263). The alliance devoted substantial resources to
building and training the ANA, and over the years,
its numbers expanded to reach 171,000 men in 2011
(Grissom, 2013, p. 268). The training program for the
Afghan National Security Forces was intensified to make
them capable of taking over responsibility for security
from NATO and thereby sharing the alliance’s costs of
maintaining stability and security in the country (Carati,
2015, p. 214).

By 2011, ANA’s operational effectiveness was unsat‐
isfactory seen from NATO’s perspective. It was the case,
despite heavy US and NATO investments in the training
of the Afghan soldiers and the provision of newweapons

and other supplies. Some of the reasons were linked to
limitations in training and weapons, but NATO sources
also emphasized corruption as a core reason (Grissom,
2013, pp. 273–274). Neither corruption at all adminis‐
trative levels nor the challenges from poor governance
and a broken judicial system were addressed because of
the strong American focus on counterinsurgency in the
training programs for the ANA. It meant that the broader
socio‐political context in Afghanistan was not considered
(Carati, 2015, p. 214).

Because of the removal in Iraq of the Ba’athist secu‐
rity forces, Washington had to spend significant efforts
on training, equipping, and supporting the new Iraqi
armed forces, and by 2009, the Iraqi security forces
employed a total of 645,000 personnel. The rapid remili‐
tarization of the Iraqi state and its relations with its own
society was pushed through by the US as an attempt to
limit the casualties for its own troops and reduce the
domestic political costs of occupying Iraq (Dodge, 2013,
pp. 204–207). However, theWestern training of the secu‐
rity forces reinforced the already existing institutional
fragmentation and the politics of patronage in these insti‐
tutions (Bizhan, 2018, p. 1020). On top of this, the dis‐
solution of the Iraqi army worsened the security situa‐
tion in the country,manifesting itself in a continuing fight
against al‐Qaeda. Therefore, the US also established and
supported tribal militias, which included 100,000 mem‐
bers (Bizhan, 2018, p. 1023).

The French military intervention in Mali backed by
troops from Chad very quickly led to the defeat of
radical Islamists in the northern part of the country
(Dieng, 2019; Wing, 2019). The proactive American pol‐
icy towards West Africa was part of the American global
war on terror (Burgess, 2015, p. 211). In line with the
American effort, the EU established no less than three
multilateral missions, one of which, EUTM Mali, was
explicitly aimed at training the Malian armed forces
(Pirozzi, 2013, p. 16–17).

Adding to the complex picture of military interven‐
tions in Mali and West Africa, the attempts to turn oper‐
ation “Serval” into a multilateral mission resulted in
the establishment of a French‐led but still multilateral
operation named “Barkhane” headquartered in Chad.
The “Barkhane” aimed to secure the region and fight
terrorism in partnership with regional actors; it involved
joint operations between French troops and soldiers
fromMali, Niger, and Chad (Larivé, 2014). The high prior‐
ity given to promoting security in West Africa/the Sahel
was emphasized by the establishment in 2017 of the
so‐called “G5 Sahel Force.” This 5,000 strong military
unit with the aim to fight terrorism, organized border
crime, and human trafficking. The participating partners
include fiveWest African countries plus France. The fund‐
ing came from the EU, France, and the US (Dieng, 2019,
pp. 485–487; Dörrie, 2019, p. 2; Essa, 2017).

In sum, the analysis in this section has shown that the
burden‐sharing and risk‐sharing interests of the US and
France resulted in extensive training of and cooperation
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with troops fromAfghanistan, Iraq, andMali/West Africa,
along with the transfer of significant economic resources
in particular to Afghanistan and Mali. The thesis of piv‐
otal states helps explain the expansion of the number
of participating states in the multilateral military oper‐
ations in the three cases analyzed. At the same time, it
is important to acknowledge that the three examples of
twenty‐first century multilateralism did not provide sta‐
bility or remove the threat from terrorism as was pre‐
dicted (Hill & Peterson, 2013, pp. 64, 67).

5. The Interests of Rulers in Developing Countries

The third argument of the article states that the politi‐
cal power holders and the incumbent elites in develop‐
ing countries exposed to Western military intervention
have strong interests in receiving training for their troops
and economic assistance from the very same Western
powers. It is because this type of support buttresses
their power positions and thereby the survival of the
incumbent regime (Brosig, 2017; Fischer, 2013; Oliveira
& Verhoeven, 2018).

The ANA was an important institution within a
broader societal and political context permeated by patri‐
monial networks that included both officers and individu‐
als. It has been pointed out that many officers in the ANA
spent significant amounts of time and energy managing
the patronage networkswithin the armywhich appeared
deeply distracted by these machinations (Grissom, 2013,
p. 278). Apparently, many officers were wary of disci‐
plining subordinates connected to networks and power‐
ful patrons outside the army who routinely prevented
action from being taken against “their guys” (Grissom,
2013, p. 278). In brief, the patronage system distorted
the discipline in the armed forces and distorted the
system of military justice. The Western instructors that
trained the members of the ANA had a hard time under‐
standing where the loyalties and other affinities were
placed when it came down to the individual soldier
(Malejacq & Sandor, 2020, p. 558).

Official development assistance to Afghanistan rose
50‐fold during the first 10 years of Western presence,
but after 2016, it started to drop. It has been argued
that although the large influx of development aid pushed
rapid economic growth, it also promoted corruption and
funnelled revenue to criminals and insurgent groups
(Bizhan et al., 2018, pp. 971–972). The enormous sums of
economic and military assistance buttressed the power
base of several Afghan strongmen giving them an incen‐
tive to pursue a policy of “business as usual,” imped‐
ing the peace demands (Smith, 2020, p. 16). It suggests
that the ruling elite in Afghanistan took care of its inter‐
ests by receiving funding and training of its soldiers from
the West. Also, pursuing “business as usual” policies in
Afghanistan seems to have impeded the implementation
of reforms.

When it comes to Iraq, Nematullah Bizhan main‐
tains that the American invasion induced state failure

because of its policy of “de’Ba’athification.” Before the
invasion, Iraq was characterized by a highly central‐
ized government that used repression as a core instru‐
ment to maintain its power. The subsequent failure
of a Western‐inspired state‐building project was largely
the result of American policy initiatives that disrupted
the Iraqi state’s preexisting capacity and undermined
the prospect for effective state‐building by cleansing
the government institutions of former loyalists of the
Saddam Hussein regime (Costantini & Cozzolino, 2020).
Despite the centralization of power, the Iraqi elite was
fragmented while, at the same time, it was using the
politics of patronage as an important tool of distribu‐
tion of resources and favours (Bizhan, 2018). As in the
Afghan case, the power position of the elites in Iraq was
strengthened because of the inflow of resources from
the West and the distribution of resources that took
place via patron–client mechanisms. It implies that the
Western‐inspired state‐building project was undermined
suggesting that necessary reforms of the Iraqi society
faced serious problems when it came to implementing
any reform (Costantini & Cozzolino, 2020).

In the wake of the French military intervention in
Mali in 2013, Paris focused solely on the pursuit of
Islamist rebels in the North and was careful not to get
involved in domestic politics (Wing, 2019, pp. 100–102).
The continued French andUNmilitary presence inMali in
combination with the inflow of resources from the West
provided disincentives for Southern‐based elites in the
country to undertake profound institutional and politi‐
cal restructuring that could have contributed tomaintain‐
ing peace (Tull, 2017, pp. 2–3; Wing, 2017, pp. 190–192).
Moreover, the international partners were unlikely to
push for domestic reform, as long as the Malian govern‐
ment was perceived as a crucial ally in the war on terror
(Wing, 2017, p. 193).

In sum, the incumbent elites in the three countries
and their local allies and clients received significant eco‐
nomic and military assistance from the West. The exter‐
nal resources and the patrimonial systems strengthened
the power position of the different elites and strong‐
men, which contributed to their inclination to abstain
from major reforms. The generous inflows of resources
from the West also contribute to explaining why the
incumbent elites in the three countries were prepared to
share the burden and the risk with the intervening mili‐
tary forces.

6. Conclusion

The article started by asking why the US and France
took the initiative to launch several military interven‐
tions in developing countries in the current century and
why the two Western powers seemed to prefer multi‐
lateral cooperation in these interventions. The article
also asked what the consequences were of involving
troops from developing countries in military operations.
By answering these two questions, it aims to contribute
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to the debate on what multilateralism involving military
interventions in developing countries looks like in the
twenty‐first century. It also aims to contribute to the
debate on the wider implications of multilateralism that
involves troop contributions from developing countries
in military operations.

In the three cases, the decision‐makers in the US
and France reacted to international and domestic stim‐
uli. Because of the terrorist attacks on the US on 9/11,
the US had to respond to the violent attacks on its soil,
and the military invasion of Afghanistan was an appar‐
ent move. Afghanistan was hardly a threat to US national
security but, the domestic pressure on the American
decision‐makers to act was unquestionable. Likewise,
the French decision‐makers felt they had to react to the
Islamist take‐over of power in Northern Mali in 2012.
Themilitary intervention inMali in early 2013was clearly
perceived as being in the national interest of France and
Europe at large. When it comes to the invasion of Iraq in
2003, it is far more convincing to explain the invasion as
the result of domestic pressure in the US and, as such, as
an element in taking revenge after 9/11. Of course, the
two American‐initiated invasions can also be seen as a
reflection of the “golden years” of US unilateral power.

Second, it may very well be rational and in the
national interest of the US and France to share the bur‐
den with many other actors. NATO appears to be a sur‐
prisingly willing and capable partner both in Afghanistan
and Iraq, where it also gave legitimacy to the inter‐
ventions. It was hardly necessary if the argument of
John Mearsheimer is accepted that the US and its
allies had much legitimacy during the “golden years”
of liberal internationalism (Mearsheimer, 2019, p. 25).
In Mali/West Africa, other partners were willing to con‐
tribute to stabilizing the country and the region. The ana‐
lysis of the three interventions contributes to explaining
why multilateral military missions in the current century
appear messy—it is simply due to the many participants
from the West and developing countries. The many part‐
ners and the unclear goals of themilitary operationsmay
also contribute to explaining why they have had such lim‐
ited success in creating peace and stability.

Third, the analysis showed that burden‐sharing
was not only in the interest of the Western powers.
The incumbent elites in the three countries analyzed here
were strongly interested in cooperating with the inter‐
vening Western forces because they received weapons,
ammunition, and training for their armed forces and
police. On top of this, the governments received signif‐
icant amounts of development aid and economic assis‐
tance. The combined consequences of theWestern assis‐
tance were support of authoritarian governments, and
with this support, it was easier for them to avoid imple‐
menting economic and political reform.

Now, returning to the article’s contribution to the
debate on what multilateral military interventions look
like in developing countries in the twenty‐first century
and to the debate on the implications of developing

countries being so active participating in military oper‐
ations. The interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq sug‐
gested that they were more about domestic circum‐
stances and taking revenge than promoting stability in
the two countries. On the other hand, the intervention
in Mali was more clearly about promoting stability, pre‐
venting the spread of Islam, and curbing migration into
Europe. The military interventions did not establish sta‐
bility in any of the three countries. Rather, the conse‐
quences of the extensive Western involvement were to
buttress the power positions of the incumbent, author‐
itarian elites and thereby, the West supported the incli‐
nation of these elites to refrain from initiating necessary
socio‐economic and political reforms. In brief, the multi‐
lateral military interventions were not only messy; they
undermined the prospect for stability.
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1. Introduction

Global challenges such as illicit financial flows (IFFs)
are part of a multipolar and interdependent world.
These flows disproportionally affect developing coun‐
tries, which have not only faced the consequences of eco‐
nomic downturn over the last years but also the harmful
effects on poverty resulting from the Covid‐19 pandemic.
The failure to curb IFFs is only one piece of evidence of
the current crisis of multilateralism that became more

marked after the 2007–2009 international financial cri‐
sis, as well as with the outbreak of the coronavirus.
These problems suggest a need to break the gridlock
in global governance that results from the increasing
complexity of international relations and global power
shifts (Boughton et al., 2017; Boulet et al., 2016; Hale
et al., 2013).

IFFs have become a cause of serious concern for
developed and developing countries alike. They can be
linked to transnational organized crime and other forms
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of corruption (e.g., failure of money laundering controls,
global bribery, and fraud). They are also directly related
to tax avoidance and tax planning by multinational cor‐
porations (MNCs) and their transfer of funds to offshore
destinations (i.e., profits shifted to tax havens; Alonso,
2018; Cobham & Jansky, 2020; Reuter, 2012).

IFFs not only deprive developing countries of domes‐
tic resources for development but also pose a continuing
challenge for sustained growth, governance, and effec‐
tive social justice (United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development & United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime, 2020). Moreover, these flows include transfers
from legal and illegal activities that are generally con‐
sidered harmful for the global economic system. In that
regard, IFFs are a transnational issue involving hidden
flows that are extremely difficult for regulatory author‐
ities and the public to track.

Various studies show themagnitude of the challenge
for developing countries (Cobham & Jansky, 2020; Collin,
2020; Hickel, 2017). For instance, it is estimated that
developing countries lose billions of dollars a year due
to IFFs. Around 80% of IFFs are due to trade misinvoic‐
ing (e.g., evasion of customs duties, VAT taxes; Kar &
Spanjers, 2015). In 2017, this value gap amounted to 18%
of developing country trade, implying a significant diver‐
sion of resources away from the Global South’s social,
productive, and development priorities.

Consequently, in recent years, there has been a par‐
ticular interest in improving international cooperation
(standards, bodies, initiatives, dialogues) to enhance the
capacity of governments to tackle IFFs with a clear
understanding that it is essential to close fiscal loop‐
holes and strengthen coordination and transparency
between fiscal policies (e.g., the fight against tax havens;
OECD, 2016). This includes the emergence of: (a) the
Addis Ababa Action Agenda; (b) the OECD/G20 Inclusive
Framework on Base Erosion and Profit Shifting in 2016;
(c) the call made by the United Nations High‐Level Panel
on Financial Transparency, Accountability, and Integrity
(FACTI) to set up a UN Tax Convention; and (d) the recent
G7 tax agreement to set a minimum global corporate tax
of at least 15%.

All these features highlight a constellation of risk
factors with systemic connotations. In this regard, we
argue that IFFs are a subproduct of inefficient interna‐
tional policies and multilateral regulatory frameworks
that have decreased the scope of action of nation‐states
and reduced the incentives for them to cooperate in cer‐
tain areas of financial markets and global governance
that are particularly relevant for developing countries
(e.g., international tax cooperation). However, this arti‐
cle does not seek to convey the idea of “state failure.”
On the contrary, we provide a broad overview of the
changes and asymmetries emerging within the global
capitalist system and the rising prominence of capital
mobility and financial globalization. To this point, there
is a broad range of literature from different perspec‐
tives, which reminds us how global financial networks,

connecting with financial centres and offshore jurisdic‐
tions, have become financial vehicles through which
transnational corporations and territories organize com‐
plex corporate structures to reduce costs, minimize tax
payments, and maximize profits, among others (Navidi,
2017). In particular, two interrelated strands of research
analyze the complex linkages.

In the first, institutions, regulations, and laws give
an account of tailored processes that facilitate cross‐
border capital movements associated with illegal activ‐
ities (Herkenrath, 2014; Shaxson, 2019). In the other,
there is a vicious circle between tax evasion, corruption,
and money laundering, including other illicit financial
activities (Clark et al., 2015). The former involves a broad
constellation of financial networks operating through
exclusive circles from individuals and institutions, which
promote hierarchical structures of power based on sta‐
tus, access to privileged information, and the promo‐
tion of closed policy circles, including the practices of
regulatory capture of public policy by financial entities
(Kellow et al., 2021; Ötsch, 2016). The latter includes the
bond between political corruption, economic resources,
and numerous transnational criminal organizations to
foster illicit global supply chains (Christensen et al.,
2016). Moreover, this interlinkage represents an addi‐
tional threat to countries in the Global South, fuelled
by adverse effects on tax systems and the promotion
of rent‐seeking structures, which usually comes at the
expense of their social and productive fabric (as in the
case of activities such as mineral extraction or human
trafficking), and the general distortion in the functioning
of democratic institutions (United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development, 2020). Our approach com‐
plements the abovementioned literature by providing a
structural and empirical approach to understanding and
visualizing these phenomena in the developing world.

Our main aim is to shed light on the dimensions
behind IFFs, which affect the multilateral order and cre‐
ate new dependencies between the Global North and
the Global South. Section 2 provides a brief analysis
of the complex institutional framework in which IFFs
operate. Section 3 presents and discusses the main fac‐
tors explaining IFFs obtained via multivariate techniques.
To that end, we examine the problem of IFFs in devel‐
oping countries from a cartographic perspective through
the lens of phantom investment and trade misinvoicing
to illustrate the complexities of this issue and its hetero‐
geneous nature over the past few years. Finally, Section 4
concludes the article.

2. International Asymmetries in a Complex Economic
System

Broadly speaking, IFFs reflect the strong asymmetries
prevailing in the internationalmonetary and financial sys‐
tem. Bretton Woods laid the foundation for long‐term
hegemonic stability by implementing key geopolitical
and strategic objectives of the United States (US).
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The Bretton Woods conference confronted two compet‐
ing visions. On the one hand, a non‐hegemonic proposal
provided by Keynes focused on a framework of shared
stability, essentially raising concern about the global eco‐
nomic and trade asymmetries of capitalism. His solution,
in which surplus and deficit countries would split the
burden of global trade surplus to the benefit of deficit
countries, aimed to bring symmetry into the balance
of payments adjustment (Keynes, 2013). The other pro‐
posal was a pragmatic approach propelled byH. D.White,
which would be essential to deploy the construction
and design of the national security of the US in three
main strands: (a) economic and financial (through the
consolidation of the hegemonic currency, the dollar);
(b) military security; and (c) strategic. By doing this,
the US defended its right to use a current‐account sur‐
plus while at the same time imposing its model on
the international monetary and financial system (Steil,
2013). Indeed, two relevant compensatory elements to
the system were introduced under this framework: the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.

The issue here, as many scholars have suggested
(Halevi & Varoufakis, 2003; Schwartz, 2019; Strange,
1987), is that the post‐war order, shaped by the US, has
developed a surplus recycling mechanism (SRM), which
performs the functions of a global minotaur: a metaphor
of the tribute that Athenians had to pay to Crete to feed
the minotaur. This means that a hegemonic SRM is oper‐
ating in the global economic system, which allows those
surpluses generated by the great beneficiaries (indus‐
tries, banks, MNCs, financial groups) of the world econ‐
omy to be recycled in the form of capital inflows by the
US through a complex institutional and financial system
that helps to finance theUS twin deficit. Additionally, this
framework facilitates three key objectives: (a) to support
the international credit system, (b) to encourage foreign
investment by transnational corporations, and (c) to pro‐
mote foreign investment in US Treasury bonds. This also
implies more than one SRMwithin the system (Chochan,
2018). However, only one plays a hegemonic role, intro‐
ducing the possibility of competition, rivalry, and poten‐
tial conflict within the system without contravening the
conditions for international cooperation among partici‐
pants of the international order.

2.1. The Global Hydra

However, the hegemonic SRM is far froma linear process;
it is full of transitions and changes. In the initial phase
of the Bretton Woods system, the surplus from the US
economy was recycled in Europe and Asia to create the
necessary demand for US exports. After the collapse of
the Bretton Woods system in 1971, there was a transi‐
tion to a new international financial system. It is charac‐
terized by the following key elements: (a) the shift from
a system of fixed to flexible exchange rates, (b) the dereg‐
ulation of domestic financial markets, (c) the integration
of global financial markets through monetary and finan‐

cial interdependence, (d) the changes in capital controls,
and (e) the globalization of intellectual property rights
(Archibugi & Filippetti, 2010; Fields & Vernengo, 2013;
Vermeiren, 2010). The substantial expansion of capital
and financial flows and the emergence of new financial
centres became central to the transition towards a new
SRM that operates backwards: The US run trade and gov‐
ernment deficits while absorbing surplus capital from
abroad, which are then recycled through buying exports
from its trading partners. Finally, the system becomes
cohesive by using the dollar as the dominant interna‐
tional reserve currency (Schwartz, 2019).

The complement of the SRM is the hypothesis of the
global hydra. According to Greek mythology, the hydra
was a many‐headed monster with the capacity to regen‐
erate itself. Each time a warrior was able to chop off
one of the hydra’s heads, another one appeared soon
after, making it a permanent threat until the cooperation
between Heracles and his trusted servant finally allowed
them to defeat the dreaded hydra. In line with our argu‐
ment, there is evidence that the system has created new
heads in the form of mechanisms of extraction and sur‐
plus recycling, which not only result in the implementa‐
tion of new relations of dependency between rich and
poor countries but also of multifaceted crises that are
sources of global instability and unsustainability (Held
et al., 2010; Hodge, 2013).

The post‐war economic system created a broader
set of actions, which might disguise the assistance for
financing the gaps and asymmetries in developing coun‐
tries through greater structural conditionality programs,
enabling the expansion of foreign direct investment (FDI)
inflows and the uneven distribution of public resources
(Lang, 2021). The adoption of these programs has been
the gateway to an institutional framework that endorses
the expansion of international investment law to protect
private intellectual property rights, FDI, and profitabil‐
ity for MNCs via both the agreements on Trade‐Related
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) and Trade‐Related
Investment Measures (TRIMs) within the World Trade
Organization (Chang, 2003). Likewise, these programs
have also led to the emergence of a transnational legal
order of international taxation that gave rise to tax
havens and offshore financial centres (Slobodian, 2018).

The SRM is favoured by a variety of institutions
that bring stability to the international monetary sys‐
tem, in which the US dollar still holds a central posi‐
tion. These most notably include key international finan‐
cial institutions (such as the International Organization
of Securities Commissions, the Basel Committee on
Banking Supervision, the Financial Action Task Force, and
the Financial Stability Board) that provide supervision
and regulation of the international institutional architec‐
ture. However, while these institutions are relevant in
setting the rules and standards for the global financial
system, they still have a governance deficit, which trans‐
lates into developing countries being under‐represented
within these institutions. Table 1 shows the preponder‐
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Table 1. Governance structure in six key financial institutions (countries’ membership and percentage).

Income group FATF_GAFI % FSB % BCBS % IFRS % BIS % IOSCO %

LIC 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 3.7 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 4.4
LMC 1 2.7 1 4.2 1 3.7 0 0.0 5 8.1 28 20.7
UMC 8 21.6 8 33.3 8 29.6 3 25.0 16 25.8 35 25.9
HIC 28 75.7 15 62.5 17 63.0 9 75.0 41 66.1 66 48.9
Total 37 100.0 24 100.0 27 100.0 12 100.0 62 100.0 135 100.0

Notes: Based on membership in each institution: Financial Action Task Force (FATF), Financial Stability Board (FSB), Basel Committee
on Banking Supervision (BCBS), International Financial Reporting Standards Foundation (IFRS), Bank of International Settlements (BIS),
and International Organization of Securities Commissions (IOSCO). Income group classification follows theWorld Bank list of economies
(June 2020), in which LIC refers to low‐income countries, LMC to lowmiddle‐income countries, UMC to upper‐middle‐income countries,
and HIC to high‐income countries. Source: based on information from these institutions.

ance of high‐income countries in terms of membership
against the under‐representation of the Global South.
This inequality extends to countries’ access to liquidity
when under conditions of financial distress. The lending
capacity of the Global Financial Safety Net in terms of
potential liquidity access within the IMF, regional finan‐
cial arrangements, and central bank currency swaps has
a strong bias to high‐income countries where middle‐
and low‐income countries lose out, as shown in Figure 1.

Within this network of international financial institu‐
tions, tax havens emerged. According to the Tax Justice
Network, tax havens amount to nearly US$32 trillion of
private financial wealth in secrecy jurisdictions world‐
wide and cause significant distortion of existing financial
resources, especially for the poorest countries (Andersen
et al., 2022). This situation reinforces the idea that off‐
shore markets significantly distort the compensation
mechanisms of redistribution.

In sum, the dominant SRM resembles a global hydra
with different speeds in its various dimensions over time,
promoting a vision of a unified system. Each dimension
reflects key elements of economic and financial global‐
ization, as well as the roots of the unequal distribution of
income and the hegemonic structure of the international
monetary system through the monetary dominance of
the US (see Figure 2).

The global hydra also shows the interconnection
of institutional, commercial, productive, legal, mone‐
tary, financial, and policy structures that provide hid‐
denmechanisms of extraction and surplus appropriation
of developing countries based on the loopholes within
the current tax systems. While some of these aspects
highlight the central position of the US dollar (e.g.,
dollar assets and liabilities in banks and non‐financial
firms, oil profits priced in dollars, dollar‐denominated
debts), providing stability to the international monetary

0.00 2.00 4.00 6.00 8.00 10.00 12.00

High income

Upper middle income

Lower middle income

Low income

IMF 3year condi onal IMF 3year uncondi onal Swap USD Million RFA3year USD Million (incl. linked share)

Figure 1. Global Financial Safety Net lending capacity 2019–2020 by income group (percentage of GDP). Note: Lending
capacity on average per country between 2019–2020 as % of GDP weighted by GDP share. Source: based on data provided
in Kring et al. (2020–2021).
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Figure 2. The global hydra: The role of the hegemonic surplus recycling mechanism (SRM). Notes: SAPs: structural adjust‐
ment programs; IPRs: intellectual property rights; MNCs: multinational corporations; IFFs: illicit financial flows; FDI: foreign
direct investment.

system, others, such as the TRIPs and TRIMs agreements,
have been an integral part of the structural adjustment
programs for borrowing countries (mainly developing
nations). Moreover, they represent a spearhead of the
liberalization of international trade, the expansion of FDI
and the global production networks based on MNCs.

All in all, in the context of low‐tax jurisdictions for
MNCs and wealthy individuals (among other negative
externalities), the critical components of the global hydra
have facilitated the expansion of surplus recycling back
to the US and other emergent powers, as well as to
offshore financial centres. This also explains the expan‐
sion of IFFs in the global economy as part of a whole
system that distorts revenue mobilization and affects
the domestic economy of developing countries. And
precisely here lies the structure of persisting global
imbalances between surplus and deficit countries and
the growing problem of income and wealth inequality
within countries.

2.2. Illicit Financial Flows and the Complexity of the
Contemporary Global Order

Over recent years, IFFs have received much public atten‐
tion and a target (16.4) of the United Nations’ 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, which aims to
reduce illicit financial and arms flows by strengthening
the recovery and return of stolen assets and combating
all forms of organized crime.

IFFs include illicit activities, such as trade
misinvoicing—the most significant component—and ille‐
gal practices, including financing of organized crime, pub‐
lic corruption, and tax evasion. This means, according to
the IMF:

Themovement of money across borders that is illegal
in its source (e.g., corruption, smuggling), its trans‐
fer (e.g., tax evasion or tax avoidance from multina‐
tional corporations), or its use (e.g., terrorist financ‐
ing). (International Monetary Fund, 2021)

These financial flows aim to transfer money outside of a
country, mainly to offshore jurisdictions with a high level
of financial secrecy.

Indeed, a high level of IFFs cannot be understood
without paying attention to a whole range of transmis‐
sionmechanisms, including networks of complicity (dom‐
inant political, financial, and economic elites) that facili‐
tate and promote illegal activities such as global criminal
activities. Overall, IFFs undermine the fiscal position of
nation‐states and divert resources away from social and
economic development, to the detriment of the institu‐
tional fabric of developing countries. Furthermore, IFFs
undermine governance, multilateral institutions, and cit‐
izens’ trust in democratic institutions.

Fundamentally, the effects of IFFs can be greater
in developing countries due to their negative influence
on domestic resource mobilization, particularly through
channels such as tax capacity and spending efficiency
that ultimately have repercussions on economic growth.
Similarly, it should be emphasized that high levels of IFFs
are associated with the extractive sectors of developing
countries (Le Billon, 2011).

As seen above, however, interlinked factors in sev‐
eral areas provide stability to the international system,
which may reflect what some authors have called the
transformation to a multifaceted system of global gover‐
nance (Eilstrup‐Sangiovanni & Hofmann, 2020). Figure 3
provides a graphical representation of the relationship
between IFFs and other variables of interest: corruption,
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Figure 3. Key relationships between IFFs and the global economy. Source: Tax loss % GDP based on data from Cobham and
Jansky (2020).

tax loss, FDI inflows, and bank stability. On the one
hand, these interactions reveal the positive relationship
between IFFs and tax loss and the positive correlation
of profit‐shifting and tax revenue losses related to FDIs.
On the other hand, they also reveal a clear positive link
between the levels of corruption and global financial
secrecy, as measured by the Financial Secrecy Index pro‐
vided by the Tax Justice Network (2020). This extends to
the link between bank stability and the use of secrecy
loopholes, which in our argument have proved to be an
essential factor behind this phenomenon.

Two significant questions have arisen so far: (a)What
are the most relevant dimensions (governance, trade,
finance, taxation, monetary) within this particularly com‐
plex issue? (b) Based on this analysis, what taxonomy of
developing countries can be obtained? In other words,
are there groups of similar countries that can be useful
for comparative purposes? The following section seeks
to answer these questions.

3. Methods

3.1. Factor Analysis

We examine the various dimensions of IFFs through mul‐
tivariate techniques. More specifically, we invoke the
complementary use of factor and cluster analysis meth‐
ods based on the most recent information available.
The primary step of factor analysis is to reduce the data
by finding a minimum number of factors from a large
number of variables, including information for devel‐
oped and developing countries. This means that we dis‐
card somevariables after applying the extractionmethod
and obtaining an inadequate sample size. This is the case
of the cryptocurrency index, which might suggest that
the issue of digital money within the problem of IFFs is
still in its early stages. Table 2 shows the dimensions, vari‐
ables, and sources on a sample of 85 countries using data
over the last five years (2015–2020). We use six dimen‐
sions (governance, trade, finance, taxation, monetary,
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Table 2. Description of variables.

Dimensions Proxies Description Sources Period

Governance Government
effectiveness

Reflects perceptions of the quality of public services, the
quality of the civil service and the degree of its
independence from political pressures, the quality of
policy formulation and implementation and the credibility
of the government’s commitment to such policies

World Bank
(2021a)

2015–2018

Control of
corruption

Reflects perceptions of the extent to which public power
is exercised for private gain, including both petty and
grand forms of corruption, as well as “capture” of the
state by elites and private interests

World Bank
(2021a)

The latest
available

(2015–2018)

Rule of law It reflects perceptions of the extent to which agents have
confidence in and abide by the rules of society, and in
particular, the quality of contract enforcement, property
rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood
of crime and violence

World Bank
(2021a)

The latest
available

(2015–2018)

Trade Trade The sum of exports and imports of goods and services
measured as a share of gross domestic product
(geometric mean)

World Bank
(2021b)

2015–2019

Finance Foreign direct
investment

Foreign direct investment, net outflows (% of GDP)
(geometric mean)

World Bank
(2021b)

2015–2020

Financial
Secrecy Index

It measures the secrecy of jurisdictions and the scale of
their activities to create a ranking of the countries that
most aggressively provide secrecy in global finance

Tax Justice
Network
(2021)

2020

Trade
misinvoicing

It includes the detection of trade misinvoicing by
identifying the “value gaps” or mismatches in reported
international trade data between 135 Developing
Countries and all of their Trading Partners, as a percent of
Total Trade (geometric mean)

Global
Financial
Integrity
(2021)

2015–2017

Cryptocurrency
index

It measures four metrics (on‐chain cryptocurrency value
received; on‐chain retail value transferred, both weighted
by PPP per capita; number of on‐chain cryptocurrency
deposits, weighted by number of internet users; and P2P
exchange trade volume, weighted by PPP per capita and
number of internet users). Values are normalized. The
scale is between 0 and 1. The closest to 1, the higher
the rank.

Chainalysis
(2020)

2020

Phantom
investment

It includes the estimated share of total inward FDI where
the immediate investor is a foreign phantom corporation.

Damgaard
et al. (2019)

2017

Taxation Tax revenue Tax revenue refers to compulsory transfers to the central
government for public purposes. Certain compulsory
transfers such as fines, penalties, and most social security
contributions are excluded. Refunds and corrections of
erroneously collected tax revenue are treated as negative
revenue (geometric mean)

World Bank
(2021b)

2015–2018

Monetary Bank stability It captures the probability of default of a country’s
commercial banking system

World Bank
(2021c)

2017

Inflation Average inflation rate during each period World Bank
(2021b)

2015–2019

Criminality Homicides Intentional homicides are estimates of unlawful
homicides purposely inflicted as a result of domestic
disputes, interpersonal violence, violent conflicts over
land resources, intergang violence over turf or control
and predatory violence and killing by armed groups

World Bank
(2021b)

2020
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criminality) and 13 variables. Sample selection aims to
maximize data availability and avoid redundant informa‐
tion. Data were standardized, followed closely by sam‐
pling adequacy, using the overall Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin
(KMO), which must not be < 0.5, and Bartlett’s test of
sphericity. As shown by the KMO coefficient of 0.743, the
highly statistically significant Bartlett’s test (𝜒245 = 360.5,
P < 0.000) and its determinant of the correlation matrix
(0.000), the factor analysis is suitable for our purposes.
To identify factors, we performed a principal component
analysis with varimax orthogonal rotation. The extrac‐
tion of the factors is primarily obtained from the ana‐
lysis of the total variance, which in this case extracted
four main components that explained 77% of the cumu‐
lative variance.

We then continuewith the analysis of factor rotation,
which helps us interpret factor loadings into a simple
structure. The rotated component matrix (Table 3) high‐
lights (in italics) the most relevant variables within each
of the four factors.

These rotated factor loadings represent the esti‐
mates of the correlations between the variables and
the factor where the possible values range from −1 to
+1. In our results, the first factor relates to governance
issues. Higher levels of correlation indicate that it is bet‐
ter explained by the rule of law. The second factor illus‐
trates risks associated with FDI inflows and trade trig‐
gering trade misinvoicing and tax avoidance practices.
In this respect, while the role of FDI inflows stands out,
the trade issue should not be neglected, considering that
both present similar levels of correlation. The third factor
stresses the idea of bank stability, which is more relevant
than the issue of criminality (proxied by the number of
homicides). The fourth factor underlines the importance
of taxation and the influence of global financial secrecy.

Finally, we perform a one‐way ANOVA analysis in two
scenarios to verify significant differences between the
components. At this point of the analysis, we substitute
our proxies related to trade & finance (FDI inflows and
Trade) with the use of phantom investment and trade

misinvoicing, respectively. The reason is simple:Wewant
to show both the close connection between these indi‐
cators (i.e., phantom investment accounts for almost
40% of global FDI), and to reflect as accurately as pos‐
sible the scope of the problem related to IFFs, in an
attempt to address the concern provided by Forstater
(2018). In this sense, our four main factors are statis‐
tically significant (the F‐test, which is used to deter‐
mine statistical significance, shows a good indicator of
the relationship between the general variation between
components and the general variation within the same
dimensions; see Table 3). The variable with the greatest
discriminating power is FDI inflows, proxied by fraudu‐
lent (phantom) investment, which flows through corpo‐
rate shells to avoid paying taxes in host countries, fol‐
lowed by bank stability, tax revenue, and rule of law.
In parallel, the same applies to the second scenario
based on Trade, proxied by trade misinvoicing, which
involvesmismatches in reported international trade data
(false declarations of value on trade transactions) by trad‐
ing companies, including both legitimate firms and illicit
criminal networks alike. In this case, the relevance of
bank stability remains in second place, followed by rule
of law and tax revenue.

3.2. Cluster Analysis

Cluster analysis is a multivariate method, which aims to
classify a sample of data into several groups, called clus‐
ters. While clusters are characterized by shared similar‐
ities within the same group (cluster), they also reflect
differences in relation to other clusters. This technique
aims to provide classifications that offer “objective” and
“stable” solutions whilst respecting the requirements
of homogeneity and dissimilarity within and between
groups (Everitt et al., 2011; Tezanos & Sumner, 2016,
p. 853). The procedure follows three main steps: (a) cal‐
culate the distances between clusters, (b) link the clus‐
ters, and (c) help to determine the optimal number of
clusters. First, we perform a hierarchical cluster analysis

Table 3. Component Matrix and ANOVA.

Component Matrixa

Stage 1 Stage 2

Rotated Component
ANOVA (F‐test)

Scenario 1 Scenario 2

Trade & Bank Tax Phantom Trade
Proxies Governance Finance stability revenue investment misinvoicing

Rule of law 0.966 11.256* 24.854*
FDI inflows 0.896 42.815*
Trade 0.807 30.172* 100.826*
Bank stability 0.750 31.913*
Tax revenue 0.809 12.250* 21.325*
Notes: Extraction Method is the Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method is the Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. Rotation
converged in five iterations. ANOVA test and its significance *: p < 0.001.
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using Ward’s method (1963). Then, as shown previously,
we use the four determining components from the previ‐
ous factor analysis to proceedwith ourmethodology (the
cluster analysis). Here, however, we consider two pos‐
sible solutions highlighting the role of phantom invest‐
ment and trade misinvoicing.

The first clustering hierarchical solution (using phan‐
tom investment) is composed of four clusters of devel‐
oping countries (Table 5), revealing the main character‐
istics in terms of differences across clusters (Figure 4),
the heterogeneous composition of the developing world
(Figure 6), and similar shortcomings provided by the cur‐
rent global financial order.

Cluster 1 (C1) is the largest group (34 countries)
and the most heterogeneous cluster as it includes
mostly lower‐middle‐income countries (LMCs), followed
by upper‐middle‐income countries (UMCs) and low‐
income countries (LICs). It is mostly the combination
of Sub‐Saharan African and Latin America & Caribbean
regions, including two of its most relevant economies:
Mexico and Argentina. These countries maintain a bal‐
ance between levels of tax revenues and bank stability
that expose them to the danger of tax avoidance through
substantial FDI inflows. In addition, this cluster shows
excessive laxity (with the highest levels of permissive‐
ness) in terms of legal systems.

Cluster 2 (C2) is the third largest group (9 coun‐
tries) that is strongly focused on UMCs from three main
regions: East Asia & Pacific, Latin America & Caribbean,

and Sub‐Saharan Africa. The shape of this group is the
result of low exposure to tax avoidance in terms of FDI
inflows and high levels of fiscal revenue.

Cluster 3 (C3) is the second largest group (30 coun‐
tries). It is also heterogeneous, with a focus on UMCs.
Nonetheless, it is also where key emerging economies
such as China, Russia, Turkey, Brazil, and South Africa are
located. This cluster is very similar to C1. However, the
main difference is that this cluster has the highest levels
of phantom FDI inflows in a better observance of the rule
of lawwithin the group andwith low levels of tax revenue.

Cluster 4 (C4) is the smallest group (6 countries). Its
peculiarity remains in the highest level of bank stabil‐
ity combined with substantial phantom FDI investment
and low tax collection levels. It is mainly composed of
LICs and is primarily located in the Middle East and
North Africa.

As seen above, the second clustering solution (using
trade misinvoicing) confirms the diverse and particularly
complex nature of IFFs. In this regard, the heterogeneity
in the developing world becomesmore evident (Table 5),
stressing the importance of critical issues of governance,
transparency, and accountability on the part of govern‐
ments, international institutions, and the private sector
(Figures 5 and 7). The analysis confirms the existence of
four clusters but through the lens of illegal trading activ‐
ity. In contrast to the earlier cluster analysis, the only
group that remains is C3, which is identical to C4 from
our previous analysis.

Table 4. Cluster membership of developing countries based on two scenarios.

Cluster membership

With phantom C1 (34 countries): Afghanistan; Albania; Angola; Argentina; Armenia; Azerbaijan; Bangladesh; Belarus;
FDI inflows Cambodia; Cameroon; Central African Republic; Colombia; Congo, Rep.; Dominican Republic; Egypt;

Arab Rep.; Equatorial Guinea; Gabon; Guatemala; Guinea‐Bissau; Iraq; Kenya; Kyrgyz Republic; Mali;
Mexico; Mongolia; Papua New Guinea; Paraguay; Peru; Senegal; Sudan; Togo; Tanzania; Uzbekistan;
Zimbabwe.
C2 (9 countries): Belize; Costa Rica; Ghana; Jamaica; Lesotho; Namibia; St. Lucia; St. Vincent and the
Grenadines; Timor‐Leste.
C3 (30 countries): Bhutan; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Botswana; Brazil; Bulgaria; Burkina Faso China;
Ethiopia; Fiji; Georgia; India; Indonesia; Kazakhstan; Madagascar; Malawi; Malaysia; Mozambique;
Myanmar; Nicaragua; Philippines; Moldova; Russian Federation; Rwanda; South Africa; Sri Lanka;
Thailand; Turkey; Uganda; Ukraine; Zambia.
C4 (6 countries): El Salvador; Honduras; Jordan; Lebanon; Morocco; Nepal.

With trade C1 (56 countries): Afghanistan; Albania; Angola; Argentina; Azerbaijan; Bangladesh; Belarus; Belize;
misinvoicing Brazil; Burkina Faso; Cambodia; Cameroon; Central African Republic; China; Colombia; Congo, Rep.;

Dominican Republic; Egypt, Arab Rep.; El Salvador; Ethiopia; Ghana; Guatemala; India; Indonesia;
Kazakhstan; Kenya; Kuwait; Kyrgyz Republic; Madagascar; Malawi; Mali; Mexico; Mongolia;
Mozambique; Myanmar; Nicaragua; Paraguay; Peru; Philippines; Moldova; Russian Federation;
Rwanda; Saudi Arabia; Senegal; Sri Lanka; Thailand; Timor‐Leste; Togo; Turkey; Uganda; Ukraine;
United Arab Emirates; Tanzania; Uzbekistan; Zambia; Zimbabwe.
C2 (22 countries): Armenia; Barbados; Botswana; Bulgaria; Chile; Costa Rica; Croatia; Fiji; Georgia;
Hungary; Jamaica; Lesotho; Malaysia; Mauritius; Namibia; Poland; Romania; St. Lucia; St. Vincent and
the Grenadines; Seychelles; South Africa; Uruguay.
C3 (6 countries): Honduras; Jordan; Lebanon; Morocco; Nepal; Trinidad and Tobago.
C4 (1 country): Iraq.
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Figure 6. Country clustering in their geographical location with phantom investment.

C1 is still the largest (56 countries) and most het‐
erogeneous group, including LMCs, UMCs, and LICs. It is
important to point out that this cluster contains the
entire group of LICs from the whole sample. Again, it
includes some of the most relevant emerging markets,
such as Brazil, China, India, Mexico, and Russia. These
countries face the biggest disequilibrium in terms of tax
revenue and IFFs based on trademisinvoicing in addition
to a deficit regarding the rule of law.

C2 is the second largest group (22 countries), con‐
sisting mainly of UMCs. This cluster has similarities with

C1; however, countries in this group, such as Uruguay,
Poland, Chile, and Costa Rica, have a better fiscal struc‐
ture and a positive level of rule of law. Nevertheless, they
face high trade gaps regarding IFFs, which are slightly
lower than C1.

C3 is the third largest group (6 countries). It includes
mainly LMCs. Interestingly, these countries are character‐
ized by offering high levels of bank stability in a context of
relatively good fiscal revenues. However, they still have
high levels of IFFs gaps and negative values for the rule
of law.

Figure 7. Country clustering in their geographical location with trade misinvoicing.
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C4 is a single country, which mainly reflects a geopo‐
litical issue. After the US intervention, it points out
that Iraq has been troubled by unstable and poor gov‐
ernments where the destruction of the social and pro‐
ductive fabric prevails and is hand in hand with the
emergence of corruption and organized crime. In this
context, social exclusion, illicit activities, and capital
outflows (e.g., trade misinvoicing and smuggling of oil)
have notably grown in recent years (World Bank, 2017).
The evidence indicates a similar pattern observed in C3
regarding the strong association between IFFs gaps and
bank stability.

In comparative terms, our analysis exemplifies the
multifaceted problems of IFFs that arise from differ‐
ent sources: institutional, structural, legal, productive,
and fiscal, among others. However, in recent years,
the main problem seems to lie in the exposure to tax
avoidance coming from the dynamics of FDI, aggressive
tax‐planning strategies by MNCs, and the connection to
well‐known tax‐havens. This means that a growing flow
of investment is not connectedwith real business activity
in developing countries, creating significant distortions
at the economic, fiscal, and social levels. Alongside this is
the issue of trademisinvoicing. Therefore, we should not
expect a “one‐size‐fits‐all” scenario but rather equally
important connections.

4. Policy Implications

At the heart of the debate about curbing IFFs is the
question of whether different economic, political, and
domestic legal systems create the necessary condi‐
tions to tackle IFFs. It is of particular interest whether
they are able to cooperate to reduce trade‐offs and
conflicts in their fight against IFFs in a context of a
growing global struggle/rivalry between different SRMs,
emulating a “war for surpluses” at the global level.
In practice, there are different strategies and recom‐
mendations provided by multilateral and international
organizations regarding the fight against IFFs (i.e., the
OECD Anti‐Bribery Convention, the Financial Action Task
Force 40 Recommendations, the UN Convention Against
Corruption), which reflect the complex and transnational
character of this issue. From this, there is a certain con‐
sensus about the need tomake progress towards a more
comprehensive and coherent framework (OECD, 2016).
However, the lack of an integrated system reflects the
existing gap between global standards, adaptation, and
implementation at the domestic level. This challenge not
only requires a plural andmultifaceted action to build up
institutional capacities that align with international stan‐
dards. It also implies greater coordination of national and
global policies in the fight against IFFs. This involves, in
particular, giving attention to the specific needs of the
heterogeneous Global South. Our analysis has provided
evidence that middle‐income countries (both LMCs and
UMCs), are affected to a significant extent by phantom
investment and trade misinvoicing.

Nonetheless, there are differences between these
two at the regional level. The problemof phantom invest‐
ment, taking account of their specific features, is more
acute in Sub‐Saharan Africa (C1, C2, and C3), followed
by Latin America & Caribbean (C1, C2, and C4), East
Asia & Pacific (C2), Europe & Central Asia (C3), and the
Middle East&North Africa (C4). As for trademisinvoicing,
this issue affects a significant number of Latin American
& Caribbean countries (C1, C2, and C3), followed by
Sub‐Saharan Africa (C1 and C2), Europe & Central Asia
(C2), and the Middle East & North Africa (C4). In both
cases, there are strong implications for emerging and
anchor countries in the Global South. These countries
promote a comprehensive approach to implementing
policies (such as tax incentives) to attract FDI to stimu‐
late their growth.

Yet, this has proven to be a trap for their devel‐
opment process. The evidence suggests that much of
this investment is phantom in nature, affecting the tax
structure of these societies, their productive structures,
and their environment due to the low degree of link‐
ages with the real economy and the concentration of
these flows within sectors that have high environmental
impacts. Similarly, the driver of international economic
integration based on trade agreements and the export‐
led growth strategy embedded in the global trade liberal‐
ization discourse is challenged by the distortions emerg‐
ing from trade misinvoicing practices, and their associ‐
ated tax revenue losses for the developing world. Again,
both features suggest that the international system pro‐
vides perverse incentives for sustainable progress in the
Global South, challenging themainstream approaches to
development (Leach et al., 2021).

These results might be relevant for international,
multilateral, and regional organizations, both as a
reminder to support the needs of middle‐income coun‐
tries and to promote a more inclusive financial sector.
In this respect, it seems clear that the governance struc‐
ture in key financial institutions can be enhanced by sup‐
porting local financial authorities of developing coun‐
tries and fostering international cooperation to address
specific elements of IFFs (i.e., improving collaboration
between tax and anti‐money laundering authorities).
Similarly, this type of effort can be complemented at the
regional level through cooperation initiatives to curb all
forms of IFFs. Unfortunately, the loopholes in the agree‐
ment to implement a global corporate tax rate of 15%
and the partial opposition of a group of tax‐haven coun‐
tries such as Ireland still leave the door open forMNCs to
keep profit shifting and underpaying taxes—to the detri‐
ment of developing countries.

The question that arises in this complex issue is: Why
is there no common strategy in some countries of the
Global South (such as in the case of Latin America &
Caribbean) to tackle this kind of threat for their societies
yet? This is particularly important because providing a
joint regional strategy against IFFs would directly expand
their fiscal space and domestic resource mobilization.
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This, in turn, would be highly desirable to rebuild bet‐
ter during and after the Covid‐19 pandemic, taking into
account that Sub‐Saharan Africa, Latin America, and the
Caribbean suffer from an extreme concentration of cap‐
ital and social inequality, which have worsened during
the Covid‐19 pandemic (Chancel et al., 2022). In any case,
the deficit in the coordination of policies and measures
at the global, regional, and local levels continues to be an
ongoing issuewhere difficulties in addressing this type of
challenges seem to be more related to a lack of political
will and governance failures than to a lack of capacity.

5. Conclusions

The era of financial globalization has brought numer‐
ous opportunities and a rising scale of vulnerability from
the globalized financial sector’s greed.Within this frame‐
work, there is growing concern about the progression
of IFFs, which has been incorporated into the recent
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development. However,
little headway has been made due to the disguised
nature of the problem and partial progress in concep‐
tual and methodological matters. The global problem
of IFFs includes fraud, corruption, evasion, money laun‐
dering, trade misinvoicing, and tax avoidance by MNCs.
While they reflect new forms of doing business and have
increased profit in the world economy, these actions
need to be viewed within an integrated approach and a
long‐term perspective. We argued that IFFs should not
be seen as an isolated phenomenon but as part of a
global strategy thatwas put in place following the Second
WorldWar. By doing so, stepswere taken on the path to a
hegemonic SRM bymeans of a set of institutions, bodies,
structures, and policies. This SRM, however, is far from
being a uniformphenomenon; on the contrary, it is full of
transitions and spreading mechanisms, evoking the idea
of a global hydra.

However, financial globalization has introduced dis‐
tortions to the system, exacerbating asymmetries and
inequalities within and between countries. Among these
distortions, IFFs are becoming an increasingly relevant
issue. Asymmetries translate into an extremely low rep‐
resentation of developing countries, particularly of LICs,
in various core institutions for financial governance. This
greatly affects their potential to provide greater equity
and concrete measures to tackle IFFs and reverse the
deterioration of the institutional capacity of develop‐
ing countries in different strands, such as tax collec‐
tion, capital flight, corruption, and the massive drain on
public and private resources, among others. This situa‐
tion poses a global paradox. On the one hand, it reaf‐
firms that the dominant SRM has strong roots within
the phase of financial globalization and is already hit‐
ting developing economies hard through various mech‐
anisms, including IFFs. On the other, this framework
stands out as a formidable challenge, which requires
the international community’s significant and persis‐
tent institutional efforts and coordination to rethink our

strategies and correct the course towards amore sustain‐
able future.

In this regard, IFFs can also be understood as a sub‐
product of inefficient international policies and multi‐
lateral regulatory frameworks that have decreased the
scope of action of nation‐states and reduced the incen‐
tives for them to cooperate in certain areas of finan‐
cial markets and global governance that are of particular
importance for developing countries (e.g., international
tax cooperation and the need to combat IFFs).

Indeed, while the global asymmetries largely depend
on the dispute over the hegemony of the world econ‐
omy, current developments within the multilateral sys‐
tem seem to indicate that progress in this field is slow
and remains at least one step behind the challenges and
threats of an extraordinarily complex world, as shown
in the case of international tax loopholes and the bleak
future for a wide range of developing countries in the
post‐Covid‐19 era.

Our empirical analysis reinforces the importance of
four main components behind the issue of IFFs: (a) gov‐
ernance issues, primarily the rule of law; (b) risks asso‐
ciated with FDI and trade; (c) bank stability; and (d) tax
revenue. Similarly, our hierarchical clustering solutions
provide four groups of developing countries, revealing
the heterogeneous composition of the Global South
and similar shortcomings supplied by the contemporary
global financial order.

Comparatively speaking, our analysis highlights the
need to bring a geographically differentiated approach
to policy measures against IFFs through three thematic
threads: (a) the agenda on corporate taxation to limit
tax avoidance through phantom investment and trade
misinvoicing, (b) boosting the fight against money laun‐
dering and criminality, and (c) moving swiftly towards
more inclusive and sustainable global standards from six
key financial institutions to meet the challenges of tack‐
ling IFFs.

Finally, it will be extremely difficult to curb IFFs and
the emerging inequalities after the Covid‐19 crisis with‐
out effective international cooperation. Therefore, it is
also essential to the political will of major powers that
key asymmetric structures and mechanisms that play
against a broader number of developing countries are
addressed. In other words, as in the case of the myth of
the hydra, we need to accomplish a herculean task by
drawing up better coordination, cooperation, and inclu‐
sion to address the root causes of IFFs and the contradic‐
tions that exist in the current international order.
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Abstract
Against the backdrop of changes in the power structure of the international system at the end of the twentieth century,
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) entered into a peace process with Israel in 1993. Initially characterized by the
influence of a multilateral order and then by the unipolar order dominated by the United States, in addition to the asym‐
metry of power between the two parties, the process ended up failing. The heir to that political legacy, the Palestinian
Authority (PA), has tried to compensate for this weakness—despite its dependency relationships—with an international‐
ization strategy the continued advance of which appears to be severely limited. Added to this is the setback brought about
by the political and diplomatic offensive of the Trump administration (2017–2021), one of unilateral support for Israel and
absolute Palestinian exclusion. However, the increasing reconfiguration of the world order, the arrival of the new Biden
administration, and the receptiveness of the International Criminal Court to investigate war crimes in Palestine seem to
indicate a new political juncture. In this situation, the PA could also try to counterbalance the power asymmetry by seeking
greater involvement from countries such as Russia, which has returned to the region as a great power, and China, whose
presence there is growing. In turn, the PA will have to deal with different issues (unity, elections, a renewal of leadership)
and try to boost its political legitimacy and international alliances to three ends: the prominence and reactivation of the
PA, the recognition of Palestine as a state with in situ results, and international protection from Israeli policies.
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1. Introduction

This article examines how changes in the international
order have affected the Middle East due to the marked
penetration of the international system into this regional
subsystem. In particular, it analyses the emergence of
the Palestinian question as a result of this strong inter‐
national influence,manifested through the interventions
of the colonial and Western powers, along with the lim‐
itations of a deficient multilateral system in crisis con‐
cerning taking on this entrenched problem in the inter‐
national community. To that end, the article applies

process tracing to the Palestinian question, its leader‐
ship, and the configuration of the world order, divid‐
ing it into three parts: (a) an analysis of the evolu‐
tion of the Palestinian leadership and multilateralism;
(b) the dependency relationships established with or
imposed upon the Palestinian leadership; and (c) the
resulting complete foreign and economic dependency of
the Palestinian Authority (PA), all of which have brought
about a crisis of legitimacy.

The specific case of the PA demonstrates the fail‐
ure of the multilateral order—since the Palestinian ques‐
tion first came to the fore—to resolve a conflict that
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is colonial in origin and continues today in the form
of a military occupation. Therefore, it could be said, as
Chowdhry and Nair (2004, p. 12) argue, that there is a
direct correlation between the experience of colonializa‐
tion and the power that shapes the past and current sit‐
uation at local, national, and global levels. In that vein,
the example of the PA highlights the deficiencies of the
world order and its transformations when it comes to
implementing a solution on the ground. The time frame
for this article, briefly, spans the multipolar world order
characterized by colonial primacy during the interwar
period, the bipolar order of the Cold War, the post‐Cold
War unipolar moment, and, finally, the current transfor‐
mation of the power structure in the international sys‐
tem towards a more complex multipolar world order
where a few great powers stand out, but in which a
growing number of actors and different power dimen‐
sions are creatingwhat Haass (2008) has termed the “era
of non‐polarity.’’ One common denominator throughout
these transformations is the notable influence of a few
primary external actors as the Palestinian question has
evolved, been recognized, and come to a stalemate.

At this juncture, also, the question arises whether
the crisis in the multilateral order has influenced or
been able to change (Ikenberry, 2018; Newman et al.,
2006) the resolution of the Palestinian question. As dis‐
cussed in this article, the unipolarity of the world order
has been a constant since the fall of the Soviet Union,
when the United States established itself as the sole
mediator between the two parties in this conflict and
impeded any intervention at odds with its interests.
Understanding the evolution requires a political and
historical contextualization of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO)/PA’s foreign relations to determine
whether intermittent multilateralism was co‐opted by
American dominance. In turn, this approach will demon‐
strate the hypothesis that it is impossible for the United
States to be a neutral party as the sole mediator in the
conflict, since its strategic interests, amongst other fac‐
tors, are associated with those of Israel. The American
monopoly over the conflict makes true internationaliza‐
tion of the Palestine question very difficult and means
that the PA must abide by US and Israeli impositions
because of its total foreign dependency. Implicit in this
is a loss of internal legitimacy, which is currently a
fundamental factor that could change the Palestinian
government and shake up the domestic, regional, and
even international chessboard. Moreover, there is a
pressing question given the gradual loss of American
power and the urgent need for Palestinian legitimacy
regarding the option that the future government will
choose to internationalize the conflict and get around
this deadlock: Should it try to involve the European
Union or BRICS countries, like Russia or China, as emerg‐
ing powers in the region, or turn to international law
and definitively join the International Criminal Court
(Cobban, 2021)?

2. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of reference draws on
two perspectives from the discipline of International
Relations: neo‐realism and constructivism. With its
emphasis on power politics on the world stage (Williams,
2005), realism focuses on how the great powers usu‐
ally prioritize their own geostrategic interests and secu‐
rity above international standards or principles when
they conflict with each other. Together with the search
for security (Waltz, 1979), there is a continuing system‐
atic competition over the distribution of power and
wealth (Gilpin, 1981). With the idea of hegemonic sta‐
bility, neo‐realism argues that, to guarantee its particu‐
lar interests, the hegemon establishes new guidelines for
an international political and economic order that also
benefit the other states. This order is not only based on
military coercion (a balance of power) but on legitimacy
also (Gilpin, 1987, p. 73). In this respect, realism is the
theory that best encapsulates the dynamics of the states
in the Near East. However, constructivism also makes an
important contribution to the ideas, values, norms, iden‐
tities, and interests related to the construction and repre‐
sentation of social reality (Bertucci et al., 2018). Despite
the apparent opposition between the arguments, real‐
ist and constructivist perspectives intersect and comple‐
ment each other, with realism revealing “how politics
work” (without explaining how to study them) and con‐
structivism showing “how to study politics” (but without
saying how politics work; Barkin, 2020, p. 4). In short,
far from being completely independent entities, inter‐
national institutions are the product of the interactions
between the actors that comprise them and the correla‐
tion of the forces or power that they establish there.

Thus, American predominance in the international
system, in general, was reflected in the construction
of a complex institutional framework of security, eco‐
nomic, and political order after World War II. The disso‐
lution of the Soviet Union brought about “the collapse
of one part of the postwar order and the continuing
stability of the others” (Ikenberry, 2000, p. 216). It also
gave rise to a new power asymmetry, a “unipolar
moment” (Krauthammer, 1990) that lasted approxi‐
mately fifteen years. The consequent crisis in the lib‐
eral world order marked a turning point in this trend
(Ikenberry, 2011) related to the American neoconserva‐
tive administration’s commitment to hegemony follow‐
ing the September 11 attacks; it witnessed the erosion of
that country’s geostrategic supremacy, the emergence of
other powers (primarily the BRICS countries) that began
to reduce this strategic advantage (Zakaria, 2008), the
growing trend towards multipolarity, and the authori‐
tarian nature of the two principal emerging powers—
Russia and China—which benefitted from the liberal
international system without adopting liberal principles
(Kroenig, 2020), not tomention the domestic causes (ten‐
sion, fragmentation, and asymmetry) within the struc‐
ture of the liberal order (Cooley & Nexon, 2022, p. 117).
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These transformations were reflected in the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) regional subsystem, where
Washington enjoyed a clear geostrategic predominance
during the Cold War. The failure of America’s hege‐
monic interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq altered the
regional power balance, strengthening Iran. This alter‐
ation in the regional status quo intensified after the
cycle of anti‐authoritarian protests in the Arab world in
2010 and 2011, government repression, the reinforce‐
ment of authoritarianism, a number of conflicts, and
the collapse of the state in Libya, Syria, and Yemen.
Additionally, some Arab states (Bahrein, United Arab
Emirates, Morocco, Sudan) strategically realigned with
Israel, as did Saudi Arabia. In this context, the United
States seemed—whether this was real or perceived—to
be both less committed to and retreating from theMENA
region, at the same time that Russia returned and the
Chinese presence grew there, without any definitive han‐
dover from one power to another.

However, this trend towards multipolarity has not
translated into a more effective multilateralism, or
at least not enough to prompt a resolution of the
Palestinian question. On the contrary, the situation of
competition between the great powers in world politics,
along with turmoil in the region, has only further side‐
lined the issue. The end of the ColdWar, alongwith other
events in the region (the visibility of the Palestinian ques‐
tion during the first Intifada and the regional instability
associated with the Gulf War after the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait), seemed to foster a climate conducive to resolv‐
ing this question. To some extent, the Peace Conference
held in Madrid in 1991 reflected this moment, but it
also highlighted the deficiencies of the time, as the UN—
and its resolutions, provided as guiding principles for
the peace process being inaugurated—wasmarginalized.
In short, multilateralism was tarnished by the growing
prominence of the United States as the sponsor and
mediator during the negotiations. This process became
even more acute when the Oslo Accords were signed in
1993, as they left the two parties at the mercy of their
own forces, with a clear power asymmetry, but no mul‐
tilateral counterweight to correct this anomalous situa‐
tion. The failure of the peace process, the decision to
abandon it, and the imposition of Israeli and American
unilateralism spurred the PLO/PA in its internationaliza‐
tion strategy in a context of a crisis ofmultilateralism, but
without the necessary force to impose unilateralism.

Finally, this work applies a historical focus to the
study of the Palestinian leadership, the PLO/PA, and their
place in the reconfiguration of the international order
through a comparative analysis of the different politi‐
cal scenarios that have developed. It uses a qualitative
methodology based on process tracing. The sequence of
events studied to confirm the study’s objectives begins
with the origins of the Palestinian question and contin‐
ues to the current day. The following section focuses on
the old and new dependency relationships established
with or imposed upon the Palestinian leadership in the

world configuration, followed by an examination of the
foreign economic and political dependency of the PA and
its consequent crisis of legitimacy.

3. Contextualization

The Palestinian question is associated with changes in
the power structure of the international system at the
dawn of the twentieth century. Since then, each new
reconfiguration of world power has been reflected in
the MENA region, with the international system being
actively present (Brown, 1984, pp. 3–4). After World
War I, the European powers replaced the regional dom‐
ination of the Ottoman Empire. The territorial division
between Great Britain and France instituted by the
1916 Sykes‐Picot Agreement established the foundations
for the current interstate MENA arrangement (Halliday,
2005, p. 76), with the primary exception of Palestine,
a territory promised to the Zionist movement by Great
Britain in the 1917 Balfour Declaration. London facili‐
tated the Zionist colonization of Palestine along with
the establishment of its parastatal apparatus, repress‐
ing Palestinian sociopolitical development and hinder‐
ing the right to self‐determination (Khalidi, 2006); the
country only withdrew fromPalestine once it had altered
its demographic and political balance (Pappé, 1988;
Thompson, 2019), an event known as al‐Nakba (“the
catastrophe”) in Arabic.

After World War II, the two emerging superpowers
replaced the European colonial powers, although they
maintained their influence until the 1956 Suez Crisis (the
second Arab‐Israeli War). For distinct reasons and based
on different interests, the Soviet Union and the United
States coincided in their decisive support for Resolution
181(II) calling for Palestine to be partitioned into two
states (United Nations General Assembly, 1947), and the
subsequent recognition of the State of Israel proclaimed
in May 1948. Although the Arab‐Israeli conflict was not
inherent in the political and ideological confrontation of
the Cold War, the actors involved could not escape the
bipolarization of the conflict in the international system.
The 1967 Arab‐Israeli War marked a turning point in this
trend, with a rupture of diplomatic relations between
Moscow and Tel Aviv because of Israel’s refusal to with‐
draw from the Arab territories occupied during this war,
as called for by United Nations Security Council (1967)
Resolution 242, which was influenced by the growing
alignment between Israel and Washington and between
the nationalist Arab republics—primarily Egypt, Syria,
and Iraq—and Moscow in the bipolar conflict.

The end of the Cold War, the decline of the Soviet
Union, and the multinational intervention in the Persian
Gulf led by the United States, with the announcement of
a “new world order” by President George H. W. Bush, all
paved the way for Arab‐Israeli negotiations (Cox, 1992).
The 1991 Middle East Peace Conference in Madrid initi‐
ated a new political cycle in the region. In this dynamic,
the PLO and Israel signed a Declaration of Principles in
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1993. Known as the Oslo Accords, this process was char‐
acterized by the ambiguity of its guiding principles, the
power asymmetry between the parties, and the partial‐
ity of the American mediation. In addition, as a con‐
sequence of the Oslo Accords, the Palestinian National
Authority, which later changed its name to the PA, was
created in 1994.

On the other hand, the new international order that
emerged after the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001, combined with the unilateral, militaristic response
of the neoconservative administration of George W.
Bush (2001–2009), which sent forces to Afghanistan in
2001 and Iraq in 2003, was exploited by Israeli leaders
to criminalize all expressions of Palestinian resistance,
whether peaceful or armed. The Israelis also took advan‐
tage of the situation to marginalize the Palestinian lead‐
ership and weaken the PA, increasing its dependency
and vulnerability.

With the new administration of Barack Obama
(2009–2017) in the White House, expectations ran high.
In a speech given by the president at the University
of Cairo in 2009, he made the case for restoring rela‐
tions between the United States and the Muslim world.
However, events unleashed by the anti‐authoritarian
Arab uprisings in 2010 and 2011 revealed the limita‐
tions of his power and influence in the region. Repeated
attempts to restart the derailed peace process between
Israel and the PA were also frustrated. At this junc‐
ture, the PA opted for an agenda of internationaliza‐
tion to involve other world powers and institutions, for
instance requesting full United Nations membership in
2011. The PA was recognized as a non‐member observer
state in 2012.

During the presidency of Donald J. Trump
(2017–2021), relations between Washington and the
PA deteriorated due to some unilateral and punitive
measures taken by the Americans, namely the recog‐
nition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, political and
economic pressure on the PA for rejecting their peace
plan (the so‐called “agreement of the century”), the
cessation of funding for the United Nations Relief and
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees, support for politi‐
cal normalization between Israel and several Arab states
(Bahrein, United Arab Emirates, Sudan, Morocco), and
the suspension of official relations with the closure of
the Palestinian delegation in Washington DC and the
United States consulate in East Jerusalem.

Although the Arab‐Israeli conflict during the Cold
War facilitated Moscow’s entry into the region, at the
current time, the Palestinian question does not seem
to be the focus of the attention of the principal inter‐
national actors. On the contrary, with occasional excep‐
tions like the recent confrontation between Israel and
the militant movement Hamas in May 2021, it is merely
another reference point in the complex regional agenda,
which reflects a new era, characterized by the bur‐
geoning competition between the great world powers.
Everything indicates that, with the post‐ColdWar era and

Washington’s clear geostrategic supremacy now in the
past, there has been a considerable erosion of American
influence on the international and regional stages (as the
country’s withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021
seems to confirm), where other great powers like Russia
and China are progressively reducing the country’s strate‐
gic advantage (Acharya, 2018). There is no doubt that
these changes in the structure of the international power
system are going to affect the MENA region, raising the
question of whether this potential reconfiguration of the
world order will be accompanied by a new approach
to resolving the Palestinian question and, specifically,
whether the ongoing crisis in the multilateral system,
which is seriously limited concerning efficiently dealing
with this question, will be overcome by a new balance of
power that compensates for the current deficiencies.

4. Old and New Dependency Relationships

The Achilles’ heel of the Palestinian national move‐
ment has been foreign dependency to reach its objec‐
tives. The particular configuration of the colonial conflict
exposed the Palestinian movement to certain strategic
disadvantages, dependencies, and vulnerabilities com‐
pared to other movements in more classic colonial situ‐
ations. The initial dismantling of the movement during
the interwar period created an important political vac‐
uum and foreign dependency on Arab governments and
international institutions like the United Nations in the
fragmented, occupied Palestinian society.

In addition, the PLO had a considerable track record
in international relations and in the multilateral system
that existed during the ColdWar. In fact, as a national lib‐
eration movement, it was a pioneer amongst non‐state
actors, addressing the UN General Assembly in 1974,
where it was recognized as “the representative of the
Palestinian people” (United Nations General Assembly,
1974, p. 3), given observer status, and allowed to par‐
ticipate in debates on the Palestinian question in the
General Assembly and other UN bodies, albeit without
voting rights. The Palestinian commitment to multilat‐
eralism was clear, even if it was only to compensate
for its weakness. This growing participation in interna‐
tional institutions was not unlike the gradualist strat‐
egy adopted by the PLO in the expansion of its foreign
relations, which broadened from the Arab world to a
more expansive Islamic sphere, and from the ThirdWorld
states that made up the Socialist bloc to knocking on the
door of the countries that comprised Western Europe.
The first official visit of PLO President Yasser Arafat to
a European country was to Spain in September 1979,
a historic landmark preceded by an encounter a few
months earlier in July 1979 in Vienna between Arafat and
Austrian Chancellor Bruno Kreisky, regarding a meeting
of the Socialist International.

In this context, the PLO slowly expanded its foreign
circles, joining regional and sectoral multilateral organi‐
zations that began with recognition by and membership
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in the Arab League, the Organization of the Islamic
Conference, and the Non‐Aligned Movement, amongst
others, until reaching the most universal and multilat‐
eral of all, the United Nations and its specialized agen‐
cies. In parallel, and in line with the PLO’s growing clout
in its multilateral and bilateral relations, the organization
designated duly qualified representatives to the various
multilateral groups it had joined or where it had been
granted observer status, as well as in the states with
which the PLO maintained formal or informal relations,
in a broad spectrum that ranged from embassies to infor‐
mation bureaus. In short, the PLO built up an important
political foreign affairs department and, in its day, was
considered the most powerful national liberation move‐
ment in the world.

Despite these achievements, multilateralism during
the Cold War had obvious limitations, and the organiza‐
tion was basically limited to exercising the right of veto
in the UN Security Council, as confirmed by the available
roster. However, non‐state actors like the PLOwere given
significant room for maneuver, allowing them to have
a voice in multilateral forums and bodies in addition to
representation and legitimacy. After the Cold War, the
situation changed dramatically as American geostrate‐
gic dominance undermined multilateralism, sometimes
subtly and sometimes crudely (Newman, 2007). A com‐
parison of the two Bush presidencies—with the unipo‐
lar moment particularly evident under the first Bush
president—suffices as an example, as will be discussed
further below.

During this phase, the PLO also depended on the
cooperation of the Arab states, constantly circumvent‐
ing pressure, meddling, and contradictions. In the early
1990s, the ambiguity of the leadership of the PLO regard‐
ing the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (1990–1991) exacted a
heavy toll. The political capital accumulated by the First
Intifada was squandered by a populist leadership. It was
not acceptable to be half‐hearted about the occupation
of another country while criticizing the occupation in
their own. In addition to political and diplomatic isola‐
tion, the PLOwas also subject to sanctions and economic
reprisals by important benefactors in the Gulf states.
From this position of weakness, political crisis, and finan‐
cial bankruptcy, the PLO entered a crucial phase: the
1991 peace process in Madrid and the secret negotia‐
tions that began the Oslo accord process in 1993.

In this respect, the 1991 conference inMadrid, which
was theoretically co‐sponsored by the two superpow‐
ers, was really mediated under the aegis of the United
States, given the weakened condition of the Soviet
Union, which disappeared as a state in December of that
same year. Washington then supplanted the role played
by the United Nations, establishing a deficient negotiat‐
ing framework which, lacking the guiding principles of
international law enshrined in UN resolutions, left the
parties at the mercy of its clearly asymmetrical pow‐
ers. These same behavioral patterns were reproduced
during the Oslo Accords two years later. In that case,

the American commitment to hegemony did consider‐
able damage to the weakened multilateralism in a world
understood to be unipolar.

During this new stage, while the negotiation pro‐
cess was in effect and with the PA established as the
interim government, foreign dependency intensified in
practically every area. The Palestinian vulnerability was
exposed during the negotiations, giving Israel and the
other international actors like the United States and
the European Union an important tool to pressure the
PA politically, diplomatically, and financially. The fail‐
ure of the Oslo Accords was followed by the Second
Intifada (2000–2005) and Israeli unilateralism (colonial
expansion, the separation wall, and the Gaza with‐
drawal and blockade). At the same time, George W.
Bush’s neoconservative administration was demanding
that the PA reform, incorporate the figure of a prime
minister in 2003, and hold legislative elections in 2005.
This roadmap, presented in 2002 and seconded by the
Quartet on the Middle East, emphasized the problem of
the PA’s poor governance under Yasser Arafat over the
Israeli occupation.

In his assessment of this American supremacy, or
unipolar moment, former Carter administration National
Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski contended that the
presidency of George H. W. Bush lost a unique opportu‐
nity provided by a time when the United States enjoyed
unprecedented power and prestige to have been more
ambitious and demanding about implementing an agree‐
ment, with an “explicit definition of the central quid
pro quos” (Brzezinski, 2007, pp. 76–77). On the contrary,
the country’s mismanagement of the Arab‐Israeli conflict
backfired. By neglecting to accept a role as an innovative
power,Washington “came to be perceived as wearing the
British imperialist mantle” (Brzezinski, 2007, p. 78). In his
assessment of the parameters set forth by the Clinton
administration, designed in a race against the clock, they
were not the basis for a true settlement, which would
have required more time. Finally, concerning the presi‐
dency of George W. Bush, which he openly describes as
“catastrophic,” the country’s limitations when trying to
usemilitary force to impose itswill and the loss of prestige
and credibility that resulted from becoming a “partisan of
Israel” reduced America’s ability to “decisively influence
events” (Brzezinski, 2007, pp. 125, 127).

Despite the international recognition of the PA and
the expectations raised by the Obama administration,
nothing was able to strengthen or rescue the stranded
peace process. In this context, the PLO/PA opted for a
strategy of internationalization that would compensate
for its weakness and the partiality of the American medi‐
ation. Its diplomatic achievements, its new status as a
non‐member observer state of the United Nations, and
the recognition of the Palestinian state by 134 other
states, however, had no real impact on the ground, due
to the persistent Israeli occupation.

The PA’s internationalization strategy seemed to
reach its limit. The new international dependency of
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both the PA itself and, most particularly, its primary
actors was exposed. No great power showed any polit‐
ical willingness or commitment to actively counteract
the aforementioned unilateral measures taken by the
Trump administration. The atmosphere of crisis and
instability in the region also contributed to the marginal‐
ization of the Palestinian question, while the interna‐
tional ambiance was one of indifference, with no coun‐
terweight in sight. The European Union seems to have
acquiesced to the status quo imposed by Israel in the
Palestinian territories. Neither have the return of Russia
to the region after its military intervention in Syria in
2015 nor the growing financial, economic, commercial,
and technological presence of China had any political
repercussions as yet. Finally, the presidency of Joseph R.
Biden has not yet reversed course or taken a more even‐
handed approach in its foreign policy, beyond humani‐
tarian and financial assistance (with the attendant politi‐
cal costs).

Parallel to these changes in the power structure
in the international system, transformations have also
taken place in the regional power balance. The main
Arab states (Egypt, Syria, Iraq) have lost their centrality
to non‐Arab or so‐called peripheral states (Turkey, Iran,
Israel). The loss of regional power has been quite sig‐
nificant for Iraq and Syria, while Egypt looks weak, vul‐
nerable, and dependent, with considerably less clout in
regional politics. No longer the epicenter of the regional
subsystem, Cairo is now marginalized. In turn, the Arab
states that were traditionally more peripheral in regional
politics, like Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and
Qatar, have seen their importance increase. Amidst this
displacement of the balance of regional power, and with‐
out any hegemonic power, new alliances have been
forged, including those between Israel and some Arab
states, as discussed above. The primary cohesive factor
in these new realignments is hostility towards Iran,which
becamemarkedly more powerful after the United States
intervened in Iraq in 2003. In short, the states in the
region are more focused on re‐establishing a power bal‐
ance that is favorable to their security and interests than
on the Palestinian question, which had thus far been a
(theoretical) element of cohesion but was also used for
individual strategic objectives.

5. The Political and Economic Dependency of the PA:
Internal and External Pressures

The PA was created in 1994 as a consequence of the
Oslo Accords, whose Declaration of Principles estab‐
lished provisional interim self‐government for a period
not to exceed five years. The PA was not allowed to
create an army, control borders, exercise any authority
over the settlers, the settlements, or East Jerusalem, or
have any powers regarding foreign policy or the econ‐
omy. The only powers that Israel consented to trans‐
fer involved health, education, and culture, in addition
to specific areas related to the different municipalities,

direct taxation, tourism, and the creation of a police
force. The agreement also maintained the status quo of
the usurped lands and the Palestinian water resources
under Israeli control and it contained a general amnesty
for 27 years of Israeli actions (Shehadeh, 1997), using
1967 as the starting point and not 1948, the year of the
creation of the State of Israel, and the resulting al‐Nakba
for the Palestinians.

Despite the general initial “euphoria,” resulting from
the fact that the military occupation would end and be
replaced by self‐determination, themood quickly soured
when the imbalance inherent in the Oslo Accords and
the subterfuge involved became evident. According to
Said (1996, p. 147), the agreement in principle was detri‐
mental to the Palestinians, because it implied official
Palestinian acceptance of the Israeli occupation and its
continuity, with the PLO simply acting as a fawning min‐
ion. As an occupying force andwith no obligation to com‐
ply with the UN resolutions, Israel would continue to
have direct or indirect military, economic, and political
control over the entire territory. Despite the fact that the
Oslo Accords diminished Palestinian rights, the PA, Fatah
(the PA majority party), and Yasser Arafat were all able
to use them to gain international legitimacy, which trans‐
lated into an imposed internal legitimacy. Yasser Arafat’s
personal charisma and his political background gave him
the legitimacy to lead the PA, just as the concessions
made to Israel were “forgiven” in the pursuit of this inter‐
national recognition. However, Mahmoud Abbas and his
cabinet are not Yasser Arafat, and since Arafat’s death,
there has been a succession of failures associated with
an increasing loss of internal legitimacy and a rising for‐
eign dependency destined to result in a united American
and Israeli position. In short, the PA has been undergoing
a crisis of leadership for years, aggravated by the frus‐
tration with the Oslo Accords and the continued security
coordination with Israel.

Since the Oslo agreements, the United States has
been the only mediator in subsequent attempts to reach
some agreement between the Palestinians and Israelis.
Throughout this process, the primary American objec‐
tive has been to prioritize Israeli security above all else.
To that end, the country has pressured the PA, which is
completely dependent on foreign financial aid, to invest
in security forces and intelligence services to the detri‐
ment of democracy and essential public services like edu‐
cation, housing, and health. Therefore, the PA is rele‐
gated to coordinating security with the Israeli army and
administering basic services, in other words, Israel’s obli‐
gations as an occupying power.

Despite the collapse of the Oslo process and the
failure of later peace initiatives, the PA has continued
to “operate” in an external and internal political limbo:
external because the peace process that created it has
died (like the two‐state solution) and there is no effective
internationalization of the conflict, and internal because
no Palestinian parliamentary or presidential elections
have been held since 2006, while the division between
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Fatah and Hamas continues. These two majority par‐
ties have been opposed since 2006 when Hamas won
the most recent legislative elections. Part of the inter‐
national community, led by the United States and Israel,
pressured the PA to nullify the results. The consequence
was an armed confrontation between Hamas and Fatah
that divided Palestinian politics; the PA took control of
theWest Bank and Hamas took Gaza. Since then, the two
parties have remained in a state of confrontation, unable
to overcome their differences or reach a deal on national
reconciliation, despite much negotiation and many pre‐
liminary agreements.

Another reason that the two sides have lost their
legitimacy is related to the expiration of the terms
of office of Fatah party leader Mahmoud Abbas in
2009 on the one hand (although he remains in that
office to date) and, on the other, the Hamas‐controlled
Palestinian Legislative Council in 2010 (whose activities
largely remain suspended). Given this power vacuum,
new legislative and presidential elections must be held
to give fresh impetus to Palestinian politics, even if the
system is, in reality, “hijacked” by Israel as the occupy‐
ing power.

The foreign economic dependency of the PA is
equally important in this context. At this time, the entity
is very vulnerable and the COVID‐19 pandemic has aggra‐
vated the situation even more. The PA has also been
accused of having established “crony capitalism” with
all the funds received (Dana, 2020). However, foreign
assistance from both Europe and other Arab states has
decreased, while funding from Washington was dras‐
tically reduced. As observed by Tartir and Wildeman
(2020), the Palestinians have been forced to live in
a contradiction between assistance and development.
As large sums of money have come in, Palestinian
human indicators have gone down, accompanied by a
“de‐development” of the economy and dependency on
foreign aid to pay for the imported goods that enter
through Israel.

Accordingly, it has been argued that foreign assis‐
tance is a “cursed gift” that has paralyzed and molded
the Palestinian population over the years (Tartir, 2018a).
One full third of the foreign financial assistance received
by the PA is earmarked for security forces, which
accounts for the lion’s share of the national budget,
more than education, health, and agriculture (Hawari,
2021). Security also employs almost half of the pub‐
lic sector workers. Various groups have contended that
the PA should have responded to the economic cuts
under President Trump—accompanied by the recogni‐
tion of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and the deci‐
sion to move the United States embassy—by halting
security coordination with Israel, a move supported by
70% of the Palestinian population (Palestinian Center
for Policy and Survey Research, 2017), as well as a sus‐
pension of relations and cooperation with the United
States Security Coordinator and theUnited States Agency
for International Development (Tartir, 2018a). In April

2021, however, American assistance was restored to
$235 million (“Biden administration to restore $235m,”
2021). Neither are the European Union and its member
states free from this accusation, with billions of euros
invested and part of it allocated to the EU police mis‐
sion in theWest Bank (EUPOL COPPS), which has directly
contributed to the “professionalization” of Palestinian
authoritarianism (Tartir, 2018b).

Finally, domestically, the legitimacy of the PA has con‐
tinued to decrease considerably, a result of its inability
to handle the Israeli occupation efficiently, and because
security coordination with Israel has not resulted in
more security and protection for the Palestinian people.
Everything seems to indicate that security coordination
does not only benefit Israel but is also used by the PA
to detain its detractors. In recent years, an increasing
number of public demonstrations against the PA have
taken place, with a majority of society believing that the
PA has become a burden for the Palestinian people and
that Abbas should resign (Palestinian Center for Policy
and Survey Research, 2018). The PA has been accused of
“hinder[ing] and suppress[ing] Palestinian activism that
targets the Israeli military presence and settlements in
the West Bank,” and of engaging in intelligence‐sharing
with Israeli authorities (Sen, 2021). At times, the PA has
threatened to conclude the security coordination, but
in the end it has continued, despite the lack of political
progress for Palestine.

The Palestinian society’s condemnation of the PA
for its lack of action has been reflected in opinion
polls. In June 2021, public support for Abbas and the
PA fell sharply, with only 14% of Palestinians support‐
ing Fatah under the leadership of Abbas versus 53%
backing Hamas (Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey
Research, 2021). Hamas is gaining electoral ground and,
therefore, greater legitimacy due to its opposition and
resistance to Israeli policy.

At this juncture, according to Munayyer (2018),
the most important present and future challenge for
the Palestinian leadership is related to the “legiti‐
macy/sustainability dilemma.” If the PA ceases to partici‐
pate in the peace framework backedby theUnited States,
centered around the security of Israel and reinforcing
its maximalist demands, the political and economic cost
will endanger its own survival. However, if it continues to
operate in this framework, it will increasingly undermine
its own legitimacy.

6. Conclusion

In summary, the post‐Cold War world has oscillated
between American supremacy and the erosion of mul‐
tilateralism to increasing multipolarity, but without the
gains or revitalization of multilateralism, at least for the
time being. The resulting paradox with respect to the
Palestine question is that, when Washington enjoyed a
clear dominance, it did not manage to reach the end
of the process to resolve the conflict, and its waning
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supremacy has not led to renewed multilateralism. One
clear sign of this is the current Palestinian dossier in the
International Criminal Court, which has raised numerous
expectations and an equal amount of pressure on the PA
to suspend or withdraw it.

On the other hand, transformations in the power
structure of the international system have an unques‐
tionable repercussion on different regional subsystems.
The MENA region is no exception; on the contrary, it has
been very sensitive to changes in world power. It may be
premature to conjecture aboutwhether current develop‐
ments in the international power configuration will have
any positive impact on the resolution of the Palestinian
question. There are two reasons to express a degree
of caution. Firstly, while the strategic supremacy of the
United States in world politics is clearly eroding (Cooley
& Nexon, 2020), the process of change is still open,
and there is no new distribution or organization of the
power as of yet. Although this transition may occur, it
is unlikely that the United States will lose all its power,
which is based more on alliances and informal networks,
on power “with others” and not “over others,” a sort
of primus inter pares (Nye, 2015, pp. 114–115), with‐
out overlooking the importance of strategic alliances
(United States–Israel) and areas of influence, despite
some setbacks.

The emerging powers, in particular Russia and China,
have not shown any political or ideological commitment
to defending the Palestinian question, despite the fact
that their positions are more in conformity with interna‐
tional law in global forums than Washington’s position.
Of course, the context of Russia’s return to the region
and China’s growing presence differs greatly from the
circumstances surrounding the Cold War. While political
and ideological rivalry were fundamental during that era,
the post‐ColdWar approaches are more pragmatic. Both
powers have extensive foreign relations with almost
all the states in the region, regardless of international
or regional strategic alignments or alliances, disagree‐
ments, and agreements. Good relations with Teheran
do not exclude equally beneficial relations with Riyadh.
Likewise, their position on the Palestinian question does
not negatively impact their good relations with Israel.

Therefore, the fact that China and Russia both want
to undermine the traditional geostrategic supremacy of
the United States in the international system and, by
extension, the regional MENA subsystem, does not nec‐
essarily guarantee a different approach and commitment
to resolving the conflicts in the region. It seems that the
behavior of the great powers is not dictated so much by
ethics, but rather by an entire web of interests, competi‐
tion over power, and distribution of wealth.

Equally important is Palestinian representation and
dialogue to build more efficient international alliances
and support that can compensate for its weakness or,
by the same token, counteract Israeli supremacy and
unconditional American support. The crisis of credibility
and legitimacy within the PA is not dissimilar to the bit‐

ter division between the two main Palestinian political
forces. At the same time, everything suggests that the
Palestinian political situationmay soon undergo changes
due to the weakened leadership of Mahmoud Abbas,
along with his advanced age. With a PA lacking internal
support and a PLO that has been largely subordinated to
the PA since the Oslo Accords, moving on from this cross‐
roads will require a thorough discussion about the type
of future government based on three axes: a renewal
of political leadership in terms of electoral legitimacy;
a policy of generational replacement; and strategic uni‐
fication, like joining the International Criminal Court as
a state party. This renewal must also be assured of the
very active involvement and participation of its social
bases and civil society as a whole to recover enthusiasm
for its national emancipation project and credibility in
its leadership. Without fulfilling these requirements, it
will be difficult to efficiently speak for and represent the
Palestinian people as the PLO once did on the interna‐
tional stage.

This situation has becomemore complex in response
to changes in the power structure of the international
system and is also reflected in the MENA subsystem,
where new regional alignments are taking place, most
notably the alliances formed between a number of
Arab states and Israel in order to establish a power
balance more favorable to their interests in the face
of Iran’s growing power in the region, at the same
time that authoritarianism has become more consoli‐
dated since the Arab anti‐authoritarian uprisings of 2010
and 2011. In these new regional and international cir‐
cumstances, the Palestinian question has been even
more marginalized and neglected, in a situation of exter‐
nal political, security, and economic dependency, the
continuity of neocolonial policies, and continuous for‐
eign intervention.

Finally, in the multilateral space, no force appears to
be focused on resolving the Palestinian question. On the
contrary, as seen here, there is now an accommodation
of the status quo imposed by the policy of Israeli faits
accomplis. Without a multilateral deterrent to this pol‐
icy, colonial expansion is being consolidated, as demon‐
strated recently by the plan to invest almost €300 mil‐
lion in the Golan Heights to double the number of set‐
tlers there. While the possibility of appealing to the
International Criminal Court exists, such actions are lim‐
ited, as the criminal responsibility is personal and does
not apply to legal persons. It will not put an end to the
military occupation or the policy of apartheid. The rela‐
tionship between the Palestinian question and multilat‐
eralism is epitomized by a comment made by Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas during a speech at the mul‐
tilateral institution par excellence, the United Nations,
that also reflects this crisis and the sense of impotence:
If his people cannot find justice in that place, where, he
asked, should they go.
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1. Introduction

Climate change is considered one of the most press‐
ing global issues at present and has become a top pri‐
ority in the international arena following widespread
recognition of the need for urgent collective efforts to
tackle it. After decades of participating in climate gov‐
ernance at both the international and domestic lev‐
els, China, as the largest developing country, is set to
become a global leader in multilateral climate change
mitigation and response efforts for at least two rea‐
sons. First, China can play an important role in spear‐
heading multilateral efforts to limit global warming to
the 1.5°C pathways proposed by the UNFCCC (IPCC,
2018), as demonstrated by Chinese President Xi Jinping’s
pledge to the UN General Assembly to reach peak car‐
bon emissions by 2030 and carbon neutrality by 2060
(McGrath, 2020). Second, China is already investing in
green energy, which through multilateral agreements
can be diffused through its Belt and Road Initiative that

connects it to its western counterparts by land (Davidson
& Wang, 2021). It is thus evident that the way in which
China positions itself in multilateral negotiations is cru‐
cial for determining the capacity of the international
community in the face of climate change (Stalley, 2015).
In recognition of China’s unique leverage to either halt
or drive multilateral climate change mitigation efforts,
scholars in recent years have sought to understand the
complex politics affecting its international positioning.
Various theoretical frameworks have discussed China’s
climate change policy, including regime theory, two‐
level game theory, the global leadership and cham‐
pionship literature, the advocacy coalition framework,
rational‐choice theory, multi‐level governance (MLG),
consultative authoritarianism (Teets, 2013), fragmented
authoritarianism (Mertha, 2009), and authoritarian envi‐
ronmentalism (Kwon & Hanlon, 2016). Though all fixated
on China, these approaches have taken on different per‐
spectives to frame their insights. For instance, the discus‐
sion by MLG scholars studied the vertical organization
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of the governance functions within China; they stated
that China’s domestic environmental governance can be
fragmented and is subject to complex decision‐making
processes (Hensengerth, 2015; Hensengerth & Lu, 2019;
Liu et al., 2021; Schreurs, 2017). Some researchers have
argued that MLG applications to China need to reflect
more on its local context (Westman et al., 2019) and how
theChinese authorities recognize it (Wu, 2018). However,
this article is not the place to discuss this perspective
in detail.

Based on the above work, three dominant perspec‐
tives to studying China’s evolving positions on climate
change can be discerned: those that focus the expla‐
nation on the international arena; those that empha‐
size China’s domestic politics, suggesting that domestic
interests and political institutions are at the root of any
explanation; and those that look at the nexus of interna‐
tional and domestic factors. However, perceptions still
differ on China’s contribution to climate issues (Zhang,
2013). The question then arises whether current analy‐
ses of China’s position toward climate change at different
policy‐making levels are sufficient to explain its changing
behaviors and roles.

This article reviews the recent academic literature
on China’s international positioning in multilateral cli‐
mate change mitigation efforts that focus on the inter‐
national arena and the nexus between the international
and domestic levels. I do not include analyses that focus
on the domestic level since a proper discussion would
require a separate analysis solely concentrating on vari‐
ables at this level. This article draws on three theoretical
streams that are frequently used to study this topic (inter‐
national regime theory, global leadership and champi‐
onship literature, and two‐level game theory); it con‐
cludes that factors in the international political arena can
influence China’s climate ambitions and goals and even
to some extent determine its strategies toward multilat‐
eral climate governance. However, for China to deliver
its international climate commitments, it will need to
mobilize the strategies it has applied domestically. This
discussion may be particularly relevant as China’s poten‐
tial leadership position in climate affairs has elicited both
support and opposition. In light of a multilateral political
system in crisis, as is widely proclaimed, a better under‐
standing of China’s willingness and ability to participate
in multilateral climate change mitigation efforts could
foretell the success of such efforts.

Those studies that have applied the theoretical
approaches discussed in this article have accurately cap‐
tured the current evolution of China’s international posi‐
tioning on climate mitigation. The study of these various
approaches shows that China’s approach to global gov‐
ernance is not static. The evolution of its position and
attitudes on multilateralism may have implications for
the perception of China as a strategic player; it raises
the important empirical question of how China’s strate‐
gic decisions in international climate politics should be
viewed and responded to. More generally, it also leads

to questions about the applicability of Western theories
for studying non‐Western contexts, as it is important to
evaluate the explanatory value of existing theories in the
Chinese context and to consider where they need to be
adapted to better understand China.

This article first provides a brief overview of China’s
multilateral climate governance engagement. Section 2
reviews the main theoretical approaches put forward by
scholars to understand China’s international position in
mitigating climate change. Section 3 proposes transna‐
tional climate governance as a useful approach to study
the future direction that China could take in leading the
global effort to fight climate change. The final section
concludes the article.

2. The Puzzle: China’s Changing Positions and Roles in
UN‐Led Multilateral Climate Talks

China has participated in multilateral climate negotia‐
tions led by the UN since the 1990s. The country’s role in
the negotiations had always been controversial because
it used to strongly oppose legally binding agreements.
In recent years, China’s opposition has given way to a
more favorable view of multilateral climate governance.
Thus, it is safe to conclude that China’s view of climate
change has evolved greatly over the past years (Cao,
2015; Stalley, 2015; Zhang, 2013). This can be ascribed
to the international pressure that China received and its
domestic interest in taking a more sustainable approach
to economic development.

Two summits signified the turn in China’s approach
to climate diplomacy: the Copenhagen summit (2009),
which marked the softening of China’s position, and the
Paris summit (2015), after which China began to take a
more active role in global climate governance. These two
summits also divided China’s engagement in UN‐centric
multilateral diplomatic efforts into three stages, during
which China occupied different roles: as a passive fol‐
lower, an active participant, and a potential leader as
illustrated in Table 1 below.

Throughout the negotiations, three key issues have
been central to discussions involving China. The first is
whether China should commit to a legally binding cli‐
mate agreement. The second issue regards climate mit‐
igation or, in other words, the reduction of emissions,
which has been core to all intergovernmental climate
negotiations to date. In the debate about the responsibil‐
ities of industrialized and developing countries for man‐
aging climate change, China has always been a staunch
promoter of the “common but differentiated respon‐
sibilities principle.” This emphasizes that industrialized
countries are responsible for historical emissions and
have the primary obligation for global warming while
developing countries should still have the right to pro‐
duce emissions to enable development. However, as
China replaced the US in 2014 as the world’s largest
greenhouse gas emitter, accounting for more than one‐
third of global emissions (Williams, 2014) and became
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Table 1. China’s changing positions across three participation stages.

Stages/issues Prior to Copenhagen 2009 Copenhagen 2009—Paris 2015 After Paris 2015

Commitment to a legally A passive follower/spoiler Softened position Active player/investor
binding agreement (Kastner et al., 2020, p. 166) (Kastner et al., 2020, p. 167)

Climate mitigation Reluctant player Positive transition Potential leader/champion
(Engels, 2018)

Green finance and Positive transition Investor
technology transfer

the world’s second‐largest economy, some industrialized
countries began pushing China to cut carbon emissions
more aggressively and even started questioning whether
China should still be considered a developing country.
This dispute has continued for years in multilateral cli‐
mate negotiations. The third issue that China has some‐
times been criticized for is that of the Green Climate
Funds and technology transfer. While negotiating for the
establishment of the Green Climate Funds, China argued
that industrialized countries should provide financial and
technological transfers to developing countries to allow
them to combat climate change. Industrialized countries,
however, argue that China should be at the giving rather
than the receiving end, considering China’s current rising
emissions and rapid economic development.

3. Unpacking China’s Approach to Climate
Multilateralism

China’s evolving attitude toward climate change has
attracted much academic attention. International
Relations scholars are the major contributors to this dis‐
cussion: regime theory, the global leadership and cham‐
pionship literature, and two‐level game theory focus on
unpacking China’s (changing) climate positions at the
international level.

3.1. Regime Theory

Regime theory argues that international regimes exist
on many levels. A regime consists of “a set of implicit
or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision‐making
procedures” (Krasner, 1982, p. 186). Regime theory has
been applied to provide explanations of Chinese domes‐
tic policymaking fromexternal factors (Kim, 2018;Moore
& Yang, 2001; Robinson, 1994), with the attemptsmainly
concentrated on the economic and military spheres
(Botchway, 2011; Hu, 1997; Ramezani & Kamali, 2021).
Scholars have identified policymakers’ perceptions of
the international regime, the foreign policies of super‐
powers, the structure of the international system, and
China’s calculation of its relative power as key vari‐
ables in understanding Chinese policymaking (Kim, 2018;
Robinson, 1994).

Inspired by the question of how China’s rise and
expanding role on the world stage has had impacts

on or implications for the current international order
(Wu, 2018), Kastner et al. (2020) modeled China’s
approach to climate diplomacy and sought to reveal
whether China should be considered a “revisionist” or a
“status‐quo” force in global governance, using two inde‐
pendent variables in their analysis. The first factor was
the balance of external options, while the second was
whether contributions made by a rising power like China
are viewed as indispensable for the regime’s success
(Kastner et al., 2018).

This model is, to some extent, consistent with the
empirical evidence from theperiodwhenChinawas hold‐
ing up the negotiation process. When external options
were extremely strong, meaning that other countries
were paying for the cost of mitigation, China was able
to become a spoiler, using its bargaining power to push
for the restructuring of the international regime to bet‐
ter suit China’s interests (Kastner et al., 2018, p. 2).
For instance, during the Copenhagen summit in 2009,
China and the industrialized countries wrangled over
the seven emission reduction plans, which include the
United Nations IPCC program, the G8 country program,
the UNDP program, the OECD program, the Garnaut
program, the CCCPST program, and the Srensen pro‐
gram. China criticized all seven plans because they were
mostly based on experts’ work from industrialized coun‐
tries while largely neglecting the reality in developing
countries; China received strong opposition from indus‐
trialized countries in response. British climate minister
Ed Miliband accused China of “trying to hijack the UN cli‐
mate summit” and “hold the world to ransom” to pre‐
vent an agreement from being reached (Vidal, 2009).
The Copenhagen conference ended with no substan‐
tive progress.

Regime theorists argue that external pressures from
the negotiating table explain China’s willingness to coop‐
erate. The work of Kastner et al. (2018, 2020) shows how
external factors influence China’s international behav‐
ior, particularly in relation to China’s willingness to con‐
tribute to global governance, although the authors do
not give much attention to how its behavior may affect
the regime’s success. Kastner et al. (2018, 2020) con‐
sidered only external factors, viewing China as a ris‐
ing power in the international regime. This enables
the theoretical framework to explain China’s behav‐
iors, specifically, when China will support or undermine
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certain multilateral decision‐making across different
issues. However, their position also leaves room for
some reflection.

Importantly, in the issue area of climate change, we
need to reflect further on how to better account for
the variation of positions over time. As mentioned ear‐
lier, Kastner et al. (2020, p. 167) argue that China’s posi‐
tion dramatically impacted the 2009 Copenhagen sum‐
mit because of the country’s strong external options.
However, the situation where there are external options
and China is indispensable under the climate change
regime is evolving. For instance, when external options
are relatively strong, and China’s contribution is consid‐
ered essential to the regime’s success, China is still very
likely to be cooperative. Based on empirical observa‐
tions, the year 2009 witnessed the beginning of China’s
transformation, as the country showed both intran‐
sigence and softening. Former Chinese President Hu
Jintao’s speech at the opening session in Copenhagen
demonstrated China’s “strong determination to assume
responsibility for global climate governance” (Gao, 2018).
Furthermore, China also released its climate pledges—
more specifically, an emission intensity reduction tar‐
get for 2020—which was welcomed by the interna‐
tional community. China’s pledges were also praised
by President Obama as ambitious and impressive (Gao,
2018). Another example of the impact of external
options would be the US’s entry and exit from the mul‐
tilateral agreement. Before and after US withdrawal,
China was actively pushing for ratification of the Paris
Agreement. In this case, external options did not seem
to impact China’s willingness to cooperate.

Another question for further reflection is whether a
theory can be applied to understand China’s international
behavior without considering the country’s domestic con‐
text, or at least the connection to domestic factors? This
will be probed in the following discussion section.

3.2. Global Leadership and Mitigation Championship
Literature

The global leadership and championship literature con‐
tains a very recent discussion of China’s approach to cli‐
mate multilateralism. Although it addresses the same
question as regime theory, this line of inquiry builds
on China’s active attitude toward climate issues and its
increasedwillingness and capacity. However, some schol‐
ars have shown reservations about claims that China is
leading international climate negotiations (Engels, 2018),
while others have expressed optimism, especially in the
absence of leadership in climate change governance
today (Buzan, 2021; Zhuang et al., 2018). Hence, it is cru‐
cial to consider the potential for Chinese leadership on
climate change.

First, we should ask whether China is willing to take
the leadership role? China is perceived as aiming to play a
more constructive role in shaping global governance, and
climate change is one of the issue areas that China has

been addressing at a very early stage (Wu, 2017), as it is
likely for China to realize its global strategy. Chinese lead‐
ers recognize that an active response to climate change
should not only be based on environmental considera‐
tions and China’s sustainable development but should
also improve its standing in the international community,
as this is related to China’s long‐term political interests
(Buzan, 2021). One of China’s diplomatic strategies under
President Xi’s leadership pictures China as a responsible
nation that should participate in the international rule‐
making process and help shape the international order.
Xi’s vision for China’s future is to “stand on the cen‐
tral stage of global affairs, make greater contributions to
humanity, and construct a global community with a com‐
mon destiny” (Shen & Xie, 2018, p. 709). The idea of con‐
structing a community of shared future for humankind
was first brought up by President Xi in 2014, then reit‐
erated by him on multiple occasions regarding interna‐
tional cooperation. It is interesting to consider the defi‐
nition of leadership; scholars from China are optimistic
about China’s potential leadership role, but they empha‐
size that China is a “torchbearer” (Zhuang et al., 2018),
which implies a guiding function rather than structural
leadership. At the same time, they also recognize the
potential conflict between the EU and the US regarding
structural leadership on climate change, while China can
work to set better roles for other developing countries
(Zhou & Zhuang, 2021). Nonetheless, China’s willingness
to be a climate leader is the fruit of its domestic environ‐
mental interests and global political strategy.

A second question is whether China is able to take
the leadership role. Empirical observations suggest that
China’s leadership goals on climate change may be
achieved through making institutional, moral, and finan‐
cial contributions (Shen & Xie, 2018). Institutionally,
China has demonstrated some entrepreneurial spirit
in its negotiations. Its efforts to reach bilateral agree‐
ments with the US and the EU have helped build a
consensus between industrialized countries and devel‐
oping countries and establish the Green Climate Fund
(Shen & Xie, 2018). At the same time, China has forged
new partnerships with the BASIC countries (Brazil, South
Africa, India, and China), seeking to further the nego‐
tiating interests of developing countries. On the finan‐
cial side, China has pledged to establish a $3.1 billion
South‐South climate fund under the UN framework for
mitigation and adaptation projects in the most vulnera‐
ble and least developed countries (“China South‐South
Climate Cooperation Fund,” 2015), which not only pro‐
motes the development of green finance but also shows
the world that China is willing to be a responsible player
as the biggest developing country. China has also incor‐
porated a green development strategy into the Belt
and Road Initiative, a $900 billion international initia‐
tive on infrastructure proposed by China. The United
Nations Environment Program and the Chinese Ministry
of Ecology and Environment announced the formation
of an international coalition to ensure that the Belt and
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Road Initiative leads to green growth. Morally, China has
been a strong supporter of UN‐centered climate mul‐
tilateralism, protecting the values and ideas related to
addressing climate change and curbing climate skepti‐
cism (Shen & Xie, 2018). However, scholars also have
reservations, arguing that China’s domestic interest is
key to understanding its actual ability to assume a lead‐
ership role. Engels (2018, p. 5) believes that China’s
championship of climatemitigation only happens to coin‐
cidewith important domestic priorities rather than being
intentional and could pose a risk for the continuation of
China’s support of the global climate mitigation regime.

Lastly, we askwhether China is expected to become a
leader? In terms of climate leadership, the Annex I coun‐
tries have always been expected to play this role (Hurri,
2020). The topic of climate leadership has always been
associated with highly industrialized countries such as
the US or the EU (Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; Dai &
Diao, 2010). Given China’s volumeof emissions, its invest‐
ments in renewable energy, and its large economy and
population size, it is expected to take on more respon‐
sibility. However, how much leadership power do the
industrialized countries expect China to hold?Would the
Annex I countries, which have always taken a leading
role in setting the rules and agendas, controlling the
direction of international negotiations, et cetera, be will‐
ing to hand some of these prerogatives to the Chinese?
Rethinking China’s expected leadership, China may be
far from becoming an actual leader. According to Hurri
(2020), industrialized countries want China to take more
weight onto its shoulders. Over the last decade, China
has taken over some responsibilities to assist the global
progress on climate change, especially in helping other
developing countries confront climate change. However,
China remains in conflict with industrialized countries as
it attempts to seize more institutional power, related,
for instance, to setting the rules and agendas, steering
the direction of negotiations, or mediating international
cooperative efforts. In other words, China certainly has
the potential to be a leader, but acknowledging the coun‐
try as a climate leader creates a role conflict for the cur‐
rent leaders (Hurri, 2020).

Returning to President Xi’s vision on China’s future
contribution to global governance, it is quite clear that
China aspires to take on institutional leadership on
certain issues. Regarding climate change, the conflict

between China and the industrialized countries may con‐
tinue, but this will not involve who should take more
responsibility as was the issue over the past two decades
but will rather concern competition for more voice
and influence. If China’s interest in taking on climate
change leadership were only due to domestic priorities
(Engels, 2018), it is obvious that these domestic inter‐
ests and international commitments would need to con‐
verge for China to become the next champion or leader
(Wu, 2017). Chinese researchers have confirmed this
trend. It has shown that over 100 countries have commit‐
ted to carbon neutrality (Motive Power, 2021) and that
China has also begun tomap its low‐carbon development
plan to reach carbon neutrality by 2060—suggesting that
policymakers in China have recognized the importance
of a green transition and the potential for a new interna‐
tional order based on the new rules relating to carbon
neutrality (Chai et al., 2020, p. 37). President Xi’s con‐
cept of building a human community for a shared future
is consistent with the idea of global climate governance
leadership (Li & Liu, 2019), reinforcing high‐level convic‐
tions and setting a milestone in the history of China’s cli‐
mate governance.

3.3. Two‐Level Game Theory

The two‐level game theory was originally derived by
Putnam (1988) from game theory. The two‐level game
approach focuses specifically on the negotiating posi‐
tions of state actors in relation to international and
national interest. This analytical framework is considered
appropriate for researchers to interpret China’s interna‐
tional climate negotiation strategy because it provides a
baseline logic (as illustrated in Figure 1) to look at differ‐
ent actors and issues across the two levels (Cao, 2012;
G. Chan et al., 2008; Gunter & Rosen, 2011; Hsu & Jiang,
2015; Wang, 2018; Zhang, 2013).

The application of the theory in Chinese studies has
inherited certain elements from Putnam’s experimen‐
tal work. This logic of interaction between international
negotiation and domestic interests is reflected in the
application by Chinese scholars. First, researchers agree
that China’s behavior at the international level is influ‐
enced by domestic interests. There is much empirical evi‐
dence to support the idea that the roots of China’s shift‐
ing positions at the international level can be traced to

Level 1

Level 2

Shape
Two-level game

Results of interna onal climate nego a ons

Poli cal ins tu on + distribu on of

preferences = China’s climate policy

Influence

Figure 1. The logic of two‐level games analysis.
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domestic causes. For instance, China’s aggressive invest‐
ment in renewable technologies has led to a proactive
stance at the negotiating table.

Various factors are considered when applying two‐
level game theory to the study of China. G. Chan et al.
(2008) pointed out that China’s domestic environmen‐
tal crisis, the ecological cost of its rapid economic devel‐
opment, incidents of environment‐related protest and
unrest, and the recognized need for sustainable develop‐
ment have all clearly impacted China’s diplomacy. This
can explain why China is willing to participate in talks on
fighting globalwarmingwhile, at the same time, it guards
the principle of common but differentiated responsibil‐
ity, for its own benefit as well as for that of the develop‐
ing world (G. Chan et al., 2008). Likewise, international
social engagement through participation in international
treaties or trade can help China integrate with the world
politically and raise its environmental standards to meet
the higher standards set by the industrialized countries
(G. Chan et al., 2008). Similarly, Zhang (2013) also recog‐
nizes that decision‐makers are under pressure from both
international negotiations and domestic politics. To clar‐
ify, Zhang (2013) further hypothesizes that if the cost
of abatement were high, China would be less willing to
participate in international climate change negotiations.
If climate change caused high levels of ecological vulnera‐
bility, and the principle of equity was accepted by parties
at the international level, then China would be likely to
take amore cooperative attitude in international climate
change negotiations (Zhang, 2013).

The application of two‐level game theory in the study
of China is no longer state‐centric. International insti‐
tutions, national and local governments, domestic and
international NGOs, and the media are all considered
key actors in mobilizing China’s climate multilateralism
(G. Chan et al., 2008; Gunter & Rosen, 2011; Hsu &
Jiang, 2015; Wang, 2018). One application of two‐level
game theory to the situation in China shows that the
Chinese government interacts with international institu‐
tions such as the UNFCCC to engage in setting activi‐
ties, rule negotiations, and rule compliance at the inter‐
national level, while Chinese media and local govern‐
ments focus more on shaping China’s domestic climate
policy. NGOs, on the other hand, can be active at either
level, using inside‐out strategies to advocate for pol‐
icy change. These two levels then interact to influence
China’s approach to global climate governance.

However, some researchers have noted that the orig‐
inal theory was based on the US model of policymak‐
ing and thus has “greater relevance in the context of
American politics” (Zhang, 2013, p. 3). Therefore, ele‐
ments of the analysis such as “win‐sets,” “strategies of
negotiators,” and the “ratification process,” which are
all prevalent in democratic contexts, may take on dif‐
ferent forms or meanings when applied to the Chinese
context given the differences in the political and cultural
system. Instead, researchers have expanded their expla‐
nations by adding more participants and factors into the

analysis.Moreover, these researchers concluded that fac‐
tors at either the domestic or the international level evi‐
dently have different weights in terms of their explana‐
tory power and that the different levels are not equally
important. Empirically, during a certain period, interna‐
tional factors might play a decisive role, while at other
times, domestic factors would be critical. Therefore, it
is explicitly clear that factors at the international and
domestic levels are not equally influential in shaping
China’s strategic climate choices.

In sum, the three pieces of literature discussed in this
section collectively highlight the importance of factors at
the international level to examinations of China’s inter‐
national behavior regarding climate change. The leader‐
ship literature and two‐level game theory also consider
domestic factors. The next question is to what extent
these theoretical approaches adequately address China’s
changing international position on climate governance.

4. Fully Answered? External Factors, Interplay Between
Two Levels and China in Climate Multilateralism

Regime theory, the leadership and championship litera‐
ture, and two‐level game theory share certain common‐
alities. First, this research aims to understand China’s
(evolving) international position on climate change; in
other words, the dependent variables are the same in
general terms, with leadership literature focusing on
more recent changes. Even though domestic interests
are raised in some discussions, the phenomenon that
is explained remains China at the international level.
For this reason, certain prevalent theories, such as advo‐
cacy coalition framework, MLG, consultative multilater‐
alism (Teets, 2013), and authoritarian environmentalism
(Kwon & Hanlon, 2016), which are used to shed light
on domestic factors and dynamics of China’s national cli‐
mate governance, are not included in the discussion in
this article.

The three theoretical approaches that were dis‐
cussed in Section 2 all note that external factors, such as
the geopolitical dynamics at the international level and
the systemic flaws in the global climate regime (Buzan,
2021; Kastner et al., 2020; Zhuang et al., 2018), impact
China’s strategy toward climate multilateralism. In fact,
external factorsmay enjoymore explanatory power than
traditionally thought. In practice, China is a highly strate‐
gic player, and its approach to multilateralism should not
be considered a consistent feature (Kastner et al., 2020,
p. 165) but as dynamically evolving in response to inter‐
national influences.

The three theoretical approaches all have their
own unique features and merits in terms of contribu‐
tions. International regime theory examines only exter‐
nal factors to comprehend China’s international behav‐
ior, and it attempts to make general statements on
China’s strategy toward multilateralism in the context
of a relatively long period of changing external condi‐
tions. The global leadership and championship literature
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investigates China’s potential as a climate leader more
than it reflects on China’s past strategies. The leader‐
ship and championship approach is proposed because
China has taken a proactive stance on climate change
in recent years. China’s turn to become a potential cli‐
mate leader is arguably shaped not only by its expe‐
rience as a participant in the UNFCCC processes but
also the fact that as its economic wealth and emissions
have continued to increase, it has gradually gained suffi‐
cient structural power to participate in international cli‐
mate governance.

An example of this is China’s leadership of the institu‐
tional arrangement of the “bottom‐up” approach under
the Paris Agreement (Li et al., 2021). In addition, discus‐
sions of global leadership and championship may stim‐
ulate the study of how China might use climate issues
as an opportunity to advance its political stance (Buzan,
2021) and further expand its political influence, espe‐
cially in the Global South. Two‐level game theory enjoys
the advantage of harnessing factors at both international
and domestic levels to account for China’s international
climate strategies. While some scholars in the global
championship literature have also examined domestic
influences, they have not analyzed the interplay between
the two levels. Two‐level game theory has been applied
in different contexts and to various issues, but when
it comes to China, it is confronted by the question
of how to adapt to the domestic context to attain an
in‐depth analysis.

Another valuable contribution that emerges from
these analyses is that they help position China’s role in
climate multilateralism relative to that of other coun‐
tries. When China is reluctant to participate, other coun‐
tries exert pressure to give China the impetus to change.
As China makes progress, other countries could coop‐
erate with China in addressing global climate change.
From the current perspective, China and the industrial‐
ized countries of the EU have the competence and the
willingness to “lead” or, in other words, to seize more
institutional power in climate‐related international insti‐
tutions. This situation might lead to conflict between
China and industrialized countries, not aboutwho should
take more responsibility for having caused global warm‐
ing, but about who should have a greater voice in the
negotiation process.

4.1. Adaptation to the Chinese Context

It is challenging to transplant theories and concepts from
political science, such as regime theory and two‐level
game theory, to China, as the approaches have been
primarily applied in Western and democratic contexts.
The direct application of Western theories to China’s
circumstances or to use China’s case to contribute to
Western theories requires further exploration.

First, it is important to consider the differences in
parameters of the political systems. Specifically, the
lack of deliberative democracy in the Chinese system

(Westman et al., 2019, p. 14) means that democratic
concepts such as competing interests (between polit‐
ical parties) and ratification processes would have to
be replaced by Chinese indigenous governance con‐
cepts. For instance, regarding the environment and
climate‐related issues, the Chinese decision‐making pro‐
cess may involve coordination between the Ministry
of Ecology and Environment, which supervises and
guides environment‐related plans and decision‐making;
the China Meteorological Administration, which pro‐
vides the scientific environment and climate evidence;
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which coordinates inter‐
national negotiations; and other government agencies.
When applying Western theories to the Chinese con‐
text, the potential for conflict between the functional
hierarchies (such as those mentioned above), as well as
territorial (kuài) and vertical (tiáo) chains of command
(Hensengerth, 2015, p. 313), need to be considered,
rather than conflicts of interest between political parties,
as in democracies. The term tiáo (vertical) refers to the
vertical lines of authority over various sectors reaching
down from theministries of the central government.Kuài
(horizontal) refers to the horizontal level of authority of
the territorial government at the provincial or local level.
The ministries and government bodies mentioned above
may share overlapping functions which should be consid‐
ered when transplanting theories: For instance, both the
Ministry of Ecology and Environment and the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs are responsible for the supervision of
China’s participation in the UN Conferences of Parties.

Secondly, we need to take into account the differ‐
ences in civil society actors when applying theories orig‐
inally developed in Western democracies to the Chinese
context, especially in the field of environment and cli‐
mate change. NGOs in the West have played a signifi‐
cant role in advocacy throughout the policymaking pro‐
cess. In China, the definition and functions of civil society
actors are very different from those in Western contexts.
Policy entrepreneurs such as international NGOs often
undertake the role of policy translators (Stone, 2012),
while in China, international NGO operations are lim‐
ited by local management schemes, one of which is the
overseas NGO law. On the other hand, local NGOs in
China lack the capacity to establish direct global inter‐
connections due to the relatively strict regulatory regime
imposed on Chinese civil society. Therefore, for inter‐
national organizations or international NGOs to be able
to disseminate norms, set standards, or advocate poli‐
cies, they often need to target local actors such as
Chinese NGOs, rather than the Chinese state (Gunter &
Rosen, 2011).

In order to reconcile Western theories with the
unique case of China, it seems inevitable that Western
theories will merge with indigenous Chinese theories or
concepts (Zhang, 2017). Conceptual innovation may pro‐
vide an answer. For instance, consider the concept of
rightful resistance developed by O’Brien and Li (2006)
to conceptualize Chinese farmers’ contentious practices.
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Collective action in rural China “often hinges on locat‐
ing and exploiting divisions within the state by using the
rhetoric and regulations of the central government to
resist misconduct by local officials” (Zhang, 2017, p. 286).
The concept of rightful resistance is a casewhere Chinese
practices could inform existing Western theories on con‐
tentious politics. In the context of studying Chinese cli‐
mate policy, a new idea like “a community of shared
future” (renlei mingyun gongtongti), which is inspired by
the concept of “all‐under‐heaven” (tianxia) from tradi‐
tional Chinese philosophy, could provide opportunities
for such innovation. As argued by Buzan (2021), climate
change is a profound threat to “everything in the world,”
which is difficult to describe and interpret usingWestern
concepts of international relations (Buzan, 2021).

5. A New Question? Transnational Climate Governance
and China

One of the major changes in the current global system
to address climate issues is the rising importance of
non‐state actors (Andonova et al., 2009; S. Chan et al.,
2015; Hale, 2020; Kuyper & Bäckstrand, 2016). Given
that the traditional state‐centric climate system, which
evolves around the UNFCCC regime, has been under con‐
testation academically (Keohane & Victor, 2011; Lederer,
2015), transnational, non‐state actors’ efforts to influ‐
ence state‐centric global responses to climate change
beyond the multilateral system are intended to create
a new form of governance. This is also referred to as
transnational climate governance (Hale, 2020).

According to Andonova et al. (2009, p. 56), “transna‐
tional governance occurs when networks operating
in the transnational sphere authoritatively steer con‐
stituents towards public goals.” NGOs, private compa‐
nies, subnational governments, et cetera, can all par‐
ticipate in the process of transnational governance.
Polycentrism (Ostrom, 2009), fragmentation (Biermann
et al., 2009; Zelli & van Asselt, 2015), and regime com‐
plexity (Keohane & Victor, 2011) are all conceptual
frames to capture the changing landscape of climate
governance. Despite the different positions of these
concepts, they are all based on the growing empirical
process of multi‐actor and multi‐level (both horizontal
and vertical) processes of governance efforts (Dorsch &
Flachsland, 2017). Furthermore, researchers also seem
to agree that the current international system for man‐
aging climate change is in transition, with more actors
engaged in more activities at significantly more levels
of governance (Jordan et al., 2018). This transnational
system may fill some governance gaps and may be able
to co‐exist with the traditional state‐centric system, yet
there is no consensus on whether it is a supplement to
or an alternative for the traditional one.

The involvement of China, as a key player in mul‐
tilateral climate negotiations, with the transnational
trend of climate governance has attracted academic
attention. Researchers acknowledge that domestic polit‐

ical context may condition actors’ engagement with
transnational governance, and this informs the study of
China in transnational governance (Hale & Roger, 2018).
Empirically, given China’s domestic political context, the
question is whether China can be or has been associated
with transnational climate governance and what factors
affect the scale, form, and shape of its engagement.

Transnational climate governance remains rather a
novel concept in China. While Chinese officials have
made statements welcoming the efforts of subnational
and non‐state actors openly, in practice, the regula‐
tion of civil society at home does not seem to be loos‐
ening up. A distinctive feature of the Chinese engage‐
ment with transnational climate governance is that the
authority (the Chinese government) remains at the cen‐
ter, challenging the traditional understanding of the con‐
cept at the global level where non‐state and sub‐state
actors are the main actors. According to Hale and Roger
(2018), domestic factors are the main drivers of China’s
response to climate change. Beyond that, Chinese offi‐
cials have made it clear that China is a firm supporter of
UN‐centered multilateralism regarding climate change.
And global climate governance has always been the
main narrative that they use to describe the global
efforts to address climate change. Empirical evidence
confirms this, as China’s participation in transnational
governance initiatives remains relatively shallow and
uneven, with national government and subnational gov‐
ernment units being the major participants (Hale &
Roger, 2018). However, does this imply that the participa‐
tion of other Chinese actors in transnational governance
will be limited as well?

Chinese NGOs, subnational governments, busi‐
nesses, and other non‐state actors can still enjoy some
political space to engage in transnational schemes.
As research on China’s domestic climate governance indi‐
cated, “although China remains authoritarian, it is never‐
theless responsive to the increasingly diverse demands
of Chinese society” (Mertha, 2009, p. 995). As climate
change has become a policy priority, the barriers to
entry into the policymaking process have been lowered
for certain “policy entrepreneurs” (Mertha, 2009), as
Chinese leaders see the need to incorporate Chinese
civil society actors into climate decision‐making to fill
governance gaps. Although most Chinese actors are
involved in transnational governance as followers, and
many grassroots environmental NGOs are still unfamil‐
iar with the concept, transnational climate governance
may be a particularly attractive strategy for NGOs. As an
increasing number of foreign NGOs and transnational
NGO networks join hands with local NGOs, they may
be able to lobby or initiate local‐level activism (Hale &
Roger, 2018) or even become more embedded in the
policymaking process. This transnational policy diffusion
is empirically observed, as in the case of the low‐carbon
economy agenda,whichwas introduced by transnational
actors, backed by foreign funding, promoted by policy
entrepreneurs from domestic research institutes, pro‐
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pelled by top‐level attention, and finally adopted by the
government bureaucracy (Hofem & Heilmann, 2013).
Further work needs to be carried out on the conditions
for and the kind of transnational governance initiatives
that can be accepted in China.

6. Conclusion

Departing from analyses at different policymaking lev‐
els, this article presents a review of approaches that
help understand China’s shifting positions toward cli‐
mate multilateralism. This article has shown that it is
essential to consider a range of theories that can pro‐
vide additional insights into understanding China’s inter‐
national climate position.

Conceptually, it is crucial to focus on a variety of the‐
oretical approaches to examine how China’s climate mul‐
tilateralism has evolved. At different levels of analysis,
different sets of variables are considered to be impor‐
tant influences on China’s position, and they lead to
different conclusions. The analysis at the international
level focuses on China’s external options and the urgency
of the issue itself. However, to fully explain the vari‐
ation in China’s position, factors at the international
and domestic levels have played different roles at dif‐
ferent times. China’s domestic willingness and capabili‐
ties impact China’s global expansion. The analysis of the
international–domestic nexus reflected on the interna‐
tional context or the “strategic landscape” of the climate
change issue, as well as China’s political willingness and
ability. It emphasized the interaction between the two
levels, which may add additional insights to the analy‐
ses of regime theory and global leadership and champi‐
onship literature.

What appears to be missing from the current ana‐
lysis is how “changes” in the trajectory of China’s cli‐
matemultilateralismmaybe interpreted. As Kastner et al.
(2020, p. 165) have argued that analysts “should not
treat China’s approach to multilateralism as a constant
feature of the country’s general disposition” (Kastner et
al., 2020, p. 165), it is relevant to focus on the dynam‐
ics and conditions of the change process as a poten‐
tial area for further research. The conceptual framework
of “critical junctures,” derived from historical institution‐
alism, can be invoked to discover patterns of political
changes (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007; Collier & Collier,
2002). In general, this framework can be used to explain
various development processes, including the organiza‐
tional decision‐making process (Capoccia & Kelemen,
2007, p. 343). Some scholars have argued that China’s cli‐
mate policy has reached a critical juncture, whether seek‐
ing energy self‐sufficiency by burning coal or promoting
“ecological civilization” to gain a green reputation inter‐
nationally (Oxford Analytica, 2020). Nevertheless, it is
yet to observe whether a period of significant change as
demonstrated in Chinese climate policy can produce dis‐
tinct legacies (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007, p. 347) in the
study of development and change.

Another gap may be the limited range of actors
included. With the introduction of the transnational gov‐
ernance framework, non‐state actors have become an
integral part of the discussion, and as a result, the form
of international cooperation is transforming. The current
literature on climate change in China focuses on the
state but rarely mentions civil society actors. Similar to
the Chinese state in its participation in global climate
governance, Chinese NGOs are also constrained by their
domestic political constituency (Wang, 2018). However,
they are subject to international and transnational influ‐
ence from foreign peers regarding their approach to
climate policy advocacy (Hofem & Heilmann, 2013).
Attention to this element would require further work on
how plural theories can be employed in the discussion.
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1. Introduction

The current international political economy of Africa can‐
not be explained without China. During the first decade
of the 21st century, the Asian country evolved frombeing
a marginal partner to having significant economic influ‐
ence on the continent. China’s presence encompasses
trade, lending and direct investments, mining, and con‐
struction firms operating across the continent, and even
significant migrations in both directions. The nature and
extent of this presence have prompted heated debates.
For some authors, the increased presence of China (and
other emerging powers like India or Brazil) is part of
a new imperialism that does not significantly change
Africa’s subordinate position in the global economy. For

others, China provides an opportunity for some African
countries to secure access to much‐needed finance and
to develop key economic infrastructures without the rig‐
orous conditionalities enforced by Western borrowers.

Development policies in Africa have always included
regional economic integration strategies, especially since
the 1960s. The failures of the structural adjustment era
in the 1980s and 1990s have reinforced the choice for
regional economic integration strategies in the 21st cen‐
tury. A significant step in this direction is the African
Union’s launch in 2012 of the African Continental Free
Trade Area (AfCFTA), a component of the wider Agenda
2063 for economic transformation. The crisis of the
multilateral order (the focus of this thematic issue)
has accelerated a drive towards the establishment of
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broad regional arrangements in the global economy.
These include the Transatlantic Trade and Investment
Partnership (TTIP), the Trans‐Pacific Partnership (TPP),
and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP). These “megaregions” are major economic blocs
that threaten to further exclude African economies from
global flows (Colom Jaén, 2019, p. 35).

Against this background, this article considers
the particular impact of China on the regional eco‐
nomic strategies established by the African Union and
African governments. As pointed out by the African
Development Bank (2018, pp. 63–92), a major con‐
straint to these integration strategies is the lack of eco‐
nomic infrastructure. In this regard, the contribution
of China in building infrastructures has been signifi‐
cant in countries like Ethiopia and Kenya and illustrates
what makes China’s strategy in Africa unique. As some
authors have pointed out, rather than reproducing a
neoliberal approach, the interaction between China and
the African regional integration project demonstrates a
certain convergence in promoting structural transforma‐
tion. This convergence, however, does not translate into
direct support from Beijing for the regional integration
project, as its strategy remains essentially bilateral. This
article also discusses the possibility, as demonstrated
by the deployment of the Belt and Road Initiative and
the type of financial commitments made by China in
the last Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in
December 2021 in Dakar, that infrastructure investment
policy is beginning to show some signs of decline.

In the following section, we offer a review of the
debates about the nature of the Chinese presence in
the African international political economy and how
this presence shapes the developmental options avail‐
able to African governments. In the third section, we
review the current state of regional integration initia‐
tives in Africa, focusing on the role played by infrastruc‐
tures and how China has contributed thus far—and may
contribute in the future—in the context of the African
Union’s Agenda 2063 and China’s Belt and Road Initiative.
We also illustrate the coming changes in China’s lending
policy to African countries. In the fourth section, we offer
some conclusions.

2. China in the Contemporary Political Economy
of Africa

Africa has become an important part of the multiplex
world suggested byAcharya (2017). Questions have been
raised over the ultimate intentions and effects of the
new South–South dynamics, especially China’s role on
the African continent. Some of the main debates and dis‐
cussions in this regard are outlined below.

2.1. Africa in the “Multiplex” Order

The front pages of the Economist magazine on the
subject of Africa (especially those in 2000 and 2011)

have caused a degree of controversy (Mateos, 2015).
The covers represented a sudden shift in interna‐
tional discourse on Africa: From “the hopeless conti‐
nent” of the 2000 cover, which represented the tradi‐
tional “Afro‐pessimistic’’ discourse on the continent, the
Economist went on to champion an “Africa rising” dis‐
course in 2011. Particularly intense during the first years,
this label gave birth to a new “Afro‐optimistic” discourse
in the new international imaginary, a new view that
hailed Africa’s economic leap forward.

Many have criticised the simplification of this new
“single story” about Africa. Among other things, the
“Africa rising” discourse ignores the fact that economic
growth does not imply development and improved social
welfare per se (Mateos, 2015) and may in fact be a mani‐
festation of increasing dependency (Taylor, 2016). Other
authors have also pointed to the uneven regional picture
behind this image, with a few countries, mainly those
that have carried out neoliberal reforms or those rich in
natural resources, being able to attract a large share of
foreign direct investment (Carpintero et al., 2016, p. 203).

Beyond the discourses that have tended to simplify a
complex reality, what is certain is that the growing influ‐
ence of “emerging countries” on the African continent
goes a long way to explaining the economic and political
transformations that have taken place in the region over
the last two decades. According to the United Nations
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA, 2012), Africa,
seen as a “big store,” has come to the forefront of capi‐
talist competition and is a cornerstone in the redefinition
of the world order. What is perhaps new in this dynamic,
in Taylor’s words (2016, p. 42), is the expanded range
of competitors vying for attention. In no way does this
imply the withdrawal of Western interest in the conti‐
nent, but it is rather an expression of increased compe‐
tition for influence and tension between actors in the
region (Carpintero et al., 2016, p. 194). This new global
“scramble for Africa,” as it has beenwidely labelled, is not
merely economic or commercial; most emerging coun‐
tries have also understood the political and diplomatic
potential of Africa for their national interests in global
forums (Alden, 2019).

The growing global competition for the continent
is not only conducted by nation‐states. In addition to
the governments of Western and emerging countries
and international organisations, there are numerous
non‐state actors (corporations, private security com‐
panies, NGOs, etc.), that make up a fragmented and
complex scenario—the “multiplex” order referred to by
Acharya (2017).

2.2. South–South Cooperation Reloaded?

In this context, the debate on South–South coopera‐
tion (SSC) has acquired a new and growing relevance.
The United Nations Office for South–South Cooperation
(UNOSSC) defines SSC as “a broad framework for collab‐
oration among countries of the South in the political,
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economic, social, cultural, environmental and technical
domains….Developing countries share knowledge, skills,
expertise and resources to meet their development goals
through concerted efforts” (UNOSSC as cited in Morvaridi
& Hughes, 2018, p. 1). According to Gray and Gills (2016,
p. 557), SSC needs to be understood as a key organ‐
ising concept and a set of practices in pursuit of his‐
torical changes. Based on mutual benefit and solidarity
among the disadvantaged of the world system: “It con‐
veys the hope that development may be achieved by the
poor themselves through their mutual assistance to one
another, and thewholeworld order transformed to reflect
their mutual interest vis‐à‐vis the dominant global North.’’

For Buzdugan and Payne (2016), however, this
debate is not new. The global South’s attempt to influ‐
ence global governance is part of a “long battle” that
began after the configuration of the post‐World War II
global architecture. Since then, the global South has tried
to articulate proposals and political spaces that counter
Western hegemony and better represent its interests.
For Freeman (2018), actors such as the G77 (a politi‐
cal space created in the second half of the 1960s that
groups the bulk of developing countries) are instrumen‐
tal to this purpose.

The crisis in the liberal international order (Ikenberry,
2018) and the re‐emergence of the countries of the
global South in the context of globalisation have inten‐
sified the debate on changes in the international sys‐
tem. For authors such as Hurrell (2018), however, overly
simplistic narratives to explain the effervescence of the
global South and the reconfiguration of the international
order should be avoided. The emerging countries as a
group, the author points out, are not a homogeneous or
solid force. They all face the sameproblems andhave sim‐
ilar weaknesses to those experienced by all states at the
global level in an environment characterised by vulnera‐
bility and uncertainty. That said, Acharya argues (2017),
there are reasons to assert that the new globalisation is
drivenmore by South–South links than by those between
the North and the South. The South has increased its
global output from one‐third in 1990 to almost a half
today and has increased its share of world merchan‐
dise from 25% in 1980 to 47% in 2010 (UNCTAD, 2016).
Although SSC has become an important trend, the loss
of Western hegemony does not confer exclusive com‐
petence on the SSC in Africa but coexists with a global
North in full crisis and undergoing a process of reconfig‐
uration (Bachmann, 2019, p. 5). All this, Hurrell (2018,
p. 93) argues, is leading to an international system that
is increasingly characterised by:

A diffusion of power, including but not limited to
emerging and regional powers; by a diffusion of pref‐
erences, with many more voices demanding to be
heard both globally and within states as a result
of globalisation, democratisation, and the backlash
against globalisation; and by a diffusion of ideas
and values.

The literature that has analysed the rise of the new
SSC, particularly in relation to Africa, is highly polarised.
In Cheru’s (2016) view, there are at least four com‐
peting perspectives on the impact of SSC on develop‐
ment in Africa. The “alarmists” see the rise of emerg‐
ing Southern actors as a threat to the dominance of
traditional Western powers in the field of economics,
culture, and geopolitics; the “sceptics” are largely aid
bureaucrats who defend the current development aid
system, while acknowledging some of its shortcomings;
and there are also the “critics of new imperialism” and
the “cheerleaders.”

These last two groups have undoubtedly generated
themost academic debate on the issue. For authors such
as Bond (2016) and Taylor (2016), the emerging countries
in Africa, especially China, are substitutes for traditional
Western powers; they are new faces that perpetuate
the usual dynamics of exploitation. According to Bond,
new institutions such as the New Development Bank
represent forms of “sub‐imperialist finance” and serve
as mechanisms for redirecting the world’s surplus cap‐
ital. For Taylor, the increasing interaction between the
BRICS and Africa serve to increase Africa’s dependence
on the global economy, since the bulk of the growth
in African exports is largely based on mining‐related
commodities. The presence of emerging economies is
associated, Taylor (2016, p. 51) argues, with a lack of
serious structural change in the continent’s economies.
Furthermore, the authors state that thewell‐being of the
average African citizen has been almost totally neglected.
Morvaridi and Hughes (2018), meanwhile, consider that
the current SSC has used the disguise of the original SSC,
created in the 1960s and motivated by genuine solidar‐
ity between the countries of the South. Both authors
argue that far from being motivated by the same ideals,
the new patterns of relations and aid between emerg‐
ing countries and the African continent strengthen new
forms of neoliberalism and do not challenge the interests
of global capital. The current SSC, therefore, “ushers in a
variety of new forms of state‐company collaboration that
intensify the integration of areas of the global South into
new forms of global capitalist accumulation and exploita‐
tion” (Morvaridi & Hughes, 2018, p. 5).

Other authors such as Cheru (2016), Muhr (2016),
and Alden (2017, 2019) have challenged this view
for being over‐simplified and for dispossessing African
actors of agency. According to Cheru (2016, p. 594),
“the rise of emerging powers in Africa neither neces‐
sarily produces a new colonial‐type relationship nor
automatically guarantees policy space for African coun‐
tries.” Along the same lines, Muhr (2016) criticises the
dichotomy deployed in the existing literature between
“national interests” and solidarity. The heterogeneity of
the global South, the author argues, does not mean one
party always reaps greatermonetary gains through trade.
In fact, in SSC arrangements parties can reap more intan‐
gible benefits such as experience, knowledge and cul‐
tural exchange, capacity building, diplomatic solidarity,
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human rights promotion, and the visibility and recog‐
nition of the South. In this regard, Muhr establishes
a difference between what he labels as “dependency”
(understood as a form of neo‐colonial exploitation) and
dependence (conceived as an unavoidable consequence
of the unevenness of the global South). SSC, he argues,
thus seems to create a system of “asymmetric inter‐
dependence.” This nuanced explanation, Cheru (2016a)
points out, does not mean that Africa’s relations with
the emerging Southern partners are free of tensions, but
it does make them highly complex. Nevertheless, Taylor
acknowledges that this changing pattern of global inter‐
action has led to a growing diversity of partners that offer
some options and opportunities for Africa by “strength‐
ening its bargaining position with a number of actors”
(Taylor, 2016, p. 44) and by offering “an additional, and
different, choice of cooperation partners” (Bachmann,
2019, p. 16).

2.3. Sino‐African Relations in African Development

Debates on China–Africa relations have also tended to
be polarised, or at least ambivalent. The main narrative
critical of China’s historical deployment on the African
continent is that China’s presence has not brought about
any meaningful structural transformation. Taylor (2016)
has even pointed out that the presence of emerging
countries in Africa, and of China in particular, has led
in general terms to a certain de‐industrialisation of the
continent, producing hardly any industry, and that the
composition of GDP by sector has not changed signifi‐
cantly between the 1960s and the present. In the same
vein,Mohan and Power (2009) consider that China’s pres‐
ence in Africa will not result in substantially different out‐
comes from those recorded with traditional actors, as
Beijing has not encouraged diversification or value‐added
industrialisation or even redistribution of economic ben‐
efits. Some authors such as Clapham (2008) have gone
further, asserting that China’s role in this new SSC model
has been precisely to reinforce the old one.

Zeleza (2014), however, has problematised this crit‐
ical view of the China–Africa relationship. He observes
that “the discourse of the Chinese model for Africa
reprises the pernicious tendency of reducing Africa into
a hapless tabula rasa always waiting for the inscrip‐
tion of a development model from elsewhere” (Zeleza,
2014, p. 165). The reality, the author holds, is a lot
more complex and contradictory: It reflects the inter‐
mingling of the agencies, subjectivities, and interests of
African and Chinese actors and it involves government‐
to‐government, people‐to‐people, and sector‐to‐sector
relations, including business, media, education, sports,
culture, and civil society. Bräutigam (2009), in turn, has
stated that while China, like many countries, gives aid to
advance its foreign policy agenda, Chinese aid policies in
Africa differ in someways from those that are in line with
the Washington Consensus. Asante (2018, pp. 260–261)
also claims that the consequences of growing Chinese

involvement in Africa are actually quite mixed: “While
there are positive signs that the trade gap between both
sides is narrowing, there are questions about its sus‐
tainability.” China’s imports from Africa, Asante holds,
are still dominated by natural resources and exports of
manufactured products and there is limited diversifica‐
tion and technology transfer. Furthermore, the impact
of rising debt on African countries could have dire con‐
sequences for the sustainability of the limited progress
achieved thus far, turning the interaction into a form of
“neo‐imperialism.”

Alden (2019) has emphasized the fact that the
Chinese presence in Africa has brought meaningful
change for African countries. The disguised discourses of
the SSC rhetoric of the 1960s (transformational change,
solidarity, and historical affinity) provided Beijing with
the ideological substructure necessary to exercise the
role of an asymmetric economic power, a power that
nonetheless displaces the neoliberal consensus that has
guided Western countries since the 1980s. According to
Alden (2019, p. 11), the promotion of alternative sources
of development finance and the provision of infrastruc‐
ture as a backbone is leading to palpable economic and
social changes in African societies.

Some analysts have contested the idea that Chinese
presence is not leading to structural transformations in
African countries. For Xiaoyang (2018), Beijing’s failure to
follow the instructions of Western donors in the past has
meant that China was able to take control of the policy‐
making process while receiving complementary aid and
loans from external sources. It is this “pragmatic spirit,”
Xiaoyang notes, that characterises Chinese aid to African
countries, enabling China to build on its existing compar‐
ative advantages, such as in infrastructure construction
and light industry.

3. Regional Integration in Africa: The Chinese Factor

As mentioned above, regional economic integration ini‐
tiatives have always been part of Africa’s modern devel‐
opment strategies. The African Union’s launch of the
AfCFTA in 2012 is a major step towards deeper eco‐
nomic integration. It is important to keep in mind that
the AfCFTA is a component of the wider African Union
Agenda 2063 for economic transformation. In this regard,
this plan is consistent with China’s particular approach to
cooperation in Africa and is focused mainly on economic
issues, as we have seen in the previous section. Thus, it
is pertinent to explore the intersection between China’s
cooperation efforts and the African regional economic
integration agenda and see whether there is a contribu‐
tion, albeit indirectly.

3.1. Regional Economic Integration in Africa: From
Nkrumah to the “Spaghetti Bowl”

Regional economic integration initiatives in Africa are a
key component of the contemporary political economy
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of the continent. In the 1960s and 1970s, the different
regional integration projects were clearly influenced by
Pan‐Africanist ideals and the struggles attached to the
decolonisation process. The famous quote from Kwame
Nkrumah’s speech at the Organisation of African Unity
in 1963 summarises this view: “We must unite now
or perish” (Kaba, 2017). Despite the political rhetoric,
powerful factors impeded the effective deployment of
regional integration initiatives: reluctance to cede signifi‐
cant parts of the recently‐acquired sovereignty, ColdWar
dialectics, a succession of coups d’état in the 1960s, and,
last but not least, the enormous institutional and eco‐
nomic challenges that any project of regional integration
in Africa would entail in the 1960s (Bidaurratzaga‐Aurre
et al., 2021). Nevertheless, there were some signifi‐
cant attempts to establish regional economic commu‐
nities (RECs), such as the Central African Customs and
Economic Union (UDEAC) in 1964 (now CEEAC‐ECCAS),
the East African Community (EAC) in 1967, and the
CEDEAO‐ECOWAS in 1975, amongst others.

The financial and institutional distress of many
African states that followed the implementation of the
World Bank and the IMF sponsored market‐oriented
structural adjustment programs in the 1980s prevented
the establishment of effective regional economic integra‐
tion initiatives. Furthermore, the rush towards globalisa‐
tion of markets led by the World Trade Organization and
the Bretton Woods Institutions in the 1990s meant that
regional integration was seen as less important than the
opening up of markets to global competition. However,
some advances were made in this area in the 1990s,
like the launch of the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) in 1992 or the Common Market
for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) in 1994.
The approach taken to regional integration in Africa in
the 1990s was consistent with the neoliberal under‐
pinnings of globalisation, however, meaning that it
focused mainly on opening up market exchanges at a
regional level.

The failure of the WTO Doha round at the begin‐
ning of the 2000s was a turning point and revived inter‐
est in regional integration as an economic policy strat‐
egy in the developing world, including Africa. In fact,
in 2001, the UNECA launched a biennial flagship report
series entitled Assessing Regional Integration in Africa.
Accordingly, with a critical view of past liberalising poli‐
cies, this renewed interest in economic regional integra‐
tion has a slightly different approach. In this emerging
view, market liberalisation is not a goal per se, but an
instrument for making African economies more produc‐
tive, with a particular focus on industrialisation. Debates
over how to incorporate this agenda of economic trans‐
formation within the design of Africa regional inte‐
gration initiatives are indeed present in the literature
and in major initiatives like AfCFTA (Bidaurratzaga‐Aurre
et al., 2014; Colom Jaén, 2019; Lopes, 2019, pp. 65–82;
UNECA, 2017, pp. 129–141). Nonetheless, the reality
is that despite the integrationist rhetoric displayed by

the African Union and African governments, as well as
the deployment of some institutional arrangements, the
scope of the regional integration processes is clearly lim‐
ited. If we take intra‐regional exports as an indicator of
economic integration, we can see that, for 2018, only
20.37% of EAC exports went to another EAC country,
while for ECCAS‐CEEAC it was merely 1.77%. Internal
trade within ECOWAS was only 8.22%. These are really
low numbers compared to the European Union (63.63%)
or NAFTA (49.41%). Thus, we can conclude that despite
the rhetoric, the achievements in terms of economic inte‐
gration lag behind other RECs in the global economy
(Bidaurratzaga‐Aurre et al., 2021, p. 13; UNECA, 2019,
pp. 5–6).

There are at least three main reasons to explain
this poor performance. First, African economies spe‐
cialise mainly in the production of raw materials that
are exported to industrialised countries. Thus, there are
economic complementarities that would be conducive
to intra‐African trade. Second, the institutional design
of RECs in Africa is incoherent at a continental level:
There are numerous overlapping regional integration
processes, which can be summarised in the well‐known
metaphor of the “spaghetti bowl.” Out of the 55 African
Union countries, 13 are in three RECs, 29 in two, and
only 13 in one (UNECA, 2017, p. 112). Third, the deficit
in economic infrastructures (roads, ports, energy genera‐
tion plants, ICTs) adds a key constraint. A colonial legacy,
the existing infrastructures, especially transport infras‐
tructures, are usually designed to facilitate exports out‐
side the continent. The African Development Bank has
estimated the yearly financial needs to fill this gap are
between 68 and 108 billion USD (African Development
Bank, 2018, p. 70).

3.2. Regional Integration in the African Union’s
Agenda 2063

The failures of the Washington Consensus agenda in
Africa paved the way to a different approach to devel‐
opment, which now includes policies to encourage the
transformation of productive capabilities. Now develop‐
ment is about economic structural transformation rather
than opening up and deregulating markets, as it was dur‐
ing the structural adjustment period. The Asian experi‐
ence of economic change—especially in China, but also
in Japan and South Korea—has exerted a significant influ‐
ence in this emerging approach to development in Africa
(Colom Jaén, 2019, p. 39; Lopes, 2019, pp. 65–82).

In 2013, the African Union launched Agenda 2063,
an ambitious 50‐year plan of economic transforma‐
tion that somehow replaces the Washington Consensus
framework with a structural transformation approach.
Agenda 2063 includes an array of programmes and ini‐
tiatives for different areas. Concerning economic inte‐
gration, the most prominent initiative is the AfCFTA, a
plan to create a single market covering the whole con‐
tinent. The project was launched in 2012, and it was
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enthusiastically approved at the African Union summit
in Kigali in 2018, prompting major interest worldwide.
Although it is still far from being a free trade area, the
start of trading under the AfCFTA agreement began on
1 January 2021. If it is consolidated, it will be, in terms of
the number of countries, the largest regional integration
project in the world.

A particular feature of AfCFTA is that it is not
only a free trade agreement aiming at liberalising
exchanges; it is regarded as an instrument for eco‐
nomic transformation and is embedded in the wider
Agenda 2063. From this point of view, AfCFTA aims
to support economic diversification; industrial exports
can potentially benefit most from the agreement and
help to counter the dependence on exports of com‐
modities. With the goal of industrialisation in mind, the
launch of AfCFTA in 2012 came together with the intro‐
duction of the Boosting Intra‐African Trade Programme.
The Agenda encompasses other programmes, such as
the Accelerated Industrial Development for Africa and
the critical Programme for Infrastructure Development
in Africa. The latter, in particular, consists of 329 projects
and programmes in strategic areas like energy, transport,
water, and ICTs. Some of these projects have a conti‐
nental scope, like the Trans‐African Highway Network
(African Union, 2020, pp. 10–11; Lisinge, 2020, p. 427).

In sum, the approach to regional integration in Africa
has changed in the last decade and is now embed‐
ded in a wider industrialisation and economic transfor‐
mation framework. As some authors and institutions
have acknowledged (African Development Bank, 2018;
Lopes, 2019), the main challenge preventing deeper
regional economic integration in Africa is the lack of
appropriate infrastructures. Since the establishment of
the FOCAC in 2000, China has shown considerable inter‐
est in financing and constructing economic infrastruc‐
ture in the continent, especially since the 2nd FOCAC
Ministerial Conference in 2003. We now examine the
extent to which the Chinese economic agenda has con‐
tributed to African integration to date, and how it may
contribute to it in the near future.

3.3. The Contribution of China to the Construction of
Infrastructure in Africa

A key characteristic of Chinese lending in Africa is its
focus on infrastructure. Comparing the sectoral dis‐
tribution of bilateral ODA and loan commitments by
OECD‐DAC countries and China between 2005 and 2019,
Usman (2021) found that 65.5% of disbursements from
China were allocated to economic infrastructure and ser‐
vices projects, whereas OECD‐DAC countries allocated
only 12.9%. This huge differencemay be explained by dif‐
ferent factors. First, China’s programmes focus on what
China can offer most efficiently. That is, they encourage
what their companies (either state‐owned or private) do
best, which is infrastructure (ports, roads, railways, civil
buildings, etc.). Second, this approach to international

cooperation is consistent with what we may call the
“Asian model of development,” which focuses on upgrad‐
ing productive capabilities. Third, this pattern of cooper‐
ation intrudes little on internal affairs like policy design
or macroeconomic management, and China has consis‐
tently followed the rule of non‐interference in internal
affairs in its diplomacy (Calabrese & Tang, 2020).

A particular feature of this specific type of cooper‐
ation is that it also addresses Chinese domestic issues.
These include the management of an increasing quan‐
tity of foreign‐exchange reserves, the productive over‐
capacity created by the post‐2008 financial crisis stimu‐
lus package (especially in the heavy industries and in the
construction sector), and the need for a strong strategic
presence abroad to play a role in global geopolitics and
geoeconomics (Sum, 2019).

One example of Chinese engagement in Africa can
be found in Ethiopia. The East African country has been
pursuing an economic transformation agenda since 2010
and the country’s Growth and Transformation Plans I and
II rely heavily on loans for infrastructure from China. For
example, the Ethiopian government took out a loan of
3 billion USD from the EXIM Bank of China to completely
refurbish the Addis Ababa‐Djibouti railway (759 km),
which was completed between 2011 and 2016 by the
China Railway Group and the China Civil Engineering
Construction Corporation. Along with this investment,
the Ethiopian government purchased nine cargo ships
for international transport from Djibouti to facilitate
exports arriving on the train. Other significant invest‐
ments financed with Chinese loans in the domain of
transport include the Addis Ababa Light Rail and the
Addis Ababa‐Adama Expressway. We can add to these
projects the financing and construction of the electric‐
ity grid associated with the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance
Dam (the largest hydroelectric power plant in Africa
when completed), and the setting up of a 4G Internet net‐
work by ZTE and Huawei (China Africa Research Initiative
& Boston University Global Development Policy Center,
2021; Morgan & Zheng, 2019, pp. 14–15).

Similar arrangements can be observed in Nigeria
and Kenya. In Nigeria, 18 out of the 19 loans from
China between 2000 and 2019 were for infrastruc‐
ture: transport (nine projects, including the Lagos‐Ibadan
railway modernisation), power (three projects), and
ICT (six projects), totalling 6.8 billion USD. In Kenya,
the pattern was similar for the same period, with
loans for transport totalling 6 billion, including funding
for the Mombasa–Nairobi Standard Gauge Railway, a
project that will enable a significant increase in trans‐
port capacity in the country (China Africa Research
Initiative & Boston University Global Development Policy
Center, 2021).

The announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative in
2013 brought a shift in the geographical focus of Chinese
external policies. Chinese lending to Africa is less central
in the Belt and Road Initiative than it had been in the
previous decade (Calabrese & Tang, 2020). In this regard,
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we can observe that there is no direct Chinese commit‐
ment to the deployment of the AfCFTA. Although there
are public statements from the Chinese government sup‐
porting the African Union’s Agenda 2063, which implic‐
itly means supporting the AfCFTA, and there is financial
support for the construction of international transport
corridors as in Ethiopia, China has a preference for bilat‐
eral arrangements in line with the national sovereignty
doctrine mentioned above. The Chinese contribution to
the regional integration agenda in Africa will therefore
be a policy of national economic transformation that will
eventually boost the regional agenda in the continent
(Abegunrin & Manyeruke, 2020, Chapter 9).

As shown in the examples above, China appears to
have made a major financial commitment to the con‐
struction of economic infrastructure in Africa. And the
construction of this infrastructure (especially trans‐
port corridors and energy production and distribution)
is essential in promoting a degree of regional eco‐
nomic integration in the continent, not to mention eco‐
nomic transformation.

Nevertheless, and despite the fact that some authors
point out that the contribution of these projects to
regional integration was factored in (Calabrese et al.,
2021; Carrai, 2021; Nantulya, 2019), practice by Chinese
lenders may be regarded as a collection of bilateral
arrangements rather than the execution of a long‐term
lending programme aimed at supporting regional inte‐
gration efforts. This view is supported by evidence pro‐
vided by Otele (2020, pp. 12–15) for East Africa, where
despite the significant amount of investment allocated
to economic infrastructure by private and public Chinese
economic actors in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda, there
is no explicit and co‐ordinated planning.

In this regard, one of the challenges that the AfCFTA
will have to face in order to achieve some degree of suc‐
cess will be the need to provide the economic infrastruc‐
ture to facilitate exchanges among African countries; in
this respect, the Chinese contribution will make a differ‐
ence in some regions like East Africa. Yet, as pointed out
in Section 3.1, thiswill not be theonly obstacle to regional
integration in Africa. Institutional arrangements (either
collective or by individual countries), peace, stability, and
a global trade environment more oriented to supporting
developing countries’ efforts will also be essential.

These interactions allow us to observe the extent
to which a dichotomous view of the China–Africa rela‐
tionship and its impact on regional integration is insuffi‐
cient to explain the degree of complexity. If we assume
multiplicity and complexity as defining features of the
idea of “multiplex order,” China’s pragmatic involve‐
ment in African regional integration processes involves a
large number of dynamics, tensions, and agendas with
ambiguous outcomes. The Beijing Consensus, in this
sense, does not seem to follow the neoliberal pattern,
as some claim, but rather demonstrates a relationship
of “asymmetric interdependence,” which also has an
impact on development.

3.4. China–Africa Finance in the Post‐Covid‐19 Era

In the recently published China’sWhite Paper on interna‐
tional cooperation, there is a drive to set tighter financial
conditions on those taking out loans from Chinese insti‐
tutions (State Council Information Office of the People’s
Republic of China, 2021).Warnings about domestic finan‐
cial stability issues in China have been translated to
the international lending sphere. And it is true that in
2021 there were no major announcements of significant
Chinese investment in Africa. The post‐Covid‐19 recovery
periodmay bemore inward‐looking for China, and hence
there may be less investment abroad, Africa included.

The trend in China–Africa financing can be observed
in the announcements made at the successive FOCACs.
The last conference, held in Dakar in November 2021,
brought the total financial commitment by the Chinese
government to 40 billion USD, down from the 60 bil‐
lion announced in 2018. Nevertheless, the volume of
financial engagement of China in the successive FOCAC
conferences had been remarkable, with China becom‐
ing one of the most important external financiers in the
continent. From 5 billion USD in 2006, Chinese invest‐
ment increased to 10 billion in 2009, 20 in 2012, and
60 in 2015, within the framework of the Belt and Road
Initiative. A significant feature of the 2021 financial com‐
mitment is the decrease in the degree of concessional‐
ity. Of the 40 billion pledged in 2018, 10 billion will be
allocated to non‐concessional credit lines, 10 will help
stimulate imports from Africa, 10 are expected to come
from the private sector, and another 10 more billion will
be a transfer of IMF’s Special Drawing Rights allocated
by China to African countries to increase their financial
capacity. In sum, there is a much more cautious calcula‐
tion of the risks.

When one looks at the detail, one can see that
the amount that China lends to Africa is still large, but
it is declining. China is the largest provider of bilat‐
eral loans to African countries, but the nature of these
loans is changing. Chinese financial institutions commit‐
ted 153 billion USD to African public sector borrowers
between 2000 and 2019. After rapid growth in the 2000s,
annual lending commitments to Africa peaked in 2013
(the year that the Belt and Road Initiative was launched).
In 2019, new Chinese lending commitments amounted
to only 7 billion USD to the continent, down 30% from
9.9 billion USD in 2018. Moreover, Chinese lenders are
increasingly private and commercially oriented (China
Africa Research Initiative & Boston University Global
Development Policy Center, 2021; Usman, 2021).

4. Conclusions

Debates on the effects and implications of the new SSC
and, in particular, China’s role in Africa, are somewhat
dichotomous and fail to take into account the nuances
and complexity of this interaction. This article attempts to
analyse the interaction between China and the continent
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in light of the processes of economic integration that are
taking place at the regional level. An analysis of China’s
strategy reveals differences between Beijing’s strategy
and neoliberal approaches, highlighting the fact that
China is committed to a pragmatic approach that focuses
on investments for production and is thus geared towards
the transformation of African economies.

This strategy also seems to be aligned with the
rhetoric and practice of the African regional integration
project within the framework of Agenda 2063, which,
through the AfCFTA, aspires to bring about the eco‐
nomic transformation of the African countries as awhole.
However, the article highlights how, beyond this align‐
ment, China’s strategy continues to prioritise bilateral
relations over the direct promotion of the African inte‐
gration project.

This pattern of interaction also differs from the SSC of
the 1960s and 1970s, despite the rhetorical use of some
of its postulates, and does not reproduce theWashington
Consensus, giving rise to a different pattern with specific
characteristics. The article finally raises the question of
whether we might be witnessing a shift in the dynam‐
ics of intense interaction between China and Africa since
there appear to be some symptoms of decline.
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1. Introduction

In March 2018, the China International Cooperation
Agency was created to coordinate the country’s frag‐
mented cooperation efforts. This followed on the heels
of the foundation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank in 2014, a Chinese‐led initiative challenging the tra‐
ditional multilateral financing mechanism of the World
Bank. Meanwhile, a wider glance at the Global South
reveals that economic exchange among developing
countries has expanded significantly in recent decades:
The South–South share in global trade increased from
41.8% during 1995–1997, to an average of 57.4% in
2015–2017 (or from 34.8% to 42.1%, if China is not

included in the figure) while lending, foreign aid, and for‐
eign direct investments from developing countries have
also increased notably (Chang, 2020).

These figures reflect the profound transformations
that occurred in the world economy during the last
decades. The international order that emerged after the
Second World War, the “liberal world order” (Acharya,
2017), was founded on the hegemony exerted by the US
over a significant part of the world: Initially focused on
the “US–UK–West Europe–Australasian configuration,”
it expanded towards the end of the twentieth century
(after the end of the Cold War) and increased its reach
with the economic reforms in China and India (Acharya,
2017, p. 273).
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Hegemony has assumed different connotations
through history (Anderson, 2017). For Wallerstein:

Hegemony in the interstate system refers to that sit‐
uation in which the ongoing rivalry between the so‐
called “great powers” is so un‐balanced that one
power…can largely impose its rules and its wishes, in
the economic, political, military, diplomatic, and even
cultural arenas. (Wallerstein, 1984, p. 38)

Drawing on Gramsci, Arrighi and Silver (1999, pp. 26–27),
shifting the focus from the state to the broader con‐
cept of social forces, explain that hegemony reflects the
“capacity of the dominant group to present itself, and be
perceived, as the bearer of a general interest”: The idea
that the rules established by the hegemonwill also serve
the interests of subordinate states generates an “addi‐
tional power” with respect to simple coercion.

In addition to the traditional unifying force ofmilitary
threat, the pursuit of democracy, together with the faith
in market forces and free trade, was part of the combi‐
nation of coercion and consensus that allowed the US
to set the rules of global governance (Gill & Law, 1989).
Though the liberal order was “hardly benign” for most of
the Global South (Acharya, 2017, p. 273), many develop‐
ing countries still participated in international regimes,
motivated by the possibility of obtaining resources to
promote domestic economic development.

This order has, however, entered a phase of decline,
connected to the slowly decreasing importance of theUS
in the world economy—in terms of share in global GDP,
trade and investment, and technological advances—as
well as the surge of emerging powers since the 1970s
(Arrighi & Silver, 1999; Sachs, 2016). Furthermore, the
2008 financial crisis made evident the risks of unregu‐
lated financial systems, while the Covid‐19 pandemic’s
consequences in terms of global trade disruption have
forced many countries to reconsider how their produc‐
tion of strategic goods is organized (Chang, 2020).

The condition of hegemony depends, ultimately, on
the dominance of determined social forces over others;
as relative power among human groups is permanently
evolving, insofar as economic and political power shifts
from one group or one region to another, hegemony is
subject to continuous challenges (Arrighi & Silver, 1999).
Therefore, and as a consequence of the changes occur‐
ring in the international system, a wide range of new
regional and multilateral agreements, initiatives, and
partnerships have begun to challenge the hegemony of
the US on a growing number of issues, reflecting emerg‐
ing powers’ attempts to increase their influence region‐
ally and globally.

It has been argued that these challenges are warn‐
ings of a transition towards a new order (Arrighi & Silver,
1999), whose outcome is still uncertain: Sachs (2016)
foresees a multipolar world, gravitating around regional
hegemonies, while Streeck (2016) projects a fragmented
world as the result of the collapse of capitalism, accom‐

panied by chaos and anarchy. Much attention is given to
Asia’s growth trajectory, particularly to China’s astound‐
ing expansion since the 1990s. Acharya (2017, p. 273)
projects a “multiplex order” of “multiple modernities,”
where American influence will not end, but will coexist
with other actors, development perspectives, and insti‐
tutions that “do not bend to America’s commands and
preferences”: China’s initiatives such as new multilateral
banks or the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), as well as the
tightening of South–South economic relations and polit‐
ical alliances, are examples of this trend.

In the struggle to increase international influence,
international cooperation has been key to build the con‐
sensus necessary to the forging of hegemony. The inter‐
national aid regime, based on the norms and practices
established by the Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co‐operation
and Development (OECD), played a significant role in the
strengthening of US hegemony in the post‐war order.
As the main channel of resources for domestic devel‐
opment, this regime has often been considered as a
mechanism of soft power (and hard power where it
generated economic dependency), a way of pursuing
donors’ national priorities disguised as common inter‐
ests (Lemus, 2018; Sogge, 2009), and an essential com‐
plement to diplomacy and military power in foreign pol‐
icy (Morgenthau, 1962). In fact, attempts to challenge
the dominant role of Western countries, such as the
demand for a New International Economic Order in the
mid‐1970s, included proposals for major changes in aid
regimes and greater attention to other forms of interna‐
tional cooperation. In this perspective, it is not surpris‐
ing that international cooperation regimes turn into a
terrain of dispute, as countries adopt new (and adapt
old) strategies to struggle for power, taking advantage
of a loosened global governance. The outcome of this
dispute will depend on the potentiality of each country:
middle power emerging countries, such as Turkey, South
Africa, Brazil, and India, among others, deploy efforts to
strenghthen their regional influence, while China, aspir‐
ing to become an increasingly global player, aims at
directly challenging US global hegemony.

This article analyses three cooperation frameworks
as means to expand—or maintain—international lead‐
ership. I will argue that, even though cooperation sys‐
tems are not strictly international regimes, the inter‐
national regimes approach offers a useful lens to
understand how and why countries engage with inter‐
national cooperation. My point is that the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) Agenda reflects mainly—
although not exclusively—the attempt to maintain the
legitimacy of the UN system and the multilateral
institutions that make up the traditional cooperation
regime. This framework still responds to Western inter‐
ests, despite China’s efforts to contest and contain US
hegemony. South–South Cooperation (SSC), wrapped
up in the rhetoric of horizontality and common chal‐
lenges, is the privileged terrain of middle powers and
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emerging countries, with a view to gaining regional influ‐
ence. The third scheme, International Cooperation for
Structural Transformation (ICST), is China’s new develop‐
ment doctrine and the fulcrum of its struggle to promote
itself as a successful new model for global development.

In the following section of this article, I will discuss
countries’ participation in international regimes and how
the struggle for influence shapes their engagement with
international cooperation. I will then analyse the three
cooperation schemes, explaining why they appeal to
developing countries. Finally, I will outline some conclu‐
sions, drawing a balance between the opportunities that
the co‐existence of different regimes offers for develop‐
ing countries, and the obtacles that still jeopardize their
search for autonomous development paths.

2. Hegemony, International Regimes, and International
Cooperation

The process of thoroughly reordering the relative power
among nations has taken place repeatedly in modern
history, perpetuating a pattern of uneven development
and a relation of dependency between the heart of the
system—”the centre,” as the dependency school would
call it—and the subordinate regions of “the periphery”
(Gosh, 2019). Hegemonic phases are historical processes,
characterised by specific socially, politically, and cultur‐
ally distinct traits (Cox, 2013): The pax britannica saw a
flourishing of economic norms aimed at liberalising trade
and capital movements, in the belief that these were
the key for the pursuit of widespread prosperity; in con‐
trast, post‐war US hegemony was embodied into the lib‐
eral order, where international institutions proliferated
and were placed at the heart of the international sys‐
tem (Acharya, 2017; Cox, 2013; Gosh, 2019). Referring
to the post‐war liberal order, Cox (1983, p. 172) argued
that “international organization functions as the process
through wich the institution of hegemony and its ideol‐
ogy are developed.”

International organisations play a “hegemonic role”
as they provide “ideological legitimation,” and promote
the rules that support the consolidation of the world
order; furthermore, “they co‐opt the elites” from subor‐
dinated countries and contribute to absorbing and dilut‐
ing counter‐hegemonic ideas, thus permitting minimal
adjustments to prevailing rules in response to peripheral
countries’ demands (Cox, 1983, p. 172).

As for international regimes, they are usefully
defined by Krasner as:

Principles, norms, rules, and decision‐making proce‐
dures around which actors’ expectations converge in
a given issue‐area. Principles are a coherent set of
theoretical statements about how the world works;
norms specify general standards of behaviour; rules
and decisionmaking refer to specific prescriptions for
behaviour. (Krasner, 1985, p. 4)

International regimes are useful to explain the elements
of order in the international system, those that con‐
tribute to create predictable patterns (Barbé, 1989).
Member states of international regimes who win a com‐
manding influence within them achieve the ability to
set the agenda of those regimes and to appropriate a
greater share of the benefits deriving from its applica‐
tion (Mansfield, 1995); they can also establish political
conditionality to gain support in specific international
disputes, e.g., tie trade and investment agreements to
becoming part of political alliances (Schweller & Priess,
1997). In sum, they have more possibilities to condition
the rules of international governance.

But what about peripheral countries? How do they
conceive their engagement with international regimes?
Generally, states’ behaviour is conditionedby the capabil‐
ities determined by their relative power (Krasner, 1985).
Developing countries’ national political regimes are char‐
acterised by internal and external weakness and their
major concern is to reduce their inherent vulnerability.
This broad objective is specified each time into distinct
goals, which range from securing resources, to enhanc‐
ing domestic economic growth, to defending territo‐
rial integrity, to pursuing international political equality
or bargaining power in decision‐making. From this per‐
spective, the liberal order’s regimes offered instances
where developing countries’ ideas and demands could
be expressed and discussed, such as the UN General
Assembly: Due to their structural weakness as individual
states, developing countries value multilateral forums
where they can forge broad alliances with other periph‐
eral countries. A permanent objective of developing
countries, when participating in international regimes,
has been to limit the market power of Northern coun‐
tries (Krasner, 1985). In fact, they can’t effectively over‐
come their weakness “unless they challenge principles,
norms and rules preferred by industrialized countries”
(Krasner, 1985, p. 3): Given their subordinated role in
the global economy and their economic challenges—
low productivity and competitiveness, insufficient infras‐
tructure, weak institutional settings, and poor techni‐
cal and financial assets—a market‐based allocation of
resources is not a favourable option. One of developing
countries’ priorities is still to attract as much material
resources as possible to their domestic economy; hence
the preference of many of them for authoritative allo‐
cation, which can guarantee more favourable conditions
before external shocks (Krasner, 1985). As a clear exam‐
ple, Chinese loans, although tied to the hiring of Chinese
firms and to the payment of high interest rates, are seen
favourably by many developing economies; payments in
commodities and the absence of internal reforms and/or
international tenders’ requirements—the core of World
Bank and InternationalMonetary Fund conditionalities—
reduce substantially transaction costs and default risks.

Since development became a prominent issue on
the international agenda after the end of World War II,
the international aid regime has helped to shape the
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liberal order, by establishing goals and strategies, pro‐
viding technical and financial resources, and prescribing
roles and conduct for industrialised countries to engage
in foreign aid.

The DAC, one of the first committees to be estab‐
lished within the OECD, has been responsible for set‐
ting Official Development Assistance (ODA) policy guide‐
lines, priorities, targets, metrics, and reporting. From
a geopolitical perspective, ODA—the transfer of public
grants, technical assistance, and concessional loans from
industrialised to developing countries—acted as a funda‐
mental pillar of the liberal order, a “hegemonic vehicle’’
through which to exert influence, its main motivation
being “to forge a (neo‐)liberal consensus in a multilateral
partnership” (Sogge, 2009, p. 13). It also functioned as
a “mechanism of imperialist exploitation” that secured
donors’ interests—through the delivery of tied aid—and
generated economic and political dependence in devel‐
oping countries, which ended up being an obstacle to,
rather than a driver of, economic development (Petras &
Veltmeyer, 2002). Foreign aid was considered the main
instrument of international cooperation, to the point
that, within the DAC regime, the two terms became syn‐
onymous and were basically identified with ODA. This
understanding has long been challenged by developing
countries, who have claimed that the range of prac‐
tices and instruments that impact development is much
broader and includes political dialogue, investments
(including to and from private actors), trade and regional
integration, export credit lines, and remittances, among
others (Besharati & MacFeely, 2019). Hence, the pref‐
erence for the term “international cooperation” in SSC
schemes, as an effort to encompass the totality of eco‐
nomic and political relations that promote development.

The concept of development, which encompasses
the belief that continued progress is possible and desir‐
able, has itself played a major role in entrenching
post‐war US hegemony, promoting a global imaginary
around a prosperous future, embodied in the experi‐
ence ofWestern democracies. Sachs (1992, p. 97) argues
that development was “invented as part of a geopolitical
project aimed at rescuing newly independent countries
from the temptation of communism, guiding them along
a path laid out by the capitalist democracies of Western
Europe and North America.” Tucker (1999) goes further,
representing development as a form of cultural impe‐
rialism, which disguised the interests of the imperialist
regimes behind the legitimate ideals and expectations of
prosperity in developing countries.

The ability to propose a narrative in which the dom‐
inant power appears as the defender of the common
interest on the basis of a shared world vision, is pre‐
cisely the pillar of the consensus that is necessary for
hegemony. To engage in hegemonic struggle, would‐be
hegemonic countries must present themselves as pro‐
moters of a shared prosperity and as a model to be fol‐
lowed (Arrighi & Silver, 1999); this imaginary dismisses
the asymmetries and imbalances that are an inescapable

part of the structural change that development entails
(Streeten, 1962), and promotes purported “win‐win”
strategies, in which it is claimed that it is always pos‐
sible to reconcile different expectations. This rhetoric
conceals the latent conflict deriving from the structural
inequality between the power that exerts hegemony and
those upon whom hegemony is exerted.

These criticisms notwithstanding, and despite its
colonial and ideological connotations, development still
represents an important goal for developing countries,
and the improvement of their living conditions a legit‐
imate aspiration for the people of the Global South.
Therefore, it is important for developing countries to
identify the opportunities that they can grasp from their
participation in the different cooperation schemes at
their disposal, as well as the risks that they may embody.

In what follows, the three cooperation regimes men‐
tioned above will be analysed, in order to understand
how they represent terrains of dispute for maintaining
and gaining influence. Although they may not repre‐
sent international regimes, strictly speaking, the regime
framework is useful in order to understand how they
shape relations among countries with different relative
power. Following Krasner’s definition cited above, they
establish a view of how theworldworks, define accepted
standards of behaviour, prescribe specific codes of con‐
duct, and provide decision‐making procedures. The 2030
Agenda establishes what are the essential elements
of a desirable life worldwide, affirming the necessity
and possibility of pursuing all of them simultaneously,
to achieve acceptable standards by the year 2030; it
defines what specific sectoral policies are needed and
how tomeasure advances in their achievement; finally, it
assigns responsibilities and establishes a periodic report‐
ing system. SSC provides an explanation for the back‐
wardness of the developing world and a coherent set
of policies, prescribes a framework for building inter‐
state relations on an equal basis, indicates a set of
methods and instruments to be applied, and provides a
guide for partnership agreements. ICST draws a univer‐
sal path to development through industrialization, pre‐
scribes the fundamental steps to achieve it, and rec‐
ommends national policies within the boundaries of
national sovereignty; similarly to SSC, it also establishes
guidelines for mutually‐beneficial agreements.

3. The Sustainable Development Goals: Agenda 2030

The 2030 Agenda was approved by the United Nations
Assembly in 2015, based on a proposal developed at the
United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
(Rio+20) in June 2012. It defines and addresses the main
global challenges, through 17 “Sustainable Development
Goals”—detailed in 169 targets—covering “a range of
social needs including education, health, social pro‐
tection, and job opportunities, while tackling climate
change and environmental protection” (United Nations,
n.d.). As an example of regimes’ inertia in the absence
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of alternatives, it builds on a previous agenda and aims
at “finishing what was started with the Millennium
Development Goals (MDG)”

Approved by 193 member countries of the United
Nations, it provides a general framework and a roadmap
for global development, with a view to the year 2030;
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is
entrusted with the leading role in its implementation.

Various criticisms have been levelled at the 17 goals.
A first set of objections has to do with the way they are
formulated (Vandemoortele, 2015): Many of them are
not clearly defined, nor are they associated with mea‐
surable or realistic indicators. In some cases, no deadline
is set. It has also been pointed out that the SDGs repre‐
sent a mix of collective and national challenges, making
it hard to identify on whom the responsibility for their
implementation rests, who should take the lead in their
implementation, and what might be the best strategy for
fulfilling them. Also, the voluntary nature of this agenda
is questioned, since the lack of consensus among the
signatory countries made it impossible to give the SDGs
the legally binding status that is granted to multilateral
human rights agreements (Denk, 2016).

The SDGs basically reaffirm the expansion of GDP,
international trade, and insertion in global value chains
as the main drivers of development, thus promot‐
ing global macroeconomic models that scarcely take
into account local specificities and the demands of
marginalised groups, peasant organisations, and civil
society (Giunta & Dávalos, 2019). From this perspec‐
tive, they are the result of a neoliberal project that has
been forged since the 1980s, in which redistribution
and ecological issues are relegated to a marginal role
(Weber, 2017).

The SDGs are a list of juxtaposed aspirations and
demands, which do not stem from a coherent develop‐
ment vision, nor are they backed up by an assessment of
the deep causes of poverty, discrimination, and inequal‐
ity; as an additional element, they underestimate the
real dimension of sustainability challenges. In synthesis,
even if the SDGs have been analysed as a response to
recurrent crises of development aid (Hout, 2019), their
capacity to act as an effective roadmap for development
is questionable. So, why is this agenda at the centre of
the development debate worldwide? The SDGs repre‐
sent the dominant framework establishing what issues
must be discussed internationally, that is to say, they
set the thematic agenda of international development,
which is a key element of US hegemony.

The SDGs ratify the foundations of the liberal order,
based on themarket and framed in the post‐Washington
Consensus, and their implementation is entrusted to the
United Nations: This circumstance guarantees that US
overall hegemony over this agenda—and the interna‐
tional development debate—remains solid. But, since
US hegemony was already being eroded at the moment
of drafting the 17 goals, there were claims that could
not be ignored; the People’s Republic of China explic‐

itly called for—andwas successful in this effort—keeping
out peace and human rights issues, as they “divert
from genuine development goals and violate national
sovereignty” (Jiang & Fues, 2014, p. 2). Developing coun‐
tries succeeded in their intent to include the princi‐
ples of “Common but differentiated responsibilities” and
of “Policy coherence for development” in the Agenda,
although they could not negotiate an adequate opera‐
tional framework, which would demand specific commit‐
ments from developed countries (Ye, 2016).

The adoption by DAC members of the Total Official
Support to Sustainable Development (TOSSD) as a met‐
ric to quantify their contribution to the SDGs further
dilutesWestern responsibilities in terms of development‐
related issues (Besharati, 2017). The architecture of the
SDGs relies greatly on the multilateral order forged
after World War II, specifically on a “domesticated
UN” (Amin, 2006) still under the influence of the US,
despite recent efforts from China to dispute its hege‐
mony (Feltman, 2020).

The SDGs act as a terrain of dispute where the US’s
concern is to limit the erosion of its hegemony and hold
control on international development, while containing
the rise of China as potential global challenger; China
struggles to obtain more power in decision‐making by
reason of its importance in the world economy; the
majority of developing countries strive to include in the
development debate issues related to the unequal distri‐
bution of gains and losses across the globe, e.g., climate
change actions, to avoid carrying a disproportionate bur‐
den in decarbonising production to cut CO2 emissions.

4. South–South Cooperation

SSC is, technically, cooperation among developing coun‐
tries. In contrast with the ODA regime, emblematic of
a North–South, vertical, neo‐colonial relationship, SSC
emerged in the context of the strengthening of the
Non‐Aligned Movement and the Group of 77 within
the United Nations General Assembly, appealing to sol‐
idarity and mutual respect among newly independent
countries. As an attempt to forge a political alliance
among countries—many of them just free from colonial
rule—that shared a subordinate economic and political
position in the superpower‐dominated world, it repre‐
sented an effort to alter liberal institutions and change
principles and norms governing the world economy,
by building a “collective self‐reliance” for the pursuit
of non‐dependent development paths and autonomous
economic growth (Saksena, 1985).

The US‐dominated United Nations, however, subse‐
quently institutionalised SSC through the United Nations
Office for South–South Cooperation (UNOSSC), down‐
grading it to a mechanism for technical cooperation,
technology transfer, knowledge sharing, and capacity
building; based on the supposed similarity of the chal‐
lenges faced by countries in the South, it came to be fun‐
damentally subordinated to North–South cooperation
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(Domínguez, 2018). This subordination, even more evi‐
dent in triangular cooperation, was acknowledged in
the Buenos Aires Plan of Action, the result of the First
United Nations High‐Level Conference on South–South
and Triangular Cooperation, held in 1978 in Buenos Aires,
Argentina; in March 2019, the Second High‐level United
Nations Conference on South–South Cooperation reaf‐
firmed the complementary—and subordinated—role of
SSC with respect to North–South cooperation (United
Nations, 2019).

SSC has passed through various cycles, connected
to the varying relative power of developing countries
over the last decades: It has shifted between phases
of intense political activity, when developing countries’
power was increasing as during the 1970s, and periods
of emphasis on technical and financial issues, as during
the 1980s and the early 1990s. Globalisation has con‐
tributed to boosting economic growth of some emerg‐
ing countries—China, but also Brazil and India, among
others—which have increased their technical and finan‐
cial capacity to offer support for economic growth to
other developing countries, both through bilateral and
multilateral assistance (Gosovic, 2016).

SSC has been an intentionally loosely‐defined con‐
cept, whose boundaries have been blurry; in opposition
to the narrowdefinition ofODA, Southern countries have
argued that the range of instruments that can effectively
contribute to development is wide and includes almost
the totality of economic and political relations among
countries (Besharati & MacFeely, 2019); for this reason,
the broader concept of international cooperation is gen‐
erally used, instead of development assistance or aid.
This understanding of cooperation, based on the tight
connection between international economic relations
and development, has nurtured an intense debate about
the actual amount of SSC and the metric that better
applies for quantifying it. While DAC countries advocate
for a more effective SSC measurement, developing coun‐
tries have traditionally rejected efforts to classify or label
SSC, affirming the guiding principles of solidarity, reci‐
procity, mutual benefit, non‐interference with domestic
issues, and the right of each country to set its own devel‐
opment agenda, over assessments based on expected
results or conditionality.

For most countries engaging in SSC, conditionality
does not imply pressures to implement specific domes‐
tic policies; it rather takes the form of partnerships with
national companies in the implementation of projects
and infrastructure. On the one hand, this characteris‐
tic challenges the traditional North–South accountabil‐
ity requirements; on the other hand, it allows emerging
donors a greater discretion in assigning their resources.

Precisely regional emerging powers, such as Mexico,
Turkey, South Africa, and India, have strengthened and
institutionalised their cooperation activities, settling the‐
matic and geographic priorities, where neighbour coun‐
tries receive preferential attention and strategic interests
prevail over development needs (see official websites:

https://www.gob.mx/amexcid, https://www.tika.gov.tr,
https://www.itecgoi.in/index). In this perspective, SSC
can be read as a disguised instrument that legitimates
the struggle of emerging powers to gain support for
their strategic projects, taking advantage of their relative
power (Morvaridi & Hughes, 2018). Specifically, regional
emerging economies play an ambiguous role in their
respective geographical contexts: They are welcomed as
virtuous leaders to provide guidance, cohesion, techni‐
cal and financial support, and technology transfer, but
they are also seenwith suspicion by their partners, which
raise doubts about their real intentions and their aspira‐
tions as regional hegemons (Vierira & Alden, 2011).

Armijo andRoberts (2014) have interpreted the grow‐
ing economic weight of the BRICS and their coordina‐
tion at the international level as an effort to consolidate
their position in global governance, in addition to reaf‐
firming their hegemony at the regional level, with a view
to increasing their influence in multilateral bodies, e.g.,
multilateral development banks. Morvaridi and Hughes
(2018) argue that the SSC narrative shares the same inclu‐
sive development rhetoric as the SDG Agenda: The struc‐
tural inequalities of the parties are rendered invisible,
and the possibility of choosing among different donors
creates in recipient countries the illusion that they have
freely chosen the type of collaboration they engage in,
and are therefore co‐responsible for the adverse condi‐
tions that SSC actions may have (Morvaridi & Hughes,
2018). In the same way as the promises of the Global
North, the narrative of mutual benefit can conceal new
forms of cultural colonialism, disguising particular inter‐
ests as efforts to support the legitimate aspirations of the
people of the Global South.

The tightening of South–South bonds is often seen as
a valuable opportunity by developing countries. In Latin
America, SSC has contributed to orienting regional inte‐
gration towards the construction of an autonomous
development agenda, although since 2015, with the
fizzling‐out of the commodity super‐cycle, the primary
concern returned to securing markets for raw materials
exports (Pose & Bizzozero, 2019). In Africa, SSC is help‐
ing to reduce reliance and dependence on the former
metropolis, while also promoting national and regional
infrastructures, such as trans‐continental road and rail‐
way networks, vital for the strengthening of countries’
economies (Gosovic, 2016).

5. International Cooperation for Structural
Transformation

ICST is China’s own particular approach to cooperation
with developing partners. As is well‐known, China’s inter‐
national influence has expanded enormously in the last
decades. Its increased importance in the global economy
has been accompanied by an intensified engagement
in international cooperation, through bilateral agree‐
ments as well as through participation in multilateral
banks and political dialogue initiatives. Chinese grants
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and concessional—sometimes interest‐free—loans have
also risen considerably (Zhang & Smith, 2017). The ambi‐
tion of the BRI, launched in 2013, which is expected to
promote Chinese investments and access to markets as
fuel for economic growth, is a clear symptom of Chinese
aspirations as a global player (Huang, 2016) and its will‐
ingness to engage in a hegemonic dispute. To struggle for
hegemony, China is committed to develop its own coop‐
eration regime, shaped around its political, economic,
and geographical priorities.

Domínguez (2018) argues that the Chinese cooper‐
ation regime is built on three pillars, mirroring those
governing the traditional DAC aid and cooperation
regime: international financial organisations, conces‐
sional financing instruments, and a monitoring and eval‐
uation system. The first pillar includes a network of devel‐
opment finance institutions, both bilateral (the China
Development Bank and the Export–Import Bank of China
being the most important ones) and multilateral (the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, NewDevelopment
Bank, and the Silk Road Fund), that account for the
largest source of global development finance (Ray et al.,
2021). The second pillar refers to the mix of instruments
used in partnership agreements, that is to say, invest‐
ment, technological tranfer, capacity building, credit
lines, and grants. The third pillar, a monitoring and evalu‐
ation system, is still incipient (Domínguez, 2018). We can
consider as a fourth pillar the recently‐created China
International Cooperation Agency, as an attempt to give
coherence to, and coordinate, a complex institutional
framework and thewide range of instruments and actors
involved in Chinese foreign aid (Zhang & Smith, 2017).

In line with the SSC tradition, China refuses to adopt
ODA’s narrow definition and categorisation, and chooses
a much wider framework to conceptualise its foreign
aid. In this perspective, the ICST serves as the concep‐
tual reference of this regime (Lin & Wang, 2017). ICST
is based on the New Structural Economy, which identi‐
fies structural change as the fundamental challenge for
low‐ and middle‐income countries, while emphasing the
provision of infrastructure and industrialisation as the
main drivers of economic growth, as well as the impor‐
tance of building on existing comparative advantages
(Lin, 2010). The New Structural Economy approach to
economic development takes up some of the fundamen‐
tal premises of neoclassical economic approaches and
integrates them into a developmentalist framework in
which the state plays a central role: Government can facil‐
itate and promote productive up‐grading by establish‐
ing Special Economic Zones or industrial parks with good
infrastructure—physical and non‐physical—and a good
business environment (Lin, 2010).

The ICST is based on the assumption that China’s
successful track record provides the best credentials
to help other countries push for structural transforma‐
tion: It can share its experience in managing Special
Economic Zones, equipped with adequate productive
infrastructure—built at much lower cost than Northern

firms demand—and it can relocate its labour‐intensive
manufacturing, promoting industrialisation in partner
countries (Lin & Wang, 2017).

As is the case for SSC, ICST acknowledges the
principles of mutual respect, mutual benefit, and
non‐interference in the domestic affairs of partner coun‐
tries, hence the absence of conditionalities: Chinese
cooperation is generally demand‐driven, regardless of
a government’s political orientation (although there is
pressure for not recognising Taiwan as an independent
country). China has also developed its own doctrine on
human rights, which priviledges the right to subsistence
and development over the traditional “Western” empha‐
sis on civil and political rights (Zhang & Buzan, 2020).

Again, power asymmetries and the risk of introducing
new patterns of dependence are diluted into a horizon‐
tal win‐win conception of partnership, which conceals
China’s attempt to legitimise its quest for a hegemonic
position. China’s efforts to present its strategic invest‐
ments as the drivers of a widespread economic growth
and prosperity respond to the need to develop a rhetoric
to consolidate its international image as a benevolent
power, an inspiring model, and a trustworthy global
leader. Chinese loans are often aimed at securing the
supply of raw materials and contracts for its companies,
using the principle of mutual benefit to justify tied aid
practices (Castro, 2014).When they are paid in commodi‐
ties, they do not represent a burden for partner coun‐
tries’ balance of payments—undoubtfully a favourable
condition for constrained developing economies, espe‐
cially primary exporters—and they do not require policy
conditionalities that ensure the availability of currency
to pay for them. However, the mega‐projects promoted
by China, first and foremost connected to the BRI, have
as main objective to ensure China’s access to raw mate‐
rials and to markets for its manufactured goods; this
has created controversy about the risk of generating a
debt trap in partner countries (Chatzky &McBride, 2020;
Southerland, 2019), as well as popular protests in some
key locations (Baldakova, 2019; Chaudhury, 2021).

The industrialisation model proposed by China,
based on relocation of Chinese industries, is simply not
viable; the current global excess of productive capac‐
ity in almost all sectors leaves little room for industrial
development of the kind proposed by the New Structural
Economy (Pérez, 2010). China can only reasonably relo‐
cate industries with obsolete technology, that are highly
polluting, or that base their international competitive‐
ness on the exploitation of labour, which becomes acept‐
able in the light of Chinese doctrine on the human right
to “subsistence” and “development” that gives national
development priority over workers’ rights.

One of the pillars of China’s foreign policy, the
win‐win strategy and cooperation, promotes the growth
of an export model through the postulates of the Beijing
Consensus (Turin, 2010), advocating a gradual and con‐
trolled economic opening that allows China to con‐
solidate access to the raw materials necessary for its
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industrial and technological progress (Rodriguez‐Aranda
& Leiva‐Van de Maele, 2013). Svampa (2013) has
explained the concept of consensus in terms of hege‐
mony: Consensus is reached when one actor has the
capacity to impose its interests on others. As was the
case for the Washington Consensus, an epiphany of US
hegemony, the Beijing Consensus reflects China’s strug‐
gle to achieve hegemonic power over its partners.

6. Conclusions

In this article I have outlined the basic caracteristics of
three cooperation regimes and highligthed how they act
as a means of struggle for gaining power and hegemony.
I have argued that the SDG2030Agenda is aimed atmain‐
taining the legitimacy of the UN system, under the con‐
trol of the US and its allies, despite China’s intentions
to challenge US influence; SSC, appealing to horizontal‐
ity and common challenges among developing countries,
is the narrative that middle powers and emerging coun‐
tries privilege to consolidate regional leadership. ICST
embodies China’s aspiration of globalising its develop‐
ment model, while striving for hegemony by virtue of its
growing importance in the global economy.

Developing countries participate, to a variable extent,
in the three regimes. As Krasner (1985) points out,
developing countries engage in international regimes
in search of wealth and control, that is to say, access
to material resources to alleviate poverty and promote
their domestic development and political influence, or
alliances to increase their bargaining power on global rel‐
evant issues.

As mentioned, the multilateral order, an expression
of post‐war US hegemony, is facing a crisis in its legit‐
imacy and effectiveness, as a result of the declining
international influence of the US, which can no longer
secure the cohesion of the system. Nevertheless, mul‐
tilateralism offers unquestionably better opportunities
for countries whose individual bargaining power is weak
vis‐à‐vis the others (Chang, 2020). For this reason, it
is worth deploying resources and energy to maintain
multilateral institutions active and relevant. In this per‐
spective, the SDG Agenda, through the institutions in
charge of its implementation (UNDP and related agen‐
cies), offers the possibility to keep the debate and the
negotiations on crucial issues, at multilateral level, as
in the case of climate change, but also that of access
to medicaments and vaccines. On the other hand, the
possibilities of obtaining financial resources have been
disappointing and did not meet the expectations that
the approval of the 2030 Agenda had risen; ODA flows
from traditional donors since 2015 have not increased
and a growing share of SDG financing comes from pri‐
vate sources (Organisation for Economic Co‐operation
and Development, n.d.).

South–South economic cooperation implies reduced
transaction costs and generally better possibilities to
address national planned priorities, since it is more

demand‐driven and less dependent on international
agendas; it also avoids conditionalities and gener‐
ally offers better conditions for technology transfer,
although the technology deployed may not be the most
advanced. Furthermore, usually economic cooperation
and political alliances among developing countries tend
to be mutually reinforcing. On the other hand, it takes
mainly the form of loans and technical assistance, rather
than grants and is often tied to the purchasing of donors’
goods and services.

The net balance of increased relations with China is
ambiguous. On the one hand, China has engaged with
massive infrastructure projects that would not be possi‐
ble to achieve with other donors; on the other hand, the
renewed role of commodity exporters, and the emphasis
on insertion into global value chains to increase compet‐
itiveness, ends up hindering developing countries’ aspi‐
rations for industrial development. In this perspective,
the dynamics of the relations between China, on the
one hand, and Africa and Latin America on the other,
seems to replicate the pattern of dependence on North
American and European centres.

The objective of the present article was to make an
assessment of the new opportunitites and challenges
that developing countries face through their engage‐
ment in international cooperation, given that the slow
decline of US hegemony, together with the loosen‐
ing of the traditional North–South aid regime, leaves
room for dynamic emerging countries, China above all,
to use international cooperation as an instrument for
expanding their influence. There are indeed opportuni‐
ties that a loosened and diversified international coop‐
eration regime can offer and the overall balance seems
to be favourable: Through the negotiations around the
SDG Agenda, developing countries can participate in
the debates on global issues, formulate their claims,
and reduce the power imbalance with the industrial‐
ized North. At the same time, by enhancing cooper‐
ation and economic relations with other developing
countries—emerging middle powers or China—they can
increase access to productive investments, including
longstanding demands that have mostly been neglected,
such as national and regional infrastructure or technol‐
ogy transfer.

It is true that traditional donors (OECD‐DAC) are
adopting Southern partners’ practices, more often than
the other way round, and this accounts for a higher con‐
sideration of claims from the South, especially as far as
growth strategies are concerned (Mawdsley et al., 2017).
On the other hand, the risk of reinforcing patterns of
dependence, with little or no improvement at all in their
subordinated role in the global economy, represents a
threat to the pursuit of autonomous development paths.

With respect to their engagement in international
cooperation, developing countries face the challenge of
establishing more assertive development policies and
deploying greater efforts to settle a clear development
path, according to specific contexts and their people’s
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aspirations. The more well‐defined are national priori‐
ties, the smaller the risk of having to accept second‐best
options. Nevertheless, this task is anything but simple,
since inequalities, institutional and fiscal fragility, and
persistent dependence represent serious bottlenecks for
social cohesion and the building of sustained national
development policies. The pursuit of sovereign develop‐
ment and prosperity for a larger share of the global pop‐
ulation will require new efforts to face old challenges,
building on the lessons learnt in nearly 70 years of devel‐
opment cooperation.
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1. Introduction

The 21st century is characterized by an increasing num‐
ber of regional organisations and efforts to establish
deeper regional cooperation (Panke & Starkmann, 2020).
In developing countries, the need for economic develop‐
ment through integration and economic cooperation has
led to the proliferation of regional organisations whose
capacities and efficiencies have sometimes been scru‐
tinised (Aris, 2014; Engel & Mattheis, 2020). In Africa,
regional organisations have been considered subordi‐
nate to other international organisations such as the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the

World Trade Organisation (WTO), and the UN, rightfully
so given their failure to address some of the pertinent
problems that these organisations were established to
address in the first place. This perceived and some‐
times real weakness of regional organisations in Africa is
attributed to the failure to incorporate a “systems think‐
ing” approach in the functions of these organisations
(Onditi et al., 2021). This approach recommends strate‐
gic cooperation and working relations between organi‐
sations at the regional and subregional levels by creat‐
ing a “holistic” system that produces effective responses
to problems facing the continent. In doing so, the com‐
plexities that arise from various regional organisations
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attempting to solve the same problem using differ‐
ent approaches can be addressed through coordinated
efforts and reduced duplication of roles.

Despite the limited success of regional organisations
in Africa, which also explains why most of them have
received limited attention from researchers, the African
Development Bank (AfDB) stands out as an entity with
enormous potential to cushion the continent from inter‐
national and regional shocks (Simpasa et al., 2015). In the
post‐Cold War era, significant changes that threaten
the future of global multilateralism have occurred in
the international system (Linn, 2017). Consequently, for
countries that have often depended on cooperation
with multilateral institutions, these changes ought to be
an eye‐opener. The crisis in multilateralism transcends
anti‐multilateral rhetorics of some politicians across dif‐
ferent parts of the world to practical policies that have
potential significant impacts on Africa. From rising num‐
bers of populist political parties and conflicts to the expe‐
rience of Covid‐19 and vaccine nationalism (Katz et al.,
2021; Zhou, 2021), it is important to not only rethink
but also seek sustainable regional solutions to press‐
ing challenges.

The narrative of regional solutions to regional prob‐
lems ought to be taken further to include serious efforts
to strengthen regional organisations (Goodman & Segal,
1999). For Africa, the AfDB is transforming into a lead‐
ing actor in providing not only financial but also tech‐
nical support to help African governments make better
policies on development. The institution has also been a
key proponent of regional integration by providingmuch‐
needed investment for transnational infrastructure at a
time when the continent is seeking to improve the con‐
nection between more than 1.3 billion people and inte‐
grate a market economy valued at over USD 3.4 trillion
(Hutchings et al., 2018). Cognisant of this, the authors
examine the significance of AfDB as a multilateral insti‐
tution and its potential role in mitigating the challenges
brought about by the crisis in multilateralism. It exam‐
ines the role the AfDB is playing to promote devel‐
opment and integration in Africa as well as its advan‐
tages over other financial entities such as the Bretton
Woods Institutions.

The authors begin by looking at the current crisis fac‐
ing multilateralism that has necessitated regional efforts
to support development programs in developing coun‐
tries. We then look at the definition and trends in region‐
alism before examining the rise and evolution of the
AfDB. Finally, we explore the unique characteristics of
the AfDB and why it matters for the collective efforts
towards development in Africa in the wake of the crisis
in multilateralism.

2. Crisis in Multilateralism

Consensus on an inclusive definition of multilateralism
through its manifestation in frameworks such as the
Bretton Woods Institutions and the UN is challenging.

Notably, the two Bretton Woods Institutions are located
in the United States, which is also the only country
to retain veto power over implementing certain struc‐
tural changes in the World Bank. In the UN Security
Council, an exclusive formal system of veto power also
exists, thereby shaping global multilateralism as, fun‐
damentally, a system of great powers and “others.”
Although there is indeed consultation and interactions
that espouse the principles of global multilateralism,
hegemony appropriately captures its relations and oper‐
ations. Nonetheless, multilateral cooperation has for
decades been considered an important building block
of international relations (Keohane, 1990). For a better
part of the post‐Cold War era, the multilateral order
had been dependent on a Western‐led hegemonic coali‐
tion that provided leadership on critical issues such as
regional and international security, lending during finan‐
cial crises, and enforcement of international law against
violent transnational non‐state actors like pirates and
terrorist organisations. However, the dominance of this
Western‐led hegemonic alliance has come under signifi‐
cant pressure partly due to the emergence of other cen‐
tres of global power influence, the rise of international
non‐state actors in global politics, and transformation of
domestic politics that have been driven by the dispropor‐
tionate impacts of other multilateral processes such as
globalization (Ankersen et al., 2020).

Emerging and worsening socio‐political and eco‐
nomic problems facing individuals, states, and the inter‐
national community, and the incapacities of national and
international institutions to ameliorate these challenges
are reflective of the extent to which multilateralism is in
peril (Meyer et al., 2020). The response to this myriad of
challenges has contributed to criticism of leading multi‐
lateral institutions for their ideological infighting, lack of
efficiency, and institutional sclerosis (Rewizorski, 2020).
The stalemate in the UN as a result of great power poli‐
tics demonstrates, for instance, the gradual shift ofmulti‐
lateral institutions from instruments of genuine coopera‐
tion and solidarity to spheres of competition and rivalry.
The UN as a multilateral institution mandated with inter‐
national security has been rendered ineffective in medi‐
ating great power conflicts. The Ukraine War and proxy
wars in Lybia, Yemen, and Syria are a testament to this.
Other critical voices have called for radical reforms in
leadingmultilateral development institutions such as the
WTO, the World Bank, and the IMF on the premise that
their structures were created to tackle the problems of
the 20th century, thus they cannot effectively address
the challenges that dominate the 21st century (Schaefer,
2017; Vieira, 2012; Wolfe, 2020).

It is this reality that has reinforced the essence of
regional cooperation as a sub‐arena of global multi‐
lateralism for developing nations, which are grappling
with developmental problems and require the cooper‐
ative advantage of multilateral platforms that are free
from great power competition (Bersick et al., 2006).
Nonetheless, while it is not the aim of this article to
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delve into the micro‐dynamics of the crisis in multilater‐
alism, the authors are mindful that there are quarters
that remain optimistic about the future and consider
the “crisis’’ as a transitional period in which the mul‐
tilateral system is experiencing mutation (Eggel, 2020).
Proponents of this thought reiterate that it is likely that
the multilateral system will evolve into a much more
efficient and effective system appropriately suited to
deal with the challenges and needs of the 21st century
(Eggel, 2020).

3. Developmental Regionalism in Africa

The idea of regionalism is sometimes confused with con‐
cepts such as region and regional organisations, but a
closer analysis of the term denudes that regionalism
can indeed extend beyond the geographical locations
of countries (Fawcett, 2004). In this article, we define
regionalism as attempts by countries to cooperate both
within and outside a geographical area and, in order to
achieve desired cultural, political, and/or economic inter‐
ests through the establishment of shared institutions
and material infrastructure. There are similarities in how
countries bounded within different regional frameworks
seek to achieve these interests, and thus it is common
that ideas on design and structures are borrowed from
the experiences of other regions. For Africa, regionalism
has been subjected to significant debate (Ramutsindela,
2005; Vaughan, 2019) and some studies have argued
that the concept of regionalism may not work effec‐
tively in the continent (Chazan et al., 1999; Francis, 2006).
Despite their merited concerns on whether regionalism
can work well given the historical collapse of some con‐
tinental (Organisation of African Unity) and subregional
organisations (East African Community, which was cre‐
ated in 1967, dissolved in 1977, and reinstated in 2000),
existing organisations are indeed adjusting and adapt‐
ing to changes that are happening at the continental,
regional, and national levels.

Regionalism in Africa has often been seen as a polit‐
ical project mainly focusing on promoting regional inte‐
gration and cooperation (Aniche, 2020). However, due to
the impact of underdevelopment, regionalism in Africa
has transformed to incorporate a significant interest on
economic development. Indeed, it is in this context that
we examine the growing role of the AfDB in development.
African states are mainly incorporated into the global
economic system through global value chains; however,
this connection is peripheral and in terms of the sup‐
ply of raw materials and low‐value manufactured goods
(Rodney et al., 2018). Whereas there are internal obsta‐
cles that undermine aggregate development in the con‐
tinent (Longo & Sekkat, 2004), other obstacles such as
imbalanced relations with external actors also impeded
economic development. Thus, cognisant of the inabil‐
ity of African countries to develop strictly through their
national efforts, aswell as the inadequacies of foreign aid
and trade with the core nations of the global economy,

the idea of developmental regionalism has emerged as
an alternative framework for development. Premised on
the assumption that states with shared identities may
cooperate, coordinate, and integrate their economic poli‐
cies, developmental regionalism is evaluated as being
capable of accelerating development beyond national
efforts (Adejumobi & Obi, 2020). This is because it facili‐
tates economic liberalisation by providing a platform for
the building of regional value chains and improving the
competitiveness of African industrial goods and services
(Gereffi, 2014).

Neo‐functionalist perspectives consider the emer‐
gence of developmental regionalism as a response to
the functional needs of states such as facilitating eco‐
nomic welfare through integration (McGowan, 2007).
Constructivists on the other hand approach developmen‐
tal regionalism from a sense of shared identity, thus pro‐
jecting it as, fundamentally, an ideational product that
focuses on communal interests and collective security
needs (Acharya, 2012). In classical understanding, the
allure of developmental regionalism relative to global
multilateral frameworks has often been premised on the
simple principle of “welfarism” in developing countries
(Mansfield & Milner, 1999). But this has been criticised
for being narrow because it tends to overemphasize eco‐
nomic welfare at the expense of social and political con‐
cerns (Mashayeki & Ito, 2005). Thus, the debate has
expanded from the question of the desirability of devel‐
opmental regionalism in not only advancing economic
welfare, but also to whether it is a building block or
obstacle to the realization of the broader objectives of
multilateralism such as inclusion, solidarity, consultation,
and cooperation in a manner that promotes and sus‐
tains development, peace, security, and democratic gov‐
ernance (Francis, 2006). In this regard, therefore, devel‐
opmental regionalism can be partly considered as a
core component to unlocking Africa’s potential to par‐
ticipate more effectively in global politics by enhanc‐
ing fair and improved trade, developing effective and
resilient regional value chains, facilitating cross‐border
infrastructure investment, promoting peace and security,
and strengthening democratic governance.

4. AfDB and Regional Integration

Africa is renowned for hosting one of the highest num‐
bers of regional organisations (see Table 1), yet regional
integration remains a challenge that is epitomised by the
low ranking of intra‐African trade. The fragmented, small,
and often isolated African economies provide a capti‐
vating case for regional integration for the continent to
exploit the benefits of economies of scale and minimise
the influence of borders on the movement of people,
goods, and services. Indeed, whereas intra‐African trade
accounted for 15% of Africa’s trade, 70%was recorded in
Europe, 60% in Asia, and 54% in North America in 2019
(Gnimassoun, 2019). Political instability and challenging
physical landscape have undoubtedly contributed to the
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Table 1.Membership to regional organisations in Africa.

Year Organisation Role Membership

1975 Economic
Community of West
African States

Economic cooperation and conflict resolution
and management

Togo, Nigeria, Benin, Burkina Faso,
Senegal, Cabo Verde, Liberia, Cote
d’Ivoire, Mali, The Gambia, Guinea,
Guinea‐Bissau, Niger, Ghana,
and Sierra Leone

1983 Economic
Community of
Central African
States

A “customs union,” upholds the sovereignty of
member states from internal and external
attacks, and cooperates to resolve common
challenges such as refugees, arms trafficking, and
transnational crime

Republic of the Congo, Angola,
Cameroon, CAR, Chad, DRC,
Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, São
Tomé and Príncipe, and Burundi

1986 Intergovernmental
Authority for
Development

Advances economic development, and promotes
regional peace and stability

Kenya, Uganda, Djibouti, Somalia
Eritrea, Ethiopia, South Sudan,
and Sudan

1988 Arab Maghreb Union Promotes regional peace and security, justice,
and equity

Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Libya,
and Mauritania

1992 Southern African
Development
Coordination

Initially established to counter the South African
apartheid regime by reducing the region’s
economic dependence on South Africa, now
promotes economic development and acts as a
“security community’’

Malawi, Zimbabwe, Tanzania,
Seychelles, Namibia, DRC, Angola,
Botswana, Comoros, Eswatini,
Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritius,
Mozambique, South Africa,
and Zambia

1994 Common Market for
Eastern and
Southern Africa

Promotes regional economic development and
pursues regional peace and security

Zimbabwe, Burundi, Rwanda
Libya., Djibouti, Egypt, Comoros,
Ethiopia, DRC, Madagascar,
Malawi, Mauritius, Kenya,
Seychelles, Sudan, Swaziland,
Uganda, Zambia, and Eritrea

1998 Community of
Sahel‐Saharan States

Enhances economic integration among
member states

Chad, Burkina Faso, CAR, Benin,
Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire,
Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Niger,
Ghana, Guinea‐Bissau, Tunisia,
Mali, Togo, Somalia, the Gambia,
Senegal, Senegal, Comoros,
Morocco, Nigeria, Mauritania,
and Libya

2000 East African
Community

Promotes economic and political integration in
East Africa

Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South
Sudan, the United Republic of
Tanzania, and the Republic
of Uganda

difficulties in connecting regions, countries, and commu‐
nities in Africa.

Africa’s regional organisations reflect a distinct pat‐
tern, that is, they are established mainly as economic
blocks, albeit with overlapping missions, to enhance eco‐
nomic integration of the continent and improve the liv‐
ing standards of the African population (Nyadera et al.,
2021). The proliferation of regional economic commu‐
nities in Africa is in tandem with the opinion that

they have the potential to promote regional integra‐
tion and international trade by strengthening the bar‐
gaining power of member states in international mul‐
tilateral trade negotiations (Arthur, 2017). Equally, the
potential impact of regional integration onwelfare devel‐
opment arises as an outcome of establishing good
policies that reflect sound investment in infrastructural
development, propermacroeconomicmanagement, and
reduced political tensions within and between regional

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 82–94 85

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


member states. It is in this context that critical institu‐
tions that support the processes of regional integration,
such as regional development banks (RDBs), come into
the vicinity.

The clout for the emergence of multilateral devel‐
opment banks in Africa can be traced back to the
1960s and 1970s (Kellerman, 2019) when the newly
independent states embarked on an agenda to stimu‐
late rapid development through regional economic inte‐
gration. The United Nations Economic Commission for
Africa (UNECA) played a central role in this regard by
encouraging and supporting African states to establish
AfDB (Humphrey, 2019). An inaugural meeting held in
Lagos in 1964 laid the foundation for the establish‐
ment and subsequent opening of the Bank’s headquar‐
ters in Abidjan, Cote d’Ivoire in 1965 and this was
followed by the commencement of full operations on
1 July 1966. Having been mandated with the objectives
of facilitating alleviation of poverty, improvement of liv‐
ing standards, and mobilization of resources necessary
for socio‐economic development of the continent, AfDB
was structured to include three entities: the African
Development Fund, the African Development Bank, and
the Nigeria Trust Fund.

At the time of its establishment by 35 African states,
membership to the AfDB was exclusively regional. This
provision was adopted as a demonstration that Africa
was capable of development without foreign interven‐
tion, and to reiterate the commitment of African gov‐
ernments to rid the continent of the colonial legacy
(Kappagoda, 1995). Additionally, it was perceived that
the AfDB could be advantageous in issuing loans com‐
pared to other multilateral donors because of its African
identity that placed it in a prime position to understand
challenges facing the continent, and because it would
be deemed a more legitimate development institution
in the continent (Babb, 2009). Upon its establishment,
AfDB embedded a unique quality, that is, it granted equal
voting rights on the Board of Governors rather than the
conventional weighted system pegged on the subscrip‐
tion of member states.

This system was reformed after the emergence of
financial constraints due to low reserves to support
lending. Concessional loans attracted very low‐interest
rates and had long durations of repayment. Many states
were also late or failed to submit their arrears on
both non‐concessional loans and subscription payments
(Coburn et al., 2015). These challenges, therefore, influ‐
enced AfDB to mainly issue non‐concessional loans to
member states, albeit with interests similar to those of
the commercial markets, thus excluding several poor
African countries that could not meet the qualification
requirements for such loans. Indeed, it is in the con‐
text of addressing these challenges that the African
Development Fund as an entity of AfDB was estab‐
lished in 1973 with the main aim of attracting capital
to enable concessional lending, thereby, marking the
introduction of non‐regional countries to become mem‐

bers. As of February 2022, 27 states had subscribed
as non‐regional members: the United States, Turkiye,
China, Sweden, Japan, Argentina, Brazil, Austria, Belgium,
Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, India,
Ireland, Italy, Korea, Kuwait, Luxemburg, Netherlands,
Portugal, Saudi Arabia, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, and
the UK.

However, to preserve the African character of the
AfDB, its organisational structure has been modelled in
such a manner that its leadership is largely constituted
of regional members, its permanent headquarters situ‐
ated in Africa, and its president is required to be a citizen
of an African member state. Within this organisational
structure, all countries are represented at the level of
the Board of Governors, which is the highest decision‐
making organ of the AfDB and is also responsible for
electing the president of the institution. The Board of
Directors is assigned the general operations of the AfDB
and exercises all rights of the institution except those
reserved to the Board of Governors. The president of the
AfDB on the other hand is responsible for the implemen‐
tation of all policies issued under the supervision of the
Board of Directors.

Regional integration remains the underlying driver
for the formulation and implementation of policies and
initiatives by AfDB as it strives to provide the support
that would transform Africa into a stable, integrated, and
prosperous continent consisting of competitive, sustain‐
able, and diversified economies that are active partici‐
pants in the global economy (African Development Bank,
2021). The AfDB has developed over the years differ‐
ent policies and strategies in support of broad‐based
human and economic development that are alignedwith
other continental initiatives of the African Union such
as Agenda 2063, the New Partnership for Africa, and
the African Continental Free Trade Area (DeGhetto et al.,
2016; Kanbur, 2002; Obeng‐Odoom, 2020). To leverage
the opportunities created by these initiatives, the AfDB
modelled its agenda to provide support to key areas.
These include (a) support for intra‐African trade and
investment, (b) establishing attractive and largermarkets
in Africa, (c) improving the business environment, and
(d) connecting landlocked states to regional markets and
beyond. In other words, at the centre of the AfDB’s sup‐
port for regional integration is ensuring greater infras‐
tructural connectivity, supporting trade and investment,
and facilitating financial integration.

Infrastructural connectivity constitutes one of the
main nerves that strengthens both cross‐border invest‐
ment and regional connectivity by integrating transport,
regional power pools, and information and communica‐
tion technology. After decades of low investments or
destruction of infrastructure due to violent conflicts, it
is estimated that Africa is experiencing an infrastructural
gap that requires financing of USD 68 to 108 billion, with
investments in energy, water, and sanitation, and trans‐
portation is highlighted as the most pressing (African
Development Bank, 2018). Closing this infrastructural
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gap by the year 2025 would require an increase of invest‐
ment by 4.5% on top of the current average of 3.5% of
the GDPwitnessed since 2000. Comparatively, China and
India invest approximately 7.7%and 5.2%of their GDPon
infrastructural development respectively (Lakmeeharan
et al., 2020). Hence, the AfDB has prioritised invest‐
ment in the construction and maintenance of new—and
existing—infrastructure.

Financial integration is another component of
regional integration efforts by the AfDB. Efforts towards
financial integration of the continent can be traced back
to 1910 when the Southern African Customs Union
that brought together South Africa, Swaziland, Lesotho,
and Botswana was established (Ekpo & Chuku, 2017).
Henceforth, greater efforts have been put towards
defragmenting economies and creating economies of
scale. To this end, the AfDB has made investments and
developed policies that seek to create well‐regulated
and sustainable financial institutions that can support
effective and efficient cross‐border and regional value
chains. These include lending, investment, hedging,
insurance, leasing, and trade credit—key financial tools
that enhance economic growth (African Development
Bank, 2018). Because of diverse African currencies, an
integrated financial system is a prerequisite for enhanced
regional trade and investment. Drawing from experi‐
ences of the 2009 global financial crisis, the AfDB estab‐
lished a trade finance program in 2013 to minimise the
trade finance gap through an investment of USD 1 billion
for four years to enhance intra‐African trade through
financial integration (African Development Bank, 2021).
The AfDB also implemented the West African monetary
zone payment systemdevelopment project (2012–2016),
valued at USD 14 million, to enhance the financial sys‐
tem of the West African monetary zone. This project
upgraded the payment systems in Guinea, Sierra Leone,
and the Gambia (African Development Bank, 2018).
In 2020, under the Integrate Africa program, the AfDB
funded USD 448.25 million for the development of inte‐
grated financial and capital markets in Africa (African
Development Bank, 2021).

Enhancing trade and investment constitutes the third
strategic pillar of the AfDB. Africa has continued to lose
out onopportunities in intra‐African tradebecause of the
fragmented regional markets that have made it difficult
for the continent to establish cross‐border production
networks that have been attributed to economic growth
in other regions such as Asia (Freeman & Bartels, 2012).
Through the Tripartite Capacity Building Programme, the
AfDB brought together and provided technical assis‐
tance to three regional economic communities—the East
African Community, the CommonMarket for Eastern and
Southern Africa, and the Southern African Development
Community—to expand intra‐tripartite trade. In other
words, the support given through this program to the
26 member countries yielded better market integra‐
tion by rolling‐out databases for non‐tariff measures
in 12 countries and an online reporting mechanism

for the resolution of trade disputes in 29 countries
(Adesina, 2019).

5. Why AfDB Matters

RDBs have drawn significant attention amongst scholars
who have signalled a transition in the global multilat‐
eral order and agenda. Reports such as the Multilateral
Development Banking for This Century’s Development
Challenges (Centre for Global Development, 2016),
Unlocking the Inclusive Growth Story of the 21st Century:
Accelerating Climate Action in Urgent Times (Global
Commission on the Economy and Climate, 2018), and
The Learning Generation: Investing in Education for a
Changing World (International Commission of Financing
Global EducationOpportunity, 2016), all share a common
imperative for action where RDBs are positioned at the
centre of implementing the global agenda on sustainable
development (see Table 2). Due to contemporary chal‐
lenges such as climate change, conflicts, refugee crisis,
poverty, health pandemics, and demography‐induced
problems, RDBs are considered to be the centre of driv‐
ing investments and building capacity to enable states to
respond to these challenges.

The reason for the failure to achieve the mil‐
lennium development goals in Africa is that, apart
from the problems of weak institutions, poor gover‐
nance, and low‐income earnings, these goals were also
shaped by Western‐dominated multilateral institutions
that expected African countries to adopt not only finan‐
cial structures and technologies but also Western val‐
ues (Easterly, 2009). Thus, these experiences only con‐
tributed to the growing distrust of external multilateral
institutions in the continent. For Africa, the AfDB has
therefore become a viable framework and platform that
can support challenges and dilemmas that African gov‐
ernments face when dealing with other external devel‐
opment actors such as conditioned aid, debt trap, or
(mis)trust. In this regard, the AfDB capitalises on its
strengths of unique funding approaches and compara‐
tive technical advantages over other multilateral institu‐
tions in the continent.

5.1. Conditioned Aid, Debt Trap, and (Mis)Trust

For post‐colonial Africa, guaranteeing the independence
of the continent from neo‐colonialism constitutes one
of the key objectives of the African Union as stipulated
in its Constitutive Act. Consequently, attention has been
directed towards the promotion of international coop‐
eration based on a win‐win mantra and in recognition
that such cooperation should be well aligned with the
UN Charter on international economic and social cooper‐
ation (United Nations, 1945). However, Africa has contin‐
ued to be dependent on multilateral donors such as the
World Bank and the IMF, whose aid has become condi‐
tioned in the post‐Cold War era in the context of struc‐
tural adjustment programs (Dunning, 2004). For many
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Table 2. Overview of RDBs.

RDB Founded Headquarters Focus Issue area

African Development
Bank

1964 Abidjan Africa Sustainable economic development,
reduce poverty, connect Africa

European Bank for
Reconstruction and
Development

1991 London Africa, Asia,
Europe

Enhance transitions towards
open‐market, democracy, pluralism

Islamic Development
Bank

1973 Jeddah Middle East,
Africa, Asia,
Latin America

Social and economic development in
the Muslim World

Asian Development
Bank

1966 Manila Asia and the
Pacific

Eradicate extreme poverty and
enhance resilient and inclusive
development

Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank

2016 Beijing Asia and beyond Improve infrastructure connectivity to
spur economic growth

Council of Europe
Development Bank

1956 Paris Europe Strengthen European social cohesion
through inclusive development

European Investment
Bank

1958 Luxembourg Africa, Asia,
Europe,
Caribbean,
Latin America,
Pacific

European integration, development,
EU foreign policies across the world

Inter‐American
Development Bank

1959 Washington DC Latin America,
Caribbean

Regional economic and social
development

International Finance
Corporation

1958 Washington DC Africa, Asia,
Middle East,
Europe,
Caribbean,
Latin America

Work with the private sector in
developing countries to open up
opportunities

New Development Bank 2015 Shanghai Brazil, Russia,
India, China,
South Africa

Resource mobilisation for
infrastructural development and
compliment multilateral institutions
for global growth and development

African governments and the public, these condition‐
alities are interpreted as a form of neo‐colonialism
(Stambøl, 2021). African governments through the 2019
Dakar Consensus, for instance, highlight that the debt
risk of the continent is not higher than that of other
regions, thus such concerns should not be used by global
multilateral lenders to push African governments into
implementing structural adjustment programs that are
insensitive to the needs of the continent by undermining
long‐term development (d’Albis et al., 2021).

China, Africa’s leading bilateral lender, has under‐
gone an accelerated rise and, henceforth, challenged the
dominance ofWestern powers by expanding its presence
in Africa (Zhang et al., 2016). In public and diplomatic dis‐
courses, China emphasizes its shared struggle with Africa

against (neo)colonialism and Western dominance in an
attempt to present itself as a better alternative for Africa
(Jianbo & Xiaomin, 2011). While Chinese loans and aid
(see Figure 1) have funded huge investments in Africa,
there are critical voices that highlight China’s demand
for the continent’s natural resources and debt trap pol‐
icy (Mlambo, 2019; Nyadera et al., 2020; Were, 2018).
A 2020 survey conducted by Afrobarometer to exam‐
ine public opinion on Chinese lending to African govern‐
ments, established that the majority of the people in 11
out of the 18 surveyed countries supported the view that
their government had borrowed too much money from
China (Selormey, 2020). In Kenya (87%), Angola (75%),
Ghana (67%), Uganda (64%), Guinea (63%), Ethiopia
(60%), Gabon (58%), Nigeria (57%), Malawi (56%), and
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Figure 1. Chinese loans to Africa (USD billions). Source: China Africa Research Initiative (2022).

Cape Verde (56%), the majority of the respondents were
concerned with government debts to China. The sur‐
vey also established that some of the public criticism
included that China was only in Africa to access natu‐
ral resources, that the country wanted to buy African
land, and that Chinese companies only employ Chinese
labour rather than local labour even in areas where no
specialised expertise is required; they maintained that
Chinese companies were using the influence of their gov‐
ernment to operate and compete with local companies
and that Chinese goods were sub‐standard. Moreover,
Chinese loans are shrouded in secrecy, unpredictably
fluctuate with rapid rise and sudden declines, and are
increasingly commercial‐oriented (Usman, 2021). Thus,
similar to the West and the Western‐dominated mul‐
tilateral institutions, there is growing African distrust
towards China for using loans and foreign aid as tools of
neo‐imperialism.

The advantage the AfDB has in Africa overWestern or
Chinese aid and loans is that it is the continent’s premier
multilateral development institution. It is active in all 55
countries across the continent with 35 country offices,
giving it a strong local presence that is not enjoyed by
othermultilateral institutions. It also plays amultifaceted
role focusing on sectors such as education, health, infras‐
tructure, environment, and natural resource governance
(Runde et al., 2019). According to a survey analysis,
senior African governments identified the AfDB as their
preferred partner because the bank “is closer to Africa,
understands the African way, and African solution,” “has
always stood beside us—through all our troubles,” and
“shares our aspirations and development goals” (Woods
& Martin, 2012, p. 41). In other words, the AfDB is con‐
sidered as an “honest broker” in not only dealing with
donors but also in advocacy for Africa in global forums.

5.2. Rich Data and Evidence‐Based Decision Making

Enjoying a strong local presence in Africa with the bulk
of its staff locally recruited, the AfDB has continued to
provide immense statistical data through its diverse pub‐
lications, which is vital in making structured and data‐
driven analyses that facilitate impactful decision‐making.
Unlike other RDBs that have a multi‐geographic focus,

the AfDB is strictly concerned with Africa, thereby, giv‐
ing it the advantage of focused statistical research. Its
publications—reports, assessments, reviews, and briefs,
among others—are detailed, varied, and published in
quarterly, bi‐annual, or annual intervals. This advantage
enables the AfDB to generate relevant data and knowl‐
edge products, and to offer informed expert advice to its
members; in other words, it plays the role of a “knowl‐
edge broker” between researchers and policymakers
(see Table 3).

Under the drive to achieve the SDGs, Africa has been
identified as one of the leading regionswith the potential
to progress, yet access to reliable data that can inform
proper policies has been lacking. Although multilateral
institutions such as the World Bank, the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development, and the IMF pro‐
vide some statistical data on African countries, these
data is not only generalised (macro data) but also not
provided in real time, which are imperative qualities for
effective policy formulation processes. Equally, very few
national governments can provide updated and accu‐
rate national data on areas such as growth estimates,
inflation, food production, education, and healthcare.
The rebasing of the Nigerian economy in 2014 is illus‐
trative of the challenges of poor access to data in Africa
(Makinde et al., 2020; Ogunyiola &Garba, 2014). The fail‐
ure to review calculations of Nigeria’s GDP for decades,
instead of the recommended three to five years inter‐
val, saw Nigeria rise to the status of the biggest econ‐
omy in Africa overnight. The consequence of this over‐
sight was that, for decades, policy decisions in Africa’s
largest economy were premised on data that was not
credible, accurate, and timely. For many other countries,
development indicators continue to be measured only
using statistical models. In 2004, the AfDB laid the foun‐
dation for statistical capacity building activities in Africa
through a USD 22 million fund that has since expanded
to additional projects. In 2022, for instance, the AfDB
initiated a statistics development support project for
Somalia, a USD 4 million grant to support technical assis‐
tance and training of staff in the Somalia National Bureau
of Statistics and the Statistics Departments of Jubaland,
Galmadug, and Hirshabelle states of Somalia (African
Development Bank, 2022).
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Table 3. Knowledge broker role of the AfDB.

Role Example Action Impact

Strategic
cooperation

Facilitates multi‐actor
agreements that emphasise
equality in the relationship
between different actors, such
as joint agreements and
memorandums of
understanding

Supports inclusive and
representative
inter‐institutional research, as
well as national, regional, or
international practice or
research networks

Explores what African member
states need in policy research,
becoming a source of
innovative approaches to
Africa’s development
challenges

Focused
cooperation

Constructs formal relationships
to focus on a distinct issue on
an “as‐needed” basis

Organises research
programmes, networks, or
working groups on a particular
issue; facilitates inclusivity
(CSOs, NGOs, the
private sector)

Integrates innovative and
emerging research areas and
issues into its operations

Developing
sustainable
institutions

Enhances cooperative
partnerships to the extent that
African member states jointly
frame issues and expand the
institutional to facilitate
simultaneous response
several issues

Supports local innovation hubs,
business clusters, think
tanks, etc.

Provides financial support to
institutions with authority and
capability to establish
sustainable institutions; directs
support to national‐level policy
research institutions to
conduct studies relevant its
focus of operations

5.3. Unique Funding Approach and Priorities

The AfDB’s ability to generate local data has enabled
it to prioritise key areas in its flagship projects cat‐
egorised as Light Up Africa, Feed Africa, Industrialise
Africa, Integrate Africa, and Improve the Quality of Life
for the People of Africa (see Figure 2). With Light Up
Africa, the AfDB seeks to help Africa reach its energy
demands by making it affordable and environment
friendly. Through the New Deal on Energy for Africa,
the bank has targeted universal access to energy for the
continent by 2025. This is expected to help the AfDB’s
FeedAfrica goal, as addressing energy shortageswill help
the continent increase its agricultural productivity and
mitigate food insecurity. In 2017, the Technologies for
African Agricultural Transformation injected USD 1.2 bil‐

lion in availing agricultural technologies to over 19 mil‐
lion farmers. The Industrialise Africa project aims to
enhance development, boost economic activity by mov‐
ing beyond exporting rawmaterials tomanufacturing fin‐
ished products, and create employment by lifting Africa’s
GDP from USD 2.2 trillion in 2017 to USD 4.6 trillion
in 2025. Integrate Africa seeks to boost multinational
infrastructure projects to achieve regional integration,
which is key to Africa’s economic transformation. Lastly,
Improving the Quality of Life is a wide‐scope project
that covers health, education, access to clean water, etc.,
areas in which Africa has underperformed and that need
to be improved (Seriki, 2016). Between 1967 and 2021,
the AfDB has undertaken 4958 projects out of which 104
are categorized as approved, 959 as ongoing, 3688 as
completed, and 207 as cancelled.
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Figure 2. The investment of the AfDB in the HIGH 5s projects.
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These programs are aimed at supporting African
countries achieve the SDGs. The AfDB’s informed pri‐
oritization of these areas gives it a comparative advan‐
tage over other development organisations which tend
to tackle challenges that might not be deemed press‐
ing by many in Africa. This is particularly more crucial in
light of the Covid‐19 pandemic and its global economic
impacts. As it has been noticed:

[Covid‐19] has undeniably added to the challenges of
meeting the SDGs. Covid‐19 pandemic has drastically
affected remittance flows to Africawhich form a large
amount of external financial sourcing. The pandemic
led to lockdown measures forcing many migrant
Africans out of their jobs hence reducing remittance
flows to Africa. (United Nations et al., 2020)

The World Bank estimated that remittances to Sub‐
Saharan Africa decreased by around 8.8% between 2019
and 2020, that is, from USD 48 billion to USD 44 billion
due to the impacts of Covid‐19 on the global economy.

Thus, the AfDB has helped to fill technical and financ‐
ing gaps for critical mega‐infrastructure and other envi‐
ronmental and social projects that have for long been
avoided because of concerns of debt risks by global mul‐
tilateral institutions, the limited financial capacities of
national governments, and the unwillingness of the pri‐
vate sector to undertake long‐term projects due to the
risks associated with such projects.

6. Conclusion

Challenges facingmultilateralism are increasingly becom‐
ing visible threatening the hopes of many who relied
on the outcomes of multilateral processes. From increas‐
ing failure to deal with security threats facing the world,
to its inability to address global economic inequalities,
reliance on multilateralism is likely to decline in the
coming decades if serious reforms are not undertaken.
The crisis has hit developing countries even harder, espe‐
cially in Africa where multilateralism offered promises of
economic and development aid aswell as political, gover‐
nance, and security support for newly independent coun‐
tries in the continent. However, not all is lost as RDBs
can help cushion the continent from the negative implica‐
tions of the crises facing global multilateralism. The AfDB
is emerging as a unique alternative or maybe better put,
complement to existing international multilateral frame‐
works. The bank is not only providing financial support to
countries in Africa but also addressing some of the issues
previously ignored by other multilateral organisations by
focusing on areas that promote integration, food secu‐
rity, and economic development. It has country‐specific
data collected scientifically that helps to understand the
unique issues facing each country and, perhaps even
more significantly, it does not have conditions similar
to those of other multilateral organisations. Therefore,
we conclude that the AfDB has the potential to be a

leading actor in the continent’s transformation even as
challenges such as a global pandemic, growing conflicts,
institutional failures, superpower rivalry in international
institutions, and inequalities appear to overburden the
multilateral system.
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1. Introduction

The crisis of the Western liberal international order
has been the subject of extensive debates over the
last decade (e.g., Ikenberry, 2018). One of its contribut‐
ing factors has been the rise of alternative centres
of power seeking to challenge US hegemony and her‐
ald the arrival of a new, polycentric world (Szewczyk,
2019). Notably, this challenge to the West has come
almost uniformly from illiberal governments, such as
Russia and China, spearheading a process described
as “authoritarian regionalism” (Libman & Vinokurov,
2018). Authoritarian regionalism is a process where
“shared ideas, norms, and beliefs” provide “a frame‐
work for some limited regional cooperation with a com‐
mon discourse that is sharply at odds with the lib‐

eral norms that underpin most of Western theories
of regionalism” (Lewis, 2018, p. 119). This approach
uses a vehicle—regional economic integration—thatwas
originally devised as a way to extend economic coop‐
eration and, especially in the variant utilised for the
EU, to encourage democracy (Pevehouse, 2002). Rather
than seeking to encourage political liberalisation via
broader economic liberalisation, however, authoritarian
regionalism uses regime‐friendly economic transactions
and strategic cooperation to bolster authoritarian politi‐
cal structures.

The Russia‐led Eurasian Economic Union (EaEU)—
consisting of Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Armenia, and
Kyrgyzstan—has been at the forefront of such an attempt
at authoritarian regionalism (Libman & Obydenkova,
2018), seeking to create an alternative power pole from
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the West via ambitious economic integration across the
post‐Soviet region. Comprised of mainly authoritarian
countries, the EaEU’s integration into an economic area
has progressed at a brisk pace relative to earlier attempts
at economic integration globally. But beyond integration
as a goal in itself, the EaEU has aspired to be much more
than just a common economic space, presenting itself as
a constructive global actor in domestic and regional rela‐
tions in Eurasia and beyond; perhaps most importantly,
it has also been positioned bymember states (and above
all, Russia), as a new developmentmodel, distinct from—
and of course superior to—the liberal structures of the
West (Sakwa, 2016).

Despite its lofty ambitions, however, this Eurasian
regional order has struggled to deliver on even the
economic development objectives it originally aspired
to—despite its impressive speed in creating economic
integration—making its desire to be an alternativemodel
problematic, to say the least. The EaEU has to this
point encouraged mild internal economic liberalisation,
economies of scale, and some harmonisation of stan‐
dards across members, but has stopped short of creat‐
ing effective supranational economic institutions in pur‐
suit of growth‐friendly policies. Indeed, in line with the
theory of authoritarian regionalism, the transactional
nature of the integration which has been undertaken
across Eurasia has, in reality, served purely as a way to
provide economic cover for political stagnation: Thus far,
the trading bloc has avoided broadermarket‐determined
liberalisation and instead has opted for controlled trade
dealings playing to the existing strengths of the mem‐
ber states and, not uncoincidentally, the sectors most
important to the ruling elite (Dragneva&Hartwell, 2021).
Rather than transcending the liberal international order,
the EaEU has moved on a very small scale to merely
tweak economic relations underneath it. In this sense,
the larger project of providing an alternative to the EU or
other international organisations has been subordinated
to preserving internal political stability.

This brand of regionalism has had a further delete‐
rious consequence, undermining the member states of
the EaEU in their resilience to external shocks, making
them more susceptible to domestic and regional crises.
A variety of economic and structural determinants of
vulnerability to shocks can be identified in the litera‐
ture. However, it can be argued that “institutions are
critical because the structure and functioning of institu‐
tional arrangements are key to social and economic sys‐
tem’s resilience both with respect to natural disasters
and endogenous social‐economic developments” (Algica
& Tarco, 2014, p. 54). While “institutional resilience” is a
complex concept, here we refer to the ability of a system
to react and change to adapt to challenges and/or “avoid
drifting along slippery slopes” towards critical thresholds
(Algica & Tarco, 2014, p. 56). In this context, responsive‐
ness depends on the ability to develop and reform rules,
but also on institutional design more broadly. Notably,
scholars have underscored the problems arising from

“missing or failed institutions” or “scale mismatches
between institutions” (Constanza et al., 2001, p. 11).

Undoubtedly, crises resulting from factors such as
regional conflicts, the global pandemic, or political polar‐
isation have magnified the tensions faced by existing
multilateral institutions. Yet, this is an area that exposes
the Eurasian model as a particularly poor alternative.
In line with the theory of institutional resilience just out‐
lined, we attribute the weakness and vulnerability of
Russia’s alternative regionalism as embodied in the EaEU
(Vasilyeva & Lagutina, 2016) to the contradictions and
fault‐lines inherent in its institutional edifice, focusing
on its institutional orderings as the cause of its inabil‐
ity to challenge existing multilateral institutions. Notably,
Eurasian institutions have represented mimicry of exist‐
ing liberal institutional arrangements (mainly the EU)
rather than transcendence, constituting what philoso‐
pher Baudrillard (1983) called a simulation of the third
order: a series of symbols and signs which have no
real meaning behind them, but which are accepted as
true because they simulate reality. On the one hand, as
argued elsewhere, the EaEU has heavily emulated the
cooperative institutions of the EU as well as its ostensi‐
ble goals, aiming for a similarly “deep” economic integra‐
tion through the achievement of a common market and
regulatory harmonisation (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2015;
Karliuk, 2017; Petrov & Kalinichenko, 2016). This imi‐
tation has been at the root of Russia’s neo‐revisionist
project, with its “desire to emulate the most successful
of the existing powers” driven by the “demand of recog‐
nition and respect” (Sakwa, 2015, p. 65). Indeed, Russia’s
integration‐oriented elites saw borrowing from the EU as
amatter of prestige andmodernity given its image as the
most advanced amongst the regional templates available
internationally (Valovaya, 2012).

On the other hand, institutional borrowing has been
selective and shallow, ultimately overshadowed by the
hegemonic and authoritarian nature of Eurasian region‐
alism. On the face of it, the EaEU operates through a set
of common bodies, including an EU‐style permanent reg‐
ulator and a Court, based on a set of delegated powers
envisaged in a comprehensive founding agreement, the
Treaty on the Eurasian Economic Union (sometimes also
referred to as the Astana Treaty) of 2014. In practice, the
EaEU’s institutional edifice has shown concerted action
giving way to unconstrained unilateralism and common
rules remaining weak and undeveloped in preference for
uncertain political deals in pursuit of non‐liberal goals
both economically and politically. This emphasis consoli‐
dated both an unsustainable economic model (reliance
on state‐owned and politically connected firms) and a
rigid political system (authoritarianism) subjected to peri‐
odic and possibly catastrophic shocks. In sum, the result‐
ing regime, a mélange of liberal institutions matched
to illiberal ends, does not match the ambition of the
project. Given their lack of function in either encour‐
aging resilience or fostering a robust integration, the
EaEU’s institutions have not allowed for the creation
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of a “Eurasian model” of development, nor have they
provided a new pattern of cooperation between mem‐
ber states.

This article contributes to the existing literature by
examining the crisis of Eurasian regionalism, how the
EaEU’s lack of resilience has stymied its ability to become
an alternative to the West, increasing vulnerabilities
rather than reducing them. We examine this lack of
resiliencewith a focus on the institutional forms adopted
by the EaEU, their mismatch with the declared objec‐
tives of deep integration and development, and ultimate
deployment to achieve substitute goals. In this sense,
the article is not meant to provide a comparative ana‐
lysis of the EU and the EaEU, but instead to show how
the EaEU’s own goals and its current institutional setup
have affected resilience. Whereas the comparison of
the EU and the EaEU has been done before, exploring
the limits of authoritarian regionalism in this context is
a novel approach. Additionally, the aim here is not to
engage in a comprehensive discussion of EaEU institu‐
tions, which has been undertaken elsewhere (Dragneva,
2018; Hartwell, 2013; Karliuk, 2017; Kofner, 2019), but
to point out how the imperatives inherent in Eurasian
regionalism limit the options for adjustment and reform.
Ultimately, like a building in an earthquake, the rigidity
of the system is its weakness. We then demonstrate how
these institutional features translate into vulnerabilities
regarding three recent yet illustrative examples: the han‐
dling of the Covid‐19 pandemic, managing the regional
conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and respond‐
ing to domestic political instability in Belarus, Kyrgyzstan,
and, most recently, in Kazakhstan.

2. Institutions for Resilience?

As pointed out, for Russia, imitating EU institutions has
been an important aspect of both its region‐building
and its geopolitical strategy (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2015;
Karliuk, 2017; Petrov & Kalinichenko, 2016), a strategy
which has manifested itself in the construction of the
EaEU. The reason behind such mimicry is that the EU’s
architecture, grounded in developed rule‐based cooper‐
ative institutions in pursuit of liberal goals, provides a
blueprint for not only generating economic gains, but
also economic resilience. The benefits of integration
along the Europeanmodel aremany, but it is worth point‐
ing out some key advantages. The effective pursuit of
deep economic integration has resulted in economies
of scale, providing a larger economic space for diversi‐
fication (and, in the case of the EU, a series of inter‐
governmental procedures and transfers which can res‐
cue faltering members). This enlarging of the common
economic space but with continued high levels of diver‐
sification in production and specialisation allows for high
levels of resilience against shocks (that is, removing bar‐
riers while facilitating pass‐through), while the institu‐
tional basis of transfers also helps to mitigate against
shocks becoming more generalized or deeper. Moreover,

as a meta‐organisation (Ahrne et al., 2016), the EU also
allows for delegated responsibilities to utilize a larger
base of resources in response to a crisis. Finally, a series
of effective supranational institutions can coordinate
responses to external shocks or, even better, marshal the
will to enact proactive policies which can guard against
future shocks.

However, the EU is also tangible proof that crises
can exacerbate internal differences within a meta‐
organisational framework, as a supranational grouping
like the EU is bound together generally by a narrowly
circumscribed group of interests (Berkowitz & Dumez,
2016)—and if a crisis occurs which is situated beyond
these basic foundational principles, it can severely divide
the organisation. A crisis can deepen fault‐lines across
members, making it even more difficult to coalesce
around activities where consensus may exist (König
et al., 2012), generating backlash and policies which may
hinder recovery rather than help (Kerwer, 2013). This
occurred across EUmember states with the eurozone cri‐
sis of 2009–2011, where the desired policy goal of the
euro came into conflict with the fiscal policies needed
to support it (which had no unanimity in the bloc) and
which has led to a “two‐track” Europe (Salines et al.,
2012) and spawned additional turbulence (such as Brexit
and the immigration crisis).

In theory, the EaEU should also offer benefits for
member states as the EU was able to do in the decades
before the global financial crisis, pooling resources and
creating a space for resilience. Moreover, unlike the
EU, saddled with a common currency that can act as a
transmission mechanism for external shocks, the diver‐
sity of each country’s economic structure—and the dis‐
parate business cycles within the EaEU—can provide a
buffer against such shocks. Finally, economic integration
among sovereign states but without political unification
can mean a degree of policy experimentation at various
levels predicated on problem‐solving, as is seen in treat‐
ing sub‐national units as laboratories for policy innova‐
tion (Morehouse & Jewell, 2004).

However, the EaEU faces disadvantages in realiz‐
ing the benefits and avoiding the pitfalls demonstrated
by the EU’s economic integration processes and thus
becoming a credible alternative to the established inter‐
national order. The EaEU has been plagued by a combi‐
nation of weak and undeveloped common institutions,
feeding into a growing propensity for unilateral action
and stagnating domestic institutions, with direct implica‐
tions for the developmental potential and resilience of
the system.

2.1. Weak Common Institutions

Effective common institutions are fundamental for
“deep” integration but also for facilitating adaptive
responses to the crisis. At its launch in 2015, the EaEU
consolidated the previously disparate legal and institu‐
tional basis of integration and sought to advance it by
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forming an international organisation dedicated to the
creation of “a common market for goods, services, cap‐
ital and labour within the EAEU” and “the comprehen‐
sive modernisation, cooperation and competitiveness of
national economies within the global economy” (Treaty
on the Eurasian Economic Union, Article 4). In doing so,
it set up a system of common bodies, operating based on
powers delegated by its member states. Yet, these bod‐
ies have little autonomy and authority outside the con‐
text of politicised interstate bargaining, often escalated
to the highest level of domestic political power.

The highest bodies of the EaEU (the Supreme
Economic Council, meeting at the level of heads of state,
and the Intergovernmental Council, meeting at the level
of heads of government) operate on a strict intergov‐
ernmental basis, whereby their decisions are taken by
consensus acrossmember state governments. The organ‐
isation also benefits from a permanent regulator, the
Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC), at least in prin‐
ciple modelled on the EU Commission (Karliuk, 2017;
Petrov & Kalinichenko, 2016). The EEC possesses signif‐
icant powers about tariff and customs regulation, the
adoption of technical standards, and the imposition of
external trade measures. This can potentially allow it
to drive integration and expedite decision‐making, espe‐
cially about the more technical aspects of integration,
but also facilitate the adoption of cooperative responses
to external events. This ability, however, is undermined
both in law and in practice.

This is because commitments in several areas, such
as services, transport, or agricultural policy, are lim‐
ited, with decisions on cooperation ultimately reserved
for the member states. About these reserved powers,
the EEC performs primarily the facilitating function of
an international secretariat. Even in areas of core inte‐
gration, however, the common regime is often incom‐
plete, characterised by gaps or extensive references
to national legislation (Sedik et al., 2017). While this
may be the by‐product of the brisk speed of integra‐
tion, it also reflects the institutional preferences of the
EaEU member states. As the drafting of the Astana
Treaty coincided with Russia’s annexation of Crimea and
operations in Eastern Ukraine, sovereignty sensitivities
were reignited. Kazakhstan and Belarus formally aligned
with Russia’s narrative but sought to limit the scope of
integration, enshrine looser commitments, and gener‐
ally seek widespread guarantees to their independence
(Dragneva, 2018; Vieira, 2016).

Given the limited formal commitments of member
states, there is little that the Commission can do to
push member states into action and develop further the
common regime. Indeed, in its assessment, progress in
developing technical standards, for example, has been
plagued by the delays and the tokenistic attitudes of
EaEU member states (EEK, 2019). The problems have
been even more notable in instances of high sensitiv‐
ity and discord, such as the use of temporary sani‐
tary and phytosanitary measures. This is an area where

the regime is distinctly decentralised, with important
gaps in the development of common standards allow‐
ing for inconsistencies and divergence in interpretation.
The commission has attempted to help adopt new rules
and develop the regime by promoting member states’
dialogue and adopting a succession of plans, programs,
and roadmaps. Yet, this has made little difference, with
roadmaps becoming “the EaEU’s favourite method of
kicking things into the long grass” (Eurasianet, 2020).

Furthermore, any decision of the EEC can be chal‐
lenged before the higher bodies of the organisation
by a member state which disagrees with it, with the
effect that such a decision is revoked or reversed. This
reinforces the hierarchical nature of integration and
the prevalence of interstate bargaining in all areas of
cooperation. Indeed, “against such an institutional back‐
ground, the Commission has often found itself being
forced to tread cautiously and conservatively” (Dragneva
& Hartwell, 2021, p. 13).

Thus, as argued, “the EaEU is very much limited
to reproducing sovereignty rather than transforming it,
marking a clear disconnect between rhetoric and real‐
ity” of pursuing deep economic integration (Roberts &
Moshes, 2016, p. 542). This lack of fit between insti‐
tutional form and economic function opens a fault‐line
likely to be even more pronounced in instances when
a rapid response to shocks is needed and/or when the
interests of member states diverge.

2.2. Weak Constraints on Unilateral Action

Given the weak and fragmented common regime, the
propensity of member states to diverge in their practices
and deviate from commitments is unsurprising, with the
potential to deepen evenmore at times of crisis. This fea‐
ture is reinforced by the weak monitoring and enforce‐
ment powers of the commission, especially concerning
the creation of the common market (Sedik et al., 2017).
There is little that the commission can do in cases of
infringements of obligations, other than issue notifica‐
tions. Its powers vis‐à‐vis member states in such cases
were curtailed with the Astana Treaty, removing its abil‐
ity to bring a country before the Court of the EaEU
(Dragneva, 2018). At the same time, while inter‐state
disputes can be brought before the court, their deci‐
sions are non‐binding. Indeed, the Astana Treaty also
restricted the court’s competencies but also its indepen‐
dence from member states, thereby reducing its incen‐
tives for bold judicial action (Karliuk, 2017).

In effect, there is little to prevent unilateral depar‐
tures from the common regime, other than the pres‐
sure exerted at the highest political level. Yet, given the
highly asymmetric distribution of power within the EaEU,
such pressure rarely applies to Russia. This was aptly
demonstrated when, in the absence of an EaEU autho‐
risation of the import trade bans on the EU, Ukraine,
and some other countries in the aftermath of the 2014
Ukraine crisis, Russia proceeded with them unilaterally.
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The consequence of this action was the fragmentation of
the internal functioning of the Customs Union, including
the reintroduction of border customs and sanitary con‐
trols (Kofner, 2019). This episode demonstrated Russia’s
willingness to sacrifice the economic goals and achieve‐
ments of the EaEU in pursuit of its geopolitical objec‐
tives and the inability of the EaEU regime to constrain it,
even concerning core areas of integration.While Russia’s
actions are perfectly logical from a realist point of view,
they influence the overall credibility of the regional
regime, reinforcing the prominence of national interest
in interstate dealings. It also demonstrated that themere
presence of a crisis (even if precipitated by one of the
member states) is enough to vitiate any of the mech‐
anisms which could have contributed to mitigating the
effects of the crisis across the EaEU.

2.3. Domestic Capacity

Given the predominant intergovernmental mode of
operation of the EaEU, its progress and viability depend
critically on domestic action. To a large extent, this is
a matter of capacity both to make an input into pol‐
icymaking as well as ensure effective implementation.
This is not a uniquely Eurasian problem but determines
the effectiveness of any deeper trade arrangements.
Tackling domestic regulatory barriers to trade can stim‐
ulate developmental reforms but equally impose costs
and divert resources, or simply stall when captured by
protectionist lobbies (Chauffour & Maur, 2011). Yet, this
is an area of weakness in the Eurasian context, thereby
contributing to the overall vulnerability of the project.

Domestic capacity is deemed to be a purely domes‐
tic concern within the EaEU. Indeed, the Treaty on
the Eurasian Economic Union (2014, Article 3) seeks to
exclude any explicit domestic reform agenda, providing
that integration “respects the specificities of the politi‐
cal order of its member states.” While the Treaty refers
to “modernisation,” it is deemed to be the inevitable
by‐product of integrating economies linked by a range of
historical and geographical factors. Indeed, the Eurasian
regime does not envisage any redistribution of common
resources, which may aid domestic development: It has
no EU‐like budget whereby customs proceeds, for exam‐
ple, are accumulated in a common fund. Similarly, capac‐
ity is not a precondition for accession to the EaEU, even
when concerns about implementation exist, as in the
case of Kyrgyzstan.

The implications of this dynamic have been amply
illustrated in the effort to harmonise regulatory prac‐
tices in the common market: For example, while veteri‐
nary certificates are subject tomutual recognition across
the EaEU, limited capacity, as well as corrupt practices
affecting the national agencies for inspection and certifi‐
cation, has undermined the effectiveness of the system
(Dragneva, 2021). This has been a particular problem for
Russia, which has battled a boom in contraband trade
with sanctioned goods tolerated by Belarusian author‐

ities. In the absence of a developed common regime,
Russia has put unilateral pressure on Minsk, relying on
President Lukashenko’s ability to impose discipline in line
with his established system of patronage and control.

Rather than promoting domestic reform, Eurasian
integration has the effect of reinforcing the existing pat‐
terns of authoritarian or highly illiberal domestic prac‐
tices.While the EaEU does not explicitly aim at autocracy
promotion (Libman & Obydenkova, 2019), it helps sta‐
bilise domestic authoritarian regimes and insulate them
from the need for reform. This conclusion can be reached
for several reasons. It is because of the formal set‐up of
the EaEU, which as noted, replicates domestic executive
hierarchies in itsmode of operation, with ultimate power
vested in the countries’ authoritarian leaders, subject to
the highly limited reach of the common regime. It is also
because of the extent to which the flaws in the com‐
mon regime provide a wide policy margin for domestic
actors to pursue their own goals (Delcour, 2018). Finally,
it results from the political power dynamic characteris‐
ing the launch and the operation of the EaEU, as dis‐
cussed below.

2.4. Interstate Bargaining and Its Limits

Despite the claim for the EaEU to represent a well‐
institutionalised regime, the ultimate glue behind it is the
system of interstate politicised bargaining. In fact, given
Russia’s massive power preponderance and trade signif‐
icance in the region, this is very much a hub‐and‐spoke
system of dealings (Dragneva &Wolczuk, 2017). This was
especially evident at the launch of the EaEU, with Russia
winning the loyalties of its partners (arguably except
Kazakhstan) through the promise of benefits about secu‐
rity provision, electoral or financial support; this bar‐
gaining helped tip the scales in cases where the eco‐
nomic advantages of the EaEU were debatable, as in
Armenia, where the costs of the move to the EaEU’s
higher tariffs were likely to be highly deleterious to the
Armenian economy.

This emphasis on authoritarian bargaining reveals
that it is not rule‐based constraints that structure com‐
mitments within the EaEU, based on common integra‐
tion goals or values, but instead a set of transactional
motives linked to the incentives of domestic political
elites. As noted above, while the EaEU does not explic‐
itly aspire towards autocracy promotion, this transac‐
tional approach is typical of authoritarian regionalism,
which redistributes resources among members to sup‐
port weaker authoritarian rulers (Libman & Obydenkova,
2019). Indeed, in the sociological analysis of Meyer
et al. (1997), the EaEU has been an associational organ
that has helped preserve the existing facets of the
nation‐states involved, above all its domestic political
structures. The result of this is that rather than gener‐
ating new development paradigms, the EaEU appeared
to assemble an institutional order which provided eco‐
nomic cover for political stagnation.
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A valid question may be asked about the extent to
which such a regional order may allow for less formal‐
ism and greater adaptability in responding to shocks.
Yet, as argued above, this adaptability is constrained
by the “red lines” of Eurasian integration and, above
all, by the motives of Russia as the regional hegemon.
These motives have proved to be primarily geopolitical,
with the economic advantages of multilateral integration
being decidedly minimal, even if non‐tariff barriers to
trade are removed (Giucci & Mdinaradze, 2017). They
have often aligned with external stimuli (e.g., the per‐
ceived expansion of Euro‐Atlantic structures) rather than
committed to the demands of integration: Indeed, hav‐
ing secured the launch of the EaEU, Russia has demon‐
strated little interest in investing in the technocratic intri‐
cacies of the common market, focusing its attention to
its external relations (Dragneva & Hartwell, 2021). Thus,
Russia’s interventions remain uncertain with crises in dif‐
ferent countries easily becoming hostage to a wider set
of calculations.

3. Shocks and Crisis Management in the Eurasian
Economic Union

Given these institutional weaknesses within the EaEU
and its demonstrable actions to preserve domestic polit‐
ical structures via economic transactions, the question
lingers of the ability of the EaEU to achieve its goals
as an alternative to liberal world order. Does this pur‐
suit of political stability enable resilience, due to the
processes of economic integration, or has the institu‐
tional structure adopted—and the fundamentally illib‐
eral goals of the contractual‐based integration—made
the Eurasian model less effective as a developmental
approach? Answering this question is the purpose of
this section, examining the resilience of the EaEU during
three recent (andmajor) shocks which have struck at var‐
ious facets of the institutional order: the Covid‐19 pan‐
demic, best thought of as a crisis of declared economic
integration goals; the Nagorno‐Karabakh (NK) war, a cri‐
sis of regional security and especially complementary
objectives; and the eruption of massive protests across
the Eurasian landmass, a fundamental crisis of the illib‐
eral goals that the EaEU is pursuing.

3.1. The Covid‐19 Pandemic

The Covid‐19 pandemic has caused grievous damage to
institutions globally, but the effect that it had (and con‐
tinues to have) on EaEU members and the region’s eco‐
nomic integration is extensive. For example, as of the
writing of this article, Russia was undergoing a third
or fourth wave of cases beginning in June 2021, with
daily deaths higher than in any of the previous waves
(and excessmortality projected at three times the official
death rate from the disease); the wave of deaths which
began in June 2021 never returned to a “normal” trajec‐
tory but instead levelled off until September 2021, when

it started climbing again. At the same time, Kazakhstan
saw a disproportionate number of medical profession‐
als contracting the disease from working the front lines
(Yegorov et al., 2021), pointing to problems in the coun‐
try’s healthcare system.

The policy and mobilisation issues related to
Covid‐19 have gone far beyond the member states and
caused cracks within the EaEU; while health policy was
never envisioned to be harmonized throughout the EaEU,
the Covid‐19 response had distinct trade policy and
mobility aspects, reaching directly into the heart of the
issue of “deep” integration. This situation was obvious
from the first wave, as EaEU member states followed
a “go it alone” strategy with very little coordination
throughout all of 2020 and saw exacerbated unilater‐
alism rather than multilateralism. Kazakhstan is perhaps
the exemplar here, as it enacted a series of start‐stop
lockdowns of varying effectiveness (Nanovsky et al.,
2021) but did it comprehensively and swiftly (Jones &
King, 2020), while Belarusian leader Lukashenko denied
the existence of the disease (Jonavičius, 2020) and Russia
displayed a Soviet‐style approach with the secrecy sur‐
rounding actual numbers, a total border closure, and a
series of small‐scale lockdowns (Åslund, 2020).

This haphazard approach could also be seen in the
economic response to Covid‐19, which was wildly diver‐
gent across EaEU members. Unlike the EU and US,
which fashioned “relief” packages including direct pay‐
ments to citizens, Russia avoided such payments in
favour of tax holidays and loan guarantees, an approach
also favoured by Armenia, who extended loan guaran‐
tees to businesses. At the other ends of the spectrum,
Kazakhstan went far more restrictive, instituting price
controls “on socially significant goods” (but also gave
direct payment bonuses to those working in sensitive
fields), while Belarus offered some state lease relief but,
in tandem with Lukashenko’s denial of the pandemic
(and the fact that there was no lockdown), offered no
fiscal stimulus of any kind from the outset (Elgin et al.,
2020) granted. Finally, Kyrgyzstan combined bits of all
these approaches, closing its borders to all but Kyrgyz
and Russian citizens, and, realizing its precarious budget
situation meant it could not do much, reached out for
international (pointedly, not EaEU) financial assistance
(Jones & King, 2020).

In each instance, the EaEUwas side‐lined in favour of
member state responses. As Busygina and Filippov (2020,
p. 8) noted:

Theoretically one could imagine two options for
responding to pandemic: Either Moscow as a hege‐
mon takes the lead in elaborating a common strategy
of response and the smaller members accept it, or
all the EaEUmembers jointly coordinate and develop
collective responses (policies) to a common chal‐
lenge. In practice, however, neither of these options
has been realized.
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In general, there was only a coordinated response after
member states had already instituted their restrictive
measures: Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan banned exports of
several “socially significant” products until their state of
emergency was lifted, Russia banned grain exports, and
Kyrgyzstan also instituted a far‐reaching set of export
bans. When the EaEU did finally come together, it was
in illiberal unity to solidify these bans on exports of per‐
sonal protective equipment and other goods outside the
bloc,merelymoving themember state restrictions to the
borders of the EaEU. Other crucial issues within the con‐
text of the EaEU, such as labour migration (Armenia and
Kyrgyzstan are kept afloat by remittances), were glossed
over in favour of national and uncoordinated solutions,
without heed of how they would affect other members
(King & Zotova, 2020).

3.2. Regional Security

Beyond such existential threats as the pandemic has
been more “regular” crises, ones which have been fes‐
tering for decades, in particular, the NK conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan. Frozen in time since 1994, the
issue of NK has been a thorn in the side of the EaEU, as
Armenia’s accession was held up by Kazakhstan unless
NK was explicitly excluded; as Schenkkan (2014) noted,
however, despite promising that NK would be excluded
as part of the EaEU’s external borders, immediately
after entering the EaEU, Armenia declared that is bor‐
ders would remain “open,” meaning open trade with
NK. Yerevan’s prime motivation for entering the EaEU
may be to have guaranteed the independent status of
NK with Russian assistance, using Russian assurances
as to the deciding factor in favour of EaEU accession
(Vasilyan, 2017).

While security is also not part of the formal objec‐
tives of the EaEU but is a component of the underlying
political bargain for some member states (and thus its
attractiveness), any change in the frozen conflict in the
mountainous region was bound to cause headaches for
the entire EaEU. This was indeed the case as NK flared
into a very real military action in late 2020. The speed of
Azerbaijani gains, reversing Armenia’s military position
from the first war led to a cease‐fire which cemented the
situation on the ground,making itmuchmore favourable
to Azerbaijan than it had been before the war. Besides
the human toll of the conflict, threats of political instabil‐
ity in Armenia followed in its wake, with protests against
Armenian policymakers for their part in accepting the
ceasefire escalating to general strikes, protestors storm‐
ing the parliament building, and the resignation of Prime
Minister Nikol Pashinyan and the calling of snap elec‐
tions for June 2021. Perhaps of more relevance for our
examination of the EaEU, the latest paroxysm of vio‐
lence in the region led to Russian intervention in bro‐
kering the cease‐fire and the introduction of Russian
“peacekeepers,” a situation that put Moscow in the (pos‐
sibly) uncomfortable position of guaranteeing the mili‐

tary gains of a non‐EaEU member (Azerbaijan) against
an EaEU member (Armenia) while stationing troops in
both countries. The studied neutrality of Russia in the
conflict has not gone unnoticed in Yerevan, leaving many
Armenian politicians to wonder just why they are in the
EaEU if such a crucial security goal is ignored by the driver
of Eurasian integration.

3.3. Political Instability

Autocracies, in general, thrive on projecting the veneer
of stability and, indeed, empirically have been shown
to be more “stable” in terms of leadership continuity
(Tusalem, 2015); however, the stability of autocracies
is often disrupted by revolution rather than evolution
(Kendall‐Taylor & Frantz, 2014), and the most unstable
autocracies are those with high levels of political partic‐
ipation (Gates et al., 2006). The EaEU, as a vehicle of
authoritarian regionalism, would thus be able to prove
its worth to member states if it were able to generate
political stability and forestall unrest.

Unfortunately, from the point of view of an author‐
itarian leader in the EaEU, the past decade has been
one of the cracks showing in the autocratic façade.
The two largest members of the EaEU, in particular,
have been plagued by endemic unrest: Russia has had
a series of protests related to political repression in both
Khabarovsk andMoscowand a serious political challenge
personified in Alexei Navalny, while Kazakhstan saw vio‐
lent protests regarding changes to its land law in 2016
and, as of this writing (January 2022), underwent large‐
scale protests against its ossified political institutions
(and saw a brief installation of “peacekeeping” troops
led by Russia). Although Russia has ridden out the tur‐
moil of its protests for the moment, the Kazakh unrest
has been more widespread and—more importantly—
has betrayed any sense of “stability” within the country.

This instability has not been limited to the largest
members, however. In the Caucasus, Armenia had its
own “Velvet Revolution” in 2018 resulting in a change
of leadership away from the staunchly pro‐Russian Serzh
Sargsyan and to a landslide victory for the upstart
Pashinyan in June 2021 (being carried back to power
in the aforementioned snap elections). But the two
largest bouts of instability have come in the third and
fourth smallest members (by population) of the EaEU,
namely Belarus and Kyrgyzstan. In Belarus, an election
widely acknowledged as fraudulent returned President
Alexander Lukashenko to power for a sixth term and
brought Belarusians into the streets and the opposi‐
tion leader into the public spotlight. Russia was slow
to defend Lukashenko, perhaps seeing him as a liability
in the long run, but eventually embraced his “victory”
and awarded him a string of high‐profile meetings with
Putin. Kazakhstan’s government, already worried about
Russia’s zeal for “protecting Russians” in other sovereign
nations, followed a similar path as it did with the ear‐
lier crisis with Ukraine, taking care to not side with the
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opposition or overtly criticise Lukashenko, while remain‐
ing outside of the fray.

Kyrgyzstan, on the other hand, underwent its third
revolution in 15 years,with protests in late 2020 resulting
in an annulled election and “President‐assumed” Sadyr
Japarov taking leadership of the country (confirmed
in new elections in January 2021). While Japarov is
staunchly pro‐Russian in his dealings, his turn towards
consolidating power in the hands of the Presidency
echoes moves of Kurmanbek Bakiyev after the 2005
Tulip Revolution (Bakiyev being deposed after a bloody
series of protests in 2010); in any event, Kyrgyzstan
remains poised formore political instability, as the under‐
lying issues behind 2005, 2010, and 2020 (mainly the
tension between Kyrgyzstan’s urban north and agricul‐
tural south) continue to fester (Bond & Koch, 2010;
Ryabkov, 2008).

As with the larger members, in each of these cases
in the smaller members (Belarus, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan),
the mere fact of membership in the EaEU generated
very little support for political stabilisation, due in large
part to the dynamics between andwithinmember states.
An example of this is in Belarus, as the testy relation‐
ship between Belarus and Russia in the years immedi‐
ately preceding the election meant that Kazakhstan or
Armenia could only pursue studied neutrality because
in many ways it was unclear who was standing for what.
Rather than become engaged with support on any side,
the government of Kazakhstan reacted as it had during
the Arab Spring (Dorr, 2021), becoming more interested
in shoring up its internal position lest something simi‐
lar happen in Nur‐Sultan (or, as it seems to be becom‐
ing again, Astana). In this situation, as with Armenia
and Kyrgyzstan, EaEU membership not only was unable
to assist with overcoming domestic political shocks but
may have exacerbated authoritarian—and, by extension,
nationalist—tendencies within the EaEU. Under this ten‐
dency, the EaEU is becoming less a vehicle for “authori‐
tarian regionalism” and one for solely authoritarian ends,
no regionalism required.

4. Conclusions

This article has examined the limits of authoritarian
regionalism within the case study of one of its most
enthusiastic practitioners, the EaEU. As shown above,
the EaEU’s emphasis on economic integration serving
political ends has not resulted in amagic elixir for growth,
nor has it provided a beacon for other countries to fol‐
low; indeed, the formula adhered to by EaEU member
states has endangered the viability of the project as an
alternative paradigm for both cooperation and develop‐
ment. Its common frameworks have made little differ‐
ence to the hub‐and‐spoke, power‐based interactions
which have occurred internally. As a result, there is little
evidence of the EaEU being able to act as a significant
actor in restructuring the Eurasian space, with recent
events in the region underscores the failings of this exper‐

iment (with three of the five members are in a political
crisis and the other two facing institutional hysteresis).

Based on this analysis and building on previous work
on the external illiberal policies of the EaEU (Dragneva &
Hartwell, 2021), we must conclude that the uneasy equi‐
librium of authoritarian regionalism as embodied in the
EaEU cannot offer a coherent development paradigm to
rival the West, even if it contains some seeds of possi‐
ble advances. Put another way, if the EaEU cannot create
an institutional structure which can benefit its member
states, how can it hope to provide an alternative to estab‐
lished institutional arrangements in the West?

There is a way for the EaEU to offer an improved
development paradigm, one which can build resilience
within the Eurasian landmass and attract countries from
a multilateral order gone stagnant. However, such a
shift would require a radical transformation from its
current approach of political stability über alles and
instead towards the building of institutions of a unique
and different stripe. These institutions would empha‐
size effective and actual economic liberalisation, seeking
to outperform the EU in terms of liberalisation rather
than continuing as a vehicle to entrench state control.
The modalities of the institutional layers which would
be created could be modelled on a tenet of polycen‐
trism, allowing for flexibility and multiple layers of gover‐
nance rather than retreating towards a centralized order.
Of course, to go this route, the EaEU would necessarily
have to abandon its key political support functions, run‐
ning from “illiberal” means of supporting authoritarian
regionalism towards hyper‐regional approaches, under‐
taking policy experimentation akin to that of central
Europe in 1989–1994. At themacro level, this would also
mean fashioning supranational institutions with a goal of
economic—rather than political—stability.

This approach, of offering a true alternative to a mul‐
tilateral order based on its form of simulation (i.e., end‐
lessly repeating mantras of economic freedom, innova‐
tion, and experimentation while building an ossified reg‐
ulatory state), would require additional changes across
Eurasia at the institutional level.Most important of these
would be internal changes within member states, open‐
ing the domestic political systems of member states to
pluralism and, crucially, decentralisation. With the lim‐
its of authoritarian regionalism reached, it is only via
an institutional reform—starting from the regions within
the member states and radiating outward to the supra‐
national institutions of the EaEU itself—that economic
stagnation can be avoided.

We are under no illusions, however, that this is a
plausible path for the EaEU so long as it is focused on
political continuity first and foremost. Any reform would
be very difficult for the institutional orderings such as
those existing in the member states of the EaEU, bor‐
rowed from the EU and utilized for far different ends, and
it is more likely that the authoritarian regionalism pur‐
sued by the EaEU will continue. Unfortunately, this sim‐
ulation model will also continue to deliver the results it
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accuses the Western model of development of creating:
a facilitator of booms, busts, and crises that bring poverty
and stagnation.
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driven by foreign players. More generally, the study contributes to the debate on African agency in ICT for development
and developing countries’ capacity to overcome traditional dependency structures.
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1. Introduction

The crisis of multilateral order has not spared the tech‐
nology sector which has seen telecommunication infras‐
tructure caught up in a “tech cold war” between China
and the West. In an increasingly data‐driven world econ‐
omy, digitalization underpins the fierce geopolitical com‐
petition over technological and political supremacy on
the global stage (Starrs & Germann, 2021). In this con‐
text, developing countrieswith a young and growing pop‐
ulation represent a fertile ground for technological lead‐
ers to foster their economic standing and to assert their

influence in standard‐setting and norms development
(Schmidt & Sewerin, 2017; Wang et al., 2020). However,
the digital progress of developing countries hinges on
alliances and partnerships with international technology
companies and leading economies, both for technologi‐
cal know‐how and capital funding. This dependency posi‐
tion may induce developing countries to circumvent the
current multilateral and globalized order in the field of
digital transition and improve their relative power by
building regional entities like a single digital market.

Driven by an international trend toward regionaliza‐
tion, the integration of digital markets beyond national
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frontiers seems increasingly fashionable. The expected
merits range from economies of scale to a united and
thus stronger voice in international standard‐setting and
norm definition procedures. Nevertheless, in East Africa,
national efforts to build a region‐wide digital market
remain modest, leading one to inquire: What factors
enable or constrain digital market integration in East
Africa? This article argues that various factors related
to domestic politics and the domestic political economy
explain the differing levels of support for collective power
exercise in East Africa. Following the analytical classifica‐
tion ofHout and Salih, this article examines towhat extent
material, ideational, political, and external factors drive
digital market integration in Rwanda and Tanzania. While
both are less developed countries in Sub‐Saharan Africa,
Rwanda is a small landlocked country whereas Tanzania is
a larger emerging economy that recently achieved lower‐
middle‐income status. Rwanda generally favors market
integration but invests its integration efforts on continent‐
wide initiatives beyond the East African Community (EAC).
In contrast, traditionally more isolationist Tanzania has
remained a largely passive member of several regionalist
projects. The key findings suggest that the material and
political drivers work in opposite directions for the two
countries, that ideational aspects play a secondary role in
digital regionalism while external drivers are decisive in
the push for regional market integration.

The envisioned single digital market for East Africa
(World Bank Group & Analysys Mason, 2018) represents
a particularly interesting example of a regional project
in a highly strategic sector for countries in the Global
South. EAC member states are among the most dig‐
itally mature on the continent and several countries
embrace new technologies in their development strate‐
gies (Gagliardone & Golooba‐Mutebi, 2016). Like other
developing countries, however, they largely depend on
foreign technology providers for their national ICT infras‐
tructure and must navigate the escalating technologi‐
cal competition between China and the West from a
subordinate political position in global power relations
(Stopford, 1991). In this context, regional cooperation
could not only boost the economy of East African states
but also strengthen their geopolitical standing vis‐à‐vis
leading world economies and their flagship companies
(Krasner, 1985). It follows that African regionalism in
the digital sector represents a niche but highly relevant
area of study. On the one hand, digitalization and new
technologies transcend traditional boundaries and are
deeply integrated into global supply chains. As such, they
inevitably affect Global North–South relations. On the
other hand, digitalization has been praised for its role
in the socio‐economic development of the continent,
but not without attracting criticism for potentially rein‐
forcing the global power system. Since regional arrange‐
ments could promote the position of African countries
on the international stage, this article nuances the idea
of digital market integration to the special circumstances
of the Global South.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 details
how structural power dynamics in the global ICT infras‐
tructure put developing countries in a subordinate posi‐
tion and how digital market integration could counter‐
act some asymmetries. More specifically, four potential
drivers of regionalism are presented. These are applied
one by one to the Rwandan and Tanzanian cases in
Section 3. Section 4 summarizes the findings.

2. Structural Power and Drivers of Regionalism
in Africa

The concept of structural power by Susan Strange pos‐
tulates that economic leaders, both state and non‐state,
set the overall policy stage within which weaker actors
like developing countries can shape their strategies.
As the global ICT infrastructure sector is gaining geopo‐
litical relevance, leading world economies and private
telecom corporations target less powerful developing
countries to diffuse their technologies, harvest eco‐
nomic profits, and foster normative‐diplomatic support
in the international community. The unprecedented
potential of ICTs affects all four aspects of structural
power, namely control over security, control over pro‐
duction, control over credit, and control over knowl‐
edge, beliefs, and ideas (Strange, 2004). Strange recog‐
nized that in the modern world economy power sits
with the “information‐rich” rather than the “capital‐rich.”
In themilitary, knowledge outcompetes both crudeman‐
power and crude gunpower while states increasingly
rely on market‐developed technology for security and
defense: “The rapid change in the knowledge structure
is forcing radical change in the production structure”
(Strange, 2004, p. 133); and in no sector have enter‐
prises been faster to adopt state‐of‐the‐art technology
than in finance. Finally, the power of knowledge lies in
the possession of knowledge, its storage, and the con‐
trol over channels by which knowledge or information is
communicated. This resulted in the current competition
over global cyber governance and “Internet sovereignty,”
and the information imperialism of the 20th century
(Drezner, 2019).

Existing efforts have focused on how digitalization
and new technologies affect the position of the Global
South in the changing multilateral order (Acharya, 2018;
Eilstrup‐Sangiovanni & Hofmann, 2020). Firstly, some
scholars of international political economy have argued
that digital advances in ICT leveraged the diplomatic and
economic relevance of developing countries in the inter‐
national community. Less developed economies attract
significant attention due to their demographic profile
and potential for economic growth, possibly affording
them a larger autonomy when adopting and implement‐
ing domestic policies (van Klyton et al., 2019). From
a diplomatic point of view, world powers may cater
to developing countries because they could tip the
vote in standard‐setting and norm definition procedures
(Beeson & Zeng, 2018; Hurrell, 2018). Economically, the
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rapid development of ICTs radically lowered the cost
of moving ideas (Baldwin, 2016, p. 123; Strange, 1996,
p. 102). By linking capital and technology in industrial‐
ized countries to low‐cost labor in less developed coun‐
tries, poorer regions gained a comparative advantage
over high‐income regions (Mansfield & Rudra, 2021).
However, the increased relevance of developing coun‐
tries also implies that they must balance domestic
and foreign forces to bring technological progress to
their own economies and to avoid undermining the
local industry.

In fact, a second group of scholars has pointed at the
potential risks arising from technological dependency
which might reinforce rather than reduce existing power
relations (Wade, 2002). Conforming to the concept of
structural power, leading economies and their flagship
companies set the direction and pace of technologi‐
cal innovation and inevitably subdue the policymaking
space of developing countries. While the expansion of
the service sector implies that African economies are
leapfroggingmanufacturing and industrialization, a large
part of the service sector consists of low‐technology
and low‐value activities with limited scope for techno‐
logical learning (Taylor, 2016). As African countries have
remained largely passive players in the world economy
(Amin, 2014), their digital progress depends on part‐
nerships with foreign technology providers. Therefore,
developing countries face a critical decision in an increas‐
ingly polarizing oligopolistic sector, but may alleviate this
pressure and improve their bargaining power bymerging
their digital markets into a single digital market.

Various scholarly contributions on African regional‐
ism focused on the potential of regional integration for
domestic development and emancipation from interna‐
tional power structures (Mason, 2016). The concept of
“developmental regionalism” denotes “greater empha‐
sis on the role of the private sector, going beyond the
liberalization of trade, and including the promotion of
foreign investment, the development of regional indus‐
tries and the strengthening of regional infrastructure”
(Hout & Salih, 2019, p. 4). Indeed, amid the persist‐
ing structural asymmetries in the international system,
economic interdependence through regionalism within
Africa could eventually “strengthen the competitiveness
of African producers in the world market” (Hout &
Salih, 2019, p. 4). For instance, regional initiatives in
Africa may serve as a mechanism to pool and lever‐
age financial resources, especially from major donors
like OECD member states (Bruszt & Palestini, 2016,
p. 21). Despite its potential advantages, regionalism in
Africa is characterized by multiple shortcomings. Due to
the highly similar production structures across African
countries, they are concerned about the distribution
of the benefits of integration, fearing regional asymme‐
tries (Cadot et al., 1999). Consequently, many govern‐
ments are reluctant to reform “behind‐the‐border” bar‐
riers or to transfer decision‐making authority to regional
bodies (Hout & Salih, 2019, p. 6). Moreover, there is

a gap between the ambition of state‐led regionalism
and broader societal engagements within these projects
(Hartmann, 2016, p. 3).

This article postulates that regionalist initiatives like
a single digital market could counterbalance the primacy
of economic world powers and technology companies.
Amid the numerous interpretations of regionalism, this
article understands regionalism as a formal, de jure form
of regional cooperation whichmay involve regional inter‐
state cooperation, state‐promoted regional integration,
and regional cohesion (Hout & Salih, 2019, p. 16; Hurrell,
1995). While recognizing that regionalization may also
involve informal or de facto processes, the present ana‐
lysis only focuses on institution‐building aspects and
the conclusion of formal agreements associated with a
regional project or regional organization. In this context,
the regional scope of the single digital market for East
Africa is three‐fold, encompassing a single connectivity
market, a single data market, and a single online market.
The single connectivity market should ensure the inter‐
connection and interoperability of national backbone
networks across the region on the wholesale level and
extend the existing regional roaming initiatives on the
retail level to those countries which are currently not
part of it. A single data market is crucial as more and
more critical infrastructure and new serviceswill be heav‐
ily data‐driven. Only strong data protection and privacy
laws can allow for cross‐border data transfers; regional
cooperation and resource sharingwill be needed tomeet
the increasing demand for enhanced cybersecurity tools.
The final piece of the single digital market is a single
onlinemarket with cross‐border e‐commerce and access
to digitally‐enabled services by removing trade and cus‐
toms barriers for goods and services purchased online.
These measures will trigger a positive feedback loop:
“While connectivity is a prerequisite for the development
of online services, as the online services market expands
so will the demand for connectivity infrastructure, as
access to the internet becomes more attractive to new
users” (World Bank Group & AnalysysMason, 2018, p. 7).

According to the analytical classification by Hout and
Salih (2019, p. 20), the underlyingmechanism of regional
integration in Africa rests on four broad types of drivers:
material, ideational, political, and external. Material
drivers allude to efficiency‐enhancing effects of region‐
alism through the expansion of trade or the removal of
“behind‐the‐border barriers” like regulatory frameworks
and infrastructural facilities (Baldwin, 2011). Therefore,
firms may exert pressure on governments to gain access
to a larger market and to benefit from economies of
scale. Regional integration could also provide a solu‐
tion to collective action problems and reduce transac‐
tion costs (Mattli, 1999, p. 46). Moreover, neo‐Marxist
writers andworld‐systems theory emphasize how region‐
alism facilitates capital accumulation processes. Many
constructivist authors have focused on ideational drivers,
drawing on the concepts of identity and ideology which
inspire integration based on the actors’ identification
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with a regional entity or because of ideological convic‐
tions. African states have also employed regionalism as a
political tool to establish or strengthen their sovereignty
(Hout& Salih, 2019, p. 24). In a similar vein, African states
tend to practice “virtual regionalism,” meaning that they
sign regional agreements but are reluctant to implement
them for fear of ceding some of their sovereign power
(Fanta, 2008). Finally, external drivers include the diffu‐
sion of institutional models and policies but may also
refer to other sources of influence such as the external
policy of the European Union.

Therefore, this article posits that regional initiatives
like the creation of a single digital market afford the
respectivemember states greater geopolitical autonomy
by reinforcing developing countries’ position in global
power relations. While structural power may represent
the underlyingmotivation to teamup in a regional under‐
taking, theory suggests that the actual integration is
driven by material, ideational, political, and external fac‐
tors. The next section considers each of these aspects
for Rwanda and Tanzania, two EAC member states with
differing attitudes towards regionalism. A comparison of
domestic political and economic factors in the two coun‐
tries illustrates how the outlined drivers shape regional
integration efforts and how this in turn affects the coun‐
tries’ standing in the international power structure in the
digital sector. The analysis is based on an in‐depth doc‐
ument review of national policies, development reports,
local newspaper articles, and scholarly literature and sup‐
plemented with the findings from a series of unstruc‐
tured interviewswith local and international experts con‐
ducted in 2021 and 2022.

3. Drivers of Regionalism

3.1. Material Drivers

According to the analytical classification, material
motives drive regionalism since it enables trade expan‐
sion, favors collective action, reduces transaction costs,
and facilitates capital accumulation processes.

Firstly, in a regional context, market integration
means that trade opportunities are expanded beyond
national boundaries. The digital sector is particularly
suited for regional integration because new technolo‐
gies disregard national frontiers and thrive in a large
market. This is true for both the supply and demand
side of digitalization. On the supply side, a single digi‐
tal market allows for coordinated infrastructure invest‐
ments and facilitates regional backbone interconnection
(World Bank Group & Analysys Mason, 2018, p. 12).
On the demand side, access to a regional market may
stimulate e‐commerce, open new business opportuni‐
ties to entrepreneurs, and benefit consumers with com‐
petitive offers. However, effective market integration
beyond intensified levels of bilateral ormultilateral trade
requires removing “behind‐the‐border” barriers, too.
This entails, for instance, mutually recognizing national

digital IDs, ensuring full interoperability between mobile
networks, or eliminating undue legal and regulatory
restrictions on the free flow, storage, and processing
of data across borders (World Bank Group & Analysys
Mason, 2018, p. 12). In this respect, the One Network
Area (ONA) is an example of a regional agreement in East
Africa that harmonizes rate caps for cross‐border traf‐
fic and eliminates roaming surcharges. Currently, ONA
covers Kenya, Uganda, and Rwanda, but not Tanzania
(Horvitz & Forge, 2016, p. 18).

For Rwanda, trade expansion through regional mar‐
ket integration bears several advantages (World Bank
Group, 2020a, p. 31). The land‐locked least developed
country aspires to imitate the development paths of
the Asian tigers (Lisimba & Parashar, 2020). In fact, the
digital sector is the central component of the national
development strategy which aims to achieve higher
middle‐income status by 2035 (World Bank Group, 2021,
p. 8). However, with a population of about 13 million
and a GDP per capita of barely 800 USD, both domestic
and foreign investors would welcomemarket integration
with the larger East African states like Kenya or Tanzania
(employee of GIZ, interview, 14 January 2022; employee
of World Bank, interview, 6 May 2021).

Tanzania is the largest and most populous mem‐
ber state of the EAC, with a population of roughly
60 million. Owing to its socialist past, the state still
exerts widespread control over strategic sectors of the
national economy. In the digital sector, the govern‐
ment has long protected and supported the state‐owned
Tanzania Telecommunications Corporation (TTCL) to the
detriment of ICT infrastructure expansion and network
accessibility and affordability (World Bank Group, 2020b,
p. 43; employee of World Bank, interview, 6 May 2021).
Consequently, the Tanzanian digital economy lags behind
both Kenya and Rwanda in terms of mobile network
coverage as well as internet usage rates. In particular,
usage of Tanzania’s international bandwidth is only a
third of Kenya’s (World Bank Group, 2020b, p. 6). Hence,
Tanzaniawould comparatively gain the least frommarket
integration. On the one hand, infrastructure investment
is needed most at home; on the other hand, the domes‐
tic market has the greatest potential for market growth
since it has the lowest portion of internet users. Since
Tanzanian stakeholders might even fear losing market
share to competitors from the more tech‐savvy Kenyan
or Rwandan counterparts, they are unlikely promoters of
market integration.

Secondly, regionalism may also reduce transaction
costs deriving from collective action problems. Collective
action problems arise among groups of individuals or
stateswhen attempting to provide a public good because
the single individual may have incentives to “free‐ride”
on the efforts of others (Olson, 1965). In this case, the
public good refers to constraining the behavior of states
and facilitating regional cooperation when, for instance,
EAC member states enter negotiations with foreign ICT
providers to expand the domestic ICT infrastructure.
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Due to the prevailing global power relations, a concerted
position among developing countries could enhance
their bargaining power vis‐à‐vis dominating technology
companies as well as those countries and organizations
providing the necessary financing. At the same time, a
common agreement would lower the transaction costs
involved in negotiation efforts. Moreover, they could
combine their efforts when advocating for technological
interoperability to ensure lasting access to and affordabil‐
ity of foreign innovation.

In this sense, Rwanda not only recognized the need
for concerted action but created a platform to foster
collaboration between African countries—the SMART
Africa initiative. However, SMART Africa is not a regional
project as such but rather provides a series of blueprints
to share lessons learned across the continent and to
favor their implementation elsewhere.More importantly
for land‐locked Rwanda, regional organizations may help
overcome transaction costs related to gaining access
to the submarine cable network of its neighbor states.
A regional framework could support negotiations with
Kenya and Tanzania to connect Rwanda as well as land‐
locked Burundi and Uganda to SEACOM, a 17,000 km
cable system linking Tanzania, South Africa, India, and
France, among others (Qiu, 2018). Again, as opposed
to Rwanda, Tanzania would not draw direct advantages
from regionalized negotiations.

Finally, capital accumulation processes could moti‐
vate private telecom firms to persuade their govern‐
ments to promote a single digital market. However,
the digital sector in both Rwanda and Tanzania is
dominated by foreign firms. Leading telecommunica‐
tion companies include the South African Vodacom
Group, the Indian‐based Airtel, and the South Korean
KT Corporation in Rwanda; the national backbone infras‐
tructures are primarily powered by the Chinese Huawei,
the Vietnamese Halotel in Tanzania (World Bank Group,
2020b, p. 43; employee of World Bank, interview, 6 May
2021), and the South Korean KT Corporation in Rwanda
(Darracq & Neville, 2014). The governments in Kigali and
Dodoma even granted preferential status to some of
these providers: KT Corporation constructed Rwanda’s
4G network under an exclusivity agreement (Darracq &
Neville, 2014), while Huawei is the official ICT advisor
of the Tanzanian government (“China’s Huawei becomes
ICT advisor to Tanzanian govt,” 2015). Consequently,
these companies are unlikely to push for stronger mar‐
ket integration.

To summarize, Rwanda generally favors digital mar‐
ket integration because as a small and landlocked coun‐
try, it could take advantage of access to a larger market
and reach solutions to collective action problems more
easily and with lower transaction costs, especially with
regard to access to the submarine cable network. These
factors, however, act as drivers in the opposite direc‐
tion for Tanzania. In fact, Tanzania already represents the
largest market; the integration of its smaller landlocked
neighbors promises limited benefits, while an aggrega‐

tion with the more competitive Kenyan market could
threaten domestic providers. Similarly, it is linked to a
submarine cable system without having to negotiate the
access. Finally, capital accumulation processes act as a
moderate driver in both countries since their economies
are dominated by foreign ICT companies prepared to
establish subsidiaries in every member state.

3.2. Ideational Drivers

Constructivist scholars argue that regions are constructs
whose formations are paralleled by the development
of identities (Hout & Salih, 2019, p. 23). Accordingly,
regionalismmay arise from identification with a regional
entity or ideological beliefs—so‐called ideational drivers.
In the African context, the most prominent ideology driv‐
ing regionalism is pan‐Africanism (Hout & Salih, 2019,
p. 23). Having emerged as an anti‐colonial movement,
pan‐Africanism subsequently inspired the foundation of
the African Union (formerly Organization of the African
Unity). It is worth noting, however, that the principles
of the African Union promote the rights of states rather
than individuals (Herbst, 2000, p. 106). As such, the
regional organization became a tool to help weak states
survive, abiding by the principles of non‐interference
and respecting national sovereignty independently of
the effective power exercised over the territory. Indeed,
many African states inherited external stability but inter‐
nal instability from the colonial powerswhich created ter‐
ritorial states rather than nation‐states. Keen to retain
these national units as they were, post‐colonial govern‐
ments largelymaintained the internal colonial apparatus,
no matter how ill‐fitted to the local reality (Herbst, 2000,
p. 101). Instead of pursuing a regional or pan‐African
identity, they chose to focus on nation‐building and con‐
structing a national identity for their artificially created
states—Rwanda and Tanzania are no exception.

Following the 1994 genocide, Rwanda has con‐
centrated its efforts on building a collective identity
of “Rwandanness” by promoting national unity and
de‐ethnicization (Buckley‐Zistel, 2006). Rwandan society
consists of three ethnic groups, Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa,
which had assimilated over the centuries and even share
the same language, Kinyarwanda, and whose ethnic dif‐
ferences were carved out by colonial occupiers (Hodgkin,
2006). While espousing “Rwandanness,” over the years
the government introduced several changes to its lan‐
guage policy, some of which are intimately related to the
government’s ambitions to become the IT hub of Africa.
When English replaced French as the language of busi‐
ness, diplomacy, and language of instruction, the offi‐
cial argument was that English is the language of tech‐
nology. Other reasons seemed to have played a role as
well: Besides the historical tensions with Belgium and
France, Rwanda’s East African neighbors are Anglophone
(Rosendal, 2010, p. 75). Finally, when Rwanda joined
the EAC in 2017, it showed its commitment by adding
Kiswahili, the region’s lingua franca, as the fourth official
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language. Hence, Rwanda’s language policies, even if top‐
down and of debatable efficiency, indicate the political
will to resemble the East African region as well as the
international technology community.

Tanzania’s path to form a national identity was some‐
what different. Being very poor, highly ethnically diverse,
a former British colony, and not having fought an inde‐
pendence war, it is expected to have low national senti‐
ment. Yet, Tanzania qualifies as one of the most national‐
ist states in Africa (Robinson, 2009, p. 13). The relatively
successful nation‐building process has been attributed to
the Ujamaa state policy in the early post‐independence
era. As a prime example of African socialism, the
one‐party state implemented the nationwide use of
Kiswahili as an official language, introduced national‐
ist content in primary school education, and promoted
the equitable regional distribution of state resources
(Robinson, 2009, p. 24). Hence, the Ujamaa policy fos‐
tered the nationalist spirit in three ways: “It cut across
ethnic lines, it was unique for Tanzania, and it was attract‐
ing attention and recognition in the world community”
(Lange, 1999, p. 42). To date, Kiswahili is also the main
language used on social media platforms, in popular
culture, and by the political elite. By way of compari‐
son, Rwanda’s top influencers as well as President Paul
Kagame primarily communicate in English. Arguably, the
different language usage suggests that local digital con‐
tent is not aimed at a regional public but tailored to the
national audience in the case of Tanzania and a broader
international community in Rwanda. As virtual commu‐
nication and online culture do not seem to stir a regional
identity, ideational factors are secondary drivers for dig‐
ital regionalism in East Africa.

Given the perceived distance between individuals
and regional organizations, the EAC acknowledges the
need for better communication to inform the public on
their rights and opportunities for regional integration
(EAC, n.d.; employee of GIZ, interview, 14 January 2022).
So far, however, the cooperation appears rather episodic
and mostly top‐down. Despite several interregional edu‐
cational programs (employee of Dar es Salaam Institute
of Technology, interview, 30 April 2021) and the mutual
recognition of certificates between EAC members, an
employee of theNational Council for Technical Education
asserted that especially in the field of ICT more stu‐
dents pursue their academic qualifications in India or
China than in neighboring East African states (employee
of the National Council for Technical Education, inter‐
view, 15 April 2021). This suggests that ideational aspects
play a limited role in driving digital market integration in
East Africa.

3.3. Political Drivers

Some African leaders instrumentalized regionalism to
boost national sovereignty. Participation in a regional
framework implies mutual recognition among partner
states and, by extension, illustrates the equality of

African states. This is especially important for the recog‐
nition ofweak states and the claim to authority of author‐
itarian governments. So, the adherence to regional
schemes is often nominal since the underlying goal of
African rulers is the maintenance of existing borders
and the principle of non‐intervention in domestic affairs.
In the digital field, countries assert their sovereignty by
ensuring their independence from foreign services like
cloud services and infrastructures like broadband net‐
works. Since even the most tech‐savvy economies strug‐
gle to achieve complete independence, a viable alter‐
native is to acknowledge the dependencies and use
existing technologies to one’s own advantage. While
the participation in international organizations such as
the International Telecommunications Union suggests
mutual recognition and the equal standing of countries,
regional organization strengthens the autonomy ofmem‐
ber states vis‐à‐vis foreign companies in twoways: (a) the
increased size of an integrated market improves the
member states’ bargaining power and (b) the respective
economies would no longer compete against each other
but join their forces to attract foreign investment. These
drivers seem to reflect some of the dynamics at play in
Rwanda, but less so in Tanzania.

According to the 2020 Democracy Index, Rwanda
qualifies as an authoritarian state (Economist
Intelligence Unit, 2021) and is therefore predicted
to seek membership in regional organizations to
strengthen its sovereignty. Indeed, Rwanda has joined
five regional organizations with varying spheres and
levels of regional cooperation: the African Union, the
EAC, the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie,
the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa
(COMESA), and the Economic Community of Central
African States (ECCAS). However, despite its participa‐
tion in numerous regional undertakings, Rwanda did not
choose any of them as a platform to launch the so‐called
SMART Africa Initiative but rather formed a project of its
own to promote inter‐African cooperation in the digital
sphere. By establishing it outside the existing regional
communities, Rwanda put itself in a leadership position.
In fact, it avoided challenging other regional hegemons
such as Kenya in the EAC or South Africa in COMESA.
Moreover, it caters to international sponsors eager to
promote ICTs for development but also indulges the pub‐
lic at home where technology and innovation are the
declared centerpiece of the national development strat‐
egy (Gagliardone&Golooba‐Mutebi, 2016). On the initia‐
tive’s website, Rwanda’s president and chairman of the
Board of SMART Africa, Paul Kagame, states the vision:

The creation of Smart Africa is a testimony of our
resolve to put in place the right policy and regula‐
tory environment that will encourage partnerships,
entrepreneurship, job creation and knowledge shar‐
ing. Our move towards an ICT and knowledge driven
economy together intends to increase Africa’s com‐
petitiveness in the global economy. ICTs have the
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ability to level the global playing field, unlock human
capital and harness its full potential. (Kagame, n.d.)

This statement shows Rwanda’s decisive commitment to
digitalization and fervor to collaboratewith other African
countries. However, this collaboration takes the form of
partnerships and knowledge sharing rather than insti‐
tutionalized regionalism. As such, the project not only
underpins the national sovereign status of the partner
states but does sowithout setting up an intergovernmen‐
tal body other than the Secretariat, effectively circum‐
venting any power competition between national gov‐
ernments and regional institutions. Therefore, Rwanda’s
engagement in regional organizations arguably origi‐
nates in sovereignty‐boosting behavior especially on the
international stage, while the push for genuine integra‐
tion remains modest.

In contrast, Tanzania’s commitment to regional orga‐
nizations has been scant (Harris, 2021). Considered a
hybrid regimewith characteristics of a democracy and an
authoritarian rule (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021), it
currently participates in the African Union, the EAC, and
the Southern AfricanDevelopment Community, butwith‐
drew from COMESA in 2000. In the digital sphere, it has
not joined the ONA, as mentioned earlier. The general
hesitance to engage in regional partnerships was under‐
pinned by the isolationist stance of the late president
John P. Magufuli (2015–2021) who made a total of nine
foreign visits during his presidency, all of which were to
Eastern or Southern African countries. By comparison,
his Rwandan counterpart is considered one of the most
traveled presidents worldwide (Himbara, 2018). Despite
the seeming reluctance to take part in regionalism,
Tanzania repeatedly engaged in bilateral cooperation
with its neighboring states, including in the digital realm.
For instance, in 2019 the local dailyMwananchi reported
that Tanzania brought the internet to Burundi, follow‐
ing an agreement between the Tanzanian state‐owned
TTCL and the Burundian BBS (“Tanzania kupeleka intaneti
Burundi,” 2019). The comparative unconcern for compre‐
hensive regional integration, however, does not appear
to have tainted its sovereignty status nor the generous
inflows of development aid. On the contrary, Tanzania
seems to draw international recognition from its domes‐
tic stability and a relatively high degree of centralization
(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2013, p. 476). Since regional inte‐
gration could require ceding some authority to a supra‐
regional body, Tanzania could stand to lose more than
they could gain regarding sovereignty issues.

Even if for different political and economic reasons,
both Rwanda and Tanzania are EAC member states, one
of the more advanced regional organizations on the con‐
tinent. First founded after independence, the commu‐
nity dissolved due to the Uganda–Tanzania War in 1979.
Since it was reinstated in 2000, the intergovernmen‐
tal organization progressively implemented a customs
union and commonmarket for goods among its member
states. In the communications sector, the most recent

budget speech underlined the Secretariat’s efforts to har‐
monize policies and accomplish the full implementation
of the EAC Roaming Framework (Nduhungirehe, 2019).
A number of educational initiatives promote ICT training
on a regional level: the Inter‐University Council of East
Africa, the East African Skills for Transformation Project,
or the Regional Network of National Industrial Research
and Development Organizations. However, what these
undertakings have in common is not only their regional
dimension but also an intrinsic link to foreign sponsors
including the German development cooperation agency
(GIZ), the Estonian government, and various universities
in China and South Korea. Therefore, onemay argue that
these accomplishments do not fully reflect the domes‐
tic attitudes towards regionalism but are at least in part
driven by international partnerships.

3.4. External Drivers

External drivers of regional cooperation acknowledge
the existence of regional integration elsewhere and
assume that they trigger similar processes in Africa.
In this sense, European integration often serves as a
point of reference for the diffusion, and a source of inspi‐
ration or even direct influence. Since digital market inte‐
gration has not yet been achieved in East Africa, it is not
possible to assess any diffusion structures between the
European and East African models. Thus, the remainder
of this section will focus on the promotion of regional‐
ism as a foreign policy tool, especially by the European
Union and its member states, but also consider the role
of foreign ICT providers.

Many European Union programs aimed at spreading
regionalism by offering a mixture of incentives, norm
socialization, persuasion, and political dialogue (Hout &
Salih, 2019, p. 26). For instance, African countries were
nudged to establish economic partnership agreements
in exchange for market access to the European Union,
or to attract financial assistance under the European
Development Fund. These affect both Rwanda and
Tanzania, which receive large amounts of development
assistance from OECD donor states. Moreover, some
EU member states and their development cooperation
agencies lend direct support to interregional projects on
the ground—in the digital field, the above‐mentioned
Inter‐University Council of East Africa and SMART Africa
stand out. Similarly, the vision report of the single digi‐
tal market for East Africa was coordinated by the World
Bank, albeit under intensive consultation with national
stakeholders (employee of Dar es Salaam Institute of
Technology, interview, 30 April 2021). Hence, it appears
that concrete regional initiatives rely on foreign impetus.

Another source of foreign input is technology, the
basic prerequisite for digital development. All East
African states rely on foreign providers to expand and
upgrade the national ICT infrastructure. This dependency
could drive regional cooperation as a tool to counter‐
balance power asymmetries between the developing
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countries and technological hegemons. However, so far,
their choices of providers and types of agreements vary
greatly, indicating the limited interstate coordination
in the negotiation with technology companies. Rwanda
entered an exclusivity agreement with KT Corporation
which granted the South Korean provider KT Corporation
the monopoly rights over the 4G network roll‐out and
administration for the decades to come (Darracq &
Neville, 2014). So, the country achieved near‐universal
4G coverage for its territory. However, most Rwandans
opt for the more affordable “3.95G” offers by other tele‐
comcompetitors,which are legally prohibited to upgrade
their services to 4G standards. This compromise on
behalf of the Rwandan government shows that the polit‐
ical elite was willing to surrender an entire national mar‐
ket to a foreign telecommunication company for the sake
of domestic infrastructure development. In contrast, in
Tanzania, a former socialist country and historical ally of
the People’s Republic of China, the provider of choice
is the Chinese technology giant Huawei. In 2015, the
long‐standing partnershipwithHuawei culminated in the
appointment of Huawei as the Tanzanian government’s
official ICT advisor (“China’s Huawei becomes ICT advi‐
sor to Tanzanian govt,” 2015). Although Huawei remains
the traditional provider of ICT infrastructure in Tanzania,
in recent years the Vietnamese provider Halotel signif‐
icantly expanded the local ICT network (World Bank
Group, 2020b, p. 45; employee of World Bank, interview,
6 May 2021).

To sum up, many regional projects in East Africa are
actively supported by foreign actors like the European
Union or the World Bank, while locally‐driven regional‐
ism remains the exception. This becomes especially clear
when considering the lack of coordination between the
member states when entering agreements with foreign
ICT infrastructure providers.

4. Conclusion

The preceding analysis showed that, overall, Rwanda
looks more favorably to digital market integration than
Tanzania and that the different levels of commitment
originate in factors related to domestic politics and
domestic political economy. Among the four kinds of
drivers considered,material and political ones determine
the country’s attitude towards regionalism. However,
they work in opposite directions in the two countries—
as drivers in Rwanda but barriers in Tanzania. If Rwanda
gained access to a larger market, it could exploit
economies of scale and become a regional IT hub for
foreign investors. Politically, Rwanda pursues regional
projects to strengthen national sovereignty at home and
abroad, even if those projects emphasize partnership
and knowledge sharing rather than creating regional
institutions. On the contrary, Tanzania, the largest but
least competitive digital market in the EAC, possibly
stands to lose out from regionalism in the digital field.
Given the significant growth potential of the domestic

market, regional integrationwould pave theway for com‐
petitors from neighboring countries, especially Kenya,
and thus disadvantage national incumbents. Froma polit‐
ical perspective, the historical domestic stability and
absence of violent conflict contributed to the interna‐
tional recognition of Tanzania’s sovereignty. In addition,
the highly centralized government is wary of sharing
its power with a supra‐national authority and conse‐
quently hesitates to engage in regional initiatives. In both
countries, ideational drivers underpin national rather
than regional identity‐building. Despite the adoption of
English as an official tongue and language of instruc‐
tion in Rwanda, this move can be ascribed to historical‐
political considerations and perhaps the role of English
in technological innovation rather than regionalist spirit.
Hence, the effect of ideational aspects on digital market
integration remains ambiguous. Finally, external drivers
appear decisive for regional cooperation. In the present
study, they were found in the foreign policy of the
European Union and the development programs of its
member states which support various regional initia‐
tives in the digital sector. Although these programs are
implemented in cooperation with local authorities and
regional organizations, it appears that foreign input takes
the lead ahead of national efforts.

This case study bears important lessons for the study
of regionalism in Africa, the drivers and constraints of
market integration in the highly strategic digital sector,
and the linkages with external actors. In fact, the findings
suggest that the theorized drivers of regionalism in Africa
may become barriers under certain circumstances, as
shown by the case of Tanzania. Moreover, sector‐specific
considerations informed by the geopolitical relevance of
ICT infrastructure and the transnational nature of the dig‐
ital space enhance the weight of some factors, especially
material ones, while reducing the importance of others,
like ideational ones. Finally, its underlying characteristics
make the digital sector unusually attractive for external
action which prevails in the case study at hand. While
both countries acknowledge the role of digitalization for
socio‐economic development, to date they pursue their
endeavorsmostly in parallel. It remains to be seenwhich,
if any, driver will eventually trigger endogenous regional‐
ization efforts in the digital realm.

This article more broadly illustrated the geopolitical
value of a single digital market for emerging economies.
Amid the crisis of the multilateral order, the looming
“tech cold war” underlines the importance of a regional
digital market. It empowers developing countries in the
current multilateral and globalized order. On the one
hand, a regionally integrated digital market promotes
local economies by providing them with a larger mar‐
ket access. On the other hand, a concerted position
among the member states leverages their power in
technological partnerships. Finally, regional coordination
when commissioning large infrastructure investments
supports the case for technological interoperability and
may avert new dependency structures.
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1. Introduction

Whether cast as a transitional crisis stemming from the
limits of American‐led neoliberalism or as a civilizational
crisis generated by the emerging East and South, deep‐
ening polycentrism and growing organizational diversity
are disrupting the post‐war international order (Acharya,
2018; Ikenberry, 2018; Keohane & Nye, 2012). As the
influence of Western development institutions, models,
and policy frameworks wane, public and private actors
throughout Africa, Asia, and Latin America are increas‐
ingly engaging in small‐scale explorations and unscripted
learning by doing around how to, for example, pro‐
tect the planet, address persistent inequalities, and cre‐
ate good jobs (Grabel, 2018; Rodrik, 2008). These new
opportunities for experimentation have contributed to
the well‐documented expansion of South–South cooper‐
ation (SSC; Jing et al., 2020; Mawdsley, 2019).

This article draws on experimentalist governance the‐
ory to examine themerits and limitations that increasing

pragmatism and pluralism are having on SSC. It is my con‐
tention that, while growing experimentation and hetero‐
doxy have allowed developing countries to explore novel
ideas and directions, greater effort needs to be made
to leverage these opportunities through the intentional
design and implementation of experimentalist gover‐
nance frameworks across the Global South. At one level,
then, this article seeks to contribute to development the‐
ory by applying an experimentalist governance lens to
the proliferation and diversification of South–South ini‐
tiatives. At another level, it seeks to contribute to devel‐
opment practice by identifying experimentalist princi‐
ples that could guide the design and delivery of more
effective South–South initiatives.

Due to its distinctive, locally‐informed, and adaptive
problem solving, experimentalist governance is norma‐
tively promising (de Búrca et al., 2013). For instance,
it has been argued that because of its unique par‐
ticipatory and deliberative features this mode of gov‐
ernance destabilizes entrenched forms of authority—
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technocratic authority, in particular—paving the way to
democratic renewal (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2010). With its
focus on United Nations conventions, European inte‐
gration, and Global North‐led cross‐border commons
management, as a theory of transnational governance,
however, experimentalism has been largely framed in
terms of the liberal international order (de Búrca, 2017;
Zeitlin, 2015; Zeitlin & Overdevest, 2021). The potential
of this mode of governance as a mechanism through
which developing countries pool resources and knowl‐
edge, collectively learn to identify and remedy con‐
straints on development, and discover alternative—
“de‐Westernized’’—paths to modernity has remained
unexplored (Eisenstadt, 2003). The article thus addresses
the following two questions: Are there South–South ini‐
tiatives that display the features of experimentalist gov‐
ernance? In what ways does a South–South perspective
shed new light on experimentalist governance?

I proceed in two parts (Sections 2 and 3), mirroring
the two stages of the exploratory research this article
reports on. I begin by cataloging SSC initiatives in terms
of a heuristic for thinking about the emergence of exper‐
imentalist governance in relation to other modes of plu‐
ralist governance. This analytical exercise reveals that,
while there are currently no South–South mechanisms
that display all features of experimentalist governance,
there are three promising initiatives at the regional level
that focus on city‐to‐city partnerships. These initiatives
exemplify the growing relevance of cities as laborato‐
ries for co‐producing sustainable development through
the scaling up and pooling of locally‐informed problem
solving. This first part of the article thus provides evi‐
dence of the growing importance, in developing con‐
texts, of platforms for fostering collaboration between
urban areas as sites of transnational experimentation
(Acuto, 2016; Amiri & Sevin, 2020; Menezes et al., 2019).
It also points to the growing relevance of regional insti‐
tutions across the Global South as fora for catalyzing
SSC beyond narrow trade—or market‐led integration
(Acharya, 2007).

I then provide a case study of one of these
initiatives—namely, the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) Smart Cities Network (ASCN). The ASCN
captures the promising role of a Southern regional insti‐
tution in promoting autonomy‐enhancing cooperation
for sustainable development among its member states.
It illustrates efforts to operationalize the smart cities
paradigm as a leapfrog strategy in a developing context—
Southeast Asia. And it also highlights the increasing
ambitions of ASEAN in the context of the geostrategic
pivot to the Indo‐Pacific. This “intrinsic case study” does
not aim to make descriptive or explanatory generaliza‐
tions (Grandy, 2010, pp. 499–501; Yin, 2018). It seeks,
rather, to explore how the unique case of ASCN com‐
pares with the ideal type of experimentalist gover‐
nance that has been proposed within the framework of
re‐embedding liberalism.

2. South–South Cooperation: An Experimentalist
Approach

The impressive increase in the flow of grants, loans,
and technical knowledge, and the greater volume
of trade and investment among developing countries
over the past two decades has successfully mobilized
resources for inclusive growth in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America (Morvaridi & Hughes, 2018). This proliferation
of South–South linkages, however, has also brought
forth new dilemmas and reframed old ones (Bracho,
2018). While the proverbial “decline of the West and
the rise of the rest” has eroded the power of the
northern “aid industry,” new forms of dependency and
indebtedness have emerged within the Global South,
challenging the principles of solidarity, concessional‐
ity, and non‐interference that once oriented the rela‐
tions between post‐colonial and newly independent
states during the first decades of the Cold War (Jing
et al., 2020). Paradoxically, furthermore, these new
South–South linkages seem to be diluting the emanci‐
patory and transformative promise of SSC (Golub, 2013).
Rather than challenging the world system from without
in the spirit of the Third World emancipatory projects of
earlier generations, South–South flows and policy com‐
plementarity increasingly aim at redistribution, rebalanc‐
ing, and integration from within the strictures of eco‐
nomic globalization.

Experimentalist governance provides a privileged
perspective for assessing the role of city‐to‐city part‐
nerships as a novel modality of SSC that has emerged
in this changing context. This perspective also allows
us to rethink key dilemmas that have undergirded the
legacy of SSC since the 1955 Bandung (Asian‐African)
Conference, including the nature of institutional change;
the contrast between rhetoric and implementation, aspi‐
rations and taking to scale; the post‐developmentalist
critique of modernist projects; and the tensions
between re‐embedding liberalism and constructing mul‐
tiple modernities.

Over a decade ago, Rodrik (2008) had already
described a “new” development economics skeptical
of ex‐ante knowledge and emphasized the contextual
nature of policy solutions that was gaining leverage
with the erosion of the Washington Consensus. This
approach applies to the growth diagnostics of macro‐
development economics the “experimentalist mindset”
that is usually associatedwith the randomized control tri‐
als in micro‐development economics. The micro‐macro
convergence in development economics is not about a
specific set of policies, but about how one does pol‐
icy. Starting with strong assumptions about both the
problem and the solution, the traditional way of think‐
ing about economic development or SSC is presumptive,
rather than diagnostic. By contrast, the new approach
begins with relative agnosticism concerning the problem
and gives pride of place to experimentation as a strategy
for the discovery of solutions or development pathways.
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More recently, Grabel (2018) has convincingly
argued that the multilayered, polycentric, and redun‐
dant features of the international order are opening
space for forms of pragmatic strategies and institu‐
tional experiments that are conducive to autonomy‐
promoting policies and unscripted learning by doing.
This “productive incoherence,” as she calls it, is espe‐
cially visible among the emerging markets and develop‐
ing economies of the Global South. It is Hirschman’s
(1967/2015) approach to development strategy and
institutional change, Grabel submits, that allows us to
understand why these relatively small and disconnected
innovations—this “incoherence”—in the global finan‐
cial architecture, in particular, widens policy space and
opportunities for potentially “productive” innovation
across developing contexts. Against the heroic vision of
the BrettonWoods “moment” and theNew International
Economic Order, Grabel argues that the focus of SSC
should be on harnessing the gradual and evolutionary
developments that take form through disparate innova‐
tions, local heresies, and small‐scale explorations.

De Búrca et al. (2014, 2013) offer a useful framework
for thinking about the institutional arrangements that
have brought forth this “experimentalist mindset” and
“productive incoherence” in the field of international
development.Marshaling a social evolutionary approach
oriented by organizational theory and economic sociol‐
ogy, they trace the emergence of transnational exper‐
imentalist governance in relation to two other modes
of global pluralist governance. In what follows, I deploy
this framework as a heuristic for thinking about the
potential and limitations of the different institutional
mechanisms that have been established to foster SSC
(see Table 1).

Exemplified by the United Nations System, the
Bretton Woods Institutions, and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)/World Trade Organization
(WTO), the first mode of governance—comprehensive,
integrated international regimes—crystallized during the
early years of the postwar period and has long formed
the backbone of the liberal international order (since
1945). A geopolitical condition for this mode of gover‐

nance is the concentration of power in either one state or
a small number of states with relatively congruous inter‐
ests. Provided by the United States and Western Europe
prior to the “rise of the rest,” this “hegemonic lead‐
ership” is operationalized through the principal‐agent
model where the Atlantic democracies are considered
as the chief principals who establish international orga‐
nizations to act as their agents in addressing global prob‐
lems that are defined in advance, according to specific
procedures that are also stipulated beforehand (de Búrca
et al., 2013).

Mechanisms for promoting SSC that emerged
under this mode of governance include: the 1964
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD), and its closely affiliated Non‐Aligned
Movement (1961) and Group of 77 (1964); the New
International Economic Order, adopted by the United
Nations General Assembly in 1974; the United Nations
Office for South–South Cooperation (UNOSSC), estab‐
lished by the UNDP in 1974; the 1978 United Nations
Conference on Technical Cooperation among Developing
Countries and its two follow‐up meetings—the first
and second high‐level United Nations Conferences on
SSC held, respectively, in Nairobi, in 2009, and Buenos
Aires, in 2019; and OECD development assistance com‐
mittee (OECD DAC), created in 1960 as a forum for
donor countries.

Integrated international organizations stagnated,
fragmented, and were increasingly contested begin‐
ning in the 1990s with the emergence of a “new world
order” and its correlated “disaggregated sovereignty”
(Slaughter, 2005). In this vacuum emerged a second
mode of governance—regime complexes—which can
be characterized as transnational and nonhierarchical
multi‐stakeholder constellations around particular issue‐
based mechanisms. Examples of this second mode of
governance (since 1995) include: the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC);
the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria
(The Global Fund); and the International Renewable
Energy Agency (IRENA; see Keohane & Victor, 2011;
Morse & Keohane, 2014). Some of these new forms of

Table 1. South–South cooperation and the evolution of governance arrangements.

Examples

Mode Type Period Global governance SSC

One Comprehensive and integrated 1945– United Nations System; UNCTAD; OECD DAC; UNOSSC
international regimes Bretton Woods Institutions;

GATT/WTO

Two Regime complexes and 1995– UNFCCC; The Global Fund; Development Cooperation Forum;
orchestrated networks IRENA GPEDC; Delhi Process

Three Experimentalist governance 1995– IATTC; CRPD; IADB Cities Laboratory;
Montreal Protocol ADB Future Cities Program;

ASEAN ASCN
Source: Adapted from de Búrca et al. (2013).
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authority, moreover, can be considered “orchestrated
networks” in the sense that:

They are supported and coordinated by existing
(often Mode One) international organizations, seek‐
ing to extend governance beyond the point of state
agreement or to deepen the application of rules by
involving other organizations and actors in their con‐
struction. (de Búrca et al., 2013, p. 13)

Mechanisms for promoting SSC that emerged under this
mode of governance include: the Global Partnership for
Effective Development Co‐operation (GPEDC), a multi‐
stakeholder partnership to promote the 2030 Agenda,
established in 2012 and supported by UNDP and
OECD; the Development Cooperation Forum, launched
in 2007 under the auspices of the United Nations
Economic and Social Council to promote greater coher‐
ence and provide a normative framework for the grow‐
ing diversity of development partners; and the Delhi
Process, a platform for dialogue and knowledge enhance‐
ment around SSC created in 2013 and coordinated by
the Delhi‐based Research and Information System for
Developing Countries, the Forumon IndianDevelopment
Cooperation, and the Network of Southern Think Tanks.

While regime complexes emerge as a strategy to
grapple with increasing pluralism, pervasive uncertainty
linked to the growing complexity of issues—for exam‐
ple, climate change—generates experimentalist gover‐
nance. This third mode of governance (since 1995) refers
to the gradual institutionalization of a recursive process
of provisional goal‐setting and revision, involving open
participation by a variety of stakeholders, lack of formal
hierarchical arrangements, and extensive deliberation in
decision making and implementation (de Búrca et al.,
2013, p. 16). More restrictive and demanding than other
pluralist and post‐hierarchical forms of authority, global
experimentalist governance has the following five fea‐
tures: (a) the commitment by multiple stakeholders to
participate in a nonhierarchical decision‐making process;
(b) the agreement of a common problem and the articu‐
lation of open‐ended goals; (c) the delegation of respon‐
sibility and discretion to lower‐level actors having con‐
textualized knowledge to implement these goals in their
respective settings; (d) continuous feedback through
monitoring and evaluation; and (e) a system of peer
review for revising rules and practices (de Búrca et al.,
2013, p. 17).

Examples of this third mode of governance include
the Inter‐American Tropical Tuna Commission (IATTC),
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD), and the Montreal Protocol on
Substances Depleting the Ozone Layer (de Búrca et al.,
2013, pp. 21–46). Central to the IATTC’s objective of
preserving tuna stocks and protecting dolphins in the
Eastern Tropical Pacific is the monitoring and evalua‐
tion of the implementation of existing practices by on‐
board observers as opposed to benchmarks stipulated

by signatory countries. To achieve the broad frame‐
work goal of eliminating discrimination based on disabil‐
ity, the CRPD depends, for instance, on national imple‐
mentation and monitoring, as opposed to the periodic
review by an international body. And to meet phase‐
out targets for chlorofluorocarbons and other ozone‐
depleting substances, the Montreal Protocol established
a decentralized system where the Ozone Secretariat,
through mechanisms like the Technology and Economic
Assessment Panel and the sector‐specific Technical
Options Committees, pool information from local units
to facilitate continuous learning about adjusting controls,
the feasibility of substitutes, and other elements of the
implementation experience.

There are currently no SSC mechanisms that display
all features of global experimentalist governance. Three
promising initiatives in terms of their potential to learn
from, and scale up locally‐informed problem solving
are the Inter‐American Development Bank (IADB) Cities
Laboratory, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) Future
Cities Program, and the ASEAN ASCN. As regional plat‐
forms for fostering collaboration between subnational—
city—governance regimes, these three initiatives are an
often overlooked manifestation of the deepening pol‐
yarchy and growing organizational diversity that charac‐
terizes the field of international development.

Like United Cities and Local Governments, the C40
Cities Climate Leadership Group, Local Governments
for Sustainability, G20 Global Smart Cities Alliance,
World Cities Summit, and the World Smart Sustainable
Cities Organization, these three initiatives bring together
municipal governments and local stakeholders to pool
knowledge and coordinate action around, for instance,
smart infrastructure, climate change, social protection,
public health, migration, and the social and solidar‐
ity economy. IADB Cities Laboratory, ADB Future Cities
Program, and ASCN capture the growing role of cities—in
particular “global cities”—as key articulators in the “new
geographies of centrality” (Sassen, 2018, p. 5). As global
cities from the South and East exert increasing sway,
and as middleweight cities continue to gain ground on
megacities (Dobbs et al., 2011), today, at the dawn of the
fourth industrial revolution—that latest round of techno‐
logical innovation which includes, artificial intelligence,
biotechnology, big data, the internet of things, and cloud
computing (Schwab, 2016)—urban centers are becom‐
ing important sites for SCC.

These three regional city‐to‐city initiatives exemplify
the co‐production paradigm in international develop‐
ment that has emerged in and through the dynam‐
ics of devolution and network governance. The verti‐
cal pivot downward from national to lower levels of
government and the horizontal pivot outward from
the state to business and civil society of our post‐
Westphalian age has brought to the fore two interre‐
lated challenges (Falk, 2016, pp. 20–43): on the one hand,
the challenge of pooling local/indigenous knowledge
and professional/scientific knowledge; on the other, the
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challenge of blending the adaptability of bottom‐up
civic engagement and the technocratic complexities of
top‐down programming (Briggs, 2008; Corburn, 2005).
The three initiatives seek to operationalize this blend‐
ing and pooling through the scaling up of “urban liv‐
ing laboratories” (Naumann et al., 2018). They aim
to generate place‐based “usable knowledge” that can
address pressing social problems and can serve as cata‐
lysts for change and innovation from below. IADB Cities
Laboratory, ADB Future Cities Program, and ASEAN ASCN
are important modalities of SSC in a context where
the boundaries between private, public, and commu‐
nity action are increasingly being blurred by the growing
sway of multi‐sectoral and multi‐stakeholder initiatives,
including public‐private partnerships.

Asmechanisms of experimentalist governance, these
three initiatives can be understood as potential cor‐
rectives to the post‐development approach to SSC.
By giving pride of place to indigenous knowledge
and social movements, the post‐development paradigm
offers important resources for rethinking South–South
linkages beyond the parameters of Western moder‐
nity (Escobar, 2015). The post‐structuralist‐inspired turn
to ethnographic and place‐based subaltern knowledge
breaks with the model of instrumental rationality and
homo economicus that grounds modern development
projects. Yet post‐developmentalism remains limited by
its contestatory and discursive view of social change as
the thinking—through the radical alterity of the “colo‐
nial difference”—the transition to another possible—
post‐capitalist, post‐growth, and non‐anthropocentric—
world. By emphasizing collective problem solving and
implementation research over post‐structuralist theory
and the sociology of social movements, the experimen‐
talist framework focuses on the innovative potential of
indigenous knowledge and socialmovements as taking to
scale real‐sector development projects. From a compara‐
tive civilizations point of view, these three experimental‐
ist initiatives can contribute to the South–South discov‐
ery of alternative—“de‐Westernized”—paths to moder‐
nity (Eisenstadt, 2003). As such, they problematize con‐
ventional assumptions, like, for instance, the relationship
between economic progress and liberal democratic insti‐
tutions, or between modernization and secularism.

In the next section, I will examine ASCN from
an experimentalist governance perspective. To better
appreciate the significance of this case study, I first
briefly discuss the reinvigoration of regionalism today.

3. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ Smart
Cities Network: A Case Study

Given their relative proximity to local knowledge and
access to the cultural and historical resources for orient‐
ing non‐Western visions of world order, regional insti‐
tutions across the Global South are today growing in
relevance. They are increasingly becoming channels for
the heterodox and pragmatic strategies that have gained

sway in the field of development and have played a cen‐
tral role in the well‐documented expansion of SSC (Jing
et al., 2020). Long considered a peripheral element of the
post‐war international order, providing “small but useful
pieces” to the puzzles of global security andwelfare (Nye,
1971, p. 199), the crisis of American or Western‐led mul‐
tilateralism has given rise to a new emphasis on region‐
alism. Perhaps the key structural determinant of this
nascent “global world order of strong regions” is the dif‐
fusion of power from the G7 to the G20 in and through
the growing influence of emerging countries from the
South and East (Acharya, 2007). As evidenced in the slew
of appealing but analytically dubious acronyms that have
come to the fore in the last two decades (for example,
BRICS, IBSA, Next 11, CIVETS, MINT, MIST, and MIKTA),
this latest wave of “middlepowerdom” is reinvigorating
regional institutions (Walton & Wilkins, 2019, pp. 4–8).

Asia‐Pacific exemplifies the relevance of regionalism
for today’s world order. As the region’s share of global
flows (trade, capital, people, etc.) increases in the Asian
Century, so too is the interregional share of these flows
through, for instance, the proliferation of “Asia‐for‐Asia
supply chains” and the growing complementarity of the
region’s diverse economies (Tonby et al., 2019). In addi‐
tion to increasing economic interconnectivity, the cohe‐
sion of the “Asian regional order” stems as well from
a sense shared by Asian states of representing “emerg‐
ing” and “post‐colonial” countries and the “conviction
that world order is now rebalancing after an unnatu‐
ral Western irruption over the past several centuries”
(Kissinger, 2014, p. 212). This solidarity is tempered by
the diverse lessons Asian countries have drawn from
their historical legacies as well as by the pursuit of their
different national interests. Moreover, regional volatil‐
ity has increased as Asia’s center of gravity has shifted
from the Pacific Ocean to the Indian Ocean (Heiduk &
Wacker, 2020).

Established in 1967 with Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand as its founding
members, and eventually integrating Brunei Darussalam,
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Vietnam, the
development of ASEAN captures this growing poten‐
tial of regional institutions for fostering SSC (Acharya,
2009). The regional organization’s three pillars—
Political‐Security Community, Economic Community, and
Socio‐Cultural Community—embody the deepening of
cooperation between member states, from collective
diplomacy against external powers, through policy con‐
vergence for trade liberalization and export‐oriented
industrialization, up to the more ambitious coordination
in the areas of, for instance, social pensions, bio‐diversity,
food safety, social enterprises, active aging, and disaster
risk reduction (ASEAN, 2015).

Signed in November 2020 and dubbed the largest
free trade deal in history, the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement, comprising
the ten ASEAN member states, the ASEAN+3 countries
(China, Japan, and SouthKorea), and the twoAustralasian
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countries (Australia and New Zealand) that—along with
India—are part of the ASEAN+6, points to the “triumph
of ASEAN’s middle‐power diplomacy” (Petri & Plummer,
2020). With a GDP of just over three trillion USD, which
already constitutes the world’s fifth‐largest economy
(behind the United States, China, Japan, and Germany),
and with a total population of 650 million, which already
represents the third most populous territory in the world
(behind China and India), ASEAN is poised, with the
adoption of the RCEP, to gain increasing sway (ASEAN,
2019a). In this context, the regional organization is deter‐
mined to be a leading actor in shaping the nascent insti‐
tutional architecture of the Indo‐Pacific, with the aim
of achieving “a seamlessly and comprehensively con‐
nected and integrated region that will promote compet‐
itiveness, inclusiveness, and a greater sense of commu‐
nity” (Anwar, 2020; ASEAN, 2019b, pp. 4–5). This broad
vision of regional order, which includes the implementa‐
tion of the SDGs, will only be advanced if ASEAN pushes
beyond the limitations of trade—or market‐led regional‐
ism and taps into the innovative potential of, for instance,
bottom‐up, multi‐stakeholder governance. The ASEAN
ASCN is a move in this direction.

ASCN is an instructive case study insofar as, coor‐
dinated by ASEAN, it provides insights into the promis‐
ing role of a Southern regional institution in promoting
autonomy‐enhancing cooperation for sustainable devel‐
opment through municipal‐level exchanges among its
member states. It captures the shift from the narrow
“open regionalism” of the neoliberal age to a broader
“post‐hegemonic,” “developmental,” “multiplex” or
“regulatory” regionalism, with its promise of coordi‐
nating industrial policies and enhancing cross‐border
social protection as a reconfiguration of the “collective
self‐reliance’’ of old (Acharya, 2018; Deacon et al., 2007;
Gürcan, 2019; Jones & Hameiri, 2020). More specifically,
the case of ASCN illustrates how a regional organization
from Asia‐Pacific is grappling with these efforts in the
context of the geostrategic pivot to the Indo‐Pacific at
the dawn of the fourth industrial revolution, where secu‐
rity and welfare issues are increasingly interlocking and
being channeled through partnerships for smart cities.

A fruit of productive incoherence, ASCN exemplifies
the opportunities for innovation provided by increasing
experimentation and pluralism. Yet, lacking some of the
experimentalist features mentioned earlier, this initia‐

tive still has not unleashed its potential as an effective
mechanism for adaptive problem solving and learning
between Southeast Asian countries. Most notably, ASCN
is oriented by a common problem and open‐ended goals;
it involves multiple stakeholders participating in a non‐
hierarchical decision‐making process; and it delegates
responsibility and discretion to lower‐level actors having
contextualized knowledge to implement these goals in
their respective settings. However, ASCN currently lacks
an institutionalized mechanism for providing continuous
feedback and a system of peer review for revising rules
and practices, two closely related experimentalist ele‐
ments I subsume under “diagnostic monitoring of a port‐
folio of projects” (Kuznetsov & Sabel, 2017). I will now
turn to an analysis of ASCN’s design principles in light
of these four experimentalist features, as summarized
in Table 2.

3.1. Common Problem and Open‐Ended Goals

Driven by Southeast Asia’s demographic transition and
impressive economic growth, the share of ASEAN’s pop‐
ulation living in cities has doubled since the regional orga‐
nization’s founding. Urban areas throughout the region,
moreover, are projected to add another 70 million peo‐
ple by 2025, not only through the continued expansion
of mega‐cities like Bangkok and Jakarta, but, increasingly,
through the growth of middleweight cities—with popu‐
lations between 500,000 and five million—like Phnom
Penh and Vientiane (ASEAN, 2018). ASCN was launched
under Singapore’s Chairmanship in April of 2018 during
the 32nd ASEAN Summit as a platform where cities from
the ten ASEAN member states learn from each other on
how tomore effectively address this unprecedented rate
of urbanization. Key challenges include, strained infras‐
tructure and congestion, increasing resource footprint,
unmanaged internal—rural‐to‐urban—migration, grow‐
ing prevalence of non‐communicable diseases, increased
threat of cyber‐attacks, expansion of slums and informal
settlements, and pervasive vulnerable employment.

The common problem that orients ASCN—“smart
and sustainable urbanization”—remains vague at the
outset. Like with, for instance, “clean water,” “sustain‐
able forestry,” or “good jobs,” ASCN’s experimentalist
actors know they desire a certain outcome; yet they are
uncertain about how to achieve it (Rodrik & Sabel, 2020).

Table 2. ASCN’s experimentalist design.

Experimentalist features ASCN

Common problem and open‐ended goals Smart and sustainable urbanization

Discretion to lower‐level actors ASEAN cities

Nonhierarchical multi‐stakeholder decision‐making process Participation of private‐sector solution providers and
ASEAN external partners

Diagnostic monitoring of a portfolio of projects remains to be developed
Source: Drawing on Kuznetsov and Sabel (2017), adapted from de Búrca et al. (2014).
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The broad and open‐ended framework that guides the
work of ASCN captures the imprecise and provisional
nature of the ends and means proposed to address
this common problem. In terms of ends, three strategic
outcomes—corresponding to the three pillars of sustain‐
able development—are proposed as a metric of smart
and sustainable urbanization: a high quality of life, a com‐
petitive economy, and a sustainable environment. How
these outcomes are to be blended and combined is evolv‐
ing and context‐dependent. Three principle means are
operationalized and fine‐tuned through the implemen‐
tation experience: first, the leveraging of the innovative
potential and technological advances of the fourth indus‐
trial revolution to “leapfrog development phases” and
“turn disruption into opportunity” (Ludher et al., 2018,
pp. 43, 57); second, the enhancement and alignment of
two often juxtaposed “urban systems”—integrated mas‐
ter planning by the public sector and dynamic and adap‐
tive multi‐stakeholder governance; and third, the prior‐
itization of one of the following six focus areas: civic
and social life, health and well‐being, safety and secu‐
rity, quality environment, built infrastructure, and indus‐
try and innovation.

3.2. Discretion to Lower‐Level Actors

As perhaps ASCN’s key experimentalist feature, ASEAN
member states delegate responsibility and discretion
to city governments—or more precisely, to city multi‐
stakeholder governance regimes—with the understand‐
ing that these lower‐level actors will marshal valuable
contextualized knowledge and pool resources from their

respective settings, decomposing the imposing chal‐
lenge of rapid urbanization into discrete problem‐solving
efforts (Rodrik & Sabel, 2020). A mechanism for tapping
the growing dynamics of devolution that has been giving
cities across Southeast Asia increasing responsibility in
the delivery of social services and public administration
more generally (ASEAN, 2018, p. 16), ASCN, then, has the
potential to innovate both regional integration and SSC
efforts by pivoting from top‐down to bottom‐up imple‐
mentation. Thus, for instance, by fostering cooperation
around city‐specific initiatives that cut across political‐
security, economic and socio‐cultural issues, ASCN has
been cast as an opportunity to achieve “effective cross‐
pillar coordination,” a perennial concern given ASEAN’s
siloed organizational architecture (Ludher et al., 2018).
And, to the extent that it leverages the productive inco‐
herence of networks of city‐to‐city exchanges, ASCN
can be seen as an attempt to go beyond the dominant
Westphalian model of SSC where national governments
are the primary actors.

An initial cohort of 26 pilot cities from across the
ten ASEAN member states were selected in 2018 to
develop action plans comprising of two priority projects
(see Table 3). These cities are located in countries that
have recently achieved lower‐middle‐income status, like
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar, as well as in high‐
income countries like Brunei Darussalam, and Singapore.
Cities also range in size, from Bandar Seri Begawan
and Luang Prabang, with a population of 64,000 and
98,000, respectively, to the aforementioned megacities
of Bangkok and Jakarta, which are nearly 100 times
larger. This difference in scale, density, and availability of

Table 3. ASCN pilot cities (2018–2025).

Income Population
Country group City (thousands) Projects

Brunei High Bandar Seri Begawan 64 1. Kampong Ayer Stilt Village Revitalization
Darussalam 2. Clean River Management

Cambodia Lower Battambang 161 1. Urban Street and Public Space Management
middle 2. Solid and Liquid Waste Management

Phnom Penh 2,800 1. Pedestrian Walkway Development
2. Public Bus Service Enhancement

Siem Reap 268 1. Smart Tourist Management System
2. Solid Waste and Wastewater Management

Indonesia Lower Makassar 1,800 1. Health Care Delivery Enhancement
middle 2. Integrated Online Tax Services

Banyuwangi 1,600 1. Digital Skills for Youth Initiative
2. Eco‐Tourism Sector Development

Jakarta 10,100 1. Innovation Platform for Job Creation
2. Integrated Public Transportation System

Lao PDR Lower Luang Prabang 98 1. Heritage Wetland Restoration
middle 2. Pedestrianization of Urban Spaces for Ecotourism

Vientiane 821 1. Drainage Management System
2. Sustainable Urban Transport System
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Table 3. (Cont.) ASCN pilot cities (2018–2025).

Income Population
Country group City (thousands) Projects

Malaysia Upper Johor Bahru 1,500 1. Centralized Data Center for Public Administration
middle 2. Integrated Urban Water Management System

Kuala Lumpur 1,800 1. Geospatial Information System for Governance
2. Integrated Submission System Upgrading

Kota Kinabalu 453 1. Townships Revitalization
2. Smart Water Management System

Kuching 680 1. Smart Traffic Management System
2. Integrated Flood Management System

Myanmar Lower Nay Pyi Taw 925 1. Affordable Housing Development
middle 2. Creation of Country’s first International University

Mandalay 1,200 1. Traffic Management System
2. Solid Waste and Waste Water Treatment System

Yangon 5,200 1. Historic Downtown Preservation and Revitalization
2. Geospatial Information System for Urban Planning

Philippines Lower Cebu City 923 1. Integrated lntermodal Transport System
middle 2. Control System for Traffic and Disaster Response

Davao City 1,700 1. Public Safety and Security Command Center
2. Intelligent Transport and Traffic Systems

Manila 1,800 1. Traffic and Disaster Response Command Center
2. E‐Finance System Enhancement

Singapore High Singapore 5,600 1. Integrated E‐Payments Platform
2. National Digital Identity System

Thailand Upper middle Bangkok 8,300 1. Transport Hub Expansion in Bang Sue Area
2. Smart Transportation System in Phaholyothin Area

Chonburi 215 1. Smart Energy Grid
2. Smart Waste Management

Phuket 400 1. Big Data Analytics Platform for Infrastructure
2. Big Data Analytics Platform for Public Safety

Vietnam Lower middle Da Nang 1,000 1. Control Center for Emergency Response
2. Data Center Enhancement

Hanoi 7,600 1. Intelligent Operations Center
2. Intelligent Transportation System

Ho Chi Minh City 8,200 1. Integrated Operations Center
2. Integrated Emergency Response Center

Source: Based on Pattanapanchai and Nimmanphatcharin (2019), Ludher et al. (2018), and World Bank (2022).

resources provides the complementarity that is needed
for effective problem solving. This said, the cohort seems
to be at least tacitly oriented by the challenges that face
middleweight cities from countries that are seeking to
graduate to the upper‐middle‐income threshold. With
few exceptions, like, for instance, Banyuwangi’s Digital
Skills for Youth Initiative and Nay Pyi Taw’s Affordable
Housing Development, themajority of the projects focus
on “hard” (as opposed to “soft”) infrastructure. Projects
also span the “smart” and “sustainable” dimensions of
urban planning. For example, the initiatives being piloted
in Vietnam, Thailand, and Singapore all focus on the for‐

mer, while those being rolled out in Brunei Darussalam
and Lao PDR focus on the latter.

3.3. Nonhierarchical Multi‐Stakeholder Decision‐Making
Process

Common across all post‐hierarchical organizations and
initiatives, and perhaps the most intuitive of the four
experimentalist features being considered here, ASCN is
characterized by the commitment of multiple actors to
participate in a polyarchic decision‐making process. This is
about “engaging diverse and capable stakeholders such as
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citizens, government officials and businesses…in decision‐
making and oversight of how the city plans, utilizes and
manages its resources,” as is defined “dynamic and adap‐
tive multi‐stakeholder governance,” one of the two afore‐
mentioned urban systems that ground ASCN’s opera‐
tional framework (Ludher et al., 2018, p. 13). While the
horizontal pivot to city‐level multi‐stakeholder regimes
is normatively present by design, the destabilizing and
autonomy enhancing potential of network governance is
being narrowly operationalized by ASCN as city govern‐
ment initiated collaboration along two axes: namely, the
fostering of tangible projects in cooperation with private‐
sector solution providers and the catalyzing of funding
and technical assistance from ASEAN’s external partners.

Key to ASCN’s bet on smart technologies is collabo‐
ration with some of the pacesetting companies of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution, such as Alibaba, Amazon,
Hitachi, Huawei, Mitsubishi, Qualcomm, and VIETTEL.
These public‐private partnerships highlight the grow‐
ing sway of stakeholder capitalism in SSC and regional
integration. They also raise valid concerns about the
risk of capture of local government and public pol‐
icy by business interests. Though research has shown
that, in addition to rent‐seeking by the private sector,
fruitful public‐private collaboration is also stymied by
the lack of public sector capacity to engage private
actors and coordinate a coherent public sector response
(Fernández‐Arias et al., 2016). This is why if ASCN is
to be successful, ASEAN members will need to ensure
the participation of a vibrant public sector that can fos‐
ter “symbiotic”—as opposed to “parasitic”—stakeholder
partnerships (Mazzucato, 2021).

In addition to heavyweight information technology
companies, ASEAN external partners, too, have enthu‐
siastically embraced ASCN. Initiatives include: ASEAN‐
Australia Smart Cities Trust Fund, ASEAN‐China Leaders’
Statement on Smart City Cooperation, European Union’s
Smart Green ASEAN Cities Project, Japan Association
for Smart Cities in ASEAN, Republic of Korea‐ASEAN
Smart City Development Cooperation Forum, and the
United States‐ASEAN Smart Cites Partnership. In an age
where security and welfare issues are increasingly inter‐
locking through, for instance, the specters of techno‐
authoritarianism and surveillance capitalism, this appeal
of smart cities as a mechanism for promoting both
SSC and triangular cooperation needs to be considered
in light of the geo‐economic “superpower marathon”
between China and the United States as well as the aspi‐
rations of “rising” regional—middle—powers in the shift
toward the Indo‐Pacific (Brown et al., 2020).

3.4. Diagnostic Monitoring of a Portfolio of Projects

ASCN currently lacks a system of continuous monitoring
and evaluation grounded in peer review for revising rules
and practices, a pivotal feature of experimentalist gov‐
ernance. The latest discussion around a monitoring and
evaluation framework that took place in August of 2021

during the Fourth Annual ASEAN Smart Cities Network
Annual Meeting held remotely from Hanoi was framed
in the conventional as opposed to the diagnostic sense.

Conventional—or accounting—monitoring aims to
determine whether a goal has been met or a rule fol‐
lowed, like, for instance, whether a recipe of reforms has
been duly implemented or a best practice has been effec‐
tively replicated. As the backward‐looking evaluation of
outcomes, the focus of conventional monitoring, then, is
on the one‐time choice of winners (sectors, industries,
etc.) with the aim of fine‐tuning strategies (Kuznetsov &
Sabel, 2017).

By contrast, diagnostic—or problem‐solving—
monitoring refers to a forward‐looking procedure where
projects are evaluated with the aim of detecting and cor‐
recting errors in and through the process of implemen‐
tation. “To generate the project implementation experi‐
ence,” Kuznetsov and Sabel (2017, pp. 66–67) maintain:

One first needs to translate and transform a strategy
into a portfolio of real sector projects, that is, create a
“proof of concept” for the strategy. Next one needs to
test this proof of concept by implementing the port‐
folio of first mover projects.

In other words, as the management of “self‐discovery”
(Hausmann & Rodrik, 2003), diagnostic monitoring oper‐
ationalizes the experimentalist mode of governance—
that recursive process of provisional goal setting and revi‐
sion based on learning by a plurality of stakeholders—
through themicro‐level testing (piloting), modifying, and
scaling up of real sector projects.

Understanding social reality, from this Hayekian per‐
spective (Hayek, 1968/2002), implies grappling with it
through micro‐level projects and experiments. Indeed,
“arms length information from micro—and aggregate‐
level constraints is no substitute for the real‐time knowl‐
edge of micro‐level details and constraints revealed in
projects and experiments” (Kuznetsov & Sabel, 2011,
p. 7). Driven by a plurality of local and place‐based knowl‐
edge that is not accessible to the centralized technocratic
planner, this problem‐solving potential from below does
not, however, remain tacit or stylized as is the case with
other post‐hierarchical forms, like commons governance
and adaptivemanagement (de Búrca et al., 2014). Rather,
diagnostic monitoring needs to be institutionalized by a
mission‐oriented and entrepreneurial public sector that
seeks to foster Schumpeterian investments in innovation
(Mazzucato, 2021).

A public sector entity with the mandate to coor‐
dinate, in partnership with business and civil society
actors, capacity‐enhancing experimentation by assem‐
bling a portfolio of real sector projects and monitoring
this portfolio through diagnostic procedures has been
dubbed a “Schumpeterian development agency” (SDA).
SDAs emerge in an attempt to overcome the limita‐
tions of the more traditional Weberian, top‐down and
principal‐agent bureaucratic units (Breznitz & Ornston,
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2014; Kuznetsov & Sabel, 2017). Closely linked to fos‐
tering advanced technologies, these self‐discovery agen‐
cies have also provided a framework for “new” industrial
policy, understood as the search for capacity‐enhancing
connections to the global economy (Kuznetsov & Sabel,
2011). Furthermore, they have been deployed to think
about environmental regulation and a good jobs econ‐
omy, both understood as interventions that aim to
“create an information exchange regime that induces the
local actors to cooperate to contextualize solutions while
enabling them to benefit from the pooled experience of
others, and visa versa” (Rodrik & Sabel, 2020, p. 12).

To date, the administrative and organizational dis‐
cussions around ASCN’s roll out have focused on estab‐
lishing reporting mechanisms and identifying cross‐pillar
channels within the ASEAN architecture (Ludher et al.,
2018). Such an approach stifles the integration of diag‐
nostic monitoring. To fully leverage ASCN’s experimental‐
ist potential there needs to be a pivot from a traditional
bureaucratic approach to one that casts this initiative
as an SDA‐like unit tasked with discovering across mem‐
ber states scalable and replicable real sector projects
in the area of smart and sustainable urbanization. That
is, in other words, ASCN would be tasked with foster‐
ing SSC—regional integration, if one prefers—from the
city‐level up.

4. Conclusions

The disruption of the post‐war international order has
tended to be framed in terms of the specters of
Thucydides’ Trap, illiberal capitalism and catastrophic
climate change. Yet deepening polycentrism and grow‐
ing organizational diversity is also creating new oppor‐
tunities in the field of development across Africa, Asia,
and Latin America. This article drew on experimental‐
ist governance scholarship to assess the new modali‐
ties of SSC that have emerged in this context of increas‐
ing learning by doing and heterodoxy. Due to its locally‐
informed problem solving and its participatory and delib‐
erative elements, experimentalist governance is norma‐
tively promising. The article argued that growing plu‐
ralism and the exploration of novel ideas and direc‐
tions is not enough; and that greater effort needs to be
made to leverage these opportunities through the inten‐
tional design and implementation of experimentalist gov‐
ernance frameworks across the Global South. Focusing
specifically on the intersection of reinvigorated regional‐
ism and the proliferation of city‐to‐city partnerships, it
considered the potential and challenges of framing SSC
as a process of collective learning in and through which
developing countries discover their own development
paths by attempting to take to scale urban living labora‐
tories. At a theoretical level, it sought to apply an experi‐
mentalist governance lens to the proliferation and diver‐
sification of South–South initiatives. At the practical level,
it sought to identify design principles for rolling outmore
effective SSC.

I conclude by returning to the two questions that
were posed at the outset. The first question was: Are
there South–South initiatives that display the features of
experimentalist governance? The exploratory research
this article is based on found that there are currently
no SSC mechanisms that display all features of global
experimentalist governance. There are, however, three
promising initiatives: IADB Cities Laboratory, ADB Future
Cities Program, and the ASEAN ASCN. A case study
of ASCN revealed that this initiative is oriented by a
broad and open‐ended framework, the delegation of
discretion to lower‐level actors, and multi‐stakeholder
decision‐making process. However, it currently lacks a
key experimentalist feature, namely, the diagnostic mon‐
itoring of a portfolio of projects, a forward‐looking proce‐
dure for detecting and correcting errors in and through
the process of implementation. The case study also
showed that experimentalist city‐to‐city partnerships
can be effectively orchestrated by an existing Southern
regional institution using the model of an SDA.

The second question posed at the outset was: In
what ways does a South–South perspective shed new
light on experimentalist governance? As a theory of
transnational governance, experimentalism has largely
been cast in terms of the problem of re‐embedding lib‐
eralism. The focus has been on destabilizing entrenched
forms of authority through democratic renewal and
on managing collective action problems. The paradig‐
matic issue areas—technological innovation and new
industrial policy—have taken as given the basic coordi‐
nates of economic globalization and the development
paths of the high‐income countries of the Global North.
A South–South perspective broadens the experimental‐
ist governance lens by attempting to tackle the chal‐
lenges facing low‐ and middle‐income countries, given
the legacies of colonialism and dependency. In this con‐
text, experimentalism is expanded as it seeks to discover
pro‐poor solutions that could effectively address deep‐
rooted inequalities and persistent informality. As such
it serves as a key corrective to the post‐development
approach to SSC—as a mechanism for discovering alter‐
native, “de‐Westernized,” paths to modernity.
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