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The number, level of detail, and subject matter of international cooperative agreements has 

grown exponentially in recent decades, accelerated in large part by the end of the cold war and 

the proliferation of regional cooperative endeavors. From peacekeeping to telecommunication 

standards, from the geographic indications of wines to whaling, it seems that every policy issue 

is nowadays the subject of one, and often of more than one, international regime. The increasing 

density of international regimes has contributed to the proliferation of overlap across agreements, 

conflicts among international obligations, and confusion regarding what international and 

bilateral obligations cover an issue. The Inter-American Development Bank’s Spaghetti bowl of 

Trade Agreements is a complex, confusing picture that captures, perhaps in the extreme, the 

phenomenon that we are discussing (see Figure 1). This symposium investigates how overlap 
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across agreements shapes politics within single agreements, and the international politics of 

cooperation more generally.  

 

Source: “The Spaghetti Bowl of Trade Liberalization” in Latin American Economic Policies, Vol. 19, 2002. 

 

The question of why and how international commitments proliferate and overlap has been 

studied by political scientists under the rubrics of nested institutions and complex 

interdependence. Scholars have pointed out that sometimes agreements overlap because 

conversation about one topic leads to discussion about a related topic, creating spillover across 

issues (Haas, 1964). Sometimes international agreements are intended only as a starting point, to 

be followed up by subsequent agreements among states or across issues (Young, 1996; Abbott 

and Snidal, 2003). Or, sometimes sub-groups of states desire different or deeper cooperation than 

the whole, thus they break off to tackle cooperation within a specific issue, or in a specific region 

 



 

creating additional agreements covering an issue (Young, 1996; Reinhardt and Mansfield, 2003). 

Sometimes linkages across agreements are crafted to create packages which collectively are 

more attractive to various participants (Aggarwal, 2001; Aggarwal and Spiegel, 1997; Aggarwal, 

1998; Aggarwal and Fogarty, 2005; Abbott and Snidal, 1998). And sometimes second or third 

agreements are negotiated to create “strategic ambiguity” about how to interpret any single 

agreement (Raustiala and Victor, 2004) or to create redundancies that allow for continued 

cooperation should any single agreement fail.   

The above set of ideas is about overlap and complexity as a dependent variable. By 

contrast, this symposium is interested in the consequences of the complex of overlapping, 

parallel and nested agreements for subsequent politics, thus the issue of overlap and complexity 

as an independent variable. Our central questions are: What insights can be gained by thinking 

about any single agreement as part of a larger complex of international rules and agreements? 

Does the existence of simultaneous and overlapping agreements alter either the strategies of 

players or the politics of the issue itself?  If so, how? 

With these questions, we are connecting to an emerging field of “complexity studies.” A 

complex system is a system with a large number of elements, building blocks or agents capable 

of interacting with each other and with their environment. The common characteristic of 

complex systems is that they display organization without any external organizing principle 

being applied.1 Clearly the international realm, with states, sub-state, supranational and 
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transnational actors as building blocks, and a myriad of agreements connecting these actors, fit 

the definition of a complex system. 

Scholars who study complexity note that within complex systems, knowledge of the 

elementary building blocks - a termite, a neuron, a single rule - does not even give a glimpse of 

the behavior of the whole, and may lead to faulty understandings of the building blocks 

themselves. Scientists offer as an example the human brain. Researchers can discover a lot about 

neurons, but knowing about neurons in isolation does not add up to comprehending 

consciousness, let alone how the brain works as a whole. Social scientists tend to operationalize 

these ideas by looking at the question of feedback and interactive effects that different 

component parts may have on each other and by focusing on systems effects—noting that 

individual actors can operate across contexts, meta norms often shape the politics of any single 

issue, and events in one domain can create shock waves that reverberate across domains.  

We are not original in pointing out the need to think international cooperation as a 

complex system (Young, 1996; Aggarwal, 1998; Snyder and Jervis, 1993; Putnam, 1988; Evans, 

Jacobson, and Putnam, 1993; Waltz, 1979, 1959). But while this need is readily admitted, few 

studies, and even fewer theories, are available to guide scholars in thinking about how 

complexity is shaping actor’s behaviors, generating feedback and spillover effects, and 

determining outcomes. Three factors keep political scientists from focusing more on this issue.  

First, political science prioritizes the interests of the powerful and is dominated by a state-centric 

focus, which leads scholars to primarily look at the immediate determinants of government 

choices. Second, it is easier to study the rules themselves than it is to study their implementation. 

Scholars often find it reasonable to start with the question of why rules exist and overlap, but 

then seldom ask how the rules operate in practice or whether overlap in rules and interpretations 

 











United States and EU can force their priori ties into bilateral agreements with small states that

depend on access to their markets, but such tactics are not effective with other major t rading

powers. The WTO rules against unilateral sanct ions have raised the costs of coercive bilateral

negotiatio ns, which are no longer seenas legitimat e and may face counter-sanctions (Schoppa,

1997). For example, the U.S. attempt in 1995 to threaten sanctions against Japan for it s refusal

in bilateral talks to makeconcessionson auto market accessled to Japan filing a WTO suit against

the United States and brought a quick settlement in which the United States backed down on its

major demands.In contrast, it is difficult for the respondent to keep sensitive issuesoff the table

in a comprehensive trade round. During the early agenda-sett ing stage of trade rounds, consensus

rulesproducelaw-based bargaining that increasesparticipation by adding issues(Steinberg, 2002).

With the demandsof the increasingmembership, even agricult ure and textile issueshad to be

includedon the agendaof the Uruguay Roundand DohaRound. Theexclusionof specificproducts

is more difficult in the multilatera l forum than in a bilateral agreement. For example,Koreagained

a carve-out excludingrice from liberalization in the bilateral PTA wit h the United States that was

concludedin March 2007, which contrasts with partia l opening of its rice market in the Uruguay

Round over intensedomest ic opposit ion. It is even harder for the respondent to veto adjudication.

WTO rules eliminated the GATT practiceof allowing a state to block a panel against its policies.

As a result, disputeswit h strong resistanceto liberalization are the most likely to endup in WTO

trade rounds or adjudication.

The resulting pattern is clear. The main venue for US-EU trade disputesover trade problems

is the WTO, while they each pursue bilateral trade agreements wit h smaller states where the

Solis and Katada (N.d) argue that Japan beganto pursue bilateral agreements when polit ical sensitivit y required

negotiating flexible agreements that allowed carve-outs to avoid harming key domestic constituencies.

3




