
organizations. Even the once-powerful National Peasant
League (CNC) no longer controls millions or even hun-
dreds of thousands of votes, as it once did, nor can business
groups and their membership form the base of a party
victory. Grouping together hundreds of the associations in
a state (which is not part of the author’s argument) would
still probably not produce a victory in state elections
because of the millions of votes needed for victory. Inter-
ests can be organized in many ways in different societies;
and most Mexicans do not participate in any type of
organization, and thus would not vote, according to the
author’s argument. As a result, the work does not shed
light on the relation between organizational representation
and neighborhood-level clientelism, which is rampant in
Mexico and many other nations in Latin America.
Another major question is whether the author is referring

to how political parties or government officials link with
societal organizations (chaps. 6 and 7).More detail is needed
to capture which agent is strategizing and negotiating: Is it
the party leaders who can then rely on their party’s elected

members of government to comply with their promises? Or
is it government officials who do not require any input from
party officials? It is not clear to this reader whether parties as
such are important actors inMexico, or whether they simply
exist to help candidates win elections. The author writes in
the conclusion that the death knell of parties in Latin
America may be exaggerated (and he may well be correct),
but the evidence offered in the book does not necessarily lead
to that conclusion if the actors involved in strategizing and
negotiating are not party leaders but government officials.
Regardless of such concerns, the book is well worth

reading and it can be used to think about how parties and
organizations interact. The subject matter is crucial—
almost all parties now employ clientelist exchange in all
levels of electoral competition, despite Mexico’s growing
urbanization. It is increasingly important for the nation’s
development and democratic well-being to understand
why certain groups can resist the temptation of patronage
payoffs. Palmer-Rubin takes meaningful strides toward
that end.

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Change in Global Environmental Politics: Temporal
Focal Points and the Reform of International
Institutions. By Michael W. Manulak. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2022. 280p. $110.00 cloth.

Fixing the Climate: Strategies for an UncertainWorld. By
Charles F. Sabel and David G. Victor. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2022. 256p. $24.95 cloth.
doi:10.1017/S1537592723000014

— Robert Falkner , London School of Economics and Political Science
r.falkner@lse.ac.uk

Given the urgency of the global environmental crisis, it is
unsurprising that international relations (IR) scholarship
on global environmental politics (GEP) is overwhelmingly
presentist in nature. Faced with accelerating global warm-
ing and rapid biodiversity loss, GEP scholars have good
reasons to focus on the here and now of global environ-
mental protection efforts, be it in the form of intergov-
ernmental negotiations or transnational action. But is
there anything that we can we learn from the history of
international environmental efforts? And if so, should
students of GEP spend more time researching the origins
and evolution of this international policy domain?
Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in the

roots of international environmental diplomacy and global
environmental action, not just among environmental and
international historians but also in the IR discipline. These
two books, although different in style and focus, demon-
strate why viewing GEP through a historical lens can yield

important insights into the successes and failures of inter-
national efforts to save the planet.
Michael Manulak’s book, Change in Global Environ-

mental Politics, deals with the two big, epoch-defining
events in the evolution of international environmentalism:
the first UN environment conference in Stockholm in
1972 and the “Earth Summit” in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.
He also examines other notable conferences that were less
consequential, such as the 1982 UNEP Nairobi confer-
ence, the UN session debating the 1987 Brundtland
Commission report, and the 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development. His main research interest is
in understanding why some of these high-level summits
produced lasting institutional change while others failed to
have the same effect.
Most explanations of profound institutional change in

international relations focus on exogenous shocks (wars,
economic crises), but these largely fail to explain the
emergence of international environmental politics in the
early 1970s and the acceleration and shift in international
environmental institution building in the early 1990s.
Manulak’s book offers a different explanation, one that
points to the ability of international actors to produce
lasting international change out of gradual but significant
shifts in international contexts. Historical institutional-
ists would have us believe that, without external shocks,
actors are locked into a path-dependent evolutionary
pattern. As Manulak shows, however, it is possible to
produce endogenous, non-incremental change out of a
convergence of expectations at certain critical points. For
this to happen, however, “temporal focal points” (TFPs)
are needed to stimulate such convergence processes. Both
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the Stockholm (1972) and Rio (1992) conferences were
such TFPs.
The question, then, is why some major international

conferences have this quality of a TFP while others lack
it. This is the analytical puzzle at the heart of the book’s
empirical investigation. Manulak develops a carefully
crafted causal model rooted in institutionalist theory to
explain these different outcomes and tests this model with
the help of a structured comparison of several major
environmental conferences since the 1970s. The answer,
in short, is that timing matters: “In order for change to
occur, a large number of moving parts must come into
alignment at one point in time” (p. 233). This is where
political agency enters the picture. Political entrepreneurs
—individuals such as Maurice Strong, who chaired both
the Stockholm and Rio conferences—can make a differ-
ence by helping bring about the “crystallization of tem-
poral coordination” (p. 249).
Manulak’s book is an excellent read. It is meticulously

researched, and it offers a sophisticated revision of estab-
lished institutional theories that should appeal to a wider
IR audience. A particular strength is its extensive use of
primary sources from archives that recently became avail-
able and cover the period until nearly the end of the
twentieth century. This material will be of particular
interest to those who would like to learn more about the
role of international summits in the evolution of interna-
tional environmental policy making. The field of GEP
would benefit from more such efforts to combine theo-
retical innovation with deep historical research.
Charles Sabel’s and David Victor’s book, Fixing the

Climate, is less of a historical account of international
climate politics than a systematic effort to uncover the
hidden lessons of experimentalist approaches in environ-
mental governance. Although it opens with a review of
what the authors describe as more than 30 years of
misguided international climate negotiations, the book’s
focus is on selected historical cases of policy experimenta-
tion, mainly at the national level. These cases are drawn
from a wide range of environmental contexts. Four are
domestic US cases: California’s efforts to reduce transport
emissions by setting high standards for combustion
engines; the Clean Air Act’s role in bringing down sulfur
emissions; the Advanced Research Projects Agency’s
(ARPA-E) contribution to clean energy innovation; and
California’s efforts to integrate renewables into the elec-
tricity grid. Two additional cases are from Europe and
Latin America: Ireland’s implementation of EU water-
quality rules and Brazil’s efforts to reduce deforestation in
the Amazonian region.
At first sight, the selection of case studies seems some-

what idiosyncratic, and it is not immediately clear how
they add up to support the book’s overall intention of
“fixing the climate.” Each case is about fairly limited
achievements in reducing specific forms of industrial

pollution or protecting ecosystems, yet other and arguably
bigger challenges—for example, reducing coal consump-
tion in emerging economies, cleaning up global shipping
and aviation, and curbing the rise in global meat con-
sumption—are not addressed in the book. But the point of
the selected cases is to derive a theory of experimentalist
governance (developed in chap. 3) that can then be applied
to the panoply of policy interventions needed to curb the
global warming trend.

Sabel’s and Victor’s approach yields interesting results.
Starting with the reminder that climate change is charac-
terized by a high degree of uncertainty, they dismiss
top-down policy making and rigid implementation of
internationally agreed targets. Instead, governments need
to adopt an experimentalist mindset, which involves reg-
ulatory collaboration, flexibility, innovation, and learning.
In this experimentalist approach, regulators “embrace
uncertainty” and “invite doubt” (p. 60). They encourage
deliberation that breaks down regulatory hierarchies,
engages relevant experts, and establishes “feedback loops”
through “peer review” (p. 65).

Despite its inherent open-endedness and flexibility,
experimentalist governance still needs to be able to set
firm parameters and impose sanctions to “break the grip of
the status quo” (p. 67). When relevant actors obstruct
environmental progress or refuse to participate in collab-
orative governance, their incentives may need to be chan-
ged through “penalty defaults.” Sabel and Victor identify
three sources for such sanctions: organized “moral
outrage,” as is the case with NGOs pressuring companies
to improve their environmental performance; legal
requirements imposed by regulators; and “asymmetries
of power and economic position” that allow economically
powerful actors to impose their standards on weaker ones
(pp. 71–72). Thus, experimentalist governance combines
both carrots and sticks to coax and corral polluting indus-
tries into a path of deep decarbonization.

To be sure, the argument for experimentation in cli-
mate governance is not entirely new (for example, the
authors cite but do not engage with Matthew Hoffmann’s
2012 book on global climate experimentation). However,
Sabel and Victor are able to derive their own distinctive
approach. They are right to highlight the importance of
regulators promoting “innovation at the technological
frontier” while remaining agnostic about how this can be
achieved. As their case studies show, there simply is no
“right” strategy. Instead, a mix of approaches is needed:
technology-forcing regulation, market-based instruments,
and industrial policy “constitute the principal choices for
climate change intervention” (p. 104). Furthermore,
innovation-oriented regulation needs to be contextualized,
adapted to local conditions of technical, social, and eco-
nomic uncertainty and democratic decision making. As
the discussion in chapter 5 shows, “even the biggest
problems have to be solved close to the ground” (p. 150).

780 Perspectives on Politics

Book Reviews | International Relations

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723000014 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723000014


How does this model of experimentalist governance,
rooted in sectoral innovation and regulatory localization,
fit into the global response to global warming? After all, the
authors’ ambition is to propose a new approach to inter-
national climate governance, one that “reorients our cur-
rent climate change regime away from failed efforts based
on ex ante global consensus, and toward a system anchored
in local and sectoral experimentalism and learning” (p. 4).
The Montreal Protocol of 1987 is presented as a model,
especially its sectoral approach to phasing out ozone-
depleting substances (ODS) and its promotion of collab-
orative problem solving as exemplified by its Technical
Options Committees. Whereas other scholars have
focused on the ozone regime’s firmness and the use of
trade sanctions, Sabel and Victor draw our attention to the
regime’s ability to engage relevant actors in a trial-and-
error search for solutions to eliminating ODS.
The book contains many original insights, but the

application of experimentalist thinking to the interna-
tional level is less successful. For one, the attempt to
juxtapose experimentation in the ozone regime with
Kyoto Protocol-style rigidity in climate politics strikes
me as problematic.We are told that “global commitments,
achieved through diplomacy, should be the outcome of
our efforts rather than the starting point” (p. 3). Yet, this is
precisely how the Montreal Protocol negotiations man-
aged to create a successful regime: they started out with
internationally agreed targets and timetables for the ODS
phase-out, which then set firm expectations for industrial
innovation and regulatory experimentation. Moreover,
the characterization of 30 years of “failed” UN climate
diplomacy leads the authors to a somewhat confusing
assessment of its latest result, the 2015 Paris Agreement.
Initially introduced as “important but ultimately flawed”
(p. 3), we later learn that Paris put an end to “Kyoto-style
diplomacy,” introduced “an alternative order,” and estab-
lished “the legitimacy and foci for climate action” (p. 169).
By the end of the book, it becomes clear that the Paris
Agreement is indeed much closer to the model the authors
themselves advocate.
Despite these shortcomings, however, there can be little

doubt that this book makes an original contribution to
GEP scholarship and deserves to be widely read.

An Unwritten Future: Realism and Uncertainty in World
Politics. By Jonathan Kirshner. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2022. 336p. $39.95 cloth.
doi:10.1017/S1537592723000208

— Arthur Stein, University of California, Los Angeles
stein@polisci.ucla.edu

Intellectual stances in international relations often come
with “ism” as a suffix, a choice of a core term (real,
constructive, liberal, rational) and sometimes with a prefix
or modifier—classical, neoclassical, structural, neo, hyper,

and post, among others. And although many decry “ism”
or paradigm wars in the field, contributions are repeatedly
posed in terms of pitching, if not advancing, one perspec-
tive over others.
Jonathan Kirshner describes his new book, An Unwrit-

ten Future: Realism and Uncertainty in World Politics,
as “the articulation and application” (p. 2) of classical
realism. And any exercise of intellectual mapping and
self-identification must have an other against which to
juxtapose, and here they are structural realism and hyper-
rationalism, respectively.
Kirshner begins with an exposition of realism’s “core

principles,” (pp. 13ff ) that are almost all to be found in
Thucydides. Scholars will find them familiar: the conse-
quences of an anarchic world, the resulting need to be
attentive to the distribution of power, the constant
dynamic changes in the distribution of power, the conti-
nuity of a pessimistic view of humanity, that individuals
are the ultimate actors in world politics and thus their
motivations matter, that nevertheless the unit of analysis is
the group and its political goals, the inevitability of
political conflict, the never-ending character of politics,
and the emphasis on uncertainty and contingency which
implicate a “wide and unpredictable range of the possible.”
Some or all of these are widely accepted tenets of realists
(and even of others who develop their arguments as
adjuncts, adjustments, and modifications of realism).
But classical realism has more to it, and that is provided
by Thucydides’s additional emphases that include purpose
as well as power, the importance of regime type and
national character, of diplomacy and leadership and
hubris. These aspects of realism are then shown to be
evident to some degree in the work of Machiavelli,
Hobbes, Clausewitz, and Burke, as well as in the works
of twentieth-century realists including, E.H. Carr, George
Kennan, Raymond Aron, and Robert Gilpin.
Having laid out a view of classical realism that would

seem to constitute a kitchen-sink eclecticism that includes
every possible explanation for every possible outcome,
Kirshner proceeds to contrast it with structural realism
and hyper-rationalism. He recognizes that classical realism
and structural realism share many facets including the
significance of anarchy, the importance of the balance of
power and national interests, and the centrality of politics.
But, he argues, classical realism adds the indeterminacy of
structure, the centrality of history, the importance of
purpose as well as power, all of which imply that domestic
politics and ideational variables are essential to explana-
tion. He then proceeds to attack hyper-rationalism, epit-
omized by the rational explanations for war argument. The
dissections are both apt and to some degree attacks on
exaggerated characterizations of alternative approaches.
This is followed by two proofs of concept: extended

historical discussions of explanations for British appease-
ment in the 1930s and U.S. involvement in Vietnam (and
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