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Abstract 

 

The last two Republican presidents' hostility toward multilateral rules has produced striking 

departures from postwar American foreign policy, but this position is not as new as it sometimes 

appears. It has deep historical roots in the conservative wing of the Republican Party. Using data 

on congressional voting and sponsorship decisions, we show that Republicans, especially those 

from the party's conservative wing, have tended to oppose multilateral rules for more than a 

century. This position fit logically into the broader foreign policy that Republican presidents 

developed before World War I but posed problems in light of the changing conditions during the 

mid-20th Century. The increased importance of multilateral cooperation for U.S. national 

security during the Cold War, as well as the growing international competitiveness of American 

manufacturing industries, influenced positions on multilateral rules within the GOP, but did not 

reverse the party's longstanding position on the issue. We argue that congressional leaders' 

efforts to keep consequential choices about multilateral rules off the legislative agenda for most 

of the postwar era contributed to the persistence of this position. This move spared conservative 

members of congress from confronting the costs of opposing multilateral institutions, giving 

them little incentive to challenge ideological orthodoxy. 
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We are asked also to give up part of our sovereignty and independence and to 

subject our own will to the will of other nations, if there is a majority against our 

desires. We are asked, therefore, in a large and important degree to substitute 

internationalism for nationalism and an international state for pure Americanism. 

 

ïSenator Henry Cabot Lodge (R-MA), concerning the League of 

Nations, 28 February 1919 (Congressional Record, 65th Congress, 

Third Session, p. 4522) 

 

 

It is a big mistake for us to grant any validity to international law even when it 

may seem in our short-term interest to do soðbecause, over the long term, the 

goal of those who think that international law really means anything are those 

who want to constrict the United States. 

 

ïJohn Bolton, Special Assistant for National Security, 2018-19, 

quoted in Power (2005) 

 

 

 

 

The last two Republican administrations have been notably skeptical of multilateral institutions. 

Among other things, President Trump ended U.S. participation in various multilateral 

agreements and organizations, including the Paris Climate Accord, the United Nations Human 

Rights Council, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The Bush administration took some similar 

positions, ending U.S. participation in several multilateral agreements, including the Kyoto 

Protocol on climate change and the International Criminal Court, not to mention showing a 

preference for "coalitions of the willing" when longstanding allies objected to its plans to invade 

Iraq. Both administrations objected to other policy commitments their predecessors had made but 

they were especially skeptical of multilateral rules or organizations that could constrain 

American freedom of action.1 

 
1 Our focus on rules follows from Ruggie's (1992, 571) widely used definition of multilateralism: "an institutional 

form which coordinates relations among three or more states on the basis of 'generalized' principles of conduct--that 

is, principles which specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the particularistic interests 

of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific occurrence."  
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To observers who value multilateral institutions, these actions read as shocking 

departures from longstanding American foreign policy. While it is certainly true that this level of 

hostility to these institutions has rarely been translated into policy since World War II, it does not 

reflect a new position among conservative Republicans. In fact, a substantial faction within the 

GOP has consistently opposed potentially binding multilateral institutions for more than a 

century. Even during the Cold War, members of this group never abandoned the skepticism of 

multilateral institutions that Henry Cabot Lodge and other Republican leaders expressed during 

the debate over the League of Nations. Al though they were largely excluded from influence over 

policy for several decades, those hostile to multilateral institutions nevertheless continued to 

define conservative orthodoxy on the matter. 

The persistence of Republican opposition to multilateralism is interesting for several 

reasons. In contemporary world politics, some multilateral institutions may be able to survive 

without American leadership, but active opposition from the United States clearly poses a threat. 

The deep roots of this position among conservative Republicans suggest that it will persist even 

after Donald Trump has left the political scene. Beyond its contemporary relevance, this pattern 

bears on some broader theoretical issues in the study of American foreign policy. In some 

respects, our conclusions parallel the pessimism of Kupchan and Trubowitz (2007) and Busby 

and Monten (2011) about the fate of the bipartisan liberal internationalist foreign policy 

consensus that prevailed during much of the postwar era. However, our research suggests that 

these writers tend to overstate the extent of the consensus during the Cold War. Opposition to 

multilateralism remained strong within the conservative wing of the Republican Party even then. 

On this issue, the Cold War consensus was more about keeping these dissenting views off the 

agenda than about widespread agreement. The renewed importance of Republican opposition to 

multilateralism suggests that even a marginalized political position may persist within a party or 

ideological faction for a long time. When circumstances change, it may again become politically 

important. Relegating a point of view to the fringes of political discussion is not the same thing 

as changing people's minds. 

This paper has three goals. First, we present evidence of consistent Republican hostility 

toward multilateralism over the last century. This position originated in a coherent set of policies 

that Republican administrations developed before World War I. Second, we evaluate the impact 

of changing domestic and international conditions that might well have prompted an 
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abandonment of this stance during the 20th Century. We focus on constituent economic interests 

and the demands of the Cold War. Third, we propose an explanation for the persistence of this 

position through time. Changing an ideologically charged position is costly. Successful efforts to 

avoid consequential congressional debate about multilateral rules for much of the 20th Century 

gave conservative Republican little reason to pay this cost. 

 

 

The Origins and Persistence of Republican Opposition to Multilateralism  

Republican skepticism of multilateral rules emerged during the early 20th Century. It was most 

clearly evident during the debate over the League of Nations, but its roots lie in the policies that 

Republican administrations pursued during the quarter century before World War I. The GOP 

was the dominant political party during this period. Controlling the White House continuously 

from 1897 through the inauguration of Woodrow Wilson in 1913, Republican policymakers 

developed a new and logically coherent set of foreign policies. These included the acquisition of 

colonies, the construction of a substantial battleship fleet, and the forceful assertion of American 

predominance in the Western hemisphere, especially the Caribbean Basin. This surge of foreign 

policy activism is sometimes seen as a harbinger of the country's role after 1945, but it actually 

served quite different goals. Just as multilateralism played a logical part in American foreign 

policy after World War II, so unilateralism fit naturally into the foreign policy that Republicans 

developed before World War I.2 

The Republican Party's commitment to tariff protection for the manufacturing sector was 

central to its foreign policy. Individual Republican policymakers occasionally expressed interest 

in tariff reform but serious departures from protectionism quickly encountered decisive 

opposition from other Republicans. While the pursuit of overseas markets and sites for 

investment was also a priority, just as it would be for later American policymakers, Republican 

protectionism complicated this effort and distinguished it from American global activism after 

1945. It led to an emphasis on markets in less-developed areas of the world that would not export 

manufactured products to the United States. Developed trading partners had richer and more 

promising markets but they demanded reciprocal tariff concessions that Republican legislators 

 
2 We have explored the logic of this foreign policy and the sources of political support for it in greater depth 

elsewhere (Flynn and Fordham 2017; Fordham 2017; Fordham 2019; see also Palen 2015).  



 

 

4 

were unwilling to make. Republican policymakers thus became pessimistic about the future of 

these economic relationships and argued that other areas of the world were more promising. 

In pursuing these new markets, American policymakers preferred bilateral trade 

agreements that allowed them to maximize their political leverage over economically smaller, 

less-developed trading partners. To avoid generalizing the tariff concessions granted in these 

bilateral agreements, the United States refused to accept the conventional understanding of most-

favored nation clauses in commercial treaties. The "American interpretation," which persisted 

until 1923, greatly limited whether states enjoying most-favored nation status would 

automatically receive tariff concessions granted to other states (Viner 1924). American foreign 

economic policy sought unilateral advantages for the United States and did not envision a 

broader multilateral trading system like the one later American policymakers would pursue after 

World War II. 

American foreign policy before 1914 resembled that of most other imperial powers at the 

time. Under the aegis of the Monroe Doctrine, American policymakers hoped to supplant 

European trade and investment, as well as European political influence, throughout the Western 

Hemisphere. This goal was unrealistic in China, where they instead pursued continued American 

economic access through international agreement to an "Open Door" policy of non-

discrimination. Achieving these goals in the pre-1914 world of competitive, empire-building 

great powers required assertive diplomacy and power-projection capability. Republicans 

supported the construction of a battleship fleet for this purpose. Hawaii, the Philippines, and 

other territorial acquisitions under Republican presidents provided the bases necessary for 

effective power projection. 

This foreign policy's economic and political premises were inconsistent with schemes for 

multilateral cooperation. The efforts to build an exclusive American sphere of influence in Latin 

America and to prevent other states from doing so in East Asia, like high U.S. tariffs, inflicted 

material harm on other developed states and so made cooperation with them difficult . The policy 

also entailed claims of privilege and unilateral exercises of power that would have been 

inconsistent with just about any plausible set of multilateral rules. Plans for multilateral 

cooperation discussed before World War I, such as a broad system of international arbitration, 

entailed limits on American power that most Republicans proved unwilling to accept, even when 
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offered by members of their own party (Campbell 1966).3 The political constraints on reducing 

American tariffs also removed a major tool that would later be used to pursue such plans, even if 

Republican policymakers had been interested in doing so. 

Did this skepticism of multilateral cooperation really persist through the two world wars 

and the Cold War? After all, these conflicts revolutionized world politics and presented the 

United States with very different challenges and opportunities. The old policies arguably no 

longer made sense. Moreover, once characteristic conservative Republican positions on other 

foreign policy issues such as trade (Irwin and Kroszner 1999) and military spending (Fordham 

2007) became indistinct or reversed themselves during the Cold War. There are reasons to expect 

their view on multilateral rules to have followed the same course. To assess its continuity over 

time, we examine five complementary sources of data on Republican foreign policy positions in 

congress. In each case, we are interested in whether Republicans, especially conservative 

Republicans, systematically tended to oppose multilateral rules and obligations. It would hardly 

be surprising to find that some Republicans took this position at every point along the way. The 

issue here is whether conservative Republicans as a group were much more likely to do so than 

members of other political factions were. The data suggest that they were, and that this tendency 

was quite strong. 

 

The League Fight, 1919-20. The "League Fight" was arguably the most extensive public debate 

about the country's role in the world that the United States has ever had.4 As John Milton Cooper 

(2001, 8) put it "Democrats and Republicans alike believed they were contending for the soul of 

American foreign policy." During the course of the long debate over the Treaty, 72 of the 96 

Senators gave at least one speech to the body setting out their position. The Senate took more 

than 160 roll call votes on the issue. The salience of this debate crystallized opposition to 

 
3 Discussing President Taft's arbitration treaties in a 1911 exchange with Theodore Roosevelt, Alfred Thayer Mahan 

was especially concerned about the Monroe Doctrine. "The more I think, the more certain I am that the Monroe 

Doctrine is 'justiciable,' that there are settled principles and precedents in international law which apply; and they 

apply against the Monroe Doctrine. If this is so, the Commission of Inquiry must so decide, if honest; and equally 

arbitrators when it comes before them must decide against the U.S. This alone, if correct, condemns the treaty as it 

stands." (Mahan to Roosevelt, 2 December 1911, Mahan Papers, Library of Congress, Subject File, 1797-1915--

Theodore Roosevelt.) 

4 There are many historical accounts of the issues at stake including Cooper (2001), Knock (1992), and Widenor 

(1980, 300-348). 
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multilateralism as an article of faith among many Republicans for the remainder of the interwar 

period. Every Republican Party platform from 1920 through 1936 included language explicitly 

objecting to U.S. membership in the League of Nations (Peters 2019). 

Pre-1914 foreign policy commitments fueled Republican opposition to the League of 

Nations. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge (R-MA), the Republican Majority Leader as well as the 

chair of the Foreign Relations Committee, had been a central figure in developing Republican 

foreign policy during the McKinley and Roosevelt administrations. Lodge's objections to the 

League centered on its potential to restrict the freedom of action and claims of privilege on 

which American foreign policy had rested under previous Republican administrations. The 

Foreign Relations Committee distilled these concerns into a set of formal reservations to the 

resolution of ratification. All of these "Lodge reservations" sought to rescind or limit multilateral 

commitments entailed in joining the League.5 For instance, one reservation forbade the League 

from objecting to American actions taken under the aegis of the Monroe Doctrine, or from 

questioning U.S. interpretation of the Doctrine. Another prohibited the League from taking 

action on issues such as trade and immigration that would have domestic repercussions in the 

United States. Reservations like these prefigured later conservative Republican objections to 

multilateral commitments. The Senate considered each of them in November of 1919 prior to the 

final rejection of the Treaty in March 1920, taking roll call votes on all but one.  

According to Lodge's memoir, Senator William Borah, one of the leaders of the 

"irreconcilable" faction committed to blocking the treaty regardless of the reservations attached 

to it, informed him that he intended to vote for all of the reservations, then against the final 

treaty. Borah reasoned that the reservations would improve the Treaty if it passed (Lodge 1925, 

147-8). We expect that other Senators who opposed the treaty would follow Borah's example, so 

we take support for each reservation as evidence of skepticism about the multilateral 

commitments embodied in the League Covenant.  

Figure 1 provides information on the partisan and ideological character of the supporters 

and opponents of the Lodge reservations. It reports predicted probabilities from a logit model 

that includes party identification, ideology, and a dummy variable for each roll-call taken on 

 
5 The appendix provides a complete list of the Lodge reservations. 
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these reservations during the November 1919 debate.6 As in most studies of roll-call voting, we 

use the first dimension of the DW-NOMINATE score, to indicate liberal-conservative ideology 

(Poole and Rosenthal 2007). It ranges from -1 (most liberal) to 1 (most conservative). The mean 

Republican and Democratic Senators in the Figure reflect the central tendency of the party. The 

DW-NOMINATE scores for the conservative Republican and liberal Democrat in Figure 1 are 

set to 0.5 and -0.5, respectively, and will be used as a point of comparison with debates in other 

congresses. As the Figure indicates, there was a stark party division on the Lodge reservations, 

with little intra-party ideological difference. Republican support for the reservations exceeded 90 

percent on 12 of the 14 votes and never dropped below 50 percent. Democratic support never 

rose above 22 percent and was below 15 percent on 12 of the 14 votes. 

 

 
6 The fixed-effect dummies allow the probability of opposing the Court's jurisdiction to vary in each roll call. It is set 

to the value of the closest vote for computing the predicted probabilities in Figures 1-3. This biases the figures 

against the relationship we propose. The standard errors used to produce the confidence intervals in the figures are 

adjusted for clustering on the individual member. We have treated the few Senators from third parties as Democrats 

in this and subsequent analyses. To the extent that this treatment is incorrect, it should bias our findings toward 

smaller partisan and ideological differences. 
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Senate Voting on Adherence to International Courts, 1923-2002. Senate debates on the 

jurisdiction of international courts offer an opportunity to observe partisan and ideological 

positions on multilateral rules over a longer period of time. Beginning in the 1920s, the Senate 

considered whether the country should accept the jurisdiction first of the Permanent Court of 

International Justice (PCIJ), established in the Versailles Treaty, then of the International Court 

of Justice (ICJ), established in the UN Charter, and finally of the International Criminal Court 

(ICC), set up by the Rome Statute of 1998. Although there were substantial differences in the 

courts in question as well as the circumstances of the debates, acceptance or rejection of their 

jurisdiction bears on the broader question of whether the United States should accept multilateral 

rules. All of the debates considered here centered on this issue.7  

 
7 The appendix summarizes the context of each debate and lists all of the votes. 
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Figure 2 provides information on the partisan and ideological character of the courts' 

supporters and opponents in each debate. It is based on a series of logit models identical to those 

we used to produce Figure 1. In spite of the enormous domestic and international political 

changes that occurred between 1923 and 2002, as well as the important differences in the courts 

under consideration, Republicans were more likely to oppose international courts' jurisdiction 

than Democrats have been in every debate. In 1935, 1946, and 1985, there were also statistically 

significant intra-party ideological differences, with conservatives being more likely to oppose the 

courts' jurisdiction. These intra-party differences are not apparent in 1994 and 2002 because the 

Republican Party had become almost monolithically conservative by this time. Indeed, the mean 

DW-NOMINATE score in 2002 was actually 0.56, slightly to the right of the hypothetical 

conservative we used in the other debates (DW-NOMINATE = 0.5). 

 

 

Senate Voting on the Bricker Amendment, 1954. While Senate debates over international courts 

show conservative and Republican opposition to multilateralism at several points over a long 
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period of time, the fact that there was only one vote on the issue during the entire Cold War era 

poses a problem. Conservative Republicans were arguably most likely to have abandoned their 

skepticism of multilateralism during this period. Multilateral institutions played a critical role in 

cementing the alliance system that the United States used to contain the Soviet Union. The 

absence of debate on this topic during the Cold War might indicate that Republicans abandoned 

their opposition to multilateralism for this reason, and that its recent resurgence reflects current 

conditions rather than a continuity from the first half of the 20th Century. 

Our third source of data helps fill this gap. It arises from the 1954 debate over a proposed 

Constitutional amendment to limit the legal force of international agreements and the president's 

power to negotiate them. The amendment, sponsored by Senator John Bricker (R-OH), focused 

on many of the same issues that concerned opponents of the League of Nations and the 

international courts, particularly the prospect that these organizations could have jurisdiction 

over domestic legal matters within the United States. The nature and timing of the amendment 

suggests the robustness of conservative Republican opposition to multilateralism. Among other 

things, it would have required enabling legislation before the provisions of any international 

agreement could have the force of law. Perhaps most radically, it would also have prohibited the 

president from pursuing executive agreements that did not require Senate ratification. Floor votes 

on the Bricker amendment took place at the height of the Cold War under a Republican president 

who strongly opposed the measure. Indeed, at the time Bricker introduced his amendment, the 

United States was still fighting in Korea under UN auspices.8 These conditions should arguably 

have minimized conservative Republican preference for unilateralism in foreign policy. 

Nevertheless, the proposed amendment enjoyed the support of 63 co-sponsors, and the final 

version missed the necessary two-thirds threshold by just one vote. 

Senate consideration of the amendment involved 7 roll-call votes. Figure 3 summarizes 

the results of a logit model of these votes identical to those used for the votes on the Lodge 

Reservations and international courts. It treats agreement with the position of Senator Bricker on 

these votes as a function of party and ideology. The pattern here resembles what we found for the 

court votes between 1935 and 1985, with conservatives and Republicans tending to support the 

 
8 The measure that reached the floor, S.J. 1, was introduced on 7 January 1953, at the beginning of the 83rd 

Congress. Bricker had introduced it twice during the 82nd Congress, as S.J. Res. 102 on 14 September 1951, and 

again as S.J. Res. 130 on 7 February 1952 with 59 co-sponsors. 
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measure. Conservative Republicans almost unanimously supported the Bricker amendment, in 

spite of the Cold War and President Eisenhower's objections. Although some moderate 

Republicans defected, most also backed the measure. Democrats were far less supportive. The 

measure's narrow defeat came about only through their opposition.  

 

 
 

In spite of the amendment's near-success and overwhelming Republican support for it, 

subsequent observers have usually treated it as an aberration. The conventional view is that it 

was "the last hurrah of conservative isolationism" (Nolan 1992). The failure of the amendment 

indeed revealed the inability of conservative Republicans to seize control of American foreign 

policy at the height of the Cold War, but it did not presage a change of heart by the members of 

this faction. The Bricker amendment never again reached the floor of either the Senate or the 

House but support for it persisted in conservative political circles. Various versions of the 

Bricker amendment were re-introduced 65 times between its February 1954 defeat and the end of 

the 115th Congress in 2018. These quixotic efforts have become less frequent over time but have 
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still recurred recent congresses. Most recently, Rep. John Culberson (R-TX) introduced such a 

measure at the beginning of 111th through 114th Congresses (2011-2015).9  

 

Sponsorship of Anti-UN Measures in the House and Senate, 1973-2018. Floor debates are 

informative but episodic. They do not reveal whether conservative Republican opposition to 

multilateralism was continuous over time or arose only in a few isolated instances. The 

sponsorship data help address this problem. Sponsorship and co-sponsorship decisions tap 

opposition to multilateralism that failed to get past agenda-setting by the Congressional 

leadership. For much of the postwar era, efforts to undermine the United Nations were the 

province of a small minority in Congress. Few of these proposals ever reached the floor. 

Nevertheless, members were free to introduce them, either alone or with the support of co-

sponsors. That fact that many of them did so on a regular basis gives us a window onto 

conservative opposition to multilateral rules that might otherwise escape systematic study. Data 

on bill sponsorship are available from the 93rd Congress (1973-74) through the presentða long 

period that overlaps the end of the Cold War. 

Like opponents of the League of Nations, critics of the UN have expressed concern that it 

might limit American freedom of action, empower critics and enemies of the United States, and 

perhaps even infringe on the country's domestic sovereignty. Suspicion of the UN has been a 

staple of right-wing rhetoric since the organization's founding. Mulloy (2014, 142) notes that 

Alger Hiss's role in setting up the United Nations helped fuel right-wing opposition, "but at a 

deeper level it was really about the fear that by joining such 'international monstrosities' as the 

UN, the World Health Organization, UNESCO, and NATO, the United States was willingly 

circumscribing its ability to project its enormous power onto the world stage for its own motives 

and in furtherance of its own interests--that it was yet another step away from the deserved spoils 

of victory."  

Using the congress.gov database provided by the Library of Congress, we gathered data 

from the 1973-2018 period on bills that would have (1) withdrawn the United States from the 

United Nations, (2) reduced or eliminated American financial support for the UN, or (3) limited 

 
9 Senate Library (1963; 1969) and Davis (1985) provide lists of proposed constitutional amendments that cover the 

period from 1926 through 1984. The congress.gov database covers the period from 1973 through the present. 
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UN authority in other ways. We excluded omnibus measures in which actions against the United 

Nations were only one of many provisions, as well as measures that criticized UN actions 

without proposing to undermine the organization itself. We then identified the sponsors and co-

sponsors of each of the 292 measures we identified using the data gathered by James Fowler and 

his colleagues (Fowler 2006a; Fowler 2006b; Fowler, Waugh, and Sohn 2019). Most of the 

3,402 sponsorships in the House and 578 sponsorships in the Senate proposed cutting funds to 

the UN, but 131 of the House sponsorships were to measures that would have entirely withdrawn 

the United States from the organization. The appendix provides a list of these bills and more 

information about how we identified them. 

Figure 4 summarizes the results of a count model of the number of anti-UN bills each 

member sponsored in each congress. It compares four hypothetical members identical to those 

we used to examine the roll-call votes, showing the predicted probability that each would 

sponsor at least one anti-UN bill in a given Congress. The same pattern once again emerges. 

Conservative Republicans were substantially more likely to sponsor these measures than other 

Republicans, and many times more likely to do so than almost any Democrat. The patterns are 

quite similar in the House and Senate. It is worth noting that sponsoring bills to undermine the 

United Nations was not a rare event among conservative Republicans over the last five decades. 
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House Votes on the WTO and NAFTA, 1993-94. One possible objection to the evidence 

presented thus far is that Republican opposition to international courts and the United Nations 

might be anomalous. Conservatives could have objected to these institutions for reasons other 

than opposition to multilateral rules in general. If this is the case, then conservatives should not 

object when multilateral rules advance a goal they support.  

The votes on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Uruguay 

Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) offer a way to test this 

possibility. The House approved both agreements during the 103rd Congress, on 17 November 

1993 and 29 November 1994, respectively. Most of the same members thus voted on both 

measures. At the time, conservatives generally favored trade liberalization. While both 

agreements lowered trade barriers, the Uruguay Round agreement established the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), a broad multilateral organization with a quasi-judicial dispute resolution 

mechanism. The NAFTA agreement also contained a dispute resolution mechanism, but it was 
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not broadly multilateral. Indeed, it was essentially two bilateral trade agreements. As such, 

NAFTA was less open to the objection that it could erode American sovereignty or constrain 

American freedom of action. Thus, despite a generally similar set of legislators, we should 

expect to see differences in voting behavior due to the scope of the multilateral rules in the two 

agreements. 

Figure 5 depicts opposition to NAFTA and the WTO by party and ideology using the 

House votes on final passage of these two agreements. The models used to produce the figure are 

similar to those we estimated on other roll-call votes, including only party and ideology. In this 

case, however, we also included a squared term for ideology, allowing it to have a non-linear 

relationship to the way House members voted on these agreements.10 Ideological voting patterns 

differed on the two agreements in ways consistent with conservative concerns about the 

multilateral rules embodied in the WTO. Conservative Republicans were far more supportive of 

the NAFTA agreement than Democrats were. By contrast, these same conservatives were nearly 

as likely to object to the GATT agreement setting up the WTO as were liberal Democrats. 

Support for the WTO was found mainly among relatively moderate members of both parties.  

 

 
10 BIC statistics indicate that the non-linear specification performed far better than an alternative linear model of the 

roll-call vote on the WTO. As one would expect based on the predicted probabilities in Figure 5, a linear 

specification produced a somewhat better fitting model for the NAFTA vote. For the sake of comparability, Figure 5 

reflects non-linear specifications for both. The appendix reports full model results and comparison statistics. 
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The floor debate confirms the reason for conservative Republican reluctance to support 

the WTO. For example, Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC) noted that while he had voted in favor of 

NAFTA, he "had not yet attained a similar comfort zone regarding the passage of GATT" in part 

because he worried it might erode American sovereignty. Rep. Duncan Hunter (R-CA) objected 

to the loss of "bilateral leverage" under the WTO. "Well, we are going to lose all of that in this 

World Trade Organization because now we are going to give this power away to a committee." 

Comparing the WTO to the UN, he raised the specter of the United States being out-voted in the 

WTO by small countries that could be susceptible to bribery by the Japanese or other American 

trade competitors.11 Coble and Hunter were not alone among conservatives in raising these 

 
11 Coble's and Hunter's remarks are both contained in the Congressional Record for 29 November 1994, pages 

29598-9 and 29597, respectively. 
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objections. In spite of their general support for trade liberalization evident on the NAFTA vote, 

conservative Republicans remained antagonistic toward multilateral rules and organizations. 

 

The Impact of Changing Domestic and International Conditions 

The persistence of conservative Republican hostility to multilateralism is surprising because the 

historical circumstances that had shaped it before World War I changed enormously over the 

century that followed. These changes help explain why many supporters of the postwar 

multilateral order have long regarded resistance to it as obtuse and anachronistic. In this section 

we will evaluate the impact of two considerations that should theoretically have increased 

support for multilateralism: (1) the security demands of the Cold War; and (2) the growing 

competitiveness of the American manufacturing sector during the mid-20th Century. We will 

also examine one condition that should increase opposition to multilateralism and thus provide 

an alternative explanation for the recent growth in Republican unilateralism: the distributional 

impact of globalization in recent decades. 

 

The Impact of the Cold War. Before World War I, and perhaps even during the interwar period, 

Republican unilateralism made sense in ways it did not after World War II. It dovetailed with 

other aspects of American foreign policy. American protectionism and the country's efforts to 

build and enforce a privileged position in the Western Hemisphere made the acceptance of 

multilateral rules problematic. This project brought the United States into competition with other 

major powers, making cooperation with them more difficult. By contrast, American security 

during and after World War II depended on multilateral cooperation with other developed states. 

These circumstances should have diminished conservative Republican opposition to multilateral 

rules.  

There are two mechanisms through which the increased importance of multilateralism 

during the Cold War might have influenced conservative Republicans. First and most obviously, 

the reliance of American Cold War strategy on multilateral institutions might have directly led 

them to reconsider their position. After all, these institutions were a means to fight international 

communism, a goal that they strongly supported. Second, Republican presidential leadership 
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might have reduced conservative opposition to multilateralism. Regardless of their party 

affiliation, presidents were directly responsible for managing American foreign policy, a task for 

which multilateral institutions were useful. Republican presidents were arguably in a position to 

persuade members of their own party to temper or abandon their hostility to multilateralism. 

Because the data on sponsorship of anti-UN bills provide continuous coverage through 

several Republican and Democratic presidents and overlap the end of the Cold War, they allow 

us to test these two mechanisms. We focus on the House of Representatives here because the 

larger number of House members provides more explanatory leverage. Figure 6 shows the 

number of Republican and Democratic House members who sponsored at least one anti-UN bill, 

as well as the total number of sponsorships, in each congress from the 93rd (1973-74) through 

the 115th (2017-18). It suggests members of Congress were indeed less likely to sponsor anti-

UN bills before the end of the Cold War. The Berlin Wall came down during the 101st Congress, 

and the Soviet Union dissolved during the 102nd. 

 

 



 

 

19 

 

The models in Table 1 test both mechanisms. The first two consider the effect of the Cold 

War, and whether it had a greater impact on conservative Republicans than on other members of 

Congress. The last two models test whether Republican presidents--and specifically 

multilateralist Republican presidents--tempered conservative Republican hostility to the UN in 

the House. The results indicate that both mechanisms made a difference. 

 

Table 1. 

Negative Binomial Model of Changing Political Conditions and Sponsorship of Anti-UN 

Bills in the House of Representatives, 1973-2018 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Republican -0.22 (0.17) 0.39 (0.32) 0.14 (0.25) 0.14 (0.15) 

DW-NOMINATE, first 

dimension 

3.17 (0.19)*  3.44 (0.27)*  3.28 (0.24)*  3.28 (0.17)*  

Cold War  -0.33 (0.07)*  0.54 (0.23)*    

Cold War * DW-NOMINATE, 

first dimension 

 -1.78 (0.39)*    

Cold War * Republican  -0.60 (0.38)   

Republican President   -0.001 (0.17)  

Republican President * 

Republican 

  -0.61 (0.29)*   

Republican President * DW-

NOMINATE 

  -0.27 (0.30)  

Multilateralist Republican 

President 

   0.003 (0.17) 

Multilateralist Republican 

President * Republican 

   -1.27 (0.32)*  

Multilateralist Republican 

President * DW-

NOMINATE 

   -0.07 (0.42) 

Other Republican President    -0.21 (0.14) 

Other Republican President * 

Republican 

   -0.23 (0.23) 

Other Republican President * 

DW-NOMINATE 

   -0.44 (0.27) 

Constant -1.51 (0.09)*  -2.17 (0.21)*  -1.67*  

(0.15) 

-1.71* 

(0.09) 

Observations 10,231 10,231 10,231 10,231 
Note: * p < 0.05. Standard errors adjusted for clustering on the individual member in parentheses. The unit of 

analysis is the member-congress. 
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Figure 7 displays the results graphically. It depicts the probability that a very 

conservative Republican would sponsor one or more anti-UN bills in a given congress. As 

expected, the Cold War had a substantial impact. Very conservative Republicans were nearly 

twice as likely to sponsor at least one anti-UN bill per congress after it ended. Although there is 

no way to be certain that the end of the Cold War, rather than other historical changes happening 

around the same time, is responsible for this effect, the evidence is consistent with that claim. 

Republican presidents also made a difference, especially when they were relatively sympathetic 

to multilateralism. The most multilateralist Republicans in our sample--Richard Nixon, Gerald 

Ford, and George H. W. Bush--had substantially larger effects on Republicans in Congress, 

reducing the probability of sponsoring at least one anti-UN bill to 0.41, compared to 0.59 under 

Reagan, Trump, and the younger Bush. Under Democratic presidents, this probability rose to 

0.71. International conditions thus made a difference, but they did not entirely erode Republican 

skepticism of multilateral rules. 
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Our finding that the end of the Cold War was associated with an upsurge in Republican 

opposition to multilateralism is not new. Previous research on bipartisanship in foreign policy 

has advanced much the same argument (e.g., Busby and Monten 2011, 137; Kupchan and 

Trubowitz 2007, 27-8). However, these earlier writers tend to overstate the extent of the 

consensus in support of multilateralism and other elements of the mainstream foreign policy 

consensus while the Cold War was going on. Opposition to multilateralism remained strong 

within the conservative faction of the Republican Party even during the Cold War. This pattern 

matters because it determined the direction of the Republican Party on the issue once the Cold 

War ended and conservatives became the dominant faction within it. 

 

The Impact of the Changing Interests of American Manufacturing. Another potentially 

important source of pressure for change in conservative opposition to multilateralism is the 

changing competitiveness of the American manufacturing sector. The foreign policy of the 

Republican Party during the 1890-1914 period was rooted in this sector's demands for trade 

protection. The unilateralist policy that prevailed before World War I sought to limit the 

economic impact of competition with other developed states by excluding those states' 

manufactured products from the American domestic market. The policy also aimed at carving 

out an economic sphere of interest in Latin America, and to a lesser extent in East Asia, where 

American exporters and investors would have privileged access. By contrast, a multilateral order 

like the one the United States pursued after World War II promised greater access to developed 

country markets and sites for investment but required greater American economic openness than 

Republicans could countenance. For this reason, Henry Cabot Lodge specifically excluded 

American tariffs from the jurisdiction of the League of Nations in his reservations to the 

Versailles Treaty. 

The changing competitiveness of the American economy during the last century raises 

two issues that are important for our analysis. The first concerns in the increasing 

competitiveness of American manufacturing during the middle of the 20th Century. American 

manufacturing became more competitive during the interwar period and especially in the 

immediate aftermath of World War II. Given the importance of the manufacturing sector to the 
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Republican Party in the early 20th Century, this development should have influenced their 

position on multilateralism in much the way the Cold War did, making participation in a 

multilateral order more attractive.  

The second issue concerns the distributive impact of increasing globalization in recent 

decades. Participation in the global economy created winners and losers in American society, 

especially as it deepened. This development suggests an alternative explanation for the post-Cold 

War resurgence in Republican skepticism toward multilateralism rooted in current conditions 

rather than ideological continuity with the past. Evidence that this skepticism was more 

widespread among Republican members of congress whose constituents tended to lose from 

globalization would support this alternative explanation. We will examine several measures of 

constituent interests to test this possibility. 

Indicators of constituent interests such as the size of the manufacturing sector could 

influence the foreign policy positions of their members of Congress in at least two ways. First, 

constituent interests could directly shape the views of representatives. Members might consider 

these interests either because of lobbying or simply because they understood their importance in 

the economy of their region. This is the direct effect we wish to estimate. Second, constituent 

interests could indirectly shape members' positions by affecting the party and ideology of those 

elected to congress. For instance, during the early 20th Century, Republicans tended to win 

elections in areas with large manufacturing sectors while Democrats had more success in 

agricultural areas. This indirect effect of constituent interests is less interesting here than it would 

be in other settings. Multilateralism was rarely salient enough to shape election outcomes, so it 

makes sense to treat party and ideology as if they were exogenous to constituent economic 

interests here. With this in mind, we will control for the effects of party and ideology when 

estimating the impact of constituent interests in this analysis and focus on their direct effect on 

members' positions. 

Another model specification issue concerns the likelihood that the manufacturing sector 

had different effects on Republicans and Democrats. This is a common pattern in the political 

impact of congressional voting because some interests bode larger to one party than to the other 

(Bailey and Brady 1998). In our previous research, we found that the trade interests of the 

manufacturing sector were strongly associated with Republican foreign policy positions during 
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the early 20th Century (Flynn and Fordham 2017; Fordham 2017; 2019). We expect its changing 

interests over time to have a greater impact on Republicans than on Democrats. The models in 

Table 3 all use an interaction term to estimate separate effects for the two parties. We report 

conditional coefficients for each party rather than the components of the interaction so that 

readers can see the significance tests for the effect of the manufacturing sector within each party.  

We estimated the effect of manufacturing employment in each set of roll call votes we 

have discussed, including those on the League of Nations and the Bricker amendment as well as 

the various debates on international courts. Table 2 presents the results. As the conditional 

coefficients for each party indicate, the manufacturing sector was indeed a better predictor of 

Republican than of Democratic positions on multilateralism, particularly during the middle of the 

20th Century.
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Table 2. 

Logit Models of Effect of Manufacturing Employment on Roll-Call Votes Opposing Multilateralism  

 Year of Debate: 

 1919 1923 1926-27 1935 1946 1954 1985 1994 2001-02 

DW-NOMINATE, first 

dimension 

9.78* 

(2.89) 

7.68* 

(3.66) 

-0.91 

(2.59) 

6.83*  

(1.78) 

2.42*  

(0.65) 

8.14*  

(1.15) 

9.59*  

(4.73) 

4.29* 

(1.36) 

12.02* 

(2.11) 

Republican 0.95 

(1.84) 

-1.49 

(2.69) 

2.20 

(1.98) 

0.76 

(0.92) 

0.35 

(0.71) 

-1.22 

(0.82) 

-1.76*  

(3.79) 

2.71* 

(1.32) 

1.50 

(2.55) 

Proportion of workforce in 

manufacturing sector: 

         

     Among Republicans -6.77 

(9.76) 

145.66* 

(50.97) 

-9.02 

(7.28) 

-14.71* 

(5.34) 

-9.67* 

(4.07) 

-13.39* 

(4.33) 

6.56 

(23.30) 

-10.69* 

(5.08) 

-30.51* 

(13.96) 

     Among Democrats -4.77 

(7.16) 

4.98 

(8.87) 

-13.85 

(10.23) 

-2.55 

(6.32) 

-2.80 

(2.78) 

-8.20 

(5.85) 

22.20 

(19.10) 

3.68* 

(1.61) 

-1.11 

(3.52) 

Constant -0.02 

(1.23) 

-0.98 

(1.31) 

-1.95 

(1.08) 

0.16 

(0.52) 

-0.30 

(0.24) 

2.31* 

(0.44) 

1.37 

(2.21) 

0.73 

(0.47) 

2.47* 

(0.81) 

Roll-call votes 14 1 17 8 3 7 1 2 4 

n 1,295 74 1,536 698 203 662 95 194 387 
Note: * p < 0.05. Standard errors adjusted for clustering on the individual member reported in parentheses beneath the coefficient. For ease of 

comparison, conditional coefficients for each party are reported instead of the components of the interaction. The 1919 debate concerned the 

Lodge reservations to the League of Nations. The 1954 debate concerned the Bricker amendment. All the others concerned adherence to the PCIJ 

(1923, 1926-27, and 1935), the ICJ (1945, 1985) and the ICC (1994, 2001-02). All models include a dummy variable for each roll-call vote during 

the debate.  
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Figure 8 shows the impact of the manufacturing sector on Republicans in each debate. 

The extent of employment in this sector had little impact on the first two debates. This began to 

change as American manufacturing became more internationally competitive during the interwar 

period and later. At this point, Republicans from manufacturing states--mainly in the Northeast--

became more supportive of multilateralism. These changing interests contributed to a substantial 

rift within the Party that persisted through the early Cold War era. The best-remembered 

internationalist Republicans of the mid-20th Century, such as Senator Arthur Vandenberg (R-

MI), reflected these changing interests. These Republicans were more active participants in the 

making of American foreign policy and thus play a more prominent role in most historical 

narratives of the early Cold War era, but their prevalence within the Party should not be 

overstated. Committed internationalists were a minority among congressional Republicans (Eden 

1984; Fordham 1998). The intra-party division associated with the manufacturing sector appears 

to have disappeared by the end of the Cold War. While the size of the manufacturing sector 

remained statistically significant in the 1994 and 2001-2 debates, its substantive effect was 

extremely small. 
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The data on sponsorship of anti-UN bills offer a better test of the effect of constituent 

interests for the last five decades. In addition to providing more complete and continuous 

coverage of legislative opposition to multilateralism during these years, data on House districts 

provide a more fine-grained picture of constituent interests than do the state-level data we used 

in our analysis of Senate voting.  

Using these data, we evaluate not only the size of the manufacturing sector but also two 

other indicators of constituents' economic stakes in a relatively open world economy, a central 

goal of postwar multilateralism. While some manufacturing industries have remained highly 

competitive as the exposure to the world economy grew during the last 50 years, concerns about 

the effect of globalization on manufacturing employment has been a major political concern 

throughout this period (e.g., Trubowitz 1998, 169-234; Autor, Dorn, and Hansen 2013). We 

expect manufacturing employment to be positively associated with opposition to multilateralism, 

especially among Republicans, during the 1973-2018 period. The other two constituent interest 
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variables are factor-based indicators of the distributive impact of globalization. Because high-

skill workers in a capital-abundant country like the United States should see their incomes rise 

with greater participation in the international trading system, we expect that representatives from 

districts with relatively skilled populations to be less skeptical of multilateralism. To capture this 

effect, we will exam the percentage of college-educated persons and the percentage of persons in 

white-collar occupations.12 

Table 3 reports the results. As in the models of roll-call voting in Table 2, the models in 

Table 3 use interaction terms to estimate separate effects for the constituent interest variables on 

each party. We report conditional coefficients so that readers can see the significance test for 

these separate effects. As Table 3 indicates, the constituent interest variables had significant 

effects in most cases, but they were quite different for Democrats and Republicans. The results 

remain essentially the same with or without control variables for race, income, and immigration. 

 

 
12 The nature of the Census data we used to construct these variables raises a technical issue that affects model 

specification. District-level data before the 109th Congress (2005-07) come from decennial censuses. These data 

thus do not accurately reflect congress-to-congress changes, erroneously implying discontinuous shifts in our 

economic and social indicators as the source of data moves from one census to another. Data from the annual 

American Community Survey solve this problem after 2006, but it is a serious issue for most of our sample period. 

To avoid drawing incorrect inferences based on congress-to-congress changes, our models of the sponsorship data 

all include fixed effects for each congress. 
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Table 3. 

Negative Binomial Models of Constituent Characteristics and Sponsorship of Anti -UN Bills, 1973-2018 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

DW-NOMINATE, first dimension 3.11 (0.20)*  3.19 (0.21)*  3.10 (0.20)*  3.18 (0.20)*  3.07 (0.20)*  3.15 (0.20)*  

Republican 0.68 (0.24)*  0.63 (0.24)*  -0.91 (0.22)*  -0.99 (0.22)*  -1.49 (0.27)*  -1.63 (0.27)*  

Proportion of workforce in manufacturing sector:       

     Among Republicans -2.00 (0.50)*  -2.03 (0.51)*      

     Among Democrats 2.87 (0.73)*  2.88 (0.74)*      

Proportion of district with 4 years of college:       

     Among Republicans   0.48 (0.36) 0.42 (0.59)   

     Among Democrats   -3.32 (0.92)*  -3.53 (0.75)*   

Proportion of district in white-collar occupations:       

     Among Republicans     1.33 (0.50)*  2.61 (0.79)*  

     Among Democrats     -3.62 (0.98)*  -2.68 (1.10)*  

Non-Hispanic white proportion of population   0.57 (0.27)*   0.54 (0.26)*   0.57 (0.26)*  

Median household income ($1000s of 2016 dollars)  -0.003 (0.002)  -0.003 (0.004)  -0.01 (0.004)*  

Foreign-born proportion of population  1.49 (0.65)*   1.65 (0.67)*   1.62 (0.66)*  

Constant -3.96 (0.29)* -4.29 (0.44)*  -2.88 (0.37)*  -3.95 (0.92)*  -2.54 (0.40)*  -2.73 (0.44)*  

Observations 10,230 10,212 10,231 10,213 10,231 10,213 

Note: * p < 0.05; For ease of comparison, conditional coefficients for each party are reported instead of components of interaction term. All models include fixed 

effects for each congress. The hypothetical Republican and Democrat used for comparison purposes is assumed to have the mean ideology score for the party.
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The party differences are easier to interpret graphically. Figure 9 shows predicted 

probabilities of sponsoring at least one anti-UN bill for members of both parties with different 

constituencies. The size of the manufacturing sector had the expected effect on Democrats, 

though it was not substantively large. As expected during a time when American manufacturing 

faced growing international competition, Democrats representing districts with larger 

manufacturing sectors were somewhat more likely to oppose multilateralism. On the other hand, 

the effects of these constituent interests on Republicans were both large and the opposite of what 

we hypothesized. Those from districts with small manufacturing sectors were substantially more 

likely to sponsor at least one anti-UN measure than were Republicans from districts with large 

manufacturing sectors. While the source of this surprising pattern is unclear, it rules out the 

possibility that the negative impact of globalization on manufacturing employment explains 

Republican skepticism of multilateralism in recent decades. 
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The results concerning college education and white-collar employment in the district 

population present the same puzzle. Among Democrats, the proportion of persons with a college 

degree was negatively associated with sponsorship of anti-UN bills, as we expected. This effect 

is small but meaningful, regardless of whether the model controls for income, race, and 

immigration. Among Republicans, on the other hand, the effect was the opposite of what we 

expected, and was statistically significant when we included control variables. Because college 


