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Co-Optation at the Creation: Leaders, Elite Consensus,
and Postwar International Order

Austin Carson and Matthew J. Conklin

ABSTRACT
This article analyzes how democratic leaders cultivate an elite
consensus in favor of participating in international institutions.
We theorize two tactics to prevent elite dissent. Delegating
early policy development to technocratic and nonpartisan
experts can set a depoliticized tone. Later integration of
opposition elites into the process can create powerful advo-
cates that expand support to a consensus. We assess contrast-
ing fates of the United Nations (UN) and International Trade
Organization (ITO). Haunted by Woodrow Wilson’s failure to
win approval for the League of Nations, leaders outsourced
early planning for a UN to the Council on Foreign Relations.
Later, Franklin D. Roosevelt and top aides tapped moderate
Republicans for the US delegation to San Francisco, creating
powerful Republican advocates. In contrast, leaders developed
the ITO in-house and excluded legislative elites in final nego-
tiations, provoking elite dissent. These tactics shed new light
on leaders, elites, and the domestic politics of international
order and hegemony.

How do domestic politics affect international order? The rise of populism,
Brexit, and the presidency of Donald Trump underscore how domestic
developments can endanger democracies’ commitment to core international
institutions. Though the degree of “consensus” about foreign policy during
the Cold War has been exaggerated,1 the past decade has witnessed new
forms of contestation and criticism of the pillars of the post–World War II
international order at both mass and elite levels.
Existing international relations (IR) scholarship has, at times, highlighted

positive interactions between domestic politics in democracies and inter-
national order. G. John Ikenberry’s influential work argues that the
“character of the American domestic system” helped it to “limit the returns
to power and provide assurances to states within the order that they would
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not be dominated or abandoned.”2 More recent research has complicated
this story. Brian C. Rathbun’s analysis of World War I and II postwar
orders suggests democratic elites vary in their psychology regarding trust,
and horse-trading bargains may be necessary to secure commitments to
multilateralism.3 Paul Musgrave argues that, over time, a hegemon’s com-
mitment may erode due to political parties’ position-taking.4 Most recently,
a special journal issue on the liberal international order features pessimistic
entries on domestic populist ideologies, domestic inequality, and
disinformation.5

This article focuses on intra-elite dynamics and theorizes two tactics that
can help leaders prevent elite criticism. We focus on early delegation to
nongovernmental expert bodies and later integration of moderate oppo-
nents into the policy process. These tactics can depoliticize and depersonal-
ize proposals to participate in multilateral institutions. Compared to other
options, these tactics are especially valuable when leaders aim for unani-
mous or near-unanimous approval and are willing to compromise. Wielded
appropriately, delegating to experts and integrating moderate opponents
can cultivate a domestic consensus on participation in international
institutions.
Our empirics focus on post–World War II international institutions. In

our primary case study, American advocates of joining the United Nations
(UN) tapped extragovernmental experts to develop early plans outside the
limelight and to infuse the nascent proposal with bipartisan and techno-
cratic legitimacy. Later, the Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman
administrations tapped moderate Republicans to help finalize the terms of
the UN Charter at the conference where it was being drafted. This helped
address lingering concerns about war powers, segregation, and other issues
and, in doing so, cultivated powerful Republican advocates who helped
rally broad support in their party. The result was a largely depoliticized
and depersonalized proposal. We contrast this with the fate of the proposed
International Trade Organization (ITO). Introduced around the same time,
we show how the use of in-house experts and exclusion of moderate oppo-
nents encouraged open elite dissent and a politicization of participation.
This contributed to the ITO’s rejection. We also show experts and

2G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 24.
3Brian C. Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation: International Security Institutions, Domestic Politics and
American Multilateralism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Brian C. Rathbun, “The ‘Magnificent
Fraud’: Trust, International Cooperation, and the Hidden Domestic Politics of American Multilateralism after
World War II,” International Studies Quarterly 55, no. 1 (March 2011): 1–21.
4Paul Musgrave, “International Hegemony Meets Domestic Politics: Why Liberals Can Be Pessimists,” in
“Hegemony Studies 3.0: The Dynamics of Hegemonic Orders,” special issue, Security Studies 28, no. 3
(June–July 2019): 451–78. See also other contributions in this special issue.
5“Challenges to the Liberal International Order: International Organization at 75,” special issue, International
Organization 75, no. 2 (Spring 2021).
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moderate opponents’ roles in Woodrow Wilson’s failure to win approval
for the League of Nations. Together, the ITO and League represent negative
cases whereby a leader’s failure to adopt the tactics we theorize undermined
the formation of elite consensus.
This article makes several contributions. First, we bring into conversation

distinct literatures in IR on the domestic politics of international institu-
tions and the growing research program on leaders. We innovate in several
ways. Regarding the former, we move away from a focus on structural fea-
tures of democracy or political parties and focus instead on the agency
leaders have to use—or neglect—specific tactics that may affect domestic
approval. Regarding work on leaders, we focus specifically on tactics that
quietly anticipate and avoid elite cues and highlight the special significance
of two different actors (experts and moderate opponents).6 These factors
are not well understood in existing work, which has largely focused on
leaders’ biographic characteristics and elite cues’ consequences. Finally, the
article offers a novel emphasis on tactics that addresses the goal of not just
approval but unanimous or near-unanimous domestic support. Advocates
of the UN believed this mattered. A narrow Senate approval, in their view,
“would have cast doubt among U.S. allies about the degree and duration of
American interest.” With a strong endorsement, however, “no nation could
reasonably question the U.S. commitment to the U.N. and to a preeminent
U.S. role in the postwar world.”7 We therefore advance the field’s under-
standing of how leaders may exercise power vis-�a-vis elites and, if success-
ful, manufacture consensus.
We also contribute to an ongoing reexamination of the domestic politics

surrounding World War II specifically. Others have drawn a more complex
picture of public opinion and public narrative after Pearl Harbor, shown
the importance of campaigns to delegitimize isolationism, and provided
new insights about partisanship and psychological dispositions.8 Our find-
ings offer fresh understandings about the role of experts from the Council
on Foreign Relations (CFR) in the early development of the UN idea. We
also shed light on the careful cultivation and empowerment of specific
Republican advocates, specifically John Foster Dulles and Senator Arthur
Vandenberg. Finally, we recover the importance of conservative critiques of

6For a recent review of research on elites in foreign policy, see Elizabeth N. Saunders, “Elites in the Making and
Breaking of Foreign Policy,” Annual Review of Political Science 25 (2022): 219–40.
7James A. Gazell, “Arthur H. Vandenberg, Internationalism, and the United Nations,” Political Science Quarterly
88, no. 3 (September 1973): 394.
8Adam J. Berinsky, In Time of War: Understanding American Public Opinion from World War II to Iraq (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009); Ronald R. Krebs, Narrative and the Making of US National Security (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Stephen Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World: The Birth of U.S. Global
Supremacy (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2020); Brooke L. Blower, “From
Isolationism to Neutrality: A New Framework for Understanding American Political Culture, 1919–1941,”
Diplomatic History 38, no. 2 (April 2014): 345–76; Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation.
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the UN (that is, its impact on presidential war powers and segregation in
the South), which remained even after early concessions about the Security
Council veto. Our findings support Rathbun’s point that what appears in
hindsight to be a moment of naturally emergent bipartisan consensus is
better understood as the result of effortful intra-elite politics.9

Our findings have current implications as well. Rather than a new post-
war order, we now face “legacy” institutions and novel political problems
such as climate change. Moreover, the rise of political polarization, emer-
gence of social media, and growing disdain for expertise raises barriers to
domestic consensus and casts doubt on the feasibility of the tactics we the-
orize. In the conclusion, we discuss how these tactics remain just as—or
perhaps more—important in this environment. After all, tactics that can
prevent foreign policy ideas from becoming hyperpartisan and highly per-
sonalized are all the more important now. But the tactics we describe may
require adjustments to be effective in today’s world. For example, leaders
may need to target other sources of nongovernmental authority (for
example, religious or military leaders) rather than technocratic experts.
Leaders also may need to shape the social media information environment
along with courting elite advocates from the opposing party. Thus, using
tactics we highlight from an earlier era, and in new ways, holds important
lessons for elite-level domestic politics of foreign affairs issues.

Leaders, Elites, and Domestic Approval of Institutions

The study of domestic politics in IR has flourished in recent decades.10

Regarding international cooperation and institutions, one area of active
research has been the impact of domestic constraints stemming from inter-
est groups, elites, or the public on international negotiations.11 Other work
analyzes completed cooperative agreements and assesses how domestic civil
society and public opinion may affect implementation and compliance.12

This article focuses on the intervening stage between negotiation and

9Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation.
10For a recent review, see Susan D. Hyde and Elizabeth N. Saunders, “Recapturing Regime Type in International
Relations: Leaders, Institutions, and Agency Space,” International Organization 74, no. 2 (Spring 2020): 363–95.

11See generally Robert D. Putnam’s original “two-level games.” Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The
Logic of Two-Level Games,” International Organization 42, no. 3 (Summer 1988): 427–60. Research on
international trade bargaining is an example of this kind of work. See, for example, Christina L. Davis,
“International Institutions and Issue Linkage: Building Support for Agricultural Trade Liberalization,” American
Political Science Review 98, no. 1 (February 2004): 153–69; Judith Goldstein and Lisa L. Martin, “Legalization,
Trade Liberalization, and Domestic Politics: A Cautionary Note,” International Organization 54, no. 3 (Summer
2000): 603–32.

12Beth A. Simmons, Mobilizing for Human Rights: International Law in Domestic Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009); Stephen Chaudoin, “Audience Features and the Strategic Timing of Trade Disputes,”
International Organization 68, no. 4 (Fall 2014): 877–911; Sarah E. Kreps, Elizabeth N. Saunders, and Kenneth A.
Schultz, “The Ratification Premium: Hawks, Doves, and Arms Control,” World Politics 70, no. 4 (October
2018): 479–514.
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implementation. How do domestic politics shape approval of agreements to
participate in international organizations?
We build on a recent wave of research that highlights leader–elite inter-

actions, which was initially developed to understand the domestic politics
of war. This work recognizes that elite consensus on foreign policy is “not
an accident” and often is “actively shaped by presidential management.”13

These authors highlight how preventing elite opposition “eliminates the
passive source of costs” that a leader otherwise must pay.14 Our argument
also builds on findings from the study of public opinion about the import-
ance of elite cues for public attitudes about foreign affairs.15

Scholars to date have focused on two tactics leaders use to cultivate elite
support at the intervening stage of domestic approval.16 One is policy con-
cessions. Elizabeth N. Saunders shows how President Barack Obama mod-
erated Afghanistan War policy to maintain unity among political elites and
military leaders.17 Rathbun describes how concessions over international
organizations’ design can address domestic elite concerns, specifically
emphasizing clarifications about the veto in the UN Security Council.18 He
concludes that “a willingness to compromise based on the vivid memory of
the League failure” made the essential difference: “It was a matter of pro-
cess, not preference.”19 A related tactic is to keep a given policy the same
but offer side payments to avoid elite opposition.20 A second tactic is infor-
mation manipulation. Leaders may withhold private information about a
proposal’s risks or consequences. Such tactics can reduce criticism of bad
decisions during war21 or blunt domestic critiques of bargains struck dur-
ing crises.22

Leader tactics such as policy concessions and information manipulation
are surely important, but they have limits. Opponents may be uninterested

13Elizabeth N. Saunders, “War and the Inner Circle: Democratic Elites and the Politics of Using Force,” Security
Studies 24, no. 3 (July–September 2015): 496.

14Sarah Kreps, “Elite Consensus as a Determinant of Alliance Cohesion: Why Public Opinion Hardly Matters for
NATO-Led Operations in Afghanistan,” Foreign Policy Analysis 6, no. 3 (July 2010): 198, which cites Kenneth A.
Schultz, “Domestic Opposition and Signaling in International Crises,” American Political Science Review 92, no. 4
(December 1998): 830.

15Berinsky, In Time of War; Matthew S. Levendusky and Michael C. Horowitz, “When Backing Down Is the Right
Decision: Partisanship, New Information, and Audience Costs,” Journal of Politics 74, no. 2 (April 2012): 323–38.

16Elizabeth N. Saunders, The Insiders’ Game: Elites, Democracy, and War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
forthcoming). See also Saunders, “Elites in the Making and Breaking of Foreign Policy.”

17Elizabeth N. Saunders, “Leaders, Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support for War,” Journal of Conflict
Resolution 62, no. 10 (November 2018): 2118–49.

18Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation.
19Ibid., 130.
20Frederick W. Mayer, “Managing Domestic Differences in International Negotiations: The Strategic Use of
Internal Side-Payments,” International Organization 46, no. 4 (Autumn 1992): 793–818; H. Richard Friman,
“Side-Payments versus Security Cards: Domestic Bargaining Tactics in International Economic Negotiations,”
International Organization 47, no. 3 (Summer 1993): 387–410.

21Saunders, “War and the Inner Circle”; Saunders, “Leaders, Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support
for War.”

22Jonathan N. Brown and Anthony S. Marcum, “Avoiding Audience Costs: Domestic Political Accountability and
Concessions in Crisis Diplomacy,” Security Studies 20, no. 2 (April–June 2011): 141–70.

CO-OPTATION AT THE CREATION 5



in compromise if a policy is highly partisan. Hiding facts about a policy or
proposal is most effective well into the implementation phase and may not
be possible if media can report inconvenient truths. Finally, these tactics
are less tailored to explaining the creation of elite consensus. Concessions
buy votes; deception blunts critiques. In what follows, we look at how tap-
ping outside experts and integrating moderate opponents can set the stage
for compromise and build powerful advocates to secure domestic approval
of multilateral agreements.

Theorizing the Manufacture of Elite Consensus

How can leaders cultivate elite support for domestic approval of participa-
tion in international institutions? We theorize two tactics that anticipate
and prevent public expressions of elite dissent. Our theory applies to for-
eign policy initiatives that need some form of legislative endorsement
rather than those implemented through executive fiat.23 Domestic “elites,”
as we use the term here, refers to all personnel with some role in deciding
or implementing government policy. Moreover, although our empirical
focus will be institutions specifically created in postwar environments, the
tactics and mechanisms we develop may have wider applicability.24

The importance of elite consensus has long been recognized. We adopt
Sarah E. Kreps’s definition as “the absence of a coherent opposition to the
government’s basic foreign policy.”25 Elites matter in part because they can
activate public pressure through visible cues.26 As Kreps observes, success-
ful cultivation of elite consensus can have “the effect of inoculating the
leadership from electoral punishment.”27 Other IR scholars have likewise
noted the importance of elite consensus. In Randall L. Schweller’s theory of
underbalancing, for example, elite consensus is “the most proximate cause
of a state’s response or nonresponse to external threats.”28 It can also play
a role in arms control, alliance management, and grand strategy.29 We
build on this work and focus on how leaders may engineer elite consensus.

23In the conclusion, we discuss how these tactics may operate in nondemocratic settings, such as tapping
experts to legitimize policy in the Gulf States. See, for example, Calvert W. Jones, “Adviser to the King: Experts,
Rationalization, and Legitimacy,” World Politics 71, no. 1 (January 2019): 1–43.

24On types of order-building, see Ikenberry, After Victory; Kyle M. Lascurettes, Orders of Exclusion: Great Powers
and the Strategic Sources of Foundational Rules in International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

25Kreps, “Elite Consensus as a Determinant of Alliance Cohesion,” 198.
26Matthew A. Baum and Tim Groeling, “Shot by the Messenger: Partisan Cues and Public Opinion regarding
National Security and War,” Political Behavior 31, no. 2 (June 2009): 157–86.

27Kreps, “Elite Consensus as a Determinant of Alliance Cohesion,” 191.
28Randall L. Schweller, “Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of Underbalancing,” International
Security 29, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 170.

29Kreps, Saunders, and Schultz, “Ratification Premium”; Kreps, “Elite Consensus as a Determinant of Alliance
Cohesion”; Patrick Porter, “Why America’s Grand Strategy Has Not Changed: Power, Habit, and the U.S. Foreign
Policy Establishment,” International Security 42, no. 4 (Spring 2018): 9–46.
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Our theory thus does not ignore public opinion but assumes leaders under-
stand that targeting elites can address it.30

This focus on how leaders and elites interact builds on Saunders’s view
that these intra-elite dynamics differ from public-focused theories of
domestic politics.31 Leaders and their allies’ efforts to head off elite dissent
is a type of insurance aimed at keeping wider public expressions of disap-
proval at bay. The process of how leaders work to manufacture an elite
consensus is thus an outcome to be explained. Drawing on these insights,
we take up Saunders’s invitation for new attention to how elites interact
with and attempt to influence each other.32

Our theory focuses on two groups (experts and moderate opposition
legislators) and shows how their involvement can help depoliticize and
depersonalize a proposal for participating in multilateralism. This suggests
important scope conditions for our claims. For example, the tactics we the-
orize assume the existence of one or more nongovernmental expert groups
to whom a leader can turn for early policy development. Similarly, if a
leader chooses to engage an expert group with a partisan rather than tech-
nical reputation, the tactic we describe may be politicizing rather than
depoliticizing. The second tactic assumes leaders have partners with whom
they can work—specifically moderates in the opposition party who are per-
suadable and can be co-opted to vocally advocate for a given policy. These
conditions do not always hold, in which case leaders may have to adjust
these tactics, reach for others, or simply aim for something less than elite
consensus. In the concluding section, we address whether these conditions
hold in today’s political climate and discuss potential adjustments to the
tactics in light of recent changes.

Tactic 1: Depoliticizing via Outside Experts

The first tactic we theorize focuses on external experts whose involvement
can lend a nonpartisan, technocratic sheen to new policy proposals. We
call this “depoliticizing,” by which we mean policies that are perceived as
technocratic solutions to problems and are unaffiliated or weakly affiliated
with a particular political party or ideology.
Experts are “a network of professionals with recognized expertise and

competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-
relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area.”33 This kind of

30See, for example, Berinsky, In Time of War; Richard A. Brody, Assessing the President: The Media, Elite Opinion,
and Public Support (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991).

31Saunders, “War and the Inner Circle.” See also Saunders, Insiders’ Game.
32Saunders, “Elites in the Making and Breaking of Foreign Policy.”
33Peter M. Haas, “Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination,” International
Organization 46, no. 1 (Winter 1992): 3.
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technocratic expert is analytically distinct from domestic lobbies and trans-
national advocacy networks. Lobbies are more explicitly organized around
a political cause.34 The latter focus on swaying public opinion.35

Most IR scholarship on experts has focused on policy impact at the
national and international levels. This has often been under the heading of
“epistemic communities.”36 Experts here lobby inattentive political leaders
to put scientific and environmental problems on the agenda or, more
broadly, shape the ideas and concepts political leaders use.37 Experts have
influence and legitimacy due to their specialized knowledge.38 Technical
expertise is often presented with “an implicit, and often explicit, rejection
of ‘politics’ as inefficient and possibly corruptive,”39 which may allow
experts to address political commitment problems.40 Thus, they can
“creat[e] the appearance of depoliticization. By emphasizing the ‘objective’
nature of their knowledge, staff of [international organizations] are able to
present themselves as technocrats whose advice is unaffected by partisan
squabbles.”41

Leaders can exploit these features of outside experts to help set a techno-
cratic and nonpartisan tone for a foreign policy initiative. One further
advantage is avoiding the limelight. Expert groups outside government may
do their work with less publicity and without party labels because to
“appear as an overt partisan of debatable alternatives is to give up the sin-
gular asset that professionals enjoy: the appearance of nonpartisan
expertise.”42 Advocates and opponents can delay taking a public position
on a policy or institution—including on key details that may be the subject
of later compromise. Simon James’s study of think tanks in British

34For example, firms in the trade lobby. In Song Kim and Iain Osgood, “Firms in Trade and Trade Politics,”
Annual Review of Political Science 22 (2019): 399–417.

35On transnational advocacy networks, see Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders:
Advocacy Networks in International Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998). On the League of
Nations and public advocacy, see Stephen Wertheim, “The League That Wasn’t: American Designs for a
Legalist-Sanctionist League of Nations and the Intellectual Origins of International Organization, 1914–1920,”
Diplomatic History 35, no. 5 (November 2011): 797–836. More recent work has addressed this in the context of
Vietnam War policy under the heading of “extragovernmental organizations.” See, for example, Chad Levinson,
“Partners in Persuasion: Extra-Governmental Organizations in the Vietnam War,” Foreign Policy Analysis 17, no.
3 (July 2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/orab021.

36For example, Haas, “Introduction.”
37Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations in Global Politics
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004); Bentley B. Allan, “Producing the Climate: States, Scientists, and the
Constitution of Global Governance Objects,” International Organization 71, no. 1 (Winter 2017): 131–62.

38On the role of depoliticized expertise in bureaucratic legitimacy, see Jan-Hinrik Meyer-Sahling, “Civil Service
Reform in Post-Communist Europe: The Bumpy Road to Depoliticisation,” West European Politics 27, no. 1
(January 2004): 71–103.

39Miguel Angel Centeno, “The New Leviathan: The Dynamics and Limits of Technocracy,” Theory and Society 22,
no. 3 (June 1993): 313.

40Sean Gailmard and John W. Patty, “Formal Models of Bureaucracy,” Annual Review of Political Science 15
(2012): 353–77.

41Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World, 24.
42Steven Brint, “Rethinking the Policy Influence of Experts: From General Characterizations to Analysis of
Variation,” Sociological Forum 5, no. 3 (September 1990): 372.
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domestic policy, for example, observes that “think tanks can float ideas in
which politicians may be interested but which they are uncertain about
voicing publicly themselves.”43 Note that this role for experts differs signifi-
cantly from the highly public, agenda-setting function addressed in the epi-
stemic communities literature.44

Tapping outside experts also helps set the terms for future policy discus-
sion and bargaining. Experts can “establish the criteria by which future per-
sonnel are selected and thereby indirectly create a support base for their
policies.”45 At later stages, outside experts may also advise governments
that take over policy development or supply information to leaders engag-
ing with stakeholders. Bargains with legislatures over an issue can thus be
made more palatable for opponents and leaders themselves if a depoliti-
cized tone exists.

Tactic 2: Depersonalizing via Inclusion of Opponents

Delegating early policy development to experts can help set a depoliticized
tone. The second tactic we theorize focuses on how leaders can convert
moderate skeptics into advocates using the power of inclusion. This tactic
is used later, after a proposal has taken shape and is being publicly debated.
It helps reduce politicization but also depersonalizes the proposal, by which
we mean that it lacks a strong association with a particular leader.
After a proposed policy is public and its details come into focus, a leader

may attempt to recruit advocates from outside their political party or ideol-
ogy. The goal is to co-opt, or actively include, influential, persuadable
opponents in late-stage deliberations to alter their behavior. The particular
form this takes is contextual: it may mean inclusion in final internal deci-
sion-making processes (that is, via briefings or a seat on a commission) or,
in the context of international agreements, participation in diplomatic
negotiations. Inclusion of a moderate opponent is effective because it helps
share credit for the policy (thus depersonalizing it). Those included may
find their personal reputation tied to a policy’s success. This can foster an
advocate who can lobby their own co-partisans to generate broad elite con-
sensus. We therefore build on and theorize an observation in Saunders’s
study of the Vietnam War, when Lyndon Johnson used the appointment of

43Simon James, “The Idea Brokers: The Impact of Think Tanks on British Government,” Public Administration 71,
no. 4 (December 1993): 499–500.

44“Haas’s seminal article on the ozone,” notes Bentley B. Allan, “reveals how a small group of scientists
discovered and politicized the ozone hole.” Allan, “Producing the Climate,” 134. See also Levinson, “Partners
in Persuasion.”

45Centeno, “New Leviathan,” 322. See also Vivien A. Schmidt on “coordinative discourse.” Schmidt, “Discursive
Institutionalism: The Explanatory Power of Ideas and Discourse,” Annual Review of Political Science 11
(2008): 303–26.

CO-OPTATION AT THE CREATION 9



a moderate Republican (Henry Cabot Lodge) as ambassador to South
Vietnam to spread blame for any potential failure.46

The logic for this tactic draws on insights from scholars of co-optation
in authoritarian regimes, where leaders may neutralize opposition leaders
by integrating them.47 These studies show that including opponents in sup-
portive political parties or parliaments cultivates a shared stake in the status
quo.48 This explains one function of legislatures in authoritarian regimes.49

A political party becomes a vehicle for integrating potential opposition
elites into the state, raising status and wealth but also linking their reputa-
tion and fate to the existing system.50 This reduces the risk of outright
opposition or coup attempts.51

A similar logic appears in research on social movements. Scholars have
investigated how local governments or other authorities blunt movements’
political power. Inclusion in decision-making venues is one classic method.
Local political leaders may appoint leaders of protest or advocacy groups as
a way to provide nominal influence while “‘responsibility’ for administrative
burdens of power is shared” with a leading member of the opposition.52

Former critics develop personal and professional stakes in a policy’s success,
and in some cases may become vocal advocates among their allies. In
extreme cases, the end result can be “demobilization of the movement.”53

We suggest this basic insight sheds light on a way leaders can manage
potential elite dissent about a foreign policy proposal. Beyond the policy
details, integrating an opponent can prompt “feelings of being protective,
caring, and nurturing and the proactive assumption of responsibility for
that target.”54 Put simply, elites co-opted in this way can be “transformed
in relationship to the organization”55 and be prompted to “the assumption

46Saunders, “War and the Inner Circle.” Note that Saunders also finds that exclusion of congressional rivals from
the policy process can sometimes help avoid elite criticism of setbacks during war. See discussion of the first
weeks of the Korean War in Saunders, Insiders’ Game, chap. 4.

47Leonardo R. Arriola, Jed Devaro, and Anne Meng, “Democratic Subversion: Elite Cooptation and Opposition
Fragmentation,” American Political Science Review 115, no. 4 (November 2021): 1358–72; Dawn Brancati,
“Democratic Authoritarianism: Origins and Effects,” Annual Review of Political Science 17 (2014): 313–26.

48Erica Frantz and Andrea Kendall-Taylor, “A Dictator’s Toolkit: Understanding How Co-optation Affects
Repression in Autocracies,” Journal of Peace Research 51, no. 3 (May 2014): 332–46; Ora John Reuter and
Graeme B. Robertson, “Legislatures, Cooptation, and Social Protest in Contemporary Authoritarian Regimes,”
Journal of Politics 77, no. 1 (January 2015): 235–48.

49Jennifer Gandhi and Adam Przeworski, “Authoritarian Institutions and the Survival of Autocrats,” Comparative
Political Studies 40, no. 11 (November 2007): 1279–1301.

50Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Ora John
Reuter and Rostislav Turovsky, “Dominant Party Rule and Legislative Leadership in Authoritarian Regimes,”
Party Politics 20, no. 5 (September 2014): 663–74.

51Steven R. Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, “Beyond Patronage: Violent Struggle, Ruling Party Cohesion, and
Authoritarian Durability,” Perspectives on Politics 10, no. 4 (December 2012): 869–89.

52Patrick G. Coy and Timothy Hedeen, “A Stage Model of Social Movement Co-optation: Community Mediation
in the United States,” Sociological Quarterly 46, no. 3 (August 2005): 417.

53Coy and Hedeen, “Stage Model of Social Movement Co-optation,” 417.
54Jon L. Pierce, Tatiana Kostova, and Kurt T. Dirks, “The State of Psychological Ownership: Integrating and
Extending a Century of Research,” Review of General Psychology 7, no. 1 (March 2003): 100.

55Ibid.
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of risk on behalf of the target” that might not otherwise be forthcoming.56

Fostering a sense of ownership can thus help create a vocal advocate whose
voice resonates with other potential opponents.

Leader Considerations

These two tactics—the use of outside experts and integration of moderate
opponents—focus on steps leaders can take at opposite ends of the stages
in a policy’s life cycle.57 If combined effectively, they can help generate a
depoliticized and depersonalized framing for a leader’s foreign policy initia-
tive. The mechanisms and joint effect are shown in Figure 1.
Although these tactics can be used separately, combining them creates

important synergies. Tapping outside experts helps leaders avoid drawing
premature attention to potentially controversial proposals. Inclusion of per-
suadable opponents, in contrast, helps convert a more refined policy idea
from being merely palatable to being broadly supported. There may be
more specific interactions available. Our UN case study, for example, shows
how some of the same moderate Republicans were involved in both early
policy formulation (first tactic) and in the San Francisco delegation (second
tactic). Dulles, for example, would become a critical voice defending the
UN Charter from conservatives’ critiques in the Senate—and his participa-
tion both early on and in the final negotiations helped ensure this. Used
alone, these tactics may fail to achieve elite consensus. Even if leaning on
external experts sets an early nonpartisan, technocratic tone, finalization of
a policy’s details may lead to open opposition among elites if integration is
neglected. Co-optation of moderates, moreover, may not be possible if the
policy in question is already politicized.

Figure 1. Manufacturing an elite consensus.

56Jon L. Pierce, Tatiana Kostova, and Kurt T. Dirks, “Toward a Theory of Psychological Ownership in
Organizations,” Academy of Management Review 26, no. 2 (April 2001): 303.

57On policy life cycles, see Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, Agendas and Instability in American Politics
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993).
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In adopting these tactics, leaders are forced to balance benefits against
drawbacks. All tactics for influencing elites have tradeoffs. Those we theor-
ize both involve accepting some loss of control over policy. Delegating to
outside experts may result in a foreign policy proposal that has features,
concepts, or scope that a leader dislikes.58 Integrating opposition elites,
moreover, can give them an insiders’ view of a proposal and opportunities
for changing it. As we note below, Republicans were able to raise objec-
tions about specific provisions at the San Francisco conference for the UN.
A second drawback for both is delay. Keeping a foreign policy proposal in-
house at both stages, we assess, can lead to quicker results. Kennedy’s use
of the Executive Committee of the National Security Council during the
Cuban Missile Crisis, for instance, allowed an intimate, fast process for
interpreting and making decisions. In contrast, tapping experts in prelimin-
ary stages can slow the development of ideas and defer the chance to make
decisions. As we discuss below, early ideas for a UN-like organization took
shape at the CFR over two-plus years. Inclusion of moderate opponents
can also delay final deliberations or negotiations.
These downsides are why leaders may find more success with other tac-

tics, depending on the conditions. These include public lobbying, making
side payments, delegitimizing opponents, and others. A leader aiming for
legislative approval of military aid, for example, could use the power of the
“bully pulpit” to mobilize public opinion and pressure legislators.59 A
leader may also use their public perch to vilify opponents and delegitimize
alternatives.60 Other options are less public. As noted above, leaders may
offer legislators side payments to support a military aid package.61 Or they
may privately negotiate a compromise to reduce the level of military aid to
a range a fiscal hawk can accept. Moreover, alternatives have their own
tradeoffs as well: public pressure can backfire or crowd out other priorities.
Side payments can be costly.
This discussion of tradeoffs and alternative tactics helps clarify the condi-

tions under which the two tactics we theorize are most likely to succeed.62

Tapping experts and integrating moderate opponents will be most likely to
succeed when close control of policy is not essential and when a “slow
burn” approach is feasible. This, in turn, is a function of context and a

58On how experts can use their specialized knowledge to subvert oversight, see Rachel Augustine Potter,
Bending the Rules: Procedural Politicking in the Bureaucracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019).

59Samuel Kernell, Going Public: New Strategies of Presidential Leadership, 4th ed. (Washington, DC: CQ Press,
2006); Brandice Canes-Wrone, “The President’s Legislative Influence from Public Appeals,” American Journal of
Political Science 45, no. 2 (April 2001): 313–29.

60Ronald R. Krebs and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, “Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political
Rhetoric,” European Journal of International Relations 13, no. 1 (March 2007): 35–66.

61Saunders, Insiders’ Game.
62One could also derive hypotheses about when leaders might select one tactic over another. This is not our
focus: we treat use of a tactic as the independent variable, and the outcome of interest is elite consensus and
domestic approval. We return to the issue of tactics as an outcome to explain in the conclusion.
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leader’s features. Compared to a Cuban Missile Crisis scenario, we focus on
domestic vetting of participation in international institutions. Such organi-
zations are often designed to address medium- to long-term policy prob-
lems. A leader’s past experience and personality may also be relevant. Some
leaders may be more likely to foresee and embrace early planning that
allows tapping experts. Leaders may also vary in their comfort with surren-
dering control over policy.63

Situating our tactics in this broader menu also helps clarify the distinct
problems leaders face in dealing with domestic elites. Going public or dele-
gitimizing opponents, for example, addresses public opinion and works by
shaping the external political constraints on elites. Striking legislative bar-
gains targets other legislative elites’ preferences over policy but does not
necessarily cultivate advocates. The two tactics we theorize thus seem best
geared to addressing specific problems that arise when leaders aim for con-
sensus or near-consensus. This is what makes depoliticizing and deperson-
alizing useful and why cultivating vocal advocates from opposition parties
is so valuable. A leader aiming to corral a simple majority or party-line
vote may not need tactics that sacrifice control and impose delays. In con-
trast, the tactics we theorize are especially useful for a leader seeking to
avoid all or nearly all expressions of elite dissent about a proposal, such as
joining a multilateral institution, which requires on-the-record votes and
could be politicized for opponents’ gain.
These claims suggest several observable implications. Most broadly, our

theory expects leaders to be concerned about open elite opposition and its
impact on public opinion. We also expect to see tactics linked to a goal of
not just domestic approval but consensus or near-consensus support. Our
theory also expects these two tactics to be linked to intra-elite politics, as
opposed to simply using experts or moderate opponents to improve a poli-
cy’s quality. If they are embedded in a coordinated campaign to quietly
court legislative support, this provides strong evidence. Our theory suggests
leaders will view experts as helping develop policy in a low-profile way
while setting a nonpartisan, technocratic tone. Our theory’s implications
include leaders carefully selecting moderate opposition elites to join the lat-
ter stages of policy development. Those moderate elites should be seen as
not just “yes” votes but potential advocates to persuade co-partisans.
Finally, our theory has implications when leaders reject these tactics. In
these cases, we expect in-house development to prompt perceptions of a
politicized and personalized policy formed via a noninclusive process. This,
in turn, should play a role in publicly visible elite dissent and, ultimately, a
failure to secure domestic approval.

63This is an issue we return to in our discussion of Wilson and the League of Nations.

CO-OPTATION AT THE CREATION 13



Research Design

We first assess the explanatory power of our claims via a case study of the
US debate over the UN Charter. This is an important case for assessing the
theory for three reasons. First, the choice to join the UN with almost no
elite opposition was a pivotal historical event for the United States and the
international system.64 It is a paradigmatic case of a major power and the
domestic politics surrounding its participation in a postwar order. If our
theory sheds new light on this period, it underscores the value in attending
to elite politics, elite consensus, and leader tactics for other postwar institu-
tions and for the contemporary period. Second, the UN case was one of
several multilateral institutions created after World War II. Understanding
the careful—and sometimes hard-to-observe—maneuvers that led to its
near-unanimous Senate approval provides new tools for understanding the
later evolution of the liberal international order and how new or existing
institutions may or may not find support. Third, we pair this case study
with an analysis of the ITO, where the leaders did not use the tactics we
theorize. This comparison of two institutions created in the same postwar
order-building moment allows us to hold constant a range of geopolitical,
bureaucratic, and leader-specific factors, and understand the role of tactics
and elite consensus. This section also addresses a second case of mis-
handled elite politics: the United States’ failure to ratify the League of
Nations Covenant.
Our dependent variable is the level of domestic elite support for a given

postwar international institution. We assess both the level of elite support
and the ultimate level of unanimity in legislative approval. Our independent
variables are the (non-)use of our theory’s two tactics. We pay particular
attention to process-related evidence that might address specific observable
implications we note above.65 The penultimate section addresses plausible
alternative explanations. Our evidence is drawn mostly from secondary sour-
ces but includes some primary source material that specifically addresses the
cultivation of elite consensus for the UN Charter in its later stages.

Case Study: Elite Consensus and the UN Charter

Our empirical discussion that follows builds on work addressing the World
War II and post–World War II era in the United States. Before turning to

64On most crucial cases, see Marianne S. Ulriksen and Nina Dadalauri, “Single Case Studies and Theory-Testing:
The Knots and Dots of the Process-Tracing Method,” International Journal of Social Research Methodology 19,
no. 2 (March 2016): 223–39; John Gerring, Case Study Research: Principles and Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007).

65Our case studies, therefore, “look directly at the sequence of events that produced an outcome, rather than
just the outcome.” Ulriksen and Dadalauri, “Single Case Studies and Theory-Testing,” 225, citing Guy B. Peters,
Comparative Politics: Theory and Methods (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 141.
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a review of the evidence, we first contextualize our argument with respect
to these recent contributions. Historians and political scientists have begun
reexamining this period’s domestic political climate and have added consid-
erable nuance. In doing so, a new picture is emerging. Rather than an
unshakable domestic consensus in favor of postwar institutions naturally
emerging after Pearl Harbor, scholars are identifying how opinion varied
and, to the extent it converged, was shaped by leaders’ and organiza-
tions’ actions.
One important line of reexamination is the nature of public opinion in

this period. New work has highlighted political elites’ power in shaping
public opinion before and after US participation in World War II. Before
the war, Ronald R. Krebs explains, President Roosevelt struggled to win
over public opinion at times when he mismatched his rhetorical skill to the
strategic context.66 At other times, Roosevelt succeeded by using a storytell-
ing narrative style that resonated with his domestic audience. One area of
intense scholarly debate is the degree to which Roosevelt deployed decep-
tion to marshal public support for the war and what this means for the
independent power of public opinion and democratic accountability more
generally.67 Moreover, Berinsky’s analysis of public opinion data once the
United States was in the war finds that mass views followed elite partisan
cues.68 Intra-elite politics thus appear to have mattered for getting the
country involved in the war and, later, for how the public viewed the
course of the conflict.
Other work has highlighted internationalist political elites’ efforts to

mold public opinion about postwar American grand strategy. Advocates of
US involvement in a postwar order sought nothing less than the complete
defeat of organized political opposition to institutional multilateralism.
Brooke L. Blower, for example, argues that the strict conceptual dichotomy
between “isolationism” and “internationalism” served the political interests
of those “who stood ready to levy the charge of isolationism against anyone
who questioned their plans to lead the country out of what they saw as a
shortsighted, divisive prewar era into one of consensus building and
responsible world leadership.”69 According to Stephen Wertheim,
“intellectual and cultural work” done by internationalist advocates concen-
trated in the Northeast “turned U.S. world leadership into an unanswerable
position in American politics. This outcome, unlike the vote to ratify the

66Krebs, Narrative and the Making of US National Security.
67On the deception thesis, see John M. Schuessler, Deceit on the Road to War: Presidents, Politics, and American
Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015). For a rebuttal, see Dan Reiter and John M. Schuessler,
“FDR, U.S. Entry into World War II, and Selection Effects Theory,” International Security 35, no. 2 (Fall
2010): 176–85.

68Berinsky, In Time of War.
69Blower, “From Isolationism to Neutrality,” 347.
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U.N. Charter, was not assured.”70 The American postwar role was also pro-
moted in public discourse via extragovernmental organizations led by intel-
lectuals and foreign policy elites committed to US hegemony. Indeed,
Inderjeet Parmar’s account of the rise of major philanthropic foundations
illustrates elites’ outsized influence in shaping public opinion.71 Taken to
its extreme, this interpretation seems to suggest all multilateral institutions
were domestically viable after World War II because alternative views had
been rendered beyond the pale.
Yet other work, focused on the behind-the-scenes politicking in this

period, reaches a different conclusion. Rathbun’s powerful account of
intra-elite bargaining shows that dangerous critiques of the nascent UN
existed more than two years after Pearl Harbor.72 He focuses on critiques
about sovereignty and the importance of policy concessions over issues
such as the Security Council veto. As we show below, other concerns—
including presidential war powers and segregation in the American
South—made conservative support far from assured as late as 1945. The
emerging view is that (a) isolationism was severely damaged, and yet (b)
legislative elites had significant misgivings about specific features of post-
war institutions.
We thus build on Rathbun and others’ scholarship in underscoring that

a moment of naturally emergent bipartisan consensus is better understood
as the result of effortful intra-elite politics. This new wave of work ques-
tions the assumption “that economic and militarily superordinate powers
will, eventually, take up a hegemonic mantle.”73 These accounts thus differ
from structural explanations for the United States’ postwar internationalist
identity.74 We join in arguing for the importance of leaders’ and elites’
agency in cultivating views, above and beyond the waxing and waning of
particular foreign policy narratives.75

Our reading of the evidence is thus anchored by an acknowledgment
that leaders recognized and confronted the challenge of elite consensus.
Learning a lesson from history, advisors to Roosevelt hoped to prevent any
meaningful elite legislative opposition to a new UN so as to “avoid a repeti-
tion of the divided attitude between the executive branch and Congress
which had helped to keep the United States from participating in the

70Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World, 147.
71Inderjeet Parmar, Foundations of the American Century: The Ford, Carnegie, and Rockefeller Foundations in the
Rise of American Power (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

72Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation.
73G. John Ikenberry and Daniel H. Nexon, “Hegemony Studies 3.0: The Dynamics of Hegemonic Orders,” Security
Studies 28, no. 3 (June–July 2019): 417.

74Jeffrey W. Legro, for example, posits that the exogenous shock of war precipitates a new ideational structure,
which led to a rapid transformation in postwar grand strategy. Legro, “Whence American Internationalism,”
International Organization 54, no. 2 (Spring 2000): 253–89.

75See, for example, C. William Walldorf Jr., To Shape Our World for Good: Master Narratives and Regime Change in
U.S. Foreign Policy, 1900–2011 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019).
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League of Nations.”76 Leaders saw elite consensus as important for two
audiences. First, they feared elite cues could trigger shifts in public support.
Kreb’s review of national security narratives notes that FDR was doubtful
about the durability of public support for internationalism, stating that
“anybody who thinks that isolationism is dead in this country is crazy. As
soon as this war is over, it may well be stronger than ever.”77 Ikenberry,
too, notes the range of competing visions of postwar order as 1945
approached.78 Near the end of the war, FDR worried that “mass enthusi-
asm for a new world league seemed to rest on a somewhat shaky base,”
and he repeatedly took steps so that there was “no public expression
of doubt.”79

A second audience of concern resided abroad. Elite critiques of the UN
would cast doubt on the durability of American commitment. As Ikenberry
notes, domestic predictability increases assurance to other states.80 One
advocate of the UN’s ratification in Senate hearings, referring to its rejec-
tion of participation in the League of Nations, stated that “the opportunity
is now before this legislative body to correct the mistake that was commit-
ted at that time. We can regain for the United States Senate the confidence
of the Allied Nations by demonstrating now that we are a group of for-
ward-looking Americans who believe firmly in world cooperation.”81

But was elite consensus really in doubt? Even as isolationist views were
increasingly marginalized after Pearl Harbor, a range of concerns about the
form of any postwar security organization remained. Others have high-
lighted apprehensions about sovereignty, which were addressed via specific
assurances and changes to the design of the Security Council veto.82 Three
other concerns added to the need to attend to skeptical legislators. One was
the impact of the UN on executive versus legislative powers for going to
war. Many in the Senate were “continually apprehensive that the
[Roosevelt] Administration would make permanent postwar commitments
without congressional authorization or consultation.”83 This concern was
especially persuasive because of the “perception of high handedness in
deciding to use executive agreements to by-pass Senate oversight of treaty

76Gazell, “Arthur H. Vandenberg, Internationalism, and the United Nations,” 382, citing writings by Secretary of
State Cordell Hull and his aide Harley Notter.

77Krebs, Narrative and the Making of US National Security, 86.
78Ikenberry, After Victory, 175–85.
79Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995), 521–22.

80“If the hegemonic state is rendered more predictable, the secondary states do not need to spend as many
resources on ‘risk premiums,’ which would otherwise be needed to prepare for either domination or
abandonment. In such a situation, the asymmetries in power are rendered more tolerable for weaker states.”
Ikenberry, After Victory, 57.

81Hearings on Ratification of the United Nations Charter, 91, pt. 6 Cong. Rec. 8019 (25 July 1945) (statement of
Sen. Scott Lucas).

82Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation.
83Roland Young, Congressional Politics in the Second World War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), 178.
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matters.”84 A special concern was that UN-authorized uses of force would
eliminate the need to consult Congress. Skeptical senators such as Burton
Wheeler, Eugene Millikin, and Harlan Bushfield worried that the Charter
represented “a delegation of power to one man or to the Security Council
… to declare war.”85

Two other anxieties were also important. Legislative elites from the
American South sought to protect segregation. They worried that a ratified
UN Charter might offer “yet another legal instrument that the NAACP
[National Association for the Advancement of Colored People] and African
Americans could use to break Jim Crow.”86 A Charter that “formally recog-
nized such a principle of equality” could clash with the “denial of rights to
American citizens due to segregation.”87 A final concern up through the
San Francisco negotiations was regionalism. Legislators worried the UN
Charter could end traditional American “freedom of action” in the
Western Hemisphere by subordinating regional security arrangements to
the Security Council.88 This mirrored Senator Lodge’s efforts to protect the
Monroe Doctrine from the League of Nations. With Senator Vandenberg
warning “that the Senate would not ratify the Charter without the
provision,” the Article 51 right to self-defense was enshrined in the
Charter, forestalling a potentially paralyzing fight in the Senate.89 Thus,
concerns about sovereignty, war powers, segregation, and regionalism made
widespread elite support far from a foregone conclusion. This explains
why, despite the discrediting of isolationism, advocates of the UN and
other postwar institutions “persistently worried that the American people,
and their representatives in Congress, would refuse to go along.”90

Tapping the Council on Foreign Relations

How was an elite consensus on the UN cultivated? A critical decision early
in the process of building domestic support for the institution was turning
to the CFR. Founded in 1921, the CFR became an authoritative voice for
American internationalism and was seen as a permanent successor to
Woodrow Wilson’s “Inquiry,” the ad hoc group of academics created to

84Cathal J. Nolan, “The Last Hurrah of Conservative Isolationism: Eisenhower, Congress, and the Bricker
Amendment,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 22, no. 2 (Spring 1992): 341.

85Jane E. Stromseth, “Rethinking War Powers: Congress, the President, and the United Nations,” Georgetown Law
Journal 81 (1993): 607.

86Carol Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize: The United Nations and the African American Struggle for Human Rights,
1944–1955 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 44.

87Paul Gordon Lauren, The Evolution of International Human Rights: Visions Seen, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 162.

88Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation, 150–52.
89Ibid., 152.
90Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World, 137, 147, 157. Wertheim quotes FDR, Walter Lippmann, and Minnesota
senator Joseph Ball worrying about a postwar revival of isolationism despite its unpopularity during the war.
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accompany the president to the Paris Peace Conference. CFR membership
was a who’s who of the American elite, comprised largely of white men
residing in the Northeast and specializing in finance, law, and industry. It
provided an intellectual space for scholars in the new field of international
relations to influence policy. The CFR’s roster of recognizable names such
as Quincy Wright, James Shotwell, and Philip Jessup constituted a new
generation of internationalist-oriented thinkers who were then considered
“best qualified to give counsel and assistance in the study of America’s
proper course in these trying days.”91 The CFR was influential and without
a credible rival after the America First Committee was discredited by Pearl
Harbor.92 From 1939 to February 1943, State Department postwar planners
relied on CFR experts to build out an early vision of a UN institution
quietly and with a technocratic and nonpartisan veneer. CFR influence was
so significant that the State Department integrated its proposals and per-
sonnel into the government’s planning process in 1942.
The origins of the UN idea lay in the War and Peace Studies (WPS) pro-

ject at the CFR, which was formed in December 1939. The project’s steer-
ing committee included nine CFR members whose work provided
“blueprints for policy makers” and whose staff offered “expert guidance on
the nature of the postwar world and America’s leadership role within it.”93

The working documents of WPS’s four steering groups “were united in the
belief that the United States should have a say in the outcome of the war
and participate in the peace settlement.”94 Their connections, expertise, and
direct involvement in postwar planning led CFR’s top leaders to later admit
that “the work of the groups had helped set the boundaries of debate
within the government on the war.”95 According to Robert D. Schulzinger,
“The lion’s share of recommendations went to ways of encouraging partici-
pation in a general international organization.”96

Early in World War II, State Department internationalists believed out-
sourcing early postwar planning, including plans for a League successor,
would help keep proposals depoliticized. Assistant Secretary of State
George Messersmith and Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles, a close
confidant of President Roosevelt, thus eagerly welcomed CFR leaders’ pro-
posal in September 1939 to make their services available to the

91Language from CFR Executive Director Walter H. Mallory in 1937, quoted in Laurence H. Shoup and William
Minter, Imperial Brain Trust: The Council on Foreign Relations and United States Foreign Policy (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1977), 28.

92Gary Fine, “Notorious Support: The America First Committee and the Personalization of Policy,” Mobilization: An
International Quarterly 11, no. 4 (1 December 2006): 408.

93Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 77.
94Robert D. Schulzinger, Wise Men of Foreign Affairs: The History of the Council on Foreign Relations (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1984), 70.

95Schulzinger, Wise Men of Foreign Affairs, 79.
96Ibid., 82–83.
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administration’s planning staff. Once the CFR offered its resources, the
State Department saw a golden opportunity.
We find evidence of two distinct effects of the government’s early reli-

ance on extragovernmental experts for postwar policy development. First,
the CFR was a source of technically proficient, relatively nonpartisan, and
well-connected experts. Such expertise helped bureaucrats who were busy
with the ongoing war.97 This, in turn, allowed CFR experts to shape the
terms of future planning based on “certain assumptions, excluding other
alternatives.”98 Yet this tradeoff was embraced, as the CFR’s WPS group
was seen by advocates in the State Department as “a body that could study
the problems of peace in a concentrated and unified way, while resisting
the temptation to be distracted by more immediate wartime concerns.”99

Their substantive expertise allowed CFR staff to lend technocratic and non-
partisan credibility to postwar proposals given that it “had a reputation for
confidentiality and nonpartisanship.”100 None of this is to deny that the
CFR had a broadly internationalist agenda. As Parmar describes it, these
outside experts would “bestow prestige on insiders and draw the bounda-
ries of what constitutes valuable knowledge.”101 Thus they served both as
“gatekeepers of ideas” and as a useful tool for helping legitimize plans for a
postwar international institution such as the UN.
Second, the CFR provided a reserve of experts who could quietly develop

plans for a postwar universal security organization. In the formal agree-
ment reached between State and CFR officials on 12 September 1939, it
was “put in that the Council had to maintain its traditional distance from
the government.”102 If the Roosevelt team was “called upon to make [plans]
public prematurely,” such details might “alarm the large number of
Americans who then opposed United States participation in a new world
body.”103 The work of the WPS “gave top men in the [State] department
some deniability. Their own judgments would not be questioned if the pre-
dictions from the Council’s studies proved erroneous.”104 Thus, the poten-
tial for confidential deliberations at the CFR helped ensure such thinking
remained low profile.
In February 1942, the State Department shifted to explicitly incorporat-

ing CFR ideas and personnel into their postwar planning efforts.105 An

97Robert C. Hilderbrand, Dumbarton Oaks: The Origins of the United Nations and the Search for Postwar Security
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 12.

98Shoup and Minter, Imperial Brain Trust, 118.
99Hilderbrand, Dumbarton Oaks, 11.
100Schulzinger, Wise Men of Foreign Affairs, 61.
101Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 257.
102Schulzinger, Wise Men of Foreign Affairs, 61–62.
103Hilderbrand, Dumbarton Oaks, 8.
104Schulzinger, Wise Men of Foreign Affairs, 61.
105Shoup and Minter, Imperial Brain Trust, 150.
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agreement allowed WPS research staff to directly work for the correspond-
ing subcommittees at the State Department as part of an “Advisory
Committee on Postwar Foreign Policy” (hereafter “Advisory Committee”).
For the next two years, this Advisory Committee was the center of State
Department planning, including on “the role of international organ-
izations.”106 Yet CFR personnel effectively served as temporary consultants
for the State Department,107 which WPS research secretary Grayson Kirk
noted “made it possible for intellectual breezes from outside to blow
through the State Department.”108 Figures such as Leo Pasvolsky, an assist-
ant to Secretary of State Cordell Hull, show how outside expertise and in-
house bureaucracy blended at this stage. A former Brookings scholar and
carrying a reputation as a skilled bureaucrat, Pasvolsky was an important
intermediary helping to integrate CFR research and personnel.109 A sum-
mary of the recurring names in the WPS, the State Department’s Advisory
Committee, and a third entity for postwar planning at State (the “Informal
Political Agenda Group”) is in Table 1.
To summarize, this early period of the UN’s development supports some

of our key theoretical claims and mechanisms. Extragovernmental experts
provided top American officials with a supply of expertise that could
develop detailed policy ideas at an arm’s length and with a veneer of
technocratic and nonpartisan legitimacy. This put the initial proposal for a
postwar security organization on a depoliticized and low-profile foundation.

Table 1. Recurring characters in CFR and State Department postwar planning.
Organization Date founded Subcommittees Key participants

War and Peace Studies
project (Council on
Foreign Relations)

December 1939 Territorial Group
Economic and Financial

Group Political Group
Armaments Group

Norman H. Davis
Hamilton Fish Armstrong
Walter Mallory
Allen W. Dulles
John F. Dulles
Isaiah Bowman
James T. Shotwell

Advisory Committee on
Postwar Foreign Policy
(State Department)

29 December 1941 Territorial Subcommittee
Economic Subcommittee
Political Subcommittee
Security Subcommittee

Cordell Hull
Leo Pasvolsky
Norman H. Davis
Isaiah Bowman
Hamilton Fish Armstrong
James T. Shotwell

Informal Political Agenda
Group
(State Department)

January 1943 Secretive subgroup of
Advisory Committee
on Postwar
Foreign Policy

Cordell Hull
Leo Pasvolsky
Edward R. Stettinius Jr.
Norman H. Davis
Isaiah Bowman
Harley Notter
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109See discussion of Pasvolsky as a “driving force” behind the early UN designs in Brian C. Rathbun, “Before
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In a counterfactual scenario, early planning for a UN could have been
developed in-house and with early public attention. This would likely have
imbued the proposal with a partisan rather than technocratic image and
prompted elites to take public positions that would reduce room for com-
promise. Internal State Department reports on the CFR’s role in postwar
planning reach a similar conclusion. In interpreting these reports, Parmar
observes that “State Department officials believed that the CFR men were
to be trusted as expert, responsible, and discreet.”110

Integrating Moderate Republicans at San Francisco

As international negotiations advanced and details of the proposed UN
began to be publicly discussed, Roosevelt faced a critical decision. Roosevelt
and his top aides quietly consulted with a small group of moderate
Republicans to identify and address early concerns about issues such as the
veto. Yet, as we note, once Roosevelt embraced the UN idea, he believed
broad Republican legislative support to be essential. The White House saw
an opportunity to expand conservative support via the composition of the
US delegation to negotiate the final terms of the UN’s design.
The meeting at San Francisco was intended to resolve remaining proced-

ural and substantive issues. The White House believed that including
Republicans among the eight official American delegates and their senior
advisers could strike a powerful tone. Doing so would build on the
“‘nonpartisan’ congressional and party consultation” that had taken place
in 1943 and 1944, and make “the decisive negotiation of those proposals”
appear “bipartisan.”111 Roosevelt, Secretary Hull, and Hull’s successor
Edward R. Stettinius Jr. sought Republican members for the delegation.112

As Stephen C. Schlesinger notes, Roosevelt “put considerable political cal-
culation into his choices, relying on his own intuition as well as on the
advice of Stettinius.”113 A final group was ultimately “formulated at the
highest official level of the Department” and vetted by Roosevelt while he
attended the Yalta Conference with Joseph Stalin and Winston
Churchill.114 The delegation included reliable Democratic allies (for
example, Senator Tom Connally), as well as three Republicans: Senator
Vandenberg (R-MI), Congressman Charles Eaton (R-NJ), and former
Republican governor of Minnesota Harold Stassen. Several Republican-

110Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 78.
111Harley Notter, Postwar Foreign Policy Preparation, 1939–1945 (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office,
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affiliated experts were included as advisers (for example, Dulles, dis-
cussed below).
Advocates of the UN hoped the integration of moderates would address

remaining domestic elite concerns and produce a cascade of senatorial sup-
port. A “carefully balanced” delegation was intended to maintain
“bipartisan support for their postwar security plans.”115 Schlesinger’s his-
tory of the UN similarly concludes that “remembering the League of
Nations fiasco of a quarter of a century ago, [Roosevelt] sought bipartisan
coloration by inviting aboard Senator Arthur Vandenberg” and other lead-
ing conservative voices.116 Roosevelt believed that including Republicans
could “remove charges of partisanship” and might “silence the voices of
critics.”117 The Congressional Quarterly noted at the time that the
“delegation reflected the hope of the Roosevelt Administration to keep for-
eign relations on a bipartisan plane and to avoid any complications in
obtaining Senate ratification of the established organization.”118 State
Department officials made sure congressional members knew of the delega-
tion’s composition by meeting “with three different groups of Senate and
House leaders from the two major parties.”119 A cable from Stettinius
informed Roosevelt that a “long talk” with Vandenberg had shown
Stettinus that inclusion “would remove a considerable part of the oppos-
ition on the part of Senator [Robert M.] LaFollette [Jr.], and that there
would be only negligible Republican opposition to the charter when it was
presented to the Senate.”120

Two participants—Dulles and Vandenberg—were especially important.
Dulles, attending San Francisco as an adviser, was a top Republican voice
on foreign policy and international law who had advised Roosevelt’s 1944
presidential rival, Thomas Dewey. Yet Roosevelt and Stettinius specifically
targeted Dulles,121 whose inclusion Stettinius believed would “maintain
bipartisan backing” for the UN.122 Dulles was given “substantial negotiating
responsibility on various major problems.”123 His inclusion “brought dir-
ectly into the concluding preparation” of the UN a figure who had only six
months earlier been seen as a competitor.124 Dulles proved especially

115Patrick J. Hearden, Architects of Globalism: Building a New World Order during World War II (Fayetteville:
University of Arkansas Press, 2002), 195.
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important in addressing concerns that the UN Charter could endanger seg-
regation in the American South. Dulles suggested new language at San
Francisco on “domestic jurisdiction,” without which the racial discrimin-
ation clause would threaten Jim Crow policies.
Vandenberg had come to hold significant influence on foreign policy in

the Republican Party as well.125 He was a symbol of former isolationists
embracing American intervention in World War II. Yet Vandenberg was
no pushover when it came to postwar plans. Even as his early concern over
the veto was addressed, Roosevelt was skeptical of Vandenberg’s promises
about support for the UN. However, “Stettinius prevailed on him to tap
[Vandenberg] for his seniority and influence within his party’s caucus.”126

Vandenberg’s inclusion helped address some of the specific, lingering
concerns about the UN’s design that we note above. For example, Arthur
M. Schlesinger Jr.’s history of this period notes that “as late as 1944
[Vandenberg] was insisting on the congressional veto” of any use of mili-
tary force for a UN mission.127 This would address Republican concerns
that the postwar organization would allow the president to bypass Congress
in declaring war. But by 1945 Vandenberg had “announced his conversion
to internationalism and toured the country arguing the necessity of the
‘automatic availability of force’” under the UN system.128 This underscores
that late maneuvers helped convert Vandenberg into a powerful advocate.
Vandenberg’s memoirs and later biographies show that San Francisco

affected him deeply and made him a vocal UN advocate. He accepted a
high-profile role in the delegation, expecting “to be heard at the conference
and to place his own stamp on the proceedings.”129 Vandenberg’s partici-
pation in the delegation “practically assured his approval; senators seldom
vote against documents whose contents they help determine.”130 Lawrence
S. Kaplan’s biography of Vandenberg describes the results of San Francisco
as “his personal victory.”131 Kaplan quotes Vandenberg musing that, in a
counterfactual world, “I could have beaten the Charter if I had taken the
opposite tack” and notes his pride in being “one of its fathers.”132 This
shows how leaders (Roosevelt and Truman) sharing credit with moderate
opposition figures can depersonalize a proposal and cultivate helpful allies.
The ripple effect to other Republican senators was significant. When

Vandenberg and Democratic senator Connally returned from San
Francisco, “Senators from both parties rose in violation of Senate rules to

125Kaplan, Conversion of Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg, 101.
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131Kaplan, Conversion of Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg, 141–42.
132Ibid.

24 A. CARSON AND M. J. CONKLIN



applaud them.” The “contrast with the experience of Wilson returning
from Paris in 1919 was striking.”133 The lack of criticism of the Charter
during subsequent hearings was a result, in part, of Vandenberg’s stamp of
approval and powerful rebuttal of conservative reservations. “Whenever, in
the proceedings before the Committee on Foreign Relations, the legislative
and executive minds divide according to natural process over authorities
and prerogatives,” wrote the New York Times, “these two Senators
[Vandenberg and Connally] act as a bridge on which the issue can be car-
ried to safe and constructive solution.”134 Contemporaneous reporting by
the Washington Post, moreover, notes that Vandenberg’s “unflinching advo-
cacy of the Charter carries all the greater weight because of his past
record,” and his vocal support “came very close to obliterating the last rem-
nants of a disintegrated opposition.”135 As James A. Gazell concludes,
“While one may doubt whether [Vandenberg] could have defeated ratifica-
tion, there is little question that he could have caused the margin of pas-
sage to have been narrow.”136

It is worth briefly noting the synergy between this stage and the earlier
choice to lean heavily on CFR experts. The CFR’s early involvement laid
the foundation for consultations and tactical adjustments to address
Republicans in 1943 and 1944. This depoliticized context set the stage for
integrating Republicans into the delegation finalizing the postwar institu-
tion’s design. The tight link between the two tactics was not lost on
Vandenberg himself, who “could see how the Roosevelt administration had
absorbed one of the fundamental lessons of the interwar League fight: that
it was important to lay the groundwork for bipartisan support of any pro-
spective postwar multilateral commitments and to shore up such ground-
work early and often, especially in the Senate.”137

Mishandling Elite Politics: The ITO and League of Nations

Though the UN example highlights a successful case of leaders preempting
elite dissent, this certainly does not always happen. This section reviews
two cases in which experts and moderate opponents were excluded. One
case, involving the ITO, was negotiated and vetted at nearly the same time
as the UN Charter. However, different tactics were used to address poten-
tial elite criticism. The second case, the League of Nations, helped shape
the approach to domestic approval of the UN. Though the political context
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differed after World War I, the contrast in Wilson’s approach to elite
opponents was striking. His reliance on loyalist experts and a less-inclusive
approach to Republican opponents were key reasons for the emergence and
consolidation of opposition. To be clear, the ultimate outcome of domestic
rejection in both cases may have been overdetermined. However, the tim-
ing, content, and magnitude of elite criticism was not. To show our
theory’s contribution, we therefore focus on evidence that links specific tac-
tics and decisions to the nature of elite dissensus about the ITO and
League of Nations.

Elite Consensus and the ITO

The ITO was developed and negotiated during roughly the same period as
the UN, though its final form was settled in the two years after the
Charter’s approval.138 The ITO was viewed as a companion institution to
the UN, making its ultimate rejection all the more striking. The State
Department started its in-house development of a proposal for the ITO in
January 1942. The idea for such an organization was refined over the
course of several years in close consultation with the British. By early 1946,
negotiations with other governments accelerated. A first US-UK draft ITO
charter was presented that year, and the final ITO charter was negotiated
in Havana, Cuba, from late 1947 to early 1948.
In contrast with the UN idea, the White House and State Department

sidelined outside experts in favor of direct control. As Susan Ariel
Aaronson’s history notes, “Most of the background work for the proposed
international trade organization was developed by government officials who
met as the Special Committee on the Relaxation of Trade Barriers.”139 In
contrast with the importance of CFR experts in the UN’s development, the
State Department’s “subcommittees, which did the bulk of the postwar
planning in 1942, were dominated by State Department officials.”140

Consistent with our theory, this led to early signs that the ITO was becom-
ing politicized. Hearings in 1943 on renewing Roosevelt’s Reciprocal Trade
Agreements Act (RTAA) led legislators to criticize FDR’s handling of post-
war trade planning, grant only a short-term extension of the RTAA, and
generally “keep the planners on a short leash.”141

138Early thinking about an international trade agency took place within the same CFR War and Peace Studies
“Economic and Financial Group.” See Sebastiano Nerozzi, “Building Up a Multilateral Strategy for the United
States: Alvin Hansen, Jacob Viner, and the Council on Foreign Relations (1939–45),” in American Power and
Policy, ed. Robert Leeson (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 33.
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International negotiations over the ITO led to further problems. In con-
trast with the approach in San Francisco, the Truman White House and
State Department stocked the American delegation with trade officials with-
out either of our two tactics in mind. The delegation did not include per-
suadable opposition legislators at the Havana Conference, and as the above-
mentioned debate over the RTAA renewal indicates, the administration’s
trade planners were not regarded as impartial outsiders. The Republican
chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee noticed and “expressed
annoyance that no Republican from his committee had been named to the
Delegation.”142 Even sympathetic senior Democrat legislators were
“distressed” at their exclusion. “The strategic decision to keep the home front
in the dark during these years would prove costly,” notes John Odell and
Barry Eichengreen’s history of this period.143 “After the negotiations, the
U.S. administration did make some efforts to mobilize domestic support for
ratification, but these efforts were long delayed and only lukewarm.”144

The politicized tone set by in-house development was reinforced by the
lack of vocal congressional advocates from the opposition. No symbolically
powerful advocate emerged; there was no Vandenberg equivalent cultivated
through the negotiation process.145 As a result, the ITO became “a policy
without a constituency and without strong top-level support.”146 State
Department planners knew their proposal was in danger and “privately
voiced fears that they had missed their chance by largely disregarding con-
gressional and other domestic opinion for so long.”147 In the lead-up to
legislative consideration, observes Thomas W. Zeiler, the ITO Charter was
criticized by free trade purists and protectionists alike.148 Contrasted with
the UN Charter’s development by outside experts in a low-profile manner,
opponents openly cast the ITO in ideological terms. Last-gasp attempts to
recruit sympathetic industry leaders into the Committee for the ITO failed.
In April 1949, the Truman administration submitted the charter for con-
gressional action but it was never approved. Facing a revolt by business
elites and their allies in the Senate, the Truman administration quietly
withdrew the ITO on 6 December 1950.149
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To be clear, the ITO’s fate was not solely the result of mishandled elite
opinion. Issues of trade and collective security are not equivalent.150 Trade
creates identifiable political losers from those unable to compete with for-
eign manufacturers. The ITO was also finalized after 1945, when the geo-
strategic environment vis-�a-vis the Soviet Union was beginning to shift.
These factors made a near-unanimous Senate vote for the ITO—akin to the
UN’s in 1945—unlikely. Yet we find process-related evidence that suggests
rejection of the two tactics we theorize affected the magnitude of open
opposition among elites. By neglecting the use of technocratic and nonpar-
tisan experts and failing to integrate legislators in the delegation or ser-
iously cultivate opposition elites, the Truman White House invited a full-
scale collapse of elite consensus.

Elite Consensus and the League of Nations

Though the story of the Senate’s rejection of US participation in the
League of Nations has been well-documented, we focus on the specific tac-
tics we theorize and the way Wilson’s use of them helped invite public
elite criticism.
First, consider the role of experts. On the one hand, Wilson did recruit

and consult a body of putatively nongovernmental academic experts called
“The Inquiry.” Wilson used their expertise in negotiations over the Treaty of
Versailles and the League of Nations Covenant. On the other hand, Wilson
made several revealing missteps that converted this expert body into a
vehicle of politicization rather than depoliticization. Most importantly,
Wilson ensured the experts would be seen as political loyalists, not nonparti-
sans. Wilson tasked Colonel Edward M. House, a close political advisor, with
assembling The Inquiry, and he imposed a political loyalty litmus test. As
Lawrence Emerson Gelfand notes, “Anyone possessing a record attacking the
nation’s war effort or the President’s pronouncements on the subject of
future peace stood little chance to enter the membership.”151 A second mis-
step was in timing. Wilson did not form or consult The Inquiry early in the
war. Instead, Colonel House was tasked with forming the consultative body
in late 1917, only months before the conflict ended. As a result, The
Inquiry’s role in Paris was highly publicized and controversial.152 In fact,
many saw it as a way for Wilson to bypass career employees at the State
Department who might have been less supportive of his vision.153
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What about potentially persuadable opposition moderates? Wilson was
more effective at alienating than co-opting, choosing “confrontation and
condemnation” despite being advised to seek “accommodation with Senate
opponents.”154 In part this was because Wilson used late-stage tactics that
pressured rather than integrated his opponents. Although several influential
Republican figures endorsed some version of the League of Nations idea
(including William Howard Taft and Theodore Roosevelt), Wilson rejected
their inclusion in diplomatic negotiations or other sites of deliberation for
finalizing the League. When he did choose to engage, Wilson did so via
private meetings with Republicans reservationists in the lead-up to the
Senate ratification fight—rather than including them in the process of final-
izing the Covenant itself.155 Compounding these procedural choices,
Wilson chose to “escalate charges against his political opponents” as the
reality of opposition became clear. He accused them “of serving the pur-
poses of Bolshevism and Germanism” when they failed to change their pos-
ition.156 As a result, Wilson actually “weakened this one group of
Republicans” that might have joined forces and “left them no option but to
seek an agreement with their fellow Republicans.”157

To be clear, these tactical missteps are only part of the story. Wilson likely
faced a lower ceiling of possible domestic support; the attack at Pearl Harbor
and subsequent campaign to delegitimize isolationism would not come until
later.158 However, his use of experts and treatment of moderate opposition
legislators shows how Wilson exacerbated the challenge of an admittedly
steeper climb. Wilson’s approach thus made a tough road impassable given
that “it was not a foregone conclusion that most Republicans would join the
avowed opponents of the League.”159 These tactical mistakes helped contrib-
ute to a highly politicized and personalized perception of the postwar order:
the League of Nations idea was Wilson’s League.

Alternative Explanations

Three potential criticisms are worth addressing. First, elite politicking may
be epiphenomenal to larger structural factors. For example, Pearl Harbor
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and the coordinated campaign to bury isolationism may have made domes-
tic approval of the UN Charter inevitable. Yet this interpretation is at odds
with several important aspects of the case. First, White House advocates
did not view the situation this way at the time. Believing support for a
postwar organization was far from assured and notably fragile, these leaders
took a range of measures to shore up against possible elite critiques—costly
behavior which would be unnecessary if the political climate was so over-
whelming. Second, this interpretation does not explain the near-unanimous
vote for the UN in the Senate. As one historian with a firsthand account of
the wartime Congress concludes, “The unity of Congress, in the sense that
all members agreed on policy, began and ended with Pearl Harbor. There
was agreement on the issue that the war must be won, but there was no
agreement on what policy should be followed in winning the war.”160 We
review evidence that consensus was, at least in part, the result of a depoliti-
cized initial proposal and powerful, vocal advocacy by moderate
Republicans such as Vandenberg and Dulles.
A second line of critique would admit elite politicking’s importance but

argue that the tactics we identify were less important than others. To be
clear, we acknowledge bargaining over some aspects of the UN’s design
assuaged some concerns from some Republican skeptics.161 Our claim is
twofold. First, such measures were insufficient. We find evidence that some
key elite concerns—such as segregation in the South and presidential war
powers—remained a potential source of open opposition well into 1944
and early 1945. We also review evidence that the vocal advocates who
emerged after the San Francisco negotiations (that is, Dulles and
Vandenberg) raised these exact concerns. Second, such tactics do not spe-
cifically explain the cultivation of advocates who, after concessions, are
motivated to lobby their co-partisans. Third, we argue that such bargaining
was made possible by a depoliticized tone set early on. Developing the UN
idea in a more politicized way would have made compromise harder.
A final critique might specifically object that outside experts simply serve

as supplemental expertise and do not have a larger depoliticizing effect. We
believe this underestimates the importance of the CFR in the UN case and
is not consistent with our findings on the ITO and League of Nations.
Outsider expertise was not strictly needed for the early planning that led to
the UN. Postwar planning of this kind was led by international lawyers;
these were not in acute demand during the first years of war in the way
area experts were. Moreover, CFR experts were paired with counterparts in
the State Department in 1943 during the peak of World War II, showing
in-house expertise was available if needed. The ITO and League of Nations
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cases show that leaders can find expertise from within a bureaucracy or in
a hand-picked group of political loyalists when necessary. Thus, the key dif-
ferences are in which experts are used, when, and the tone they set for the
policy in development. To be clear, we do not deny that CFR experts lent
important technical knowledge. Yet their political value for intra-elite polit-
ics in the case of the UN Charter was in allowing the White House to keep
a proposal at arm’s length and nonpartisan in appearance.

Elite Consensus Today

Our theory and findings offer a fresh perspective on the domestic politics
of multilateralism and international orders. We join with other scholars in
foregrounding the importance of elite politics and the tactics leaders can
wield to foster elite consensus. We theorize two tactics leaders can use that
are especially well-suited to manufacturing elite consensus. Empirical evi-
dence supports the finding that tapping outside experts and co-opting
moderate opponents can depoliticize and depersonalize a foreign policy
proposal. We show how elite critiques of the UN were addressed and mini-
mized through these techniques. We also demonstrate that the rejection of
them was a key reason for open elite dissent to the ITO and, earlier on, the
League of Nations. These claims and findings contribute to literatures on
the domestic politics of hegemony, leaders in IR, and the domestic politics
of foreign policy more broadly.
But are the two tactics we theorize relevant in today’s political climate?

Many view modern (American) politics as beset by deepening political
polarization and skepticism of scientific expertise. This might make tactics
based on political moderates and expertise ineffective. However, we see a
more nuanced picture of modern democratic politics and the relevance of
experts and moderate opponents to elite politics.
One reason such tactics may remain relevant is that we often misunder-

stand polarization and the impact of expertise. Though dislike for members
of the opposing party has increased among strong supporters, a large seg-
ment of the population is averse to partisan politics.162 Indeed, most
Americans have not polarized ideologically163 or do so in reaction to the
very kinds of elite cues these tactics target.164 Moreover, legislating remains
a game where moderates are pivotal. “Despite all the partisan change in
Congress,” write congressional scholars James M. Curry and Frances E.
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Lee, “the predominant strategy for achieving legislative success—including
success on the majority party’s agenda priorities—is to secure bipartisan
support.”165 Although the Trump era saw bitter partisan battles, the Biden-
era passage of bills on domestic priorities (infrastructure, semiconductors,
and gun safety) and bipartisan efforts to repeal long-standing authoriza-
tions for military force shows the continued relevance of moderates.
Moderate advocates’ importance only increases in cases where a treaty
requires supermajority approval or a leader aims for elite consensus.
Legislative compromise, despite a loud partisan base arguing to the con-
trary, is necessary due to insecure majorities and legislators’ needs to adver-
tise that they can get results.166

Similar nuances exist in views of experts. The most recent measures sug-
gest trust in experts remains at high levels overall even though political
divisions have fostered skepticism in some important policy areas.167

Democrats and Republicans diverge on scientific expertise and the environ-
ment, but in other areas scientific expertise is trusted at similar levels as
military officials.168 The comparison to military voices hints at how the tac-
tics we theorize may remain relevant even if scientific expertise is doubted.
Leaders in today’s climate may look to other sources of authority—such as
former military or religious leaders—for the same depoliticizing effects. For
example, recent experimental findings suggest that leader references to
military advisors or retired military generals increase support for use of
military force.169 The use of endorsements by religious leaders to overcome
vaccine hesitancy during the COVID-19 pandemic is another example of
this adaptation.170

In some ways, these tactics grow in importance in an era when social media
and elite cues can infuse specific issues with an extreme partisan hue. The tac-
tics we theorize, or some adaptation of them, offer valuable pathways to depol-
iticize and depersonalize before public elite attacks emerge. To be clear, elite
consensus or bipartisanship may not be viable on issues that are already highly
politicized. But on many foreign policy issues and questions of multilateral
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cooperation, leader tactics may help shape the terms of the debate and the via-
bility of using moderate opponents to shape domestic reactions.
Beyond implications for today, this article underscores the value of schol-

arship on elites, domestic politics, and the international institutions that
shaped the postwar order. Yet the limitations of our analysis also suggest
promising avenues for future work. One is nondemocracies. Future work
could build on the existing research in comparative politics to unpack how
elite consensus is manufactured in other regimes. A second avenue is treat-
ing leaders’ tactics to address elite criticism as the dependent variable. As
we note, leaders may choose some tactics over others or combine tactics.
Future scholarship could explore the relative importance of institutional,
situational, and individual leader characteristics in selecting tools to culti-
vate elite consent on foreign policy. A third direction would explicitly
address the durability of elite consensus. We focus on leader–elite dynamics
when new forms of international cooperation are considered. Future
research could theorize and empirically explore how leaders maintain—or
mishandle—elite consensus for long-standing alliances, agreements, and
institutions, an issue of particular importance in today’s environment.
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