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The international diffusion of liberalism (Simmons, Dobbin, Garrett, 2006)

This article has been written within the framework of a symposium on liberalism. It is its introductory part.
The authors stress that the worldwide spread of economic and political liberalism were the defining feature of the late XXth century. This period was the time of macroeconomic stabilization, liberalization of foreign economic policies, privatisation and deregulation. Different kinds of explanatory factors are given. Some commentators argue that this has been induced by the American dominance. Some others claim that this is the result of technologically induced globalisation at work. The emergence of influential ideologies such as monetarism or glasnost is another possible explanation. 

In very general terms, economic liberalism can be defined as a set of policies that reduce government constraints on economic behaviour and promote marketization. Political liberalism reduces constraints on political behaviour and leads to democratisation. 
According to the article, there is a considerable convergence in national trajectories in the field of financial openness and privatisation revenues since the 70s. On the political plane, there was a domino effect of democratisation with three different waves of democratisation between the 70s and the 90s which concerned Latin America, East Asia, Central Asia, Central Europe and Subsaharian Africa.

Theorists of diffusion reject the idea that political leaders act independently. Therefore, they don’t think that this convergence occurred randomly. Four different theories of diffusion exist and they try to explain this diffusion of liberalism.
Coercion is one of the possible explanations. It refers to the idea according to which powerful countries influence weaker ones by manipulating the opportunities and constraints encountered by target countries. There are different types of coercion, it can be direct or mediated, the influence can occur through collective entities or be bilateral. A soft coercion is possible: powerful  countries can for example establish equilibria in which weaker countries are expected to participate and if they don’t, it will be disadvantageous for them. There are different channels of coercion, the International Monetary Fund is perceived as one of them.
Competition is seen as a second possible factor. There is a differentiated attractiveness of certain policies to investors in international markets. There are four assumptions of competition theories. First, policy under examination can affect the flow of international production and capital and the attractiveness of a nation export. Second, policies have consequential effects in short- and medium term because governments don’t have infinite time horizons. Third, there is an assumption of information-rich environment. Fourth, the relationship in diffusion is horizontal. Competition would have led to convergence in liberalism, first in the OECD and then in the developing countries. But examinations are not precise enough and the cause-consequence effect is not proved. 
Learning is another possibility. Choices of others are important because they generate new data that informs beliefs about causal relationships. According to the political science approach, policy innovation spreads in the wake of the diffusion of a shared fund of knowledge among elites. Economists are much more rational and present some kind of mathematic mechanisms. However, they warn that nothing guarantees that actors will converge on “the truth”. The economic perspective assumes that all the possible data are analysed and interpreted, but in reality attention is paid only to highly successful countries. 
Some scholars speak of emulation as an explanatory factor of diffusion. According to this view, while policymakers believe that they can, should and do divine the best practice in a given policy area, in fact they cannot accurately judge whether a policy is better than another. Instead, theory and rhetoric often serve as the basis of decision making. Powerful countries serve often as exemplars and policymakers try to equal them. Groups of experts may become advocate for a given policy, providing disinterested and objective analysis of its benefits. The emulation process will often be at work in this case.
After having presented four different kinds of diffusion theories, the article presents briefly four varieties of liberalism and tries to see which of the theories fit reality. But this just a short overview of the ideas presented in the next texts of the symposium. The spread of bilateral investment treaties would be explained by competition, the diffusion of tax schemes internationally by competition in the USA and by coercion in Europe, diffusion of public-sector downsizing would be a hybrid of learning and emulation and democratisation through coercion.

In the conclusion, the authors stress that scholars remained to domestic in explaining liberalization. A comparative approach should be taken in order to understand the spread of liberalism all over the world.
As the article mainly presents objectively different theories and only introduces other parts of the symposium works, it is difficult to have a critical point of view on this. However, we can wonder whether this separation into these four different kinds of explanations is accurate. As the authors recognize it themselves, it is sometimes difficult to define to which category a process belong. There is no precise line between emulation and learning. Both can be confused. Emulation can also be very similar to coercion in some cases. Therefore, the category “emulation” seems to be quite artificial.
International regimes are defined as “implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations convergence in a given area of international relations”. This convergence in rules is induced by the convergence in representations which is partly a result of the diffusion of liberalism. Therefore, this article seems to be very relevant to what we do within the framework of the module. 
