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The irrepressible Jonathan Chait continues to do what
he does best: shredding the GOP’s neanderthal nihilism on climate (or as Andrew Sullivan
notes, the Republican Party has become “a reckless, know-nothing, post-modern fantasy
machine.”). But Chait makes one big leap of logic that should actually be scotched.
Chait points out that contrary to conservative predictions that other countries would not
respond in kind to Obama’s initiative, China already has begun to move on limited carbon
emissions. He rightly points to the high probability that this involved some sort of
coordination between Washington and Beijing, and remarks “the entire purpose” of the new
rules “is to enable an international treaty.”
Not so fast. Merely because there is international coordination on policy issues hardly
implies the existence or necessity of a treaty. As I have argued before, more informal
coordination mechanisms are vastly more feasible politically. The United States will do a
whole lot of little things, and try to reduce its emissions. The Chinese will do the same,
partially in the form of trying to reduce pollutants with severe localized impacts like black
carbon. The G-7 will come up with policy statements containing flexible goals about
emissions reductions and temperature targets. Nations might cooperate somewhat more on
technology transfer, patents, and international trade.
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In other words, we will not have an international treaty, but something closer to what
political scientists refer to as an international regime. Stephen Krasner more than thirty
years ago famously defined a “regime” as “implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and
decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of
international relations.” Regimes do not have to be formal institutions, and many of the most
effective ones are not.
The politics of a formal treaty — either two-thirds in the Senate or an Executive-Legislative
agreement — are so vicious in the United States that there is little point in going down that
road. With the rise of right-wing parties in Europe, the ongoing questions of state
legitimacy in China, and overall governmental dysfunction in India, committing one’s nation
to a formal climate treaty is fiendishly difficult anywhere, especially given the centrality of
energy to any nation’s standard of living.
Chait says that “the people who are paying attention to international thinking about climate
negotiations seem to believe that American leadership stands at least a plausible chance of
working.” Allow me some skepticism about Very Serious People on this issue, who claimed
for years that the only way to make progress on climate was a binding global treaty (it
would be very good, but hardly necessary). And if it is just about US “leadership,” that can
take many forms.
More than a half a century ago, Yale’s Charles Lindblom wrote a seminal essay on the
policymaking process entitled “The Science of Muddling Through.” Lindblom’s description
applies even more sharply in the international arena. Muddling through is basically what we
will get. Whether it will be good enough is another matter.

