
desires for expansion and domination as a
possible alternative explanation for
instances of regime change. In the cases
examined, leaders were not, the book
argues, motivated by a desire to conquer
or to act on imperial ambitions. But can
more be said about the content of the
more scaled-back hegemonic expectations?
The book presents numerous cases of U.S.
presidents motivated by a desire to redress
incompetence, corruption, and civil unrest
in Latin American countries, concerned
that instability could spread throughout
North America. At the same time that
U.S. leaders warned of rampant anti-
Americanism in Latin America, they also
spoke of their determination to bring
peace, stability, and competence to the
region. Could this effort to pacify its sphere
of influence not have underlying security
rationales? U.S. leaders may not have
desired territorial conquest, but they did
seem to value the maintenance of a rela-
tively peaceful backyard rather than one
roiled by civil wars that could bring unrest
up to the American border.

Finally, the book leaves unanswered
several questions about how we should
understand the dissipation of emotional
frustration. According to the model,

aggression and the forceful expression of
agency offer catharsis from the discomfort
imposed by emotional frustration. Resolu-
tions achieved through diplomacy or less
forceful measures offer little relief. But
what exactly is the relationship between
frustration and aggression? How much
aggression should we expect? And aggres-
sion directed at whom? The case of redi-
rected aggression in Iraq following /
and the invasion of Afghanistan suggests
that catharsis need not come from remov-
ing the source of one’s frustration. Does it
come from the act of aggression itself?
Moreover, why had aggression in Afghani-
stan not proved cathartic enough? Or why
did it seemingly take three different epi-
sodes of intervention in Nicaragua in the
early s to bring emotional relief? If
we are to predict where regime change is
most likely to occur and when, answering
such questions seems essential.

—JOSLYN BARNHART

Joslyn Barnhart is assistant professor of interna-
tional relations at University of California,
Santa Barbara, and a senior research affiliate at
the Centre for the Governance of AI in Oxford.
Her book with Robert F. Trager, The Suffragist
Peace: How Women’s Voices Lead to Fewer
Wars, will be out by the end of .
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In Saving the International Justice Regime:
Beyond Backlash against International
Courts, Courtney Hillebrecht provides

answers to important questions related
to the backlash politics of international jus-
tice: What is backlash and what forms does
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it take, and why do states and elites engage
in backlash against international human
rights and courts? To address these ques-
tions, the book weaves together literatures
and concepts from international law,
human rights, political science, and inter-
national relations to provide a multidi-
mensional theoretical framework of
backlash politics. Hillebrecht provides a
formal definition, typology, and conceptual
framework of backlash politics against the
international justice regime and proposes
guidelines to save it, while also laying the
groundwork for further empirical research
and case studies.
Since the end of World War II, the rising

judicialization of global politics has been
concomitant with backlash against the
international justice regime. Most recently,
the International Criminal Court (ICC)
has become the most prominent target of
such backlash, but it is hardly the only
international judicial system that has
come under fire. Indeed, Hillebrecht exam-
ines backlash politics across two legal
regimes (the international human rights
and international criminal regimes); three
court systems (the European and inter-
American human rights systems and the
ICC); and across three continents and a
dozen countries.
For Hillebrecht, backlash can be defined

as a systematic effort to undermine the
institutional capacity and norms on which
the legitimacy of international regimes are
based. Backlash is, however, more nuanced
than a wholesale rejection of the liberal
democratic order (pp. –). The opera-
tionalization of backlash politics comprises
four different manifestations of states’
actions: () withdrawal from courts
and judicial institutions; () advancing
alternate or substitute justice mechanisms;

() imposing financial or bureaucratic
constraints on courts; and () posing
doctrinal challenges to the normative prin-
ciples of the international justice regimes
(pp. –).

Different states and elites, however,
engage in different kinds of backlash poli-
tics. Using a wealth of empirical cases, Hill-
ebrecht argues that supporters of the
international justice system would opt for
exerting the “subtler” forms of backlash
against international courts, such as impos-
ing bureaucratic and budgetary constraints
on the courts. Such states, Hillebrecht
writes, which are “central to the operation
of the international justice regime and . . .
cannot . . . fully reject the tribunals[,] will
engage in bureaucratic, budgetary, and
legal methods of restricting the tribunals’
work and circumscribing the tribunals’
authority” (p. ). Those states would also
couch their subtler forms of backlash in a
language of “reform,” “strengthen[ing],”
or “improv[ing]” the courts (p. ). The
ICC, for instance, has been at the center
of such restriction efforts, through a zero-
growth budget model imposed by “steward
states” (pp. –). On the other hand, the
“louder” forms of backlash, such as with-
drawing from or working to supplant tribu-
nals, are the purview of the states and
political elites that are not the core support-
ers of the international justice regime
(p. ).

The book’s theoretical framework out-
lined in chapter  posits that backlash
politics can be explained by four main fac-
tors; the first of which is the tribunals’
dependency on states. Second, there are
fundamental normative schisms within
international human rights and criminal
courts that cluster around individual vs.
collective rights, political vs.
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socioeconomic rights, and immunity vs.
accountability (pp. –). The third fac-
tor involves international courts and
human rights having “domestic distribu-
tional” consequences, the most obvious
of which being that international courts’
interventions in a state can create
domestic winners and losers in the politi-
cal sphere. Finally, the states’ likelihood
to engage in future violence may lead
them to use backlash politics “to blind
these watchdogs” (p. ). Chapters  and
 offer empirical cases of withdrawals
from international courts and states’
attempts to replace or supplant interna-
tional justice mechanisms, such as the
African Union’s proposed alternative to
the ICC, which Hillebrecht refers to as “a
smokescreen of accountability” (p. ).
The subtler forms of backlash politics,
such as bureaucratic and budgetary
restrictions, are expounded upon in
chapter , while chapter  discusses the
doctrinal challenges to international jus-
tice regimes.

The final chapter of the book provides
guidelines and recommendations on how
to save the international justice regime.
Hillebrecht urges the stakeholders, sup-
porters, and the tribunals themselves to
better manage public opinion “by engaging
in targeted and effective self-marketing
campaigns”; to improve the rule of law
and functioning of tribunals; and to “[reaf-
firm] the fundamental norm(s) of criminal
accountability and human rights” (p. ).
One is left wondering, however, whether
simply “flipping the narrative” (p. )
can help the international justice regime
overcome its structural flaws and limita-
tions. For instance, Hillebrecht contends
that the ICC’s Office of the Prosecutor
(OTP) ought to “[improve] transparency

with case selection” (p. ). Yet, it is not
just a matter of explaining or justifying
the rationale behind the selectivity;
rather, it is the very biases of the selection
itself that are the problem. Explanations
and narratives can only get the OTP
and ICC writ large so far, especially in
light of the recent decision not to
pursue investigations against British
soldiers in Iraq and deprioritizing
investigations against U.S. personnel in
Afghanistan.
Moreover, the stakeholders and sup-

porters of the international justice regime
have themselves time and again proven to
be self-serving and biased in the kind of
international justice regime that they are
willing to support (compare, for instance,
the backlash against the ICC in the
Palestine situation—coming from “sup-
porters” of the court and the overwhelm-
ing eagerness to assist the court in
investigating the war in Ukraine). As Hill-
ebrecht mentions, there is a “[hint] at a
larger and worrisome trend of traditionally
supportive states’ backtracking on their
commitments to international justice”
(p. ). This probably invites a more
nuanced use of the labels “stakeholders,”
“supporters,” “critics,” “skeptics,” and
“detractors” of the international justice
regime.
Saving the International Justice Regime

concludes with an emphatic dictum that
“law is preferable to war[,]” and suggests
that law “is the only path towards preserv-
ing and protecting human rights, human
dignity, and world peace” (p. ). Inspired
by the words of Ben Ferencz, Hillebrecht
presents international human rights and
criminal law as “a plea of humanity against
the threat of violence”(p. ). But if there
is merit to states engaging in pushback
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politics against the international justice
regime, it may be that doing so allows for
a reformulation and redefinition of interna-
tional criminal law. Indeed, backlash
against international courts could expose
the limitations and flaws of the current
international justice regime and potentially
help the international community move

from merely sanctifying law to actually
delivering justice.

—OUMAR BA

Oumar Ba is an assistant professor of interna-
tional relations at Cornell University. He is the
author of States of Justice: The Politics of the
International Criminal Court ().
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The literature on international develop-
ment cooperation tends to be dominated
by scholars and policymakers based at
Anglo-American universities and research
institutes. It is therefore refreshing to
encounter perspectives from outside of
this somewhat insular bubble. A recently
published compendium by Patrick Devel-
tere, Huib Huyse, and Jan Van Ongevalle
is a case in point. Over the course of twelve
engaging chapters, the Belgium-based
authors outline distinctly European posi-
tions and policies as they take the reader
on an intellectual journey from develop-
ment’s mercantilist-colonial origins to its
myriad current forms. The authors’ core
argument is that international development
cooperation has turned into “a maze”
(p. ) and “a truly global ballgame”
(p. ) in which nonstate, nonexpert
actors play increasingly central roles. They
argue that this transformation constitutes
“a radical shift” (p. ) away from a system
of interstate transfers made in return for
political allegiance, market access, and

regional stability, and toward a “whole-of-
society paradigm” (pp. , –) that
reflects an emergent pluralism in the field
of development. These are exciting times,
they argue, in which the story of develop-
ment cooperation is being rewritten.

Develtere, Huyse, and Van Ongevalle
begin by charting international develop-
ment cooperation’s wobbly first steps dur-
ing the Cold War and its inherently
geostrategic entanglements. They then dis-
sect donor countries’ political self-
confidence—some might call it epistemo-
logical arrogance—as epitomized by the
neoliberal “Washington Consensus,” and
chronicle the lost decade of the s,
when indebtedness rose amid deteriorating
development indicators. This critical stock-
taking is followed by meticulous intro-
ductions to what the authors call the
“four pillars” of international development
cooperation: bilateral and multilateral
architectures, nongovernmental develop-
ment organizations, the growing involve-
ment of other nonstate groups such as
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