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Abstract

What is the relationship between hegemonic power and globalization? We de-

velop a theoretical framework in which countries have heterogeneous preferences

over political “actions”, such as the type of government (democracy vs. autocracy),

industry standards, or regulation. Trade between any two countries increases in

the similarity of their actions. The presence of a “hegemon,” i.e., a large economy,

prompts alignment in actions and facilitates the transition to a globalized world.

In contrast, the shift to a multipolar world may cause an unraveling of globaliza-

tion, which may benefit some countries and harm others. We test the theory’s

main prediction on a novel dataset on the near-universe of international treaties,

1800-2020. Our “Global Treaties Database” contains 6,000 multilateral and 68,000

bilateral agreements – a unique new resource for studying international coopera-

tion. In line with the theory, we find that hegemons drive a disproportionate share

of treaty-signing, that treaty-signing is significantly correlated with international

trade, and that countries that sign treaties with a hegemon trade more, not just

with the hegemon, but also with other countries that are aligned with the hegemon.
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1 Introduction

Recent decades have been characterized by significant globalization, i.e., the increasing trade

and financial integration of world economies. Global trade, for instance, has grown from 25%

of GDP in 1970 to 63% of GDP in 2022. Global external assets and liabilities have tripled

between 1995 and 2015, from approximately 60% to close to 200% of global GDP . Although

spectacular, this process of globalization is not wholly unprecedented: in many respects, at the

end of the 19th century, developing and emerging countries were as integrated into international

markets as they are today (see Figure 1). Although the first and second waves of globalization

differ in many respects, they share a potentially important common factor: they both took

place under the shadow of a hegemonic power. Britain was the dominant power in the late 19th

century – a period known as Pax Britannica – and the United States in the late 20th century

– a period commonly referred to as Pax Americana.

Figure 1: Global trade and financial integration, 1840-2015

(a) Capital Mobility (Obstfeld-Taylor 2005) (b) Global exports to global GDP (in %)

We are not the first to notice a relationship between the presence of a hegemon and economic

integration. In political science, at least since Kindleberger’s (1973) notion of “hegemonic sta-

bility,” it has been argued that an integrated global economic system may require a hegemon to

underpin it. Gilpin (1975) and Krasner (1976) further developed Kindleberger’s ideas, stressing

that the hegemon’s interest in sustaining integration was driven by self-interest and not by al-

truism. In particular, a hegemonic power with a large, efficient economy was bound to benefit

from integration, which then led it to uphold integration by using its military and political

power.
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Despite their appeal, these ideas remain vague and raise a number of key questions. What

exactly is the relationship between hegemonic power and globalization? Is globalization more

or less likely in a multipolar world? Who gains and who loses in the transition from a unipolar

to a multipolar world? In this paper, we propose a novel theory to address these questions and

examine it in light of a new database of 200 years of international treaty-making.

We develop a model of hegemonic power and globalization, with three central features. First,

countries trade in goods and financial assets. Second, countries have heterogeneous preferences

over political “actions,” such as the type of government (democracy vs. autocracy), the rule of

law (including international law), industry standards and regulations, human rights records, the

choice of currency, etc. Third, goods and financial trade between any two countries increases

in the similarity of the actions that they adopt. In this regard, we can think of the actions

outlined above as providing common regulations or standards that reduce or remove non-tariff

barriers that limit trade in goods and financial assets across borders.

We study the role of hegemons in this world. Hegemons are defined by size: in a nutshell, they

are attractive economic partners for other countries, and this appeal enables them to influence

the behavior of others. In this regard, we follow Gunitsky (2017), who defines a hegemon as

a leading power, or a state that comprises a “pole” in the international system...The salient

characteristic of a pole is that it is not merely a major power, but a leading state with the

capacity to impose regimes, influence other great powers, and inspire institutional imitators....

Note that, according to this definition, there can be more than one hegemon at any point in

time, something that we will return to in the empirical section.

We first analyze a model with a single hegemon, which delivers a number of key results. First,

equilibrium choice of actions in the global economy – and thus gains from trade – result from

the balance between heterogeneity in country preferences and the strength of complementarity

in actions. In this context, the emergence of a hegemon with a large economy increases the

relative strength of complementarities, prompting alignment in actions and increasing trade

and financial integration. A sufficiently large hegemon can facilitate the transition from a frag-

mented economy, in which each country chooses its preferred action, to a globalized economy, in

which all countries choose a common action that is aligned with the preferences of the hegemon.

This integration increases global trade and welfare, but not everyone benefits. In particular,

countries whose preferences are very different from those of the hegemon stand to lose the

most. If given the choice, these countries may prefer the fragmented to the globalized world:

conditional on all other countries aligning with the hegemon, however, they may may find it

optimal to align with the hegemon themselves.
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We also explore the potential use of coercion. To do so, we allow countries to pay a cost to

announce a “punishment” before other countries choose their actions: by paying this cost, any

country can threaten not to trade with other countries that do not choose a specific action or

that trade with others that do not choose that specific action. Whereas small countries never

find it optimal to punish in this way, because they cannot influence the choices of others, the

hegemon may choose to do so. When using threats, the hegemon trades-off higher trade with

some countries – those that align with the hegemon – against no trade with others – those

that do not. We show that only a hegemon of intermediate size will use threats in equilibrium:

intuitively, the hegemon needs to be large enough to prompt the alignment of sufficiently many

countries through the use of threats, but not so large that it would attain complete alignment

even without threatening. In terms of welfare, the use of threats can initially increase the

welfare of countries closer to the hegemon, which benefit from the increased alignment with the

hegemon, and reduce the welfare of countries farther from the hegemon.

Finally, we analyze a multipolar world with an incumbent and a “rising” hegemon. Our

benchmark for the analysis is an equilibrium in which – absent a challenger – the incumbent

hegemon is large enough to attain full globalization through the use of threats. A rising hegemon

initially does not change this picture. When it is small, the rising hegemon aligns with the

incumbent and, if anything, strengthens the forces that drive globalization. Once it becomes

large enough, however, the rising hegemon finds it optimal to deviate and set its preferred

action: by doing so, it induces other countries to abandon the hegemon as well, and trade

with these countries partially compensate the foregone trade with the hegemon. Thus, a rising

hegemon may cause globalization to unravel, with heterogeneous effects on global welfare. In

particular, the incumbent hegemon and countries that are close to it stand to lose the most

because, in the threat-induced globalized equilibrium, they could enjoy very high gains of trade

without deviating at all from their preferred action.

We focus on three key empirical implications of the theory. First, hegemons generate in-

tegration and prompt alignment in actions. Second, the alignment of any one country with

the hegemon increases trade, not just with the hegemon but also with other countries that are

already aligned with the hegemon. Finally, to the extent that the alignment of any one country

with the hegemon increases the difference between its actions and those of third countries, it

also reduces trade with these countries.

To take these predictions to the data, we proxy alignment between any two countries with

the number of treaties that they both sign. To this end, we gather data on the near-universe

of international treaties between 1800 and 2023, based on multi-national and country-specific
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treaty sources, e.g. the United Nations Treaty Collection. In constructing the database, we

build on the vast literature on international law. Our contribution is to create the first 200-

year picture on both the incidence and characteristics of treaties worldwide. The resulting

database contains approximately 6,000 multilateral and 68,000 bilateral treaties. We use treaty

descriptions and/or titles to categorize them into seven economic and non-economic predefined

subject areas, building on Posner and Miles (2008).

The dataset offers rich new possibilities for quantifying linkages between countries in history

and today. Thus far, the large literature on international relations has typically relied on either

military alliances or UN voting as proxies of alignment. A main advantage of our approach

is that the treaties cover the full range of policy domains and all aspects of international

cooperation. Indeed, our data includes treaties on topics as diverse as technological standard

setting, cultural exchange, railways, biodiversity, or bilateral taxation. This is much broader

than focusing on military agreements and also conceptually very different from using UN votes.

As explained by Voeten (2012), UN votes are a rather specific proxy of alignment because they

capture country preferences on “global issues, on which there tends to be more agreement,

rather than on bilateral relations and tensions.”1

Our analysis reveals unique insights into the past and present of international cooperation.

First, there has been a drastic decline in international treaty-making since the early 2000s,

akin only to the collapse during WW1 and WW2. The rise of China and the relative decline

in US dominance have gone hand in hand with a collapse in international cooperation via

treaties. Second, we find that the majority of international treaties are on economic issues,

such as trade, investment, transportation or taxation. This is particularly the case after WW2,

when economic treaties account for 65% of the sample. Third, we find striking patterns of

international (re-)alignment as captured in the number and share of treaties signed between

countries. In the late 19th century, we see how South America reorients its treaty-making away

from the UK and towards the US. During the Cold War, the US gains ground across the globe

and, by the 1980s, surpasses the Soviet Union as the main treaty partner even in countries

previously linked closely to Moscow, e.g. in Africa. In recent decades, we see the rise of China

as a more active treaty-maker, overtaking the United States in most countries by the 2010s.

The data generally show a close link between hegemony and treaty-making. We measure

hegemonic power empirically by relying on the comprehensive Global Power Index (GPI) by

Moyer et al. (2024). The data show that the UK is the dominant power over much of the

19th century while the US is dominant afterwards, especially post-1945. In these two eras, the

1As an example, Voeten (2012) highlights that more than a third of all UN votes of the past decades concern
the Israel-Palestine conflict.
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UK and the US are not just the most powerful countries, but also active international treaty-

makers. By the late 19th century, more than 50% of countries had closely aligned themselves

with the UK via treaties. In the aftermath of WW2, the US became the main treaty partner

to most countries around the globe. These findings are confirmed in a regression framework,

which combines our treaty data with the GPI data. Hegemonic power is a significant predictor

of global treaty-making, even after controlling for the economic and demographic size of the

hegemon as well as for time trends.

Finally, we show that countries that sign more treaties with each other also trade more. This

is the main result of estimating a gravity model with dyadic trade flows between countries over

the past 200 years. The coefficient on treaty intensity between countries is large, positive, and

significant. Moreover, we find (preliminary) evidence for a trade-promoting effect of hegemony,

as countries with close (treaty) ties to hegemonic powers generally trade more, and in particular

with other countries that also have close hegemonic ties (to be completed).

Related literature: hegemony and globalization

Our work relates to an influential literature in economic history (e.g. Kindleberger 1986), po-

litical science (e.g. Gilpin 1981) and the “world system” school of sociology (e.g. Braudel 1984,

Wallerstein 1989) that analyzed the relation between hegemony and financial and economic

openness during the 1960s and 1970s, against the backdrop of the Cold War. Kindleberger

(1973), in particular, developed the concept of “hegemonic stability” according to which an in-

tegrated global economic system requires a hegemon to underpin it. His main argument is that

the type of stability required for an integrated global economic and financial system was best

provided by a hegemon. Gilpin (1975) and Krasner (1976) further developed this idea, stressing

that hegemons favor integration out of self-interest and not altruism. A hegemonic power with

a large, efficient economy is bound to benefit from integration, which then leads it to uphold

integration by using military and political power bloc. Albeit thought-provoking, this strand

of analysis has made few advances in recent decades, partly because it lacks formalization and

rigorous empirical tests (Lake, 1993).

In economics, our work complements the rising interest in the roles that hegemony and

dominance play in the world economy. This research has mostly been concerned with the

forced that drive the emergence and persistence of a global reserve currency, in particular

the dominant role of the US Dollar in trade and financial markets (Gourinchas et al., 2019,

Ilzetzki et al., 2019, Farhi and Maggiori, 2018 and 2019, Maggiori et al., 2019, Gopinath et

al., 2020, Mukhin 2022, Coppola et al., 2023). Recent work by economists has focused more

specifically on “geoeconomics” and block formation, analyzing how large powers can play a
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crucial enforcement role to safeguard payments in international markets (e.g. Clayton et al.

2023 and 2024, Bianchi and Sosa-Padilla 2023, Camboni and Porcellacchia, 2023, Itskhoki and

Mukhin 2023).

Finally, our work is also closely related to the trade literature that analyzes the drivers

of bilateral trade flows, the size and drivers of border effects, and the relationship between

trade and international relations. Important examples of this work include Mansfield and

Bronson (1997), Estevadeordal et al. (2003), Findlay and O’Rourke (2003), Martin et al. (2008),

Mitchener and Weidenmier (2008), Head et al. (2010), Ventura (2019), Gokmen et al. (2020),

Kleinman et al. (2023), Gancia et al. (2020, 2022), Neri-Laine (2023) and Thoenig (2023).

The paper is organized as follows. Section 4 develops a model of hegemonic globalization.

Section 3 extends the framework to allow for coercion and for a multipolar world. Section ??

contains the empirical analysis and Section 6 concludes.

2 A model of hegemonic globalization

This section develops a model of hegemonic globalization, with three central features. First,

countries trade in goods and financial assets. Second, countries have heterogeneous preferences

over political actions, such as the type of government or industrial or regulatory standards.

Third, goods and financial trade between any two countries increases in the similarity of the

actions that they adopt. We analyze how the presence of a hegemon affects the equilibrium in

this world.

2.1 Setup

The world lasts for two periods, t ∈ {0, 1} and it is composed of a set of countries located on

a circle of length 1. There is a set I of “small” countries with mass one, plus a finite set H

of large countries. Each country is populated by a representative agent and by a benevolent

government. Countries are uniformly distributed throughout the circle and they are indexed

by their location, i ∈ (−0.5, 0.5]. Large countries have positive mass: in particular, each i ∈ H
has mass ηi > 0.

At t = 0, the government of each country i adopts a political action ai ∈ (−0.5, 0.5]. In

addition, governments establish a network of trading partners.2 Actions have both a direct and

2In this section, the trading network is always complete. The reason is that trade is beneficial for both
trading partners and trade between any two countries does not affect trade with third countries. This will not
be the case in Section 3, where we introduce the possibility of coercion.
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an indirect effect. The direct effect reflects the fact that countries derive utility from taking

actions consistent with their own, heterogeneous preferences. The preferred action of country

i is equal to i, and utility falls with distance d (ai, i). The indirect effect is that the potential

gains of trade between any two countries, i and j, is decreasing in the distance between their

political actions d (ai, aj), as detailed below.

Figure 2: Countries i = 0 and j = 0.5

At t = 1, production, trade among trading partners, and consumption take place. Each

country i receives a per capita endowment ω of differentiated good i.3 Trade in goods is

modeled in a simple fashion by assuming a love of variety that increases in similarity of actions.

Letting cij denote consumption of good j by residents of country i, the consumption aggregator

of country i is given by

ci =

∫
j∈I

u (cij; c̄ij) · dj +
∑
j∈H

u (cij; c̄ij) · ηj,

3For now we assume that there is no uncertainty. We introduce preference shocks and asset trade in Section
NNN.
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where utility is subject to an endogenous level of “satiation.” In particular,

u (cij; c̄ij) = cij + T ·min{cij, c̄ij} for c̄ij = 1− β · d (ai, aj) . (1)

Equation 1 says that the first c̄ij units of good j consumed by a resident of country i have a

marginal utility of 1 +T . Beyond this satiation point, the marginal utility falls to 1. Crucially,

the satiation point itself is endogenous and depends negatively on the distance d (ai, aj) between

the actions adopted by countries i and j.

Utility depends on both consumption and the distance between a country’s action and its

political preference. The utility of a resident of country i is

Ui = ci − α · d (ai, i)

where α ·d (ai, i) denotes disutility of choosing ai 6= i. Thus, the utility of residents of country i

depends on the consumption aggregator ci and on the distance between the country’s adopted

and preferred actions, d (ai, i). The parameter α captures the intensity of this preference for a

specific action, and thus the heterogeneity of preferences over actions across countries.

The more novel aspect of our framework is the presence of country actions ai, which affect

utility both directly and indirectly. We think of ai as any action that affects country i’s utility

directly but also its relationship with others, such as the form of government (i.e., democracy

vs. autocracy), the country’s position on military affairs (i.e., neutral vs. militaristic), or its

membership to a specific international organization (i.e., NATO). There are two key assump-

tions regarding this choice of action. The first is that country i has preferences over actions,

so that it derives more utility from some actions than from others: in particular, its preferred

action is to set ai = i, and deviations from this preferred action create a disutility. This implies

that countries have heterogeneous preferences, and that we can think of countries with “similar”

indices as being also alike in their preferences. The second assumption is that the gains from

trade between any two countries i and j are increasing in the similarity of their actions. We

can think of alignment in actions as capturing the adoption of similar regulations or standards

that reduce or remove non-tariff barriers that limit trade in goods and financial assets across

borders.

We can now characterize the equilibrium of the economy. Before doing so, we make three

parametric assumptions that we maintain throughout the paper.

A1. ω > 1 +
∑

j∈H ηj
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A2. α ≥ 4 · T

A3. β < 2

Assumption A1 implies that the endowment of each variety j is sufficiently high for all

countries i to set cij = c̄ij. Assumption A2 places a lower bound on how costly it is for

countries to deviate from their “optimal” action: this is useful to rule out certain forms of

multiplicity. Finally, assumption A3 guarantees that there are always positive gains from trade

between two countries, no matter how large the distance between their actions is.

2.2 Equilibrium

Given the linearity of preferences, optimal consumption may be indeterminate for some relative

prices. Whenever this is the case, we break the tie in favor of the consumption that minimizes

trade.

We solve the equilibrium by backward induction. First, we determine optimal consumption

choices {ci,j} at t = 1 as a function of the set of actions {ai}, for i, j ∈ I ∪H. We then solve

for optimal actions at t = 0.

A first observation is that, given symmetry and linearity of preferences, the relative price

between any two goods in equilibrium must be equal to 1. Suppose not, so that there exist

countries i, j ∈ I ∪H such that the relative price of variety i to variety j is higher than 1. It is

immediate that residents of i will optimally set cij as high as possible, selling all their endowment

if necessary to increase their consumption of variety j. This cannot be an equilibrium, however,

because at such a price residents of j will at most set cji = c̄ji.

Once established that all relative prices are equal to one, it follows immediately that all world

residents set cij = c̄ij, for all i 6= j and i, j ∈ I ∪H. Setting cij < c̄ij cannot be optimal because

it would imply that, for residents of i, the marginal utility of consuming variety j equals 1 + T

and is thus higher than its price.

The following proposition summarizes this discussion:

Proposition 1 Given a set of actions {ai}i∈I∪H , equilibrium consumption equals

cij = c̄ij = 1− β · d (ai, aj)

for i, j ∈ I ∪H, i 6= j, and

cii = ω −
∫

j∈I\i

c̄ij · dj −
∑
j∈H\i

c̄ij · ηj
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for i ∈ I ∪H. The consumption aggregator of country i equals

ci = ω +

∫
j∈I

T · (1− β · d (ai, aj)) · dj +
∑
j∈H

ηj · T · (1− β · d (ai, aj)) (2)

Proposition 1 characterizes equilibrium consumption and welfare as a funciton of a set of

actions. We can now build on it to complete the characterization of equilibrium. At t = 0,

governments choose their respective actions. We initially assume that they do so simultaneously,

taking the actions of all other governments as given. Thus, given actions {aj}j 6=i, the problem

solved by the government of country i amounts to

max
ai

Ui = ω +

∫
j∈I

T · (1− β · d (ai, aj)) · dj +
∑
j∈H

ηj · T · (1− β · d (ai, aj))− α · d (ai, i)

where we have replaced ci with its equilibrium value in Equation 2. The trade-off faced by the

government is clear. On the one hand, there are gains from setting ai close to the actions of

other countries, thereby increasing the gains from trading with the rest of the world. On the

other hand, doing so is costly if it entails setting ai far from the country’s own preferences as

captured by i.

The previous discussion points to the presence of strategic complementarities in the choice

of actions. The higher is the proportion and size of countries that choose a specific action, the

larger is are the gains of choosing that same action for other countries. This already hints that

small and large countries are different in this regard: by their very size, the actions chosen by

the latter have a stronger effect on the incentives of other countries.

Proposition 2 An equilibrium is characterized by a set of actions {a∗i }i∈I∪H , such that

a∗i = arg max
ai
{ω +

∫
j∈I

T ·
(
1− β · d

(
ai, a

∗
j

))
· dj +

∑
j∈H

ηj · T ·
(
1− β · d

(
ai, a

∗
j

))
− α · d (ai, i)}

for all i ∈ I ∪H.

Proposition 2 allows us to characterize the equilibrium solely in terms of the set of actions.

Taking this into account, we now characterize equilibria in a “unipolar” world, i.e., in which

there is only one large country, and in a “multipolar” world, i.e., with more than one large

country. Throughout the paper, we disregard equilibria that are “unstable”, in the sense that

they would unravel if a pivotal country were to change its action.
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2.3 The unipolar world

We begin by assuming that the world has only one large country, indexed by i = 0, with size

η. This provides a useful benchmark to think about a world with a single hegemon.

In this world, there are only two types of stable equilibria: a “fragmentation” equilibrium,

in which each country sets its preferred action ai = i, and a “globalization” equilibrium, in

which all countries choose the preferred action of the hegemon. As the next proposition shows,

sometimes both equilibria are possible. In this case, we assume that actions are coordinated

by a sunspot s ∈ {0, 1} that is revealed before countries choose their actions. If s = 0, the

fragmentation equilibrium is played; if s = 1, the globalization equilibrium is played. We use

p ∈ (0, 1) to denote the probability that s = 1.

Proposition 3 Consider a world with a unique large country of size η indexed by i = 0. There

exist at most two equilibria. A fragmentation equilibrium, in which every country i ∈ I ∪ H
sets {ai} = i, exists if and only if,

α ≥ η · β · T . (3)

A globalization equilibrium, in which every country i ∈ I ∪H sets {ai} = 0, exists if and only

if,

α ≤ (η + 1) · β · T . (4)

Whenever both equilibria are possible, we assume that the globalization equilibrium is played

with probability p ∈ (0, 1).

Proposition 3 is intuitive. In the presence of a hegemon, there can only be two types of

equilibria. The fragmentation equilibrium exists as long as cross-country heterogeneity in pref-

erences, as captured by α, is large relative to the gains from trade of drawing closer to the

hegemon, as captured by η · β · T (see Equation 3). The red area in Figure 3 depicts the region

of existence of fragmentation equilibrium in the (α, η)-space given assumptions A1-A3.

The globalization equilibrium exists instead whenever cross-country heterogeneity in prefer-

ences, as captured by α, is small relative to the gains from trade of drawing closer to all other

countries, as captured by (η+ 1) · β · T (see Equation 4). The blue area in Figure 3 depicts the

region of existence of globalization equilibrium in the (α, η)-space.

As Figure 3 shows, that the existence of the different equilibria depends crucially on η.

When η is small, only the fragmentation equilibrium exists; as η increases, there is a region of

multiplicity as the globalization equilibrium becomes possible; eventually, once η is large enough,

the fragmentation equilibrium disappears and only the globalization equilibrium remains.
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Figure 3: Fragmentation and globalization equilibria

Figure 4 depicts welfare for the countries that are closest to and farthest from the hegemon

as a function of η. There are two forces that affect welfare as η increases. The first is that,

conditional on actions, bilateral gains of trade with the hegemon rise for all countries: this is

true both in the fragmented and in the globalization equilibrium. The second effect derives from

all countries aligning their actions with that of the hegemon’s in the globalization equilibrium.

From the perspective of any given country i, and conditional on this country maintaining its

preferred action ai = i, this alignment may or may not be beneficial. For countries close to the

hegemon, i ≈ 0, alignment increases gains of trade with all other countries. For countries far

from the hegemon, i ≈ 0.5, alignment decreases gains from trade with all other countries. Once

all other countries have aligned with the hegemon, country i benefits from aligning as well.

The previous discussion implies that the net effect of globalization is always positive for

countries close to the hegemon. For countries far from the hegemon, however, the net effect

of globalization may be negative as the higher gains of trade come at the expense of choosing

an unattractive action: this is why, as shown in Figure 4, the welfare of country i ≈ 0.5 is not

monotonic in η and may decline once the globalization equilibrium exists.

This section delivers a number of key results. First, equilibrium choice of actions in the global

economy – and thus gains from trade – result from the balance between heterogeneity in country

preferences and the strength of complementarity in actions. In this context, the emergence of a
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Figure 4: Country welfare as a function of hegemon size

hegemon with a large economy increases the relative strength of complementarities, prompting

alignment in actions and increasing trade and financial integration. A sufficiently large hegemon

can facilitate the transition from a fragmented economy, in which each country chooses its

preferred action, to a globalized economy, in which all countries choose a common action that

is aligned with the preferences of the hegemon. This integration increases global trade, but

not everyone benefits. In particular, countries whose preferences are very different from those

of the hegemon stand to lose the most. If they could choose, these countries may prefer the

fragmented world to the globalized world: conditional on all other countries aligning with the

hegemon, however, they may may find it optimal to align with the hegemon themselves.

3 The role of coercion

In this section we consider the possibility of countries acting strategically. In particular, at

t = 0− each country i can pay a cost c > 0 to “buy commitment” to: (i) choose action ai = i;

and/or (ii) not trade with any country j that is connected through the network of trading

partners with a country j′ with aj′ 6= i. We refer to the latter as i making a “threat.” Note

that if i threatens, it is not enough for another country j to choose aj = i to be able to trade

with i and its “trading bloc;” it must also refrain from trading with any other countries not in

i’s trading block. This assumption makes it impossible for countries to bypass trade restrictions

13



via third countries.4 Here we assume that c is arbitrarily small. We can think of the model up

to now as the case in which c is very large.

Threats can lead to closer integration with some countries, at the expense of no integration

with the rest. It is clear that small countries do not have incentives to threaten, because they

would be paying a positive cost, without affecting the behavior of other countries, and possibly

losing trade with some countries. But hegemons might have incentives to threaten if by doing

so they attract sufficiently many countries.

Consider again the case in which there is a single hegemon at 0. As the following proposition

shows, the equilibrium with threats is unique and the share of countries that align with the

hegemon is increasing in η.

Proposition 4 Suppose that the hegemon chooses action a0 = 0 and threatens not to trade

with any country i that is connected through the network of trading partners with any country

i′ with ai′ 6= 0. There exist a unique and stable equilibrium, in which the fraction µ of countries

closest to the hegemon set a = 0 while all other countries i set ai = i. Then:

1. If η ≤ 1− β
4
⇒ µ = 0

2. If η ∈
(
1− β

4
, α

2·T − 1
)
⇒ µ ∈ (0, 1) and is implicitly defined by

g(µ) = 0

where

g(µ) ≡

 (η + µ) · T − (1− µ) · T + β
4
· T − β · µ2

2
· T − α · µ

2
if µ ≤ 1

2

(η + µ) · T − (1− µ) · T + β · (1−µ)2

2
· T − α · µ

2
if µ > 1

2

(5)

3. If η ≥ α
2·T − 1⇒ µ = 1.

Proposition 4 is depicted in Figure 5, which shows the share of countries µ that align with

the hegemon as a function of its size. When η is low, coercion fails to attract any countries:

intuitively, the gains of trading with the hegemon are not high enough to compensate the cost

of giving up trade with the rest of the world. For intermediate values of η, the hegemon attracts

a share µ ∈ (0, 1) of countries if it threatens. Finally, once η is large enough, all countries align

with the hegemon under coercion.

4We assume that threats are non-discriminatory, in the sense that either all countries are threatened or none
are.
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Figure 5: Alignment under coercion

To determine whether to use threats in equilibrium or not, the hegemon compares its welfare

with and without threats. Coercion has two effects. First, it expands the region in which

the globalization equilibrium exists and it contracts the region in which the fragmentation

equilibrium exists. This effect is always positive for the hegemon. Second, it affects the gains

from trade in the fragmentation equilibrium, increasing them with countries that align with

the hegemon and decreasing them with countries that do not. This effect may be positive or

negative for the hegemon, depending on the share of countries that align with it. Which effect

dominates depends on the hegemon’s size η.

Proposition 5 Assume that the hegemon’s cost of threatening c is arbitrarily small. Let µ

denote the share of countries that align with the hegemon in the event that it threatens. Then,

the hegemon threatens only if

µ > 1− β

4
. (6)

Moreover, letting η and η̄ denote the lowest and highest values of η for which hegemon threatens,

1− β

4
< η < η̄ <

α

β · T
. (7)

The previous results are intuitive: the benefits of coercion depend on the share of countries

that align with the hegemon when threatened, µ, relative to the expected gains from trade in
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the absence of threats. When η is relatively small, the equilibrium in the absence of threats

is fragmented and the gains from trade are proportional to 1 − β
4
. This gives rise to the

necessary condition in Equation (5). Once η is sufficiently large, though, only the globalization

equilibrium exists in the absence of threats: at this point, it is no longer optimal to threaten,

since it imposes a cost on the hegemon but entails no additional benefits in terms of trade. This

gives rise to Equation (7). These different equilibria are depicted in Figure 6, which illustrates

whether the hegemon threatens or not in equilibrium as a function of parameters (η, α).

Figure 6: Equilibrium coercion

Finally, Figure 7 depicts the welfare of countries closest and farthest from the hegemon as a

function of η. The figure depicts both the welfare with and without threats (solid and dashed

lines, respectively), where the latter is depicted under the assumption that – in the event of

multiple equilibria – the globalization equilibrium is played with probability p ∈ (0, 1). The

main insight relative Figure 4 is that coercion can initially reduce the welfare of countries farther

from the hegemon. There are two reasons for this. The first is that coercion may give rise to

the globalization equilibrium or eliminate the fragmentation equilibrium. In addition, within

the fragmentation equilibrium, coercion implies that the countries farthest from the hegemon

do not trade with the hegemon or with the µ countries that do align with the hegemon.

The possibility of using coercion gives the hegemon, as a large country, the ability to influence
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Figure 7: Country welfare with coercion as a function of hegemon size

the global equilibrium. Moreover, coercion changes the pattern of trade, creating a “bloc”

around the hegemon with high trade flows among members of the bloc, but with little or no

trade with the outside world. Relative to a world without coercion, this increases the welfare

of countries close to the hegemon but can reduce the welfare of countries that are far from it.

In a sense, coercion enables the hegemon to extract rents from the rest of the world by forcing

it to align to its own preferences.

3.1 The multipolar world

We now turn to the possibility that there is more than one hegemon in the world. In particular,

we focus on the case in which there is an incumbent hegemon at 0 of size ηU , and a “rising”

hegemon at 0.5 of size ηC . As before, we assume that any country i can pay a cost c > 0 to

commit to action ai = i and/or threaten not to trade with any country j that is connected

through the trading network with another country j′ that sets aj′ 6= i. Small countries will

never pay this cost as they are infinitesimal and thus unable to affect the actions of others, but

the hegemons may find it worthwhile to do so.

To simplify the exposition, we assume initially that ηU ∈
(
α

2·T − 1, η̄
)
, where η̄ is defined

as in Proposition 5. This implies that, when ηC = 0, the incumbent hegemon threatens and

all countries align with it, i.e., ai = 0 for all i. We use µU throughout to denote the share of
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countries that align with the incumbent hegemon. Our goal is to do comparative statics on ηC ,

in order to understand how the equilibrium changes as the rising hegemon grows.

The rising hegemon has potentially two choices to make at t = 0−. First, it must choose

a0.5 ∈ (−0.5, 0.5]. Second, it must choose whether to threaten or not. The key observation

is that, relative to the other infinitesimal countries, the rising hegemon has positive mass and

thus understands that its choice of action affects the equilibrium. Clearly, while ηC is small,

the rising hegemon behaves like other small countries. Once it becomes large enough, however,

it may choose to behave differently, choosing a0.5 6= 0 even when infinitesimal countries would

not do so.

Proposition 6 Consider a world with two large countries, U with iU = 0 and size ηU , and C

with iC = 0.5 and size with ηC. Assume that ηU ∈
(
α

2·T − 1, η̄
)
, and that the cost of threatening

c is arbitrarily small. Let

gC(µ) ≡ g(µ)− ηC · T ·
[
1− β ·

(
1− µ

2

)]
where the function g(·) is as defined in Equation 5. Define

µ1(ηC) ≡


0 if gC(0) < 0

1 if gC(1) > 1

µ : gC(µ) = 0 otherwise

and

µ2(ηC) ≡
(

1− β

4

)
· T +

(
1− β

2

)
ηC · T

Define ηjC for j ∈ {1, 2} implicitly as,

(1− µj(ηjC)) ·
[
1− β ·

(
1− µj(ηjc)

4

)]
· T = (ηU + 1) · T − α · µj(η

j
C)

2

The equilibrium is as follows:

� Case 1: η1
C < η2

C

– If ηC ∈ (0, η1
C), then U threatens and a0.5 = 0

– If ηC ∈ [η1
C , η

2
C ], then U threatens and a0.5 = 0.5

– If ηC ∈ (η2
C , ηU ], then U does not threaten and a0.5 = 0.5
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� Case 2: η1
C ≥ η2

C

– If ηC ∈ (0, η2
C), then U threatens and a0.5 = 0

– If ηC ∈ [η2
C , η

1
C ], then there are two equilibria, U threatens and a0.5 = 0, and U does

not threaten and a0.5 = 0.5

– If ηC ∈ (η1
C , ηU ], then U does not threaten and a0.5 = 0.5

Proposition 6 seems somewhat convoluted, but the main insight is straightforward. As long

as the rising hegemon is relatively small, it “plays along” and sets a0.5 = 0, aligning itself

with the hegemon: by doing so, it makes the globalization equilibrium even stronger. At some

point, ηC is large enough that the “deviation” equilibrium exists, in which the rising hegemon

sets a0.5 = 0.5 despite the threat of the incumbent hegemon. By deviating, it attracts enough

countries from the hegemon’s bloc to compensate for the lack of trade with the bloc itself.

In this deviation equilibrium, the incumbent hegemon may initially continue to use threats or

abandon them immediately depending on parameter values. Crucially, the rising hegemon never

finds it optimal to use threats, since by abstaining from doing so it makes it more attractive for

other countries to challenge the incumbent hegemon as well. Finally, once ηC is large enough,

the rising hegemon sets a0.5 = 0.5 and the incumbent hegemon does not use threats.

Figure 8 depicts the welfare of countries closest and farthest from the incumbent hegemon as

a function of the size of the rising hegemon ηC . The figure illustrates Case 1 in Proposition 6.

Initially, all countries set a = 0 and their welfare rises alongside ηC , which increases gains from

trade. However, the welfare of country 0+, which sees the entire world align at its preferred

action, is higher than that of country 0.5−, which is forced to adopt an action it really dislikes

in order to trade with the rest of the world. At some point, the rising hegemon deviates to its

preferred action: this has almost no effect on the welfare of country 0.5−, but it generates a

discrete welfare loss for country 0+ as a subset of countries deviates with the rising hegemon.

Eventually, the incumbent hegemon no longer finds it optimal to threaten, generating a discrete

welfare gain for country 0.5− because it can now trade with the entire world. From there

onwards, the world is in a fragmented equilibrium and the welfares of countries 0.5− and 0+

are equalized when ηU = ηC .

Key takeaways of the theory We have developed a theoretical framework to study the inter-

play between hegemonic power and globalization. There are three main insights of the theory

that we want to analyze using historical data. First, hegemons constitute an important force
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Figure 8: Welfare with coercion and two hegemons, as a function of the size of the rising
hegemon

for globalization, fostering integration, prompting alignment in actions, and ultimately increas-

ing trade flows. Second, alignment with a hegemon increases trade flows with the hegemon,

but also with countries that are more aligned with the hegemon. Conversely, alignment with a

hegemon reduces trade flows with countries that are less aligned with the hegemon.

Taking these insights to historical data requires addressing a few central questions. What

exactly is a hegemon? And how do we measure alignment between any two countries? We turn

to these questions next.

4 Measuring alignment and hegemony

The Global Treaties Database

4.1 Measuring hegemony

What is a hegemon? This section presents our empirical approach to measuring hegemonic

power, as a prelude to our analysis on hegemonic alignment.
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Conceptually, and as stated above Gunitskiy (2017) defines a hegemon as “a leading power,

or a state that comprises a “pole” in the international system. The salient characteristic of a

“pole” is that it is not merely a major power, but a leading state with the capacity to impose

regimes, influence other great powers, and inspire institutional imitators.” This definition is in

line with leading thinkers on international relations, like Gilpin (1981), Keohane (1984), or Nye

(2011). In this school of thought, hegemony can encompass more than one state, and hegemony

should be understood as a relative rather than an absolute concept.5.

The United Kingdom, for example, was the world’s dominant hegemon in the 19th century.

But it was rivaled by France and the rising powers of Germany and the US, who exerted growing

hegemonic power in their spheres of influence. During the Cold War of 1946-1990 there is broad

consensus in the literature that the United States was the predominant hegemonic power but

the period is also characterized by intense rivalry with a second “pole” - the Soviet Union. In

recent decades, the US remains the main hegemonic power, but China has been catching up

quickly.

Empirically, the most useful proxy of hegemonic power for our purposes is the one developed

by Moyer et al. (2024). Their “Global Power Index” (GPI) measures relative national power

on a scale from 0 (no global power) to 100 (complete global power by a single state). Compared

to other indices of international power, the GPI has two main advantages. First it is very

comprehensive in its coverage, with a yearly, global panel spanning 1816-2022 and up to 188

countries. Second, it is conceptually broad and well-suited to capture shifts in hegemonic power

over the long-run, including in recent decades. In fact, the GPI builds on much richer data than

older, more established measures like the “Composite Index of National Capability (CINC)”

by the Correlates of War Project, which was developed in the 1960s. The CINC focuses solely

on raw, material power as captured, for example, by the number of soldiers or steel production,

and is therefore less useful to measure power in the post-industrial age (see Heim and Miller

2020).6 In contrast, Moyer et al. (2024) consider not just the material capabilities of a state

and its demography, but also the size of a nation’s economy (GDP), its technological capacity

(R&D expenditures), fiscal capacity (government revenues), and the scope of its diplomatic

networks. In total, the GPI uses 21 sub-indicators as inputs.

Figure 9 shows the long-run trends in the global distribution of power according to the GPI

5Gilpin (1981), for example emphasizes “no state has ever completely controlled an international system”
6Specifically, the CINC uses six indicators: (1) total population, (2) urban population, (3) military personnel,

(4) military expenditures, (5) primary energy consumption, and (6) iron and steel production (see Singer 1987).
Due to its focus on heavy industry and demography, the CINC ranks China as by far the biggest global power
as of 2018, having surpassed the US already in the 1990s. This result is at odds with much of the literature and
debate in international relations.
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data. To remove short-term ups and downs in the national power time series, e.g. due to

wars, we separate cycle from trend using the Hodrick-Prescott filter. Moreover, we show only

countries which at some point since 1815 surpassed 10% of global power.7

Figure 9: Share of Global Power, 1815-2020

Source: Moyer et al. (2024) Global Power Index Database. HP-filtered trends in

country-level power indices over time.

According to the GPI data, the UK was by far the most powerful nation during the early and

mid-19th century, but its relative power decreased gradually over the course of the century. In

the early 20th century, the UK is then finally surpassed in its relative power, first by Germany

and then by the US. More generally, the period between 1900 and 1945 can be characterized

by a lack of hegemonic dominance, with five countries having roughly similar national power

(Germany, France, UK, US, and the Soviet Union). This changes markedly after the end of

WW2, when the US quickly rises to become the world’s main hegemonic power. The Soviet

Union ranked second between 1945 and the 1980s, while China has seen a rapid rise in relative

power since the 1990s, now reaching a power level comparable to that the Soviet Union in the

1950s and 60s.

7This choice is inspired by the methodological paper of Moyer et al. (2024) who use a 9% threshold to define
“major powers”. The sample of countries included is the same whether we use a threshold of either 9% or 10%
in the GPI trend series.
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Figure 10 illustrates the scope of hegemonic dominance over time. We calculate the percent-

age difference in the GPI index between the first and second most powerful country. In the 19th

century, the distance value exceeds 100%, indicating that the United Kingdom was more than

twice as powerful as the second-ranked country. This dominance quickly eroded in the 1870s as

the distance to France and especially Germany shrank. The United States, in turn, gradually

became more dominant over the course of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, with its Power Index

exceeding that of the Soviet Union by 100 to 200%. In the 1990s, the gap widened even more,

with a difference exceeding 400% - a record high. This trend in the US accumulation of power

has sharply reversed, mostly due to the rise of China. By 2022, the power gap between the

United States and China has narrowed to less than 50%, thus approaching the low gap levels of

the interwar years. These data suggest that we live in an increasingly multipolar world, similar

to the period between the 1910s and 1930s.

Figure 10: Hegemonic dominance - distance between 1st and 2nd most powerful country (in %)

Source: This figure capture distance in relative power as the difference between the first and

second most powerful country according to the GPI data. A value of 100% means that the

most powerful country is twice as powerful as the country ranked second.

4.2 The Global Treaties Database covering 75,000 treaties

This section introduces the “Global Treaties Database”, a newly constructed dataset of inter-

national treaties signed between sovereign countries and other international entities (such as

colonies) between 1800 and 2020.8

8According to the United Nations ”The term “treaty” has regularly been used as a generic term embracing
all instruments binding at international law concluded between international entities, regardless of their formal
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We build on a vast body of scholarship on international treaty-making, in particular from

law and political science (for overviews see Hollis 2012 or Shaffer and Ginsburg 2012). This

literature, however, is largely qualitative in nature and/or focuses on specific treaty types, e.g.

military, trade, or human rights agreements (e.g. Mitchell 2003, Gibler 2009, Simmons 2009),

or studies specific eras and countries (e.g. Keene 2012).

Our contribution is to take a long, global view and to create the first 200-year picture on the

incidence and characteristics of treaties signed worldwide. We start in 1800 because this is the

time when international diplomacy becomes more+formalized and, as a result, treaty-making

takes off, with a notable uptick in newly signed treaties (Keene 2012). Treaty-making further

accelerated after the Congress of Vienna in 1814/15 and then saw a steady increase throughout

the 19th century.

To create the final dataset, we collected, cleaned and combined information on international

treaties from a wide range of archival treaty collections and treaty databases. Our aim was to

cover all state entities, all years, and to include both multilateral and bilateral agreements. For

each time period and country, we searched for the most comprehensive and most widely cited

sources on treaties. To digitize the treaty information in a coherent format, we relied both on

manual coding and on automated methods such as scraping and OCR recognition software. In

the following we list our data sources by time period.

4.2.1 Main sources on treaties

Post-WW2 (1946-2020): For treaties concluded after 1944, we rely on the United Nations

Treaty Series (UNTS), which can be seen as a “census” of modern international treaties. The

UNTS is so comprehensive because Article 102 of the United Nations Charter mandates that

all international treaties by UN member states need to be registered with the UN Secretariat.9.

The UNTS treaty data is rich in detail and freely accessible through a clumsy website. The

online database covers both bilateral and multilateral treaties - and we gather more than 60.000

“main treaties” from this source.

designation. Both the 1969 Vienna Convention and the 1986 Vienna Convention confirm this generic use of the
term ”treaty”. [...] In order to speak of a ”treaty” in the generic sense, an instrument has to meet various criteria.
First of all, it has to be a binding instrument, which means that the contracting parties intended to create legal
rights and duties. Secondly, the instrument must be concluded by states or international organizations with
treaty-making power. Thirdly, it has to be governed by international law. Finally the engagement has to be in
writing.” See definitional details here.

9The Article says: “1. Every treaty and every international agreement entered into by any Member of
the United Nations after the present Charter comes into force shall as soon as possible be registered with the
Secretariat and published by it. 2. No party to any such treaty or international agreement which has not been
registered in accordance with the provisions of paragraph 1 of this Article may invoke that treaty or agreement
before any organ of the United Nations. ”
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Interwar and WW2 (1919-1945): For the interwar period, we rely on the predecessor to

UNTS, namely the League of Nations Treaty Series. The collection contains the universe of

treaties and other international agreements registered with and published by the Secretariat of

the League of Nations between 1920 and 1944. Registration was similarly binding as today, and

regulated in Article 18 of the Covenant of the League of Nations.10 The collection was originally

published in more than 200 book volumes. The best and most comprehensive digitized version

is provided by the World Legal Information Institute, a non-profit global legal research facility.

This source includes a total of 4,816 bilateral and multilateral treaties, including by countries

that were not members of the League of Nations or never ratified their membership, such as

the United States. Building on the PDF documents of each of these treaties, we systematically

extract key treaty details, in particular treaty titles, relevant dates, and parties involved.

Pre-1919 Period (1800-1919): For the period before 1919, we use several sources. For

multilateral treaties we primarily rely on the “Multilateral Agreement and Treaty Record Set”,

a comprehensive historical treaty series compiled by Denemark and Hoffmann (2008), which

adds 714 treaties for 1800-1919. The second key source on multilateral treaties pre-1919 is the

online database “Oxford Historical Treaties” which largely builds on the excellent “Consolidated

Treaty Series” compiled under the editorship of Clive Parry in 234 volumes that were published

between 1969 and 1980. This source adds 1,100 bilateral and multilateral treaties between 1800

and 1919. To avoid double counting when merging treaty data from these two sources, we

drop double entries if two treaty entries show the same date and have at least one common

participant. When in doubt we retain the record from the MARTS dataset.

On bilateral treaties we again rely heavily on the Oxford Historical Treaties database, drawing

a total of 7,945 treaties between 1919 and 1800. For the two main hegemonic powers - the UK

and the US, there are however excellent country specific sources that are even richer than the

Oxford database. Specifically, For the US, we rely on data compiled by Charles Bevans, hosted

by the Library of Congress. The Bevans collection covers bilateral and multilateral agreements

to which the US is or was a party in the period 1776-1984. From this source, we add 387 US

treaties between 1800 and 1919. For the United Kingdom, we build on the United Kingdom

Treaties Library hosted by the British and Irish Legal Information Institute building on the

treaty collection of the Foreign & Commonwealth Office. From this source we add 1,139 UK

treaties pre-1919.

10The Article states: “Every treaty or international engagement entered into hereafter by any Member of
the League shall be forthwith registered with the Secretariat and shall as soon as possible be published by it.
No such treaty or international engagement shall be binding until so registered.”
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4.2.2 Data cleaning and treaty classification

To create the final database we focus on what the United Nations lists as “original treaties”

thus excluding more than 16,000 ”subsequent agreements”, which are primarily amendments

to existing treaties. We also drop about 2000 treaties from the database for which we lack the

most essential treaty features, namely the date, the participants, and/or the title.

The resulting final database includes a total of 74,147 treaties, of which 68,536 are bilateral

treaties and 5,611 are multilateral treaties. The majority of these treaties were signed after

WW2 (57,981 treaties). In the interwar (1919-1945) period we collected 4,816 treaties and

11,285 treaties in the period 1800-1919. The dominant type of treaty in this final dataset is an

agreement (>70%) but we also include acts, charters, declarations, conventions and protocols.

Using this consolidated database, we then classify the type of treaty by topic. The sub-

ject and type of treaties are very diverse and heterogeneous, ranging from trade agreements,

educational exchange, peace agreements, to joint infrastructure projects such as bridges or

telecommunication cables. For a systematic classification, we rely on the detailed description of

each treaty in the treaty title (titles are often long, extending up to paragraph of text) as well

as in the subject terms, treaty descriptions, and keywords gathered in the treaty collections

and database we use.

For the topic categories we closely follow the classification proposed in Miles and Posner

(2008) but extend their list with additional subject terms building on the classification by

the World Legal Information Institute11 as well as prevalent subject terms from the UNTS

database. Of the 22 main subject categories we classify 9 as mainly “economic” and 13 as

“non-economic”. Specifically we code treaties as economic if they are classified in the following

categories: “Trade”, “Investments, Expropriation, Investment Arbitration”, “Labor Migration

& Remittances”, “Lending & Financing”, “Development Aid”, “Telecommunication”, “Trans-

portation & Infrastructure”, “Postal Services”, “Patents, Trademarks, Innovation, Inventions”

as well as “Taxation”. The final list of main treaty subjects is shown in Table 1.

Treaties are classified into these 22 subject categories based on their title, subject terms,

and other available descriptions using ChatGP4 turbo (and OpenAI’s API). Each category is

first listed and explained in a GPT prompt with examples.12 To increase accuracy, we asked

the model to assign only one subject category per treaty and to select ”other” in case of

11The list of WorldLII subject terms can be found here.
12The classification inputs depend on the treaty source. For treaties from the UN Treaty Series, we let

ChatGPT4 interpret treaty categories based on both the title and subject terms. For treaties retrieved from the
Oxford Historcial Treaty database and for UK treaties we use the title alone because they are very extensive
and provide sufficient information for the GPT model. Finally, for the 2,804 treaties from the US Library of
Congress data we lack treaty titles and therefore use detailed treaty descriptions.
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uncertainty.13 To further increase accuracy and to reduce the likelihood of hallucinations, we

set Temperature = 0, which instructs GPT to keep interpretations to a minimum. Table 1

shows the results.

Table 1: Treaty categories and topics

4.2.3 Key facts from the treaties data

This section summarizes key facts from the “The Global Treaties Database” that we assembled.

Figure 11 shows the total number of international treaties signed per year across the globe, as

a 5-year moving average. The graph shows a strong upward trend in international treaty-

making, and especially after 1945. This upward trend is partly due to the growing number of

13Allowing the model to assign two or more categories increased the probability of misclassification. 2.2% of
treaties are assigned to the remaining subject category “Other”.
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independent, sovereign countries that have the ability to sign such treaties, especially during

the independence waves in the 1945-2020 period.

Figure 11: Trends in global treaty-making - the post-2001 collapse

Note: Number of newly signed treaties per year (5-year moving average).

Another key insight is the drop in international treaty making after 2001. In the bigger

200-year picture, the current decline is exceptional, and only comparable to the collapse of

international treaty-making around WW1 and WW2. According to the data, we live in an era

in which international law and treaties play a far less important role in interstate relations than

20 or 30 years ago.

The post-2001 treaty decline in our data is very much in line with the view of influential legal

scholars like Goldsmith and Posner, who state: “International law moves in cycles, with periods

of enthusiasm and advance followed by periods of decay and retrenchment. [...] The post-Cold

War enthusiasm for international law has now collapsed as well. This collapse can be traced

through a series of crises that began twenty years ago and that are now wearisomely familiar:

the 9/11 terrorist attacks, [..] a war in Afghanistan [...] the Iraq War [...] the financial crises

that began in 2008 [...] the European debt crisis that reached its peak in 2010 and 2011 [... ]

a refugee crisis in Europe that began around 2015; the Brexit referendum, [...] and the global

pandemic and recession of 2020.” (Goldmsith and Posner 2021, p.10)

As shown in Figure 12 the overwhelming majority of international treaties in our database

are bilateral, with a ratio of about 10 to 1 when compared to multilateral treaties. Given this

difference, we show the incidence of new multilateral treaties per year as a separate, orange line
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and scale these on the right axis. Multilateral treaty-making began declining even earlier than

2001, having reached a peak during the 1970s.

Figure 12: Bilateral vs multilateral - new treaties per year, 1800-2020

Notes: Number of newly signed treaties per year and worldwide (5-year moving average).
The number of newly signed multilateral treaties is shown in orange, for bilateral we use
blue.

We find that the majority of treaties focus on economic issues, especially after WW2. In Table

1 above, four out of the top five most important treaty categories relate to economics, namely

agreements on finance, trade, development aid, as well as transportation and infrastructure.

Figure 13 shows the global trends over time. Prior to WW2, economic and non-economic

treaties were similarly frequent (50% each). Since WW2, however, economic treaties clearly

dominate, with a share of 65% of new treaties signed.
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Figure 13: Treaties are mostly about economic issues

Notes: Number of newly signed treaties per year and worldwide (5-year moving average).
The number of economic treaties is shown in green, the non-economic ones in gray.

4.3 Treaties measure (re-)alignment

In this section we use the rich treaty data to measure alignment and realignment between

countries.

The world maps in Figure 14 to 16 give a first illustration of what we find when using

treaty data as a proxy of alignment. Due to our focus on hegemony, we zoom into periods

of growing rivalry between hegemons and the related shifts in country alignment over time.

To visualize alignment, we simply count the number of treaties each countries signs with the

respective hegemon over that decade. Countries are colored on the map depending on whether

they concluded more joint treaties with one hegemon rather than the other, considering both

bilateral and multilateral treaties.

Figure 14 starts by comparing treaty alignment towards the US and the UK in the two decades

1890-1900 and 1900-1910. During this period, the US became significantly more assertive

in its foreign policy, in particular towards South America.14. This fundamental shift of US

foreign policy between the 1890s and 1900s is clearly visible in the treaty data, as the United

States turns into the dominant treaty-partner to most South American countries. Great Britain

14The US “imperialist school” advocated for more foreign interventions throughout the 1980s. This was
followed by the US victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898 and the famous Roosevelt Corollary of 1904
according to which the US had the right to intervene in the domestic affairs of Latin American countries in case
of “chronic wrongdoing” (see e.g. LaFeber 1998).
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remains the main treaty partner in much of the world in the 1910s, but no longer in the Southern

Cone.

Figure 14: Global treaty alignment - US vs. UK

Panel A: 1890-1900

Panel B: 1900-1910

Notes: We capture alignment by comparing the number of treaties a country signs with the US and
UK, respectively. Countries are colored in brown if they signed more treaties with the UK and blue if
they signed more with the US. “NA” in case no treaties were signed in that decade (mostly colonies).

Figure 15 traces treaty-based (re-)alignment during the Cold War. In the early stages, in

the 1950s, the Soviet Union and the United States roughly divided the world between them.

Most African and Eastern European countries signed more treaties with the Soviet Union, while

Latin America, the Commonwealth, and most Western European countries oriented toward the

US. By the 1980s, the Soviet Union had lost much of its dominance in international treaty

making. Many African countries had shifted toward the U.S., as had major powers such as

China and France. Exceptions to this trend include the realignment of revolutionary Iran,

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and post-war Vietnam, all of which shifted to more intensive treaty-

making with the Soviet Union rather than the US.
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Figure 15: Global treaty alignment - US vs. Soviet Union

Panel A: 1950-1960

Panel B: 1980-1990

Notes: We capture alignment by comparing the number of treaties a country signs with the US and
the Soviet Union, respectively. Countries are colored in orange if they signed more treaties with the
Soviet Union and blue if they signed more with the US. “NA” in case no treaties were signed in that
decade.

Figure 16 shows what is arguably the most striking shift in global treaty-making patterns in

our database. As can be seen, the US clearly dominates during the 1990s, with most countries

aligned more closely with the US as measured by the number of treaties signed. Within just

20 years, however, the map flips from predominantly blue to red, as the US retreats from

international treaty-making in the 2010s while China becomes more active, especially in what

is now called the Global South.
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Figure 16: Global treaty alignment - US vs. China

Panel A: 1990-2000

Panel B: 2010-2020

Notes: We capture alignment by comparing the number of treaties a country signs with the US and
China, respectively. Countries are colored in red if they signed more treaties with China and blue if
they signed more with the US. “NA” in case no treaties were signed.

We next compare treaty-making patterns more systematically. For this purpose, we create a

dyadic country-to-country dataset and then compute treaty intensity between countries as the

share of treaties signed between them in percent of all treaties signed in a given time period.

Panel A of Figure 17 shows that countries which sign a large share of their treaties with

the US typically sign fewer treaties with the China and Russia, which are both US rivals.

The correlation of treaty-making shares between the US and China/Russia is negative and

statistically significant.

The opposite is true when comparing treaty shares toward the US and the UK. Panel B

shows that the correlation is now positive and statistically significant. Countries that sign

many treaties with the US also sign more treaties with the UK, a close US ally. These findings

suggest that treaties are a useful proxy for country alignment along hegemonic “poles”.
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Figure 17: Correlation of treaty shares, 1946-2020

Panel A: US vs. China/Russia

Panel B: US vs. UK

Note: Scatter plot of the share of treaties signed with the US on the horizontal axis,
as well as with China and Russia (Panel A) or with the UK (Panel B) on the vertical
axis. Each dot represents the treaty composition of one country, computed as share of all
treaties signed in the post-WW2 period (1946-2020).

4.4 Benchmarking with other alignment measures

How does our alignment measure (treaty intensity) compare to existing measures of interna-

tional alignment? Thus far, the large literature on national rivalry and alignment relied on two

main empirical measures: (i) similarity in UN voting (e.g. Signorino and Ritter 1999, Gopinath

et al. 2024, Kleinmann et al. 2024), and (ii) data on military alliances between countries (e.g.
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Long 2003, Eichengreen et al. 2019).

We start by benchmarking treaty intensity with the incidence of military agreements. For

this purpose we draw on the much-cited ATOP dataset by Leeds et al. (2002), which provides

comprehensive data on military alliance agreements signed by all countries worldwide 1815-

2018.15 We then link the dyadic military alliance data with our dyadic “‘share of treaties”

variable between countries that we described in the previous section.

Figure 18 shows the resulting histogram of treaty shares for country pairs with and without

a military agreement. To account for shifts in military alignment, we distinguish by historical

era (pre and post WW2). This means that we collapse both the alliance and the treaty data

in two sub-samples: 1800-1945 and 1946-2020. A country pair is coded as having a military

alliance if this was the case at any point in these sub-periods (the results are similar if we use

narrower time samples).

Countries that are military allies also tend to sign considerably more treaties. This is par-

ticularly true in the pre-1945 sample, where the median treaty share is more than three times

higher for countries with a military alliance than for countries without. The difference is less

pronounced but still large in the post-WW2 era, with military allies signing about twice as many

treaties as non-allies. These findings are surprising, but give assurance that treaty-making is a

useful alternative to existing measures of country alignment.

15ATOP measures military alliances as offense, defense, non-aggression, neutrality, and consultation pacts.
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Figure 18: Military alliances and treaty incidence

Note: This figure shows a histogram of the average number of treaties signed between countries in
the pre-WW2 or postWW2 period, respectively. We differentiate between country pairs that had a
standing military alliance pre- or post-WW2 (blue) and those that did not (red). Data on military
alliances comes from the ATOP database.

A second, widely used indicator of alignment is joint voting in the United Nations General

Assembly (UNGA), as discussed above. We next combine data on joint UN voting as collected

by Bailey et al (2017), with our measure of bilateral treaty shares.

Figure 19 shows a positive correlation between UN voting agreement and treaty intensity

during the Cold War (1946-1990). Countries that tend to agree more with China and Russia

in the UNGA also sign a higher share of treaties with China and Russia (Panel A). For the US,

the correlation between UN voting overlap and treaty-making intensity is also positive, but not

statistically significant (Panel B).

Overall, however, the relationship between the two measures is weaker than in the comparison

with military agreements. The correlation coefficient between UN voting and treaty shares is

typically low, ranging from slightly positive to slightly negative depending on the sample of years

and countries chosen. The correlation coefficients are also often not statistically significant. The

likely explanation is that the two measures are conceptually so different. As discussed above,

UNGA voting largely concerns global foreign policy issues and is therefore a very specific proxy

of bilateral alignment, while treaties concerns a wide range of topics, including domains that are

predominantly domestic or regional. In addition, the two variables have very different statistical

properties. The UNGA voting overlap between countries tends to be generally quite high (above

50%), with limited variation. In fact, Voeten (2012) explains that even rival countries such as
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India and Pakistan or Eritrea and Ethiopia have surprisingly high shares of joint UNGA voting,

because they agree on many global issues. In contrast, treaty intensity between countries (as a

share of all treaty relationships) is much more dispersed, with values close to zero in the large

majority of country pairs.

Figure 19: UN voting agreement vs. treaty shares, 1946-1990

Panel A: China/Russia - UN votes vs. treaties

Panel B: United States - UN votes vs. treaties

Note: Scatter plot of UNGA voting agreement towards the US or China/Russia (hor-
izontal axis) with treaty intensity towards these countries (on the vertical axis - share
of treaties signed with the US or China/Russia as percent of total treaties). Each dot
represents one country in the Cold War period (1946-1990).
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4.5 Hegemons drive treaty-making

In this section we show that hegemonic powers are particularly active treaty-makers. They

create a broad network of international agreements, thus fostering international cooperation.

Figure 20 shows a Chord Diagram on international treaty linkages by the largest Western

powers and the rest of the world pre-WW1. As can be seen, the United Kingdom, as the primary

hegemon of the time, dominates international treaty-making, especially towards developing

countries in the periphery. The UK is closely followed by France, the second-largest power of

the imperial age. In contrast, Germany and the United States play a considerably lesser role.

Figure 20: The UK dominates treaty-making pre-WW1

Note: Newly signed bilateral treaties involving the US, UK, France, Germany and the Soviet Union
in the period 1870-2013.

This changes remarkably in the post-WW2 era, as shown in Figure 21. During the Cold

War, the US is both the largest hegemonic power (see GPI ranking above) and the dominant

global treaty-maker, according to our data. Indeed, as illustrated in the Chord Diagram, the

US signed more international treaties during the Cold War than the UK, Germany and France

combined. Surprisingly, however, the Soviet Union (Russia) lags far behind in international

treaty-making during the Cold War. The likely explanation is that the Soviets had a skeptical
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view on international law as a tool of the bourgeoisie and never fully embraced the principle that

“diplomacy shall proceed always frankly and in the public view.” (one of Woodrow Wilson’s

famous 14 points of 1918). Despite this, the Soviet Union signed thousands of international

treaties since its foundation, especially with developing countries (Imam 1983).

Figure 21: The US dominates treaty-making in the Cold War

Note: Newly signed bilateral treaties involving the US, UK, France, Germany and the Soviet Union
in the period 1945-1900.

As a next step we measure “treaty alignment” of countries vis-a-vis hegemonic powers. For

this purpose, we define a country as being “aligned” if the share of treaties with that country

exceeds 5% of all treaties signed in that period. This 5% treshold is a high bar and roughly

corresponds to the median treaty share that countries sign with the hegemons of their time.16

Using this definition, we find that about 50% of countries were aligned with the UK by the

late 19th century. Figure 22 shows the trend over time, with a gradually increasing share of

UK-aligned countries between the 1830s and the 1890s. The United States has much fewer

“treaty allies” in the 19th century but then sees a rapid increase in the number and share of

aligned countries during the interwar years and around WW2. During the 1950s a whopping

16The median treaty share in the full dyadic sample is 6.3% with the UK between 1800 and 1945, and 8.6%
with the US between 1945 and 2020.
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80% of sovereign countries worldwide had close treaty ties with the United States. The share

then starts to drop to about 50% in the 1990s and to less than 40% in the 2010s, also because

this measure only considers newly signed treaties but not standing ones. The overall pattern

looks similar if we define alignment by number of treaties, or if we are even more restrictive and

allow countries to be aligned only to a single country - the one with which the country signed

the highest number of treaties.17

Figure 22: Treaty alignment with the UK and the US (% of countries)

Note: This figure shows the global share of sovereign countries that are aligned with the US and
UK, respectively. We define two countries as aligned if the share of treaties in a dyad exceeds 5%
(treaty share of partner >5% of all treaties). 10-year moving-averages.

Table 2 shows results of a more systematic test on the role of hegemonic powers for global

treaty-making. We run simple regressions on the determinants of treaty-making by using a

country’s share in all international treaties per decade as the dependent variable. The main

explanatory variables are proxies for hegemonic power, which we introduced in Section ??.

Specifically we use the Global Power Index (HP trend) as well as binary variables derived from

it. “Hegemony dummy 1” is coded 1 for all countries whose GPI trend index exceeds 0.1 (the

GPI threshold for “major power”), and zero otherwise. The alternative, “Hegemony dummy

2”, is coded as 1 only for the single largest power (with the highest GPI trend index in that

year). To control for classic gravity forces in international trade and linkages, we also control

17With this “largest treaty partner” definition the UK also sees a strong increase in countries aligned to it
over the course of the 19th century, while the US sees a strong post-WW2 peak.
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for a country’s population size and total trade (exports+imports) using the long-run TradeHist

and Ricardo dataset.

The results confirm that hegemonic power and international treaty-making are closely related.

Hegemons sign over-proportionately many treaties, after controlling for their economic and

demographic size as well as time trends. The coefficients of the dummies in Columns 1 and 2

indicate that hegemons account for a three percentage point higher share of treaties globally.

This is sizable given that even the largest powers only account for between 10 and 25 percent

of all global treaties signed per decade. The GPI coefficient in Column 6, in turn, suggests that

a one percentage point increase in global power is associated with a 0.1 percent higher share in

all global treaties, after controlling for trade size, population, as well as country and year fixed

effects.

Table 2: Hegemonic power and treaty making

Note: The dependent variable captures the country share of newly signed global treaties per decade.
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5 The impact of treaties – action-based globalization?

This section is incomplete. Table 3 gives a preliminary preview on our gravity regression results.

For the analysis, we combine our treaty dataset with yearly, long-run data on bilateral trade

from the TradeHist and RICardo datasets, as well as from Meyer (2024). The main take away,

thus far, is that treaty-making strongly correlates with bilateral trade flows. The coefficient

is particularly large for economic treaties and for treaties signed with the hegemon (in this

sample: the US).

Table 3: Preliminary gravity model results, 1945-2010, dependent variable: bilateral exports
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6 Concluding remarks

This paper has developed a theoretical framework to analyze the relationship between hege-

monic power and globalization. The theory is built on two key premises: (i) countries have

heterogeneous preferences over political actions, such as the type of government (democracy

vs. autocracy), industry standards, or the rule of law; (ii) trade between any two countries

increases in the similarity of their actions. The presence of a hegemon, i.e., a large economy,

prompts alignment in actions and facilitates the transition to a globalized world. In contrast,

the shift to a multipolar world may cause an unraveling of globalization, which may benefit

some countries and harm others.

To test the theory’s key insights, we construct “The Global Treaty Database”, a novel dataset

on the near-universe of international treaties and agreements signed worldwide over th past two

centuries. Using the treaties signed between any two countries to proxy for the alignment be-

tween them, we find broad support for the theory in the data. Namely, hegemons drive a

disproportionate share of treaty-signing, treaty-signing is significantly correlated with interna-

tional trade, and countries that sign treaties with a hegemon trade more with the hegemon and

also with other countries that are aligned with the hegemon.
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itics of international currency choice.” NBER Working Papers 24145.

[10] Estevadeordal, Antoni, Brian Frantz, and Alan Taylor. 2003. ”The Rise and Fall of World

Trade, 1870–1939.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 118(2): 359-407.

[11] Farhi, Emmanuel and Matteo Maggiori. 2018. ”A Model of the International Monetary

System.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 133(1): 295-355.

[12] Farhi, Emmanuel and Matteo Maggiori. 2019. ”China versus the United States: IMS Meets

IPS.” AEA Papers and Proceedings 109: 476–81.

[13] Findlay, Ronald and Kevin H. O’Rourke. 2007. Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the

World Economy in the Second Millennium. Princeton University Press.

44



[14] Gancia, Gino, Giacomo Ponzetto, and Jaume Ventura. 2020. ”A Theory of Economic

Unions.” Journal of Monetary Economics 109(C): 107-127.

[15] Gancia, Gino, Giacomo Ponzetto, and Jaume Ventura. 2022. ”Globalization and Political

Structure.” Journal of the European Economic Association 20(3): 1276-1310.

[16] Gibler, Douglas M. 2009. International Military Alliances, 1648-2008. CQ Press.

[17] Gilpin, Robert. 1978. ”U.S. Power and the Multinational Corporation: The Political Econ-

omy of Foreign Direct Investment.” American Political Science Review 72(2).

[18] Gilpin, Robert. 1981. War and Change in World Politics. Cambridge University Press.

[19] Gokmen, Gunes, Wessel N. Vermeulen, and Pierre-Louis Vézina. 2020. ”The Imperial
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