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Abstract
Th is article is a review of a paper titled International political authority: on the meaning and scope 
of a  justifi ed hierarchy in international relations written by Daniel Voelsen and Leon Schettler. 
Th e growing power and authority of international organizations has been perceived by many as 
a  sign of a new global order where the concept of sovereignty of the state is replaced with the 
constitutional principles of democracy, human rights and the rule of law. Recently, a  tendency 
has been observed to consider international organizations as autonomous, legitimate institutions 
possessing political authority. However, it is rather challenging to fi nd one and the complex un-
derstanding of political authority that encompasses all components that construct it. Voelsen and 
Schettler off er a detailed analysis of the concepts of international authority that are present in the 
literature and even criticize them. In this article, the conducted research is reviewed and scruti-
nized in detail. 
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Th e growing power and authority of international organizations has been perceived by 
many as a sign of a new global order where the concept of sovereignty of the state is re-
placed with the constitutional principles of democracy, human rights and the rule of law. 
Recently, a tendency has been observed to consider international organizations as auton-
omous, legitimate institutions to possess political authority. Th e wide-ranging eff ects of 
globalization generate the “erosion” of state sovereignty, which can be explained by the 
transition of part of the functions traditionally reserved for states to other international 
actors (Van Staden, Vollaard 2002). Th is transition of authority has become a subject of 
multiple studies in the fi eld of international relations and specifi cally global governance. 

Th is article is a review of a paper titled International political authority: on the meaning 
and scope of a  justifi ed hierarchy in international relations by Daniel Voelsen and Leon 
Schettler. Voelsen is a doctor of political science and researcher at the German Institute 
for International and Security Aff airs, and Schettler is an advisor on human rights protec-
tion mechanisms. Th e goal of their research was to analyze various concepts of interna-
tional authority presented in the literature and consequently conclude about the essence 
of authority and when it is exercised in international relations. Th e choice of international 
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authority as a theoretical lens serves the purpose of a factual identifi cation of the basis for 
the functioning of numerous actors on the international arena. Unlike coercion, which 
is based on the actual use of force or a threat to use it, authority is based on a voluntary 
subordination. Th us, according to Voelsen and Schettler, if authority is not claimed by the 
entity, there is no foundation for normative relations and as a result authority cannot be 
exercised.

Authority is a key concept in the analysis of political processes. It is generally under-
stood as “the right to rule” (Gerry 2011; Oeste 2012). In order to have a precise under-
standing of the concept, according to the authors of the paper, its normative nature and 
its functions have to be explored. Th e scope of authority relations is impressively broad. 
Nonetheless, Voelsen and Schettler believe that the preeminent social function of author-
ity is a construction of our normative interactions with others through hierarchical coor-
dination. Th erefore, the central research question of the paper is whether and how various 
forms of international authority can be justifi ed. Th e authors suggest that the conducted 
research may serve as a prelude to refl ections on how various international organizations 
can be transformed into the autonomous sites of international authority and how we can 
achieve such a reform.

Th e article is well structured and divided broadly into fi ve major parts. Voelsen and 
Schettler start by putting primary focus on the construing the broadly defi ned notion of 
authority and indicating the integrally normative nature of authority relations. On the 
other hand, the authors do not intend to create a new defi nition of authority, but instead 
base it on the existing conceptual grid, and proceed with the debate on international po-
litical authority. Voelsen and Schettler follow the declared structure and further discuss 
three interpretations of the concept of international authority, specifi cally the authority of 
international organizations according to Michael N. Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Da-
vid Lake's relational authority and the concept of Michael Zürn's refl exive authority. In the 
fi nal part of this article, the authors refer to the World Bank as an example of an interna-
tional organization that possesses a considerable amount of power, but obstinately refuses 
to claim authority. Th e conclusion logically derives from theoretical considerations and 
from the case study presented in the last part of the article.

Th e title of the article, International political authority: on the meaning and scope of 
a justifi ed hierarchy in international relations, suggests that the work would be dedicat-
ed to an examination of the patterns of hierarchical relationships between actors who 
exercise international authority and those on whom this authority is exerted. Th e au-
thors focus instead on analyzing the content of international authority and arrive at the 
conclusion that, for the most part, international organizations do not exercise authori-
ty. According to Voelsen and Schettler, authority plays a very important role. Namely, it 
facilitates widely accepted and normatively justifi ed forms of hierarchical coordination. 
However, the authors do not explain what is intended by the term which I consider to be 
crucial for the discussion. Coordination as such is generally believed to be a set of com-
bined activities that are aimed to bring about a  joint award (Zhong, Wonham 1990). It 
can be attained with an unguided activity among individuals (or states in our case). Th e 
main task of coordination is to achieve consistency in the work between all components 
by establishing rational connections (communication) between them. Hierarchical co-
ordination consequently implies such an impact of a higher-level element on lower-level 
elements that forces the lower-level elements to act in concert. (Zhong, Wonham 1990). 



97

Polish Political Science Review. Polski Przegląd Politologiczny 9 (1)/2021

If there is a disagreement on any issues among two or more components, the confl ict can 
be avoided by contacting a higher element in the hierarchy coordination level, so it can 
make a decision. International organizations (specifi cally those that have dispute settle-
ment competencies) would serve as a perfect example of hierarchical coordination. Th at 
would make them “normatively justifi ed” and prove that they can enjoy practical author-
ity. Voelsen and Schettler, however, do not elaborate much on what is their understanding 
of the term and thus what would it mean for international organizations, its members and 
authority in this context. 

Particularly noteworthy is the criticism of the formulated concepts of international au-
thority developed by Barnett and Finnemore, Lake and Zürn. Barnett and Finnemore de-
scribe bureaucracies of international organizations that are characterized by administra-
tive structures and formalistic procedures. Th ey claim that by defi nition bureaucracies are 
authorities as they can use their institutional recourses “to induce deference from others”. 
(Barnett, Finnemore 2004). David Lake focuses particularly on the authority relations that 
encompass states, international organizations (IOs) and even private actors. Th is kind of 
authority is based on a contract and thus is justifi ed with it (Lake 2009). Zürn developed 
a concept of a reason-based authority, where a superior expertise of an entity justifi es its 
authority (Zürn 2017). Voelsen and Schettler emphasize that while the aforementioned 
research presents a fi nished and empirically rich picture of the forms of epistemic author-
ity overlooked so far in world politics, they ignore the normative aspect of the authority 
relations. According to them, this disregard results in a distorted picture of international 
relations overall.

Voelsen and Schettler are in favor of a narrower understanding of the concept of in-
ternational authority. As stated in the article, Barnett and Finnemore, Lake and Zürn 
erroneously expand the concept of international authority with other forms of power. 
Th erefore, according to Voelsen and Schettler, they mistakenly confuse the authority and 
power, which are quite similar, but substantially diff er conceptually. Th e authors of the re-
viewed article arrive at the conclusion that the world needs more international authority, 
not less with all the instances of authority described by political philosophers so far being 
just regular manifestations of power. Th is is where the originality and innovation of this 
article comes from at the same time being the most controversial part of the paper that 
I will analyze further. 

Th e authors put the primary focus on the normative aspect of authority relations. In 
fact, the normative condition discussed in the article can be conceptually translated into 
legitimacy. In this regard, Voelsen and Schettler specifi cally assert: “…this understanding 
of authority as a normative relation is synonymous with certain usages of the term ‘legit-
imacy’” (Voelsen, Schettler 2019, p. 543). In other words, the debate is centered around 
the justifi ability of authority. Consequently, the question that logically derives from the 
discussion is if authority should be claimed in order to be legitimate. Th e authors of the 
reviewed article specifi cally claim it should, holding that the key to a justifi ed exercise of 
authority is a claim for the right to rule: “Th ose subjected to an exercise of power must be-
lieve it to be a justifi ed exercise of the right to rule. When the entity exercising power, itself 
does not claim the right to rule, and indeed denies to rule, this is not possible” (Voelsen, 
Schettler, p. 550).

In the literature the discussion is present as a debate on “the nature of authority question” 
(Reglitz 2015). Th e conceptual core of authority is oft entimes described as the right to rule 
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and there is no consensus among political philosophers on the normative standards (Zü rn 
2019, Dahl 1999; Buchanan and Keohane 2006), specifi cally as to if it is the claim right to 
rule or the power right to rule that should defi ne the justifi ability of authority. Th e claim 
right to rule indeed has an impact on normative relations between the authority and its 
subjects, which are quite democratic in their nature. However, decision-making on a glob-
al level is not always (and in most cases is not at all) democratic. Th ese global institutions 
(international organizations) despite not being democratic can still be legitimate if they 
serve the purpose defi ned in the contract (for instance, a charter). Th us, political authority 
can be legitimate if it solves important problems for its subjects. It coordinates collec-
tive actions that enables complex social practices (hierarchical coordination), and many 
philosophers consider this to be an aspect that morally justifi es international political 
authority (Raz 1985). Summing up, legitimacy has a relational character, which is defi ned 
by a perception of international organization’s constituencies and observers (Zürn 2019). 
Moreover, Voelsen and Schettler almost conceptually equate legitimacy and authority, 
which are quite distinct in their nature. Th erefore, I cannot agree with the argument pre-
sented in the reviewed paper that there are no instances of international authority among 
international organizations as they do not claim the authority. Th e authors rather argue 
that there are no examples of practical authority exercised by international organizations. 
However, their reasons to reject epistemic authority do not seem to be quite explicit. 

 Furthermore, an argument that the instances and sites of authority described in the 
research of Barnett and Finnemore, Lake and Zürn are rather the instances of power, not 
authority is disputable, as power does not necessarily imply that it is eff ective and make 
subjects comply with the orders, while authority does. Using a  normative approach in 
their research, the authors overlook a sociological approach to legitimacy that can be ex-
tremely valuable when analyzing authority on the global level. 

Th e article defi nitely meets the requirements of the scientifi c text. Th e authors demon-
strate familiarity with the literature available on the matter and present conclusions that 
logically derive from the conducted analysis. In the abstract one can fi nd the most im-
portant threads of the text, which is short, factual and concise. Th e authors also indicate 
the sources of fi nancing, which is an important element as they reveal the contribution of 
scientifi c and research institutions in the creation of the research.

In Polish literature, scarcely any authors refer to the concept of international authority 
and this fi eld is still under-explored. Available studies published in Western literature do 
not concentrate on international authority as part of the global governance, but rather 
analyze authority as being present on a national level only. In view of the above, I believe 
that the article is scientifi cally valuable and can serve as a basis for the future research 
eff orts. One may agree or not with the opinion presented, but the authors undoubtedly 
originally refl ect on the meaning of international authority and bring a new thread to 
existing concepts.
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