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Multilateral relations, as well as their reflection in practice – multilateral
diplomacy, are from their very beginning analysed by international law and
political science, not only because of  the richness of  practice and complexity
of  relations but also as the author would say because of  their “social theater”
characteristics. To obtain a better understanding of  the unequal ground where
the international hierarchical order and multilateral relations are built and
rebuilt, this book invites us to the inside of  the negotiation rooms of  the
world politics machinery. 

Firstly, multilateralism is a notion that has been evolving from the League
of  Nations to the UN arena which the author puts under sociological and
philosophical scrutiny throughout the chapters. Nevertheless, this book is not
focused on the historical evolution of  international hierarchical orders. It is,
therefore, first and foremost, a study of  the present. The starting point is that
this aforementioned “theater” represents social and political reality as such.
International hierarchical orders are relentless social facts, and multilateral
relations are at their core and thus dominate the international community. 

The author demystifies a myth of  international actors entering their
multilateral relations on the basis of  international rules that guide hierarchical
order rather than on the basis of  power. “Les rapports de force” or the balance
of  powers is the centre of  relations of  “unequal actors in equalising
institutions” of  the world order. Mr. Pouilot then continues by citing the
authors Robert W. Cox and Harold K. Jacobson and their “anatomy of  the
influence” syntagma to explain in a very detailed manner the decision-making
in international organisations.

Furthermore, the author demonstrates the importance of  permanent
missions to International organisations, such as the missions to the “Parliament
of  the Men”- the United Nations, referring them as one of  the most important
achievements in multilateral diplomatic practice. Following the introductory part
and after having explained the structure of  the relations that differ from bilateral
relations and unify diplomatic actors, Vincent Pouliot, specifically focuses on
the role of  legal and diplomatic practice that rule international interaction. The
reader learns why and in what manner the practice of  permanent missions or
diplomatic staff, ambassadors and even chiefs of  states shape international legal
and political dynamics in the multilateral world. 
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Moreover, Pouliot builds on his earlier work on the similar topic1 by
presenting numerous tables and figures that show institutional and
bureaucratic procedures, as well as diplomatic practices, i.e.: the coalition
building, the “intra-bloc” diplomacy, the dynamics of  a clan, the power of
veto and abstention, etc. After explaining the basics that can be depicted using
a metaphor that in multilateral diplomacy the individual delegate and the
country represented are “two sides of  the same coin”, the author, in
subsequent chapters, goes on and focuses on two notions: social stratification
and “sense of  place” in the international order. 

Aware of  the particular complexity of  social stratification in the
hierarchical legal orders where power vectors prevail, the author suggests that
the notion of  the “sense of  the place” is both the foundation and the revealer
of  social inequality which stems from the accumulated practice and diplomatic
experience. The author emphasizes that this is especially important for small
states because through that very notion that everyone has their role it helps
national representatives to set reasonable expectations, realistic goals and also
adjust their marge de manœuvre in international relations. 

In this respect, Pouliot portrays the hierarchy of  legal order through the
practice of  consensus established in NATO as an example how certain
practices in an international organisation anchor others, and how the “sense
of  place” implies choosing one’s battles. It should be noted that this part of
the book shows a reader why understanding “in which direction the wind
blows” when it comes to multilateral relations is crucial, but also the
importance of  collective interest over national, which does not quite often
meet expectations in practice. As previously pointed out, the author insists
that international hierarchical orders operate not only between permanent
missions’ representatives and diplomats in closed negotiation rooms but also
between (member) states in international organisations, where each
organisation can be seen as a separate multilateral field where national interests
are expressed in various ways. 

Pursuant to the above-mentioned, this book could be a very useful guide
to the understanding of  the complex international hierarchical order outside
the plethora of  rules and regulations. It can be especially valuable to students,
early career scholars and diplomats, who will be led through numerous
examples from practice to the conclusion that to exist in multilateral diplomacy
it is often necessary to play a game with deeply unequal rules. 
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