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Abstract: 
Conventional wisdom assumes the best way to mobilize public support for military action is through the lens of national security. Humanitarian justifications provide a helpful substitute when U.S. interests are not at stake, but are less reliable. However, U.S. presidents have provided humanitarian explanations for every military intervention of the post-Cold War period. What, if any, power do humanitarian justifications have in security-driven interventions? The article answers this question by developing a domestic coalition framework that evaluates justifications in terms of whose support matters most in the build-up to intervention. Survey experiments demonstrate that humanitarian narratives are necessary to build the largest possible coalition of support. However, presidents risk backlash if they stretch humanitarian claims too far. Data from 13 waves of Chicago Council surveys and an original dataset of justifications for U.S. interventions confirms that humanitarian justifications are a common and politically relevant tool. The findings challenge both the folk realist expectation that the public responds primarily to threats to its own security and the constructivist tendency to limit the power of humanitarian justifications to cases of humanitarian intervention. Instead, humanitarian justifications are equally, if not more, important than security explanations for mobilizing domestic support, even in security-driven interventions.

In October 2001, weeks after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, George W. Bush (2001) presented U.S. intervention in Afghanistan as “a sustained campaign to drive the terrorists out of their hidden caves and to bring them to justice.” By employing security frames, he joined a tradition of presidents using rhetoric about the United States’ well-being to rally public support and limit opportunities for dissent (Brody 1991; Drezner 2008; Krebs and Lobasz 2007; Western 2005). In the same speech, however, Bush (2001) immediately followed this security rationale with a humanitarian appeal, noting, “At the same time, we are showing the compassion of America by delivering food and medicine to the Afghan people, who are, themselves, the victims of a repressive regime.” Such humanitarian justifications offer a helpful alternative explanation when there is “no obvious national interest at stake for states bearing the burden of intervention” (Finnemore 2003, 52), but critics and proponents alike expect them to be less effective than security claims. From this view, humanitarian justifications should have little influence on public opinion towards interventions like Afghanistan because support is already maximized by security frames. But Bush’s rhetoric is not unique—U.S. presidents have used humanitarian narratives in their explanations for every military intervention of the post-Cold War period. What, if any, benefits do presidents receive for offering humanitarian justifications for security-driven interventions? Are humanitarian narratives inconsequential when U.S. security is at stake? 


I argue that humanitarian justifications play an underappreciated and critical role in mobilizing domestic support, even in security interventions. Uncovering the power of humanitarian narratives requires moving beyond aggregate analysis—focused on whether anyone responds to humanitarian claims—to ask who responds to these appeals and under what conditions. I develop a domestic coalition framework that evaluates the effectiveness of humanitarian frames in the context of who presidents most need to persuade in the build-up to intervention. Drawing new implications from the public’s foreign policy beliefs, I identify cooperative internationalists as key players in domestic coalitions. Humanitarian narratives are powerful, effective tools in security interventions because they are necessary to maximize cooperative internationalists’ support.


The argument raises three questions: 1) who responds to humanitarian considerations, 2) are these individuals a non-negligible segment of the public, and 3) do presidents provide humanitarian justifications for security interventions in a manner that capitalizes on their power? I use a multi-method design to address each question on its own terms. First, survey experiments vary the content of justifications for intervention to investigate whether humanitarian claims persuade individuals who are less convinced by security frames. The findings demonstrate that there are individuals—cooperative internationalists—whose support is maximized by humanitarian rather than security considerations. Contrary to early scholarship that viewed a public responsive to humanitarian claims as too emotional to be trusted (Almond 1950; Lippmann 1955; Morgenthau 1978), the results suggest individuals can be humanitarian and prudent. Cooperative internationalists are responsive to humanitarian claims, but they are also sensitive to their misuse. Second, I use data from 13 waves of the Chicago Council Survey to determine whether cooperative internationalist values are common enough to matter for coalition building. The findings suggest that the magnitude of cooperative internationalist sentiment is non-negligible. Appealing to cooperative values is thus worthwhile for leaders trying to build the largest possible coalition. Third, I construct an original dataset of justifications for U.S. interventions to determine whether presidents take advantage of the power of humanitarian narratives. The analysis confirms that humanitarian appeals are common, carefully used tools in security interventions. 


The findings show that conventional wisdom underestimates the power and scope of humanitarian narratives. Focusing on how leaders can build the largest possible domestic coalitions challenges the folk realist expectation that the public responds primarily to security threats and the constructivist tendency to evaluate humanitarian justifications only in cases of humanitarian intervention. Instead, making a compelling humanitarian case is as important as demonstrating clear links to the national interest and these narratives are a critical mobilizing tool in security interventions. 

Presidents and Public Opinion Formation


Official justifications for intervention deserve attention because presidents’ statements influence how the public evaluates their leadership and policies (Cavari 2012; Druckman and Holmes 2004; Nelson and Oxley 1999). Unlike other domestic actors, presidents can “use the mass media to speak directly and at length to the general public” (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997, 238). Their messages are communicated directly through publicly televised addresses and repeated via media coverage and responses from other elites (Berinsky and Kinder 2006, 641). These messages shape public opinion through a combination of: 1) persuasion—changing the content of beliefs, 2) framing—changing the importance of beliefs used to evaluate an issue, and 3) priming—changing the accessibility of considerations (Nelson and Oxley 1999; Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997; Zaller 1992). 


Presidential statements carry amplified influence at the beginning of interventions because of information and first-mover advantages (Baum and Groeling 2010; Kernell 1997, 194; Western 2005, 14). The president’s decision to make a statement sends the initial cue that the conflict is important enough to warrant a military response. The president’s account may also be the only one available in the early stages of intervention because elites lack both access to classified information and political incentives to challenge official claims (Baum and Groeling 2010; Kriner 2009, 668; Schultz 2003). In this low-information environment with a public “highly sensitive to questions of war” (Western 2005, 14), the president’s early statements frame the intervention and set the terms of the debate that follows. An extensive body of scholarship shows that official frames affect public attitudes on issues ranging from free speech to environmental protection (Chong and Druckman 2007; Druckman et al. 2010; Druckman and Holmes 2004; Nelson and Oxley 1999; Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997). The frame the president uses can shape public views by making certain factors more accessible or important in evaluations of the policy or by changing the content of individuals’ beliefs altogether (Druckman et al. 2010; Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997; Zaller 1992).


Over time, more information about the intervention becomes available and elite consensus plays an important role in maintaining public support (Berinsky 2007; Guisinger and Saunders 2017). Even as presidents lose their monopoly over information, however, Cavari (2012, 337) finds evidence that by using their first-mover advantage, “presidents generate a momentum of public support that may have a long-term effect on the structure of mass opinion.” In addition to creating public momentum, early frames are reiterated throughout the intervention and affect the claims opponents focus on discrediting. For example, Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis (2003, 571) show that many Americans held “misperceptions relevant to the rationales for going to war with Iraq” in line with Bush’s initial justifications. The persistence of these beliefs and their correlation with support for intervention demonstrate that presidents’ justifications can influence public attitudes in the long-run, even in the face of elite dissent and contradictory information (Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis 2003, 579).
The Need for Justifications


Presidents’ efforts to publicly sell intervention stem from their democratic accountability to citizens who can vote leaders and their parties out of office. Presidents who pursue intervention without public support risk political punishment, either at the polls or through tightened institutional constraints that make it difficult to pursue their political agendas (Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2009; Tomz and Weeks 2013). Leaders develop strategic frames to avoid punishment, paying careful attention to public perceptions (Druckman and Jacobs 2015; Kernell 1997; Western 2005, 17). Presidents’ focused on reelection prospects can use popular foreign policy issues to improve perceptions of their competence and overall approval (Druckman, Jacobs, and Ostermeier 2004, 1180). In the shorter-term, surges in support for foreign policies create leverage presidents can use in “dealings with other Washingtonians across the board” (Kernell 1997, 190). 


Public support is particularly helpful for managing the risk of opposition from Congress. Congress has the power to block or increase the political costs of intervention by restricting funding, calling for the return of troops, and holding hearings (Howell and Pevehouse 2005; Kriner 2010). Congressional dissent also weakens public support by sending partisan cues and generating media coverage of elite dissensus (Berinsky 2007). As a result, presidents who anticipate congressional opposition initiate fewer major military operations (Howell and Pevehouse 2005). Congressional opposition also affects the duration and scope of interventions after they are initiated (Kriner 2010, 36–37). Such opposition is more common under divided governments, however, its likelihood still depends on whether potential opponents see “strategic opportunities” to express their dissent (Kriner 2010, 38) and public support helps disincentivize obstruction (Schultz 2003, 110). Kriner (2010, 244) summarizes this connection between public and congressional support: “Even for members of Congress with latent partisan incentives to challenge the president, the benefits of doing so are smaller and the potential risks are higher when the president remains strong in the polls.” 


The leverage presidents gain from overwhelming public support creates incentives to build not just majority coalitions but the largest possible coalitions of support for intervention. When a narrow majority favors intervention, the benefits of public support likely erode with the decline of the president’s information advantage. Additionally, if this narrow majority is primarily composed of the president’s co-partisans, elites in the opposition party have opportunities to appeal to their voters by joining in their dissent. With broad coalitions that maximize potential supporters, presidents are better situated to remain popular for a longer period of time. Elites also have less to gain from dissent because taking a stand against the president counters the position of many of their own voters. Based on the premise that presidents have an incentive to build the largest possible coalition of support for intervention, I contend that justifications should be evaluated based on whether they help achieve this goal. The following sections outline the conventional wisdom on effective justifications before introducing an alternative framework that expects humanitarian narratives to play an important role in coalition building. 
Effective Justifications: Conventional Wisdom

Presidents have two choices of justifications capable of providing solely-sufficient rationales for intervention: security and humanitarian (Finnemore 2003). Security justifications frame action in terms of the protection or promotion of U.S. interests. They encourage individuals to evaluate the intervention based on its connection to their own safety and the well-being of their own country. Humanitarian justifications frame action in terms of the protection or promotion of the welfare of foreign citizens. They encourage individuals to consider the safety and well-being of others when evaluating the intervention. 


Conventional wisdom expects security justifications to provide the most effective means of bolstering public support. By elevating concern for an individual’s own country, the effectiveness of security justifications is consistent with evidence that arguments for war “if they are to be successful must demonstrate that the threats or costs of war are specific and proximate” (Western 2005, 22). When frames emphasize the national interests at stake, this “External threat gives rise to the belief that one’s patriotic duty requires the appearance of solidarity” (Brody 1991, 45–46). The effectiveness of security explanations reflects findings that the public is “far more receptive to realpolitik than is commonly assumed” and that “while Americans aspire for liberal policy ends, realist considerations of national interest trump those aspirations” (Drezner 2008, 52, 57). The influence of security justifications is not limited to security-driven interventions. If individuals evaluate military action more favorably when considering their own safety, security frames—suggesting that humanitarian crises create safe havens for terrorists or destabilize important regions—likely play an important role in building support for humanitarian interventions. 


Not all potential interventions have feasible links to national security, however. In cases where allusions to national interests are not credible, humanitarian explanations enable intervention for different purposes (Finnemore 2003, 52). However, because these frames encourage individuals to evaluate intervention based on its benefits to foreign civilians rather than their own well-being, humanitarian justifications are assumed to be less effective than security claims. In security interventions where more effective frames are available, presidents should have little incentive to introduce humanitarian concerns. Hildebrandt et al. (2013, 250) summarize this logic, noting that humanitarian crises are “often far removed from the everyday lives of American voters. They do not threaten the security of the United States directly, if at all, and their resolution has little direct linkage to American national interests.” The assumption that humanitarian frames are useful only when security frames are not available is consistent with the almost exclusive focus on humanitarian interventions in studies of humanitarian claims (Finnemore 1996; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2009; Jentleson and Britton 1998; Kreps and Maxey 2018). 


This view of humanitarian justifications is striking because it is held by critics and proponents of humanitarian intervention alike. Critics warn that interventions focused on saving strangers have short-lived support and are prone to failure if they cannot ultimately be linked to national interests (Mandelbaum 1996, 19). Similarly, proponents of humanitarian interventions recognize that when support is built on humanitarian considerations, “intervening governments must be sensitive to inevitable opposition from domestic constituencies” (Western and Goldstein 2011, 58). The assumption that humanitarian considerations generate less stable support is consistent with evidence that the U.S. public “does not appear to care enough about human rights to invest significant American resources” (McFarland and Mathews 2005, 308). This conventional wisdom overlooks and offers no explanation for the prevalence of humanitarian appeals in security interventions. 
Building Domestic Coalitions


In his account of opinion formation, Zaller (1992, 6) asserts, “Every opinion is a marriage of information and predisposition.” Information about interventions is first introduced through presidential statements. Predispositions then determine how different subsets of the public respond to the president’s message—effective frames help build coalitions across different predispositions. Understanding the power of humanitarian narratives requires disaggregating their effects to consider who responds to humanitarian appeals and under what conditions. If humanitarian and security frames resonate with the same subsets of individuals, the effect of humanitarian justifications is negligible and the conventional perspective is correct—humanitarian appeals only matter when security frames are unavailable. Alternatively, if humanitarian considerations maximize support among individuals skeptical of security explanations, humanitarian claims are necessary for building the largest possible coalition, even in security interventions. To differentiate between these alternatives, I first identify the relevant predispositions for building coalitions of support for intervention. I then consider how security and humanitarian frames resonate with each group of potential coalition members. Focusing on who justifications persuade, I argue that humanitarian claims are necessary to maximize the domestic coalition and play a more powerful role in security interventions than even proponents recognize.

Partisanship and FPB


On the surface, partisanship appears to be the relevant predisposition for evaluating responses to presidential frames. A closer look at recent polls, however, shows that presidents can aspire to mobilize more than co-partisans to support intervention. The 2018 Chicago Council survey reveals that Democrats are less supportive of military force in general, but strong majorities joined Republicans to support action if North Korea launched attacks, to stop Iran from supporting terrorist groups, and to prevent genocide (Smeltz et al. 2018, 26–27). Intervention coalitions can be more encompassing than electoral coalitions because intervention primes national over partisan identify (Kam and Ramos 2008; Levendusky and Horowitz 2012). International crises reduce the effects of partisanship on persuasive messages because “The fact that the president is the president, rather than a Republican or Democrat, becomes the crucial factor” (Levendusky and Horowitz 2012, 325). Under these conditions, even if presidents cannot convince all members of the other party, messages that exclusively target co-partisans leave potential support on the table. Additionally, partisan messages about foreign policy can be politically risky (Flynn 2014, 399), creating opportunities for elite dissent that facilitate the growth of a vocal opposition. Most importantly, partisanship offers little insight into who responds to humanitarian claims or why. Presidents from both parties have relied on humanitarian frames in security interventions and humanitarian interventions often receive bipartisan support (Smeltz et al. 2018; Kreps and Maxey 2018, 1832). 


Foreign policy beliefs (FPBs) and partisanship are not divorced concepts, but their overlap is also far from perfect.
 FPBs provide more fine-grained insight into which individuals the president can hope to persuade when appealing to the nation as a whole. As Rathbun (2004, 2) shows, “The values that parties represent in domestic politics, which rest on particular moral understandings of how society should be ordered, are often the values underlying their foreign policy as well.” Presidents’ party affiliation may influence which types of conflicts they pursue in the first place (Rathbun 2004), but once the intervention has been proposed, FPBs shed light on why individuals respond differently to security and humanitarian frames and help identify potential coalition members. FPBs follow Zaller’s (1992, 27) call for “domain-specific measures of political values, rather than a general measure of ideology, as the operational measure of citizens’ predispositions to accept or reject the political communications they receive.” FPBs have been shown to represent the structure of American foreign policy attitudes for at least the last fifty years (Chanley 1999; Mandelbaum and Schneider 1979; Wittkopf and Maggiotto 1983). 

Target Audience Predispositions


The composition of the largest possible coalition of support for intervention depends on two questions. First, which individuals can feasibly be convinced to support intervention? Second, when do these persuadable individuals believe intervention is warranted? FPBs address each question, dividing individuals along two dimensions: 1) whether the U.S. should play an active role in the world, and 2) what form active engagement should take. Together, these dimensions create three foreign policy orientations—militant internationalist, cooperative internationalist, and isolationist—summarized in Figure 1 (Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987; Kertzer et al. 2014; Mandelbaum and Schneider 1979; Wittkopf 1990).
 I use these orientations to identify the subsets of individuals who can be persuaded to support intervention and are target audiences for the president’s message. I then investigate the relative effectiveness of humanitarian and security frames among each group. 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]


First, isolationists are unlikely coalition members because of their baseline belief that the U.S. should not actively engage in international affairs. These individuals are expected to consistently oppose intervention, which represents the most intensive form of international engagement. Presidents have little incentive to try to convince isolationists, both because they are unlikely to be persuaded and because true isolationists represent a substantively small subset of the domestic audience (Schneider 1983, 41–42; Wittkopf 1986, 435). As Braumoeller (2010, 349–50) demonstrates, even at the peak of isolationist sentiment during the 1920s and 1930s, isolationist elites “hardly dominated the political scene” and true isolationist sentiment is even rarer among the public. Perceived increases in isolationist sentiment may make the president hesitant to suggest intervention, but once action is on the table the support of isolationists is not necessary to create a large domestic coalition.


Internationalists have a baseline preference for international engagement and can be persuaded to support intervention, making them potential coalition members (Mandelbaum and Schneider 1979, 43). Within this group, militant internationalists are the expected base of support for intervention while cooperative internationalists are skeptics the president will have to work to persuade. Militant internationalists believe national security is the most important foreign policy objective and view military force as the central tool for achieving this goal (Schneider 1983, 40). The category reflects preferences for ends (national security) and means (military force). Individuals likely exist on a continuum, with some more committed to the utility of military force while others prioritize security goals. However, existing scholarship shows that both preferences consistently load on the same factor and stem from the same “binding” moral foundations, emphasizing authority and respect as well as loyalty and a focus on the ingroup (Kertzer et al. 2014, 829). I expect their view of military force as an effective foreign policy tool to make militant internationalists reliable supporters of interventions.


Rather than maximizing military strength, cooperative internationalists prefer for the U.S. to use diplomacy or other cooperative approaches to solve common global problems (Kertzer et al. 2014; Schneider 1983). As before, the cooperative internationalist category captures preferences for means (diplomacy) and ends (promoting the general welfare). These means and ends are united by their connection to the “individualizing” moral foundations, which emphasize concerns about the harm or care of others, as well as fairness and reciprocity (Kertzer et al. 2014, 829). These individuals are less likely to view military force as an effective or desirable tool because of their preference for cooperative means. I expect that presidents will have to work hard to convince cooperative internationalists that intervention is necessary. Narratives that resonate with this key group without undermining the support of militant internationalists are necessary to build the largest possible domestic coalition.
Justifications for Coalitions


Are security and humanitarian justifications equally capable of persuading potential coalition members? This subsection presents hypotheses for how each group responds humanitarian and security considerations. If humanitarian justifications are necessary to maximize support among cooperative internationalists, and can maintain the support of militant internationalists, this implies that humanitarian appeals are critical for building domestic coalitions.


Isolationists represent a relatively immovable audience and are unlikely to join the coalition, regardless of the justifications used. Support for humanitarian narratives is expected to be low among isolationists, who only offer marginal support for intervention when clear national interests are at stake (Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999). Among this group, introducing humanitarian considerations that suggest the intervention is motivated by more than national security is at best inconsequential and may ultimately undermine support: 

H1: Among isolationists support for intervention is low and comparable across justifications.  


Militant internationalists are characterized by their joint belief in the utility of military force and prioritization of national security goals. These preferences make militant internationalists’ support for security frames almost guaranteed—what remains to be seen is whether they are equally responsive to humanitarian frames. Because they support international engagement and view force as an effective tool, I expect militant internationalists to respond comparably to security and humanitarian frames. However, I also expect this group’s approval to be maximized through security justifications alone. Adding humanitarian considerations alongside security frames is not expected to affect their support. If militant internationalists are the only group influenced by humanitarian claims, this would imply humanitarian justifications are a costless rhetorical filler in security interventions.

H2: Among militant internationalists support for intervention is high and comparable across justifications.

Finally, cooperative internationalists are characterized by their preference for diplomatic means that provide global goods. It is feasible that, despite this general preference, cooperative internationalists still support military action when there is a clear security threat and humanitarian frames are not necessary to maximize their support. Alternatively, if cooperative internationalists do not believe military force can effectively address humanitarian problems, even humanitarian frames will not bring them into the domestic coalition. Instead, I expect cooperative internationalists to be the group for whom the presence of humanitarian considerations makes a substantive difference. Their preferences for diplomacy make cooperative internationalists skeptical of the utility of military force and their prioritization of other-regarding objectives means security considerations are less persuasive. However, by adding humanitarian frames to security interventions, presidents evoke concern about the well-being of others. I expect humanitarian considerations to cause cooperative internationalists to override their preference for non-forceful means and support military action to protect foreign civilians. In other words, cooperative internationalists represent the subset of the domestic audience who upgrade their evaluation of intervention when humanitarian claims are added to security justifications. The power of humanitarian narratives hinges on their ability to bring these potential supporters into the domestic coalition.

H3: Among cooperative internationalists support for intervention is higher when justifications include a humanitarian narrative than for security justifications alone.

Cooperative internationalists’ support depends on whether their preference for other-regarding ends overrides their preference for non-forceful means. As a result, any positive response that humanitarian considerations evoke may dissipate if their sincerity is questionable. The focus on other-regarding concerns that makes cooperative internationalists responsive to humanitarian considerations also makes them likely to notice and react negatively to insincere humanitarian claims. The implication for White House communications is that more is not always better when it comes to humanitarian appeals—the same individuals that incentivize including humanitarian considerations also limit their effectiveness. Counterintuitively, the power of humanitarian narratives in security interventions is best realized when security justifications remain prominent. This pattern makes it more likely that humanitarian considerations are perceived as sincere secondary motivations rather than obfuscation. The perceived misuse of humanitarian appeals is not expected to affect militant internationalists or isolationists because their focus is primarily on the national security—rather than other-regarding—objectives of intervention.

H4: Among cooperative internationalists support for intervention is lower when humanitarian justifications appear insincere relative to sincere humanitarian justifications.


The role of sincerity highlights a scope condition—for either security or humanitarian frames to be effective, they must be perceived as credible. Presidents’ credibility is amplified in international crises, to the extent that expected rallies in public support create incentives for  diversionary wars that detract attention from domestic problems (Brody 1991; Oakes 2012). However, as the experimental results in later sections illustrate, when frames appear insincere presidents face an up-hill battle to building coalitions of support. If the president’s credibility has slipped too far before the conflict begins, coalition building may not be possible. 
Alternative Explanations


I argue that humanitarian justifications increase presidents’ leeway to intervene because they maximize support among cooperative internationalists and help build the largest possible domestic coalition. The prevalence of these appeals in contemporary interventions is thus influential and worthy of attention. However, because they are consistent with internationally-accepted norms of intervention (Finnemore 2003), an alternative account might expect the influence of humanitarian claims to be felt internationally rather than domestically. If humanitarian justifications persuade the international community but have no effect on U.S. public opinion, this finding would undermine the coalition argument. It is more likely, however, that the domestic and international effects of humanitarian claims are symbiotic, convincing domestic skeptics while assuaging international concerns.
Research Design


The domestic coalition argument turns on three questions, requiring a multi-method design to evaluate each question on its own terms. First, are there subsets of the domestic audience that respond to humanitarian frames more strongly than security frames? Survey experiments vary the intervention frames to isolate their effect on individuals with different FPBs and evaluate the relative influence of humanitarian justifications. Second, if the experimental findings indicate that such subsets exist, are the relevant groups large enough to matter for coalition building? To increase the external validity of the experimental results, observational data from Chicago Council surveys illustrates the prevalence of cooperative internationalist values and considers whether appealing to them is worthwhile. Finally, if humanitarian narratives are influential, do presidents take advantage of this power? Content analysis of national addresses evaluates whether presidents use humanitarian justifications in a manner that can reap the benefits found in the experimental results. The remainder of this section introduces two survey experiments designed to test the individual-level hypotheses. The observational data and content analysis are detailed in later sections. 


Two survey experiments randomize the content and sincerity of justifications to test the individual-level hypotheses. The experiments gauge whether FPBs influence: 1) the justifications individuals find most persuasive (hypotheses 1-3), and 2) their sensitivity to the misuse of humanitarian justifications (hypothesis 4). An experimental approach controls the justifications and counterarguments to which respondents are exposed and provides the internal validity necessary to establish a relationship between predispositions, humanitarian frames, and support. Random assignment ensures that differences between conditions can be attributed to the content of the president’s statement rather than other commentary or events in the news. While one could design an observational study that measured FPBs and tracked changes in attitudes as the president used different frames over the course of a conflict, existing surveys do not collect these measures.

Foreign Policy Beliefs


Respondents in both experiments received questions that gauged their FPBs and support for the hypothetical intervention. To ensure responses to the FPB indicator were not primed by exposure to humanitarian justifications, respondents answered this question with a series of demographic items before receiving the treatment.
 After the treatment scenario the survey measured support for intervention and asked additional demographic questions, including a manipulation check.
 


For the FPB indicator, I selected items from Kertzer et al. (2014) that were highly correlated with their index measure and used the Chicago Council’s measure of isolationism to capture primarily cooperative internationalist, militant internationalist, or isolationist orientations. Respondents were instructed to select the statement that “Best reflects the role the United States should play in the world.” Cooperative internationalists thought “It is essential for the United States to work with other nations to solve problems such as overpopulation, hunger, and pollution.” Militant internationalists chose “It is important for the United States to maintain a strong military to ensure world peace.” Isolationists selected “It is best for the future of the United States if we stay out of world affairs.” Because the question forces individuals into a single category, responses should be interpreted as the individual’s predominant FPB. 


These three categories reflect the minimum level of disaggregation necessary to understand who can be convinced to join a domestic coalition—individuals with any combination of internationalist values are potential supporters of intervention. A follow-up survey, detailed in the appendix, confirms that scores on more fine-grained measures of FPBs are significant predictors of responses to the single-statement measure.
 If this approach influences the findings it biases against the theoretical expectations and provides a hard test of the hypotheses—individuals coded as cooperative internationalists in this context may also hold views consistent with militant internationalism or isolationism. Such individuals are more likely to respond to security justifications and insincere humanitarian justifications than the argument anticipates. 
Experiment One


Experiment one investigated individuals’ responses to justifications based on FPBs. It randomly assigned respondents to one of three categories of justifications: humanitarian, security, or a combination of the two. The scenarios mirrored justifications used in interventions in the Gulf War, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya to help ensure the treatments reflect contemporary rhetorical conventions. 


Each condition told respondents that “Over the last few months, a violent conflict has developed in the country of Numar” and they were reading excerpts from a hypothetical president’s address to the nation about this conflict. In the humanitarian condition, the president called for intervention because the foreign regime posed a threat to “its own civilians, including innocent women and children” and had “killed thousands of its own people and directly targeted civilians.” In the security condition, the president evoked a scenario akin to the Gulf War, calling for action against a regime that threatened “the security of the United States, including the American people” because it had “invaded its neighboring state and is a threat to the United States.” In the combined condition, intervention was necessary because the foreign regime presented a threat to “its own civilians and to the security of the United States. It has invaded its neighboring state and killed thousands of its own people.” Following the president’s statement, respondents read that experts agreed with the president’s justifications and bullet points summarized the scenario.
 All respondents were then asked, “Would you oppose or favor U.S. military action in this situation?” Responses were measured on a four-point scale ranging from “oppose strongly” to “favor strongly.”
 The results presented below collapse responses into a binary measure to ease their substantive interpretation. 


Experiment one includes 499 participants in a national survey fielded through Survey Sampling International on July 14-28, 2017. To increase confidence that differences between the conditions can be interpreted as treatment effects, the results presented below include only individuals who spent enough time completing the survey to plausibly receive the treatment.
 Removing speeders reflects a common practice and recognition that time is an indicator of data quality (Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014, 743; Conrad et al. 2017; Malhotra 2008). However, previous studies caution that inattentive respondents are a non-random portion of the sample (Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014, 740). To mitigate concerns about generalizability, the appendix replicates the main results with the sample from experiment two and provides additional evidence of the stability of responses.
   

Experiment Two


Experiment two varied the sincerity of justifications to investigate whether FPBs influence reactions to the misuse of humanitarian claims. The humanitarian condition was consistent with experiment one, but the security condition evoked a terrorist threat to establish the robustness of results across different threats to the national interest. Following the president’s statement, respondents read that a majority of experts either publicly agreed with or disputed the president’s reasons for intervention.
 Combined, variation in justification content and expert agreement creates the seven conditions in Table 1. Respondents were then asked, “Would you oppose or favor U.S. military action in this situation” and presented with a five-point scale that ranged from “oppose strongly” to “favor strongly.” Respondents who selected “neither oppose nor favor” were then asked how they leaned. 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]


Experiment two was fielded to 1,055 U.S. adults using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) from July 14-23, 2016. MTurk samples are increasingly common in political science and produce treatment effects and data quality comparable to population-based samples (Coppock 2018; Mullinix, Leeper, and Druckman 2015). Experiment two was fielded prior to experiment one, but the experiments are presented in reverse chronological order because the national sample establishes a helpful baseline and robustness check for the MTurk sample. 

Experiment One Results


Figure 2 illustrates that humanitarian justifications alone generate high and statistically indistinguishable levels of support from cooperative and militant internationalists. Humanitarian claims therefore appear well-suited to mobilizing an internationalist coalition. As expected, isolationists offer significantly lower support and are not persuaded by humanitarian appeals.

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]


However, the key point for the domestic coalition argument is whether adding a humanitarian claim to a security claim increases the support of cooperative internationalists relative to their support for security justifications alone. If cooperative internationalists’ support does not depend on the presence of humanitarian considerations, humanitarian frames have little influence in security interventions. Comparing support for security and combined justifications—the second and third points in each panel of Figure 2—captures the effect of adding a humanitarian appeal to a security claim. The results confirm that the power of humanitarian claims stems from their effect on cooperative internationalists. Consistent with hypothesis 3, cooperative internationalists were the only group whose support increased significantly when a humanitarian consideration was added to the security justification. In the security condition, cooperative internationalists offered borderline support for intervention, comparable to the support of isolationists and significantly lower than the support of militant internationalists (p<0.01). However, when humanitarian considerations were introduced alongside security justifications, cooperative internationalists’ support increased by 15 percentage points (from 54 to 69, p<0.05), placing a stronger majority of these individuals in the intervention coalition. Cooperative internationalists’ support for interventions justified with a combination of humanitarian and security claims was statistically comparable to their support for interventions justified with humanitarian claims alone. There is no evidence that the effect of humanitarian justifications is diluted in the combined condition—for cooperative internationalists, adding humanitarian claims to security claims is as persuasive as using humanitarian claims alone.
 This finding implies that presidents can reap the benefits of humanitarian claims without abandoning broader security narratives.  

Humanitarian claims’ effect among cooperative internationalists is striking given the absence of significant increases in support among militant internationalists and isolationists. Consistent with hypothesis 1, isolationists offered low support across conditions. Their support was highest in the security condition but was undermined by the addition of humanitarian considerations. The decline in isolationists’ support is consistent with evidence that they only support narrowly defined security interventions (Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999). For these individuals, humanitarian considerations may suggest the intervention’s goals are not so narrow. In line with hypothesis 2, militant internationalists’ support was high and comparable across conditions—humanitarian considerations provided no added benefit. 


These results are consistent with the domestic coalition argument. There is a subset of individuals—cooperative internationalists—whose support is maximized by the presence of humanitarian rather than security considerations. For presidents aiming to build the largest possible domestic coalition, this implies that humanitarian frames play a necessary and important role in security interventions. 

Experiment Two Results


Evidence that both cooperative and militant internationalists respond to humanitarian justifications could imply the president should emphasize these claims as often as possible to maximize domestic support. Instead, the domestic coalition argument expects cooperative internationalists to both incentivize the use and limit the effectiveness of humanitarian justifications. Because they prioritize other-regarding objectives, cooperative internationalists are expected to respond negatively when humanitarian justifications provide insincere cover for security objectives (hypothesis 4). Experiment two evaluates this expectation by varying justification sincerity. 


Figure 3 illustrates support by level of sincerity for each category of justifications and FPBs. Moving from left to right, the columns show responses from cooperative internationalists, militant internationalists, and isolationists, respectively. Consistent with hypothesis 4, cooperative internationalists’ support dropped significantly when expert information contradicted the president’s humanitarian appeal (row 1, column 1). By contrast, militant internationalists’ and isolationists’ support was not significantly affected (row 1, columns 2 and 3). The reduced support of cooperative internationalists, who are key to building domestic coalitions, assuages concerns that humanitarian claims provide a simple pretext for illegitimate actions. It also counters the early view that responsiveness to humanitarian claims is the knee-jerk reaction of a public too unsophisticated to understand foreign policy (Almond 1950; Lippmann 1955; Morgenthau 1978). Individuals who react to humanitarian claims are not imprudent—these appeals resonate with respondents who evaluate intervention in terms of other-regarding objectives and only support plausibly sincere humanitarian narratives.

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]


As in experiment one, cooperative internationalists offer comparable support in the sincere humanitarian-only and combined conditions. However, Figure 3 (row 3) suggests that combining humanitarian and security justifications carries added benefits in terms of insulating leaders from backlash against perceived insincerity. Cooperative internationalists’ support did not significantly decline when the president combined questionable humanitarian appeals with sincere security claims. The combination of insincere humanitarian and sincere security appeals also did not significantly affect militant internationalists’ or isolationists’ support. These findings suggest leaders face fewer costs for insincerity in the exact context where adding humanitarian narratives is most beneficial—in security interventions where humanitarian considerations bring cooperative internationalists into the domestic coalition.


The results further show that across FPBs individuals are most sensitive to the misuse of justifications that reflect their preferred foreign policy ends. Cooperative internationalists respond to the misuse of humanitarian justifications, reflecting their focus on other-regarding objectives, but it is militant internationalists who react to misleading security justifications. Militant internationalists’ almost universal support for sincere security justifications decreased by over 20 percent in the insincere condition (row 2, column 2). Isolationists’ support also declined significantly in the insincere security condition, (row 2, column 3) but this decrease carries fewer substantive consequences because it moves low support to lower levels.


Together, experiments one and two provide evidence that humanitarian justifications have a significant influence on the domestic audience. Humanitarian narratives maximize support among cooperative internationalists in ways that security considerations alone cannot and thus help build the largest possible domestic coalition. However, more humanitarian claims are not always better—they can effectively supplement but not supersede security justifications in security interventions.

Coalitions in Context


The experimental evidence suggests carefully deployed humanitarian narratives bring cooperative internationalists into the domestic coalition. But is this a worthwhile benefit? Do presidents use humanitarian claims in a manner that takes advantage of this benefit?  This section takes two steps to place the experimental findings in context. First, I use Chicago Council surveys to show that cooperative internationalist values are not rare and appealing to them is worthwhile. Second, I analyze an original dataset of justifications for U.S. interventions to demonstrate presidents commonly and carefully use humanitarian justifications in security interventions—allowing them to reap the benefits associated with these appeals. The analyses further support the contention that humanitarian justifications are powerful tools that play an important, overlooked role in contemporary interventions.

Prevalence of FPBs


Maximizing cooperative internationalists’ support is of little consequence if cooperative values are rare among the U.S. public. The Chicago Council survey offers the most relevant, longitudinally available measures of FPBs that can be used to evaluate the prevalence of cooperative values. Each wave of the survey presents respondents with a list of foreign policy goals and asks whether they are “very important,” “somewhat important,” or “not at all important.” In their initial account of FPBs, Mandelbaum and Schneider (1979) used factor analysis of these questions to investigate the structure of foreign policy attitudes, separating policies based on their association with the different dimensions of internationalism. A subsequent wave of scholarship has confirmed the existence of two internationalist dimensions, checking the robustness of the factors across other data sources (Holsti and Rosenau 1996; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987; Wittkopf and Maggiotto 1983). 


Building on these findings, I collected 13 waves of the Chicago Council’s perceived importance question, 1974-2015. Based on Mandelbaum and Schneider’s (1979) categorization, I then calculated the average percentage of “very important” responses for policies associated with cooperative and militant internationalism, reported in Figure 4.
 Isolationist sentiment is based on agreement with the statement “it will be best for the future of the country if we stay out of world affairs.”
 

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]


Unlike the experimental measure, these observational beliefs in the importance of cooperative, militant, and isolationist policies are not mutually exclusive. Figure 4 captures changes in the importance of associated policies over time but should not be interpreted as the number of individuals who primarily identify with each FPB. In the context of this data, the burden of proof for the domestic coalition argument is that policies consistent with cooperative internationalism are considered “very important” by a non-negligible percentage of respondents, making it worthwhile for presidents to appeal to these values. Figure 4 shows that cooperative internationalist policies were perceived as “very important” by a majority of respondents in eight of the thirteen waves, ranging from 61 percent in 1974 to 37 percent in 2012. The second panel of Figure 4 focuses on the importance of “combating world hunger”—the closest approximation of the experimental indicator—and reveals a similar pattern, although its importance has recently declined. 


The averages do not capture the relative salience of individuals’ militant or cooperative beliefs and are sensitive to the questions included in a given year. However, this analysis demonstrates that a plurality of the public consistently views cooperative policies as very important foreign policy goals. It provides suggestive—albeit indirect—evidence that appealing to cooperative values is worthwhile and likely to bolster coalition-building efforts.  

Using Humanitarian Justifications


If presidents share the assumption that security justifications most effectively bolster support, the power of humanitarian narratives may be a latent force in domestic politics. A closer look at the pattern of humanitarian justifications reveals the opposite is true: presidents provided humanitarian narratives for every intervention of the post-Cold War period.
 To systematically investigate the pattern of humanitarian claims, I developed an original dataset of the justifications used in national addresses referencing U.S. military interventions from 1990 to 2013.
 Based on the Public Papers of the Presidents, presidents gave 602 national addresses referencing interventions between 1990 and 2013. Each national address is a row in the dataset, making the unit of analysis a speech referencing a U.S. intervention. I then created a binary “HI” variable that equals one if the speech referenced a humanitarian intervention and a binary “SI” variable that equals one if the speech referenced a security intervention. Interventions are considered primarily humanitarian or security-driven using Jentleson and Britton’s (1998) principle policy objective classification.
 During the 23 years in the dataset, the U.S. engaged in eight interventions. Conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan were active for more than half of the time period, appear in a majority of the speeches, and constitute the defining security interventions of the post-Cold War period. They shaped and reflect the dominant discourse of this era, but whether the pattern of humanitarian claims is consistent across eras is an avenue for future research. 

Using the Yoshikoder (Lowe 2015) content analysis program, I then created and applied dictionaries of justifications to the national addresses. The security dictionary captures references to threats to U.S. safety or national interests and includes phrases such as “aggression,” “biological,” and “stability.” The humanitarian dictionary captures references to the welfare or protection of foreign civilians, including phrases such as “atrocity,” “oppression,” and “civilians.” Counts from each dictionary provide indicators for the use of humanitarian justifications—a binary variable that equals one if any humanitarian claims were present—and the emphasis of these claims, calculated by dividing the number of humanitarian justifications by the total justifications in a given speech.


As Table 2 shows, humanitarian considerations appear in the majority of speeches for both types of intervention—72 percent of speeches referencing humanitarian interventions and 57 percent referencing security interventions. Some speeches did not include explicit justifications for action. The prevalence of humanitarian justifications suggests that while their power has been studied almost exclusively in humanitarian interventions, their influence extends to all contemporary interventions. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]


The experimental findings also indicate that overselling humanitarian claims in security interventions undercuts cooperative internationalists’ support. The average emphasis measure in Table 2 reveals that leaders leverage humanitarian narratives with appropriate caution. On average, humanitarian considerations constitute the majority of justifications in speeches addressing humanitarian interventions. In speeches addressing security interventions, they supplement but do not supersede security justifications, reducing the risk of perceived insincerity.


Together, the experimental results, prevalence of cooperative values, and presidents’ consistent, cautious use of humanitarian claims demonstrate that humanitarian justifications are powerful political tools. Presidents may think of coalition building in less academic terms than FPBs, but their communications teams know how to use humanitarian claims wisely. For example, in the Gulf War, George H.W. Bush’s communications strategy recognized that constituencies such as religious groups and college students responded to language mentioning moral objectives. Drafts of a letter to college students reveal that an initial overreliance on humanitarian language was scaled back out of concern that: “The almost exclusive focus on human rights arguments is not an accurate reflection of what lies behind our involvement” (Jackson 1991). While anecdotal, these examples establish that communications teams plausibly understand both the benefits and limits of humanitarian appeals. 
Conclusions


When it comes to persuading the U.S. public to support intervention, conventional wisdom assumes humanitarian justifications are less effective than security frames. Humanitarian justifications bolster support for humanitarian interventions but are expected to have little influence on domestic attitudes in security interventions. This article challenges both assumptions. Providing a new domestic coalition framework, it evaluates the effectiveness of humanitarian justifications in the context of who presidents can and need to persuade to build the largest possible domestic coalition. The multi-method analysis reveals that: 1) humanitarian justifications are equally, if not more, effective than security claims because they are necessary to maximize the domestic coalition, 2) the cooperative values associated with responsiveness to humanitarian claims are not rare, and 3) presidents often take advantage of the power of humanitarian narratives in contemporary security interventions.


The power of humanitarian justifications is obscured by a focus on aggregate opinion—which masks substantive changes in the composition of support—and cases of humanitarian intervention. The article sheds light on this power and moves the study of public opinion and foreign policy forward by focusing on presidents’ incentives to build the largest possible domestic coalitions of support. From this perspective, the effectiveness of justifications is best evaluated by their ability to bring skeptical groups into the domestic coalition. Humanitarian claims play a consequential role in security interventions because they are necessary to maximize the support of cooperative internationalists. Therefore, studies of humanitarian norms should extend beyond the boundaries of humanitarian interventions and recognize that humanitarian narratives will continue to influence U.S. foreign policy if the practice of humanitarian intervention fades. Additionally, contrary to early, disparaging accounts of a public concerned with humanitarian factors, the analysis shows that individuals are prudent in their consideration of humanitarian claims, withdrawing support when justifications appear insincere.


The analysis highlights the benefits associated with humanitarian claims and suggests presidents attempt to reap these benefits on a regular basis. However, party affiliation and other domestic factors may influence the ease with which presidents can take full advantage of humanitarian claims. Democratic presidents—whose base contains more cooperative internationalists—may be able to persuade cooperative internationalists more easily. Republican presidents—whose base contains more militant internationalists—may have to work harder to convince cooperative internationalists that their justifications are credible. This interaction between electoral and intervention coalitions is an important area for future work. 


The findings also have significant policy implications. For presidents attempting to bolster public support, they imply that interventions must appear to do good for others in addition to promoting narrowly defined U.S. security interests. Rather than overselling humanitarian claims, effective communication strategies follow George W. Bush’s template in Afghanistan, stressing the plausible humanitarian consequences of action as a complement to the dominant security rationale. Alternatively, for anti-war groups, the findings suggest that the most effective way to break apart domestic coalitions of support is to cast doubt on the sincerity of humanitarian appeals. 
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Figure 1. Foreign Policy Orientations
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Each panel in Figure 2 shows support for intervention divided by respondents' foreign policy beliefs.
The first panel shows results for cooperative internationalists, the second for militant internationalists,
and the third for isolationists. Within each panel is the average level of support for humanitarian, security,
and combined justifications, moving from left to right. All results are based on data from Experiment One.



Figure 2. Support for Justifications by Predisposition
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Note: Each cell in Figure 3 shows the average level of support for sincere and insincere justifications.
The first row shows support for humanitarian justifications, the second row shows support for security justifications,
and the third row shows support for combined justifications. Similarly, moving from left to right, the columns report



the responses of cooperative internationalists, militant internationalists, and isolationists.
Results are based on data from experiment two.



Figure 3. Support for Justifications by Sincerity
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Note: Based on data from the Chicago Council Survey, 1974-2015. Moving clockwise the first cell reports the
average percentage of respondents for whom cooperative policies were very important, the second cell reports
the percentage who though combating world hunger was very important, the third the average percentage for whom
militant policies were very important, and the fourth the percentage who supported the isolationist statement.
The number of included policy options associated with cooperative and militant internationalism varies and caution
should be used in comparing the averages of across cells.



Figure 4. Very Important Foreign Policy Goals











TABLES

	Table 1. Experiment Two Conditions (President/Expert Explanation)

	
	Humanitarian
	Security
	Combined

	Sincere
	Humanitarian/

Humanitarian
	Security/ 

Security
	Security and Humanitarian/ Security and Humanitarian

	Insincere
	Humanitarian/ Security
	Security/ Humanitarian
	Security and Humanitarian/ Security
	Security and Humanitarian/ Humanitarian


	Table 2. Use and Emphasis of Humanitarian Justifications

	
	Humanitarian Interventions
	Security 

Interventions

	Used in Speech
	86

(72%)


	276

(57%)



	Average Emphasis


	55%


	34%



	Total Speeches
	119 
	483

	Note: Average emphasis is calculated by first determining the emphasis on humanitarian justifications in each speech (humanitarian justifications/total justifications) and then using this measure to calculate the mean across all speeches.


� See appendix.


� Mandelbaum and Schneider � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM CSL_CITATION {"citationID":"YgcGNB1V","properties":{"formattedCitation":"(1979, 38)","plainCitation":"(1979, 38)","noteIndex":3},"citationItems":[{"id":297,"uris":["http://zotero.org/users/2827900/items/VMCT6AWH"],"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/2827900/items/VMCT6AWH"],"itemData":{"id":297,"type":"chapter","title":"The New Internationalisms: Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy","container-title":"Eagle Entangled: U.S. Foreign Policy in a Complex World","publisher":"Longman, Inc.","publisher-place":"New York","page":"34-90","event-place":"New York","author":[{"family":"Mandelbaum","given":"Michael"},{"family":"Schneider","given":"William"}],"editor":[{"family":"Oye","given":"Kenneth A."},{"family":"Rothchild","given":"Donald"},{"family":"Lieber","given":"Robert J."}],"issued":{"date-parts":[["1979"]]}},"locator":"38","suppress-author":true}],"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} �(1979, 38)� refer to liberal and conservative internationalists, but cooperative and militant internationalists have become conventional and avoid confusion with ideology.


� See the appendix for evidence that humanitarian claims are not costless. 


� To avoid priming before treatment, the indicator did not reference interventions or specific scenarios.


� See survey instrument in appendix. 


� These measures use over twenty questions that could influence and obscure this experiment’s treatment effects. Relying on single statements helps manage this risk.


� Expert information standardizes conditions with the second experiment. See the appendix for evidence that expert agreement does not influence support. 


� The response scale for experiment one did not include a neutral option. See the appendix for details. 
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� The appendix details the time threshold and results from the full sample. 


� See appendix for scenarios. 


� I thank an anonymous reviewer for this point. 


� Not all policy options are present in all years (see appendix). There is more variation in the policies associated with militant internationalism than cooperative internationalism. 


� The same statement used to gauge isolationism in the experiments.


� See appendix for details of humanitarian frames in each intervention and the content analysis. 


� I define military interventions as the deployment of combat troops across international borders with the purpose of engaging in coercive action, lasting at least one week. The operation must last at least one week because presidents may justify short or single-strike operations differently. This definition is consistent with Finnemore � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM CSL_CITATION {"citationID":"2iTYyqcl","properties":{"formattedCitation":"(2003, 9\\uc0\\u8211{}10)","plainCitation":"(2003, 9–10)","noteIndex":16},"citationItems":[{"id":19,"uris":["http://zotero.org/users/2827900/items/7RU3XUUW"],"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/2827900/items/7RU3XUUW"],"itemData":{"id":19,"type":"book","title":"The Purpose of Intervention","publisher":"Cornell University Press","publisher-place":"Ithaca, NY","event-place":"Ithaca, NY","author":[{"family":"Finnemore","given":"Martha"}],"issued":{"date-parts":[["2003"]]}},"locator":"9-10","suppress-author":true}],"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} �(2003, 9–10)�.
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