GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

Global governance is a new and much contested area of scholarly enquiry. Situated principally in the discipline of international relations, global governance is broadly understood to be a term of reference for the various and collected ways in which life on this planet is managed. The absence of a world state (or other overarching political body) ensures that global governance is currently concerned with a host of actors—states, international and regional organizations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), multinational corporations, and financial markets, to name the most obvious—and the impact of their actions on the global environment, world economy, the international political system, and the social and cultural orders therein. The study of global governance also has a distinctly normative quality—that is, it is concerned with how the globe is governed and how it might be governed.

Interest in global governance emerged out of a dissatisfaction with existing ways of understanding world politics in the face of a series of changes that occurred in the closing years of the twentieth century. This interest was prompted by a need to better understand the changing role of the state, the growing significance of regional and international organizations,

increasing global interdependence, the problems

and possibilities presented by developments in

information and communication technologies, and the

increasing significance of nonstate actors—not just

NGOs, but also private military companies, multinational

corporations, business and legal associations,

and credit rating agencies, among others—and their

overall contribution to world politics in the post–Cold

War era. Scholars explored changes in global governance

in relation to developments such as growing

global inequalities, accelerating environmental degradation,

an upsurge in civil and regional conflicts, and

increasing anxiety about the activities of some global

“actors” (especially international organizations such

as the World Trade Organization [WTO]). Similarly,

scholars discussed changes in global governance in

relation to concerns about a decline in global democracy

(especially its accountability and transparency)

and concerns about the inadequacy of existing

intergovernmental machineries for dealing with crises

such as mass human rights violations, global warming,

and infectious disease.

Despite a widespread recognition of the events that

sparked an interest in how global affairs are managed,

scholarly attempts to wrestle with such a vast field of

study have yet to produce a common definition.

Moreover, little progress has been made on clearly

delimiting the terrain of study. For instance, scholars

have been unable to agree on whether global governance

refers simply to the way in which interstate

interaction is managed or whether it should be

expanded to include the actions and activities of a host

of nonstate actors. It is unsurprising to find, then, that

global governance has been used as a term of reference

for the study of, and everything associated with,

international organizations; it has been used as shorthand

for the growing array of nonstate actors and their

increasing influence on the world stage; it has become

a leitmotif for the need to find global solutions to

problems of planetary significance (particularly those

of an environmental nature); and it has come to be

synonymous with the governance of globalization and

neoliberalism.

Unsurprisingly, the apparently catch-all quality of

global governance has ensured that it has been widely

criticized. For instance, global governance has been

criticized as a catch-all phrase for “virtually everything,”

a synonym for anything “post–Cold War,” and

shorthand for what has emerged that we can concisely

and coherently explain. Questions have also been

raised about the need for yet another addition to the

vocabulary of international relations, as well as the

value of adding “global” as a prefix to the word governance.

Indeed, concerns have been raised that global

governance is simply old wine in a new bottle, and a

few scholars have commented that international relations

traditionally understood is more than capable of

exploring the phenomena with which global governance

is concerned.

These criticisms aside, there exists a burgeoning

literature on global governance that takes as a starting

point an understanding that world order (that is, the

current arrangement of global political power) is no

longer shaped by (and some argue it never was) the

actions and interactions of states alone; rather, a

burgeoning array of actors, processes, and mechanisms

(of which the state is one, albeit the most

significant)—some new and some already-existing—

have grown in significance and are, to varying

degrees, influencing the way in which global life is

organized. Within this literature, general agreement is

that the term governance connotes a system of rule

that is more informal, less tangible, and, in some

instances, less legitimate than that associated with

“government”; there is general acceptance that global

governance and global or world government are not

the same thing (though it is not inconceivable that one

outcome of the former might be the development of

the latter); and it is widely held that existing ways

of conceptualizing international relations lack the

explanatory power necessary to account for a changing

global order. Where the literature diverges is in its

emphasis on the actors, processes, and mechanisms

involved; the manner in which governance is exercised;

the role of the state; and how the most pressing

problems of the early twenty-first century can be

addressed.

Four broad themes have developed in the literature

on global governance. Although some overlap exists

among each of these themes, they can be thought of as

referring to (a) studying international governance—

the study of international institutions and regimes;

(b) enhancing global governance—the means by

which global governance can be made more effective;

(c) globalization and the transformation of global

governance; and (d) the refashioning of global governance.

To get a better sense of the various ways in

which global governance has come to be understood it

is necessary to explore briefly each of these themes.

International Governance—

Institutions and Regimes

The most familiar—to students of international relations

at least—theme in the literature on global governance

(albeit one only recently adopting the term)

draws from long-established research programs into

international regimes and institutions. In large measure,

this literature is concerned with the various ways

in which the interactions between states are governed,

as well as with how more powerful states—and the

United States as the most significant of them all—are

able to influence the shape of the international system.

The focus on states and their interaction suggests this

theme is better understood as international rather than

global governance because much of the work in this

vein has been confined to the interstate level alone.

Most scholars agree that a key dimension of global

governance is the focus on a variety of actors including,

but not limited to, states. International governance

is nevertheless an important part of the wider

puzzle that makes up global governance.

In much the same way that the study of global

governance has sought to draw attention to the deficiencies

of focusing too exclusively on states as the

primary unit of analysis in world politics, research into

international regimes and institutions grew out of an

attempt to redress oversights in traditional conceptions

of international politics that failed to account adequately

for the role of international institutions (not

just formal bodies but also informal rules, norms, and

decision-making procedures that produced regularized

patterns of behavior) in shaping the interactions of

states. Scholars working on international institutions

and regimes (as particular instances of institutionalized

behavior) have sought to explain why, in certain circumstances,

states enter into arrangements that constrain

their behavior in particular issues areas (such as

nuclear proliferation; the global environment; law of

the seas; landmines; international trade, finance, and

development; human rights; and international labor

standards), what the impact of such arrangements is,

what holds these patterns of behavior together, and

how they change over time. Unlike the term global

governance, there is a common definition of what constitutes

an international regime (as there is an international

institution—see later). In 1983, Stephen Krasner

produced the most widely accepted definition, suggesting

that international regimes are best conceived as

principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures

in areas of international relations around which

actor expectations converge. In this way, regimes are

understood as intervening variables among causal factors

and behavior and outcomes. As such, they have a

governance function.

With the exception of some early work, much of

the focus of the international regimes literature was

on better understanding why states engage (or became

entangled in) regimes and the impacts that flowed

therefrom. More recently, scholars have begun to

move away from a focus on the state to an understanding

of regimes that includes a greater plurality of

actors. This brings regime analysis much more closely

into line with current thinking in global governance.

Much of this work on regimes has been done with

regard to instances of international environmental regulation.

Oran Young’s approach to international environmental

regimes is indicative of this intellectual

turn. Young’s work moves beyond a concentration on

the regularization of state behavior dominant in the

early literature, to an examination of the increasing

involvement of nonstate actors in the creation, maintenance,

and functioning of regimes. For Young, states

remain the central actors in international regimes, but

in a host of functional areas—endangered species,

hazardous waste, climate change, and ozone depletion

among others—the involvement of nonstate actors

has been striking.

A related research program is that concerned with

international institutions. Much of the work in this

area sought to qualify orthodox assumptions about

the nature of interstate relations (and in particular

assumptions that genuine cooperation among states is

rare and exists only in instances when it serves state

need and even then only for a limited period of time)

by suggesting that at moments in time state behavior

is mitigated by international institutions—defined by

Robert Keohane in 1990 as persistent, connected, formal,

and informal rule sets that prescribe behavioral

roles, restrict activity, and shape expectations.

Keohane is the scholar most associated with this body

of work. A related body of work has sought to refine

thinking on international institutions by exploring the

content of one of its manifestations—multilateralism.

Here, scholars have been concerned principally with

understanding what makes multilateral organizations

and institutions qualitatively different from their bilateral

and imperial counterparts, why they are preferred

as forms of organization by small states, but also how

such institutions can cloak, obscure, and reinforce

relationships of power.

Enhancing Global Governance

A second theme in the literature is as familiar to students

of international relations as the focus on international

governance. This deals with enhancing the

capacity of global governance to address problems of

global concern. Here, global governance is defined

more pluralistically encompassing a broader range of

actors—NGOs, multinational businesses, international

organizations as well as states—though it is nevertheless

more often than not centered around improving

the capacity of international organizations to deal with

global crises. Indeed, much of this work grows out of

a belief in, and a commitment to, the principles and

values that underpin the United Nations (UN) system;

a recognition of the changed circumstances in which

the organization finds itself; and an acknowledgement

of the problems associated with organizational overstretch,

an absence of appropriate political leadership

among key member states and the shortfalls in the

UN’s operational capacities. A crucial difference

between work in this area and that associated with

international governance is that it seeks to go beyond

a focus on interstate institutions to innovations that

recognize as well as draw strength from combinations

of actors to bring about more effective solutions to

global problems.

The Report of the Commission on Global

Governance, Our Global Neighbourhood, is perhaps

the most familiar work in this vein. The report sought

to identify the major challenges confronting humanity

at the turn of the millennium and to think about ways

in which these challenges could be met. The report

argued that a measure of state authority had been

eroded by increasing global interdependence. As a

result, states had become less able to deal with

challenges old and new. At the same time, states had

been joined on the world stage by a host of other

actors, all of which are able to exercise a measure of

authority. Moreover, the commission noted, the arenas

in which this burgeoning array of actors operated

were no longer clearly delineated. Many fulfilled the

roles formerly deemed the preserve of states, and others

carved new roles. For the commission, the emergence

of these new sources of authority represented

an opportunity—to address the most pressing of

global crises by harnessing the potential of these new

sources of authority and, under the guidance of the

UN, confront the most pressing of challenges: conflict,

poverty, inequality, population growth, the environment,

and democratic accountability.

Although the Commission on Global Governance

focused specifically on reinvigorating the UN, others

working in this vein have sought to draw on, and

develop further, the idea of using networks of actors

to solve global crises. One idea is the utilization of

a subcontracting model wherein responsibility for

the fulfillment of a particular task is devolved to an

appropriate actor under the guidance of a particular

international organization (normally the UN or one of

its specialized agencies). Such a devolution of responsibilities

is perceived to have a number of benefits: It

overcomes the operational overstretch afflicting many

international organizations (and the UN in particular),

it more appropriately addresses operational problems,

it makes better use of limited resources, and it lends

legitimacy to the actions of a range of nonstate (and

often unaccountable) actors by bringing them under

the umbrella of an international organization.

The idea of networks of governance has become

particularly salient in the work of those scholars

dealing with the global environment. Many scholars

working in this vein see a central, coordinating role

for the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in a

wider network of other actors—transnational corporations,

NGOs, scientific communities—that would

contribute to the agenda setting, issue framing, monitoring,

verification, rule making, norm development,

enforcement, capacity building, and financing of a

more robust and appropriate form of global environmental

governance. Other scholars have also begun to

explore the utility of drawing other actors—primarily

corporate and civil society institutions—into partnerships

with international organizations. The idea of

bringing together a range of actors in the pursuit of a

specific goal has also found expression in various

international public/private partnerships. The UN’s

Global Compact is perhaps the most well known of

this group, though informal gatherings such as the

World Economic Forum also have salience.

Transformation, Globalization,

and Global Governance

A third theme in the literature connects global governance

with processes of globalization and the rearticulation

of political authority therein. The scholars

working within this field share a perception that

power is increasingly located within and exercised by

a range of actors, processes, and mechanisms of

which the state is just one, and most would subscribe

to the notion that something like global governance

has existed since at least the onset of industrialization,

albeit manifest in different forms through time.

James Rosenau’s work is perhaps the most well

known of this group. He offers a view of global governance

that draws on a more transformative depiction

of world politics. His work clearly departs from

approaches to global governance that emphasize the

continued centrality of states or the need to enhance

global governance by drawing on the expertise of

other actors under the guidance of world organizations.

Rosenau sees a world wherein the nature of

authority is fundamentally changing, where clear distinctions

between international and domestic politics

are no longer valid, and where the structures of global

politics are in flux. He asks that we understand governance

in this context and that we appreciate that the

sources of governance, the mechanisms through

which it is enacted, and the actors involved in its operationalization

will be both recognizable and unfamiliar.

Importantly, he warns that an inquiry into global

governance should not focus exclusively on actors

and structures that are global in reach. Instead, it

should focus on how governance is organized “in the

world,” rather than “of the world.”

The work of Robert Cox and Craig Murphy exemplify

other important contributions in this theme. Cox

offers an account of global governance that explores

the role of ideology, among other things, in fashioning

domestic, transnational, and increasingly global political

and civil societies in a manner conducive to the

expansion of capitalist production. He also identifies

international organizations as key mechanisms in the

dissemination of global ideologies and in regulating

life in a manner conducive with the further expansion

of capitalism. Murphy’s examination of the relationship

between international organization and industrial

change picks up from and develops further some of

the ideas developed by Cox. Murphy explores the role

international organizations have played in facilitating

the spread and development of industrial orders since

the mid-nineteenth century. Like Cox, Murphy draws

his analytical tools from the social theory of Antonio

Gramsci. In doing so, both eschew a crude economic

determinism as the driving force behind the rise and

development of international organizations for a

mutually constituted interplay between ideas, institutions,

social forces, and material capabilities.

Refashioning Global Governance

The fourth theme in the literature deals with the kind

of global governance that might be—though this is an

endeavor quite distinct from the enhancing global

governance theme. An important dimension of the

work of the scholars herein is to offer a critique of

prevailing patterns and systems of global governance

and to explore the possibility for, as well as the form

and function of, alternative scenarios. This literature

differs markedly from themes one and two in that it

seeks to build global governance from the ground

up—that is, to harness the potential of a growing

global civil society as a means for developing

democratic, representative, and accountable systems

of governance. In this way, it is closely related, and in

some cases developed from, those working broadly

under theme three. This literature also offers an

important corrective to accounts that see the piecemeal

inclusion of NGOs on the peripheries of the

meetings of world organizations as substantive

improvements in global governance.

Among the most well known of works in this

theme is Robert O’Brien, Anne Marie Goetz, Jan Aart

Scholte and Marc Williams’s exploration of the

development of relations between the World Bank,

IMF, and WTO and global social movements

(GSMs). Their sustained analysis reveals that the

encounter between multilateral economic institutions

(MEI) and GSMs has had only a modest impact on

the practices and procedures of the MEIs, largely

confined to small institutional modifications rather

than to substantive policy innovations. These researchers

suggest the continuation of such encounters is

unlikely to have a significant impact in the short

term, though they posit that in the long term, the possibility

exists for continuing incremental change to

result in a substantive pluralization of the governance

structures of each MEI.

Other work in this vein has sought to determine

what kinds of forms of governance ought to be put into

place to ensure a more equitable and participatory

system. Here, scholars have sought to work out the

foundations of a workable system of governance that

shows appropriate respect for human rights, is drawn

from a widespread consensus among cultures, promotes

peace and well being, and takes adequate

account of the needs of the global environment as well

as of marginalized groups within and across the world.

Conclusion

Despite the lack of a common definition, or indeed

empirical terrain, global governance continues to gain

purchase and spark interest among students, scholars,

and practitioners alike. For many, the absence of an

agreed upon terrain actually lends global governance

strength. This strength lies in the capacity of global

governance to offer an alternative way of looking at

world politics that focuses on the role of multiple

actors, a diffusion of power, and a terrain of processes,

procedures, networks and relationships, all of which

have yet to be properly understood. Moreover, global

governance has at its core a normative concern for the

state of the planet as well as how a more appropriate

form of world governance might be constructed.

Indeed, much of the current work on global governance

is engaged in this vein.

—Rorden Wilkinson
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