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Why, despite well-established and well-publicized intergovernmental

processes that date back to the early s, have we been unable

to put in place effective mechanisms to combat climate change?

Why, despite the existence of extensive global human rights machinery, do we

live in a world where mass kidnapping, rape, torture, and murder continue to

blight the lives of so many? Why, despite a great deal of effort on the part of in-

tergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and nonstate actors, have we been unable

to make much of a difference to the lives of the ultra-poor and attenuate the

very worst aspects of growing global inequalities? Most fundamentally, why

have the current international system and the outcomes that it has produced re-

mained so inadequate in the postwar period?

Our aim is to encourage us to think differently about our immediate answers to

these questions. In so doing, we seek to contribute to an emerging body of literature

designed to push forward the study of global governance. We venture further into

the internal constitution, character, dynamics, and processes of global governance—

as well as the kind of world orders to which it is connected and responds.We interro-

gate what drives change and what encourages continuity with a view toward making

concrete adjustments to the system of global governance that we actually have. In

short, we seek tomove beyondmerely lamenting that existingmechanismsdonot gen-

erate meaningful solutions to such problems as climate change and mass atrocities.

Our purpose is thus unabashedly normative. We take some steps toward mak-

ing more rigorous an analytical endeavor that has for far too long been derided for

its wooliness. Yet this scholarly undertaking should not only help us to under-

stand better how to correct the mismatch between the demand for and supply

of particular global governance mechanisms in the current order. It should also

Ethics & International Affairs, , no.  (), pp. –.
©  Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs
doi:./S

397

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679415000386 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679415000386


frame bigger questions that deal with where we have come from and where we are

going; and it should help prescribe course corrections and formulate strategies for

a more stable and just world order.

There are good reasons for asking the questions posed here. Debate about what

drives change and what encourages continuity in global governance has been sur-

prisingly limited, with discussion tending to focus on change and continuity as

functions of the distribution of relative power capabilities among states. War is

taken to be the primary marker of triggers and transitions in global governance

regimes. And intergovernmental organizations have been conceptualized as either

limited and ineffectual or “sticky” and tenacious.

In large measure, this debate has been constrained because global governance

has all too often been treated as virtually synonymous with the study of interna-

tional organizations, rather than with the study of a wider constellation of actors,

institutions, and mechanisms that together lend more order and predictability

to the world in which we live than one might expect in the absence of any over-

arching authority. The dominant focus of debate, in turn, has resulted in the

application of existing methods in the study of international relations to global

governance phenomena, rather than encouraging the development of new, specif-

ic, and tailored analytical tools that look beyond what states and their intergovern-

mental agents do. We have remarkably few insights into how the world is ordered

and governed, or about what drives change and continuity therein.

To be clear, we are not pointing to an absence of value in the way that change

and continuity have so far been discussed in mainstream international relations

literature. It has been useful to document changes in relative power capabilities,

the content and consequence of peace settlements, and the tenacity (or not) of in-

stitutions and various organizational structures. Clearly, material and military

power remain dominant variables in world politics, and the state remains the

predominant actor. But comprehending change and continuity in global gover-

nance requires looking beyond interstate cooperation and taking seriously all as-

pects of political life that play a role—independently or in concert—in ordering

the world. This more panoramic view helps suggest a path toward making pro-

gress in answering two questions: “How and why does change occur in global gov-

ernance?” and “What causes some forms of global governance to endure but not

others?” Equipped with better answers to these questions, we are hoping to formu-

late a more effective way for thinking about how best to tackle the transboundary

problems of our time.
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Ultimately, we are interested not only in identifying and tracking what causes

grand departures in existing ways of governing the globe (what traditional

international relations theory argues arises from wholesale transitions in global

power relations) but also the smaller incremental steps that often go unnoticed

but may pave the way for a transformative outcome or signal significant disrup-

tions underway. We are also concerned with the relationships between different

systems of global governance and the world orders that they produce; how partic-

ular systems enable given orders to endure or fade away; and how and why those

orders generate longevity in, or the withering away of, systems of global gover-

nance. Pursuing plausible answers to these questions should enable us to under-

stand better why the world is organized and governed the way that it is; what the

consequences of that organization and governance are; and how change was and

(more crucially) how it can be brought about. Ultimately, we seek to understand

how to harness this knowledge for thinking about more stable, progressive, and

just world orders. As the late economist Kenneth Boulding often quipped, “We

are where we are because we got there.”

In pursuit of these admittedly ambitious aims, we first offer what we believe is a

preferable understanding of “global governance” so that we are better able to frame

questions about change and continuity that focus on more than merely its intergov-

ernmental aspects. We then consider briefly who and what is involved in the gover-

nance and organization of the globe, and explore what is “global” about global

governance in a way that rescues it from a simple association with the arrangement

of world affairs in the post–cold war era. These efforts then permit us to explore

what we mean by change and continuity as well as what might drive change and en-

courage continuity in the overall shape of global governance (what might be called its

“grand arrangement”) and the resulting regimes, including the various parts therein.

Given the space available, our task is not to provide definitive answers or short-

circuit debate. Rather, we continue a conversation that has just begun. For us, it is

important not only to identify the forces that generate adjustment and endurance

but also what precisely a (dis)juncture might look like that would delineate a clear

departure from existing patterns of governance and order.

What Global Governance Is, and Is Not

All too often, global governance is taken to be a synonym for international orga-

nization—the process by which states come together in cooperative arrangements
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when it is in their perceived self-interests to do so—and especially in IGOs (glob-

al, regional, or subregional). Yet clearly global governance is constituted by much

more than patterns of cooperation among states and the intergovernmental bodies

that they establish and fund. Scholars have long pointed to the role of nongovern-

mental organizations (NGOs), civil society movements, multi- and transnational

corporations, private military and security companies, philanthropists, credit-

rating agencies, organized labor, transnational criminal networks, financial

markets, and myriad other actors. They contribute—individually as well as in

concert—to shaping aspects of the world in which we live.

Yet, restricting the study of global governance to the actions of a small set of

actors (states and IGOs) prevents us from truly appreciating the role of any

number of agents, alone or in combination, as well as particular processes and

mechanisms in shaping world order. Could we, for instance, understand the inter-

national human rights and refugee regimes with reference simply to UN bodies

but not the legion of nonstate actors active in this arena? Equally, is it possible

to comprehend how security and insecurity result simply by looking at what states

and IGOs do and do not do without taking account of private military and secur-

ity companies as well as secessionist, fundamentalist, and terrorist movements?

The way that we have asked these questions clearly suggests a negative reply.

Casting the analytical net widely has important ramifications for thinking about

change and continuity in global governance, not only in terms of satisfying our

intellectual curiosity but also, and more importantly, in prescribing what—and

setting out how—change could and should be pursued. Understanding these pro-

cesses in such intergovernmental organizations as the United Nations, the

International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World Trade

Organization is crucial. However, in isolation it tells us little more than the par-

ticular evolutionary trajectory (or, in many instances, pathology) of an individual

IGO and imbues us only with a limited capacity to reflect upon the general char-

acter of international organization as a process. Equally, thinking about possible

IGO reforms is useful and even essential, but it does not tell us anything about

the broader system of global governance.

Instead, we should focus on specific examples of change and continuity in the

general patterns of global governance. Such analyses should help pinpoint those mo-

ments of endurance or inertia and those of discreet adjustments involving all the ac-

tors, agents, and mechanisms governing the world. We should also be looking at

everyday adjustments and incremental changes thatmay in isolation appear to be little
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more than quotidian occurrences, but that may in combination be harbingers of or

amount to significant change—or, conversely, be forces that impede change.

Additionally, global governance manifests itself differently across time.

The constellation of actors involved in governing the globe in the early decades

of the twenty-first century, for instance, and the manner in which they affect

the shape of world order are distinct from those that resulted in the post-

Napoleonic, interwar, post–World War II, and other orders. Equally, we need

to be sensitive to those fine-grained developments in the arrangements of these

actors, which may have been obscured by the broad passage of time.

Defined in this way, global governance is not bound to, or even necessarily as-

sociated with, the post–cold war moment, although that is when the term was

coined and the moment with which it is most commonly associated. As we

have argued elsewhere, too closely associating global governance with the easing

of East-West tensions beginning in the late s robs it of both historical and

future-orientated purchase. E. H. Carr viewed history as an “unending dialogue

between the past and the present,” but the plea to examine a past that is older

than the last quarter century should resonate beyond historians.

The premium that international relations scholarship places on parsimonious

theories and simple causal explanations perhaps helps to explain the ahistorical

quality of too much social science. Yet dealing with the messiness of history

is preferable to achieving elegant theory at the expense of understanding. Done

well, history should make fundamentals clearer. Andrew Hurrell reminds us

to eschew the “relentless presentism” that afflicts political science and internation-

al relations, a sort of inverse Alzheimer’s disease: short-term memory is retained

while the contexts that crafted these memories have slipped away. Coming to grips

with what constitutes continuities or changes requires the longest possible histor-

ical perspective.

In making this temporal stretch and thereby linking global governance to wide

varieties of world order, we are able to make better sense of the purpose—con-

sciously constructed or otherwise—of governance on a global scale. We also

should be able to stretch our geographical understanding of what is “global”

about contemporary global governance by looking at historical moments that

were not, unlike our own, bound together in overlapping and crosscutting net-

works, communications, and linkages across the planet.

One facet of work in the area that has robbed global governance of analytical

purchase beyond the moment in which we live is the insistence that “global”
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must also be “planetary.” The tendency here is to assume that because only in our

era do we have institutions and technologies that touch every corner of the world,

only now are we actually able to speak of governance that is truly global. What is

truly distinctive about the current global order is that it is the first defined by total

human domination of the planet (that is, it is anthropocenic). But global gover-

nance was not absent in previous epochs. Prior governance formations merely

produced world orders that physically encompassed less than the entire planet.

If the global in global governance does not necessarily mean planetary, what

then might be its analytical value? One of the assets of the adjective in global gov-

ernance is that it infers the “big,” the “macro,” the “total.” To break the linkage

with the notion of “the planetary” does not rob global governance of analytical

traction if one considers that it remains concerned with humanity in totality,

but not necessarily the planet as a geographical unit.

The resonance of such a worldview should be wide among students of global

governance. A growing number of historians argue persuasively that the history

of any epoch cannot be properly understood merely in terms of separate national

or even regional narratives, but necessarily must encompass a wider perspective

and context.

We consistently have argued that analyzing global governance from the earliest

of human systems to the present day has a utility in helping us understand how

and why we have ended up with today’s world order. We agree with Craig

Murphy, who notes that “no social scientist or historian is yet able to give a cred-

ible account of global governance over those many millennia.” It is, nonetheless,

high time that we try.

Too few international relations scholars have been interested in the history be-

fore the twentieth century, and the vast majority have focused only on the

European era since Westphalia. Yet it is precisely a dynamic interpretation of his-

torical change that would lead to understanding the forces giving rise to particular

patterns of governance (including Westphalia and before) that are historically

unique and result from mutations in those forces over time. We do not advocate

a crude Darwinism, but rather an enhanced sensitivity to evolution that sees the

progression of time as the foundry in which global governance (international re-

lations and world order) is forged.

Our claim is not that states and the institutions that they have founded are mar-

ginal, or that they do not play an essential role in shaping world order as well as in

creating and maintaining systems of global governance—as the European powers
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did after the Napoleonic wars, and the United States did after World War II.

Rather, as Yale Ferguson and Richard Mansbach suggest, a narrow focus on states

fails, even more obviously now than in the past, to capture the multifaceted nature

of contemporary world politics. In normative terms, in particular, too few analysts

ask questions about alternative systems of governance—historically or contempo-

rarily—and their role in shaping past and the present world orders. To quote

Ferguson and Mansbach, “The frontiers of Westphalian states never demarcated

political life as theorists imagined.” Nor, we might add, did they singularly deter-

mine the evolution of past, present, and future systems of global governance.

Comprehending Change and Continuity

How precisely can we better comprehend what drives change and what favors

continuity in global governance? A partial answer comes by extending the histor-

ical time frame beyond Westphalia and back to the earliest settled forms of human

interaction by including factors with less than planetary coverage, by taking seri-

ously the agency of nonstate actors, and by understanding that world order and its

systems of governance have not been forged by Western endeavor alone.

Our quest is more plausible now than earlier in at least three ways. First, we

have a much richer empirical terrain to study the various manifestations of global

governance and earlier world orders. Second, we can match more accurately the

consequences of particular forms and formations of global governance to instanc-

es of change and continuity. Third, and most essentially, we can begin to distin-

guish changes of global governance—that is, in its grand arrangements producing

different world orders—from changes merely in global governance—that is, mod-

est adjustments within a recognized form.

We need to analyze more than just what causes change in the general arrange-

ment of governance patterns, or else what encourages them to endure. We also

need to appreciate what is produced when these changes occur and, by extension,

what is left out. To put it another way, if we conceive global governance as the sum

of all systems of rules at all levels of human activity that have “transnational re-

percussions,” as James Rosenau has suggested, then global governance is both

responsible for and the product of the world order in which we live. Moreover,

because global governance understood in this way comprises myriad actors, insti-

tutions, and mechanisms, it makes sense to talk—in a loose sense—of “systems of

global governance.” We then should ask questions about how a system is
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internally constituted, and how different systems compare with one another. We

also need to understand how particular instances of global governance have pro-

duced orders that are to greater or lesser degrees coherent, distinct, and discern-

ible; or, alternatively, as has been the case at numerous junctures, how they have

produced more fluid and chaotic orders with little that is identifiable as a regime.

Equally, we need to understand why particular world orders have generated sys-

tems of global governance that are highly rigid, formalized, and apparent; or, al-

ternatively, ones that are more nebulous, indistinct, and opaque.

This analytical approachhas consequences for thinking about fundamental changes

or even transformations in world order, for formulating incentives to avoid cataclys-

mic events that are the usual stimulus for experimenting with alternative institutions.

Howdowe proceed? Recent work byMaximilianMayer andMichele Acuto offers one

avenue for thinking about the complexity of global governance by importing concep-

tions of large technical systems from science and technology; John Boli and George

Thomas’s work on world culture and world polity offers another; Claire Cutler,

Virginia Haufler, and Tony Porter’s edited volume on private authority in global gov-

ernance offers another still. We should take advantage of the insights from these

works and confront global complexitymore concertedly and develop ways of framing

the evolution of global governance over time and space.

By comparing the nature of systems of organization and governance across

time, we should be better able to determine the distinct character of particular

world orders, to detect elements of change and continuity, to assess the scale of

change, and to identify pressures for change. The forms of global governance

have varied over time, as have the world orders that resulted. Yet, what has re-

mained constant—not in their identity, but certainly in their existence—is a vari-

ety of actors and human institutions established to improve governance. In terms

of how this knowledge might be applied, such an enquiry should be able to high-

light areas in which change is required, understand why a particular situation has

arisen, and work out how more comprehensive and desirable change can be

brought about. Sample questions include:

• What are the overarching organizational principles and ideologies?

• How are systems of rules at all levels of human activity arranged in relation

to these principles and ideologies?

• Which actors, institutions, and mechanisms are involved in the organiza-

tion and governance of a world order?
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• How are those actors, institutions, and mechanisms arranged

one-to-another?

• What are the consequences of organizing and governing the world in this

way?

Probing these questions properly requires resisting the temptation to examine

only the most obvious and significant events. Mundane, technical, and

below-the-radar ones are an essential part of finding insights about how the

world is governed, what causes forms of governance to change and endure, and

what we might do to manipulate those forces of change and continuity to produce

a better and more just world order.

Conclusion

Global governance, if it makes sense at all, is not merely a descriptor for a post–

cold war pluralistic moment but rather a legitimate set of questions about how the

world is governed and ordered at all levels and in every historical period. We have

asked more questions in this essay than is customary, even for academics, but our

aim has not been to provide definitive answers. Global governance as an analytical

endeavor is at too early a stage to accomplish such a feat. Rather, we are concerned

at this juncture with developing the means to detect what drives change and what

produces continuity—that is, what it is that we should be studying so that we are

able to work out how it has evolved.

Ultimately, of course, we would like to be in a better position to prescribe how

we could make global governance work to improve the prospects for a more stable

and just world order. A valid inquiry about global governance—one that includes

asking the right questions about how the world is organized, how power and au-

thority are exercised, and how adjustments (incremental, wholesale, or otherwise)

can be made to make the world a better place—should enable us to do just that.
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