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Introduction 

The evolution (development) of international relations can be traced back to 

thousands of years ago; Barry Buzan and Richard Little, for example, consider the 

interaction of ancient Sumerian city-states, starting in 3,500 BC, as the first fully-

fledged international system. 

Before the 20th century this concept was restricted to Europe, even so there 

were some international subsystems from which they were formed from other 

more complex ones:  

❖ Greece can be cited as a cultural center, 

❖ Then Rome (which is at the base of international law), at which time a rift 

occurs:  

❖ The Byzantine empire that lasted until 1453, the western empire assumed 

Christianity (313) and another entity emerged 

❖ Christian Europe. And a little later the irruption also pushed by a religious 

force: Islam.  

Therefore we have 3 subsystems: 

• Byzantium 

• Christian Europe 

• Islam 

Advancing towards the 16th century, we find the appearance of the national 

states with their own organizations within each country this coincides (overlaps) 
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with the European expansion into the new world as a result of the strengthening 

of these states. 

We come to the year 1648 "the great mutation" with the Westphalian peace sign.  

It is at this moment when the disappearance of the confessional of the states that 

develop by itself is recognized. 

Now international society is emerging as a group of states on an equal footing 

with different organizations (republics, monarchies ...) but with legal equality. 

Here the foundations of the European balance are laid (a utopia, since the 

conflicts between countries continued). 
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Why Global Politics 

Why ‘global politics’? What does it mean to suggest that politics has ‘gone 

global’? And how does ‘global’ politics differ from ‘international’ politics? The 

term ‘global’ has two meanings, and these have quite different implications as far 

as global politics is concerned.  

In the first, global means worldwide, having planetary (not merely regional or 

national) significance. The globe is, in effect, the world. Global politics, in this 

sense, refers to politics that is conducted at a global rather than a national or 

regional level. There is no doubt that the global or worldwide dimension of 

politics has, in recent decades, become more significant. There has been a growth 

of international organizations, some of which, like the United Nations, come close 

to having a universal membership.  

A growing number of political issues have also acquired a ‘global’ character, in 

that they affect, actually or potentially, all parts of the world and so all people on 

the planet. This particularly applies in the case of the environment, often seen as 

the paradigm example of a ‘global’ issue, because nature operates as an 

interconnected whole, in which everything affects everything else.  

The same, we are often told, applies to the economy, where it is commonplace to 

refer to the ‘global economy’ or ‘global capitalism’, in that fewer and fewer 

countries now remain outside the international trading system and are unaffected 

by external investment and the integration of financial markets. For theorists of 

globalization, this trend towards global interconnectedness is not only perhaps 

the defining feature of modern existence, but also requires that traditional 

approaches to learning need to be rethought, in this case by adopting a 

‘borderless’ or ‘trans planetary’ approach to politics. 
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The second meaning of ‘global’. In this view, global means comprehensive; it 

refers to all elements within a system, not just to the system as a whole. Global 

politics thus takes place not just at a global level, but at and, crucially, across, all 

levels – worldwide, regional, national, sub-national and so on (see Figure 1.1). 

From this perspective, the advent of global politics does not imply that 

international politics should be consigned to the dustbin of history. Rather, ‘the 

global’ and ‘the international’ coexist: they complement one another and should 

not be seen as rival or incompatible modes of understanding. 

Dimensions of Global Politics 

 

  

the worldwide

The 
regional 

the subnational

the 
intern
ational
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From international politics to global politics 

In what ways has ‘international’ politics been transformed into ‘global’ 

politics, and how far has this process progressed? How have the contours 

of world politics changed in recent years? The most significant changes 

include the following: 

1. New actors on the world stage 

2. Increased interdependence and interconnectedness 

3. The trend towards global governance. 

 

From international anarchy to global governance? 

International anarchy, in effect, can refer to:-  

1. the absence of world government,  

2. international disorder 

3. international order. The first and the third senses of “anarchy” are 

central to IR. 

A key assumption of the traditional approach to international politics has 

been that the state-system operates in a context of anarchy. This reflects 

the notion that there is no higher authority than the state, meaning that 

external politics operates as an international ‘state of nature’, a pre-political 

society. The implications of international anarchy are profound. Most 

importantly, in the absence of any other force attending to their interests, 

states are forced to rely on self-help. 

If international politics operates as a ‘self-help system’, the power-seeking 

inclinations of one state are only tempered by competing tendencies in 

other states, suggesting that conflict and war are inevitable features of the 

international system. In this view, conflict is only constrained by a balance 

of power, developed either as a diplomatic strategy by peace-minded 
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leaders or occurring through a happy coincidence. This image of anarchy 

has been modified by the idea that the international system operates more 

like an ‘international society’. Hedley Bull (2002) thus advanced the notion 

of an ‘anarchical society’, in place of the conventional theory of 

international anarchy. However, the idea of international anarchy, and even 

the more modest notion of an ‘anarchical society’, have become more 

difficult to sustain because of the emergence, especially since 1945, of a 

framework of global governance, and sometimes regional governance. This 

is reflected in the growing importance of organizations such as the United 

Nations, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), the European Union and so on.  

The growing number and significance of international organizations has 

occurred for powerful and pressing reasons. Notably, they reflect the fact 

that states are increasingly confronted by collective dilemmas, issues that 

are particularly taxing because they confound even the most powerful of 

states when acting alone. This first became apparent in relation to the 

development of technologized warfare and particularly the invention of 

nuclear weapons, but has since been reinforced by challenges such as 

financial crises, climate change, terrorism, crime, migration and 

development. Such trends, nevertheless, have yet to render the idea of 

international anarchy altogether redundant. While international 

organizations have undoubtedly become significant actors on the world 

stage, competing, at times, with states and other non-state actors, their 

impact should not be exaggerated. Apart from anything else, they are, to a 

greater or lesser extent, the creatures of their members: they can do no 

more than their member states, and especially powerful states, allow them 

to do. 
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Mainstream perspectives 

The two mainstream perspectives on global politics are realism and 

liberalism. What do they have in common, and in what sense are they 

‘mainstream’? 

Realism and liberalism can be viewed as mainstream perspectives in the 

sense that they, in their various incarnations, have dominated conventional 

academic approaches to the field of international politics since its inception. 

Realist and liberal theories have two broad things in common.  

In the first place, they are both grounded in positivism. This suggests that it 

is possible to develop objective knowledge, through the capacity to 

distinguish ‘facts’ from ‘values. In short, it is possible to compare theories 

with the ‘real world’, the world ‘out there’. Robert Cox (1981) thus describes 

such theories as ‘problem-solving theories’, in that they take the world ‘as it 

is and endeavor to think through problems and offer prudent advice to 

policy-makers trying to negotiate the challenges of the ‘real world’.  

Second, realist and liberal theorists share similar concerns and address 

similar issues, meaning that they, in effect, talk to, rather than past, one 

another. In particular, the core concern of both realism and liberalism is the 

balance between conflict and cooperation in state relations. Although 

realists generally place greater emphasis on conflict, while liberals highlight 

the scope for cooperation, neither is unmindful of the issues raised by the 

other, as is evidenced in the tendency, over time, for differences between 

realism and liberalism to have become blurred. Nevertheless, important 

differences can be identified between the realist and liberal perspectives. 

 

How do realists see global politics?  
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Deriving from ideas that can be traced back to thinkers such as 

Thucydides, Sun Tzu, author of The Art of War, Machiavelli and Thomas 

Hobbes, the realist vision is pessimistic: international politics is marked by 

constant power struggles and conflict, and a wide range of obstacles 

standing in the way of peaceful cooperation. Realism is grounded in an 

emphasis on power politics, based on the following assumptions: 

1) Human nature is characterized by selfishness and greed. 

2) Politics is a domain of human activity structured by power and 

coercion. 

3) States are the key global actors. 

4) States prioritize self-interest and survival, prioritizing security above 

all else. 

5) States operate in a context of anarchy, and thus rely on self-help. 

6) Global order is structured by the distribution of power (capabilities) 

among states. 

7) The balance of power is the principal means of ensuring stability and 

avoiding war. 

8) Ethical considerations are (and should be) irrelevant to the conduct of 

foreign policy. 

 

how do liberals see global politics? 

By contrast, how do liberals see global politics? Liberalism offers a more 

optimistic vision of global politics, based, ultimately, on a belief in human 

rationality and moral goodness (even though liberals also accept that 

people are essentially self-interested and competitive). Liberals tend to 

believe that the principle of balance or harmony operates in all forms of 

social interaction. As far as world politics is concerned, this is reflected in a 
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general commitment to internationalism, as reflected in Immanuel Kant’s 

belief in the possibility of ‘universal and perpetual peace’. The liberal model 

of global politics is based on the following key assumptions: 

 

1) Human beings are rational and moral creatures. 

2) History is a progressive process, characterized by a growing prospect 

of international cooperation and peace. 

3) Mixed-actor models of global politics are more realistic than state-

centric ones. 

4) Trade and economic interdependence make war less likely. 

5) International law helps to promote order and fosters rule-governed 

behavior among states. 

6) Democracy is inherently peaceful, particularly in reducing the 

likelihood of war between democratic states. 
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Historical Development of interconnected world  

First: Empires and international society from 1500 to 1914 

Europe’s imperial expansion after 1500 marks the beginning of a truly ‘global’ 

system of international relations. 

The relationships established during Europe’s imperial era (1500– 1918) were 

structured to benefit European states at the cost of non- European political 

communities, reinforcing European hegemony. The independence of the United 

States and South America in the 18th and 19th centuries did not diminish the 

hegemonic position of Europe’s great powers in global affairs. 

The period of European history from 1814 to 1914 is commonly called the ‘Long 

Peace’ because of the relative stability that characterized its international affairs. 

British hegemony played a key role in maintaining the Long Peace throughout the 

19th century.  

The rise of Germany, imperial competition in the non-European world, and the 

advent of modern industrial technologies have all been cited as causes of the First 

World War. The changes brought about by the First World War reshaped 

international affairs, brought the Long Peace to an end and heralded the start of 

the bloody 20th century. 

So, we can say: 

1. Europe’s imperial expansion after 1500 marks the beginning of a truly 

‘global’ system of international relations.  

2. The relationships established during Europe’s imperial era (1500– 1918) 

were structured to benefit European states at the cost of non- European 

political communities, reinforcing European hegemony. 

3. The independence of the United States and South America in the 18th and 

19th centuries did not diminish the hegemonic position of Europe’s great 

powers in global affairs. 
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Second: From the Long Peace to the First World War 

The extended period of international competition from 1500 to 1814 continues to 

fascinate IR scholars. Many of the discipline’s most important concepts such as 

balance of power derive from this extraordinarily turbulent period. Following the 

defeat of Napoleonic France in 1814, however, something equally extraordinary 

occurred: a form of ‘great power’ peace broke out on the European continent. 

This lasted – with a few interruptions – until the outbreak of the First World War 

in 1914. 

How long the 19th century’s Long Peace might have lasted became a hypothetical 

question when it collapsed at the start of the First World War in 1914. Several 

different schools of thought exist to explain this development. One sees the First 

World War as an inevitable consequence of changes in the European balance of 

power following the unification of Germany in 1871 and its rapid emergence as a 

serious economic and military challenger to British hegemony. This remains a 

commonly held view in IR, and is still important insofar as the rise of new powers 

tends to increase tensions between existing great powers. The rise of states 

makes this a worrying observation. 

The First World War 

The First World War marked the end of one epoch in world politics and the 

beginning of another. As we saw in the first chapter of this subject guide, the First 

World War was only the first of three great conflicts that came to define the 20th 

century. 

The First World War unleashed a series of changes that brought the age of 

European global hegemony to an end and ushered in the world we know today. 

The First World War, more than any other event, was the midwife of modern 

international relations. 

 

 

 



13 
 

We can summary this: 

• The period of European history from 1814 to 1914 is commonly called the 

‘Long Peace’ because of the relative stability that characterized its 

international affairs. 

• British hegemony played a key role in maintaining the Long Peace 

throughout the 19th century. 

• The rise of Germany, imperial competition in the non-European world and 

the advent of modern industrial technologies have all been cited as causes 

of the First World War. 

• The changes brought on by the First World War fundamentally reshaped 

international affairs, brought the Long Peace to an end and heralded the 

start of the bloody 20th century. 

Third: the short 20th century from 1919 to 1991 

The ‘short’ 20th century describes the tumultuous period from the beginning of 

the First World War in 1914 to the end of the Cold War in 1991. The end of the 

First World War ushered in new ideas to the field of international politics, 

including self-determination – the right of a political community to decide its own 

political future. 

By the end of the Second World War, the great European powers of the 19th 

century had been surpassed by the rise of two new superpowers: the United 

States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). 

There is some logic behind this simplistic assumption. Powerful states can use 

their influence to shape the norms, rules and practices that influence 

international behavior. In a society divided between two great powers, small 

states will probably be drawn into one camp or the other – splitting the world into 

competing blocs with their own preferred norms, rules and practices. 

International relations often describe an international society according to its 

polarity – a condition defined by the number of great powers that dominate a 

system: 
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1. A society with three or more great powers is multipolar. 

2. A society with two great powers is bipolar. 

3. A society with a single great power is unipolar. 

The Cold War was an era of bipolarity, in which the world divided into opposed 

blocs of states centered on the USA and the USSR. In a world of independent 

states, shared problems are dealt with through mutually agreed rules and 

organizations associated with global governance. 

The United Nations is an intergovernmental organization (IGO) whose main 

purpose is to protect the sovereign independence of its member states. Unlike 

the League of Nations that preceded it, the UN balances the independence of its 

member states against the need to sanction and stop threats to international 

peace and security. 

Fourth: The post-Cold War world 

The decade following 1991 was one of US unipolarity. Between 1991 and 2001, 

US foreign policy focused on multilateral global governance, including the 

establishment of the WTO and the expansion of the EU and NATO. 

Democratization was a key goal of US foreign policy in this period. 

Following 1991, European states of the former Soviet bloc joined IGOs like NATO 

and the EU, while multinational states broke up into their component nations. 

The Communist states of Asia took steps to avoid the fate of the USRR by opening 

their economies to the global capitalist system while maintaining their 

authoritarian domestic political systems. 

Europe’s largely successful transition away from bipolarity has been helped by the 

continent’s shared sense of identity and the strength of the EU and NATO. The 

end of the Cold War brought widespread change to the global South, including a 

widespread movement towards liberal economic policies and several examples of 

state collapse. 

The War on Terror has changed the rules of international society, increasing the 

likelihood of great power intervention. US foreign policy after 9/11 shifted from 
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multilateralism to unilateralism, undermining norms associated with non-

intervention, state sovereignty and territorial integrity. The US fight against 

violent non-state actors, including terrorists, has allowed it and other states to 

adopt behaviors that were previously against the rules of international society. 

 

Important concepts 

Sovereign state 

 In international law is a political entity that is represented by one centralized 

government that has sovereignty over a geographic area. International law 

defines sovereign states as having a permanent population, defined territory, one 

government and the capacity to enter into relations with other sovereign states. It 

is also normally understood that a sovereign state is neither dependent on nor 

subjected to any other power or state. 

International law 

International law, also called public international law or law of nations, the body 

of legal rules, norms, and standards that apply between sovereign states and 

other entities that are legally recognized as international actors. The term was 

coined by the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832). 

The international law is generally defined as a set of rules that regulate relations 

between states. Cali defined it as “a system of rules created deliberately and 

explicitly by states. Where states have expressly willed to be bound by the rules” 

Alliance  

Alliance formulation is considered to be one of the most curious aspects of 

international relations. Alliance formation is considered as a strategy that states 

use in the formulation and implementation of their foreign policies.  
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Alliance, in international relations, is a formal agreement between two or more 

states for mutual support in case of war. Contemporary alliances provide for 

combined action on the part of two or more independent states and are generally 

defensive in nature, obligating allies to join forces if one or more of them is 

attacked by another state or coalition. Although alliances may be informal, they 

are typically formalized by a treaty of alliance, the most critical clauses of which 

are those that define the casus foederis, or the circumstances under which the 

treaty obligates an ally to aid a fellow member. 

International Society   

The idea of international society relies on the assumption of the “societal” nature 

of inter-state relations. This concept is usually taken to mean that order in 

international politics is maintained due to social bonds between states.  

Hedley Bull authored the most concise definition, according to which 

international society. “exists when a group of states, conscious of certain 

common interests and common values, form a society in the sense that they 

conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with 

one another, and share in the working of common institutions”. 

Its simplest exposition, international society is one of the ways of characterizing 

relations between states both historically and in the present. The idea relies 

heavily on a particular historical narrative used to account for the emergence of 

the European interstate system 

Globalization 

Globalization is a phenomenon involving the integration of economies, cultures, 

governmental policies, and political movements around the world. 

Internationalization is nothing new. Many of the large empires and religious 

movements represented forms of globalization. Trade and investment between 

countries have promoted interdependence of the world’s economies for 

centuries. What is now called globalization, however, represents an exponential 

acceleration of the integration process. 
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Actors in world politics 

Actors in world politics, states and non-state actors, according to Professor Ryo 

Osiba of Hitotsubashi University, can be defined as the entities which have the 

following three features: (a) They should have the autonomous capacity to 

determine their own purposes and interests; (b) They should also have the 

capability to mobilize human and material resources to achieve these purposes 

and interests; (c) Their actions should be significant enough to influence the state-

to-state relations or the behavior of other non-state actors in the global system. 

States remain the main actors in world affairs and today there are less than 200 

states (national governments) in the global system. On the other hand, non-state 

actors are increasingly the focus of analysis among scholars as territoriality, the 

defining feature of the Westphalian state, has been steadily diminishing in 

relation to non-territorial, non-state actors. 

State is a politically organized body of people at given territory and characterized 

by public authority and legal use of violence. State should: a) maintain monopoly 

in (legal) use of force at their territory. B) Be recognized as sovereign state by 

other states. C)  Set up a public and legal government.  

Why state play essential role in international system? 

1) Define structure of the international system. 

2) Have monopoly to use force within their sovereign territory. 

3) Are able to consolidate much more financial, military and other resources 

than any other actor. 

4) Possess different aspects of power, not just economic or social. 

5) Create legal space for non-state actors and international organization to 

function, and can eliminate them, if they want. 

6) Any individual or companies have a legal connection to certain state 

operate according to state regulation. 

7) Stated are the only universal organization forms of political space. Non 

universal alternative to state emerged. 
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8) Only state sovereignty allows nation to get independence and determine 

their own development and future. 

9) State is necessary for democracy: democracy without states is impossible. 

10) Political life and territories without state are chaos (failed state). 

Non-State Actors 

The concept of non-state actors is generally understood as including any entity 

that is not actually a state, often used to refer to armed groups, terrorists, civil 

society, religious groups, or corporations; the concept is occasionally used to 

encompass intergovernmental organizations. The term non-State actors are a 

superordinate concept that encompasses all those actors in international 

relations that are not → State[s]. 

It comprises individuals (→ Individuals in International Law) as well as entities, the 

latter spanning a large range of organizations and institutions on the global, 

regional, sub-regional as well as the local levels. These entities cannot be 

identified by common sociological features as they include, inter alia, 

international organizations, corporations, → non-governmental organizations 

(‘NGOs’), → de facto regime[s], trade associations, and transnational 

corporations, terrorist groups and transnational criminal organizations. 

Non-State actors are increasingly gaining relevance in international relations, 

though this may not be commensurate with attaining legal capacity.  

Non-State actors may be classified in two broad categories, one being 

international organizations or formations of States, as well as sub-State actors (→ 

Federal States); these non-State actors retain state or governmental 

characteristics. 

Types of non-state actors: 

1. NGOs (Non-governmental organizations) 

2. INGOs (International non-governmental organizations) 

3. MNCs (Multi-National Corporations) 
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4. VNSAs (Violent Non-State Actors) 

 

International security 

International security, also called global security, is a term which refers to the 

measures taken by states and international organizations, such as the United 

Nations, European Union, and others, to ensure mutual survival and safety. These 

measures include military action and diplomatic agreements such as treaties and 

conventions. International and national security are invariably linked. 

International security is national security or state security in the global arena. 

International security has taken new forms in twenty-first century, the concept of 

international security as security among states belongs to twentieth century. 

Threats are no longer primarily coming from states, Threats are coming from 

ethnic groups obsessed by hyper nationalism, from criminal gangs, Mafiosi 

governance, from epidemics, AIDS, terrorism, dangerous food, from poverty, from 

economic mismanagement, from over-population, from failed stated, from flows 

of refuges, and from pollution. 

A useful and rewarding exercise is to distinguish between six levels of security, 

each defined by the security actors that at the same time are victims of the 

security-related threats at that level: 

1. Security for the individual (individual security). 

2. Security for the social group, the community, “nation,” organized national or 

ethnic entity (societal security). 

3. Security for the state or “nation,” in the US terminology (national security). 

4. Security for the region, that is, a coherent security region, not necessarily one 

based on proximity (regional security).   

 5. Security for the society of nations or what could be referred to as 

“international society,” consisting of all, or most states in the world (international 

security).    
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6. Security for the globe, meaning “Spaceship Earth” or the planet (global 

security).. 

 

Balance of power 

The balance of power theory in international relations suggests that states may 

secure their survival by preventing any one state from gaining enough military 

power to dominate all others. If one state becomes much stronger, the theory 

predicts it will take advantage of its weaker neighbors, thereby driving them to 

unite in a defensive coalition. Some realists maintain that a balance-of-power 

system is more stable than one with a dominant state, as aggression is 

unprofitable when there is equilibrium of power between rival coalitions. 

The balance of power theory is a core tenet of both classical and neorealist theory 

and seeks to explain alliance formation. Due to the neorealist idea of anarchism 

as a result of the international system, states must ensure their survival through 

maintaining or increasing their power in a self-help world. According to Kenneth 

Waltz, founder of neorealism, "balance-of-power politics prevail wherever two, 

and only two requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and that it be 

populated by units wishing to survive" 

Balance of power, in international relations, the posture and policy of a nation or 

group of nations protecting itself against another nation or group of nations by 

matching its power against the power of the other side. States can pursue a policy 

of balance of power in two ways: by increasing their own power, as when 

engaging in an armaments race or in the competitive acquisition of territory; or by 

adding to their own power that of other states, as when embarking upon a policy 

of alliances.  

Middle power 

Middle power, in international relations, a state that holds a position in the 

international power spectrum that is in the “middle”—below that of a 
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superpower, which wields vastly superior influence over all other states, or of a 

great power, but with sufficient ability to shape international events. 

There are two ways to define a middle power: one is based on a state’s military 

strength, capabilities, and geostrategic position, while a second is based on a 

state’s leadership capabilities—in other words, that such states are perceived as 

being liberal, oriented toward democracy, and having legitimate concerns in 

international politics. The first conceptualization stems from a realist paradigm 

and the second from a pluralist paradigm. 

Middle powers favor multilateral foreign policy and the formation of coalitions 

rather than unilateral decision making in foreign policy. The style of diplomacy 

used by middle powers has been labeled “niche diplomacy,” During the Cold War; 

the concept of middle powers became empirically stronger as an analytical tool in 

international relations as a result of a balance of power between the two 

superpowers. 

The role that middle powers play as legitimate brokers is emphasized in the 

pluralist paradigm of international-relations theory. Middle powers are important 

to the creation and maintenance of world order, and they favour the 

establishment of international institutions. In that sense, they act as stabilizers in 

the world system. 

The United Kingdom, China, France and Russia are great powers due to strong 

economies and their status as recognized nuclear powers and their permanent 

seats on the UN Security Council. Some academics also believe that Germany and 

Japan are not middle powers but great powers, due to their economic strengths 

and global influence.[8] The overlaps between the lists of middle powers and 

great powers, and between the lists of small powers and middle powers, show 

that there is no unanimous agreement among authorities. 

 

  



22 
 

Introduction to global governance 

Having reviewed a number of pressing issues facing international society today, 

you are faced with a simple question: does humanity have the collective means to 

deal with our global problems? 

In our discussions so far, we have considered a variety of challenges facing 

international society today. Some of these concern inter-state relations – issues 

that IR’s statist approaches are well positioned to address. Others, such as the 

global environmental crisis and poverty, affect actors around the world with no 

regard for sovereign borders. These are transnational issues, whose causes and 

solutions are not limited to the society of states. Because their causes lie outside 

the jurisdiction of any one state, transnational issues cannot be addressed by 

states alone. 

They require cooperation and coordination between a range of state and non-

state actors. These help state and non-state actors cooperate and coordinate 

their activities in our anarchic international society. Institutions and regimes help 

actors to manage transnational issues by creating norms, rules and practices that 

shape actors’ behavior and build trust between them. 

This process – known as global governance – often leads to the creation of formal 

international organizations (IOs) where disputes can be judged and treaties can 

be interpreted. This chapter will consider the global governance potential of 

several such organizations. 

Criticized by some for being too powerful and by others for not being powerful 

enough, IOs range from specialized agencies – such as the Universal Postal Union 

and the World Meteorological Organization – to sprawling organizations that deal 

with issue areas as varied as security, the world economy and regional 

integration. 

The sections that follow present a brief guide of some of the important 

international organizations in the world today: the United Nations (UN), the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the World Bank and the International 
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Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and a 

number of important regional organizations. 

These have become crucial global governance tools, carrying out tasks that states 

have been unwilling or unable to do. Because they regulate actors’ behavior, 

international organizations constitute a system of global governance – a loose 

framework of organizations and institutions that constrain actors and solve 

specific problems within international society. 

Sometimes incorrectly identified as a form of world government, IOs are essential 

to the management of international society. Still, they have their limits. 

First, they are too many and their responsibilities too overlapping to be thought 

of in terms of anything so organized as a government. 

Second, they exist in an international society dominated by sovereign states. 

In some cases, however, states have voluntarily surrendered some of their power 

to specific international organizations, giving these non-state actors some 

decision-making capacity. How they chose to exercise that capacity often 

determines their success or failure on the international stage. 

What is the difference between global governance and global government? 

Governance, broadly, refers to the various ways in which social life is co-

ordinated, of which government is merely one. Global governance refers to the 

various processes through which decision-making and co-operation at a global 

level is facilitated, operating through multilateral systems of regulation. At the 

heart of the emerging system of global governance is the UN and its various 

bodies, together with the institutions of global economic governance, notably the 

WTO, the World Bank and the IMF. Rather than imposing their will on individual 

states, the processes provide the framework for the development of 

intergovernmental relationships, reflecting a growing acceptance of global 

interdependence. Global governance does not only involve intergovernmental 

bodies, but also the participation of non-governmental actors such as NGOs, 

national corporations, global capital markets, citizens’ movements and so on. 
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World government, by contrast, refers to the idea of centralized authority 

operating through a single, supranational body. Strictly speaking, such a 

government would involve the establishment of a monopoly of the use of force 

worldwide, as well as the surrendering of sovereignty by individual states. 

However, the most versions of world government are based on the idea of world 

federalism, in which the central authority is vested with supreme authority in 

relation to certain functions, while state governments continue to have 

jurisdiction in relation to other functions. While global governance aims to 

containing the pressures generated by anarchy, world government would banish 

anarchy altogether by establishing and enforcing an international rule of law, 

sometimes seen as world law. Although the League of Nations and the United 

Nations were often presented as early prototypes of world government, neither 

has come close to realizing this goal. 

Global government could be described as a single global body whose aims and 

goals are clearly set to govern other actors. Being a governing body, it has ties 

with other states but does not have a horizontal power relationship with them. 

Indeed, there is a form of hierarchal relationship. The closest organization we 

have to resembling a global government would be the United Nations. However, 

it does not quite fit into the category of a global government as power 

relationships are horizontal and states have an important say in what is done 

within the UN. Global governance, on the other hand can be described as a 

process of interactive decision-making at the global level that involves formal and 

informal mechanisms as well as governmental and non-governmental bodies. 

However, states do remain the main actors; as such there is both a horizontal and 

vertical interactions in which officials in different branches of government work 

with counterparts.  

The second step in answering this question is by pointing out the differences 

between both terms.  

1) The power relationships, for global governance there is a clear relation 

amongst all actors. However, in a global government the power is unilinear, 

from top to bottom, in other words it is a hierarchy.  
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2) Another difference is that a global government is not a process it is an 

actual body or organization, whereas governance is a dynamic process with 

various actors and power balances.  

3) The last difference would be the existence of both in modern politics, there 

is no current global government whereas there are different forms of global 

governance. 

 

 


