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Global governance and international organizations 
 

 

Aims of the Section 

The aims of this chapter are to: 

 Understand the role of international organizations in the international 

system 

 Explain their different goals and structures 

 Assess the different organizations and regimes associated with regionalism 

in different parts of the world. 

 

Chapter synopsis (outline) 

 Global governance is the process by which sovereign states coordinate and 

cooperate in pursuit of solutions to transnational issues, often through the 

good offices of international organizations. 

 Contemporary international society does not constitute a world 

government in the sense that states are functionally sovereign and are 

therefore free to determine their own domestic and international policies. 

 The United Nations is the successor organization to the League of Nations, 

whose weaknesses it tried to avoid through the inclusion of all the post-war 

great powers. 

 The main function of the UN is to address threats to international peace 

and security through the work of the UN Security Council. 

 Other tasks include decolonization, economic and social development, the 

maintenance of diplomatic communication and the elaboration of 

international law. 

 The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is the organizational embodiment of 

the transatlantic security regime that integrates the national security of 

states in North America and Europe. 

 NATO’s main goal is to ensure the collective security of its members, which 

today include several states on the borders of the Russian Federation. 



4 
 

 The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund were first designed 

as part of the Bretton Woods system of global economic management. 

 The main goal of these organizations today is to manage and support the 

global economy through economic development, credit guarantees and 

liberal economic policies. 

 The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is the international 

organization primarily responsible for global efforts to counter nuclear 

proliferation and to encourage the peaceful use of atomic and nuclear 

technologies. 

 The IAEA is the main agency responsible for monitoring compliance with 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty and other agreements made under the 

international non-proliferation regime, including the 2015 Iranian Nuclear 

Deal. 

 In addition to the global international organizations discussed above, the 

world is also dotted with regional organizations that help efforts at global 

governance in specific parts of the world. These include the European 

Union, the African Union, the Organization of American States and the 

Association of South East Asian Nations. 

 Although the EU is the most powerful of these organizations, it too is 

showing signs of strain as member states assert their sovereignty in the 

face of EU rulings on migration. 
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Introduction 
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. Chapters 6 and 7 of this subject guide exposed you to English School 

institutions and Liberal regimes. 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. 
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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. 

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, 
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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.  

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. 

 

  



9 
 

United Nations (UN) 
United Nations (UN), international organization established on October 24, 1945. 

The United Nations (UN) was the second multipurpose international organization 

established in the 20th century that was worldwide in scope and membership. Its 

predecessor, the League of Nations, was created by the Treaty of Versailles in 

1919 and disbanded in 1946. Headquartered in New York City, the UN also has 

regional offices in Geneva, Vienna, and Nairobi. Its official languages are Arabic, 

Chinese, English, French, Russian, and Spanish. 

Its successor, the United Nations (UN) – founded in 1945 – was different to the 

League in several respects. Its membership included the USSR and the USA. It also 

formally recognized the privileged position of the five major powers – the USA, 

the USSR, the United Kingdom, France and China (then represented by the 

Nationalist government). It granted these states – called the Permanent Five (P5) 

– veto powers in the Security Council, the organ dedicated to preserving 

‘international peace and security’. Designed to ‘save succeeding generations from 

the scourge of war’, the UN’s early idealism soon fell prey to Cold War divisions. 

Still, the organization continued to grow as new states were born through 

decolonization and the work of the Trusteeship Council. Over time, the UN has 

created subsidiary organizations to deal with a host of international issues. 

Significantly, it was through the UN that the horizontal proliferation of nuclear 

weapons was first addressed. 

The United Nations is the only global international organization that serves 

multiple functions in international relations. The UN was designed to ensure 

international peace and security, and its founders realized that peace and security 

could not be achieved without attention to issues of rights—including political, 

legal, economic, social, environmental, and individual.  

Yet the UN has faced difficulties in achieving its goals, because its organizational 

structure still reflects the power relationships of the immediate post-1945 world, 

despite the fact that the world has changed dramatically—particularly with 
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respect to the post-Cold War relationship between the United States and Russia 

and the dramatic increase in the number of independent states.   

The UN is often ridiculed by its critics as being a mere talking shop, a den of 

corruption, a toothless organization or a meeting place for dubious 

nondemocratic states. It is frequently found guilty of failing to do things that it 

was never designed to do, such as enforcing human rights and ending conflicts. It 

is also blamed for failing to carry out tasks for which it has never been given the 

mandate or the money. None of these charges is fair. Rather than judging the 

organization against impossible goals such as the establishment of world peace, 

your analysis should focus on its work ‘on the ground’: looking after refugees, 

keeping warring factions separated, feeding starving populations and delivering 

some hope to the world’s most underdeveloped people. Though less than perfect, 

the UN has consistently tried to help people and states that find themselves 

grossly disadvantaged in international society. It remains a key driver of human 

development around the world, often doing difficult and dangerous work with 

little funding or support from its member states. 

By the end of the Cold War, the UN had acquired a degree of authority among its 

member states that the League of Nations never achieved. Even a government as 

hostile to the UN as George W. Bush’s administration ran up against the 

authoritative power of the UN when it decided to go to war in Iraq in 2003 

without the organization’s backing.  

Without UN backing, US policy looked more like an exercise in imperialism than 

one aimed at the maintenance of international peace and stability, delegitimizing 

the actions of the most powerful state in the world. While this did not stop the 

war, it had a significant impact on the way in which the war was perceived around 

the world and had a terrible effect on the USA’s soft power capabilities. 
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The North Atlantic Treaty Organization  

 

 

While the UN is a truly global body representing the interests of 193 member 

states across the world; the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has a far 

more modest jurisdiction. NATO is at the heart of the transatlantic security 

regime, which locks together the security interests of Europe and North America. 

Unlike the UN, NATO does not pretend to multi-task. It is a collective security 

organization that has a well-defined ‘hard power’ role in IR: to deter, plan, fight 

and win wars. One of the great ironies of NATO is that it never engaged in combat 

during the Cold War – the conflict it was designed to fight. Since 1991, however, it 

has gone to war many times: first in Kosovo and then in Afghanistan, where it was 

massively committed. 

Composed of two branches – a political wing and a military wing known as SHAPE 

(Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers in Europe) – NATO grew out of four post-

war fears: 

 Fear of a resurgent Germany 

 Fear of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 

 Fear that US isolationism might leave Europe without a permanent US 

presence 

 Fear that Europe might revert to old habits of interstate rivalry and war. 

 

To paraphrase Lord Ismay, its first secretary general, NATO was designed ‘to keep 

the Americans in, the Russians out and the Germans down’. If these points 

describe NATO’s historic purpose before 1989, it was completely successful. The 

main problem it has faced since the end of the Cold War is how to define its new 

role. Its first instinct was to do nothing at all on the reasonable grounds that the 

USA had promised Gorbachev that NATO would not push its boundaries 

eastwards beyond Germany’s eastern borders. 

Once Central and Eastern European states began asking for membership, 

however, the organization changed its mind and began to enlarge on the grounds 

that this is what Central and Eastern Europeans actually wanted. Officially 
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launched as policy following the publication of a 1995 review, enlargement has 

expanded the security community to 28 states following the accession of Albania 

and Croatia. 

Expansion has led to problems, particularly in regard to the organization’s 

relationship with Russia. Moscow’s suspicion of NATO’s intentions, partly a 

residual fear from the Cold War and partly a result of broken promises to limit 

NATO’s to the Oder River, contributed to the Russian war against Georgia in 2009 

and the ongoing conflict in Crimea and eastern Ukraine. 

NATO’s ongoing air operations in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are a direct result 

of the Ukrainian crisis – proof of NATO’s core commitment to collective security 

as enshrined in Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which declares that an 

attack on any one member is an attack on them all. 

Until the recent Russo-Ukrainian crisis, there was little likelihood of an orthodox 

military assault across the alliance’s borders. Most of the threats facing NATO 

were unconventional. These included terrorism, rogue states with weapons of 

mass destruction (WMD), global trade disruption and cyber-attacks on critical 

infrastructure such as power grids. 

 

The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
 

While NATO is tasked with managing issues of war and peace – ‘security’ by any 

other name – the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World 

Trade Organization and the G8/G20 have a narrower, though no less difficult, job 

supporting the global economy.  

The world economy emerged from the Second World War in terrible condition. 

This led economic policy-makers to the conclusion that without a system of 

international support and policy coordination, there was every chance that the 

world would again experience the sort of economic and financial turbulence that 

had led to the Great Depression and, arguably, the Second World War itself. Over 

time, interest in the connection between the international political and economic 

systems has led to the growth of international political economy (IPE). 
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Three new international organizations were created after the war as part of the 

Bretton Woods system, which was meant to promote a new world economic 

order. These included: 

 The IMF, whose purpose is to ensure a stable exchange rate regime and the 

provision of emergency financial assistance to states.  

 The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) – today 

the World Bank – whose goal was to facilitate European post-war 

reconstruction, but whose longer term job was to provide development 

assistance around the world 

 The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) – today the WTO – 

which became a forum for negotiations on trade liberalization. 

Each of these new organizations has undergone some form of mission creep since 

its creation, progressively widening their responsibilities well beyond original 

intentions. For the IMF, this happened in the economically turbulent 1970s when 

its purpose was transformed from the arbiter of global monetary stability to the 

leading advocate of what Higgott calls ‘country macro-economic rectitude’. 

These new terms tied financial assistance to far-reaching economic reforms that 

were designed to shift client economies away from state-led growth strategies 

towards the private sector. Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) became 

central to IMF loans, (1) forcing sovereign states to cut back on their spending in 

order to balance their books. (2) Although SAPs often reduce government deficits, 

(3) they also reduce the already limited public goods that states are able to 

provide to their citizens, (4) undermining the ability of governments to exercise 

sovereign control over their territory.  

This can have dramatic implications for peace and stability by creating failed 

states. Further evolution took place following the collapse of Communism, as the 

IMF turned its attention to facilitating the transition of post-communist 

economies to the capitalist world system. 

How are we to judge the impact and success of economic multilateralism? 
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Some thinkers judges them to have been relatively successful in terms of 

helping the world economy recover after the war, and in providing a form of 

global governance in an era characterized by increasing levels of economic 

interdependence. As a number of Marxist analysts point out, the proliferation of 

international bodies over the past few years has done nothing to counter the 

increasingly uneven distribution of wealth and economic power in the world. 

Indeed, even after recent moves to replace the G8 with the more 

representative G20, the governance structures behind the world economy are run 

by (and possibly for) rich and developed states. International economic 

organizations have not done much to reduce the number of people living in 

absolute poverty. 

Economic IOs have also failed to get rid of economic subsidies that work to 

the advantage of wealthy economies. The absolute gulf between the richer and 

the poorer states over the past 30 years has widened. The system of economic 

governance embodied in the international economic regime now faces its 

sternest test in at least three decades as it tries to stabilize the world economy 

following the financial crisis of 2008, the sovereign debt crisis and credit crunch 

that followed, and the 2015 global economic slowdown emanating from China. 

 

The International Atomic Energy Agency 
 

If the management of an increasingly integrated and interdependent world 

economy has led to the creation of an ever-expanding set of global economic 

regimes, the same is true of atomic and nuclear energy. 

Since the invention of atomic weapons in 1945, there has been a powerful 

impulse to create a regulatory framework to control the use of atomic energy, 

promote counter-proliferation and reinforce the nuclear taboo. 

To this end, in 1946 the Truman Administration proposed the Baruch Plan. 

This drew heavily on the Acheson–Lilienthal Report of 1946, and proposed to 

dismantle and destroy the US nuclear arsenal – the only nuclear arsenal in the 

world at the time. 
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Under this plan, US disarmament would be conditional on two things:  

1. The establishment of an ‘international atomic development authority’ that 

would own and control all militarily applicable nuclear materials and 

activities. 

2. The creation of a system of automatic sanctions to punish states 

attempting to acquire the capability to make nuclear weapons or fissile 

material.  

Under the Baruch Plan, the Security Council would be unable to veto these 

sanctions. 

The Baruch Plan failed to emerge from the United Nations Atomic Energy 

Commission (UNAEC) because the USSR – which was developing its own atomic 

bomb – planned to veto it in the Security Council. It remained official US policy 

until 1953, when President Eisenhower made his ‘Atoms for Peace’ proposal at 

the UN General Assembly. 

This led to the creation of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 

1957. Its main principle was to pursue the ‘safe, secure and peaceful uses of 

nuclear sciences and technology’. To achieve this, the IAEA has been tasked with 

two purposes: 

1. To facilitate the spread of peaceful atomic and nuclear power technology. 

2. To oppose its weaponisation. 

Based in Vienna, the organization is tasked – like the UNAEC before it – with 

addressing ‘the problems raised by the discovery of atomic energy’. It seeks to do 

so by a two-pronged strategy of ensuring that atomic power is used for (1) 

peaceful purposes, and (2) establishing safeguards to protect compliant states 

against weapon proliferators who might cheat and evade the international 

nuclear regime. 

Efforts to conclude an international agreement to limit the spread of 

nuclear weapons did not begin in earnest until the early 1960s. Although initial 

efforts stalled, they started up again in 1964 after China detonated its first nuclear 

weapon. By 1968, after much debate and a lot of disagreement between nuclear 

states and non-nuclear weapon states, the text of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty (NPT) was finally completed. 
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The NPT is a deeply unequal document insofar as it distinguishes between 

the five governments which are deemed to be legitimate weapons states – the 

USA, the USSR, the United Kingdom, France and China – and the rest of the 

world, which are not. It is a very practical document, establishing a specific 

system of controls, confidence-building measures and safeguarding systems 

under the direct responsibility of the IAEA. 

Only a few states refused to sign on. These included India, who criticized 

the treaty because it privileged the powerful and undermined Indian sovereignty; 

Pakistan, who feared India’s nuclear ambitions; Israel, who feared its Arab 

neighbors and has taken a stance described as nuclear opacity; and North Korea, 

who feared South Korea and its Western allies. Still, these were the exception 

rather than the rule. By the end of the 1980s, the world at large could feel 

reasonably satisfied with its coordinated efforts to produce a workable non-

proliferation regime. 

Whether or not international organizations like the IAEA and treaties like 

the NPT are able to deal with these serious problems remains an open question, 

though the Iran Nuclear Deal holds out some hope. Among those who doubt the 

utility of international regimes, there are powerful voices in the international 

community – especially among Realists in Israel and the USA – calling for decisive 

military action to prevent the further spread of nuclear weapons. 

One war has already been fought – albeit on the basis of dubious 

intelligence – to prevent Iraq acquiring weapons of mass destruction. It is possible 

that similar operations might be waged in the future. If, or when, this happens, it 

will not only pose a serious risk to international peace and stability in the Middle 

East, but also to the credibility of international organizations and norms that 

constitute the non-proliferation regime. 
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Regional organizations 
 

Standing halfway between the state and internationalization, regions have 

become a major focus for discussion in IR. How should we think about and 

identify them? Are regions fixed or do they change over time? How do regions 

differ from each other? Do actors within certain regions think of themselves in 

‘regional’ terms? Each of these questions remains a key issue in a 30-year-old 

debate on regionalization – one that by definition has major consequences for 

how we think about regional organizations. 

Today’s regional organizations are many and varied in terms of their 

purposes and principles. Regional organizations come in many forms: from the 

purely economic to the linguistic, and from the religious to the political and 

military. There are currently around 76 regional organizations in the world, 

regulating trade, determining regions’ relationships with the outside world, 

defining the terms under which the organization can intervene in the internal 

affairs of their member states and even – in at least one case – passing laws that 

govern what happens to member states’ citizens. 

Many regions that began as economically closed systems have, under 

pressure from globalization, opened up to the world economy. Still, only one 

regional organization has so far created its own currency. Introduced in 1999, the 

Euro has become the second most traded currency on global markets. 

 


