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Probabilistic and critical research on the structures and dynamics of
contemporary global governance has grown and improved dramat-
ically over the last decade—the founding of this very journal is

symbolic of these trends. Much attention has also been given to reforms
of particular organizations, such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organziation (NATO). But far less
possible and creative scholarship on broad, future global governance
architectures is available.

In this article, I delineate several normative-analytic images of pos-
sible future global governance architectures that have been articulated
in some fashion by scholars and practitioners.1 I then offer a synthetic
transnational perspective on world dynamics over the twentieth century
and their implications for these possible future global governance archi-
tectures. I conclude with some cautious prospective and prescriptive
thoughts on future global governance architectures for a transnational
world.

I submit that any of the normative analytic images identified here
are politically possible. The current transnationalized world we live in
seems to suggest that the current hybridity of global governance might
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persist for some time. But the longer we gaze into the future, the greater
the uncertainty over which of these or others is more likely to emerge,
particularly when we remember that 300,000 political units once existed
in the world, compared with the 200 countries that populate the globe
today.2

Normative-Analytic Images of 
Future Global Governance Architectures

At least six normative-analytic images of future world orders might be
seen as competing for institutional dominance, if not ideological hege-
mony, in the contemporary world. I include among these models: (1)
multilateralism, (2) grassroots globalism, (3) multiple regionalisms, (4)
world statism, (5) networked governance, and (6) institutional heter-
archy. These models are clearly internally diverse and by no means fully
articulated, mutually exclusive, or necessarily exhaustive. Nevertheless,
the survey provided in this article offers an initial analysis of norma-
tive-analytic images for further refinement and debate.

Because the focus is on images that are normatively desirable for
at least some identifiable social actors, other, perhaps even more likely,
future scenarios are not addressed in this article. For example, I do not
explore the very real likelihood of global “warring parochialisms”
entailing continual conflict among different types and sizes of social
formations around the world up to the level of civilizational clashes.3

Nor do I examine various types of imperial systems that still exist, are
reemerging, or may reemerge. And continuation of the current world
disorder over the long term is hardly improbable.

Multilateralism, or polyarchic interstatism, is by far the easiest nor-
mative-analytic image of global governance to see, and various versions of
it are arguably the most discussed, advocated, and practically attempted
today.4 In its mimimal desirable form, this model entails truly functioning
and formally equal “sovereign” states5 covering the planet, all fulfilling
more or less democratic procedural standards internally.6 Through trans-
parent, participatory, and accountable processes of principal-agent dele-
gation and monitoring from citizens to states to interstate organizations
(IOs) embedded in well-articulated regional or worldwide interstate
regimes (IRs, i.e, norms, rules, decisionmaking structures, and processes),
challenges and opportunities facing the world society of states (and their
citizens) are addressed fairly, effectively, and efficiently.7

In its maximal forms, polyarchic multilateralism would entail a greater
equalization of interstate authority relations through the democratization
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(toward a greater quantity and quality of transparency, participation, and
accountability) of various IOs (such as the UN Security Council and the
IMF board, for example), and we could envision IRs that would pro-
mote widespread demilitarization linked to collective security mecha-
nisms, large-scale interstate tax redistribution processes (like the Tobin
tax)8, and world forums for civic dialogue and engagement (like peri-
odic and inclusive world conferences and world commissions).9 This
greater equalization of authority relations could occur with or without
a prior, concomitant, or consequential equalization of interstate power
relations. Note well that in this image, other actors and levels of gover-
nance besides central states do exist, but the latter remain the over-
whelmingly predominant constituents and agents of global governance.

Grassroots globalism involves, at minimum, greatly decentering
territorial bureaucratic central states and extant IOs and IRs and replac-
ing them with peoples organizing anew in self-governing local commu-
nities. It entails radical decentralization of authority relations to the
“local” level through omnipresent processes of direct participation in all
spheres of political, economic, and social life.10 This deep democrati-
zation is also predicated on eliminating multinational corporations in
favor of modes of production, distribution, and consumption that com-
bine the best features of socialist, solidarity, and ecologically embedded
economies. Dynamism would be ensured through empowered citizen
participation for the continual reinvigoration of societies, especially
through the cyclical emergence and waning of transgressive social move-
ments (e.g., feminist, ecological) from time to time.11

Moving to a higher governance level than the local, one could
imagine a world of multiple cooperative regionalisms. One key notion
in this model is that the predominant locus of authority would not be
central states but rather various regional collectivities of political units
(states or other forms) and societies. An important facet of this model is
that these regional collectivities would not be primarily, or mostly,
states themselves governing larger geographical territories. The regions
could be territorially smaller or larger, organized differently or simi-
larly, but all would meet minimum thresholds of democratic decision-
making and institutional capacity. The regions could be more or less
self-contained but would cooperatively interact with each other to the
extent that transregional problems or opportunities arose. One could
also imagine the emergence of interregional organizations and regimes
in a world of multiple cooperative regionalisms.

There also remains the enduring vision of a world state, more or less
democratically constituted and democratically governed.12 The range of
possible institutional arrangements of a world state is potentially limitless
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and can draw heavily on the long traditions of theorizing and experi-
menting with “subplanetary” sovereign territorial political regimes. At the
center of the notion of a world state would, however, be the notion that
citizens would acquire their ultimate rights and owe their ultimate respon-
sibilities to a global, formal, organized authority with worldwide reach.

A world state would require a planetary military-security establish-
ment with a “monopoly of force,” unless the possibility of complete demil-
itarization is achieved. Even then, some form of police force with world-
wide reach would certainly be needed. It would also have to have a
universal tax-collecting agency for it to be considered a state in the most
minimal sense. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, along with a
set of ratified, international treaties, could certainly be the base constitu-
tional framework for a world state. This world state could entail a plane-
tary assembly, planetary executive, planetary court, planetary bank, and the
like. One could imagine various forms of democracy (e.g., parliamentary,
presidential) and forms of federalism with subsidiary territorial units (either
homogenously or heterogeneously) assembled together or constituted anew.
Alternatively, or in some mixed form, functional domains (a planetary cor-
poratism?) could be the organizing basis of this world state. And various
permutations could be imagined.13

Models of networked governance come in two versions: the transgov-
ernmental and the multistakeholder. Proponents of both espouse that net-
works can provide the appropriate balance between the efficiency of decen-
tralized markets, the authority of hierarchical states, and the accountability
of democratic systems required for a complex, high-paced, and deeply
interconnected world.14 These networks are likely to cross levels of gover-
nance but can be either ad hoc or institutionalized. The key difference
between the two types is the nature of the actors that constitute the networks.
In the transgovernmental image, it is primarily state governmental and
bureaucratic actors, although not just from central states; in the multistake-
holder variant, it is state and nonstate actors from various sectors.

In the transgovernmental image, horizontal and vertical networks of
governmental officials and agents (e.g., central bankers, judges, legisla-
tors, ministers, generals) from disaggregated states share information,
increase capacity, and coordinate activity to manage global affairs.15 In
the multistakeholder variant, waxing and waning networks of relevant
actors from across sectors (public governmental, private business, and
private nonprofit/nongovernmental, in particular) join together in loose
institutional arrangements to address global challenges and seize global
opportunities in different domains of social life. Global policy or action
networks that combine the comparative advantage of groups from
across multiple sectors are themselves potentially linked together to fill
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critical gaps in global governance. States and interstate organizations
are still important but varyingly and not predominantly so.16

Institutional heterarchy involves a world of multiple types, forms,
and levels of authoritative political organizations and units (e.g., commu-
nities, religions, interest associations, epistemic communities, companies,
states, interstate organizations, social movements, regions, transnational
or global networks of various kinds) and various types and levels of gov-
ernance. But all would meet some minimum threshold of democracy.
Individuals or groups would simultaneously participate and consider
themselves members and/or citizens of several of these. All individuals
and collectivities would be subject to an evolving global constitutional
and legal framework. Citizenship would be a dialogical process of
“expanding the horizons of one’s own framework of meaning, and
increasing the scope of mutual understanding.”17

Another way of thinking about institutional heterarchy is to imagine
a legitimated and formally combined multilayered (MLG) and polycentric
(PCG) set of territorial and functional governance arrangements. As sug-
gested by one prominent scholar, “MLG can be defined as an arrange-
ment for making binding decisions that engages a multiplicity of politi-
cally independent but otherwise interdependent actors—private and
public—at different levels of territorial aggregation in more or less con-
tinuous negotiation/deliberation/implementation, and that does not assign
exclusive policy competence or assert a stable hierarchy of political
authority to any of those levels.” In contrast, the scholar suggests that
“PCG can be defined as an arrangement for making binding decisions
over a multiplicity of actors that delegates authority over functional tasks
to a set of dispersed and relatively autonomous agencies that are not con-
trolled—de jure or de facto—by a single collective institution.”18

While other normative-analytic images of global governance are
worth considering, this initial mapping offers a continuum of potential
futures that have been espoused as desirable by existing groups and
coalitions. Empirical traces of each of these six clusters are more or less
in existence in the contemporary historical period, particularly multi-
lateralism, networked governance, and institutional heterarchy. But
none of them is fully consolidated and unequivocally legitimated.
Rather, these and other normative-analytic images are hotly contested.

A Transnational Perspective on Twentieth-Century Dynamics

Let me now offer a transnational perspective on the twentieth century that
may help in evaluating the prospects of these various images of future
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global governance architectures. I attempt to capture and convey the
plurality/pluralization of power relations, the hybridity of identities and
multiplicity of memberships/citizenships, the (increasing) porousness of
borders and boundaries, and the dynamism of social life more generally.
These features certainly depict the contemporary human condition and
probably capture dynamics across time more generally.19

This section provides a reminder of how historically recent and re-
markably variable many of the dominant agents and institutional arrange-
ments that ostensibly constitute contemporary global governance are. It
thus challenges the self-confident assertion that some of the normative
analytic images identified above are simply unrealistic or unsustain-
able.20 Critical to this perspective is a nuanced examination of both state
(or statelike) and nonstate actors, and of the relations and structures that
these agents shape and adhere to.

The destruction on September 11, 2001, of the World Trade Center,
one of the most potent symbols of Western capitalism, by the Al-Qaida
terrorist network is perhaps the most powerful recent example of 
the “transnationalized” nature of contemporary world dynamics. Al-
though the immediate response of the United States government was an
attempt to reinscribe the primacy and centrality of (nation-)states and
the (sovereign nation-)state system, even a superficial analysis reveals
that various transnational phenomena and dynamics—from money laun-
dering and criminal networks to transgovernmental police coalitions,
diasporic communities, religious movements, humanitarian nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), multinational businesses, and even new-
fangled cross-sectoral “partnerships”—were implicated pre– and post–
September 11.

Indeed, virtually all aspects of contemporary social life crosses,
transcends, and/or transforms extant or ostensible borders and bound-
aries (territorial, administrative, environmental, cultural, and other-
wise). Members of pan-Hindu, evangelical Christian, Bahai, and other
religious communities often value spiritual identities as much or more
than national-state or ethnocommunal ties. Economic production and
distribution is organized around transcontinental investment, manufac-
turing, and distribution chains. Professional associations set common
standards for their members and others working in the same sectors
around the world. Migrants and nonmigrants form part of thick, broad
social networks linking the cultural, political, and economic activities of
those in the sending and receiving societies. Social movements mobilize
transborder constituencies around issues such as human rights, gender
justice, and sustainable development.21
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These transnational phenomena and dynamics have clear historical
analogues and antecedents. These include, among others, market capital-
ism, imperialism and colonialism, religious doctrines, antislavery and
workers’ rights movements, and illegal pirating networks. Indeed, the
world has always been in some sense transnational—even states, nations,
nation-states, and the sovereign nation-state system have been trans-
nationally constituted and shaped over time and space.22

Much recent scholarly and public attention has been paid to how the
world has become densely populated and conditioned, particularly over
the last twenty-five years and (especially) over the last decade, with
civil society organizations of various types (e.g., voluntary nongovern-
mental organizations, social movements, business lobby groups, trade
unions, technical and professional associations) increasingly crossing
borders and boundaries.23 Whether there is a global or a transnational
civil society or not, many of these collectivities are cross-border or
cross-level in and of themselves in one way or another (like the Inter-
national Hydropower Association or Médecins Sans Frontières), are
linked across borders and/or levels in various coalitions or networks, or
influence or are influenced by cross-border and/or cross-level phenom-
ena and dynamics.24

One of the central tendencies of both scholars and the public,
including myself, has been to highlight what I now call “contemporary
progressive civic transnational advocacy.”25 But I use this appellation to
refer to the set of “activists beyond borders” that nonviolently and pub-
licly advocate for progressive social change, such as greater equality in
the contemporary world. The examples that immediately come to mind
are the anti-landmines campaign, Jubilee 2000, and, of course, visible
public demonstrations such as the tens of millions of ordinary citizens
who took to the streets in antiwar protests in scores of countries on 15
February 2003 or the famed “Battle in Seattle,” which was only one of
innumerable actions that are organized for virtually any gathering of
erstwhile powerful state, interstate, and corporate representatives.

I will not spend much space recounting, summarizing, and docu-
menting the evidence that demonstrates the growth and growing impact
of contemporary progressive civic transnational advocacy (as opposed
to transnational phenomena and dynamics more generally) or the accu-
mulating knowledge about the condition and strategies that generate(d)
this growth and growing impact. While one does not want to overstate
the effects and attribute all change to these groups and their activities, it
would now be difficult to defend the view that recent progressive civic
transnational advocacy efforts in issue areas ranging from the rights of
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indigenous peoples to anticorruption to nuclear nonproliferation did not
shape processes and outcomes. Perhaps one of the most convincing
indicators of this effectiveness has been the growth of critical commen-
tary on the normative desirability of the power of progressive civic
transnational advocacy in world affairs. Indeed, opponents of these
transnational advocacy groups tend to overstate their power, while sup-
porters of these groups tend to understate their impact.

Rather, I wish, in an abbreviated but hopefully illuminating way, to
map the broader array of actors, relations, and structures that constitute
(transnationalized) world affairs and dynamics. First, civic transnational
advocacy is not always progressive and not at all politically homoge-
nous. In particular, this advocacy is critical when trying to recognize
that politically conservative NGOs and social movements that cross
borders and boundaries publicly advocating for social change (either
regressive social change or perhaps the social status quo) have grown
and gained influence.

These conservative “activists beyond borders” utilize nonviolent
types of tactics and forms of power/authority (e.g., mass mobilization,
public education, moral persuasion, lobbying, expertise) similar to those
of their progressive counterparts. The recent growth of transnational
“fundamentalist” Christian mobilizing and advocacy is an excellent
example that “going global” is a metarepertoire utilized not by anti-
corporate globalization activists alone.26 Moreover, the “progressive”
elements of civic transnational advocacy range from those mobilizing
for dramatic transformations in extant power structures to those lobby-
ing for partial reforms. An issue area that visibly highlights this range is
that of engaging the private sector where (oversimplifying grossly)
there is a vociferous debate between the positions of corporate compli-
ance (to clear state or interstate regulations of private business and rigid
enforcement mechanisms) versus corporate responsibility (with decen-
trally generated codes of conduct for private business and primarily vol-
untary corporate implementation measures).27

Second, while a large amount of attention is focused on highly vis-
ible international NGOs like Amnesty International or Greenpeace, the
largest numbers of formalized transnational civil society organizations
are professional scientific and technical associations like the Inter-
national Meterological Association or the International Association of
Impact Assessment.28 These groups wield tremendous power and
authority often invisible to most. But they are only a portion (even if a
large majority) of the primarily civic transnational service providers—
although often they are also doing advocacy consciously or uncon-
sciously—that shape world affairs and dynamics. These include groups
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that concentrate on disaster aid, peacemaking, health provision, recon-
struction, and development efforts. To this category one might add
(hardly politically homogenous) philanthropies that mostly do advocacy
indirectly by providing funds to groups and causes that advance their
“missions.”

Third, by expanding the purview still more, the vast world of non-
state actors (which may or may not be considered part of civil society)
that cross borders and boundaries—such as for-profit companies, busi-
ness associations, ethnic communities, diasporas, religious groups,
organized criminals, and “terrorists” (although terrorism is not an activ-
ity associated only with nonstate violent groups)—becomes dauntingly
visible.29 These are actors whose modal motivations (e.g., profit, causal
ideas, salvation) and/or modal strategies (e.g., the use of moral persua-
sion or the deployment of physical violence) can be quite different from
those that would be included in the domain of contemporary progressive
civic transnational advocacy.

Thousands of transnational corporations shape (capitalist) economic
production, distribution, and exchange across borders and boundaries.
The largest of these businesses (Fortune Global 100) often have gross
annual sales larger than the GDPs of most countries and, even if not,
often dominate particular economic sectors and/or regions across and
within country borders.30 That is why many critics of current world
affairs and dynamics are directing their advocacy toward these entities
rather than the states they live in, and supporters often are more loyal to
their companies than to states or governments. It is worth remembering
that a number of these transnational corporations, although they have
changed immensely over the years, emerged before or in tandem with
many of the contemporary (nation-) states in the world.31

While labor is currently not as transnationally mobile as capital,
recent history seems to signal (a return to) less domestically focused
workers movements.32 The presence of the international labor federa-
tions at the World Summit on Sustainable Development and World Eco-
nomic Forum and other global forums; involvement and leadership in
anticorporate globalization campaigns; and novel forms of networking
(such as an increasing solidarity among strong labor unions from tropi-
cal countries led by Brazil, South Africa, and South Korea) provide
evidence of this trend. There is a growing debate that the historical
domestication of the then quite transnationally organized rather than
internationally linked labor movement during the early part of the twen-
tieth century was a mistake. And there is a growing transnational net-
work/movement of informal workers, particularly women informal work-
ers in the tropics.33
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Extant and novel cross-border and cross-level media and cultural
and religious phenomena and dynamics add further complexity to the
mix, because some seem to belong to civil society and others to the
market sector; still others are linked to the state, and some cross or tran-
scend these somewhat artificial “sectors” altogether.34 Just compare or
contrast MTV, CNN, and Aljazeera, for example. Or remember that the
Catholic Church has assets and income that make many transnational
corporations envious. One could certainly not understand Hindu funda-
mentalism solely by examining its causes, forms, manifestations, or
consequences in India or South Asia. And Al-Qaida is a complex com-
bination of extended family clans, diasporic ethnic and religious net-
works, military units, legal businesses, registered philanthropies and
charities, and hierarchically organized authority relationships.

There are, thus, the “uncivil” phemonema and dynamics of trans-
national crime and terrorism—and the complex and dynamically chang-
ing interactions between the two. The latter are not just of the “Islamic”
variety but can also be Christian, otherwise spiritual, or “secular” in ori-
entation; and they can be supported, if not organized, by government
agents with authority over state apparatuses within and across their ter-
ritorial boundaries.35 And the lines between the former—transnational
crime—and transnational capitalism (as in the case of corruption) are
often extremely blurred.36 Indeed, the conscious opening of borders and
the lack of state capacities in all parts of the world are likely to have
contributed to the growth of transnational crime and terrorism over
recent decades. And, the reemergence and dramatic growth of the for-
profit, either public but often private, military industry might be seen as
one of the unanticipated consequences of these patterns and trends.37

Translocal, transstate, and transcontinental migration of various
forms (e.g., slaves, refugee flows, temporary migrant workers, educa-
tional and professional exchanges, permanent relocation) have also been
central features of the world landscape across the twentieth century and
before. Diaspora groups or transnational communities spread out across
smaller or larger distances play important roles in their adopted and
ancestral homelands (and often multiple territorial spaces physically
and symbolically in between). More than half of the people who con-
sider Guyana to be their homeland live outside that country. Cross-
border remittances—social as well as financial—shape individuals’ life
chances, social relations, cultures, and economies more and more. Half
of the direct foreign investment in China comes from overseas Chinese.
There are proliferating “long-distance nationalisms,” dual citizenship
treaties, formal diasporic political representation mechanisms, and other
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institutional arrangements, phenomena, and dynamics that cut across, tran-
scend, and cannot be captured by a sovereign nation-state perspective.38

Indeed, if centralized states and the sovereign, territorial (nation-)
state system emerged more than three centuries ago, it certainly required
a long time before these organizational and institutional arrangements
spread worldwide and became (seemingly) more institutionally consoli-
dated and normatively hegemonic.39 For example, by one account, 130
territorially demarcated political units or countries, of which only fifty-
five were formally governed by sovereign central states, including four-
teen empires, existed as of 1900. The rest—more than 65 percent of the
total number of political units—were colonies or protectorates.40

Not one of the sovereign states met even the limited standard of an
electoral democracy based on the criteria of universal suffrage and com-
petitive multiparty elections, although twenty-five had restricted elec-
toral practices. Four-fifths of the world’s population was under the for-
mal rule of monarchies or empires, and many peoples were at least
partly if not predominantly governed by traditional authority systems. It
thus comes as no surprise to many that there were two dominant inter-
linked global governance architectures grafted upon one another—one
based on sovereignty and the other on imperialism—competing for
dominance and hegemony as recently as the twentieth century.

By 1950, the number of formally recognized countries in the world
had grown to 154, including eighty sovereign states, primarily as a re-
sult of a wave of formal decolonization. But, correspondingly, nearly
one-half of the countries on the planet were still under direct imperial
control of one form or another. Twenty-two electoral democracies had
come into being along with another twenty with restricted democratic
practices, but another twenty-two countries had by this point also insti-
tuted “modern” authoritarian or totalitarian political systems. At least 70
percent of the world’s population was still under some form of formal
nondemocratic rule.

It was certainly sometime during the second half of the twentieth
century, with the waning of formal colonialism and the emergence of the
Cold War, that the discursive order (or normative-analytic image of
global governance) of sovereign statehood reached its apex. Indeed, tak-
ing a retrospective view, 112 of the 192 countries in 2000 could be clas-
sified as having been within the last 100 years (and a large portion in the
last fifty years)—thus relatively recently in global historical perspec-
tive—under colonial or imperial domination. Another thirty-three con-
temporary countries were parts of other countries. In 2000, ostensibly 119
electoral democracies existed, of which eighty-five also are considered
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to demonstrate significant respect for the rule of law and civil and polit-
ical rights.41

The twentieth-century “sovereign statization” of the world was,
moreover, linked to three key transnationally spreading discourses/prac-
tices: “national” security,42 “national” economic development, and nation-
state building. Indeed national security, national economic development,
and nation building all required—a fourth and perhaps the most impor-
tant of the transnationalizing discourses/practices of the twentieth cen-
tury—the building of centralized, bureaucratic-rational, Weberian states,
or so it was (and in many ways continues to be) thought. The primary
requirements of state building were correspondingly the ability to col-
lect taxes and to create a substantial security apparatus.43

With respect to security, the “nationalization” of military and police
forces to ensure a monopoly of legitimate violence over a population
within a territory and the ability to deter foreign invasion (not to men-
tion to wage war externally if necessary) has long been a hegemonic
discourse.44 Yet even a cursory look around the world makes it clear
that there is quite a wide cross-spatial and cross-temporal variation in
the effectiveness of state authorities and institutions in achieving this
goal; and, of course, there is an even wider range of relative military
and police capacities across and within states and societies.

Formal territorial borders between countries have hardly remained
frozen over the last century. The demise of the Soviet Union is perhaps
the most spectacular example but hardly the only one. Actual “border-
lands” are zones that often defy the control of state authorities, includ-
ing the United States, in any of these areas: security, economic man-
agement, or cultural control.45 Many states are pretty weak at providing
for domestic human security. It is correspondingly important to note
that revolutionary and “ethnic” violent conflicts (most of which cross
country borders and are “transnational” in one way or another) far out-
numbered interstate wars between 1946 and1999.46 Indeed, the Cold
War created an illusion of stability, as increasing incidents and a grow-
ing magnitude of violent conflict around the world characterized the
period between 1950 and 1989.

Nation building has returned with a vengeance to the public debate
since the end of the Cold War, but without much more clarity than when
it appeared in the 1950s as to what it entails or how to achieve it.47 To
speak of any current country being a singular nation even as an “imag-
ined community” seems a stretch.48 Finding a “nation-state” seems even
more phantasmic. Whether it be the result of “nonintegration” of extant
ethnic groups, cycling movements of peoples, the emergence of entirely
new identities and communities, or the lack of fixity and continual flux
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of borders and boundaries, nations that are coterminous with formal ter-
ritorial states do not exist anywhere, if they ever did.49

National economic growth, based on strong, technocratic state
intervention, import-substitution-based industrialization, the commer-
cialization of agriculture, population control, and a range of other poli-
cies, dominated the discourse and attempted practice of development for
nearly three decades after World War II.50 While the interpretations of
aggregate statistics on economic growth and poverty alleviation can be
debated, the ability of most states to effectively formulate and imple-
ment this type of development strategy varied tremendously across
countries and across time.51 Certainly, the great ideological battle be-
tween Western capitalism and Soviet communism was lost by the lat-
ter, but capitalisms have yet to demonstrate their value to many peoples
around the world. The record of structural adjustment and neoliberal
economic approaches over the last twenty years is as hotly contested, if
not more so.52 While this ideology gained hegemonic status in the
1980s, the adoption of neoliberal policies has further marginalized
many states from the political economic landscape or made them targets
of intense criticism.

The sovereign state project as a global governance model thus
remains incomplete in a sympathetic reading, obsolete from a critical
perspective, and from another vantage point. But few of these analyses
start from the basic fact that different “nation-states” have had dramat-
ically different histories, might thus be at different points today, and/or
are moving in different directions. In the contemporary world, not to
mention historically, we have everything from superstates, to juridical
(but not empirical) states, to failed states.53 With the rise and spread of
more recent hegemonic transnational processes and discourses—includ-
ing neoliberal marketization, electoral democratization, decentraliza-
tion, debureaucratization, and globalization—the contradictory pressures
on these already tremendously variable states and the weight on the sov-
ereign-state system have only become greater.

Over the last half-century, during which this sovereign statization
spanned the globe, the number of global and regional IOs has increased
dramatically, to say the least, and many have nonnegligible amounts of
relative autonomy and capacity to significantly shape events on multiple
scales and levels. While there is a great deal of bemoaning or celebrating
the relative weakness of the United Nations, one should not forget that it
is only a little more than fifty years old.54 The Bretton Woods agencies,
particularly the International Monetary Fund and World Bank, have seem-
ingly played a more direct and powerful role in global governance, but
the greater material resources of these organizations should not blind us
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from the powerful cultural effects the UN has had over the years since its
founding. Much attention is most recently, and rightly so, focused on the
World Trade Organization as perhaps the most powerful of contemporary
global-level IOs, but others, like the International Criminal Court, should
not be too quickly discounted for their apparent lack of capacity.

A Transnational Prospective on 
Future Global Governance Architectures

A transnational perspective of the twentieth century world suggests that
multilateralism, let alone polyarchic interstatism, by itself was not on
the agenda for global governance, or could even be imagined, in 1900.
Rather, it was some combination of that institutional arrangement along
with various forms of colonial and imperial rule. The trends and pat-
terns identified in the previous section might suggest that the conditions
for polyarchic interstatism have become more favorable since the 1950s
and the end of the Cold War. De jure though not de facto sovereign
states have come into existence all over the world that more and more
ostensibly can be characterized as having democratic political systems.

But in a world where the material, ideational, and phenomenologi-
cal aspects of life have been and are becoming ever more transnation-
alized (albeit differently across space and time), why should we expect
that current or future global governance architectures are, will be, or
should be organized around a partly mythical, potentially idiosyncratic
nation-state and sovereign-state system model? Different combinations
of transnational actors and processes shaped the emergence and evolu-
tion of the system of sovereign states, as well as major phenomena and
dynamics—from race relations to the Cold War to trade.

At the very least, it must be expected that the world will likely
remain or become more transnationalized for the foreseeable future.
Given this, can a model of multiple interactive regionalisms emerge in
some near or distant future? Should we expect that models of networked
governance or institutional heterarchy will be the likely “winners”? Or
are they already? Some argue even now that what produces order in the
world are transgovernmental networks, which just need to be formal-
ized, replicated, and legitimated. Others claim that institutional heter-
archy with rooted cosmopolitan forms of citizenship is not only the
most normatively preferable model but is already being ushered in.

Certainly, the most likely of the normative analytic images to retain or
gain dominance and hegemony in the short term are multilateralism/poly-
archic interstatism, networked governance, or institutional heterarchy. The
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central difference between the three is the predominant relative level(s)
and source(s) of legitimate authoritative decisionmaking—states, global
networks, or multiple types and levels of political organizations. Another,
and quite related, key distinguishing feature among the three would be
the political unit or units to which citizens would direct their primary
(and secondary, tertiary, and so on) allegiance or allegiances.

While elements of these normative analytic images of networked
governance and institutional heterarchy are already in existence, they
are neither fully functioning nor fully legitimated. For example, “pri-
vate” forms of authority have proliferated in recent years to regulate
such corporate practices as the International Standards Organization
codes and the Global Reporting Initiative’s principles for triple bottom
line reporting. These are neither utopian on the one hand, nor institu-
tionalized on the other at this point. Whether they will become consoli-
dated and habituated will depend partly on their ability to “deliver the
goods” and partly on whether they become embued with positive nor-
mative valence over time.

But one should not discount grassroots globalism, interacting re-
gionalisms, or world statism too quickly or easily. For example, given
that some 300,000 political units existed around the world at one time
several millennia ago and that now less than 200 cover the globe,
another century might be all the time that is needed for a smaller set of
regionalized political units to emerge or be imposed. Or if an inter-
linked series of devastating natural and human-induced crises (e.g.,
global warming, pandemics) wreak havoc around the globe, might
grassroots globalism seem not only less utopian but actually more real-
istic than dysfunctional multilateralism?

The localist and world statist images do not get the attention of the
others, even of interactive regionalisms, and when they do, they are
often discarded as impractical, unrealistic, and utopian. This may indeed
be the case. Yet, the different sets of transnationally allied political
forces (like those that organized the World Social Forum or World Eco-
nomic Forum) that strongly espouse and promote these images may be
quite important in determining the directions of global governance
toward one of the other more likely candidates. Localists, regionalists,
and globalists arguably have been among the most creative producers of
novel governance architectures in recent times, even if their models
might not become instantiated in total. Such innovations in and innova-
tors of global governance certainly seem to still be in short supply rela-
tive to the need and growing effective demand.

There is certainly likely to be sufficient consensus that any one of the
normative-analytic architectural images of global governance outlined in
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the first section of this article is manifestly preferable to the current world
(dis)order. First, each entails substantial democratization (increased trans-
parency, participation, and accountability) of decisionmaking relative to
the more hierarchical, collusive, bureaucratic, and technocratic forms
that currently exist. Second, each could contribute to a significant
equalization of power—domination and hegemony—and authority rela-
tions across the world. Third, the democratization of decisionmaking
and equalization of power relations entailed in these images would
probably engender a more peaceful, just, diverse, and sustainable world.

Regardless which of these or other potential normative-analytic
images of global governance are promoted and hopefully achieved, one
of the key analytic principles that should form the foundation of these
institutional arrangements is the recognition and internalization of the
transnational nature of world affairs and dynamics. And a key norma-
tive principle, in addition to that of the democratization of authority
relations and equalization of power relations, should be a reembedding
of economies in societies and societies in natural environments.

Perhaps one of the most innovative models for global governance
following these principles would be a world state based on ecological
units such as water sheds, air sheds, or some other appropriate ecore-
gion, geographically scaling up to the biosphere itself. Sufficient sub-
sidiarity and decentralization of authority along with vertical and hori-
zontal coordinating mechanisms would be likely. At each ecoscale,
more or less direct and participatory democratic processes of decision-
making would be developed. The overarching principle would be of
eco- or biocitizenship. And if all species, not only humans, were thus
endowed with rights, the reembedding of society in nature would be all
the more institutionalized. Such an approach would have profound
implications for sustainable security and development on multiple
scales, including the planetary. As stated previously, if 300,000 political
units once existed in the world, and we now have approximately 200
countries, why not such a world state as this? It may not be a teleolog-
ical necessity, but it certainly is a political possibility.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to delineate several normative-analytic
images of future global governance in the context of the existing contem-
porary transnational world. The hope is that it will engender more cre-
ative debate, reflection, and action on possible architectures as trans-
national phenomena and dynamics continue to expand, deepen, and
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become even more complex. Without a much more concerted focus on
the “forest” of broader global governance architectures, the net result of
the necessary but insufficient separate analysis and disjoint restructur-
ing of specific organizations and institutions will likely be continued
disfunctionality. c
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