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This paper looks at the uncertainties of legitimacy in our time from a wider philosophical
and historical perspective. The legitimacy problems affecting the existing institutions of regional
and global governance must be examined against the background of the evaporating efficiency and
legitimacy of the modern state, whose credibility seems now to decline. This is however due not
only to its scarce ability to manage economic and political globalization; as momentous is its
failure to provide stable protection from the two threats it has itself created (nuclear weapons) or
not prevented (man-made climate change). Since protection used to be the first promise and the
basic performance of Leviathan, its legitimacy is dwindling, also because the two threats have been
generated by the human beings themselves and the states in which they are organized. They
amount to global challenges in the narrow sense that they affect more or less directly everybody on
earth and can be addressed only by all states and human beings together.1On the other hand a
Superleviathan, benevolent world tyranny or democratic cosmopolis that it be, is highly unlikely to
come into being as well as conceptually problematic and possibly undesirable In a word, the two
global challenges I have mentioned (there are no more at the moment, as famine, poverty, AIDS do
not have the same status) are changing the landscape of modern politics in a way that lets us
rethink its fundamental categories such as legitimacy and also assume that the landscape has
meanwhile shifted to post-modern settings. I shall first discuss the concept of legitimacy with
regard to global governance (§1) and ask what is needed to grasp the novelties (§3). My first thesis
regards the likelihood of the understanding of legitimacy remaining a partisan matter in the new
conditions (§3) and the second one the necessity of introducing the time-dimension of the future as
well as the notion of survival goods in the new criteria for legitimacy (§4). This raises questions
about institutions that are discussed in §5.

1. Understanding Legitimacy and the Novelties Affecting It.

What may legitimacy mean in these new settings? No sensible answer is possible without
first clarifying what it means in general, since its meaning is shifting according to the epistemology
of the various disciplines in which it comes up. In political philosophy we can readapt the classical
definition given by Max Weber: the chance for a power institution and for its policies to be justified
on the basis of fundamental values, goals and models of good governance, which the people have
in mind beyond the usual business of every day’s life. This definition is more satisfactory than the
more usual legal and empirical definitions, which if taken as the only versions of this notion look
like shortcuts. It does not see legitimacy as mere conformity to the law, as if the controversy
opposing Legitimität and Legalität were once for all decided; and it does not identify legitimacy
with the current acceptance of power or the consensus given to it by its subjects and whose degree
can be empirically gauged; if we do disidentify legitimacy and consensus, totalitarian or

1 The theory that underlies this paper is developed in my book Global Challenges for Leviathan. A Political Philosophy
of Nuclear Weapons and Global Warming, Rowman&Littlefield, Lanham,Md. 2007.
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plebiscitarian mass regimes would excel in legitimacy. How the definition I am using interacts with
those given by legal theory or empirical sociology could be clarified by explaining the links
between legitimacy as a property or resource and legitimation as a process, something that cannot
possibly be done here.

What I can do here is to highlight in a relevant case why having a complex understanding of
the concept in point helps understand things in a differentiated way; I will do so by referring to
opinion polls, in spite of all the reservations I have (and will explain later) concerning these
research tools. The most political among the institutions of global governance, the United Nations,
is considered in a favourable way by just 51% of the Americans (Pew 2006; for GAP 2007 they
warm their heart at a “temperature” of 55° on a scale of 100), 53% of the Chinese, 56% of the
Japanese and 49% of the Russians, while in Nigeria, Indonesia and Western Europe the approval
rate lies between 60% and 78% (in GAP 2007 the temperature is 75° in China, 63° in India and
58°in Pakistan). Remember that immediately before 9/11 the approval rate in the USA was 77%. In
another survey (TNS Emnid 2006), conducted in nine countries,2 the UN comes on place 7 among
the countries or organizations seen as world powers, after USA, China, Japan, UK, EU and Russia,
and has the same score in the projection to 2020.

These figures seem to catch the present attitude of various peoples around the earth, based
on the UN’s actual performance (this notion will be clarified later) and indicating a not very high
degree of “legitimacy” (credibility or acceptance would be more fitting expressions). A fairly
different picture is shown however by the answer to the questions whether the UN Security Council
should be given the power to have a standing peacekeeping force (world average: 64% in favour,
72% in the US) or to authorize the use of force to prevent severe human rights abuses such as
genocide (world average: 73%) or to stop a country from supporting terrorist groups (world
average: 69%). In the group of the most populous countries (China, India, US, Russia) a majority
of 53,75% (60% in the US) thinks that one’s own country should accept a decision made in the UN
even if it is not its first choice (GAP p.25). Particularly in the US, people seem to support the
strengthening of the UN even if they show a lower level of acceptance of its present performance.
We can explain this circumstance by saying that in principle the UN is still perceived as the most
representative institution that can rightly defend peace and security and can in so far still rely on
wide legitimacy resources, even if it presently does not score as well in terms of actual consensus.
Without sticking to the Weberian notion of legitimacy as sketched above we could not uphold this
articulate view.

Back to theory: we should not forget that the notion of legitimacy we are now examining
was tailored to the modern state as the supreme legitimate institution. Before we try to apply that
definition to global governance institutions, let us note the absence of several pre-conditions of the
state’s old legitimacy: they have no monopoly of force and cannot enforce their decisions by this
means, while other means (sanctions, soft pressure, restructured incentives) are no perfect
equivalent of force. Besides, they are not elected by the people, but rather appointed by the states,
and have no direct relationship to the citizens, who cannot unseat them or their officials in the next
ballot. This means for instance that, since the values and models on which legitimacy is assessed
always entail a procedural element, the legitimacy of global governance institutions cannot be
traced back to the representative and democratic models which apply for domestic institutions. It
cannot thus be expected that they will be endowed with the same legitimacy as the territorial states,
whose legitimacy is however declining not just because of their declining performance in terms of
external and social security, but also because they do not meet criteria of international and
environmental/intergenerational justice. Old legitimacy cannot be replaced by putting the same
thing in the hands of a new actor, who will instead be endowed with a new and fragile (if seen with
yesterday’s eyes) type of legitimacy.

2 Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Japan, Russia, UK and USA, sample of 10.250 people, interviewed between
October and December 2005.
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It is not just a matter of procedural model: assessing the legitimacy of an institution
presupposes that we have in mind a clear answer to the question “legitimacy for whom?”, in other
words that the political group within which the institution is established and its legitimacy assessed
is clearly defined. This was the case with the individual modern state and the particular “people”
contained in its territorial boundaries, while private and public bodies of global governance
address their constituency, humankind, partly directly, as in the notion of a “common heritage of
mankind” mentioned by a number of international treaties; while partly they refer to it as the
totality of the peoples organised in federal and nation states, in any case as a group which is not
irreversibly and univocally defined as a political one. How can we determine the values and
interests of such an universal group and on this basis evaluate the legitimacy of its institutions?
Any moral or religious appeal to its unity and inner solidarity is not a satisfactory answer, because
this is not the adequate cement to make humanity a political community.

1. What is Relevant to Legitimacy in the Globalized World, and Why.
The preceding preliminary remarks deal with the legitimacy of global governance in a very

unspecific way, regardless of their issue area. Let us now make a further step towards the legitimacy
of the institutions concerned with global challenges, which are at the core of this paper.

The issue area matters substantially. In other words, legitimacy is among other a question of
relevance of the individual issues and concerns addressed by the various institutions. Not only in
the obvious sense that the legitimacy of global governance is more influenced by the actions of the
Security Council and the World Trade Organisation than by those of, say, the Union postale
universelle. My second important point is that in order to understand the complexity of this kind of
legitimacy we have to take note of the difference between actual and prospective relevance of the
issues influencing legitimacy. Let us start with the second difference.

At the level of empirical knowledge, that is relying on surveys such as World and European
Values Survey, Transatlantic Trends and The Pew Global Attitudes Project., or on the press and the
international media networks, it looks like at least in the West Iran, Iraq, and terrorism, but also
poverty and overpopulation were the main concerns of the people, those on which they are likely to
assess the credibility of national and international power actors. Global warming is still a secondary
concern3, while nuclear weapons do not come up at all or only implicitly as concern about nuclear
proliferation4. Surveys are admittedly no direct expression of the people’s mind, as the sample
member answers to a raster of questions defined by the interviewers and can only say yes or no and
in the best case assign a score to the single issues in order to signal his/her perception of
importance. In a qualitative interview they would perhaps mention other issues, quite different
from the list of those proposed by the authors of the survey (as well as the media or the scholars
they are drawing upon) as crucial concerns to the people. I do not know if they would introduce as
important items the global challenges I am writing about, or perhaps - quite to the contrary -
minimalist or imaginary stuff from their private lives; but it is wise to relativize the confidence on
surveys being a true mirror of the people’s concerns and also to look at methodological alternatives,
from qualitative interviews to focus groups and content analysis.

Whatever the list and the priority of concerns people may have in mind while perceiving the
legitimacy (or the lack thereof) of global powers, it is important to hold that this legitimacy cannot
be seen only in the short-term dimension of what seems to matter to the people today, but also in
terms of how far those institutions are prepared to confront challenges that, even if not in today’s
headlines, are recognizably contained in structure and trends of world politics or, in the case of
man-made climate change, of physical developments initiated by man. This motivation for

3 On the third place for Europeans after terrorism and Iran, on the fifth for Americans after those two threats plus Iraq
and Islamic fundamentalism (Transatlantic Trends 2006, chart 4, p.7)
4 This is not explicitly mentioned , but is supposedly a factor in the importance given to the threat coming from Iran on
both sides of the Atlantic.
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including the future in our reflections is not a generic, all-time valid truth, and is rather related to
three aspects of the present globalized world:

1. due primarily to economic and technological change, this world has changed in the last
twenty years at a faster pace than we know from other periods of modern history, and seems to keep
this pace (only think of the advances in biotechnology!), so that it is not unwise to try to anticipate
the effects of impending processes; it can otherwise be too late for understanding what is on and
taking the initiative

2. one of the aspects that binds together the two global challenges is that each of them raises
concern for the fate of future generations, a new factor that has already sneaked into policy debate
as a non-selfish interest;

3. combined together, 1 and 2 let us envisage an unprecedented type of both politics and
policy making, in which the time dimension comes to play an explicit role: future politics is
requested to become politics for the future no less than for the present, a challenge politics as we
have known it during modernity may not be up to, which would lead and is already leading to its
own substantial defeat, to a world in which politics has further shrunken to a marginal role.

To recapitulate: the legitimacy of global governance must be examined with regard not only
to the present challenges and the existing institutions, but also to future or latent challenges and the
chance to build up adequate institutions. We cannot however go over to the specific analysis of
what survival problems mean in terms of legitimacy without first further peering into the intricacies
of this fundamental category of politics.

3. Legitimacy of Global Governance: a Partisan Matter?
An other shortcut should be avoided, consisting in seeing in the efficacy of power the only

source of its legitimacy, or – to put it in a fashionable language - as if output legitimacy were the
thrust of legitimacy and could replace input legitimacy. To avoid any confusion, in the following I
shall speak of Weberian legitimacy for what I have defined above, while the other, secondary type,
which I call performance-based legitimacy, stands for the acknowledgement that the ideal or
intentional conformity of an institution to a model of good governance does not suffice to generate
stable legitimation if the institution or regime does not give proof of the ability to produce basic
political goods such as security and legality. What does this all mean in the case of global
governance?

It means that it is not only good performance (peace and crisis solution for the Security
Council; more, and less fettered, world trade for the WTO, for example) that gives legitimacy to
global institutions. First comes their ability to conform to shared values and goals and to some
global model of good governance, the problem being that the typology of good governance is as
fuzzy as controversial; the Weberian trilogy (traditional, charismatic, legal-bureaucratic) of
relationship between rulers and the ruled ones is of little help when these are individual beings and
not political communities as in our case. Let us look closer at this circumstance: what I mean is
first that global institutions are to govern over existing governments and groups, not directly over
individuals, who feel their power only indirectly. Then, even if at last it is the individuals who have
to legitimize them, this happens through the mediation of state authorities; in this case the power
of privileged individuals (elites, bureaucracies, epistemic communities) in granting or denying
legitimation is much greater than that of common citizens, who unlike in domestic politics will
never be convened to elect or unseat the MPs or the President of a world state (nor they should, to
steer clear of a plebiscitarian democracy without escape on the earth’s surface).

Back to the main argument. The various performances of global institutions make sense not
by themselves, as signs of their dynamism and efficacy, but in as much as they can be referred to
shared values and goals, which those institutions must pursue in an effective manner to become
fully legitimate. The legitimation of the Security Council is and remains fragile because of its
scarce ability to prevent or to sedate war, but also because the values it appeals to, peace and
security, are so open to divergent interpretations. It would be worth studying comparatively what
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images and expectations other formal or informal bodies such as the G8, the WTO, other UN
branches and the regional associations (EU, Mercosur, ASEAN for example) raise in the eyes of
the public opinions that have the power to grant or deny legitimacy to them. This should be
developed from qualitative and quantitative inquiries into what people and elites actually believe
and expect from them rather that extracted from official documents and declarations. Political
legitimacy is about what actors really think, do and achieve rather than about declaratory policies.

Setting now aside security institutions such as the not very efficient Security Council and
of a no longer very successful international regime such as the Non-Proliferation Regime, global
power institutions seem to be aimed at the well-being of the earth citizens as the result of
cooperation among selfish but reasonable actors (typically G8 and WTO) and/or at goals of justice,
be it in the form of denouncing injustice against individuals (Amnesty International, Human Rights
Watch) or charitably challenging the consequences of injustice and inequality (Oxfam, Médécins
sans frontières). Now, with regard to these various finalities of global governance institutions, I
have a moderate and a strong thesis to argue.

The moderate thesis is that to assess their legitimacy would be easy if we were to
understand legitimacy in the halved sense of a purely performance-based property. Things being
more complex than this, as I have argued, it is difficult to recompose the different values and goals
into a sufficiently coherent set, which may find a majoritarian approval among most of the peoples
of the planet, or rather their elites. Justice is said to be an universally accepted ideal, but justice as
the principled attitude talked about by philosophers is deeply different from the low-level
compromises which with regard to poverty and underdevelopment come out from the G8
conferences with a claim to redress unjustice, not to speak of the present paralysis in the WTO. An
other striking example: the primary value assigned by public opinion and many politicians to
human rights is not to reconcile with the attitude of keeping them simply off the agenda, as in many
international meetings. This is a particularly important infringement of (procedural) legitimacy
requirements, and is felt among common citizens more than by the elites, which are closer to
present politics and its implicit cynicism: the first pillar of credibility among individual and
institutions, trustworthiness, is shaken if those who seek our confidence can arbitrarily choose
among the cases in which common principles appear to be prejudiced. Procedural fairness is to
most people an essential requirement of any authority that seeks legitimation, but it is also foreign
to the political logic of bargaining and compromising.

As a result, legitimacy in global governance seems for the time being to remain a partisan
matter: lacking sufficiently shared and coherent criteria of legitimacy, everybody holds legitimate
institutions and policies that resonate with his or her own conception of security or justice or
benevolence along national or ideological divides. This is not to deny that a legitimacy of higher,
procedural nature could exist, which could be granted to an institution that, whatever the views
represented and prevailing in it, is capable to be the place (or the tertius inter partes) in which
opposing interests and ideologies come together, find a solution, even if not the ideal one, to a
conflict and show sufficient good will as to implement it. An example: in its best days, as in the
resolutions on the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait in 1990-91, the Security Council has been this place,
but less because of its structure and rather thanks to a favourable interplay of diverse temporary
factors.

4. Legitimacy under the Stress of Global Challenges
The strong thesis maintains that two major deficits will remain in the legitimacy of global

governance as long as its network of institutions will not include those capable to effectively
address the problems raised by the existence of nuclear weapons and by man-made climate change.

I shall argue this thesis in three steps. First I am looking at the scope and meaning of those
threats, then at the problem of their perception. Finally comes the conceptualization of an
autonomous instance of survival among the values and goals on which legitimacy draws.
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Contrary to the “utopian realism” of those like Kenneth Waltz (Sagan and Waltz 2003) who
think that with proliferating nukes “more may be better”, truth is rather than the persistent
availability of nuclear technology in the context of sovereign states, however engaged (not all of them)
in international organizations, creates an open-ended situation of unrestricted threat. Even in the more
peaceful international situation, nuclear technology cannot be disinvented, nor its attractivity for actors
that may see a chance of power gains in it laid to rest. Neither the escalation of local nuclear conflicts
into multilateral nuclear wars (with nuclear winter effects), nor the rebirth (probably with different
actors) of actual tensions explicitly based on MAD (Mutual Assured Destruction) can be excluded.
This statement on the threat permanence is empirically not falsifiable, because nuclear weapons will
be available in a future far ahead of us, which no scientific study of the present trends can predict as
irreversibly peaceful. What can verifiably change is the intensity of the threat in different times and
situations. But even in times of utterly low threat we cannot bid farewell to the philosophical idea that
indifference towards the (even the slightest, statistically negligible and politically almost irrelevant)
possibility of nuclear annihilation is incompatible with our moral constitution, as is in a different
chapter our passivity in front of the worst consequences of global warming. This is one background
element in future legitimacy.

Further elements can be made visible by discussing three failures of modern politics brought
about by global challenges; I am now focusing more on global warming than nuclear weapons,
because it is primarily the issue of climate change that highlights the significance of the future
generations perspective.

The first failure is cultural: even more than with nuclear weapons, political actors around the
globe do not yet seem to have the broad-mindedness that is necessary to grasp the point that decision-
making today has to do with a time prospect and with addressees, our fellow citizens of the far future,
unknown to Athenian, Florentine and later imperial policy makers of past history. This is what
Günther Anders used to call the “Promethean gap” between the atom bomb, the new performance of
man as Prometheus, and our still traditional and inadequate world of emotions and images of life
(Anders 1956, 270, § 12). On a colloquial level, it translates into “lack of imagination”, particularly
into the lacking ability to imagine future times and problems to come; but without vision no political
leadership is credible on the long run.

The second failure is known as the tragedy of the commons (Garrett Hardin’s famous
namesake article of 1974), a notion that can be perhaps reformulated for our purposes in these terms:
the depletion of common goods such as the atmosphere, the protective ozone layer and a relatively
stable temperature is not seriously dealt with by the community of present users\spoilers either
because the many particular interests of those who do not want to pay for the necessary changes
prevail over the general interest in protecting those goods, or because the majority of present
users\spoilers does not regard the interest of future generations as worth being protected. Particularly
in the first case an aggravating factor lies in the mostly notional character of that community, which is
rather a society of states, some of them being under certain circumstances more prone to tackle the
problem as a shared responsibility than others, whose persisting notion or illusion of sovereignty
makes them less permeable to accept and to share responsibility towards the remaining dwellers of the
planet, alive or still to be born that they may be. There is indeed a time dimension in the shifting of
sovereignty from real to deceptive: the same states that may today insist on their sovereign (and,
because of their present power, credible) will not to share responsibilities and burdens in reducing
greenhouse emissions can in this way contribute to a earlier demise of their ability to protect their
citizens of tomorrow (protection being the core performance of sovereignty); exactly because their
actual and present sovereign decisions may prove wrong and bound to make the problem more acute.
In the case of man-made climate change sovereignties are left with their traditional power even less
than before the effects of nuclear weapons: it is as pointless to proclaim one’s own neutrality in a
large-scale nuclear war as is to reassert that “the American lifestyle is not up for negotiation” (US
President G. H. Bush in 1992, at the time of the Rio de Janeiro Conference) as the appropriate
approach to global environmental threats.
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The third failure could be consequently called a tragedy of democracy. Democracy is a
successful way to regulate conflicts of principles and interests and to prevent them from becoming
disruptive and bloody by allowing the majority to govern and the minority to have its fundamental
rights respected (liberal democracy) and rerun the electoral game with a chance of becoming majority.
A pre-condition for democracy to be regarded as the most just and advantageous method of conflict
resolution is some stability of the social and natural environment: whatever majority can come out of
the elections or the parliamentary vote, that environment shall not be significantly or irreversibly
damaged or upset, and the next majority or coalition will have something (at worst, the damages of an
unsuccessful war) to redress, but not to restart in a waste land. This stability is no longer a safe and
implicit assumption. Wrong decisions, significantly postponed decisions as well as omissions (the
refusal to put global environmental challenges on the agenda) can spoil the natural environment more
than it is already, and contribute to cause irreversible damages. The same obviously applies to
democratic decision-making that because of similar failures and drawbacks may result in unleashing
or not preventing a nuclear war. In this light, democracy looks a less promising method of governance
than it used to be in the pre-global challenges era and should rethink itself under the pressure of the
new challenges. Nonetheless, democracy remains more reassuring than other forms of governance
because it allows for public debate on the agenda and pluralistic control of decision-making. All types
of Leviathan are indeed severely challenged by the new global threats in their basic protecting
function, a fact which erodes their legitimacy. This is true for the democratic Leviathan as well, which
is however performing better than the others, as proved by the circumstance that environmental
protection and the related legislation have been invented and pushed on in the democratic countries
with a free civil society. Yet, being better performing than the others does not make by itself the level
of protection provided by the democratic Leviathan adequate to the challenge.

Now, the new precariousness of that pre-condition raises a further problem to traditional
democracy. A further presupposition for it to be the most legitimate method of governance was the
coincidence of the decision-makers, the demos on election day, and those affected by the decisions,
the totality of the citizens. Of course it was not just the actual citizens that were affected, but the next
generations as well, at least one’s own children and children’s children; but the tacitly assumed
stability of the environment put those affected in the present in the legitimate condition to speak for
those affected in the future. What was democratically decided today used to be regarded as valid and
good also for the citizens of tomorrow, while tyranny or oligarchy were considered to impose only the
short-lived interests of the tyrant or the oligarchs. This is no longer the case, and it is correct to assume
that a conflict of interest between generations becomes possible: a fairly asymmetrical conflict, since
the future generations are largely dependent on the effects of our decisions, while they have no
instrument to coerce and deter us and do not even exist as present actors. They can exercise on us
“moral deterrence”, but it remains our business whether or not to act as their representatives in front of
ourselves – a good reason to put that term between quotation marks.

All these failures add up to a major cleavage in modern history, or rather to the beginning of a
post-modern age. The survival not just of individuals like at the outset of political modernity5, but of
human civilization, endangered by the very results of the modern evolution, seems to be the core
problem. As I shall briefly explain, this does not mean fully replacing the paradigm of justice, which
has dominated the last two centuries, by the paradigm of survival. It rather means recognizing the
autonomy and priority of the issue of survival, and to grasp its crucial relevance to future legitimacy; it
also means that the survival problem must be addressed independently from the idea of justice we may
have in mind, without however being bar of any relationship to justice.

Let us indeed make an extreme assumption. Does this idea of survival issues being
independent from those of justice open the door to a world in which nuclear peace and reduced
emissions may be achieved under a worldwide tyranny of Hitlerian or Stalinist make?. Now, while
I still stress the importance of not justifying the choice of survival goods on the basis of a particular

5 This is still the meaning of survival in Inglehart’s sociology of changing values and the related World Values Survey.
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conception of value, history and society, the normative (respect for future generations inscribed in
parenthood) and the philosophical (taking the survival of humankind seriously is necessary for the
meaningfulness of individual life) motivations6 I am giving for this choice are such that survival,
chosen on these grounds, contains enough vaccine against such an unqualified and “zoological”
survival; survival cannot be chosen as an autonomous goal regardless of the moral and political
regime in which it is embedded. There is also a counter-objection coming from political science: by
its own dynamics a worldwide tyranny that realizes Kant’s nightmare of a “despotism without a
soul” is bound to generate more strife and more pollution rather than to stabilize peace and to keep
the air clean.

The question of the “institutions for survival” and their legitimacy requires however a more
in-depth discussion, which is outlined in the next section.

5. Institutions for the Survival of Humankind

In the case of the survival issues institutional design does not mean necessarily to set up a
world government or supranational agencies for the control of nuclear weapons or emissions or a
worldwide Comité de santé publique of Jacobin make. Outcomes like these cannot be ruled out, but
it is as well possible that global challenges exert a Hobbesian fear of ultimate danger without
necessarily leading to an updated planetary Leviathan, or that this fear does not have Hobbesian
outcomes and leads to nothing. More likely is that the existing patchwork of partial institutions,
which provides some governance to world affairs, will remain for decades ahead the only
practicable way to do so; but it should be redesigned in a more effective way, with a new political
will and animated by a political culture aware of what is at stake. The present system of
governance7 also contains some pieces of government: the UN Security Council, the G8, the World
Trade Organization, and a regional semi-polity, the European Union, which are indeed fora for
negotiation, communication and in the best case reciprocal learning rather than authoritative
decision-making bodies (with the exception of the more politically integrated EU). Very important
for the agenda setting in world politics are formalized epistemic communities such as the
International Atomic Energy Agency and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which,
though not supranational in their definition, do not work in the sense of intergovernmental
bargaining; their staff are rather humankind’s civil servants, to put it with Abram Chayes. Difficult
to assess, but undeniable is the role of public opinion movements and environmental advocacy
groups.

More important than single institutions is the whole network of formal and informal
(regimes) institutions and its capability to launch and implement policies addressing global
challenges, in a word to produce governance. Which mix of formal and informal,
intergovernmental and supranational institutions is best, how much government is needed for good
governance are theoretically non-decidable questions, as they are variables dependent on what is
best at any given moment in order to ensure denuclearization and emissions reduction. As a kind of
regulative idea in the Kantian sense, the appeal of old Leviathan and the domestic analogy
mechanisms will still let us think for a while that the world would be nicer and safer if there were a
central institution in permanent charge of those policies; but this picture is likely to remain a
nostalgic touchstone for the performance of the governance network, not a real alternative to it.
Among the several reasons for this, one and not the least is that coercive power plays a less
determinant role in world affairs, even if it remains decisive in no-exit situations and always
important in carrot-and-stick games. In other cases legal international norms can be usually

6 See Cerutti, Global Challenges for Leviathan, 2007, chapters five and six.
7 I am referring to the analytical understanding (as clarified by Pattberg 2006) of the notion of governance as
non-hierarchical, multilevel (spatially and functionally) way to produce global public goods in a new way,
not subject to a single organizational principle.
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implemented and “enforced” by non-deadly sanctions and incentives of economic or non-economic
(recognition, prestige, and other civilized forms of Hobbesian “glory”) nature8. This is not the only
reason to highlight the high relevance of international law for our concluding argument.

Some legal novelties regarding “mankind” are a sign that the chances for humankind,
including future generations, to be protected from global threats are now not simply entrusted to
the strength of ethical and philosophical arguments, but do also rely on existing, if initial and
limited, diplomatic and juridical developments. Already the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 stated in
Art. I that the outer space shall be “the province of all mankind”. Later on, in the Sea Law and the
Moon Convention, the concept of a “common heritage of mankind” was introduced, while the less
binding notion of a “common concern of mankind” was used in the Resolution 43/53 of the UN
General Assembly of 1988 and in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change of 1992 (the
Rio de Janeiro Convention) with regard to climate change9. Humankind has thus become a notion
contained in binding international law and referred to indivisible (climate) and divisible (seabed,
ocean floor, moon) objects, and this has happened as an answer to problems and chances generated
by huge technological advancement. Signs of change also can be seen in jurisprudence, as in the
ten years old finding of the International Court of Justice which denies in general, though not
absolutely the legality of the use of nuclear weapons10. Only a fraction of this normative activity
has real impact on the behaviour of states and other actors, for example it has very little effect on
emissions cutting, except in the European Union due to its internal governance. But an ongoing
change in legal ideas is a piece of change of the political culture, a powerful element of new
governance. Further, the change we have mentioned needs to be seen in a link with the legal
phenomenon called globalization of human rights; this can be seen as an effective resurrection and
expansion of Kant’s idea that human beings as such have some fundamental rights that ought to be
recognized by all states and can be enforced by states and\or international institutions
(“humanitarian intervention”, as in the former Yugoslavia in 1995 and 1999).

If it is true that to the handling of global challenges governance is more relevant than
government, and that governance can be tested on the basis of the policies it implements, it is also true
that policies stem from political will, and we would have then to focus on how a political will
addressing the nuclear and the environmental threat could come into life. This cannot be possibly
made here, because it would require to get into the political economy and the political sociology of at
least ten countries and innumerable transnational networks; and also because it would mean too much
speculation on things to come. I can only stress that an essential condition in generating a new
political is a change in the political culture of elites and voters, which unlike general cultural change
makes policy change immediately possible. Debunking the myth of timelessly safe deterrence among
few or many countries, binding together the interest of the present and the far future generations in a
liveable ecosphere, exposing generational nepotism or the denial mechanisms that play down our
vulnerability: these are all intellectual operations that must accompany the birth of a new political will.
It is of little help to hypothesize how to let the actual interests of the players coalesce or political
forces and leaders come together if the mental environment has not sufficiently changed. Ideas matter
in the reflexive policy-making on global issues, even more than they do in traditional foreign policy11.

In conclusion I want to stress that political cosmopolitanism fails to grasp the unavoidable and

8 Seminal on these developments is Chayes and Handler Chayes 1995.
9 See Durner 2001, Baslar 1998 and Genius-Devime 1996.
10 See International Court of Justice, Advisory Opinion of 8 July 1996, General List No.95,
available at http://www.icj-cij.org/icjwww/icases/iunan/iunanframe.htm. In § 26 of the Opinion the
Court calls the use of nuclear weapons against a particular group genocide under the Genocide
Convention of 1948. Notions such as “the human family” and “the heritage of humanity” are found
in the Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights, adopted by UNESCO’s
General Conference on November 11, 1997, see http://portal.unesco.org/shs/en.
11 Cf. Goldstein and Keohane (1993), Weber 1997 and Wendt 1999;
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tragic complexity of politics, particular in front of global challenges. Unaware of this and other
novelties of post-modern politics, which it tends to minimize, is also what we have called realist
utopianism (best exemplified by Waltz’ illusion that “more may be better”). In the future evolution the
implementation of a Hobbesian logic of survival leading to the establishment of a Superleviathan
(whose legitimacy would be initially strong in terms of survival, but weak with regard to freedom and
respect for diversity) cannot be excluded, and can in any case be developed as a mental experiment,
but that outcome remains highly unlikely, and not fully protective or without inner risks, because of
several counterintentional effects. Unlike what would happen with nukes, it may not affect climate
change in a decisive manner, because of the existing inertia effect in global warming. This is only one
more sign that man-made lethal threats will forever overshadow the life and politics of humankind,
even if we take timely action. Politics can still engineer reasonable institutions of protection, but can
no more be credited to be able to shape the good life or to give rise to republican virtues, because both
these notions of good old days make hardly any sense in this crude world. Politics itself has lost much
of its classical legitimacy and appeal. Insofar we are out of modernity and have to look around in
order to redefine our place in the world; while human agency must renounce any pride of itself.
Insofar we are out of modernity and have to look around in order to redefine our place in the world
and what we can achieve in it. Compared with world government, global governance is a necessarily
modest proposal, and the legitimacy of its institutions not a shining one, but it has the advantage of
being the only one possible.
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