https://doi.org/10.1017/50260210510000975 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Review of International Studies (2010), 36, 157-180  © 2010 British International Studies Association
doi:10.1017150260210510000975 First published online 13 Sep 2010

What 1s a (global) polity?

OLAF CORRY*

Abstract. Despite sustained theoretical and empirical criticism of ‘statism’, a recognisable
model of political structure other of hierarchy and anarchy (the models that underpin the
state system-model) has long been lacking. Even many proponents of radical transformation
of the international system often remain ‘post-international’, describing world politics
essentially in terms of complications to the international system. This article agrees that a
new point of departure is needed but offers a different model of political structure by
redefining the term ‘polity’ — a term which is increasingly used to capture non-territorial
political entities neither constituted by hierarchy nor by the lack of it. With the new
definition building on Waltz’s theory of theory as a ‘picture, mentally formed’ in order to
simplify a domain, a polity is deemed to exist when a set of subjects are oriented towards
a common ‘governance-object’. The new polity model is applied illustratively to the idea of
a global polity and a new polity research agenda of international relations is suggested.
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currently a research associate at the Judge Business School, University of Cambridge. He is
the author of articles on the third sector in global politics and is working on a book on
theories of global politics and global social movements.

The term ‘post-international’ has been closely associated with the work of James
Rosenau' but can be used more generally for perspectives that begin from the
model of the international system and then add complications or modifications.
For such approaches to world politics ‘statism’ — involving the assumption that
world politics is ultimately reducible to the model of the inter-state system — is
untenable and needs to be transcended. Two leading authors argue that ‘the task
of remapping political space is a critical one, precisely because the “Westphalian
moment’ is passing’.” Citing the rise of non-state actors in world politics, the
decline of the superpower blocs, the (re)emergence of novel political entities that
straddle conventional boundaries, the sheer velocity of global flows of information

* Thanks to Jens Bartelson, Vibeke Tjalve, Mikkel Vedby Rasmussen, Barry Buzan, Martin Albrow,
Lasse Thomassen, Ole Jakob Sending, Kimberley Hutchings, Trine Villumsen and several anony-
mous reviewers for their helpful comments on this or earlier versions of the argument. The usual
caveats apply of responsibility resting with the author.

! James N Rosenau, Turbulence in World Politics: A Theory of Change and Continuity (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1990); James N Rosenau, Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier: Exploring
Governance in a Turbulent World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Heidi H Hobbs.
(ed.), Pondering Post-Internationalism. A Paradigm for the 21st Century, (Albany: State University of
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and objects and the rise of ‘global consciousness’ and non-territorial communities,
post-internationalists have called for a ‘conceptual jailbreak’ from the theories and
concepts of International Relations (IR)? that ‘seem hopelessly obsolete’ or even
‘obfuscate the main features of present-day global politics’.* Moreover, post-
internationalism is just one example of a wider search of for approaches that
enable us to identify ‘alternative ways in which the world is politically parti-
tioned’.> However, all too often such efforts lead to descriptions of complexity that
rely on the old models and discourse for coherence. ‘Plus non-state-views™® of
international relations, though focussed on all things below and beyond the state,
suffer from an underlying reliance on statist categories which generates hyphenated
terminology such as ‘trans-border’, ‘transnational’, ‘de-centred’ and ‘non-state’ that
reassert the significance of borders, nations, centres, states, etc. and the models of
hierarchy and anarchy that underly those categories. Post-internationalism’s
persistent claims about change thus end up sitting uncomfortably astride concepts
and terminology soaked in what Rob Walker has called the ‘discursive horizons
that express the spatiotemporal configurations of another era’.’”

This article aims to provide a new option for getting beyond this post-
international condition, namely by appropriating and redefining the term ‘polity’.
Interestingly, though seldom defined or theorised, the term is typically used in
contemporary efforts to describe how hierarchies are disintegrating or being
‘unbundled’® or in situations where anarchy is clearly also not appropriate because
new ‘assemblages’ of authority, rights and territory’ such as the EU!° are
congealing. In public discourse too, the polity concept has taken on a similar
function. The British broadsheet The Daily Telegraph speculated that “Tony Blair,
the new Middle East envoy, will be hard put to reconcile an Israeli government
that continues to limp along and a dramatically split Palestinian polity’.!" On the

3 James N. Rosenau, The Study of World Politics. (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 16.

4 Yale Ferguson & Richard Mansbach, Remapping Global Politics. History’s Revenge and Future Shock
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 1.

5 Michael Shapiro, ‘Michael Shapiro’ Theory Talk #36, available at: {http://www.theory-talks.org/
2010/02/theory-talk-36.html}.

¢ Alan Chong, ‘The Post-International Challenge to Foreign Policy: Signposting “plus non-state
politics™, Review of International Studies, 28 (2002), pp. 783-95, 794.

7 R. B. ] Walker Inside/Outside. International Relations as Political Theory. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), p. x.

8 John Ruggie, Constructing a World Polity. Thus, Algeria was termed a ‘broken polity’. See, Hugh
Roberts, The Battlefield Algeria 1988-2002. Studies in a Broken Polity (London: Verso, 2003). Israel
an ‘overburdened polity’. See, Dan Horowitz and Moshe Lissak, Trouble in Utopia. The
Overburdened Polity of Israel (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989); pre-Maoist China
a weak polity, see, Julia C Strauss, Strong Institutions in Weak Polities: State Building in Republican
China, 1927-1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); and Canada ‘a polity on the edge’, see
Harold D Clarke, Allan Kornberg, Peter Wearing, A Polity on the Edge: Canada and the Politics of
Fragmentation (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2000).

° Saskia Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights. From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2006).

10 See, for example, Chris Ansell, “The Networked Polity: Regional Development in Western Europe’,
Governance, 13 (2000), pp. 303-33; Joschka Fischer, Christian Joerges,Yves Mény, J. H. H. Weiler
(eds), What kind of constitution for what kind of polity? (Cambridge Mass.: Robert Schumann Centre
for Advanced Studies, 2000); Douglass Imig and Sydney Tarrow, Contentious Europeans: Protest and
Politics in an emerging Polity (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001); Gary Marks and Marco
Steenbergen, ‘Understanding political contestation in Europe’, Comparative Political Studies, 35:8
(2002), pp. 879-92.

"' Daily Telegraph (5 July 2007).
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same day another newspaper referred to Belgium as ‘an already much devolved
polity’.!> When existing models of political space are under strain “polity’, it seems,
comes to the rescue, including where there is talk of a ‘global polity’.

Despite this — and despite a whole academic discipline being named after it
(politi-cal science) — a generic definition of what a polity is, for example stipulating
what constitutes the boundaries and characteristics of such an entity, has been
attempted surprisingly little. Existing accounts of a global polity, for example
describe it a post-international way in terms of a ‘nascent’ or ‘incomplete’ global
state!® or in terms of how it differs from an idealised version of the international
system of states (anarchy), emphasising ‘complications’ to that model such as the
growth of international institutions, proliferation of non-state actors and a
weakening of the nation-state.'"* How would such conceptions of a global polity
help us to understand other putative instances of polity-formation like the
Palestinian polity the EU-polity or the Christian Polity, for example? They would
not because they amount more to a list of features of globalisation (interconnect-
edness, weakening states, thin community, etc.) than to a theoretical model of
polity which is then applied to ‘the global’.

With a generic notion of polity, conceiving of a global polity would no longer
automatically involve reliance on either of the two classical models of hierarchy or
anarchy. To pre-empt the argument it is suggested in this article that a
polity-structure exists when a group of units become oriented towards the
governance of a common ‘governance-object’. The latter can be defined as an
object that is constructed as real, distinct, malleable and subject to political action,
for example, constructs such as ‘France’ or ‘the climate’. By extension, a global
polity will hence have emerged to the extent that actors of whatever kind have
become oriented towards the governance of specifically global governance-objects
(that is, objects considered real and malleable that are constituted in terms of an
understanding of the ‘world as one place’ — see discussion of globality below).
Thus, if for example ‘global poverty’ or in wider terms a ‘global society’ comes to
be considered real and meaningful as an object that can and should be operated
upon politically — and a set of actors become oriented towards governing this
object, then a global polity will have come into existence.

Though simple, this definition of polity can be used to provide criteria for when
a polity exists, where its boundaries lie, what its basic logics are and how one might
vary while still remaining ‘a polity’. Rather than being a vague term for any set of
political institutions, polities thus conceived would be a distinct analytical category
picking out a specific kind of entity.

What is more, with a theory of polity, we have at least the option of going
beyond the usual post-international notions of the international system of states
and complications. Those wary of complexity should not be compelled to stick
with the state model and its domestic-international distinction simply because they
are in favour of analytical simplifying. It should, for example, become clear that

2 The Guardian (5 July 2007).

13 Martin Shaw, Theory of a Global State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Morten
Ougaard Political Globalization. State, Power and Social Forces (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2004).

!4 Richard Higgott and Morten Ougaard, Towards a Global Polity (London: Routledge, 2002).


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210510000975

https://doi.org/10.1017/50260210510000975 Published online by Cambridge University Press

160 Olaf Corry

an ‘American polity’ will not be the same entity as the US state. A global polity
will not be the same object as a global state or a global society, or a modified
international anarchy. It is suggested below that ‘polity’ defined anew could
become a useful analytical construct in a world of increasingly deterritorialised
politics where networks of governance, construction of new objects of governance
and a multitude of different types of actors play a significant role and cannot be
captured satisfactorily within the hierarchy-anarchy dichotomy (or the continuum
between them) that so much IR theory remains wedded to.

The emphasis in this article will be presentation of the theory and the difference
in research agenda that it implies. In particular, to date, governance-objects, their
origins and significance and their changing natures have received far less attention
than the subjects doing the governing. While there has been much debate about
state-centric perspectives, it has seemingly gone unnoticed that almost all IR
conceives of identity (implicitly or explicitly) in terms of relations between
subjects"™ (both hierarchy and anarchy are defined according to whether subjects
stand in relations of super and subordination). States gain their distinctive
identities in relation to ‘Others’'® or through inward-looking self-reflection — or by
a mixture of the two.!” The polity model, in contrast, draws attention to relations
between subjects and objects. Perhaps because ‘domestic society’ within sovereign
states have been the dominant governance object during the Westphalian moment,
the idea of identifying and analysing governance-objects has not seemed necessary
and polities have been roughly considered coterminous with hierarchies. The
on-going search for tools to identify other kinds of political units indicates that this
is no longer sustainable.

The rest of this article explores these ideas in the following stages. First the
post-international problem of trying to describe change including a ‘global polity’
in terms of old models of political space and the discourses they created is set out
further. And although they remain locked within the models they aim to move
beyond post-international approaches are shown to have worthwhile aims. Second,
existing alternative notions of political structure beyond hierarchy and anarchy
such as ‘heterarchy’ are reviewed and found wanting, as are common existing
definitions of ‘polity’. Third, the new definition of polity is expanded upon
providing analytical building blocks for what a polity consists of, how it is ordered,
how membership is decided upon and how polities may vary. Fourth, in order to
illustrate, this definition of polity is briefly applied to the idea of a global polity
contrasting it to two existing accounts of the global polity. The conclusion
evaluates the new definition on offer and points to the research questions opened
up by the new hierarchy-anarchy-polity triad of models.

!5 Hansen is an exception pointing out that Otherness can be articulated in relation to geographical as
well as political representations. The examples she lists are however group identities such as

nations’, ‘tribes’, ‘terrorists’, ‘women’” (Lene Hansen Security as Practice (Abingdon: Routledge,
2006) p. 7) which again implies that identity is assumed to be forged in relation to other subjectivities
rather than objects.

16 See, for example, Iver Neumann, Uses of the Other. ‘The East’ in European Identity Formation
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1998).

17 See, for example, Alexander Wendt who includes both (pre-social) corporate and (relationally
acquired) social identity. See, Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 182.
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The post-international problem

In the search for new ways of making sense of political space in a globalising
world, post-international writers have provided a host of innovative terms and
metaphors for analysing political processes that cut across, complicate or evade the
familiar structures of the international system of anarchically arranged hierarchies:
‘multi-level governance’,'® ‘complex multilateralism’,'® ‘the attrition of established
patterns, the lessening of order’, the Frontier, or the two-way process of ‘frag-
megration’,?® ‘complex multilateralism’,>' ‘fuzzy’ borders,* even the nébuleuse®* to
name but a few. While such concepts capture significant trends and undoubtedly
reflect a genuinely complex globalised reality, none of them rely on their own
models of political space, often depending for coherence — paradoxically — on the
ones they seek to move beyond, namely hierarchy and anarchy. For instance,
complex multilateralism is characterised as ‘a movement away from a multilater-
alism based primarily on the activity of states’.”* Multilevel governance is used to
describe how overarching policy networks are ‘unraveling the central state’.?®
Rosenau describes a new Domestic-foreign Frontier ‘not so much as a single
frontier but as a host of diverse frontiers [...] in which background often becomes
foreground, time becomes disjointed, nonlinear patterns predominate, organiza-
tions bifurcate, socicties implode, regions unify, markets overlap and politics swirl
about issues of identity, territoriality, and the interface between long-established
patterns and emergent orientations’.?® Irrespective of whether these are reasonable
descriptions or not, the main alternative leitmotif suggested is complexity cast in
relation to the orthodox IR models. The basic terminology and categories of the
old era are used to declare the end (or illusory nature) of that era.

While useful for pointing out the deficiencies of the state model of sovereign
states in anarchy, if we only have the old distinction and models to compare a fluid
new reality to, the latter will tend to be framed in terms of ‘not being’, trans-this,
post-that, etc. The resulting picture may focus on anomalies to the old model but
as Thomas Kuhn suggested, anomalies without an alternative theory rarely
seriously challenge a paradigm.?’ If those critical of the selective vision of the

% Gary Marks, ‘Structural policy and Multi-level governance in the EC’, in A. Cafurny and G.
Rosenthal (eds), The State of the European Community: The Maastricht Debate and Beyond (Boulder:
Lynne Rienner, 1993), pp. 391-411.

9 Robert O’ Brien, Anne Marie Goetz, Jan Aart Scholte and Marc Williams, Contesting Global
Governance: Multilateral Economic Institutions and Global Social Movements (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000).

20 Rosenau, Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier; James N. Rosenau, Distant Proximities. Dynamics
Beyond Globalization (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).

21 O’Brien et al., Contesting Global Governance.

22 Thomas Christiansen, Fabio Petito, and Ben Tonra. ‘Fuzzy politics around fuzzy borders: The EU’s
“near abroad™,Cooperation and Conflict, 35 (2000), pp. 389-415.

2 Robert Cox, ‘Democracy in Hard Times’, in Anthony McGrew (ed.), The Transformation of
Democracy, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), pp. 49-72, 60. According to the Encyclopedia Britannica
this term was ‘formerly applied to any object outside the solar system that had a diffuse appearance
and could not be resolved telescopically into a point-like image’. (EB Online).

2% O’Brien et al., Contesting Global Governance.

25 Lisbeth Hooghe and Gary Marks, ‘Unravelling the Central State, But How? Types of Multilevel
Governance’, American Political Science Review, 97 (2003), pp. 233-43.

26 Rosenau, Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier, p. 4.

27 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962),
p- 77.
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statist model only offer essentially notions of complexity, fuzziness and disorder,
then discarding statism carries the extortionate analytical price tag of falling back
on complexity as the prime analytical category. This is the essence of what can be
called ‘the post-international problem’.

According to many - even constructivists — this condition is virtually
unavoidable:

‘the distinction between domestic and international has broken down, we hear. But the only
way to talk about this is to say that — the distinction between domestic and international
has broken down. So we can get to the current complex situation from the distinction by
adding complexity, but not from the complex situation and build the reality of the play
around that (broken?) distinction?’.%®

The choice, we are told, is between going via the state or unwieldy complexity. Is
there no other distinction to begin from? Barry Buzan, in defending a statist point
of departure, warns against ‘the severe loss of analytical leverage that results from
bundling huge complexities into a single concept, whether it be globalization or
god’.?’ But this is more an argument against having no distinctions than a
justification of the state/non-state distinction.

While simply beginning from the idea of complexity appears an increasingly
popular strategy,®® beginning from a new model or simplification of political space
has been mooted by several approaches and for good reasons. Most explicitly, the
global polity approach®! recommends a ‘reversal of strategy for theory-building’.*?
Instead of always beginning from the model of the international system and then
adding a number of complications, this urges us to begin with ‘a conception of one
world political system, or an aspect of world politics, and then add the complications
arising from the persistent reality that this system lacks a unified authority structure
and has formally sovereign states among its fundamental building blocks’.>® They see
this as a necessary methodological move to avoid framing global politics in terms of
modified anarchy or in terms of a nascent global hierarchy, rather than because they
are claiming the wholesale disappearance of the state system.>*

Getting beyond post-internationalism makes sense if one shares post-
internationalism’s own legitimate worries about the blind spots of statist dis-
course.>> Without a new idea of political space, statism’s ‘impoverished picture of

28 Ole Waver, ‘isms, paradigms, traditions and theories — but why also “schools” in IR?’, Paper
presented at Standing Group on International Relations (ECPR), 5th Pan-European International
Relations Conference, The Hague (9—11 September 2004).

2% Barry Buzan, From International to World Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure
of Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 229.

30 Nigel Thrift, “The Place of Complexity’, Theory, Culture and Society, 16 (1999), pp. 31-69; John
Urry Global Complexity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003); Robert Axelrod & Michael D Cohen,
Harnessing Complexity. Organizational Implications of a Scientific Frontier (New York: The Free
Press, 1999).

31 Higgott and Ougaard, Towards a Global Polity. Global polity writers are not alone in trying to move
beyond the state system-model but their idea is explored here as the most theoretically conscious
attempt to go beyond the post-international perspective.

32 Ougaard and Higgott Towards, p. 30.

33 Ibid.

3 See, for example,Yale H Ferguson. and Richard Mansbach, Polities. Authority, Identities and Change
(Colombia: University of South Carolina University Press, 1996). p. 12; Ronnie Lipschutz, After
Authority (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000).

35 Martin Coward, ‘International Relations in a Post-Globalisation Era’, in Politics, 26 (2006),
pp. 54-61.
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morphology’ remains in place perpetuating a sterile state-versus-global debate that
pits the new as the inverse of the old.*® Reliant on the old models, IR ‘has found
it difficult to conceive of globality except as the negation of statehood and
politics’.?” This has polarised the debate unhelpfully and, paradoxically, kept the
future of the state as the central question in the globalisation debate even in ‘third
way’ transformationist literature.®® The idea of a global polity has thus been
discarded on the grounds that the state remains the main actor.>® Moreover, going
beyond post-internationalism and searching for ‘alternative ways in which the
world is politically partitioned’*® can be justified even if one is quite sanguine about
the blind spots that statism has or happen to believe that it remains prudent to
prioritise the state system for whatever reason. Even for those sceptical of the
globalisation and radical change-thesis, the availability of an alternative lens for
analysing political space can be considered important in terms of methodological
pluralism. We may be over-estimating the importance of hierarchy and anarchy
simply because we always begin with them. Finally, the utility of an alternative way
of delimiting political entities could be of potential use beyond IR in other
disciplines exploring political entities outside the settled framework of the
nation-state. Other disciplines such as anthropology have a long history of studying
non-state constellations,*' policy studies increasingly explores policy-making across
borders and sectors,** political geographers also focus on the unruly, complex and
chaotic reconfigurations of globalised space,* political theorists rework classical
problems of democracy, authority and legitimacy outside the hierarchic state
setting,** and legal studies have shown an interest in rule-setting practices beyond
traditional law or treaty-making.*> Essentially they all operate with groups of
actors oriented towards governance objects. However, the argument here is
developed in relation to the field of IR and specifically the idea of a ‘global polity’.

While the aims of post-international perspectives are thus laudable, they have
not had much success in providing a new analytical point of departure. Higgott &
Ougaard see the ‘global polity approach’ as a collection of attempts to ‘transcend
the state-centred perspective in a conscious theoretical fashion™*® and they and
others have deployed the term ‘polity’ attempting to break the mould of the

36 Morphology refers to ‘the shape of constituent parts and their arrangement into a whole’, p. 56.
Coward, ‘Post-Globalisation Era’.

37 Shaw, Theory of a Global State, p. 81.

% David Held, Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt and Jonathan Perraton (eds), Global Transforma-
tions (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999).

39 Paul Hirst, ‘Book review of Martin Shaw, Theory of the Global State in International Affairs, 77
(2001), pp. 407-76.

49 Michael Shapiro, ‘Michael Shapiro’ Theory Talk #36, available at: {http://www.theory-talks.org/
2010/02/theory-talk-36.html}.

41 See, for example, Claudio Cioffi-Revilla, and Todd Landman, ‘Evolution of Maya Polities in the
Ancient Mesoamerican System’, International Studies Quarterly, 43 (1999), pp. 559-98.

42 See, for example, Morten Hajer, ‘Policy without Polity’, Policy Sciences, 36 (2003), pp. 175-95.

43 See, Gearoid O Touthail, Andrew Herod and Susan Roberts, ‘Negotiating Unruly Problematics’, in
Andrew Herod, Gearoid O Touthail, Susan M Roberts. (eds), An Unruly World. Globalization,
Governance and Geography (London: Routledge, 1998).

4 See, for example, David Held, Democracy and the Global Order: From the Modern State to
Cosmopolitan Governance, or James Bohman, ‘From Demos to Demoi: Democracy across Borders’,
Ratio Juris, 18 (1995), pp. 293-314.

45 See, for example, Christian Briitsch and Dirk Lehmkuhl (eds), Law and Legalization in Transnational
Relations (London and New York: Routledge, 2007).

46 Qugaard and Higgott, Towards a Global Polity, pp. 9-10.
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state-centric frameworks.*” But there has been no root and branch consideration of
what a polity is. Higgott and Ouggaard thus define a global polity as ‘that totality
of political structures, agents and processes, with transnational properties, that in
the current historical context have developed a high level of interconnectedness and
an element of thin community that transcends the territorial state’.*® Such
definitions of a global polity remain, it seems, post-international. “Transnational’
invokes the (crossing of) the national border as a defining feature of a global
polity. The ‘element of thin community’ points towards a society ‘transcending’ the
nation-state. Going via the story of the state system — again — is quite legitimate
in itself, but affects no real methodological reversal. World politics is still compared
to the model of international anarchy or alternatively as an approximation to
global hierarchy when concepts developed in the context of a domestic state
framework are transferred to the global. Elsewhere Ougaard makes the case for
using concepts developed for analysis of domestic politics to understand a global
polity in terms of a global state superstructure.*’

The root of this persistent post-internationalism even in global polity
approaches may be found the lack of an analytical definition of polity or another
‘notion of totality’ that defines in positive terms what a polity is and how it is
delimited.

Models of political structure

If polity is to be recast as a kind of political structure, it makes sense to look at
what models we already have. Kenneth Waltz famously had some success in
suggesting that only two models are necessary: hierarchy, where the units are
ordered in relations of super — and subordination and therefore functionally
differentiated (X, Y, Z), and anarchy, where the ordering principle is coordination
among formally undifferentiated units that differ in strength (X, x, etc. — see Figure
1). Waltz warned that ‘a new concept should be introduced only to cover matters

Hierarchy Anarchy Polity
X X
SN X N9
Y Yi
¥ XK N X
Z Z 7 i‘\‘ X‘/v

Figure 1. Waltz’s theories of political structure.

47 Ferguson and Mansbach, Polities; John Gerrard Ruggie, Constructing a World Polity. Essays on
International Institutionalization (London: Routledge 1998); Hajer, Policy without Polities; Seyom
Brown, International Relations in a Changing Global System. Toward a Theory of the World Polity
(Oxford: Westview Press, 1996).

4 Ougaard and Higgott, Towards a Global Polity, p. 12.

4 Qugaard, Political Globalisation, p. 4.
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that existing concepts do not reach’.’® Mixtures and borderline cases do not
represent a third type: “To say that we have borderline cases is not to say that at
the border a third type of system appears’.”! By assuming that ordering principles
are solely to do with one-dimensional power relations of super — and subordina-
tion, Waltz created a neat tautology: structure is hierarchy or the lack of it.

Volumes of criticism (beyond the remit of this article) have been directed
towards this dichotomy, especially in terms of it being unrealistically simplifying
and structurally deterministic, unable to account for change.> The whole
post-international approach is of course dedicated to — even defined by — showing
how the model of the international system falls short because the system is
changing and becoming more complex, post sovereign or interconnected. However,
the question of an alternative model of political structure for grouping units and
understanding their dynamics has been attempted surprisingly little.>* In rejecting
the twin models of anarchy and hierarchy, the very idea of models as ways of
simplifying complex reality have often implicitly been rejected too, leaving little in
the way of simplifying tools for heterodox scholars to reach for when describing
world politics (hence the penchant for complexity and metaphors).

That critics of neo-realism have left this flank open is perhaps why, as Ole
Waver points out,>* Waltz has of late defended his theory not so much in terms
of what the world looks like but in terms of what he argues a theory is or should
be, namely a ‘picture, mentally formed, of a bounded realm or domain of activity.
A theory is a depiction of the organization of a domain and the connections among
its parts’.> It is a simplification, invented by the analyst (‘mentally formed’) to
make sense of a certain field and it is, in an important way ‘a picture’: ‘A theory
[...] is not a collection of variables’ it is, literally, a depiction that also simplifies:
‘to criticize a theory for its omissions is odd, because theories are mostly
omission’.>® This is different from the medium-range idea of a theory as a set of
propositions about causes and effects, something Waltz considers to be a
specification of a theory, rather than the theory itself. While many would disagree
with this definition and concentrate on how a theory such as anarchy should be
specified, perhaps including more variables or opening up the units to scrutiny, it
is fair to say that a relatively small amount energy has gone into alternative
‘theories’ in the sense of pictures, mentally formed that make sense of the structure
of a field. Therefore, a defense of this idea of theory can parade as a defence for

0 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Boston, Mass.: McGraw-Hill, 1979), p. 116.

51 Waltz Theory, p. 116.

2 John G. Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity; Heikko Patomiki, After International Relations:
Critical Realism and the (Re)Construction of World Politics (London: Routledge, 2002); Barry
Buzan, Charles Jones and Richard Little, The Logic of Anarchy: Neoralism to Structural Realism
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993).

53 Hall (2004) argues with some justification that the core-periphery model makes up another basic
morphology or picture of political structure, but this is ultimately a version of hierarchy, based on
the relative autonomy or dependence of one set of actors in relation to another only with other units
than states. See, Martin Hall, ‘On the morphology of international systems’, CFS Working paper,
University of Lund (2004).

3% Ole Waever, ‘Waltz’s Theory of Theory’. Paper presented at the conference ‘The King of Thought:
Theory, The Subject and Waltz’, Aberystwyth (15-17 September 2008).

55 Waltz Theory, p. 8.

56 Kenneth Waltz, ‘Neorealism: Confusions and Criticisms’, in Journal of Politics & Society, XV (2004),

pp. 2-6.
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one particular theory, namely Waltzian neo-realism. If pictures are crucial this
would explain some of Waltz’s success and resilience.

None the less intimations of alternative models of political structure exist within
IR. Beyond hierarchy and anarchy, some like Ruggie have employed the concept
of ‘heteronomy’ to denote interwoven and overlapping jurisdictions.’” ‘Heterarchy’
has likewise been defined as a structure in which each element is either unranked
relative to other elements, or possesses the potential for being ranked in a number
of different ways®® such concepts typically applied to structures such as the EU’
or Medieval Christendom.®® In heterarchy we learn that ‘political authority is
neither centralized (as under conditions of hierarchy) nor decentralized (as under
conditions of anarchy) but shared’.®’ The network metaphor used typically to
capture political alternative structures particularly in a globalised world is another
possible example of an alternative theory of political structure.®> Organisation
theory has posited ‘networks’ as the third organisational structure after hierarchy
and the market (roughly equivalent to anarchy which Waltz of course moulded on
economic theory).®

However, although doubtless of value in themselves, such concepts remain
generally difficult to picture, and typically rely on complexity (often explicitly in
relation to hierarchy or anarchy) for their analytical power and are therefore not
suited to the task we have set ourselves here of, in the interests of theoretical
pluralism, facilitating a ‘reversal of strategy for theory-building’®* starting from an
alternatively delimited entity (in this case a global one — the global polity).®
‘Heteronomy’ remains essentially a complication of hierarchy (many overlapping
ones) while ‘heterarchy’ is defined as ‘neither hierarchy nor anarchy’ leaving
unspecified when a heterarchy is positively constituted and when not and how the
limits of one might be decided upon (not to mention what the ‘logic’ of a
heterarchy might be). Picturing a heterarchy is not easily done from this
description. Networks, on the other hand, are sometimes defined simply as a set of
units (or nodes) with connections between them.®® Unlike hierarchies these

57 Ruggie, Constructing, pp. 23-4. See also Nicholas Onuf & Frank F Klink, ‘Anarchy, Authority,
Rule’, International Studies Quarterly, 33 (1989), pp. 149-73.

8 C. Crumley, ‘Heterarchy and the analysis of complex societies’, pp. 1-6 in R. M. Ehrenreich, C. L
Crumley and J. E. Levy (eds), Heterarchy and the Analysis of Complex Societies’ (Washington, DC:
American Anthropological Association, 1995).

¥ Jurgen Neyer, ‘Discourse and Order in the EU’, Journal of Common Market Studies. 41 (2003),
pp. 687-706, 689.

% Ruggie, Constructing, p. 149.

¢! Neyer, Discourse and Order, p. 689.

%2 Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996); Margaret E. Keck. &
Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998); Anne-Marie
Slaughter, A New World Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Mette Eilstrup-
Sangiovanni and Calvert Jones ‘Assessing the Dangers of Illicit Networks. Why A4/-Qaeda May be
Less Threatening Than Many Think’, International Security, 33 (2008), pp. 7-44; Fritz W Scharpf,
‘Coordination in Hierarchies and Networks’, in Scharpf (ed.), Games in Hierarchies and Networks:
Analytical and Empirical Approaches to the Study of Governance Institutions (Boulder, Colorado:
Westview, 1993), pp. 125-65.

63 Walter Powell, ‘Neither Market nor Hierarchy: Network Forms of Organization’, Research in
Organizational Behaviour, 12 (1990), pp. 295-96.

% Higgott and Ougaard, Towards a Global Polity, p. 30.

65 Olaf Corry, ‘Theories of Global Politics’, Unpublished paper presented at the Staff and PhD
Colloquium, Department of Politics and International Studies, University of Cambridge.
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nodes-with-connections-constellations are not fixed or constituted by a dominant
node or sovereign. Unlike anarchies the nodes in a network are not necessarily
functionally equivalent or in competition. Beyond those negatives, however, net-
works can be structured in any number of ways. That something is ‘a network’ tells
us little of the nature of the relations between units except that they are not fixed or
hierarchical (since we would then call them ‘structures’ or ‘hierarchies’, respectively).
Keck and Sikkink specify in more detail defining networks as essentially cooperative
organisations ‘characterized by voluntary, reciprocal, and horizontal patterns of
communication and exchange’®’ although it remains unclear why a network could
not coerce or contain vertical patterns of communication and exchange. For the
purposes of this argument it suffices to point out that a network can assume any
number of basic morphologies and cannot thus be likened to a pictorial model of
political structure or perform the function of effectuating a methodological reversal.
Applied to the case of the global polity: describing a ‘global network’ may be
worthwhile but is not equivalent to claiming a global polity, unless ‘polity’ is defined
as simply connected actors (I argue that ‘system’ is the appropriate label for sets of
connected actors of which hierarchy, anarchy also are types).

Saskia Sassens use of the term ‘global assemblages’ is promising too,
concerning new constellations of key elements of the nation state (territory,
authority and rights) but is expressly left un-theorised.®® Nigel Thrift works
creatively with new forms of social space and also makes use of ‘assemblage’,
defining it in terms of old elements put together in a novel way that ‘breathes life
into the elements that compose it and induces a novel perception of reality’.®
Polities are of course assemblages in the sense of being entities that come into being
through constellations that at some point are novel, but to be a pictorial theory of
political structure polity must suggest how they are put together. Not all
assemblages are polities, in other words, and so this concept is also of a different
order. Finally, the idea of global or world society is also something different and
broader than a global polity, denoting an integrated global social body with some
form of community of shared norms or a more abstract world system of connected
parts which again equates ‘polityness’ with interconnectedness.”® Social theories of
globality will be crucial for our understanding of global politics but do not equate
to a pictorial theory of political structure.

This brings us to existing definitions of polity. Using the term as the label for
a new model puts aside older definitions and focuses instead on the way the term
currently functions. Some define ‘polity’ as a broad label roughly for any agent
capable of commanding resources with some degree of common internal identity
and institutions like empires, states or clans.”! This relies at base on the model of
hierarchy although it denotes a wider and more generic entity than a state and
approximates Rosenau’s idea of ‘spheres of authority’.”> Most famously, Ferguson
and Mansbach define a polity as something constituted by: (i) a distinct identity or

7 Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, p. 8.

8 Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights, p. 3.

% Thrift Nigel, ““It’s the romance, not the finance, that makes the business worth pursuing”: disclosing
a new market culture’, in Economy and Society, 30 (2001), pp. 412-32, 421.

7% See, Mathias Albert, ‘Globalization Theory. Yesterday’s fad or more lively than ever?, in
International Political Sociology (2007), p. 171.

7V Waltz, Theory (1979), p. 81; Ferguson and Mansbach, Polities, p. 34; Meyer, “The World Polity’.
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‘we-ness’; (i) a capacity to mobilise resources and, (iii) ‘a degree of institutional-
ization and hierarchy’.”® In comparison many current uses of ‘polity’ are intended
precisely to capture broken or dispersed hierarchies (for example, ‘the Palestinian
polity’, the ‘EU polity’ or ‘global polity’). Thus defined polity brings a more
accommodating and historically sensitive idea of hierarchy than the usual narrow
state-sovereignty conception, but it does not provide a new morphology or theory
of political structure that transcends the hierarchy-anarchy continuum.

Polity is also at times defined in a more generic way, one modern encyclopaedia
defining a polity as ‘a society’s system for governance’.”* This casts polity as an
overarching term, despite the tendency for it to function in a more specific way.
Moreover, to accept such a definition is to create a (poorly specified) synonym for
‘political system’”> best known from political science in terms of a set of arrange-
ments ‘through which values are authoritatively allocated for a society’.’® This
suggests something with inputs, gatekeepers, processes, outputs, feedback, etc. in a
much more institutionalised sense, usually modelled on the modern pluralist state.
This seems not very appropriate for something like a ‘global polity’ which is far less
established. In another more minimalistic definition, for Hedley Bull a system of
states is formed ‘when two or more states have sufficient contact between them, and
have sufficient impact on one another’s decisions to behave — at least in some
measure — as parts of a whole’.”” If polity were used in this way, then any two states
interacting enough to behave ‘in some measure as a part of a whole’ would make up
‘a polity’. The US and Canada interact enough to take each other into account. But
would we speak of a US-Canadian polity? China may be investing in Africa but
could we speak of a Chinese-Angolan polity? Hardly. Something is missing. There
is more to a polity than mere interaction. Additionally, such overarching definitions
of polity stand in contrast to older definitions of polity, for example Aristotle’s, in
which polity denoted a specific system of rule in which many groups take turns to
govern broadly in the interests of the whole community. But this latter definition
resembles broadly what we today refer to as democracy.”®

Rejecting both the hierarchy-based and the catch-all system definition and the
Aristotelian idea of polity, polity can be reserved, along with anarchy and
hierarchy, as a theory of political structure — how parts in a system relate to one
another — while ‘political system’ can remain the overarching term for any situation
in which units interact sufficiently to have to take each other into account.

The structure of polity

According to what principle are units in ‘a polity’ arranged, if not by relations of
super and subordination? Looking at much current usage I have suggested that a

73 Ferguson & Mansbach, Polities, p. 34.

74 Claudio Cioffi-Revilla and Todd Landman, ‘Evolution of Maya Polities in the Ancient Meso-
american System’, in International Studies Quarterly, 43 (1999), pp. 559-98.

5 Cioffi-Revilla and Landman, ‘Evolution’.

7 David Easton, ‘An Approach to the Analysis of Political Systems’, World Politics, 9:3 (1957),
pp. 383-400.

7" Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society. A Study of Order in World Politics (New York: Colombia
University Press, 1977), p. 9.

78 Aristotle like others at that time used ‘democracy’ to refer to rule by the poor in their exclusive
interests. (Aristotle the Politics, 1V).
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Figure 2. Polity.

polity is constituted not by the presence or absence of hierarchy between subjects
but by their orientation towards a common governance-object. Speak of a polity
signals not the presence of a hierarchy but the presence or absence of an object
considered governable towards which a set of actors are oriented. This, I suggest,
is what constitutes polities.

In formal terms a polity exists whenever a set of actors are oriented towards the
governance of one or more common governance-objects. Figure 2 pictures a
governance-object and X-o0, Y-o and Z-o are different subjects oriented towards
governing it. As will be explained, governance-objects may disappear or change
over time, but without a common governance-object we can say that there is no
polity. A polity thus conceived requires no common thick values or affinity
between actors (and so is not identical to a society), or an ability for one agent to
somehow coerce the others (and so is not defined by hierarchy) only a common
interest in governing an object in some way. In contrast, an anarchy consists
traditionally of units who define themselves in terms of governing their domestic
spheres while they navigate in relation each other. Actors in anarchies and
hierarchies do not necessarily have common governance objects.

Before considering more closely what, given this theory, a global polity might
be, this basic definition of polity requires several points of clarification concerning:
(1) what a ‘governance-object’ is; (ii) what governance-subjects are and why there
needs to be a set of them; (iii)) what the ordering principle of a polity is if not
relations of super and sub-ordination, and finally, (iv) how polities relate to their
environments, that is, how criteria of membership/non-membership of a polity can
be conceived.

A ‘governance-object’ can be understood as an ‘object’ constituted as real,
malleable and subject to attempts at steering. Status as ‘real’ is an obvious necessary
precondition, but is one that has often been taken for granted. While constructivist
approaches have given much thought to the construction of identity, the
construction of the object of steering has been largely ignored. One notable
exception is Foucault’s governmentality lectures. In them he points out that rulers
in Machiavelli’s time saw themselves primarily as rulers of ‘territories’ whereas in
modern governmental states decision-makers view the managing of ‘an economy’
or the nurturing of ‘populations’ or society as their main governance-objects.”’

7 Michel Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, in Essential Works. Power Vol. 3, edited by James D. Faubion
(London: Penguin, 2002 [1978]), pp. 201-22.
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Secondly, logically the governability of an object implies also malleability. For
example, a society may agree on the reality of ‘the Earth beneath its crust’ but no
credible options for altering or governing such and object is perceived to exist.
Thirdly, the availability of technologies of governing (technologies understood
broadly and without prejudice as to who or what controls them) is also part of
what makes a governance-object. The development of statistics and the new science
of economics was one factor in transforming western states’ object of governance
from territory to society. ‘The climate’ has only very recently been successfully
constructed as a global governance-object, (arguably a major one in a nascent
global polity), by being constituted as; a) a meaningful object that b) can be
manipulated for example, by regulating the mix of gasses in the Earth’s atmosphere
or by other kinds of geo-engineering.®

Governance-objects perhaps used to be defined primarily by governments and
the term ‘governance’ used to be closely associated with state rule of a society or
economy. However, governance has been loosened from its statist connotations now
often denoting a more generic ‘steering’ regardless of who or what is doing that
steering and whether it is done inside, outside or across states.®! In fact in a
post-international global governance discourse, governance came to denote steering
involving non-state entities. Global governance literature largely defined governance
in contradistinction to hierarchic power (‘the regulation of interdependent relations
in the absence of overarching political authority’)®* or in contrast to the antagon-
istic power politics traditionally associated with anarchy emphasising instead
cooperation, solving common problems and generally dealing with transnational
threats.®*By defining governance negatively against the rule of a sovereign and the
coercion of anarchy, a degree of technocratic consensuality and cooperation was
imputed into ‘global governance’. However, outside a post-international frame-
work it is not necessary for ‘steering’ to be consensual or technocratic, and
‘interdependent relations’ need not be the sole object of governance.

The governance-subjects of a certain polity I suggest are therefore the ones
who — within a specific social setting — are oriented towards somehow steering
(consensually or antagonistically) a common governance-object. Many things will
be construed as governable at any one time, but only a few come to define political
relations. Global governance-subjects such as the ‘global justice movement’
constitute themselves as such through reference to the idea of a global society,
‘globalization’ or the implied object of ‘global justice’, for instance. Without such
objects the identity of ‘global movements’ or actors would fall apart as coherent
categories. There must be a set of actors because governance-objects as social
constructions depend on social practices that define them intersubjectively.®

80 Emery Roe, Narrative Policy Analysis. Theory and Practice (Durham NC: Duke University Press,
1994).

81 Jon Pierre, Debating Governance. Authority, Steering and Democracy (Oxford;Oxford University
Press, 2000), pp. 3-5.

82 James N Rosenau, ‘Toward an Ontology for Global Governance’, in Martin Hewson and Timothy
J. Sinclair (eds), Approaches to Global Governance Theory (Albany, NY: State University of New
York, 1999).

83 Ramesh Thakur and Thomas G. Weiss, The UN and Global Governance: An Unfinished Journey
(New York: UN University Press, 2010).

84 This is similar to the Copenhagen School securitisation theory that theorises securitised objects as
socially constructed rather than objectively threatened or subjectively invented (see Buzan, Barry,
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Constructs about what is governable need to be authorised by an audience, so this
is not a free-for-all: for example, Al-Qaeda in Iraq refers to itself as ‘A/-Qaeda in
Mesopotamia’ (which can be seen as a polity-move), but ‘Mesopotamia’ is no
longer consider a ‘real’ or governable entity in the same way that Iraq, Syria,
Jordan, Lebanon, etc. now are. A subject can of course be oriented towards more
than one governance-object since individual and group identity is typically
multiple.®® Most governance-subjects will, therefore, be members of more than one
polity simultaneously. At the same time identity is structured and very often
relatively stable and a governance-object will be of greater importance over time to
some governance-subjects than others.®® The Labour Party, for instance, has
‘Britain’ as its primary governance-object (without which Labour would not be
Labour) but will also see itself in a different context as a party concerned with
governing ‘The Commonwealth’ or global governance-objects such as ‘climate’,
‘global economic stability’, ‘global society’ or global public bads like ‘poverty’ or
‘global terror’. Finally, it may be worth noting that political identities tend to be
shaped in relation to governance-objects of a certain level of abstraction like
‘Britain’ or ‘the global’ rather than single issues like the building of a shopping
centre, the Three Gorges Dam or global supply of financial credit. The politics of
a prospective shopping mall would not be likely to constitute a polity in itself, if
identities of actors are rarely dependent upon single issues (this explains why there
are not polities literally ‘everywhere’).

The ordering principle of polity can be called ‘object-orientation’ because actors
are structured into a polity through their common orientation towards a
governance-object. Whereas actors in a hierarchy are arranged vertically and in
anarchies they are arranged in terms of polarity, they are arranged concentrically
in a polity in the sense of being oriented towards the same centre (though not
necessarily with equal distance). ‘Non-polities’ are then situations where subjects
are not dependent for their identities upon the same governance-objects. A
collection of actors in world politics, say Venezuela, Egypt, the USA, UNRWA
and General Motors taken together, for instance, may be part of a politicalsystem
(because they interact enough ways to have to take each other into account), but
they cannot be said to make up ‘a polity’ since they are not oriented towards a
common governance-object, just as they do not make up a hierarchy (they are not
a unit defined in terms of relations of super and subordination).

The acquisition of ‘membership’ will differ between hierarchies, anarchies and
polities. The question of membership pertains to the relation between a political
structure and its environment. The threshold of a hierarchy is ultimately guarded
by the centre. In a state, for example, citizenship is conferred upon citizens by the
state. Membership of an anarchic system is not centralised but is also not a
free-for-all, since membership is in principle decided systemically through mutual
recognition. In practice, recognition by the strongest units may be crucial, but the

Ole Waver and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (London and Boulder,
Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1998).

85 Social identity theory emphasises that what distinguishes social beings from isolated information
processing machines is variable identity: ‘the fact that we can vary our perspective on reality from
the singular to the collective and between different social positions at each level’. See, Penelope
Oakes, ‘Psychological Groups and Political Psychology: A Response to Huddy’s “Critical Exami-
nation of Social Identity Theory™, Political Psychology, 23 (2002), p. 814.

86 This is referred to as ‘identity salience’ in Social Identity Theory. See, Oakes, ‘A Response’, p. 815.
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principle of sovereignty is said to be reciprocal.’’ In the international system states
recognise each other’s sovereignty insofar as they recognise each other as states
with equal formal status. In contrast, membership of a polity I will call
decentralised. Instead of the centre determining the subjects, it is the subjects (in
their structural and discursive contexts) that identify with and ultimately construct
the centre. Exiled groups or terrorists are not necessarily citizens of the states
which they seek to influence or terrorise, and neither are they recognised as
legitimate or formally equal players by opposing actors in world politics. They thus
fall outside both state hierarchies and anarchies. But they will be a part of a polity,
insofar as they — as political agents — orient themselves (however perversely) towards
the governance of an object, be that ‘a nation’, a region or a religious community.
This makes polities in principle open or ‘permeable’ structures and, in a mobile
and mediated society in essence non-territorial (although polity members may
happen to be within the same territory). Anybody who defines or enacts their
identities in relation to a governance-object becomes de facto a member of the
polity, irrespective of recognition from other members, and governance-subjects are
therefore unlikely to be neatly limited to a certain geographical location.

Variations on the polity theme

Hierarchy and anarchy vary according to different subject-to-subject relations, for
example, anarchy is unipolar or multipolar and hierarchy is dictatorial, oligarchic,
or democratic. Looking through a polity-lens there are subject-to-object relations
to consider too. Furthermore, both types of relations can also be considered
diachronically over time. This results in four polity-variables: the density of a
polity, level of stability over time, the level of antagonism and finally the degree of
institutionalisation over time. These are not variations in structure, since they do
not change the ordering principle of object-orientation (just as bi-polarity and
multipolarity are variations on an anarchic structure). They are forms of
interaction within the same structure.

Firstly, the density of a particular polity is not the same as how strong a polity
is. The latter would violate the above definition by relying on an actor-oriented and
hierarchy-based definition of a polity as an entity capable of mobilising resources.®®
Instead we may speak of density as a function of how defining the governance-object
is for the actors concerned. To the extent at a global polity exists it is not
particularly dense in the sense that global governance-objects are not central to
most subject positions. Beyond this, polities can also be ranked from stable to
unstable. In a stable polity it is the same identities that contest the governance of
the same governance-object over time, whereas unstable polities would consist of
changing subjects and/or governance-objects. Thirdly, polities may differ in terms
of levels of conflict/cooperation. Actors may have a shared discourse and practices
concerning the existence and governability of an object, but disagree on desired
action regarding that governance-object. Actor-oriented definitions of polity

87 Martin Wight, Systems of States, ed. Hedley Bull (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1977), p. 135.
8 This approximates James Rosenau’s generic term for a hierarchy, namely ‘Sphere of Authority’.
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assume basic cooperativeness or order within the polity, a shared identity, thin
community or the ability to command resources.®” But such traits are not necessary
in the terms set out here. A polity gains its identity as a polity by a set of actors
sharing not values or ‘agreed arrangements concerning expected behaviour (norms,
rules, institutions)’® — but merely by them recognising the existence and impor-
tance of an object of governance of some kind. Hence a polity can be divided by
friend-enemy relations or be relatively harmonious while being a polity in both
cases. The Swiss and the Afghan polities could thus both be polities, albeit very
different ones — one harmonious and peaceful, the other antagonistic and war-torn.
Literature about international regimes and concepts such as International Society
and World Society therefore refer to something necessarily involving shared norms
or values. Polities can vary along the very variable that defines ‘societies’ and
‘regimes’, namely shared norms, values and expectations about behaviour.
Fourthly, subjects in a polity may over time experience varying degrees of
institutionalisation understood as ‘explicit principles, norms, rules and decision-
making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given
issue-area’.! Note that the institutionalisation-variable is not identical to level of
cooperation, since even antagonistic polities can acquire explicit rules and norms,
such as during the Cold War when an intricate system of arms negotiations,
surveillance and arms control was established between the two superpowers, who
were at loggerheads.

The differences between the structures of hierarchy, anarchy and polity are
summarised in Table 1.

On a point of clarification, if ‘political system’ is the overarching term, and
hierarchy, anarchy and polity are structural models, should they be regarded as
mutually exclusive? Most people would see a polity as being a hierarchy also, for
example. This statement confuses theory with ontology. The model of hierarchy is
not the same as what it refers to. It is a truism that all social relations are somehow
unequal, especially in world politics. This does not mean that only hierarchy exists.
As pictures, mentally formed, that ‘convey a sense of the unobservable relation of
things’ as Waltz has it,”> hierarchy, anarchy and polity are abstractions that
simplify reality in different ways. We may view global politics sequentially through
each of these prisms to find evidence for or against a global hierarchy, a global
anarchy or a global polity, picking out very different aspects of world politics as
we go. In this sense they are analytically distinct concepts that pick out different
objects. The international system as an anarchy (as defined by Waltz) is by
definition not a polity of states since states in an anarchy are oriented primarily
towards governing their own domestic spheres rather than a common governance-
object. Likewise a hierarchy ‘is” not a polity since a hierarchy is defined by relations
of subordination between subjects rather than common orientation towards a
governance-object. Inmates and prison warders may be part of a hierarchic system
of subordination without them sharing a governance-object. Similarly, citizens

89 See, for example, Ferguson and Mansbach, Polities.

%0 Buzan, From International to World Society?, p. 111.

°l Stephen D. Krasner, ‘Structural Causes and Regime Consequences: Regimes as Intervening
Variable’, International Organization, 36 (1982), pp. 185-205, at p. 185.

92 Waltz, Theory, p. 9.
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Political systems (sets of units that interact enough to have to take
each other’s actions into account)

Hierarchy Anarchy Polity
Constitutive feature | Existence of a Absence of sovereign Existence of a
sovereign power and absence of common
common governance-object
governance-object
Ordering principle Super — and Coordination Orientation towards
subordination between subjects common
between subjects governance-objects
Organisation of Vertical Polar Concentric
political space
Principle of Centralised Systemic mutual Decentralised
membership inclusion/exclusion recognition identification
Variable dimensions | Centralisation/ Unipolar/multipolar ~ Dense/dispersed
Decentralisation of
power

Table 1. Summary of three different political structures

within a state can be viewed as being part of a hierarchy by virtue of their
subordination under the sovereign, not because their identities are dependent upon
the same governance-object.

We can draw a parallel to ‘nation’, ‘state’ and ‘society’. These have been taken
to refer to things that have at times been fairly well aligned, particularly during the
‘Westphalian moment’. This does not make them ‘the same’ in conceptual terms or
mutually exclusive in empirical terms. What they each refer to may overlap in
empirical terms but although a state may have a nation within it, we cannot say
that a state ‘is’ a nation without muddling the concepts. Equally, a polity may have
a distinct hierarchy or anarchy within it or vice versa, but this does not make them
the same entities. All anarchies and polities will have an unequal distribution of
power within them, but by characterising them as anarchies or polities we are
defining them according to other features than their distribution of power.

A global polity?

While this article asks primarily what a global polity is rather than whether a global
polity exists, a brief consideration of how the generic definition of polity could map
onto global politics may help to clarify the ideas behind the model. The reader will
appreciate that the limits of space will allow only a cursory glance at this
potentially huge question, the main purpose of which is to point out the new
research agenda opened up by the theory of polity. In particular global polity is
compared in the following to two of the best developed existing accounts of global
politics that seek to go beyond the state model.
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Firstly, how should we understand the idea of ‘global’ governance-objects?
While the term ‘global’ functions in many different ways, often as the opposite of
‘local’ or as a signal of transformation beyond internationalisation®® it will be
understood here as denoting substantial ‘space-time compression’ coupled with
discourse supposing the world as one place. This follows the Roland Robertson’s
idea of globalisation as not simply shrinkage of geographical distance but also a
growing consciousness of the world as a singular place of action.”* Martin Shaw
echoes this: beyond worldwide interconnectedness, ‘to be Global now refers,
maximally, to the self-consciously common framework of human society world-
wide’®® though this does not necessarily imply any form of cosy community. Thus
a global governance-object is not inclusive of every single square inch of the globe
nor simply an object that is ‘cross-border’. Nor is it enough for subjects to utter
the term ‘global’ for something to be constructed as a global governance-object as
defined here. The construction of an object as ‘global’ will be an inter-subjective
process constituting something in terms that reference the globe as a single place
of human action, for example, ‘global poverty’, ‘global financial stability’ or ‘the
[human-influenced] climate’.

When did global governance-objects begin to arise in public discourse? This is
highly debatable, but it is crucially a different debate to the usual one about when
globalisation began. Increased commerce or the ‘shrinking’ of space and time do not
necessarily imply the emergence of a discourse constituting something as global and
governable. Deities believed since ancient times to be present in the ‘whole world’
and ‘for all time’ arguably referenced the globe as one place, but were not
considered governable and nor, in fact, was ‘globalisation’ as depicted recently by
globalist liberals in awe of global markets who saw it as a bottom up non-steerable
process of social change.’® Thus, although it would be foolish to venture a precise
date for the emergence of a global polity, the definition of a global governance-
object frames a new type of question concerning not just when globality arose but
also when governability of an object referencing the globe became widely accepted.
Finally, if we also ask at what point actors became politically oriented towards such
global governance-objects this pushes the birth of the global polity even closer to
the present, probably to the rise of global movements, governments and other actors
who’s identities make sense only in relation to the governance of global objects.

Such global polity questions have not been much posed, but one observer
suggests that ‘the global’ has been ‘constituted as a new object of thought and
action’ towards the end of the Millennium as the ‘certainty about the factuality of
the globalization process itself’” became generally accepted.”” Another points to the
recent growth in discourse on global governance that ‘tells us to act and to think
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as if the world were already a virtual global polity simply waiting to be lived in
and worked out, one way or another’.”® Anthony Giddens implies something
similar: “The second globalization debate [after Seattle, 1999] is not about whether
[globalisation] exists; it’s about what globalization is, what its consequences are,
and what kind of framework we can develop for the world to accommodate it’.°
Building on the definition of globality given above, it can be argued that the
emergence of the basis for a global polity began when the current human-
dominated era of the Earth began to be recognised — what Paul J. Crutzen has
controversially labelled the ‘Anthropocene’: the human dominated geological epoch
supposedly taking over from the Holocene. While Crutzen dates the Anthropocene
to the invention of the steam engine,' discourse constructing the globe as
humanly governable has only recently become substantial and widespread.

Just how widespread discourse presupposing the existence of a global
governance-object is a crucial question for global polity research but is beyond the
scope of this article. Instead, the following examines two recent accounts of global
politics that begin with an alternative conception of global politics and compares
them to the theory of global polity advanced here.

According to Martin Shaw in his theoretical and historical exploration of the
globalisation of state power, Theory of the Global State, globality involves a
transformation of the national-international nexus rather than simply a tipping
towards the international end of it: ‘accounts of transnationalism hardly amount to
theories of globality’.!°! Although states will remain and inevitably form an
important part of global politics, in a global setting ‘tensions [between national and
international] reappear in novel terms, which are increasingly relativized by the
greater consciousness of the global human whole’.'? Within this emerging globality,
Shaw argues that global state functions are gradually becoming globalised. This
creates a nascent global state ‘conglomerate’ centred around the lone superpower of
the US and shared institutions like NATO. The reorganisation of means of violence
and legitimacy is at the heart of his notion of a global-Western conglomeration:

The globalized Western state-conglomerate, or global-Western state for short, is an
integrated authoritative organization of violence which includes a large number of both
juridically defined states and international interstate organizations.'®

States within the Western bloc and NATO in particular have become so enmeshed
in each others’ military machines and political institutions that they are no longer
able to be grasped as nation-states interacting but must be seen as constitutive
parts of a global Western state. The global state has internal structures strong
enough to redefine ideas about national interest and sovereignty while it acts
outwardly as a partially hegemonic bloc: ‘not only is western state power exercised
world-wide, but it has a general (if strongly contested) global legitimacy’.!®* For
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Shaw, other theories of global governance, international regimes or security
communities focus on how sovereign states cooperate and tussle while underesti-
mating the ‘striking difference between nation-states within the West and outside
it’.! A new distinction apart from the national-international is thus offered as
a point of departure potentially fulfilling the aim of moving beyond post-
internationalism.

Similarly focused on the politics of globalisation, though with a broader focus
on more state functions than those related to violence and war-making, Morten
Ougaard borrows concepts from historical materialism and state theory that have
been refined in domestic analyses such as superstructure ‘persistence function’, and
the reproduction of relations of power. Ougaard’s project is also motivated by a
wish to go beyond the model of the state system as a modified anarchy and he urges
‘a holistic perspective on world politics as an integrated phenomenon’.!°® He too
thus aims to go beyond the anarchy model. The result is also a powerful analysis
of a growing global superstructure of institutions. Like Shaw’s, Ougaard’s analysis
leads him to identify a global state-like construction based on the major Western
powers and global institutions ‘marked by dense contacts, routinized information
exchange, mutual surveillance and peer pressure, strong analytical and statistical
resources, and a capacity for development of joint strategies and policies’.'%’

For conceptual clarity I will refer to these as examples of global state theory,
and reserve global polity theory for the version advanced here. The aim is not to
comprehensively assess these two theories of global politics and the historical
narrative they are explained by, but to glean the theory of political space behind
them and compare it to the one on offer here at an equivalent level of analysis.

Firstly, they largely succeed in offering an alternative to standard accounts of
modified international anarchy because they begin from the global level of analysis.
However, they base their account on hierarchy instead positing a global state-agent
with a (relatively) ordered and pacific inside and a relatively anarchic outside. Both
theorists measure the ‘global superstructure’ in relation to the idea of a hierarchic
state able to command resources, build institutions and secure loyalty. Ougaard’s
account of the global polity is openly based on a domestic analogy — something
which he argues is legitimate, indeed indispensable, provided such domestic
analogies are not used ‘uncritically’.'®® Both emphasise the ‘incomplete’ nature of
the global state which insulates somewhat against realist counterclaims about the
primacy of state sovereignty but of course also suggests that the global revolution,
over time, will or could be ‘completed’ into a proper global hierarchy.

This is perfectly legitimate and thanks to Marxist and state theory apparatus
both are able to offer explanations and analysis of the globalisation of power
structures often lacking in globalisation studies. But it does not fundamentally
expand our repertoire of political morphologies beyond the two familiar ones of
hierarchy and anarchy. Rather it transfers the morphology of hierarchy familiar
from comparative politics and the methodological nationalism to the global level.
Both warn against the uncritical use of concepts developed in a domestic setting.
Yet transferred back down to the national level, it is hard to see how their global
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model of hierarchy would differ from standard state theory. The global state is by
definition relatively pacific internally, institutionalised and possesses agent qualities,
able to act towards an ‘outside’. Thus, in terms of theoretical pluralism, global
state theory has value as an alternative starting point to anarchy, but tips towards
the opposite end of the anarchy-hierarchy dichotomy already at the heart of the
international paradigm.

While measuring the global political realm in relation to a model of hierarchy
sheds useful light on important questions concerning world politics, it also
inevitably obscures other questions. Firstly with global state theory there will be a
propensity to find internal cohesion and ‘actorness’ in a global state when
envisaging it as a state writ-large. The plausibility of the global state argument
depends on the internal cohesion of the bloc or the uniformity of the global
superstructure and critics were quick to charge that the global state could easily
break up, making it essentially a multilateral form of cooperation between states
rather than a new state formation.'® In contrast a global polity as defined here
need not have agent qualities and is not necessarily made up of shared institutions
and common identity. A global polity as defined here would logically include the
radical opponents of the West if they too aspire to govern global objects, as some
have claimed A/-Qaeda does.''® The view of the existence and governability of the
global would be shared by all members, but little else would necessarily follow.

Secondly and linked to this is the fact that the idea of a global society hovers
above the notion of a global state. Ougaard and Higgott identify a ‘growing sense
of “community”” and note the ‘recognition of the appropriateness of global
discourse’.!!! as a central characteristic of the emerging global polity. Shaw’s
global state derives its cohesion in part from a common awareness of human
society on a world scale (‘society becomes global when this becomes its dominant,
constitutive framework’)!'? and externally has ‘a general (if strongly contested)
global legitimacy’.!'® In contrast, a global polity as defined above requires no
shared values or consciousness, except for discursive agreement on the existence
and governability of global objects.

Thirdly, global state theory gives priority to institutions, with institutionalisa-
tion and hierarchic bureaucracy being core connotations of the concept of a state.
Shaw’s emphasis on the shift towards consciousness of the world as one place is
at the crux of his idea of ‘global’, but neither global consciousness nor global
discourse figure prominently in the idea of a global Western state bloc which is
rather based on means of violence. The same goes for Ougaard’s global
superstructure, which is conceived of mainly in terms of institutions and leverage
over subjects. The polity approach offered here in contrast puts global discourse at
the heart of the emerging global polity in terms of the social construction of global
governance-objects and the way subjects put (or do not put) such objects at the
heart of their political identities.

Finally global state and global polity (as defined here) are different in their
conceptions of territoriality. For Ougaard, all political actors are analysed as being
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part of a global polity which is planetary in scope, similar to Seyom Brown’s idea
of a world polity as the totality of local, national, regional and global political
relations.''* The ‘global superstructure’ is however, limited to roughly the same
areca as Shaw’s global state, corresponding to a Western social transnational
formation. The latter maintains a ‘territorial base’ defined by ‘the areas controlled
by its component state units’.''> In contrast, the global polity as defined here
would be defined neither as the system-wide entity (not all actors define themselves
in relation to global governance-objects), nor as a geographically based entity. For
instance, the US government and pressure groups based in the US, such as the
internet-based Avaaz.org may define themselves in relation to governing global
objects such as ‘global peace and stability’ or ‘global justice’ but other US actors
such as unions or state legislatures are oriented towards other polities such as the
US polity or that grouped around the governance of a particular federal state.
Within the same geography, actors may or may not be a part of the global polity.

Conclusion

Polity will not replace hierarchy and anarchy as theories, nor the need for analyses
of how far world politics deviates from anarchy or hierarchy. As simplifications
with which we can compare a complex reality, they remain useful. Nor are
post-international accounts of world politics useless, especially not in terms of
showing the inadequacy or selective nature of the statist model. Nor does our
model of polity provide a specification of power relations or a grand theory of
what drives history like that delivered by historical materialism''® or evolutionary
functionalist theory.!'” But at the level of morphologies or pictures, mentally
formed, that provide scaffolding for making sense of political space, it can provide
an alternative way of identifying, characterising and describing hybrid political
entities that are emerging in large numbers today in the global age. A different
object of analysis is brought into focus generating a different set of research
questions about the global polity: when did ‘the global’ come to be constituted in
the eyes of a group of actors as both real and governable? How is globality
constructed as a governance-object? Who defines themselves in relation to such an
object and how? How does the current configuration of the global polity rate on
the variables identified? That is, how dense, stable, antagonistic or institutionalised
is the global polity? If global polity discourse is spreading, what courses of action
or global governance technologies are made plausible or possible (for example,
global taxes, climate geo-engineering projects?). This contrasts with more tradi-
tional (post-) international questions such as ‘are states loosing or retaining
power? ‘How many non-state actors are there and how significant are they (do
they influence the international system)?” ‘Are there shared values and norms in
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world politics?” What are the prospects for a global state capable of wielding
coercive power on a global scale?

Does the theory of polity presented allow us to identify when a polity has been
established or dissolved? Yes and no. ‘No’, because it will always be difficult to
draw the line. ‘Yes’, because with an analytical definition we know what to look
for and how to argue about where to draw the line. Armed with a theory of polity,
the question of the existence of a global polity becomes clearer, even if the answer
to that question remains complex. As such polity differs little from other
well-rehearsed analytical distinctions — such as the distinction between anarchical
and hierarchical political systems: this too is an analytically clear distinction, but
empirically often difficult to call either way.

Furthermore, polity improves the level of analytic leverage relative to some
existing post-international conceptions that catch all transnational or non-state
actors or processes. Notions such as the nebuleuse, ‘complex multilateralism’,
‘unbundling’ or ‘assemblages’ are evocative, but do not help us if we wish to go
beyond deconstructions of the old organising principles and cut the analytical cake
in a new way. The ‘non-state’ category itself initially lumps all non-state
transnational actors together and as a consequence, concepts that build on that
category such as ‘global civil society’,"'® and ‘transnational civil society’''® usually
have to begin by throwing out certain non-state elements, for example, private
companies, terrorists, mafia groups for reasons unrelated to the state/non-state
distinction.'®® Seyom Brown’s notion of a ‘world polity’ defined as the worldwide
configuration of systems of enforceable societal relationships is also analytically
relatively empty since such simple sum of enforceable relations would by the
author’s own admission have ‘existed in one form or another throughout human
history’."?! In principle, a global polity could be dated to the emergence of a global
governance object with importance for the identities of the governance-subjects.

Finally, the theory of polity here is also not bound to the idea of a ‘global’
polity and could be applied to other levels of analysis. A ‘European polity’, for
example, would be a set of actors defined in relation to governance of ‘Europe’ or
European governance-objects. A religious polity would be a group of actors who
define themselves in relation to the governance of a particular religious object such
as a community of believers. Polity thus has potential use outside IR in political
geography, religious studies, anthropology and political science more widely.
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