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Global
Governance

The concept of global
governance, a system of
international cooperation and
regulation, didn't emerge
overnight. Its roots lie deep
within the 19th century, a period
marked by significant
technological advancements,
burgeoning empires, and a
growing awareness of
interconnectedness.
Understanding the "power in
concert" - the complex interplay
of national interests and
emergent international norms -
during this era is crucial to
comprehending the evolution of
modern international relations
and the foundations of
contemporary global governance.
This exploration will examine the
key factors that shaped this
nascent system, focusing on the
interplay of international law,
great power diplomacy,
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colonialism, humanitarian
intervention, and the Concert
of Europe.

The Concert of
Europe: A
Foundation for
Global Governance

The Congress of Vienna
(1814-1815), following the
Napoleonic Wars, marked a
pivotal moment. European
powers, recognizing the
devastating consequences of
unchecked ambition and conflict,
established the Concert of
Europe. This wasn't a formal
organization with a constitution;
instead, it represented a system
of multilateral diplomacy, a
"power in concert" based on
regular meetings and
agreements between the great
powers—Austria, Prussia, Russia,
Great Britain, and later France.
The Concert aimed to maintain a
balance of power, prevent
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revolution, and suppress
nationalist movements.

This system, while inherently
rooted in the self-interest of
powerful states, laid the
groundwork for several key
aspects of modern global
governance. It demonstrated the
value of multilateral diplomacy,
showcasing how cooperation,
even amongst rivals, could
achieve common goals. The
establishment of mechanisms for
communication and negotiation -
albeit limited to the select few -
provided a precedent for future
international organizations. The
suppression of revolution, while
morally problematic, highlighted
the potential for collective action
to address perceived threats to
the international order. However,
the Concert’s inherent limitations
- its exclusivity, its emphasis on
maintaining the status quo, and
its disregard for the interests of
smaller nations - also
foreshadowed many of the
challenges that would plague
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future attempts at global
governance.

### Limitations and Criticisms

The Concert of Europe was far
from a perfect model. Its
inherent bias towards the great
powers meant that the interests
of smaller nations were largely
ignored. The system's legitimacy
rested on the perceived right of
powerful states to dictate
international affairs, a principle
that would be increasingly
challenged throughout the 19th
and 20th centuries. The
Concert's reliance on
maintaining the balance of power
often led to inaction in the face of
humanitarian crises or instances
of aggression that did not
directly threaten the great
powers themselves. The Crimean
War (1853-1856), for example,
demonstrated the system'’s
fragility and its inability to
prevent major conflicts between
great powers.
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The Rise of
International Law
and Humanitarian

Intervention

Simultaneously with the
development of the Concert of
Europe, the field of international
law began to emerge. Thinkers
like Jeremy Bentham and
international lawyers actively
sought to establish a system of
rules and norms governing
relations between states. The
development of codified treaties,
though often reflecting the power
dynamics of the time, contributed
significantly to the evolution of
global governance. The gradual
acceptance of international
arbitration and the emergence of
international organizations like
the International Red Cross
(established in 1863) represented
significant steps toward a more
structured and rule-based
international system.
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The concept of humanitarian
intervention, while not fully
formed in the 19th century,
began to take shape.
Interventions, often justified by a
need to protect Christians or
prevent atrocities, started to
occur, showcasing a burgeoning
sense of international
responsibility—albeit selectively
applied. The intervention in the
Ottoman Empire, for example,
often reflected more geopolitical
interests than a genuine concern
for humanitarian issues.
Nevertheless, the emergence of a
discourse around humanitarian
intervention set a precedent for
future debates about the
responsibility to protect
populations from atrocities.

Colonialism's
Impact on Global
Governance
The 19th century was also an era

of intense colonization,
significantly impacting the
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development of global
governance. European powers
carved up vast swathes of Africa
and Asia, creating complex and
often exploitative relationships
between colonizers and colonized
peoples. While colonial rule
established administrative
structures and infrastructure in
many parts of the world, its
legacy remains deeply
problematic. The arbitrary
drawing of borders, the
imposition of foreign systems of
governance, and the extraction of
resources all contributed to
instability and conflict in the
post-colonial era. Colonial
powers frequently ignored the
sovereignty and self-
determination of colonized
peoples, demonstrating the
limitations of the nascent global
governance system in upholding
universal principles of equality
and justice.
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The Seeds of
Modern Global
Governance

The 19th century laid the
groundwork for many of the
features we associate with
modern global governance. While
the Concert of Europe was
limited in scope and driven by
the interests of great powers, it
established the precedent for
multilateral diplomacy and
international cooperation. The
development of international law
and the emergence of
humanitarian considerations,
however unevenly applied,
created a framework for future
international norms and
institutions. The colonial
experience, while morally
reprehensible, demonstrated the
capacity of international actors to
influence events on a global
scale.
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Conclusion

The nineteenth century, far from
being a period devoid of
international cooperation,
witnessed the emergence of
several key elements of global
governance. The "power in
concert," particularly exemplified
by the Concert of Europe,
demonstrated the potential—and
limitations—of multilateral
diplomacy. The development of
international law, the growth of
humanitarian concerns, and even
the experience of colonialism,
however problematic, all
contributed to the evolution of a
more complex and
interconnected world.
Understanding these 19th-
century origins is critical for
analyzing the successes and
failures of modern global
governance and for navigating
the challenges of international
relations in the 21st century.
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Q1: What were the main
weaknesses of the Concert of
Europe?

Al: The Concert's primary
weakness was its inherent
exclusivity. Decisions were made
by a select group of great
powers, ignoring the interests
and concerns of smaller nations.
This lack of inclusivity led to
instability and resentment.
Moreover, its focus on
maintaining the status quo often
hampered effective responses to
emerging crises, such as the rise
of nationalism and the outbreak
of wars. The system also lacked
any formal structure or
enforcement mechanism, relying
heavily on the willingness of the
great powers to cooperate, a
willingness that proved
unreliable.

Q2: How did colonialism
influence the development of
global governance?

11
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A2: Colonialism profoundly
shaped the development of global
governance, primarily through
the creation of international legal
frameworks that legitimized
colonial expansion and the
imposition of Western
administrative structures on
colonized territories. While
creating a degree of global
interconnectedness through
trade and communication, it also
fostered inequality and
resentment, significantly
hindering the development of a
truly inclusive system of global
governance. The arbitrary
drawing of colonial borders
remains a source of conflict in
many parts of the world today.

Q3: What role did
international law play in the
19th century?

A3: While still in its nascent
stages, international law played a
growing role in the 19th century.

The development of codified
treaties, although often reflecting

12
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the power imbalances of the
time, helped to establish a
framework for international
relations. The emergence of
concepts like the laws of war and
the principles of international
arbitration laid the groundwork
for a more rule-based
international system, albeit one
that was often inconsistently
applied.

Q4: How did the Concert of
Europe differ from modern
international organizations?

A4: The Concert of Europe was
fundamentally different from
modern international
organizations like the UN. It was
informal, lacked a defined
structure, and was dominated by
the great powers. Modern
organizations typically have a
formal charter, defined
membership, and more
structured decision-making
processes. They aim for greater
inclusivity and a broader scope of
activities than the Concert, which

13
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focused primarily on maintaining
the European balance of power.

Q5: What are the lasting
legacies of the "power in
concert" approach?

A5: The legacy of the "power in
concert" approach is complex. It
demonstrated the potential
benefits of multilateral diplomacy
and cooperation among states,
setting a precedent for future
international organizations.
However, it also highlighted the
dangers of exclusive, power-
based systems that prioritize the
interests of a few powerful states
over the concerns of the many.
The legacy underscores the need
for inclusive and equitable
systems of global governance
that prioritize international law,
justice, and the well-being of all
states.

Q6: How did 19th-century
humanitarian intervention
influence later developments?

A6: While 19th-century

14
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humanitarian interventions were
often driven by selective motives
and inconsistently applied, they
established a precedent for
future discussions and actions
regarding the responsibility to
protect populations from
atrocities. The evolution of the
concept of "humanitarian
intervention" in the 20th and
21st centuries builds upon - and
critically examines - the
historical experiences of the 19th
century, highlighting both its
successes and shortcomings.

Q7: What are some of the

major challenges to global

governance that emerged
from the 19th century?

A7: Major challenges emerging
from the 19th century include the
legacy of colonialism (including
arbitrary borders and unequal
power dynamics), the limitations
of power-based systems of
governance, the inconsistent
application of international law,
and the difficulty of balancing

15
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national interests with global
concerns. These challenges
continue to shape international
relations and the development of
global governance in the 21st
century.

Power in Concert: The
Nineteenth-Century Origins of
Global Governance

The establishment of global
governance is a intricate process,
not a singular event. While the
term itself is a relatively recent
development, the underlying
goals towards international
synergy and the management of
international issues have deep
roots in the 19th century. This
era, characterized by swift
technological advancements,
growing empires, and
increasingly interconnected
societies, laid the basis for many
of the international institutions
and norms we observe today.
This article will examine the key
factors that contributed to this
embryonic form of global
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governance, highlighting the
nuances of power dynamics and
the progression of international
relations during this pivotal
period.

The 19th century witnessed a
dramatic shift in the balance of
global power. The rise of
industrial powers, particularly
Great Britain, fueled an
unprecedented expansion of their
sway across the globe. This
enlargement, however, wasn't
simply a matter of military might.
It was also driven by the demand
for admittance to resources,
markets, and key locations. The
scramble for Africa is a prime
illustration of this occurrence .
The allocation of the continent
among European powers, albeit a
savage process fueled by
oppression , also necessitated
some level of inter-state
discussion and agreement , albeit
often unfair ones. This
demonstrated the growing
interconnectedness between
states and the need for

17
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mechanisms, however imperfect,
to manage their interactions.

Beyond direct colonialism, other
factors played a part to the
formation of early global
governance. The appearance of
international humanitarian law,
exemplified by the Geneva
Conventions , represented a
nascent attempt to establish
universal standards of conduct
during war . While far from
perfect , these initiatives showed
a growing understanding of the
need for management of
transnational interactions even in
the absence of a formal global
authority.

The 19th century also witnessed
the establishment of the first
international organizations,

albeit with narrow mandates and
power . The International
Telegraph Union, created in
1865, is a notable instance of
early international synergy. This
organization facilitated the
development of global

18
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communication infrastructure, a
vital component of increasingly
interconnected societies . Such
organizations, while unassuming
in their scope, paved the way for
more extensive international
institutions in the 20th century.

The evolution of international law
also played a vital role. The
codification of international

norms and doctrines, albeit slow

and commonly debated ,
gradually influenced the actions
of states and furnished a
framework for the resolution of
global disputes. This process was
considerably from flawless , with
the influence of stronger states
often weakening the application
of these norms, but it still
represented a vital progression
towards a more organized
international system.

In closing, the origins of global
governance can be followed back
to the 19th century. While the
structures and systems of global
governance were elementary

19
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compared to those of today, the
fundamental elements -
interconnectedness among
states, the requirement for
transnational synergy, and the
emergence of international law
and organizations - were
distinctly present . The 19th
century's inheritance is one of a
gradual movement towards a
more complex and
interconnected world, paving the
way for the more developed
systems of global governance we
understand today.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs)

Q1: Was 19th-century global
governance truly "global"?

Al: No, 19th-century global
governance was largely limited to
the interactions of European
powers and their colonies. Many
parts of the world were largely
excluded from these processes,
highlighting the limitations and
inherent biases of this early

20
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stage of global governance.

Q2: What were the major
limitations of 19th-century
global governance?

A2: Key limitations included the
dominance of powerful states,
the exclusion of many regions
and peoples, and the frequent

disregard for principles of
equality and self-determination.

Many agreements were highly
asymmetrical and served the

interests of the already dominant
powers.

Q3: How did 19th-century
developments contribute to
the global governance we see
today?

A3: 19th-century developments
laid the groundwork for
international law, institutions,
and norms. The concepts of
international cooperation, the
need for regulating cross-border
issues, and the existence of
multilateral organizations, even
in rudimentary forms, provided

21
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the building blocks for more
advanced structures in later
centuries.

Q4: What role did
technological advancements
play in the development of
19th-century global
governance?

A4: Advances in communication
(telegraph) and transportation
(steam ships, railroads)
facilitated greater
interconnectedness and
interaction between states,
creating both the need and the
means for more coordinated
action on global issues.
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