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like – it can be devastating and deadly as those seeking 
refuge in Australia, Europe, and North America have 
discovered (see Diagne 2007; de Genova and Peutz 
2010; Neilson 2010).  

 But there are other ways in which governance mani-
fests itself. For scholars working in fields like political 
geography and related disciplines such as International 
Relations (IR), governance refers to a system of rules, 
norms, codes, regulations and compliance mecha-
nisms designed to regulate human activity, especially at 
the global level (Herod  et al . 1998; Held and McGrew 
2002; Sparke 2006). However, the mere identification 
of ‘global governance’ presents an important challenge 
to dominant strands of IR, notably realist depictions of 
the international arena. These stress the importance of 
nation-states and the absence of agreed rules between 
them (Sinclair 2004). Indeed, given realists stress the 
absence of agreed-on rules (they call this ‘anarchy’) and 
hence emphasize the role of state power as the order-
ing principle in the international system. For realists, 
the weakness of a formal world authority (such as the 
UN’s inability to stop wars or the way that states ignore 
many of its rules) is a profound reminder that states, 
as the dominant actor, will have to rely on themselves 
to ‘navigate’ and ‘steer’ their way in the global arena in 
order to maximise what ruling elites define as the indi-
vidual interests of their states (Donnelly 2000). Many of 
the assumptions present in geopolitics (those detailed 
in  Chapter   20   ) are shared with such a perspective. 

 For the critics of realism, however, it is taken as axi-
omatic that our world is increasingly globalized, in so 
far as states, societies and markets are embedded and 
implicated with one another, across a range of geo-
graphical scales. As earlier chapters in this section have 
indicated, the state is complex, just one of many ter-
ritorial actors and is frequently contested. It is appar-
ent, moreover, that while the state remains the primary 
political actor there is not only a great deal of varia-
tion within the inter-state community but also a range 
of other organizations facilitating, respecting and 
obstructing ‘global governance’ (for earlier reflections 
on colonial governance, see  Chapter   8   , pp.  187 –190). 
The list would include non-governmental organiza-
tions, inter-governmental organizations, corporations 
and/or criminal cartels. Likewise, it no longer seems 
plausible to adhere to a rigid distinction between the 
domestic and the foreign. As John Agnew (1994) rightly 
cautions, such a domestic/foreign polarity  constitutes 
the ‘territorial trap’ whereby there is a neglect of the 
changing significance and meanings of the territorial 
states in different historical–geographical circumstances. 

      23.1  What is governance about? 

 The term governance, derived from the Greek verb 
 kubernan , suggests notions of steering and/or piloting. 
Governance as a term is, on the face of it, a source of 
reassurance. Actions involving steering and piloting 
connote a sense of being in control, of predictability 
and stability. If we cast our minds back to April 2010 
and the volcanic eruption in Iceland (see  Plate   23.1   ), 
we might consider what happens when the things we 
(in this case international travellers like ourselves) 
take for granted are suddenly disrupted (Donovan and 
 Oppenheimer 2011). People, goods, and airmail were 
severely ‘derailed’ when air travel was grounded. The 
very things that partially govern our lives such as inter-
national regulations regarding air travel were power-
less to cope with this natural event. We and countless 
other people were stranded abroad. Likewise, when 
severe disasters such as flooding and earthquakes af-
fect communities around the world, we gain further 
insights into what a lack of governance looks and feels 

 Plate 23.1         Iceland volcano.   

M23_DANI0704_04_SE_C23.indd   486M23_DANI0704_04_SE_C23.indd   486 23/02/12   11:49 AM23/02/12   11:49 AM



CHAPTER 23 GLOBAL GOVERNANCE    487

Indeed, states might well continue to enjoy formal sov-
ereignty over their national territories, but they are also 
deeply affected by the contemporary transnational flows 
and global capital markets. The financial crisis of 2008–
2010, for example (see  Plate   23.2   ), duly demonstrated 
how the notion of the state as a territorial container 
was being challenged while ideas pertaining to the safe-
guarding of ‘national economies’ and ‘national interests’ 
were constantly (re)produced by (usually male) politi-
cal leaders such as Gordon Brown and George W. Bush, 
desperate to convey the impression that they were in 
‘control’ – raising interesting issues about ‘manly states’ 
(see  Chapter   20   ,  Spotlight box   20.2    and  Chapter   21   , 
pp.  455 –7; see also Hooper 2001; Sidaway 2008).  

 We should, at this stage, make a fundamental dis-
tinction between two kinds of political–territorial world 
orders. First, there is an  idealized  order, in which the 
international system is composed of states, which en-
joy  de jure  sovereignty over their national territories. 
This intricate link between sovereignty and territory 
is often traced back to the Treaty of Westphalia (1648) 
whereby there is an international codification of the ba-
sic principles of territorial integrity, border inviolability 
and the supremacy of the state. Alternatively, there is a 
 functional  order, which is rather more complicated and 
holds the de facto view that states, for example, do not 
enjoy complete and absolute authority over their terri-
torial domains. This might manifest itself in all kinds of 
ways from an inability to impose law and order on parts 
of their national territory (e.g. Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Somalia and Afghanistan at certain histori-
cal junctures) to an inability to control flows of money, 

people, goods and ideas. As John Agnew (2005; 2009) 
claims, sovereignty is never complete and/or absolute – 
rather than assuming sovereignty as fixed and natu-
rally tied in to the nation-state and territory, attention 
should be given to how sovereignty can function on dif-
ferent geographical scales and can be shared by multiple 
actors (c.f. Jessop 2002; Brenner 2004). 

 In this chapter we explore a number of themes and 
issues germane to a discussion on global governance 
mindful of those  idealized  and  functional  senses of 
world order. But we will do so from some potentially 
unusual vantage points, namely the Polar Regions 
where there is no shortage of material pertaining to 
states and political leaders eager to perform, protect 
and exclude in the name of governance (see  Chapter   20   , 
p.  423 ). It might seem odd to go to the proverbial 
ends of the earth but in doing so we will be able to 
reflect on how governance has been understood and 
implemented in extreme environments. Initially, we 
consider why there has been an upsurge of reflection 
on global governance, with due consideration given 
to some relevant contextual and theoretical perspec-
tives. Thereafter, the governance of the Arctic and 
Antarctic are used as examples of how the regula-
tion of these apparently remote spaces has become 
embedded in an ever more complex matrix of states, 
non-governmental organizations and international 
 governmental  bodies (including the United Nations – 
see  Spotlight box   23.1   ). Finally, the chapter concludes 
by looking at how governance questions remind us of 
the importance of accountability, access and authority 
in the contemporary world.   

 Plate 23.2         Financial  crisis, 2008.   
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   23.2  Theorising global governance 

 In the last decade or so, terms like governance have 
become associated for many Western viewers with tel-
evision reports of political leaders, global corporations 
and international financial organizations such as the 

World Bank (see  Chapter   8   , p.  193 ). G7/8/20 meet-
ings around the world in places like Genoa,  London, 
Seattle and Toronto further cement an impression of 
the rich and powerful gathering to manage the world 
(see  Plate   23.4   ). In close proximity, it is common to 
find individuals and social movements taking to the 
streets of the same cities protesting against global 

 Spotlight box 23.1 

 United Nations 

 The United Nations (UN) has 193 member states, a 
figure that includes the vast majority of the world’s 
 sovereign states. Established in 1945, it was meant 
to succeed the League of Nations, to facilitate ‘co-
operation in international law, international security, 
economic progress, social progress, human rights 
and achievement of world peace’ (UN website). The 
League of Nations (formed in the aftermath of the 
First World War) was an inter-governmental organiza-
tion whose primary goals, as stated in its Covenant, 
included preventing war through collective security, 
disarmament and settling international disputes through 
negotiation and  arbitration. However, the onset of the 
Second World War demonstrated that the League had 
failed in its primary purpose. There were many reasons 
for this failure. In particular, it has been pointed out that 
the structural weakness of the organization – many 
decisions required the unanimous consent of the entire 
Assembly, which made conclusive and swift action diffi-
cult – culminated in its eventual demise (see Gill 1996; 
Pollock 2003). The inspiration for the formation of the 
UN thus stemmed from the wish for a more effective 
organization for the managing of world affairs. 

 Currently based in New York, the UN has six major 
elements: the General Assembly (the debating cham-
ber), the Security Council (addressing resolutions per-
taining to peace and security), the Secretariat (providing 
support for the UN), the UN Trusteeship Council (inac-
tive), the International Court of Justice (based in The 
Hague), and the Economic and Social Council (promot-
ing international economic development and coopera-
tion). There are also other major agencies associated 
with the UN, including the World Health Organization, 
the World Food Programme and UN Children’s Fund. 
The current Secretary-General is the former South 
Korean diplomat, Ban Ki-Moon, who took over the 
post in 2007 (see  Plate   23.3   ).  

 The organization is funded by voluntary and as-
sessed donations from member states. The regular 

two-year budget of the UN and its specialized agencies 
are funded by assessments – the General Assembly 
approves the regular budget and determines how much 
each member state has to give. This is broadly based 
on the relative economic capabilities of various coun-
tries, as evaluated by their Gross National Income, tak-
ing into account adjustments for external debt and low 
per capita income (UN website). Given that the Assem-
bly has established the principle that the UN should 
not be overly dependent on any one member to finance 
its operations, there is a ‘ceiling’ rate, setting the 
 maximum amount a state can contribute to the budget. 

 Plate 23.3         UN Secretary-General.   
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economic vision, which placed a premium on a reform 
package designed to make Southern economies more 
‘accessible’ to foreign direct investment and corpora-
tions (Harvey 2005). As Roberts  et al . (2003: 887) put 
it, the contemporary neoliberal idealism, bolstered by 
the ‘simple master narrative about the inexorable force 
of economic globalization’ upheld the idea that the 
universal extension of the virtues of openness, trans-
parency and integration inherent in free markets will 
ultimately bring ‘worldwide peace and prosperity’. 
Premised on a market-driven approach in shaping the 
political and economic priorities of the state, neoliber-
alism is unequivocally represented as a force that will 
lift the whole world out of poverty as more and more 
communities embrace and partake in the workings of 
the capitalist global economy (Tickell and Peck 2003). 
Thus, the critics complained that underlying claims to 
good governance was actually a disciplinary impulse 
(a form of governmentality, see  Spotlight box   23.2   ) 
in which governments and their national populations 
were trained to operate in new ways, with the incentive 
being that they were more likely to attract additional 
aid and investment (Larner 2003; Watts 2003). In this 
sense, governance came with certain caveats and strin-
gent conditions.  

 It was no accident that good governance debates 
and structural adjustment coincided with the ending 
of the Cold War and the intensification of global inter-
dependence  . To put it bluntly, Northern states (note 
the term, not  Western  states as we might have used 
during the Cold War) were still eager to control further 
aid packages, while at the same time take advantage 
of new economic opportunities in emerging markets, 

 economic and political integration, and highlighting 
the persistence of inequality. The June 2010 meeting of 
the G20 in Toronto was a timely reminder of how the 
governance of the world’s economic system is a deeply 
contested affair, especially in the light of a financial cri-
sis and public sector deficit reduction, which appear to 
be targeting the world’s poorest and most vulnerable 
communities (Klein 2007).  

 In discussing global governance, we need to address 
two different constituencies. First, we should provide 
some contextual detail to these aforementioned activi-
ties. Why, for example, is it now so common for high-
level meetings between the G7 and G20 to attract such 
protests, violence and even death? Second, how have 
theorists explored the nature of governance with refer-
ence to world order? Who, for example, benefits from 
good governance? 

 In an earlier phase, in the 1980s and 1990s, govern-
ance was a subject matter usually reserved for discus-
sions of the global South (Sheppard and Nagar 2004; 
Slater 2004b). Indeed, as Williams  et al . (2009: 3) rightly 
note, this period has seen the global South being con-
stantly represented ‘as a collection of place and peoples 
in need of external (i.e. Northern) intervention’. Under 
the euphemism of ‘good governance’, it was argued 
by international institutions like the World Bank and 
leading states such as the USA that public decision 
making would be better served if state bureaucracies 
were reduced, legal systems reformed, accountabil-
ity improved, democracy and democratic institutions 
entrenched and market-led reforms implemented 
(see  Chapter   8   , p.  193 ). For the critics of good govern-
ance, these reforms were empowered by a neoliberal 

 Plate 23.4         Recent G20 
meeting.   
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especially with the demise of the Soviet Union and 
Cold War networks and relations (see  Chapter   20   ). 
For Southern states, especially those with weak econo-
mies and limited control over their national territories, 
these kinds of demands were accepted as part of what 
was termed ‘structural adjustment’. The end result 
was, as the IR theorist Robert Jackson (1990) claimed, 
to create a series of ‘quasi-states’ that were forced to 
embrace a series of World Bank and IMF policy con-
ditions, as a consequence of their failure to govern 
their own  populations and economic circumstances. 

For  instance, many Latin American nations, including 
Mexico, Argentina and Brazil, implemented both in-
ternal and external changes (notably economic priva-
tization and deregulation and the reduction of trade 
 barriers) in the 1980s so that they could qualify for 
loans from IMF and the World Bank to ‘save’ their debt- 
ridden economies. Furthermore, international institu-
tions asserted further control in the late 1990s when the 
subject matter of corruption was addressed. Countries 
such as Kenya that were judged to be  aberrant had fund-
ing support suspended for a period of time  . 

 Spotlight box 23.2 

 Governmentality 

 Developed by the French philosopher Michel Foucault 
(see  Plate   23.5   ) in a series of essays delivered at 
the College de France in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, governmentality addresses the ways in which 
subjects are governed via a series of techniques and 
rationalities. In so doing, it considers how governments 
attempt to manage their populations. Foucault himself 
described it as the ‘art of government’ and suggested 
that authorities might control populations in a manner 

whereby particular understandings of how to behave 
and act become simply accepted without contestation. 
Neoliberal governmentality, for instance, derives its 
power in part from the image of the absentee state and 
the acceptance of market mechanisms as the best way 
to allocate resources. However, as Peck (2004, p. 395) 
cautions, the  practical content  of neoliberal reform 
strategies is often quite ‘interventionist’, albeit in 
different ways. In his words, neoliberal imperatives are 
always melded with ‘a range of paternalist, authoritar-
ian, developmentalist and socio-democratic state form, 
together with the concomitant ascendancy of (ap-
propriately elastic) notions of governmentality’. Hence 
beyond the clichés of more market/less state, the 
neoliberal script actually suggestively encompasses 
a wide range of proactive state strategies designed to 
refashion state–economy relations around a new con-
stellation of elite, managerial and financial interests. 
In this formulation, there is a restructuring (rather than 
‘rolling back’) of state responsibilities and spatialities –  
contemporary phenomena like the proliferation of 
NGOs, many of which are organized, financed or co-
opted by national governments or international agen-
cies, and deliver services and operationalise discourses 
that were once the privileged province of nation-states 
and their local outposts, signify that the clean lines 
once imagined to exist between the national state and 
the offshore world, or between bureaucracy and civil 
society, have become increasingly complicated (c.f. 
Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Brenner  et al . 2003). What 
this means is that there is no one simple outcome 
to neoliberal governmentality, comprising a series of 
 unified and fully integrated market-oriented policies; 
the focus is placed instead on how these ‘neoliberal’ 
 processes are mediated and played out in different 
historical-geographical circumstances.   Plate 23.5         Michel Foucault.   
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global arena. Hegemony is not simply domination, but 
relates to the ability to persuade others that the system 
as a whole is also in their interests. As such, interest is 
devoted to the role of the United States in the post-1945 
era in shaping and maintaining a new international 
economic and political order based on ideas such as 
free trade and economic liberalization. While a hegem-
onic state might enjoy extraordinary military and other 
power capabilities, its influence lies in part in its capac-
ity to persuade others that the prevailing system should 
be preserved. This approach has enjoyed renewed pop-
ularity in recent years because of interest in the grow-
ing importance of China and whether this might lead 
to a new hegemonic power replacing  Pax Americana . 
Some have argued that the decline of American power 
and the rise of new challengers must be seen not sim-
ply as a transition from one hegemon to another, but 
a change in the very nature of hegemony, from one 
of states closely connected with their ruling classes to 
a more dispersed pattern (see  Figure   23.1   ), whereby 
‘What binds these diverse regions and actors together 
is a shared commitment to an ideology of market eco-
nomics and a growing recognition that territoriality 
alone is not a secure basis for economic or geopolitical 
power’ (Agnew and Corbridge 1995: 205–7).  

 Others have explored world orders on the premise 
that stability is ensured by a so-called balance of power. 
This is largely based on a realist understanding of world 
politics, which posits that states are constantly in the 
process of negotiating their relations with one another, 
and that this occurs against a backdrop of anarchy. The 
international system is judged to be anarchical because 
there is no world government. So, as a consequence, 
states have to coexist with one another, sometimes un-
easily. In so doing, if there is a stable world order then 
it is likely to be balanced by two or more states acting as 
restraining influences. So, according to this approach, 
the Cold War era was comparatively stable because 
the Soviet Union and the USA counterbalanced one 
another. What matters under this approach is a con-
cern for power projection and the economic and mili-
tary strengths of states. Of course these different forms 
of power and governance may coexist, albeit with the 
emphasis between them and their relative significance 
continuing to evolve. 

 You will note that the United Nations is not con-
sidered to be any kind of substitute for the absence of 
world government. Fundamentally, the UN is a col-
lective of individual member states, which currently 
stands at 193. Realists tend to be sceptical about the 
nature and scope of the authority of this interna-
tional body. This scepticism is in part rooted in the 

 In the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 attacks on 
the United States, this good governance trend was sup-
plemented by further financial and military pressures. 
Fearful of a repeat of 9/11, the USA led attempts by the 
international community to control more closely finan-
cial flows and, at the same, intervene in the global South, 
as these were concerns that some countries and regions 
might harbour terrorists and their terror networks. This 
concern for ‘quasi-states’ and ‘weak states’ manifested it-
self in the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq and military 
initiatives elsewhere (e.g. South-east Asia and Africa). 
For example, the firm belief that the Philippines’ sus-
ceptibility to transnational terrorist networks due to its 
government’s weak control over peripheral islands with 
ongoing separatist insurgencies has led to the United 
States deploying armed forces in the South-east Asian 
state to counter such potential threats (Glassman 2005; 
Woon 2009). Thus, it can be seen that countering ter-
rorism, promoting market-led reform and geopolitical 
realignment in the aftermath of the Cold War have all 
played their part in reshaping contemporary global gov-
ernance. For the critics, including the crowds that gather 
at G20 meetings, these transformations have deepened 
market penetration and arguably reduced the capacity 
of countries in the global South to manage their own 
 affairs. 

 Making sense of these kinds of changes has attracted 
a range of theoretical perspectives, and we can only 
briefly review the major ones. For disciplines such as 
International Relations (IR), a consideration of gov-
ernance is never far removed from the central concern 
of order. For theorists such as Hedley Bull (1995), or-
der in world politics, was epitomised by ‘concerns [for] 
the pattern or disposition of international activity that 
sustains the elementary, primary or universal goals of 
the system and society of states’. These goals included: 
the preservation of the system; the maintenance of 
peace; and the upholding of the sovereign independ-
ence of states. For other theorists, order has also been 
understood as embracing both the production and 
preservation of stability and regular patterns of behav-
iour within the system of states and, as a consequence, 
the promotion of cooperative behaviour (Elster 1989). 

 This understanding of order remains influential 
but the nature of that order might, and indeed does, 
vary over time and space. For some theorists, the long-
term stability of any world order depends on the role 
of a hegemonic party (Gilpin 1989; Cox 2001). In this 
 conception,  hegemony , denoting the political, eco-
nomic, cultural and ideological dominance that one 
group, state or class has over others, is widely seen as 
the necessary condition for harnessing stability in the 
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experiences of the pre-1945 League of Nations, which 
proved unable to prevent conflict in the inter-war pe-
riod and the experience of the Cold War where the su-
perpowers both routinely marginalized the UN when it 
did not suit their purposes. Critics of contemporary US 
foreign policy would also note that the Bush admin-
istration was eager to by-pass any restraints imposed 
by the UN General Assembly when it came to seeking 
authorization for the invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

 Finally, liberal scholars have considered how states 
work together to create something akin to an interna-
tional society. Mindful of a lack of world government, 
and inspired by the writings of Immanuel Kant ( Spot-
light box   23.3   ) and his studies of ‘perpetual peace’, these 
analysts consider how governance is addressed through 
restraint and cooperation. How do sovereign states 
seek to avoid confrontation and exercise restraint? One 
answer is by building ‘thick relationships’ that empha-
sise mutual interdependence and universally accepted 
norms. For these authors, the creation of the United 
Nations and later regional blocs such as the European 
Union (EU) is emblematic of this trend of seeking to pro-

mote interdependence and cooperation. In particular, 
the EU has frequently been utilized as a case study to 
exemplify how multi-level governance has functioned 
to enable the formation of interlocking and collabora-
tive networks between various nation states (Paasi 2003, 
2009; Bialasiewicz  et al . 2005). For instance, Sbargia’s 
(2000) claim that the EU possesses a multi-level govern-
ance system is premised on the observation that over-
lapping competencies among multiple levels of gov-
ernment and the interaction of political actors across 
those levels exist within the regional bloc. Concurring 
that member state executives, while powerful, are only 
one set among a variety of actors in the European pol-
ity, Leitner  et al . (2002), on the other hand, exemplify 
how transnational networks among cities and regions 
in the EU are good examples of new political relations 
emerging across national boundaries, but situated at 
subnational political scale. According to them, the 
‘horizontal collective action among cities and regions, 
forged around common agenda of mutual advantage 
[crosses] – and may challenge – the hierarchical rela-
tions between different scales of political governance 

 Figure 23.1         Diagrammatic representation of hegemony during (above) 
and after (below) the Cold War.  
 Source: based on Agnew and Corbridge (1995).  
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on the conviction that the country possessed weap-
ons of mass destruction (WMDs). However, when 
these alleged WMDs were not found on Iraqi soil, the 
argument shifted to the notion that the Saddam re-
gime was not democratic and abusive of human rights 
(see  Chapter   20   ; see also Dalby 2003; Flint and Falah 
2004). In both cases, while many members of that 
American administration were sceptical of the UN, 
they still wanted nonetheless the imprimatur of the 
UN Security Council. And the subsequent arguments 
about the legality of the US-led invasion of Iraq were 
rooted, on all sides, in competing arguments about in-
ternational law and the scope of existing UN resolu-
tions addressing Iraq’s behaviour regarding weapons 

(local, regional, national and supranational)’ (Leitner 
 et al . 2002: 296–7). In this way, the EU can be said to 
mirror its precursor, the Treaty of Rome (1956), in at-
tempting to engage the major European powers for the 
purpose of demarcating a more pacific era of coopera-
tion by advancing cooperative measures in the political 
and economic spheres (see  Chapter   20   , p.  438 ).  

 Subsequent work informed by the Kantian tradi-
tion of IR have investigated further the manner in 
which like-minded states create international regimes 
for the purpose of sharing certain rules, values and 
norms in the apparent absence of a world authority. 
Indeed, the initial justification put forth by the Bush 
administration to invade Iraq in 2003 was premised 

 Spotlight box 23.3 

 Immanuel Kant 

 Immanuel Kant (see  Plate   23.6   ) was an eighteenth-
century philosopher who wrote an essay in 1795 
entitled ‘Perpetual peace: a philosophical sketch’. 
Kant outlined what he calls some ‘preliminary articles’ 
necessary for more pacific relations between states, 

including ‘No independent states, large or small, shall 
come under the dominion of another state by inherit-
ance, exchange, purchase, or donation’. He then 
outlined what he called three definitive articles which 
would provide the necessary foundation for peace 
itself: every state should be republican, the ‘law of 
nations’ would function amongst a federation of free 
states and a law of world citizenship would be based 
on universal hospitality. Kant talked about republi-
can not democratic states, which would be defined 
by representative government and that legislature 
will be separated from the executive branch of the 
government. He also does not regard that republican 
governments as sufficient by themselves to produce 
peace; rather he envisages that some kind of league of 
nations and freedom of emigration would be necessary 
to manage human affairs (Archibugi 1995; Kleingeld 
2004). It is perhaps unsurprising then that observations 
have been made that the EU is in some ways Kantian, 
given how its regional structures and integrative (eco-
nomic and immigration) policies are largely indicative 
of Kant’s model of a ‘federation’ of states (Elden and 
Bialasiewicz 2006; Wolin 2010). This is contrary to the 
USA’s (generally realist) view of the world, in which 
the absence of an effective world government signifies 
that the USA has to take the lead in maintaining peace 
and order in an otherwise anarchical geopolitical 
scene. Such a distinction, according to scholars like 
Balibar (2003), is most clearly seen in the post-9/11 
era whereby (the majority of) Europe’s attachment to 
international laws and norms to alleviate the ‘terrorism’ 
issue is contrasted to America’s enhanced world role 
in this transformed security  condition.   Plate 23.6         Immanuel Kant.   
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of mass destruction and human rights abuses. The 
debate was also mired in accusations that Iraq’s sub-
stantial oil reserves were an important strategic consid-
eration within the Bush administration (see  Chapter   5   ; 
see also Le Billion and El Khatib, 2004). 

 Governance, in this sense, is a  shared  if imperfect 
project in which states (and the emphasis often remains 
on these actors) seek to embed and develop an interna-
tional society. For Kantians, the existence of democratic/
republican states was considered to be critical to the 
long-term viability of such an international society not 
least because it was believed that democracies were less 
likely to wage war on one another. But in a world where 
not all states are democracies (and the democratic spec-
trum is a broad one), theorists disagree about what 
kinds of conditions improve stability and order. 

 At a systemic level, there is broad agreement that 
the development of multilateral institutions and insti-
tutionalized cooperation has been tremendously im-
portant in shaping contemporary global governance. 
Whether it is expressed through the United Nations 
and/or organizations such as the World Bank and IMF, 
states and non-state actors alike are embedded in a 
whole raft of obligations and restraints ranging from 
global human rights to international trade law and 
intellectual property rights. While the United States 
might be unrivalled as a military power, it is also deeply 
dependent on others for its economic and financial sta-
bility. Indeed, as noted earlier, the effects of the ‘good 
governance’ developments were to further entrench a 
particular global order – one that is perhaps best un-
derstood as a neoliberal one, empowered by shared val-
ues, norms and rules designed to ease global exchange. 
But the notion of ‘shared’ should not blind us to the 
fact this is an imposed project. Governance, as Richard 
Ashley (1987) once noted, is via imposition – imposing 
rules, silencing others and their knowledge, practices 
and projects. 

 Whatever understanding of governance we choose 
to adopt, it is never divorced from fundamental ques-
tions of power and knowledge. The manner in which 
the world appears to be organized and managed is not 
a natural condition of global life. The prevailing global 
economic order, based on neo-liberal capitalism and 
good governance strategies, is a human creation. The 
rules, norms and values selected to regulate that order 
are also imposed. This in turn shapes public debate 
about, for instance, feasible policy options. Some poli-
cies and practices appear more ‘reasonable’, such as 
cutting public spending in the current economic crisis, 
and those that seek to challenge those policies, such as 
activists, students and trade unionists, are often pre-
sented as iconoclastic and disruptive. The prevailing 
norms and mechanisms of governance work to pro-
mote particular agendas and geographers are increas-
ingly mindful of how those ‘structures’ of governance 
impact, in highly differential ways, upon communities 
and places around the world. 

 Let’s turn to the coldest places on earth to find some 
evidence of how institutions, networks and processes as-
sociated with governance shape parts of the world that 
are rarely considered by mainstream commentators. 
And in so doing, we explicitly want to move away from 
a sense in which the Arctic and Antarctic should be con-
sidered  exceptional . Leaving aside their apparent remote-
ness and sparse population, there is plenty of evidence to 
be gathered about how their governance works, accord-
ing to prevailing norms and values associated with the 
contemporary neoliberal economic and political order.  

   23.3  Governing the Arctic Ocean 

 In recent times, the changing physical state of the 
Arctic region ( Spotlight box   23.4   ) has generated scores 
of commentaries (see Johnson 2010), and captured the 

 Spotlight box 23.4 

 Defining the Arctic 

 Definitions of the Arctic region vary from those based 
on biological, climatic, and/or geographical factors, such 
as the Arctic Circle, and/or political criteria. The Arctic 
Council’s definition includes all oceans and territories 
north of the Arctic Circle and adjacent territories in 
Siberia and North America, and southern oceanic re-
gions in the Atlantic and Bering Strait (see  Figure   23.2   ). 

All eight members of the Arctic Council are typically 
described as ‘Arctic states’, namely Canada, Denmark/
Greenland, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden 
and the United States. Of those eight, five are described 
as Arctic Ocean coastal states (Canada, Denmark/
Greenland, Norway, Russia and the United States) 
because of their geographical proximity to the Arctic 
Ocean and the rights they acquire under the terms of 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.  
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 Figure 23.2         Map of the Arctic.  
 Source: based on map produced by the International Boundaries Research Group (IBRU) at Durham University. Original and notes 

are at: www.durham.ac.uk/ibru/resources/arctic  
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attention of states and other organizations including 
the European Union (EU). One event often cited as 
transformative in that regard was the 2007 planting of 
the Russian flag on the bottom of the central Arctic 
Ocean. Images of an underwater submersible gently 
dropping the titanium flagpole into place were widely 
circulated in national and global media networks 
(Dodds 2010). For Russian audiences, the flag plant-
ing exercise was widely interpreted as indicative of na-
tional prowess and technological sophistication even if 
the expedition itself was privately funded by a Swedish 
benefactor. For others, including senior Canadian 
political officials, the expedition and flag planting cer-
emony was judged to be provocative and unnecessary. 
While international lawyers noted that such an activity 
had little to no international legal significance, politi-
cal scientists and  journalists were penning evaluations 
of the resource and strategic significance of the Arctic 
in the post-Cold War era, while raising the spectre of 
 un-governability (Anderson 2009; Emmerson 2010; 
and  Chapter   5   ).  

 For our purposes, this flag planting episode brought 
to the fore two things: first, the changing geopolitical 
imagination of the Arctic and, second, the governance 
of the Arctic, and specifically the role of international 
cooperation between and beyond states. The two are 
closely interrelated because debates over polar govern-
ance have followed on from a sense in which the Arctic 
is in a state of physical and geopolitical flux (Johnson 
2010). To put it simply, during the Cold War, while 
the Arctic was indisputably a frontline between the 
USA and the Soviet Union, it was a region in which 
the presence of thick sea ice acted as a physical barrier 
to movement – it was a space of ‘thin governability’. 
The Arctic Ocean, while accessible, was not character-
ized by the kind of accessibility that might have been 
taken for granted in the other maritime spaces such as 
the Mediterranean. Both the Soviets and the US navies 
developed polar strategies predicated on the belief that 
each side would seek to contain the movement of their 
enemies’ submarine fleets in particular. The dominant 
Cold War conceptualization of security was, therefore, 
based on containment (see  Chapter   20   , pp.  431 –4). 
As part of this containment exercise, both sides con-
ducted an assortment of underwater, drifting ice and 
aerial surveillance operations of the kind depicted in 
films such as  Ice Station Zebra  (1968) and  The Hunt 
for Red October  (1990) (see  Plate   23.7   ). One immedi-
ate consequence of such activities was to ensure that 
the Arctic Ocean was a highly militarized space with 
little to no evidence of cooperation among the Soviet 

Union and the four coastal states in particular, namely 
the USA, Canada, Denmark and Norway. With four 
out of the five Arctic Ocean coastal states being mem-
bers of NATO, this sense of the Arctic as a geopolitical 
frontline was apparently well founded.  

 In the post-Cold War era, the dominant geopo-
litical imagination of the Arctic shifted. In part, this 
was due to the improvement of relations between the 
previously opposing sides. After Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
noted speech in 1987 calling for the Arctic to be a 
‘zone of peace’, concerted efforts were made to im-
prove  relations between the five Arctic Ocean coastal 
states and neighbouring countries such as Finland, 
Iceland and Sweden. One of manifestations of this 
rapprochement was the creation in 1996 of the  
Arctic Council (AC), which was designed to improve 
cooperation over matters of mutual concern includ-
ing environmental management and shipping. Polar 
governance was entering a new phase but a period 
nonetheless dominated by states and their security-
led agendas. Hence, rather than a straightforward 
‘rolling back’ of the state, neoliberal governmentality 
functions through a restructuring of state’s role and 
responsibilities – participation in a inter-state forum 
whereby negotiations of positions and agendas are 
made vis-à-vis other relevant actors. 

 The AC is an intergovernmental organization. It 
is intended to aid and abet Arctic states in areas of 
 common interest. Notably, all parties agreed that any 
discussions involving military and security matters 
would be avoided even though the Cold War was con-
sidered to be finished. On a more progressive note, 
however, indigenous peoples and organizations such as 
the Sami Council were invited to be permanent partici-
pants of the Arctic Council. Underlying the creation of 
the Arctic Council was a sense in which the members 
involved recognized that the logic of containment was 
neither sufficient nor desirable in the changed geopo-
litical circumstances. Instead the Arctic has been un-
derstood as a weakly governed space needing effective 
spatial administration. 

 Apart from the apparently obvious point that the 
USA and Soviet Union were no longer threatening one 
another (with the Arctic as a major theatre of opera-
tions), a key driver of change has been the spectre of 
climate change (Johnson 2010). While serving as an 
indicator of global environmental change, melting sea 
ice was widely identified as indicative of greater acces-
sibility in a political and material sense. Politically, the 
Arctic Ocean has attracted more interest from national 
governments, corporations, scientific communities, 
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 Plate 23.7         Posters from the films  Hunt for Red October  (1990) and  Ice Station Zebra  (1968).   
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indigenous peoples and media networks. The 2007 
flag planting episode, coinciding as it did with satel-
lite images of an apparently open North West Pas-
sage, encouraged a maelstrom of media speculation 
about an apparent ‘scramble for the pole’. Materially, 
a more accessible Arctic Ocean raises the spectre of 
further resource extraction in areas such as oil and gas 
(see  Plate   23.8   ), alongside other activities such as fish-
ing, tourism and trans-polar shipping routes, with 
their apparent promise of cutting thousands of nauti-
cal miles off the movement of freight from East Asia to 
Europe (Powell 2008).  

 This interest in spatial administration manifests it-
self in the interest shown by political actors including 
the European Union (EU), in examining a variety of 
governance options. At present, Arctic Ocean govern-
ance is shaped by three key factors – the Arctic Council, 
the Law of the Sea and a host of regional regimes such 
as fisheries agreements. The Arctic Council (AC) is a 
soft-law institution, meaning that it is largely advisory 
and lacking in a permanent secretariat, for  example 
(McIver 1997; Bloom 1999). It does not have any legal 
competence. It cannot demand that member states re-
strain from, for example, drilling offshore for oil and 
gas. Organizationally, the Arctic Council has attached 
to its permanent membership so-called observer states 
such as Britain, and ad hoc observer states such as 
China. These ‘observer states’ cannot shape the agenda 
of the annual meetings but they are allowed to attend 
a certain amount of the formal business of the mem-
ber states. Permanent participants such as indigenous 

peoples’ groups (e.g. Inuit Circumpolar Council, Sami 
Council, Aleut International Association) also attend 
the meetings of the AC but do not have voting rights. 

 Since its creation in 1996, the AC arguably demon-
strates something that is considered axiomatic by realist 
researchers, namely that states tend to veer towards self-
interested behaviour. One of the central reasons why the 
AC is a soft-law institution is that the five  Arctic Ocean 
coastal states in particular were reluctant to agree to a 
more substantial treaty-based international regime, 
as found in Antarctica (see below). Notwithstanding 
concerns about the growing accessibility of the Arctic 
Ocean, and the mounting interest from parties geo-
graphically remote from the region, the states concerned 
have sought to improve and indeed strengthen coopera-
tion with one another in specific areas such as shipping, 
search and rescue, and environmental cooperation. 

 The United States and Russia have also been reluc-
tant to strengthen the remit of the AC. Both countries 
have been reluctant to create a permanent secretariat, 
with increased funds, or to encourage the AC to be-
come a more formal intergovernmental organization. 
However, smaller states such as Norway, Denmark and 
Sweden have shown a willingness to strengthen the 
AC. Between 2006–2012, the three Nordic countries 
have agreed to create a semi-permanent secretariat in 
Tromsø. Paradoxically, the reluctance of the two larg-
est Arctic coastal states (in terms of military and po-
litical capabilities at least) has not dampened interest 
in the AC as the premier mechanism for inter-Arctic 
cooperation. One obvious manifestation is the publicly 

 Plate 23.8         Oil extraction in the 
Arctic.   
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of coastal states. Innocent passage, under Article 19 of 
the LOSC, is defined as: 

  Passage is innocent so long as it is not prejudicial to 
the peace, good order or security of the coastal State. 
Such passage shall take place in conformity with this 
Convention and with other rules of international law.  

 This right to innocent passage, alongside a growing 
commercial interest in trans-polar shipping routes, in 
large part explains the interests of the EU and China, 
for example. The EU Commission in 2008 outlined 
the EU’s interests in the Arctic and the European 
 Parliament called for the EU Commission to de-
velop an Arctic policy in 2009. Shipping and fishing 
have been identified as core interests, and Denmark, 
 Finland and Sweden are EU member states, and, at 
one stage, it was even possible that Iceland might 
have emerged as a fourth EU member state with dis-
tinct Arctic  interests. 

 The third element shaping contemporary Arctic 
Ocean governance is a patchwork of national and 
regional fisheries management organizations such as 
the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission, the 
North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization, 
the North Atlantic Conference and the North Atlan-
tic Fisheries Ministers’ Conference. With the ‘opening 
up’ of the Arctic Ocean in the coming decades, as a 
consequence of sea ice thinning, a number of Arctic 
states and others including the EU Commission have 
called for further multilateral mechanisms to be de-
veloped for the purpose of managing Arctic fisheries. 
One suggestion in particular has been to create an 
Arctic Regional Fisheries Management Organization 
for the purpose of coordinating such efforts across the 
Arctic Ocean. 

 Looking ahead, the future governance of the Arctic 
Ocean is likely to be largely determined by, on the 
one hand, the continued existence of the AC and, on 
the other hand, by the provisions of the LOSC. Nei-
ther Russia nor the United States appears willing to 
act in hegemonic ways. They and smaller Arctic states 
such as Norway and Denmark/Greenland benefit 
from this ‘pooling’ arrangement. These states have 
effectively agreed to abide by particular rules, cus-
toms, values and norms, while at the same develop-
ing their own national strategies for ‘their’ part of the 
Arctic. They have also been emphatic in their rejec-
tion of a proposal by the EU Commission in 2008 to 
create an Arctic Treaty, along the lines of the 1959 
Antarctic Treaty. One reason for this initiative was to 

stated desire for others such as the EU Commission 
and China to play a more active role in its proceedings. 

 The second major element in the governance of the 
Arctic Ocean lies in the provisions of the Law of the Sea 
Convention (LOSC). For the five Arctic Ocean coastal 
states, the LOSC regulates large sways of the Arctic 
Ocean by acknowledging a series of jurisdictions – 
ranging from the 12 nautical mile wide territorial sea, 
the 24 nautical mile wide contiguous zone and a 200 
nautical mile wide exclusive economic zone in which 
coastal states enjoy sovereign rights when it comes to 
the exploitation of resources (Steinberg 2001; Dodds 
2010). As Article 56 notes: 

 In the exclusive economic zone, the coastal State 
has: 

  (a)  sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and 
exploiting, conserving and managing the natural 
resources, whether living or non-living, of the wa-
ters superjacent to the seabed and of the seabed and 
its subsoil, and with regard to other activities for 
the economic exploitation and exploration of the 
zone, such as the production of energy from the 
water, currents and winds . . .  

 Moreover, under Articles 76 and 77, coastal states can 
seek to extend their sovereign rights over extended con-
tinental shelves (ECS). Interested parties, including all 
the Arctic Ocean coastal states barring the USA (which 
has not acceded to the LOSC), have (or will have) sub-
mitted geological and oceanographic materials to the 
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
(CLCS) based within the United Nations in New York. 
If accepted by the CLCS, coastal states are allowed to 
identify ECS and extend their sovereign rights over 
potentially thousands of square miles of seabed. The 
implications for the Arctic Ocean are considerable – it 
is likely that the five coastal states will collectively enjoy 
sovereign rights to explore and exploit the natural re-
sources of virtually the entire maritime region. 

 So the notion that there is a wild ‘scramble for 
resources’ in the Arctic Ocean is misplaced in one 
sense. There is no ‘scramble’ because there is no need 
to ‘scramble’. In 2008, the five Arctic Ocean coastal 
states in the so-called Ilulissat Declaration reaffirmed 
their commitment to respect the Law of the Sea as the 
primary mechanism for ensuring cooperation in the 
 Arctic Ocean and thus rejected calls for any kind of 
Arctic Treaty. Non-coastal states, under the terms of 
LOSC, enjoy rights of innocent passage in these partic-
ular maritime zones, subject to some regulatory rights 
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encourage the Arctic states to collaborate more closely 
with extra-territorial actors such as the EU and to 
work towards transforming the Arctic Ocean into a 
zone of peace and cooperation. For the five Arctic 
Ocean coastal states there is little or no apparent in-
centive to agree to any further treaty development. 
Each, in their different way, is eager to protect its sov-
ereign rights in the Arctic Ocean without neglecting 
to cooperate in areas of mutual interest. 

 Contemporary governance in the Arctic Ocean 
reminds us of two things. First, states do tend, as re-
alists would note, to articulate their interests in the 
Arctic in national terms. An emphasis on national 
security, resource control and maritime surveillance 
is common to all the major policy pronouncements 
of the five coastal states (e.g. Canada’s Northern 
Strategy of 2007). Second, however, states and non-
states are able to cooperate with one another and to 
create regimes and mechanisms (albeit with limited 
powers) to encourage information exchange, co-
operation and negotiation. Indicative of neoliberal 
governmentality, the establishment of international 
norms and conventions help to arbitrate the differ-
ent interests of relevant parties so that issues per-
taining to the Arctic can be debated and resolved in 
a peaceful and orderly manner. Third, indigenous 
groups and organizations have become more ac-
tive in demanding greater autonomy in terms of re-
gional governance and future resource exploitation. 
In Greenland, for example, the Danish government 
agreed, after a referendum in 2008, to further au-
tonomy and the awarding of resource rights to the 
population there. So oil and gas exploration off the 
coast of Greenland in the future might provide a new 
revenue stream for its eventual independence from 
Denmark, as might aluminium smelting – but this is 
controversial, with critics fearing that Greenland will 
become dependent on multinational corporations 
and their strategies, not to mention the whimsical 
nature of global markets (Nuttall 2008). Moreover, 
indigenous groups help to unite the  native peoples 
who may be artificially divided by national territo-
rial borders so that a platform is available for them 
to articulate their concerns. A good case in point is 
the Inuit Circumpolar Conference whereby Inuit 
living in the USA, Russia and Canada often come 
together to actively elicit responsibility on the part 
of the  Arctic states to deal with the issue of climate 
change so that a sustainable living environment can 
be made available to the indigenous communities 
(Osofsky 2006, 2007).  

   23.4   Governing the frozen 
 continent 

 The Antarctic is governed by a rather different politi-
co-legal regime when compared to the Arctic (Dodds 
1997). The physical geography of the Antarctic con-
tinent explains a great deal; it is a remote conti-
nent, far removed from major centres of population 
and lacking an indigenous human population (see 
 Figure   20.2   ). Largely isolated from human affairs until 
the nineteenth century, it was only in the last century 
that Antarctica was partially settled through whaling 
stations, military outposts and scientific bases. Eco-
nomically, the living resources polar continent and 
surrounding islands such as South Georgia have as-
sumed considerable importance, especially in the field 
of whaling (Headland 1984). Products such as whaling 
oil were exported to European and North American 
markets and used for heating and in products includ-
ing candle wax and margarine (Beck 1986). Later, in 
the 1950s and 1960s, commercial fishing occurred in 
the Southern Ocean and was dominated by Soviet and 
East European fishing fleets. 

 These economic activities occurred against a back-
drop of political uncertainty. Between 1908 and 1940, 
seven states including the United Kingdom pressed 
claims to the Antarctic continent. Three claims 
(Argentina, Chile and the UK) overlapped with one 
another in the Antarctic Peninsula and the four oth-
ers (Australia, France, New Zealand and Norway) 
occupied about four-fifths of the polar continent. One 
sector, the so-called Pacific Ocean segment, was never 
claimed by any state (see  Figure   20.2   , p.  424 ). In the 
aftermath of the Second World War, there were widely 
expressed fears that discord might arise, and the USA 
and the Soviet Union were mindful of the future status 
of the continent. Both superpowers, however, publicly 
rejected the seven claims and reserved the right to press 
a future claim to Antarctica. A sovereignty stalemate 
ensued. The seven countries were reluctant to drop 
their claims, and the Cold War superpowers were 
adamant about their position (Dodds 2002). 

 In the 1950s, the future shape of Antarctic govern-
ance was unclear. The United States had proposed a 
condominium composed of eight countries (the USA 
and the seven claimants) excluding the Soviet Union. 
This was rejected as unacceptable by the Soviets, who 
made it clear that they would not be debarred from 
any new polar order. What made it possible to proceed 
was something quite different, namely international 
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 As a governance regime, the Antarctic Treaty is 
frequently trumpeted as a success story. Why has it 
endured? We think there are three fundamental rea-
sons apart from all the original parties getting some-
thing tangible from the 1959 negotiations. First, the 
12 parties produced an attractive creation myth: they 
used science and scientists to portray themselves as 
political visionaries seeking to introduce peace and 
harmony to a remote continent. While the experienc-
es of the IGY and science in general were important, 
this was an emollient for a treaty created out of claims 
and counter-claims. The Treaty could not settle the 
disputed ownership issue because it was not solvable. 
But to the excluded wider world, it was important to 
‘sell’ the Antarctic Treaty as progressive and attuned 
to the principles embodied in the United Nations 
Charter. 

 Second, the Treaty endured because there were 
provisions (and opportunities taken) to not only ac-
commodate new members but also deal with issues as 
they arose, such as conservation, environmental pro-
tection and living resource exploitation. The Treaty 
with its associated conventions and protocols proved 
flexible. Institutionally, the parties agreed to create in 
2005 an Antarctic Treaty secretariat based in Buenos 
Aires in order to better coordinate the activities of 
all parties. Even at moments of greatest political ten-
sion, such as the prospect of potential mineral ex-
ploitation in the 1980s, the Antarctic Treaty parties 
proved sufficiently adept at neutralising opposition 
as voiced in the United Nations General Assembly. 
They did so by inviting some of the most powerful 
critics such as India and China to join the Treaty and 
by signing a Protocol on Environmental Protection, 
which banned all forms of mining in the Antarctic 
Treaty region (defined as below of 60 degrees south 
latitude). The earliest any review conference can be 
called is 2048. 

 Third, the Treaty endured because the provisions 
of Article IV were largely respected. Article IV dealt 
with the potentially explosive issue of sovereignty 
claims. Getting agreement on this issue was helped, 
paradoxically perhaps, by the existence of the Cold 
War. It was clear that the Soviet Union and the United 
States did not want to make the Antarctic another 
area of strain given prevailing tensions over the Arctic 
Ocean. It also helped that no one was contemplating 
mining and resource extraction in the late 1950s. If 
anything, parties were more concerned about the fro-
zen continent becoming a nuclear testing ground. So 
Article IV suited all concerned and, as noted earlier, 

science. The 1957–8 International Geophysical Year 
provided a  modus operandi  for polar cooperation: 
12  countries committed to carrying out scientific re-
search for 18 months and all parties signed up to the 
principle of open and free access to the polar conti-
nent. On the basis of this apparent success, the United 
States invited those 12 parties to attend a conference 
to discuss the future of Antarctica in October 1959 
(see  Chapter   21   , p.  423 ). 

 Looking back on events some 50-plus years later, 
this conference was the polar cipher of the Bretton 
Woods agreement, where 44 nations gathered in 1944 
to set up a system of rules, institutions (such as the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund) 
and procedures to regulate and govern the interna-
tional monetary system. Admittedly smaller in scale, it 
nonetheless produced an Antarctic Treaty, which reso-
lutely continues to shape the governance of this conti-
nent and surrounding ocean. As with Bretton Woods, 
the USA was pivotal in shaping the ethos of the treaty, 
especially in insisting upon ‘access’ and ‘freedom of 
investigation’ and thus overriding the territorial claims 
of others. And due to the relative isolation of Antarctica, 
it was possible to invite only 12 parties to the negotiating 
table, with only minimal opposition from other states 
(India raised the ‘question of Antarctica’ in the United 
Nations in 1956 and 1958). It would clearly be unthink-
able now to have such a limited membership given the 
changing circumstances. But back in the late 1950s, 
Antarctica was considered marginal to world  affairs. 

 After six weeks of negotiation, the Antarctic Treaty 
was signed and all parties agreed to the following: the 
region should be a zone of peace and cooperation; all 
claims to the continent are considered suspended for the 
duration of the Treaty and the rights of non-claimants 
are preserved; scientific cooperation should be encour-
aged; parties have the right to inspect one another’s 
bases; and new parties can accede to the Treaty and 
its commitments provided they demonstrate their 
scientific and political credentials. The Treaty secured 
the support of all parties because the superpowers 
were able to maintain their policy of non-recognition 
of sovereignty claims while safe in the knowledge that 
both parties agreed to the non-militarization of the 
 Antarctic. In addition, the seven claimant states could 
accede to the Treaty because no one was asking them 
to give up their claims and the others acknowledged 
the three other minor parties – Belgium, Japan and 
South Africa. For Japan as a defeated wartime state 
and for South Africa as an  apartheid  state, this was not 
 insubstantial. 
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there were only 12 parties to negotiate with. Com-
pare such a situation to contemporary climate change 
summits and conferences where it is common to deal 
with over a hundred governments and political lead-
ers and, something that did not exist in the 1950s, 
24-hour news reporting. 

 But this is now changing. It has been pointed out 
that the Antarctic Treaty is facing a potential crisis 
in governance terms (Dodds 2011). One of the most 
important changes compared to 1959 are the range 
of activities now affecting the Antarctic. Commer-
cial interests has brought into the Antarctic a phalanx 
of non-state actors engaged in tourism, biological 
prospecting and marine harvesting. Tellingly, there 
are now groups like the Coalition of Legal Tooth-
fish Operators and the International Association of 
Antarctic Tour Operators involved in Antarctic af-
fairs whereas in 1959 there were only states and their 
scientists alongside an advisory Scientific Committee 
for Antarctic Research. The hegemonic role of science 
and scientific interests within Antarctic Treaty system 
has disappeared. Joining those commercial operators 
over the last two decades or so has been an array of 
non-governmental organizations, especially in the 
field of environmental matters. 

 The scale and pace of change is noteworthy. Tour-
ism, mainly ship-based, now attracts typically 30,000 
people per year and these parties tend to visit a lim-
ited number of sites in the Antarctic Peninsula region. 
While tour operators and port states such as Argentina 
and Chile have benefited from this development, there 
are fears that the region is not well placed to cope with 
accidents such as the sinking of vessels. This happened 
in November 2007 when the vessel  Explorer  sank and 
150 people had to be rescued. The polar tourism op-
erators largely manage their own activities and while 
they liaise closely with the Antarctic Treaty parties, 
it is striking how the tourist market has grown, with 
larger cruise ships (sometimes carrying over 1000 pas-
sengers) searching for established and new sites to visit 
in the region. Controlling these kinds of commercial 
activities in a region where sovereignty is undecided is 
a difficult affair. A ship registered in a flag state such 
as Liberia, carrying a multinational crew and passen-
ger list, traversing polar waters which are nominally 
claimed by Argentina, Chile and the UK, represents 
a jurisdictional challenge. Furthermore, there have 
been concerns that the increasing tourism numbers 
will add further stress to the already fragile ecosystem 
of the Antarctica – businesses have shown interest in 

establishing various forms of tourism infrastructures 
including hotels and casinos to cash in on the tour-
ism potential of the region. This makes it even more 
imperative that mechanisms and regimes are put into 
place to effectively deal with such contemporary cir-
cumstances. 

 So one area of major change is the range and 
role of other actors (i.e. non-states) in Antarctic af-
fairs. Another notable alteration is in what we might 
term political and legal embroilment. In 1959, the 
Antarctic Treaty was the lodestar, which the parties 
followed, and indeed such was the state of affairs 
that they initially agreed to meet only once every two 
years. Fifty years later, the Antarctic is embedded in 
a raft of international conventions and treaties in-
cluding the Law of the Sea Convention (LOSC). The 
Antarctic Treaty parties now meet annually and it 
is apparent that there are all kinds of overlapping 
commitments and obligations to be managed. One 
example involving the LOSC will provide a good 
example of how polar governance is now a more 
complex affair. 

 Under Article 76, as we noted in the case of the Arctic 
Ocean, coastal states are entitled to certain rights over 
the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles, if they 
can demonstrate its extent via a submission to the 
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
(CLCS). While this might seem comparatively unprob-
lematic in the case of the Arctic, it is a fraught issue in 
the Antarctic. Can there actually be something akin to 
a coastal state? If we understand the category of ‘coastal 
state’ as both a geographical category and legal-political 
creation then it becomes clearer. The seven claimant 
states consider themselves coastal states as understood 
under the terms of Article 76 and are seeking to cre-
ate, perform and indeed reserve their rights. But under 
Article IV of the Antarctic Treaty, all parties agreed 
to suspend their territorial claims and counter-claims 
for the duration of the Treaty? So we have an appar-
ent clash between the provisions of the LOSC and the 
Antarctic Treaty. It is worth recalling that when the 
Treaty was signed in 1959, the LOSC had not even been 
negotiated even though there was the 1958 Continental 
Shelf Convention in existence. 

 The end result over the last decade has been a deli-
cate balancing act with claimant states making it clear 
that they consider themselves Antarctic coastal states 
while being careful to acknowledge the existence of the 
Antarctic Treaty. The Australians, for example, made a 
submission to the CLCS in November 2004 but asked 
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as illegal fishing in the Southern Ocean are revealing 
how difficult it is to manage activities far removed 
from individual countries (see  Plate   23.9   ). Fourth, new 
legal regimes and conventions are creating ever-greater 
overlapping commitments and obligations. They are 
exposing tensions most notably over the sovereign 
rights of coastal states and other parties.   

   23.5  Conclusion 

 In both Polar Regions, the governance regimes are 
changing in large part because of their further integra-
tion into the contemporary neoliberal world order. But 
this is throwing up tensions between states and non-
state organizations. In the Arctic, a limited number of 
coastal states are attempting to cement their sovereign 
rights, while others such as China are eager to ‘open 
up’ the Arctic Ocean to trans-polar shipping routes and 
resource exploitation. In the Antarctic, commercial 
activities such as fishing and tourism are placing re-
newed pressure on the Antarctic Treaty System and the 
delicate balance between claimant and non-claimant 
states alike. International law and protocols are emerg-
ing as increasingly important mechanisms for ensur-
ing that these potential flashpoints are addressed in an 
orderly manner. And by orderly, we mean not only in 
a non-violent manner but also in ways that minimize 
disruptions to commercial activities and investment. 
Following Foucault, this is in line with neoliberal gov-
ernmentality whereby international conventions help 

the UN body not to consider their materials pertain-
ing to the Australian Antarctic Territory. Non-coastal 
states such as the USA and Russia have reiterated their 
non-recognition of territorial claims (and hence coast-
al state status). Such is the sensitivity of this issue, with 
attendant claims to sovereign rights over thousands of 
square miles of polar seabed, that the Antarctic Treaty 
parties have never formally discussed this in their final 
reports of their annual Antarctic Treaty Consultative 
Meetings. 

 What do we learn from the Antarctic in terms of 
governance? We think we can point to several things, 
all of which have geographical ramifications. First, the 
Antarctic Treaty endured because of the Antarctic’s 
comparative remoteness from world affairs in the 
1950s. By the time, the polar continent became more 
globalized, it had had 20 years to strengthen its regime 
dynamics and to socialize new members in terms of 
norms, values and practices. But since the early 1990s, 
the Treaty parties have been reluctant to regulate fur-
ther fishing and tourism in particular. Second, the 
Treaty worked because it did not try to resolve the 
potentially divisive issue of ownership. Article IV was 
intended as part of a management strategy, seeking 
to keep all 12 parties in line. Third, the commercial 
development of Antarctica is arguably revealing the 
 inadequacies of a governance structure that is still, not-
withstanding all the changes, largely predicated on the 
dominant role of states and their organizations, mainly 
scientific. Tourism, fishing and biological prospect-
ing (harvesting organisms for commercial gain) are all 
growing in scope and intensity, and some issues such 

 Plate 23.9         Indigenous 
 inhabitants meet visitors to 
the Southern Ocean.   
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to arbitrate the different positions and interests of 
states so that consensual partnerships and collabora-
tive efforts can be harnessed to deal with various issues 
pertaining to the Polar Region. Without suggesting the 
determinacy of such an outcome, sovereign states in 
the Arctic have also been eager to remind international 
audiences that they are determined to protect their in-
terests, militarily if necessary. 

 But debates about governance should not be restricted 
to states alone and their sovereign rights. One danger of 
focusing on world order and global  governance is that 
we give states a kind of privilege they don’t merit. States 
and their claims to sovereignty don’t just exist – they are 
actively produced. Likewise claims to governance are 
just claims – they will have to be constantly negotiat-
ed with other state and non-state actors in the global 
arena. This is especially pertinent given that many con-
temporary issues can no longer be confined within the 
limits of national territorial boundaries nor can they be 
adequately dealt with by a singular state authority. A 
good case in point is the regulation of ‘global commons’ 
(e.g. oceans and the atmosphere) whereby the role of 
the international community is essential in collectively 
governing the resources that are vital to the sustenance 
of life. Alternatively, concerns have also been raised 
with regards to the trans-national impacts arising from 
increased mobilities of people, goods and corporations 
in this globalizing era. It is then hardly surprising that 
inter-governmental organizations such as the UN and 
EU have functioned as governance regimes in facili-
tating dialogues and meaningful cooperation to tackle 
these ‘problems’. For instance, the cross-border danger 

posed by infectious diseases (e.g. SARS and bird flu) 
and terrorism in recent years has led to an enhanced 
role by UN and other regional blocs such as the EU and 
Association of the South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
in coordinating joint efforts to deal with such immi-
nent health threats. Not withstanding the contributions 
from these supranational entities, the increasing active 
involvement of NGOs in issues of governance also mer-
its attention. In particular, these groups act as vigilant 
‘watchdogs’ to scrutinize the activities and actions of 
states on the global stage. A good example would be the 
oppositional politics enacted by civil societies including 
Greenpeace to critique the lacklustre commitments of 
many developed nations in dealing with global warming/
climate change. In this sense, governance is never 
emblematic of a natural state of affairs. It is a human 
intervention (however complex) that involves mul-
tiple actors, each with their own agendas. This makes 
governance a highly contested endeavour and closely 
bound up with issues of power – it is not only capable 
of being supported but can also be resisted, rejected or 
even  overthrown (see Routledge 1996; Sharp  et al.  2000 
for ideas on power and resistance). 

 As the previous chapters reminded us, therefore, we are 
talking here in large part about how we, as human beings, 
choose to organize our affairs. Ideas about space, place, 
knowledge, power, international relations, governance 
and order are critical here and embedded within human 
cultures. Those ideas are then put to work and continue 
to inform and influence the ways in which we under-
stand the world around us including our relationship with 
 others. All of this is, of course, profoundly geographical.   

     Learning outcomes 

 Having read this chapter, you should understand: 

   ■   The term governance and the manner in which it 
has been understood within geography and related 
disciplines such as International Relations.  

  ■   The term international order and how we might 
make a distinction between functional and 
idealised orders.  

  ■   That liberal and realist writers have different  
understandings of both governance and 
 international order.  

  ■   In the 1980s and 1990s governance was strongly 
associated with reforming governments in the 

global South, especially in the light of concerns 
over debt and corruption.  

  ■   The driving logic behind this move towards 
‘good governance’ was a form of neoliberal 
governmentality.  

  ■   Governmentality is a term developed by Michel 
Foucault and addresses the ‘art of government’ and 
the way in which populations are organized and 
managed.  

  ■   The Arctic is undergoing a fundamental ‘state 
change’ and provides an interesting example of 
evolving governance.  

  ■   The changing physical properties of the Arctic (e.g. 
melting sea ice) are provoking different debates 
about future governance.  
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  ■   The Antarctic has been governed by the 1959 
Antarctic Treaty, which established the region 
as a zone of peace and international scientific 
 cooperation.  

  ■   The growing commercialization of the Antarctic is 
leading to new fears that the existing governance 
arrangements are inadequate.  

  ■   In both the Arctic and the Antarctic, states are 
 seeking to maximize their own advantages (as 
realists would expect) while seeking to develop 
collective governance structures and arrangements 
(as liberals would hope).  

  ■   Future governance will depend on future 
governmentalities and how ideas about space, 
power, knowledge and order are mobilized. 
These relate to changing forms and patterns 
of hegemony.    
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