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Advance Praise for
CHILDREN OF A MODEST STAR

“The clarity in this analysis of the world governance system is truly pow-
erful—it’s a major contribution to our shared cognitive map of where we
are now, and how we got here. Moving beyond diagnosis in a way that one
hopes for but doesn’t always see, Jonathan S. Blake and Nils Gilman make
specific and practical suggestions for action. This fills an urgent need of
our time, which is for plans that can be put to use right now. Many books
are important—this one is, I think, crucial.”

—KIM STANLEY ROBINSON, author of The High Sierra:
A Love Story and The Ministry for the Future

“As intellectually resourceful as it is ambitious, Children of a Modest Star
cuts cleanly through the obsolete assumptions that stultify much think-
ing about the present and future. It offers, in our paralyzing moment of
polycrisis, a bold and bracing account of what we can still do.”

—PANKAJ MISHRA, author of Age of Anger: A History of the Present

“Jonathan S. Blake and Nils Gilman are willing to face down the challenge
of getting specific about planetary governance while avoiding the spec-
ter of world government. They offer real ideas for how inhabitants of the
planet can govern ourselves at multiple scales, in ways that really could
enable us to survive and thrive.”

—ANNE-MARIE SLAUGHTER, CEO of New America, and author of
Renewal: From Cerisis to Transformation in Our Lives, Work, and Politics



“What would governance look like if our planetary condition was cen-
tral rather than ancillary to our culture and politics? This is the question
posed by the thought-provoking Children of a Modest Star. Our current
systems of governance, premised on sovereign states, are fundamentally
misaligned with the scale of the planetary problems we face. The solu-
tion, Jonathan S. Blake and Nils Gilman suggest, is to develop a set of
content-specific, task-oriented institutions at a variety of levels of gover-
nance, and to do this quickly, before it is too late.”

—NAOMI ORESKES, co-author of The Big Myth: How American

Business Taught Us to Loathe Government and Love the Free Market

“As an Earth scientist, I've been frustrated by the world’s inability to pre-
vent climate catastrophe. National governments cannot handle threats
that transcend their boundaries, and existing international bodies lack
the power to compel change. Children of a Modest Star defines institu-
tions that can deal with the problems we face that, like climate change,
require governance from local to planetary scales. This book is a great
conversation starter.”

—KATE MARVEL, senior climate scientist at Project Drawdown

“Jonathan S. Blake and Nils Gilman have written an extraordinarily im-
portant and much-needed book. The world faces any number of vexing,
potentially catastrophic planetary challenges, which our current govern-
ing practices and institutions are ill-suited to meet. Deeply researched
and sharply argued, Children of a Modest Star explains why our cur-
rent institutional architecture is inadequate, and lays out a bold, for-
ward-thinking, but plausible, agenda to develop a new conceptual lens to
generate the governing practices, processes, and policies we desperately
need. This book could not be timelier.”

—FRANCIS J. GAVIN, author of Nuclear Statecraft:
History and Strategy in America’s Atomic Age
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How hard it is to set aside

Terror, concupiscence and pride,

Learn who and where and how we are,
The children of a modest star,

Frail, backward, clinging to the granite
Skirts of a sensible old planet,

Our placid and suburban nurse

In SITTER's swelling universe,

How hard to stretch imagination

To live according to our station.

—W. H. Auden, “New Year Letter”
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Preface

After nearly a decade of conversations about the inadequacies and out-
right failures of contemporary governance structures around the world,
we finally picked a date to start writing this book: Monday, January 4,
2021. At the time, we couldn’t have known it was going to be such an
inauspicious—or was it auspicious?>—week to begin work on the mala-
dies of existing systems of governance. But that week the ramifications
of our crumbling governance institutions hit especially close to home.
Come Monday morning, one of us was ill—thankfully, not too
badly—with COVID-19. The other was trying to work at home while
also watching after his toddler, who was frolicking around the house
after positive COVID tests shut down his daycare. Neither condition
was exactly conducive to writing. Then on Wednesday morning, Pacific
time, armed insurrectionists stormed the United States Capitol in an
attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election. The
unwelcome distractions notwithstanding, it was incredible—in the
most literal sense—to begin a book about the failures of our institutions
of governance at a precise moment when those failures were so visible
and visceral. The consequences of the inability of those foundering
institutions—nation-states, international organizations, local govern-

xi



xii Preface

ments, and the like—to govern effectively and legitimately had irrupted
through our doorposts, was pulsing through one of our bodies, and was
erupting in a minor rebellion in the “world’s oldest democracy.”

This book, while not a direct response to the events of that week,
was written in the shadow of these and other institutional bumblings,
bunglings, and breakdowns. It reflects our sense that the entire struc-
ture for governing the planet is not up to the task, that the broad system
is structurally incapable of addressing the most urgent concerns of the
present and future. Our institutions are unfit for the scope and scale
of problems, and authority is maldistributed. And while resources,
political capital, and democratic attention are frequently wasted, the
problems we are facing don’t wait. In the time it took us to write this
book, concentrations of atmospheric carbon dioxide continued to tick
up, millions of people worldwide died in a still-evolving pandemic, and
some untold number of species went extinct during Earth’s ongoing
sixth mass extinction event. What is to be done?

The answer that we come to—a reconstructed governance archi-
tecture for the planet, or “planetary governance,” guided by the prin-
ciple of planetary subsidiarity—is not meant to provide a quick fix. If
realized, it will represent a thorough structural transformation of the
means of governance from the largest scale, the planet itself, to hy-
perspecific, localized scales. Building this system will be no easy task.
We don’t expect political leaders to embrace our ideas immediately or
comprehensively.

At the same time, this book isn’t about how many angels can dance
on the head of a pin. We have not set out to write some “kind of hope-
lessly utopian ideal political theory [that] orients us toward an ideal
regime that has no likelihood of being brought into being,” as the imag-
inative democratic theorist Hélene Landemore puts it.! We do not start
from abstract assumptions or presume a blank slate from which we can
construct a society of transcendental beauty, one that attains perfect
peace, perfect justice, perfect health, and abundance for all.? We work
with politics and the planet as we see them—warts and all. Yes, we push
things further than they are currently willing to go, and critics will likely



Preface xiii

place us, with Landemore’s good company, “in the camp of . . . utopian
and hopeless dreamers.” So be it. We present here a vision, a new sense
of what might be possible and what we believe is needed. Children of a
Modest Star is our sketch of what planetary governance should be and
how it should be institutionalized.

The world today is in desperate need of reform, but offering practi-
cal ideas for incremental change, while important and necessary, is not
our endeavor. The pages that follow are not a white paper or a policy
report, and you won’t find nuts-and-bolts recommendations for im-
mediate next steps. Our task is to provide a conceptual lens to reframe
the challenges of today and tomorrow and jolt readers’ political imagi-
nations. The institutional structures that we advocate are, we believe,
good ones, but they are also a provocation, a shot across the bow meant
to set off productive, forward-looking debates. There’s certainly more
to be said and alternative institutional schemas to propose that take
seriously humankind’s planetary condition. We need as much inspired
inventiveness as we can get, for we as a species have a tremendous task
ahead: building political and governance institutions befitting the im-
mensely exciting and terrifying new knowledge that we have about the
planet and our place in it.

Los Angeles

July 2023



Introduction

Who and Where and How We Are

The COVID-19 pandemic ranks among the deadliest pandemics in
human history, which as of March 2023 had infected hundreds of mil-
lions, officially causing nearly seven million human deaths, with es-
timates of the true total of excess deaths running to more than twice
that.! What started in Wuhan in the late fall of 2019 became within
weeks a major global event. The pandemic was, however, more than
just an event in global history—that is, the human history of global
connections, in politics, economics, culture, and science. It was also an
event in biological history. As an episode in the history of life on Earth,
the pandemic had many faces. It marked a significant moment in the
coevolution of Homo sapiens and viruses and sparked a rash of evolu-
tionary adaptations of SARS-CoV-2 as it branched into more and more
variants. This evolutionary perspective places the pandemic in a differ-
ent light than the perspectives to which we are accustomed—the per-
spectives offered by the histories of globalization, of modernity, or even
of agriculture, the rise of which twelve thousand years ago prompted
the emergence of many of humankind’s major infectious diseases.>
The lens of biology offers synchronic perspectives as well, helping
us see the pandemic not just as an episode in biological time but as an
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2 Introduction

event experienced simultaneously by living beings across the planet.
SARS-CoV-2 doesn’t care about Linnean distinctions between species.
Aslong as the virus’s “spike” protein fits with a cell’s ACE2 receptor, it
eagerly enters and infects the host. Cats, civets, and Caribbean mana-
tees are just three of the many mammals that have ACE2 proteins sim-
ilar enough to those of humans, and SARS-CoV-2 has charged ahead in
all of them.? The pandemic manifested, in other words, as a multispe-
cies event.*

The virus also touched the biosphere via its impact on human be-
havior. Responding to fear and government mandates, humans across
the globe retreated to their homes, briefly taking up a little less space
on the planet. Other species noticed. To the wild goats of Wales and
the cougars of Chile, the sign that something was different was the
sudden absence of human beings and their loud and lethal technologies
of transportation.’ Skies cleared. Asphalt arteries emptied. Rambunc-
tious urban centers turned quiet, temporarily becoming open spaces for
other creatures to explore, stalk through, or flutter by. This momen-
tary human confinement registered as an event in the history of the
biosphere.¢

A larger, longer perspective comes from observing the pandemic
through the biogeochemical history of Earth. To the global network of
scientific sensors that record and make knowable this history, the sign
that something dramatic was underway registered in changes to the
planet’s atmospheric chemistry. In late February 2020, for instance, sat-
elliteimagery revealed an abrupt decline in nitrogen dioxide pollution—
caused by cars and industrial production—in the air over China. The
pollutant’s decline began over Wuhan, the first city locked down, but
spread across the country, following the spread of lockdowns.” Addi-
tional observation showed that the human reactions to the pandemic in
the first half of 2020 resulted in a sudden 8.8 percent reduction in global
carbon dioxide emissions from the year before. SARS-CoV-2 did what
no well-meaning climate policy has yet been able to achieve, causing
“the largest ever decline in emissions.”® It proved to be only a blip on the
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seemingly inexorably increasing Keeling Curve—a graph displaying the
concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide, measured continuously
since 1958—but it was nonetheless a telling episode in Earth history.

To protect human health and human life from a virus that measures
no more than 140 billionths of a meter, societies undertook “among his-
tory’s largest exercises in state power,” shutting themselves down and
locking in two and a half billion people—acts of social sacrifice and in-
dividual quarantine and isolation that added up to have planetary-scale
impacts on the Earth’s atmosphere.” The COVID-19 pandemic revealed
both the discordant perspectives and the profound interconnections
between three histories distinguished by the eminent scholar Dipesh
Chakrabarty: “the history of the planet, the history oflife on the planet,
and the history of the globe made by the logics of empire, capital, and
technology.”'®

A perspective shift reveals our placement in the deep histories of bi-
ology and the planet, laying bare our inseparable interconnection with
those histories and all that emerges from them. Adopting these per-
spectives, moreover, has tremendous implications for how we should
live together and manage our collective lives—that is, how we should
govern ourselves.

The problems posed when events of biological or geological scale
pierce the defenses of governance on a human scale were on dazzling
display during the COVID-19 pandemic. The existing global gover-
nance system turned out to be unable to stop COVID-19’s lethal spread.
While the scientific capacity to understand the nature of viral infection
has improved exponentially since Old World viruses devastated the
New World over the long sixteenth century, the capacity of our global
political system to control the spread of a pandemic disease has scarcely
improved at all. At the same time, the globalization of our economic
system has only accelerated the rate at which viruses can proliferate.
Whereas the Black Death took eight years to march from Kyrgyzstan to
Crimea in the 1330s and 134.0s and the 1918 influenza took three months
to move from Kansas to Europe, SARS-CoV-2 spread from Wuhan
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to Europe and North America within three weeks, causing public
health system meltdowns and thousands of deaths in Lombardy and
New York.!

If one looks at the system of global governance for pandemic re-
sponse, it becomes clear why, despite our vastly improved understand-
ing of the science of viruses, we were collectively unable to respond in
a way that could prevent the virus from becoming a planet-wide health
catastrophe. The present global system of governance was developed
during the twentieth century to facilitate the integration and interac-
tion of national states, especially around economic cooperation and
international peace and security. It was and is designed, therefore, to
represent the interests of its member national states in international
forums. It is fundamentally noz geared toward addressing planetary
challenges like pandemics. Nor does this apply only to pandemic re-
sponse: for many of the most pressing challenges that we now face, the
existing structures of governance are simply not fit for purpose. Our
governance institutions are not attuned to the deep murmuration of
the planet—nor are they prepared for the inescapable consequences.

What would governance look like if our planetary condition was
central rather than ancillary to our political self-conceptions? What
issues would become paramount, and how might this change our
views?> How would we act if we took seriously humanity’s profound in-
tegration into Earth’s planetary systems, demonstrated by the COVID
pandemic, from the microbiological scale of the virus to the macrosys-
temic scale of the planet’s atmosphere? What would change as a result
of human beings being revealed, not as masters of the planet, but as
part of it?®?

Human beings are essentially and ineluctably embedded within
planetary-scale phenomena: we affect and are affected by our Earthly
home. Western science, which is the bedrock of modern technology,
politics, and worldviews, however, emerged in large measure in denial of
this embeddedness. Springing from a secularized distillation of Chris-
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tian belief (“And God said, Let us make man in our image,” according
to King James’ Genesis, “and let them have dominion . . . over all the
earth”), this scientific tradition rested on the precept that humans were
inherently different from all of God’s other creatures. Unlike the beasts,
the “fowl of the air,” and “every thing that creepeth upon the earth,” hu-
mankind was endowed with reason and a capacity, if not moral duty, for
technical mastery over the natural world—a unique inheritance that set
us humans apart from nature. Yet the scientific method that developed
over time from those precepts—a method of inquiry rooted in the scru-
tiny of evidence and radical skepticism—has, by the early twenty-first
century, revealed that there is no separation between human beings
and the natural world. In a triumph of the scientific method, the tools of
science overturned science’s most basic assumptions. This insight has
been percolating for about a century, catching the attention of the oc-
casional forward-thinking scientist, but it is now increasingly clear that
the idea of humans distinguished from nature is intellectually unsus-
tainable. It is, moreover, ecologically ruinous. The idea of “humanity
apart” is, and for a long time has been, encouraging grave harm to the
ecosystems in which humans dwell and the biosphere of which humans
are a part.

These discoveries have changed the face of science and, in turn,
have triggered a rupture in philosophy. But these insights about the
state of the world and our place in it have yet to trickle out of the scien-
tific labs, specialist journals, and rarified seminar rooms and into the
mainstream consciousness. They certainly have not yet affected how
societies act. With this book, we hope to change that. Given what we
now know—and are likely to still learn—about Earth and the place of
humans on it, the question that animates this book is: What should we
do about it?

Our answer is that we must transform our modes and systems of
governance, which is to say the institutionalized social rules that tell
us how we are supposed to live in common.** Governance is typically
understood to happen through law and government—and the govern-
ment of sovereign national states in particular. But governance operates
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at many levels and comes in many forms. Subnational political insti-
tutions (like city and state/provincial governments) set rules for their
jurisdictions, as do many nonstate actors (like firms, nongovernmental
organizations, and religious institutions). Global governance institu-
tions, such as the United Nations, the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change, and the World Health Organization, work to manage
global issues. This system of multilevel governance—with subnational
governments expected to take care of local issues like garbage collec-
tion or street cleaning, the national government setting the basic legal
framework for the society as a whole and managing macroeconomic
matters, and multilateral, global governance institutions managing re-
lations between national states and matters that require international
cooperation—has, since the end of World War II, become, more or less,
the model for how governance happens around the world.

The reigning structure of multilevel governance is no longer ade-
quate to the challenges of our current age, an age that some scholars
have come to refer to as the Planetary. The concept of the Planetary is
one that has emerged over the last several decades from the work of
scientists, especially Earth system scientists and biologists, as well as
philosophers, particularly philosophers of science. At the heart of the
idea of the Planetary is a holistic vision of the planet as consisting of
an almost infinitely complex interlaced and nested array of dynami-
cally interacting biological, chemical, energetic, and geological sys-
tems. This concept, in turn, is informed by new knowledge of the place
and role of human beings within this vast system. At the macrocosmic
scale, we now know that human activity is deeply interconnected with
atmospheric chemistry and Earth’s climate and geology; at the micro-
cosmic scale, discoveries about the human microbiome have revealed
our deep entanglement with bacteria and other microorganisms, one
that affects our very mental states, that supposed hallmark of human
distinctiveness and autonomy."

This emerging and rapidly expanding body of knowledge is bringing
forth what we call planetary sapience—that is, a technologically enabled
self-understanding of the planet and its deeply systemic interconnect-
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edness.!'* Human beings, like all other creatures, have of course always
been embedded in this system of systems, existing in a position of code-
pendency with them. Indeed, virtually every traditional religion and
indigenous epistemology has emphasized this embeddedness, and the
need to respect and sustain our “Mother Earth.””” What has changed
over the last few centuries, and especially over the last few decades, is
that a rapidly expanding techno-scientific apparatus of measurement
devices and computing has enabled an understanding of the nature of
the embeddedness to a degree of detail and precision that before was
literally unimaginable. Planetary sapience is the product of the rapidly
expanding array of sensors in, on, and over the Earth—continuously
monitoring everything from temperature to moisture to chemical com-
positions to deforestation—as well as the algorithms and supercomput-
ers that organize these data and scrutinize them to detect overarching
patterns, abnormalities, and changes in individual ecosystems and the
planet as a whole.

An increasingly precise understanding of how the Earth system op-
erates and how its subsystems interoperate is one of the greatest scien-
tific achievements of all time. So vast is the scale of this new knowledge
and the new perspective it offers that it has enabled—indeed necessi-
tates—a fundamental rethinking of the human place on the planet.
Planetary sapience has already revealed that the unintended conse-
quences of human actions have remade and continue to remake the
biogeochemical conditions that have thus far sustained our flourishing
here. After such knowledge, we must reckon with our ways of being if
we want to keep the planet habitable for ourselves, our descendants,
and all the other living beings that call this rocky sphere home.

Unfortunately, growing planetary sapience has so far mainly re-
vealed wreckage rather than redemption. It has made us exquisitely
aware of the planetary challenges we face: climate change, pandemic
diseases, stratospheric ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading,
space junk, growing antibiotic resistance, biodiversity loss, anthropo-
genic genetic disruptions, declining soil health, upended nitrogen and
phosphorus cycles, freshwater depletion, ocean acidification, oceanic
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plastics—and maybe even emerging technologies with terraforming
potential, like bioengineering and artificial intelligence. By one widely
respected measure, human activity (or more accurately, some humans’
activity) has breached six of nine quantified “planetary boundaries,”
potentially pushing Earth beyond the “safe operating space for human-
ity.”® To achieve planetary sapience is to realize that humans can no
longer treat the planet as an endless font of resources or a bottomless
sink for waste. Above all, planetary sapience uncovers the condition
of planetarity, the inescapability of our embeddedness in an Earth-
spanning biogeochemical system—a system we now know is under-
going severe disruptions from the relative planetary stability of the
previous twelve millennia. The condition of planetarity is and always
has been an ontological fact—that is, a verifiable, empirical statement
about our place inside the planet’s biogeochemical feedback systems—
even if it has only recently been disclosed by planetary sapience (en-
abled by an assemblage of planetary-scale technologies of perception).
Together, these two concepts mean that humans are capable of under-
standing the damage that we are doing to ourselves when we damage
the planetary systems that we are a part of and that sustain us. Appreci-
ating the condition of planetarity entails an unflinching embrace of the
fact that humans cannot thrive unless the ecosystems we inhabit are
themselves thriving.

From this condition of planetarity flows the ethical through line
of this book: our governance institutions must promote Aabitability in
order to enable multispecies flourishing. The idea of habitability stands in
contrast to the concept of “sustainability” that guides much of global
governance today, in particular as embedded in the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals, which have been at the heart of the
international system’s economic development and environmental
governance strategies over the last decade.” Whereas the sustain-
ability concept implicitly if not explicitly suggests that nature be seen
and treated as something separate from humans, a standing reserve
of resources and “ecosystem services” to be managed and responsibly
harvested for human benefit, the idea of habitability begins from the
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scientific understanding of human embeddedness and inseparability
from nature. Its focus, therefore, is on creating the conditions for the
continuity of the entire web of life in which humans are inextricably
embedded.

The question then becomes: How can humans govern effectively in
the name of habitability? Doing this requires, first, that we entirely re-
think how to govern. This book presents a foundational critique of the
existing architecture of global governance. The problem with the ex-
isting system is that none of our current international institutions that
are charged with addressing planetary challenges answer to the impera-
tives of the planet as such; rather, they answer to the member states that
they represent. This institutional structure leaves planetary challenges
unresolved and creates span of control/responsibility asymmetries and
other pathologies that we will discuss. We propose therefore a new ar-
chitecture for governance of the planet, based on a rethought version
of a centuries-old principle known as subsidiarity. The principle of sub-
sidiarity states that authority within a pluralistic system of adminis-
tration should be allocated to the smallest-scale governing institution
capable of managing the task effectively. Regional authorities take over
only what the local authorities can’t do for themselves, national author-
ities only what the regional authorities can’t, and so on. Subsidiarity, in
short, aims to maximize local control within an overarching governance
framework that retains the capacity to manage shared problems.

Combining the observation about the condition of planetarity and
the principle of subsidiarity, we propose a fundamentally new architec-
ture for the governance of the planet, what we call planetary subsidiar-
ity, based schematically on three scales of institutions: the planetary
(which is to govern and guarantee habitability and multispecies flour-
ishing), the national (which is to govern and guarantee development
and redistribution), and the local (which is to ensure that the aforemen-
tioned principles are implemented in accordance with local conditions
and preferences). A key argument of planetary subsidiarity is that the
condition of planetarity makes clear that the smallest scale at which
planetary issues can be governed effectively is the planet itself.
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The vision of planetary subsidiarity differs radically from previous
proposals for and instantiations of global governance, whether the ex-
isting United Nations system or the ideas of world federalism that were
briefly popular in the years after the Second World War. On the one
hand, whereas most older schemes for a “world state” or “global fed-
eralism” imagined a single, integrated, general-purpose global-scale
government—the classical Weberian image of the state projected to
the planetary scale—our proposed architecture of planetary subsidiar-
ity envisions a series of narrowly scoped, functionally oriented gover-
nance institutions. Rather than one hegemonic world Leviathan, we
propose separate planetary institutions tasked with managing specific
planetary problems: one for the climate, one for pandemics, one for
biodiversity, and so on. On the other hand, our vision also differs from
the existing UN system, where multilateral member-state institutions
ultimately answer to the sovereign national states that join them. We
instead imagine putting people with expertise in the relevant planetary
phenomena at the center of the decision-making process, answering
to new forms of democratic publics. Only such a structure of de/iberate
maultiscalar governance, one that eschews the fetishization of national
sovereignty, can ensure the habitability necessary to enable multispe-
cies (and thus ultimately human) flourishing.

In the end, of course, there is no escape from politics—that is, from
the negotiations and power struggles between individuals and groups
with differing values, interests, and needs. And so this book, while
primarily concerned with planetary governance, also underscores the
need for a new form of planetary politics. To achieve multispecies flour-
ishing, we must find new ways to include the interests of nonhumans
in this planetary politics, and to that end we also make a plea to em-
power those with the knowledge of how nonhumans operate to repre-
sent what those others need, in other words, scientists, as well as those
who have the creative capacity of imagining the interior worlds of these
others and can serve as their spokespeople. These are some of the bear-
ers of planetary sapience, and to ensure that this knowledge is formed
inclusively, it is imperative, finally, that we broaden access to scien-
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tific expertise. Where you are born and what identities you embody
should not determine your capacity to serve as a planetary knower and
spokesperson.

This book aims to join together two conversations that have been
taking place in parallel but largely in ignorance of one another: the
scientific-philosophical conversation that has been developing the
concept of the Planetary and the ongoing political conversation about
how best to govern the world. On the one hand, people interested in
governance—including scholars of politics, international relations, and
law; analysts, activists, and journalists interested in public policy; poli-
cymakers in local and national governments and international organi-
zations; and informed citizens throughout the world—are barely if at
all aware of the latest scientific and philosophical understanding of the
Planetary and what it means for how they need to rethink their mis-
sions. On the other hand, the communities of specialists in the Plan-
etary, largely in the Earth sciences and philosophy of science, often
wish that governance structures and decisions would respond to their
findings but are often also uncomfortable with and professionally dis-
incentivized from promoting normative claims at a level of specificity
that would make a difference. As a result, these two communities talk
separately if not past each other, missing out on opportunities for mu-
tually beneficial exchanges. Thus we hope to build a bridge between the
conversations and introduce these communities to one another using
mutually intelligible language to enable productive communication be-
tween them. We hope this book will kick off a broad and ongoing dia-
logue between those who understand the condition of planetarity and
those with the tools—and power—to do something about it.

This goal determined our method of inquiry. The knowledge that we
draw on to make our case primarily comes from the bodies of thought
on science, politics, philosophy, technology, and governance that
emerged in the North Atlantic over the last century and a half. For the
most part, we have not integrated other traditions of thought, notably
indigenous traditions, which have often addressed similar concerns of
planetary holism. (Indeed, in many ways, Western thought is just now
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catching up to well-established indigenous insights about the world.)
We chose to focus on this particular intellectual tradition for two rea-
sons: first, because this is the conversation to which our primary audi-
ences are already attuned, and second, because of the strengths gained
from the Western scientific tradition’s commitment to precision and
falsifiability. Western science’s unique contribution to long-standing
intuitions held by other knowledge systems about the holistic integra-
tion of humans into our natural habitat is a level of exactitude that en-
ables the rigorous testing and identification of the nature of planetary
embeddedness. After a long detour (mis)guided by a belief in human
exceptionalism, Western science has in recent decades returned to the
ideas of holism and systems.

Some forms of knowledge based in Western science have undoubt-
edlyjustified and materially enabled the rapacious and cruel treatments
of other human beings, living beings, and the Earth, but the solution to
the rapacity and cruelty enabled by science is not less science but better
science. Above all, solutions to the problems that Western science has
created require better governance systems, ones that can act on the
precise and useful knowledge produced by such science. Enhancing
planetary sapience through education, technological development, and
scientific study is the only way forward.

This is not a book with “ten simple fixes to save the planet!” It’s not
even a guide to policies that should be pursued to effectively manage
problems like climate change and pandemics. Rather, it is a book about
institutions. Specifically, it’s about how to design institutions that can
pursue policies to effectively manage planetary issues. Yet we do not go
into the details of administrative practice, much less about the black-
letter law that will be necessary to codify the institutions we have in
mind. Our purpose is not to describe the juridical details of the neces-
sary new planetary institutions, only to make the case for their neces-
sity and to describe the functional capacities they will need to have in
order to be effective in addressing planetary challenges.

We recognize that our proposals to build planetary institutions are
unlikely to be implemented any time soon—what they represent, rather,
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is a vision for the future. Meanwhile, ongoing efforts to address plane-
tary challenges within the current institutional matrix must continue,
and indeed multiply, even as we build toward more effective structures
of planetary governance. We must pursue both our long-term vision and
the short- and medium-term tactics aimed at decarbonization, disease
control, and so on. Let’s be clear: there are real and powerful antiplan-
etary forces in governments and corporations around the world. They
are the adversaries of all who seek the long-term habitability of Earth
and the flourishing of all its inhabitants. By contrast, those who believe
in those goals but work within the existing governance system—people,
organizations, governments, and global institutions working toward a
habitable planet—are our allies, even if we disagree (sometimes force-
fully) with their strategies. In those cases, our criticism is intended as
constructive and as a spur for creative, even radical thinking.

Chapters 1 and 2 describe the world’s current governance architecture
and its functional strengths and weaknesses as well as narrate how it
came to be. We show (in chapter 1) that the hegemony of the sover-
eign national state as the privileged container of governance is a recent
phenomenon, one that solidified globally only in the 1960s. Then (in
chapter 2) we describe the multilevel global governance system that has
grown up around the sovereign national state, explaining how various
governance functions have relocated “above” the state, to the multilat-
eral global governance system, and “below” the state, to subnational
authorities and nonstate actors.

Chapter 3 offers a genealogy of the concept of the Planetary, a key
term in contemporary Earth system and biological science as well as the
philosophy of science. Chapter 4 presents our original interpretation of
the principle of subsidiarity, an old idea for how to allocate authority
within a multilevel governance architecture. Building on the insights of
the previous chapter, we argue that we should rethink the principle of
subsidiarity in light of our condition of planetarity. These two chapters
provide the core conceptual and theoretical innovations of the book.
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Chapters 5 and 6, finally, outline how we could redesign governance
institutions for a planetary age. The first of these chapters proposes
new roles for local institutions and suggests that they will be best able
to serve their residents by networking with one another to share ideas
and resources. The second sketches a general architectural model for
planetary governance, including what planetary institutions for man-
aging climate change and pandemics might look like in practice. As we
illustrate these possibilities, we do not intend to offer a full blueprint for
new institutions, but rather simply to outline what their key features
ought to be.

The vision we put forth will no doubt be dismissed by some as madly
ambitious, if not unhinged and perilous—thoughts we have at times
shared. But what of alternatives? Is our vision less realistic than the
escapist fantasy of building off-world colonies for a few (billionaires)
while the world burns? Is it more foolishly optimistic than the belief
that the market, aided by no centralized coordination mechanism, will
deliver messianic technologies to redeem us? Is it more despotic than
the possibility of eco-authoritarianism? Compared to these (alarmingly
plausible) alternatives, the proposals in this book, we dare say, seem re-
alistic, just, inclusive, and modest. We are, as the poet W. H. Auden rec-
ognized, “children of a modest star”—and we must live on Earth with
modesty rather than by mastery.?°



One

How the National State Became Hegemonic

In late 1955, the United Nations had a problem: it had run out of seats.
The fledgling body, then only ten years old, had moved into its perma-
nent headquarters on the east side of Manhattan just three years ear-
lier, but its membership had already exceeded all expectations. It wasn’t
that the building’s architects—a committee comprising some of the
mid-twentieth century’s greatest, including Le Corbusier and Oscar
Niemeyer—had not anticipated that the international organization
would grow; on the contrary. “The United Nations is a young and dy-
namic organization,” the committee reported in its design plan of 1947.
“Its potentialities for growth and change are unlimited.” The team of
idealistic builders in fact made this political belief and prognostication
a principle of their design. “Though its structures will be of steel and
concrete, they must be planned on so flexible a pattern that their inte-
rior areas may be easily and economically rearranged to suit changing
needs.”?

This flexibility would turn out to be crucial because the architects’
anticipations of the world’s political future were way off. “There are
at present [July 1947] fifty-five Member States of the Organization; it
is well to plan for a possible membership of at least seventy.”? Talk of
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the organization’s youth, dynamism, and potentially unlimited growth
translated into a concrete (and steel) plan for only fifteen new members.
By the time the UN moved into its new headquarters in 1952 it had al-
ready grown to sixty members. Then, on December 14, 1955, the Secu-
rity Council passed Resolution 109, recommending sixteen countries
for admission to the General Assembly, bringing its total membership
to seventy-six—six more than had been planned for less than a decade
prior.?

UN facilities managers were able to accommodate the necessary ad-
ditional chairs and desks in the Plenary Hall, “where fortunately suffi-
cient space was available to permit the modifications without complete
rearrangement of the rooms.” But by 1958, five more new members had
joined the UN, and they were running out of space. The organization’s
rapid growth had pushed membership “far beyond initial expecta-
tions,” and at “the present time there is room at the tables in the Ple-
nary Hall and Conference Rooms for only one more Member nation.”
UN secretary-general Dag Hammarskjold considered it “necessary to
plan for the possibility of further expansion of the membership of the
Organization,” so his 1958 budget request included $50,000 for an en-
gineering and architectural survey for the required “structural change
and major alterations to the existing facilities” (a steal compared to the
$463,000 requested to replace the carpets).* Buried in this dry request
for capital improvement funds was an acknowledgment that something
profound was happening in world politics.

This wasn’t the last time UN work crews needed to add in more
desks and chairs to General Assembly Hall. There were 99 members
in 19603 154 in 19805 189 in 2000; and today there are 193 total members,
with South Sudan the most recent to join, in 2011.° There remains very
little of the earth’s surface or human population that is not partitioned
and assigned to a national state.¢

In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War this coming
efflorescence of independent, sovereign national states was not at all
obvious.” Even a cursory glance at a globe in 1945 shows that national
states were closer to the exception than the rule: India was a British
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colony; Palestine was a British mandate; Algeria was not a French over-
seas colony but four departements of France; Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto
Rico, and even the Philippines (on the verge of independence) remained
US territories. In 1938, shortly before the war, 42 percent of the world’s
land and 32 percent of the population was colonized by the United King-
dom, France, the Netherlands, Portugal, Belgium, Italy, the United
States, and Japan.® The war ended with the clear defeat of the German
and Japanese empires, but not of imperialism and other forms of non-
national rule. The victorious powers, empires in fact if not in name, saw
no reason for this arrangement to change.

When the UN’s architects came up with their design, they did not
imagine the rapid and total proliferation of national states. From the
perspective of the mid-1940s, this outcome was entirely unexpected.
This was true not only of the colonial powers who planned to hold on to
their widespread territories, but also of many of the anticolonial activ-
ists, demanding power in their homelands. Like nationalists and other
opponents of empire since the nineteenth century, midcentury activists
wanted self-determination, but they were not always convinced that it
had to, or even should, take the form of a sovereign national state. Yet
over the course of the next three decades, the expectation and desire
for a national state would become the universal ambition for seekers of
self-determination.

Since about 1965, the place of the national state has become
hegemonic—meaning that national states became and remain the only
political form recognized as legitimate holders of sovereignty and eli-
gible for full membership in international society.” The unrecognized
state of Somaliland may deliver more services to its population than
does the national state of Somalia, but only the latter has the trappings
of sovereign statehood, in the sense of having formal diplomatic rela-
tions with other countries and the right to seats at various international
tables.’® Conversely, corporations like Apple, AliBaba, and Saudi-
Aramco are all more powerful than many national states, but none of
these can use violence legitimately, issue a functional passport, get a
loan from the IMF, or join the UN. This stands in contrast to earlier pe-
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riods, when other forms of institutions, including corporations, could
legitimately exercise functions that are today the exclusive privileges
of sovereign national states. The British East India Company, for ex-
ample, a “company-state” that asserted de facto dominion over India
on behalf of the British crown from 1757 to 1857, wielded violence le-
gitimately (at least from the callous viewpoint of the European state
system) on behalf of its own interests."

Indeed, the position of the national state is “so dominant,” observed
the sociologist Charles Tillyin1990, “that anyone who dreams of a state-
less world seems a heedless visionary.”!? Yet the rise and dominance of
the national state as the sole legitimate container of sovereignty and the
premier governing unit in world politics was not foreordained. In fact,
the national state only recently became the baseline assumption about
the “proper” vehicle for governance delivery, with other forms rendered
presumptively suspect. The universality of the national state, which
today seems inevitable, irreversible, even natural, is none of that.

This chapter charts the history of the national state from its origins
as one of many institutional formations of rule in early modern Europe
to its position of absolute dominance today. The historical record re-
veals that at every critical juncture in the development and global
spread of the national state, plausible alternatives were proposed, de-
sired, or even implemented. Not until the decades after World War II,
with the enshrinement of economic development as the preeminent
political project for the world, did the national state become the undis-
puted institutional manifestation of sovereign political communities.
Starting in chapter 3, we will argue that the world has a new overarch-
ing political project—managing the condition of planetarity—and so we
need different political institutions to respond to the challenge.

The National State Emerges

States, understood broadly as centralized political organizations that
create and enforce rules over a population within a given territory, have
existed since about 3,100 BCE, when city-states began to emerge on the
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verdant floodplains of the Tigris and Euphrates.” But this deep history
of collective rule is not necessary for understanding how one particular
type of state, the national state, came to be the dominant vehicle for
organizing political life and providing governance today.

The national state emerged in Europe, particularly in England and
France, around 1500. European governance in that late-feudal era was
marked by institutional diversity, and it was by no means clear that na-
tional states would become the dominant institutional form in a land-
scape already replete with empires, principalities, duchies, bishoprics,
urban federations, trade confederations, city-states, free cities, and
many other political structures.* Beginning in the fifteenth century,
the national state began to display advantages over its institutional
competitors, particularly in the intertwined processes of fighting wars
and collecting revenue. In this context, the concept of the state as an
institution distinct from the person of the monarch began to emerge
in European thought.” Yet in these early modern years, the state was
still but one legitimate political form among many. Hugo Grotius, the
seventeenth-century Dutch jurist considered the founder of interna-
tional law, judged many agents to be subject to the law of nations and
members of international society, including states, corporations, and
individuals.!

These diverse forms of states in early modern Europe, however,
shared a common purpose: they existed to advance the glory of God
and of the ruling dynasty. Whether national states or empires, power
was wielded in the name of and for the purposes of the monarch. Louis
XIV of France was not so much boasting as stating accepted fact when
he famously pronounced, “L'etat, c’est moi”: I am the state. The state in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did not yet aim to govern soci-
ety or promote the economy—indeed, the modern concepts of “society”
and “the economy” had not yet been invented. The welfare of a state’s
subjects was not conceived of as something that could be affected by
state policy; rather, it was understood to be the result of human nature
or divine providence.” Likewise, there was no sense of a people in
whose name the state governed or claimed legitimacy.
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This began to change in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as
a result of the massive social, economic, and political upheavals ush-
ered in by two world-changing episodes: the industrial revolution, her-
alded by the invention of the steam engine, and the French Revolution
of 1789. The twin challenges that arose—namely, how to manage the
social impact of the rise of industrial capitalism and how to respond
to the demand for popular sovereignty—pushed European states into
forms that begin to become recognizable to contemporary eyes. At
the same time, novel technologies that allowed new forms of rule and
emerging ideas about the role of states in society, in particular the ideas
of “improvement” and “progress,” opened up new opportunities for
what the state could and should do. Revolutionary France’s experiment
with direct rule at the national scale, for instance, was the first attempt
by any European state to govern in such a way.!®

During this transatlantic Age of Revolution, ideas of sovereignty
and independence churned through Paris, Philadelphia, and Port-au-
Prince, but the institutional structure that would house these principles
was still being developed. The American Declaration of Independence
may have “dissolve[d] the political bands which have connected” the
colonies to Britain so that they could “be Free and Independent States,”
but the form that this would take—independent countries, confedera-
tion, or federation—was an open question and hotly debated.”

Throughout the Americas, in fact, the dissolution of European em-
pires in the late eighteenth through early nineteenth centuries was not
a straightforward march from empire to independent, sovereign state-
hood. As the Spanish Empire collapsed, the transition to statehood
was bumpy and contested.?? Political demands evolved over time, from
calls for American representation within the Spanish Empire to desires
for local autonomy to, as a last option, separation from Spain.?! In the
French Caribbean, too, calls for independence emerged only gradually.
Saint-Domingue (today Haiti), which, along with other French colo-
nies, the revolutionary French constitution of 1795 declared an “integral
part” of France proper, began its struggle for freedom as a movement
claiming the rights of revolutionary French citizenship. It was only in
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response to Napoleon’s attempt to reimpose slavery and colonial status
on the island that this effort would transform into a fight for seces-
sion.?? Even in the United States, the political form of self-government
was not entirely settled after the ratification of the Constitution in 1788
(whichitselfreplaced the earlier form created by the Articles of Confed-
eration). For several decades, prominent political leaders sought to craft
an “American System” that would bind together all of the independent
states in the Western hemisphere through a series of treaties and alli-
ances.?? Indeed, it was not until the end of the Civil War in 1865 that the
ultimate sovereign form of the United States was finally settled.

As the nineteenth century progressed, two key developments bol-
stered the case for the national state. First, independence became, in
the words of one historian, “a defining political value.” The language
and principles of the American Revolution spread widely, and the most
important aspect of self-government came to be independence, rather
than control over territory and people or the ability to govern.?* “Na-
tional liberty is independence,” declared a Chilean newspaper in 1813,
“that is, that the nation does not depend upon Spain, England, Turkey,
etc., but governs itself.”?* Here an essential element that distinguished
the national state from other forms of statehood emerged: a politically
important distinction between insiders and outsiders rooted not just in
geographic colocation but in political identity.

Second, states started taking a more active role in society. Over the
course of the nineteenth century, novel technologies and administra-
tive techniques converged with new ideas proposing that states should
do more. The invention of the railroad, the steam-powered boat, and
the telegraph compressed time and space, conveying the sense that the
capital and the periphery were one unit (at least among people thinking
about it in the capital), that the writ of the state extended uniformly
all the way up to the borders delineated on the map, and that, at least
in principle, this writ applied uniformly to all members of the national
community.?¢ At the same time, transformations in scientific, social,
and political thought introduced the modern idea of progress and the
notion that the state could intervene in society to promote progress.?’
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The goal of the emerging modern state was no longer simply to
protect the power of the sovereign but increasingly to improve the life
conditions of the people themselves. Starting in the nineteenth century
states got much more involved in a wide range of activities, including
regulating economic life and population movement; providing social
and welfare services, such as public health measures, health insurance,
and pensions; policing crime; and collecting social statistics.® In a self-
reinforcing cycle, the state demanded more of its population and the
population demanded more of their state (this era also gave rise to the
modern social movement, a form of sustained political mobilization
aimed at making claims on the state). As a result, the state become
much more of a presence in the lives of its people. This, in other words,
is when states began to “govern” in the sense that we understand the
term today.

Despite these political and administrative transformations, demand
for and attainment of independent national states remained limited in
the nineteenth century. While sovereign national statehood had been
achieved in much of the Americas by the 1830s, large, multinational
empires prevailed throughout Europe for the rest of the century—to
say nothing of the overseas empires that Europeans were in the process
of building by force. By the mid-nineteenth century, nationalist move-
ments were gaining strength across the continent, with some seeking
to unify disparate, independent principalities and statelets into a single
state, others seeking autonomy within their empire, and a few seeking
to break away from empires altogether. National identity became a cul-
turally congenial way to bind people’s loyalty to the state, with shared
(if sometimes fictionalized) stories of the past implicitly binding “the
people” together in a shared future from which non-national outsiders
were explicitly excluded.

Thus national self-determination was on the lips of many Euro-
peans, but it could take multiple forms, and the national state was not
necessarily the most popular one. In central Europe, during the Spring-
time of Peoples—the nationalist and liberal-democratic uprisings of
1848—most of the revolutionaries were not trying to overthrow the
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Habsburgs or secede from the Austrian Empire (the Hungarians were
an exception). Rather, Czechs, Slavs, Poles, and other nationalities rose
up to gain the right to restructure and reform the empire, so that their
nation could exercise local autonomy while remaining part of it.?’ Na-
tional self-determination, for many nineteenth-century nationalists,
was entirely consistent with imperial loyalties. As one Czech nation-
alist expressed in 1848, “Had the Austrian state not existed for ages, it
would [assuredly] have been in the interests of Europe, and indeed of
humanity to endeavor to create it as soon as possible.”*°

What’s more, nationalist sentiment—which by midcentury was
widespread and deeply felt among intellectuals, students, and elites—
was not shared by the great mass of rural peasants. Building on a Ro-
mantic tradition that exalted the spirit of a people, self-consciously
nationalist movements emerged among the educated classes across
Europe in the 1830s. The elite view of “the nation,” which initially
hewed to a limited notion focused on the nobility, expanded with time.
By 1848, a nation represented a cultural idea that encompassed the
masses. But the masses were in most cases not yet on board with the
nationalist political project, and nationalist movements lacked popular
support, which was how many contemporaries explained the failure of
most of the uprisings of that year.!

“Self-Determination” after World War |

The idea of an independent, sovereign state that could and should
govern in the name of and for the benefit of a distinct people thus devel-
oped over the course of the nineteenth century. Yet implementing this
idea required a drastic break with Europe’s imperial status quo. The
opportunity for restructuring the European political landscape came
with the defeat and collapse of the multinational empires of central and
eastern Europe and the Middle East at the end of the Great War, in 1918.
The confluence of imperial frailty, nationalist demand, and the verdict
of the victorious powers led to the defeated empires being broken apart.
As peace talks got underway, however, the types of the political com-
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munities and governance institutions that would replace the defeated
empires remained uncertain. In February 1918, US president Wood-
row Wilson had declared that “national aspirations must be respected;
people may now be dominated and governed only by their own consent.
‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase; it is an imperative principle
of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril.”** But
the principle of self-determination contained great ambiguities, among
them: What political form should exercise it? Only one month earlier,
in his famous Fourteen Points speech, Wilson had advocated giving the
peoples of the Habsburg Empire autonomy rather than independent
statehood.?* Unsurprisingly, the application of the principle during the
Paris Peace Conference in 1919 turned out to be quite tricky. Even Wil-
son’s own secretary of state was unsure of what Wilson meant: “When
the president talks of ‘self-determination’ what unit has he in mind?
Does he mean arace, a territorial area, or a community?”3*

In the end, the signatories of the Treaty of Versailles settled on the
independent national state as the best administrative channel to realize
“national aspirations” within, in Wilson’s words, “a new international
order based upon broad and universal principles of right and justice.”*
Dismantling the empires of the Triple Alliance seemed to ensure that
these countries would no longer be able to wage effective war against
the still-intact French and British empires, while also adhering to Wil-
son’s vision that every “civilized” people should enjoy self-rule. New
borders were drawn in general accordance to the ethnic majority in the
area (with favor shown to nationalities whose leaders had supported the
winning side).>¢ In ethnically mixed areas, such as Schleswig, Carin-
thia, and Upper Silesia, plebiscites were held to determine where the
lines should be drawn.?” In practice, however, kaleidoscopic ethnic ge-
ographies meant that while sixty million people in eastern and central
Europe were granted a state where they belonged to the titular national
majority, twenty-five million were left living as national minorities.>

These practical difficulties notwithstanding, the signing of the
Treaty of Versailles in June 1919 marked the moment when the national
state became the hegemonic organizing unit in European law and poli-
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tics.>” After Versailles, the national state was the predominant institu-
tion for governing people and territory on the Continent.*°

Outside of Europe it was another story altogether. The years after
the Great War marked the high-water mark of European overseas im-
perialism. The British Empire reached its greatest extent in the years
after World War I, at which point it had varying degrees of control over
nearly a quarter of the Earth’s surface. The British, French, and Dutch
colonial powers had no intention of voluntarily relinquishing their
wide-ranging rule. Before the war, anticolonial movements in most col-
onies had surprisingly thin support, partly because of the gulf between
the ambitions of local elites and the relative indifference of the vast ma-
jority of the population.*! Yet even anticolonial activists in this era typ-
ically did not seek secession from empire. An Egyptian uprising in 1882
did not demand independence, and neither did most mainstream late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Indian nationalists.*? But the
barbaric and catastrophic course of the Great War fatally damaged the
sense of both European cultural superiority and imperial inevitability.

While Wilson himself had never intended his principle of self-
determination to apply to nonwhite colonial subjects, after 1919 anti-
colonial activists increasingly quoted his rhetoric as the basis for their
political demands.** In 1905, the president of the Indian National
Congress (INC) had explained the organization’s political program:
“India should be governed in the interests of the Indians themselves,
and . . . over the course of time, a form of Government should be at-
tained in this country similar to what exists in the Self-Governing
Colonies of the British Empire.”** Two decades later, this gradualism
and compromising stance with empire was gone. In 1929, INC presi-
dent Jawaharlal Nehru announced the organization’s new goal: “India
must sever the British connection and attain Purna Swaraj, or complete

independence.™®
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Nationalism’s Internationalism

The European and American diplomats gathered in Paris in 1919 did not
limit their scope to a nationalist future; they envisioned an internation-
alist one as well. Alongside the establishment of new national states in
eastern and central Europe, the Treaty of Versailles also created an in-
ternational body unlike anything that had come before it: the League
of Nations. Though not as far-reaching and all-powerful as some at the
time hoped, the League was invented as a permanent forum “to pro-
mote international co-operation and to achieve international peace and
security.”¢ At the inaugural meeting of the League Council—the orga-
nization’s upper house—the moment was hailed as “the date of the birth
of the new world.™’

Yet at the same time, the very design of the League’s structures and
procedures reinforced and presaged the expansion of the national state
form. In its initial membership, the League recognized the universal
applicability of the national state. The forty-two inaugural members
were overwhelmingly European and American but also included Li-
beria, Persia, and Siam. Though these members differed enormously
in terms of their international power, their common membership in-
dicated a formal recognition of sovereign equality. But among the
League’s founding members were also nonsovereign entities: most
glaringly, colonial India had a seat, as did the self-governing dominions
of the British Empire (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and South
Africa). In this period, recognized sovereignty was not yet a prerequi-
site for legitimate membership in international society.

What’s more, the League itself became a forum for the public, inter-
national recognition of independent statehood and created formal pro-
cedures for achieving this recognition.*® The Mandate system, through
which Britain and France administered territories ceded by the German
and Ottoman empires under the oversight of the League, provided one
such procedure. In the League’s view, these lands were “inhabited by
peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous condi-
tions of the modern world,” but the purpose of the Mandate was to de-
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velop them under the “tutelage” of the “advanced nations” so that they
could “stand alone.” Mandatory officials believed it would take decades
or even centuries for this to happen, but establishing the system tac-
itly acknowledged that independence was the ultimate and legitimate
objective that all peoples, including non-Europeans, could and should

aspire to.*

The Contest to Organize the Postwar World

Then came the global shock of the Second World War. The war affected
the incentives and political imaginations of both the colonizers and the
colonized in profound ways. These sea changes marked the beginning
of the end of the vast European overseas empires and set the stage for
national states to become the predominant political form in their wake.
First of all, the war set the stage for imperial collapse in the metropoles
and the colonies. The war severely weakened the European powers and
their grasp on their overseas territories. By 1945, the European empires
were socially and economically exhausted at home, and the image of
the lasting strength of their authority decisively dissipated during Ja-
pan’s wartime occupation of their Asian colonies. The only reason why
the empires did not collapse in the 1940s was an infusion of American
financial support to Europe.’® Moreover, the war ended with two re-
maining superpowers of unparalleled political and military strength—
the United States and the Soviet Union—that perceived themselves as
anti-imperialists, even if they often didn’t act that way. Yet during the
war and in its immediate aftermath, it was by no means clear that the
end was near for Europe’s overseas empires. Indeed for many Europe-
ans, the imminent end of their empires was not only undesirable but
unimaginable. Giving independence to the African colonies, the British
foreign secretary said in 1951, was like “giving a child of ten a latch-key,
a bank account and a shotgun.”* So when the end of empire came, it
came swiftly, taking many Europeans by surprise.

Adding to the shock, as Europe’s overseas empires were breaking
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apart, it was not known what form of political organization would re-
place them. The future role of the national state was still being debated.
For the two decades after World War II, statesmen, revolutionaries, and
intellectuals in the colonies and metropoles considered several ideas for
how to organize the postwar, postimperial world. Out of this political
maelstrom, the national state eventually triumphed as the postcolonial
heir, but it was by accident—a result, not a goal, of decolonization, one
that emerged as leaders realized that their prime imperative was eco-
nomic and political modernization.

World Government

Assessing the wreckage after the war, one thing was clear: European
national states—the oldest and, to many contemporary observers, most
advanced—had just led the world through two bloodbaths in three
decades, unleashing the exuberant brutality of mechanized warfare,
featuring industrial death camps, firebombing of cities, and nuclear
weapons. The cataclysmic implications of the atomic bomb, in partic-
ular, shook many people to their core. Given these dangers, it is unsur-
prising that so many came to believe that “World Government is the
only alternative to world destruction.””?

In these first, frenzied postwar years, many people concluded that
national states were not the solution but the problem. As the Univer-
sity of Chicago’s Committee to Frame a World Constitution declared in
1948: “Iniquity and war inseparably spring from the competitive anar-
chy of the national states.” The only solution, the committee decided,
was that “the age of nations must end, and the era of humanity begin.”
To that end, they drafted a constitution for “the Federal Republic of the
World” in which all states would pool “their separate sovereignties in
one government of justice to which they surrender their arms.”*

The movement for world government was no fringe ideain the 194.0s:
Albert Camus, Winston Churchill, Mohandas Gandhi, Martin Luther
KingJr., Jawaharlal Nehru, Rosika Schwimmer, H. G. Wells, and Wen-
dell Willkie were all at one time or another proponents of the idea.’* “I
advocate world government,” Albert Einstein wrote in 1948, “because



How the National State Became Hegemonic 29

I am convinced that there is no other possible way of eliminating the
most terrible danger in which man has ever found himself.””* Einstein
and other prominent physicists, who truly understood the potential for
annihilation that the new atomic weapons represented, believed in the
need for a “supranational organization” with binding authority “sup-
ported by a military power that is exclusively under its control.”*®

Nor was world government just the dream of rarified intellectuals.
The idea of world government found widespread mainstream support,
includingin the United States, the newly preeminent power. The United
World Federalists, a US-based advocacy organization founded in 1947,
had mass appeal and membership. A 1947 poll found that 56 percent of
the Americans surveyed agreed that “the UN should be strengthened
to make it a world government.”” In 1949, the House Committee on
Foreign Affairs even held two days of hearings on a resolution, cospon-
sored by 105 members of Congress (including then-Representatives
John F. Kennedy and Gerald Ford), proclaiming that “it should be a fun-
damental objective of the foreign policy of the United States to support
and strengthen the United Nations and to seek its development into a
world federation open to all nations with defined and limited powers
adequate to preserve peace and prevent aggression through the enact-
ment, interpretation, and enforcement of world law.”

The resolution, like the broader movement, did not prevail. The
world political institution that was founded in the postwar era—the
United Nations—enshrined rather than dethroned the principle of state
sovereignty. The UN Charter emphasized “the sovereign equality of
all its Members” and stated plainly that the UN was not authorized “to
intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic juris-
diction of any state.”” The founding of the UN in 1945, in fact, was a
step toward the foreclosure of alternative options to the national state,
both as a cause and as a reflection of underlying currents. While multi-
ethnic empires remained intact and cherished in imperial capitals from
London to Moscow, the very structure of the United Nations presided
over by these same imperial powers implied that postcolonial gover-
nance would eventually take the form of national states. But in the late
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194.0s, many people took seriously the idea that world government rep-
resented an alternative—perhaps the only alternative—to a world order
based on rivalrous national states and empires that kept producing
mass death.®°

Non-national Self-Determination

After centuries of imperial rule, which demolished indigenous gover-
nance institutions and forcibly imposed colonial state structures, an-
ticolonial elites were open to numerous possibilities for what would
come next. World War IT and the early postwar years set the stage for
the ultimate and overwhelming triumph of the national state in every
part of the world; but before the national state solidified its grasp on
the political imagination, anticolonial activists put forward a range of
collective futures.

Multinational federations were of particular interest to anticolo-
nial elites around the world. Throughout the colonial and postcolonial
world, leaders proposed and even implemented federations of various
flavors. Anticolonial activists of very different political stripes were well
aware that formally independent national states that were small, poor,
and at the mercy of international economic forces would be sovereign
in name only. Thus achieving independence as a national state did not
amount to true self-determination—it was “merely being free to fly our
own flag and to play our own national anthem,” in the words of Gha-
na’s first prime minister, Kwame Nkrumah.®! True self-determination
meant freedom from economic dependence and political domination,
which, these activists concluded, could be achieved only in a larger po-
litical federation of diverse peoples. As Mamadou Dia, later the first
prime minister of Senegal, argued in 1955: “It is necessary that the im-
perialist concept of the nation-state give way definitively to the modern
concept of the multinational state.”?

Such a multinational federal state was envisioned in multiple ways.
Leopold Senghor, who became Senegal’s first president in 1960, pro-
posed a federal structure for the future of the French Empire composed
of three levels: the individual African territories with local autonomy;
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a federation of French West Africa with significant political authority;
and, at top, a French confederation, where the West African federation,
metropolitan France, and any other units from the French Empire who
wished to join could associate as equal members. Félix Houphouét-
Boigny, who became the first president of Cote d’Ivoire, also in 1960,
wanted to cut out the middle layer, so that the individual African ter-
ritories could directly enter into a federation of equals with European
France.® Ghana’s Nkrumah sought to construct a Union of African
States with sovereign powers. He even ensured that the 1960 Ghana-
ian constitution included the power of the parliament “to provide for
the surrender of the whole or any part of the sovereignty of Ghana” to
the Union once it was formed.®* In the British Caribbean, anticolonial
elites collaborated with the British Colonial Office to create the West
Indian Federation in 1958. This federation sought to unite ten “weak
and small” islands in order to gain the strength needed to secure po-
litical and economic self-determination.®® Jamaica’s opposition to the
power of the federal unit over the individual members’ economic au-
tonomy tanked the federation in 1962, and the island decided to enter
international society not as a member of a large regional federation but
as a small, independent national state.

Yet for other newly independent postcolonies, achieving indepen-
dence as a national state did not end their experimentation with multi-
national federations. Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, seeking
to erase the boundaries among Arabs that had been artificially imposed
by the European empires, merged Egypt with Syria in 1958 to form the
United Arab Republic, which then entered into a confederation with
North Yemen known as the United Arab States. Both unions fell apart
in 1961. Likewise, the Union of African States linked the West African
states of Ghana and Guinea in 1958 before including Mali in 1960, only
to disband in 1963. In 1961, the mainland Federation of Malaysia, inde-
pendent since 1957, combined with North Borneo, Sarawak, and Singa-
pore to reconstitute itself as Malaysia, only to separate from Singapore
in 1965, at which point Kuala Lumpur would consolidate its authority
over the remaining portions of insular East Malaysia.®
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While each of these episodes had distinct dynamics, together they
demonstrate that even for postcolonial leaders, the national state was
hardly the only form of governing institution considered though the
early 1960s.%”

The Quest for National Economic Development

These visions of non-national governance all failed or never got off the
ground. While many colonial and anticolonial leaders experimented
with alternative political forms from the 194.0s through 1960s, the na-
tional state’s position got stronger and stronger. In fact, even as World
War I seemed to open the doors to new political possibilities for post-
colonial regions, the terms of the postwar settlement also laid the
groundwork for the rapid consolidation of the perception that the na-
tional state was the only available option. “We are on the cusp of a new
erain human history,” David Ben-Gurion, soon to be Israel’s first prime
minister, observed presciently in a 1945 speech titled “We Don’t Have a
Future without a State.”®

The question then is: Why did the national state, rather than any
other form of political organization, became #4e political form for this
“new era in human history”? Nationalism, at least on its own, is not the
answer. Anticolonial elites sought to create political institutions that
would end their status as humiliated, second-class citizens and liberate,
inthe words of Martiniquan poetand politician Aimé Césaire, the minds
of the “millions of men in whom fear has been cunningly instilled, who
have been taught to have an inferiority complex, to tremble, kneel, de-
spair, and behave like flunkeys.”®® But this desire for self-respect, even
when coupled with an emotional attachment to one’s nation, does not
necessarily demand the national state. Like his fellow pan-Africanist
Leopold Senghor, Césaire envisioned self-determination without inde-
pendent national states: his dream was to remake the French Empire
into a democratic, transcontinental federation where metropolitan
France and its former colonies would be equal members.”® Thus there
were other vehicles for self-respect, and strong emotional ties were not
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inherent to any particular administrative unit. As the great scholar
of nationalism Benedict Anderson observed, administrative units “in
themselves, . . . do not create attachments™; it takes cultural and emo-
tional labor for them to “come to be conceived as fatherlands.” And as
we saw, some mid-twentieth-century anticolonial activists, like their
nineteenth-century predecessors, put their hopes and efforts for self-
determination in structures besides the national state. These other in-
stitutional formations could provide self-determination, sovereignty,
even emotional resonance—they appeared, in Anderson’s phrasing,
“emotionally plausible and politically viable.””? What they had trouble
providing was a basis for economic development.

This turned out to be decisive because, in the aftermath of World
War I1, economic development was enshrined as /e defining political
project of the age. As national economic development cemented its
place as the paramount vision for the future, the national state increas-
ing looked like the most natural form for achieving the dream of mod-
ernization. Thus it was the elevation of economic development as the
ultimate purpose of collective political life that guided postwar decol-
onization in Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean toward the national state
rather than other forms of political organization.

In the postwar period, the national state came to be seen—by both
communist and capitalist elites in both the Global North and the Global
South—as the best if not only vehicle for realizing economic modern-
ization, which at the time was tellingly synonymous with “nation
building.””? Rooted in a sense of reciprocity and mutual obligation
among those participating in the process, economic development en-
tailed collective sacrifice and collective reward, and as such was both an
expression of and a means to achieve a collective identity. Where post-
colonial leaders considered other objectives (such as regional security)
paramount, they often experimented with other forms of statehood
discussed earlier. But as the postwar period progressed, and leaders in-
creasingly treated national economic development as the state’s prime
directive, the national state became seen as the most functionally effec-
tive political form.
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The ideological role of economic development as a defining national
project had been building since at least the 1930s, though its roots go
back even earlier. Over the course of the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, the nascent social science disciplines invented new forms
of knowledge that allowed for the world to be understood as a series
of discrete social objects such as society, culture, classes, labor, and,
most crucially for this part of our story, the economy. As these concepts
circulated and caught on, they presented a vision of social objects that
expert knowledge could manipulate to promote progress.”? It was in
this context that the concept of the “the economy,” and in particular
“the national economy,” as a self-contained whole of production and
consumption, distinct from all the rest of life, emerged in the years be-
tween the 1880s and 194.0s.7*

Conceptualizing the economy as a discrete social object with ma-
nipulable inputs leading to divergent outcomes allowed for the reori-
entation of government policy toward economic development in both
metropolitan European states and their colonial holdings. By the in-
terwar period, European governments, colonial administrators, and
anticolonial elites began to envision the use of scientific expertise to
promote economic progress for their citizens and subjects. But the co-
lonial development project—which purported to produce both material
improvements in the lives of colonial subjects and economic benefits for
the European metropoles via disjunctive infrastructural and economic
projects—was increasingly not what anticolonial elites had in mind.”

The vision of anticolonial activists, which began to crystallize after
World War I, was that independence—beyond a matter of political jus-
tice and rights—would enable them to do a better job than their impe-
rial rulers at solving the problems in their societies, chief among them
the problem of economic backwardness. Economic development was
reconceptualized from being “an archipelago of schemes” (a factory
here, a dam there) to instead being about the integral development of
the nation itself.”¢ In colonial India, for example, the Congress Party
began to develop plans for economic development by the 1930s, with
Nehru, later India’s first prime minister, as head of the party’s National
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Planning Committee.”” Crucially, the plans they drafted were for the
colonial territory of India, not the broader region or subnational units
(hence National Planning Committee). The Bay of Bengal, encom-
passing what is today India, Bangladesh, Burma, Sri Lanka, Thailand,
and Malaysia, had long been understood to be a single integrated eco-
nomic region, but when Congress planned for the economic future,
they discounted the region and planned a national economic future
for India alone.”® The target, as Nehru later wrote, was “national self-
sufficiency”—not “local,” not “regional,” but “national.””®

After World War II, the place of economic development in the an-
ticolonial imagination rose, as the quest for it held great appeal for an-
ticolonial and newly postcolonial elites.?° The promise of economic
progress helped justify the struggle for decolonization. And once in-
dependence was attained, working to lift their populations up out of
crushing rural poverty and social backwardness gave the new states
purpose. It was their blueprint “to create a new world out of the dregs
of the old,” as Nehru aspired.®! What, after all, was a better use of self-
government? “We cannot tell our peoples that material benefits and
growth and modern progress are not for them,” Nkrumah proclaimed
in 1958, one year after he led the first successful sub-Saharan African
independence movement. “Therefore we have no choice. Africa has no
choice. We have to modernize.”%?

Postcolonial leaders, moreover, understood that maintaining po-
litical independence required economic independence. Economic de-
velopment was thus not merely an opportunity but a necessity in order
to ensure the survival of the newly independent states in the cold, at
times violent, world of international politics. Postcolonial states needed
development and they needed it fast—it had to be, as Nkrumah put it
(both metaphorically and literally), “jet-propelled.”®® Achieving eco-
nomic autonomy with such rapidity, they concluded, required state in-
tervention. Anticolonial elites wanted to harness the power of the state
to overcome underdevelopment, poverty, and lack of industry in the
same way that Germany, the United States, and Soviet Union had for
wartime production and that western Europe was now doing for social
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welfare. To anticolonial elites interested in charting their own national
paths outside of empire, the apparent successes of economic planning
by strong national states held great appeal. They saw the intervention-
ist state as a mighty instrument of social and economic change.

The quest for national economic development was certainly not
the only driver toward national statehood during decolonization. Im-
portantly, the European colonizing powers as well as the United States
also came to prefer the national state as the institutional form to suc-
ceed empire. Once direct colonial rule became too costly to maintain—
politically, economically, and morally—the world’s powerful states
realized that it would be more advantageous to cultivate unequal re-
lationships with politically and economically weak, nominally inde-
pendent postcolonial national states. Recognizing the sovereignty of
new national states, in other words, did not require relinquishing a
hierarchical international politics. Imperialism, as Nkrumah grasped,
“quickly adopted its outlook to [this] loss of direct political control [and]
retained and extended its economic grip” over erstwhile colonies.?*
Many anticolonial leaders held similarly clear-eyed understandings of
the motivations of their former colonizers, which is why so many of
them opposed national statehood and sought alternatives.

Moreover, promoting national states that could work toward eco-
nomic development preempted claims for economic redistribution on a
global scale. The United Nations and other international organizations
also favored the national state and promoted it as the only legitimate
political form and as the best way to achieve economic development.®
From the perspective of anticolonial elites, finally, the national state
form offered an additional advantage: it was already there in nascent
form. When colonial administrators returned to Europe, they left
behind colonial governance institutions that the newly independent
leaders could walk right into (often quite literally: the last British chief
secretary of Palestine, when asked whom he would be giving his office
keys to, quipped, “I shall put them under the mat”).%¢

These other factors cannot be dismissed, but the intertwined and
mutually reliant goals of political self-determination and economic de-



How the National State Became Hegemonic 37

velopment were what sealed the deal in favor of the national state form.
Economic independence, both as a means toward political indepen-
dence and as an end in itself, required economic development efforts
so massive and so rapid that only a state-led process would suffice. The
national state, too, became a means for delivering development and
also an end in itself, as a symbol of national sovereignty.?” The political
and economic imperatives pointed, by the early 1960s, to a lone viable
vehicle for the legitimate governance of territory and populations: the
national state.

The Sole Legitimate Container of Sovereignty

The national state’s hegemony was firm by 1965. After that point, there
were no more new experiments in non-national state arrangements;
self-determination meant having a national state.®¥ Colonial rule didn’t
disappear overnight (Portugal fought bloody wars to maintain their
empire for another decade), but it was increasingly seen as illegitimate,
and national states came to be seen as their only legitimate replacement.
Alternatively governed spaces like the Tangier International Zone,
Aden Protectorate, Free Territory of Trieste, and Anglo-Egyptian
Sudan either were absorbed by national states or became national states
of their own. While some multinational federations survived for a time,
no one after 1965 attempted to develop new ones, and even those that
remained, such as the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, were living on bor-
rowed time.

The primacy of sovereign national states had profound ramifica-
tions for the conduct of international politics. Before 19435, for instance,
it was common for states to try to expand their borders militarily. But
since 1945, wars of territorial conquest have nearly disappeared.?’ More
generally, state borders lost much of their earlier fluidity, becoming
more rigid and absolute in the second half of the twentieth century.”®
Even boundaries created arbitrarily by colonizing powers became sac-
rosanct.”’ One indicator of this trend is the construction of border walls.
Two fortified barriers were erected in the 1950s and only one was built in
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the 1960s. But, coinciding with the entrenchment of the national state
after 1965, five barriers went up in the 1970s, eleven in the 1980s, seven
in the 1990s, seventeen in the 2000s, and thirty-four in the 2010s.7?

Over the course of two decades, then, the international political
arena homogenized and the political imagination contracted. The
UN’s 1960 Declaration on Decolonization equated the “right to self-
determination” with the “right to complete independence.””® This logic
took on a life of its own, foreclosing the possibility that some political
communities might choose to exercise self-determination without in-
dependence. As it happened, the Cook Islanders voted in 1965 to have
a constitution with domestic self-government but to place foreign re-
lations and defense in the hands of New Zealand. The UN General
Assembly balked, protesting that they had merely “attained full in-
ternal self-government,” not true self-determination, and committed
“to assist the people of the Cook Islands in the eventual achievement
of full independence.””* Self-determination begat self-determination,
and smaller and smaller jurisdictions struck out on their own. By the
end of the 1960s, the UN had some fifteen members with populations
less than one million. In 1969, a UN commission studied the impact of
admitting sixty-five potential members with populations under three
hundred thousand.”

The door was now closed to alternatives to the national state. By the
time of the next imperial dissolution, the fragmentation of the Soviet
Union, there remained only one legitimate postimperial political form.
In March 1990, the Lithuanian parliament voted 124 to o to secede from
the Soviet Union. Estonia and Latvia soon followed. Then in June, the
Russian Republic declared itself sovereign, and similar declarations
cascaded through the Soviet Empire. Mikhail Gorbachev, trying des-
perately to salvage the Soviet Union, proposed adopting a new Union
Treaty to reform the federation, but the rejection from the independent-
minded republics was decisive.”® They had one vision for the future:
sovereign national states. Even the Soviet republics that did nor want
to dissolve the Union—Belarus, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan—ended up
declaring independence by October 1991.°” There was no alternative.
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As recently as the mid-twentieth century, there were a range of forms
of governance on the table. Some of them were brutally coercive, others
sublimely egalitarian. Some were tried and abandoned, others were
found widely inspiring but never made it past a proposal, still others
likely never even made it onto paper—utopian ideas, declared with
a flash of excitement, in cafés and classrooms around the world. Not
all were viable or even fleshed out, but some of them were; regardless,
there were people willing to give them a shot.”® By the 1960s, these al-
ternative political forms vanished. This is not to say that people have
stopped dreaming of a different world—thankfully, they have not. For
the past fifty years, though, these dreams have not appeared plausible.
Itis worth remembering that when it was first invented, the national
state didn’t appear plausible either. The ideological and technological
trends of the last several centuries just turned out in such a way that it
prevailed. The national state is neither inevitable nor natural; it is the
product of historical happenstance. Yetitis soingrained in how we think
about the world—organized by lines on a map into discrete national so-
cieties, each with its own seat in the UN General Assembly Hall—that
it can be difficult to envision a future outside the national state. Indeed,
it can be difficult to think of a /istory outside the national state. France,
which is generally held up as the oldest and prototypical national state,
didn’t become “France” as we now think of it—the hexagonal territory
in western Europe—until the 1960s. Before Algerian independence, in
1962, over 50 percent of French territory was outside Europe, and the
country extended from Dunkirk, on the English Channel, to In Guez-
zam, on the border with Niger.”® Even today, France actually extends far
beyond its European territory, including French Guiana, Martinique,
Réunion, and the rest of France d’outre-mer, or Overseas France.!°°
Given all the other ways that people and territory have been gov-
erned until quite recent history, why do national states today seem
so natural, so permanent? One big reason is that nationalist histori-
ans have long portrayed their rise as inescapable.!®! “It is the magic of
nationalism to turn chance into destiny,” as Anderson writes.!°> This
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magic has clouded our thinking and even some of our most basic as-
sumptions. National states are not destiny; they are chance administra-
tive units for territorial governance.

Despite the absolute victory of the national state as an ideologi-
cal model, as a theory for organizing the political space of the world,
it has never accurately described conditions on the ground. The pic-
ture we hold of a system of mutually exclusive, cumulatively exhaus-
tive, and nominally equal sovereign national states covering the globe
that govern everything within their neatly drawn borders is a fiction.
How governance institutions developed to work with and around that
fiction, to manage issues too big or too small for national states, is the
topic of our next chapter.



Two

Governing beyond the National State

Shortly before submitting his latest scientific paper for publication,
in August 1956, the oceanographer Roger Revelle realized he had
made a mistake. In a study on the circulation of carbon dioxide (CO5),
Revelle—director of the Scripps Institution of OceanographyinLa]Jolla,
California—and the chemist Hans Suess had assumed, like many scien-
tists at the time, that the ocean absorbed most of the CO, produced
by humankind’s burning of fossil fuels. Then one day, he remembered
something he’d learned earlier in his career about seawater chemistry.
It dawned on Revelle that the assumption that oceans could easily take
in excess carbon from the atmosphere failed to account for a “peculiar”
mechanism produced by seawater’s complex chemical makeup. Yes, a
lot of human-produced CO, would end up in the ocean, but rather than
get absorbed, it would quickly evaporate back into the atmosphere.
Over time, this chemical process would lead to increasing amounts of
atmospheric CO,.

A typewritten draft of the study was ready to send to 7e//us, the sci-
entific journal of the Swedish Geophysical Society. Revelle typed a new
paragraph noting this observation on a clean piece of paper and Scotch-
taped it to the manuscript. Though even he didn’t comprehend it at the

41
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time (the rest of the 1957 publication still relied on the old assumption),
Revelle’s finding would soon upend the prevailing understanding of the
effects of human activity on the atmosphere. Human activity, scientists
began to realize, could affect the global climate.!

Thirty-five years later, at the Riocentro Convention and Event
Center, about an hour west of Rio de Janeiro’s iconic beaches, diplomats
from around the world met to discuss their concern “that human activ-
ities have been substantially increasing the atmospheric concentrations
of greenhouse gases.”> On June 12, 1992, 154 countries attending the
Rio Earth Summit—officially the UN Conference on Environment and
Development—signed the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), agreeing to the “stabilization of green-
house gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would pre-
vent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.”?
The UNFCCC was the first international legal treaty to specifically act
on Revelle’s last-minute discovery about the behavior of carbon.

Stabilizing Earth’s climate has become an explicit goal of global
governance. Yet there is nothing in the scientific literature that dic-
tates how the climate should be managed. The form that climate gov-
ernance took in Rio and that has developed since reflects the hegemony
of the sovereign national state that we discussed in the last chapter.
On the one hand, the treaty acknowledges “that change in the Earth’s
climate and its adverse effects are a common concern of humankind”
and that, as a result, “the global nature of climate change calls for the
widest possible cooperation by all countries and their participation in
an effective and appropriate international response.” But the treaty is
explicit that national states have “the sovereign right to exploit their
own resources,” and it reaffirms “the principle of sovereignty of States
in international cooperation to address climate change.” The tension
between these two positions remains central to how the climate is—and
isn’t—governed.

The governance architecture that has developed “to protect the cli-
mate system for present and future generations,” in the words of the
UNFCCC, is firmly multilevel. Policy decisions are made by UN bodies
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and other multilateral institutions, like the World Bank; by the Euro-
pean Union, the primary supranational governor in existence; by the
executives, legislatures, and judiciaries of national governments; by
subnational authorities at the provincial and municipal levels (some-
times, as we’ll explore in chapter 5, working across international bor-
ders in collaborative translocal networks); and by nonstate actors, like
corporations and NGOs. The Twenty-First Conference of the Parties
(COP 21) of the UNFCCC, which produced the 2015 Paris Agreement—
the apotheosis of international climate diplomacy thus far—explicitly
endorsed this multilevel governance environment, recognizing the im-
portance of “non-Party stakeholders, including civil society, the private
sector, financial institutions, cities and other subnational authorities,
local communities and indigenous peoples.” All of these institutions
have a role to play in the multilevel system, but only one of them—the
national state—is sovereign. As aresult, the national state is the immov-
able, structural foundation of the architecture of global governance.

Yet the governance superstructure that sits above, below, and beside
the national state is still important. That’s because the sovereign na-
tional state’s ideological triumph by 1965 was never fully reflected in
actual governance practice. The sovereign national state achieved its
global hegemony because it was seen as the best political form for ad-
dressing what felt to many like the most pressing governance challenge
of the second half of the twentieth century—delivering national eco-
nomic growth. But economic development was never the only problem
in need of governance. In particular, concentrating governance func-
tions and responsibilities at the national level left two broad classes of
problems unaddressed: challenges that transcended national boundar-
ies, like climate change, and challenges at the local level.

In response to the hegemony of the national state, an array of
actors developed institutions to tackle the outstanding challenges
that national states were ill equipped to handle. In the 1960s, at the
very moment of the national state’s global triumph, there was simul-
taneously an efflorescence of non-national forms of governance at all
levels.® Above the national state, the number of international treaties
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took off: from 8,776 signed by 1960 to 63,419 by 2010 (and for interna-
tional treaties countersigned by the UN, which signifies a treaty’s im-
portance, the number grew from 942 by 1960 to 6,154 by 2010).” Fully 9o
percent of international nongovernmental organizations—groups like
Médecins Sans Frontieres and the World Anti-Doping Agency—were
formed after 1969.% By the mid-1970s, mass publics and policy elites
alike recognized that the tangled web of economic and political rela-
tionships among national states had led to a new condition of interna-
tional relations, a “complex interdependence” that required some sort
of international coordination and management.’ Indeed, the Rio Earth
Summit’s precursor, the UN Conference on the Human Environment—
the event that put global environmental problems on the global gover-
nance agenda—was held in Stockholm in 1972. Meanwhile, below the
national state, a global trend toward decentralization and privatization
of state authority began in the 1970s and 1980s, respectively.!

In the past half century, even as national states solidified their place
as the only legitimate form of sovereignty, these same national states
shared, delegated, and outsourced more and more governance func-
tions to subnational and international institutions. At the same time,
subnational, international, and national institutions’ “spans of control”
(that is, what decisions these institutions have the formal or informal
authority to make) continued to fail to match their “spans of responsi-
bility” (that is, the results they were held accountable for)."! Mismatches
between the two led to persistent perceptions of governmental under-
performance, as institutions and the leaders were held accountable for
results over which they did not have effective control.

Today, international organizations do more than ever before, but
many of the most important global challenges remain not just ungov-
erned but ungovernable within the current institutional architecture.
Likewise, local governments do more than they did decades ago, yet
their capacity is often hampered by national governments’ sovereign
prerogatives. Governance today is produced by the operational capacity
of awide range of institutions at diverse scales, but sovereignty remains
stubbornly national. In other words, while operational responsibili-
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ties have migrated, sovereignty has not. Despite all that has changed
since 1965, the keystones of governance are the nominally equal sov-
ereign national states that blanket the globe. This chapter will explain
what has changed, what has not, and what it all means for governance
around—and of—the planet.

Multilateralism

For as long as there have been national states, there have been chal-
lenges that exceed them. Wars and rivers, for example, have always
crossed national boundaries. As a result, the development of nation-
alism went hand in hand with the development of internationalism as
leaders, activists, and intellectuals tried to devise ways to govern prob-
lems without borders. Indeed, the term international was coined at the
dawn of the national era, in 1780, by the English philosopher Jeremy
Bentham to describe “the mutual transactions between sovereigns, as
such.” The concept clearly resonated with the times since in 1823 Ben-
tham could notice that the word had “taken root in the language. Wit-
ness reviews and newspapers.”?

Bentham could have noted further that his idea had taken root in
the design of political institutions, including ones implemented and
imagined. As far back as 1795, while France was still in the throes of
revolution, the German philosopher Immanuel Kant sketched out the
idea of a federal “world republic” that would bring “perpetual peace”
to the pugnacious peoples of Europe.”* Twenty years later, after Na-
poleon’s defeat at Waterloo, the five major European powers met in
Vienna to form a new international order secured by cooperation and
regular meetings among them—*“a principle of general union, uniting
all the states collectively with a federative bond,” as one Austrian offi-
cial described it in 1818.* Beyond the marquee international institutions
aimed at bringing peace to Europe, there have been lower-profile, yet
often more successful, transnational collaborations since the early days
of the modern statehood. France and the Holy Roman Empire estab-
lished an international Rhine Commission in 1804 to govern the river’s
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navigation and upkeep.” International public health institutions arose
in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century to share information about
epidemics, particularly cholera, and to coordinate quarantine practices
among countries.'

Today, the primary political mechanism for addressing challenges
that transcend individual national states is multilateralism, in which in-
ternational organizations representing multiple member states pursue
shared goals on an intergovernmental basis. Multilateralism mani-
fests in the “alphabet soup” of international agencies: the ICC, WTO,
WIPO, IMF, and so on. The central premise of multilateral institutions
is bringing together multiple sovereign national states to promote co-
ordination and cooperation among themselves. So while collaboration
is the goal of multilateralism, national state sovereignty is its bedrock.
This means that when tensions arise between collaboration and sover-
eignty, collaboration blinks first.

There are hundreds of intergovernmental organizations and agen-
cies, but the preeminent multilateral body today—and indeed since
its founding—is the United Nations. Unique among international or-
ganizations, the UN is both universal and general-purpose: it is open
to every national state, and its remit is not limited to a specific region
or set of issues. It has also created or adopted a number of specialized,
subject-specific multilateral bodies—the World Health Organization
(WHO), the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO), the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Na-
tions Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and so
on—that together make up the UN system. This is not the place to re-
visit in detail the UN’s well-known inadequacies and outright failures,
or its grand successes.” But in order to understand the particular role
that it plays we must touch on the deep tensions that are foundational
to the UN’s structure and systems.

Established just two months after the end of World War II, the UN
was beset from birth with contradictions. It is “based on the princi-
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ple of the sovereign equality of all its Members,” but five permanent
members of the Security Council were blessed with a veto that gives
them unequaled powers.'® The preamble of the UN Charter invokes the
authority of “we the peoples” and speaks of “the dignity and worth of
the human person” but was written by the architect of South African
apartheid, who saw the new organization as a vehicle for maintaining
European empires.” The organization promised to foster a world where
states “live together in peace with one another as good neighbours” but
was intended by the American diplomats who planned and promoted it
to be an instrument for the legitimation of US power and military su-
premacy.?® Above all, the UN’s lofty goals amount to the ambition of
making the world a better place for humanity, yet it represents neither
the world nor humanity but instead national states.*! Rhetoric aside,
the UN is an association of sovereign states: it answers to states and for
states, particularly the most powerful ones.

The UN’s structure centered on the sovereign national state, which
it inherited from the League of Nations, affects everything about the
institution, from the design of its headquarters—as we discussed in the
previous chapter—to its approach to solving global problems. This ap-
proach relies primarily on encouraging, goading, even pleading with
states to coordinate their national policies or to cooperate with each
other to provide collective solutions. While this “organized volunteer-
ism”is born of the UN’s congenital inability to compel member-states to
coordinate or cooperate, it nonetheless provides workable solutions for
many international issues.?? It is particularly viable for a class of issues
that game theorists call “coordination problems,” in which players (in
this case national states) care more about adopting the same course of
action as other players than they do about which particular course of
action they adopt.?

For instance, the UN specialized agency that focuses on informa-
tion and communication technologies—the International Telecommu-
nication Union (ITU), which is, in fact, one of the oldest international
organizations, dating to 1865—successfully coordinates states’ use of
the radio spectrum and satellite orbits.?* National states are generally
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indifferent to which specific radio frequencies they use or on which
specific orbits their satellites travel; they primarily want to ensure
that other states do not use the same ones to prevent radios from jam-
ming or satellites from crashing. For issues like this, the UN and other
multilateral institutions can be invaluable facilitators of international
coordination.

Despite the UN’s many successes in resolving international coordi-
nation problems, its sanctification of national state sovereignty has left
the nature of the international system intact. The essential character-
istic of the contemporary international system is what international re-
lations scholars describe as “anarchy.” In international relations jargon,
anarchy does not mean chaos but rather an absence of central political
authority that can make and enforce decisions because every state is
sovereign. The opposite of anarchy is thus hierarchy, like what exists (or
is imagined to exist) in national political systems, where the domestic
central government can (at least in theory) make and enforce decisions.
Under conditions of anarchy, national states can and do cooperate with
each other and often form international organizations to formalize and
institutionalize their cooperation. But, significantly, each state remains
and retains the ultimate authority within its borders, including the au-
thority to cooperate, or not, with others. As a result, multilateral insti-
tutions work for their member states, not for the general good, and only
when the leaders of the member states allow them to.

National state sovereignty might produce satisfactory outcomes if
each state was completely independent and could achieve its goals re-
gardless of what other states did. But they are not independent; the
international system—and the planet it exists on—are defined by inter-
dependence. National states—even the most sovereign among them—
must be concerned with the actions of other states.?” In multilateral
institutions, the logic of anarchy trumps the logic of interdependence:
despite their effects on others, each state can plot its own course. Privi-
leging state sovereignty is a core feature of multilateral governance, but
one that hobbles its own effectiveness.
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Supranationalism

To get around the problems that national state sovereignty poses for
multinational cooperation, the idea of supranationalism recommends
favoring the whole over the parts, diluting state sovereignty and en-
hancing the authority of supranational institutions. In practice, this
means that supranational institutions can make legally binding deci-
sions that apply to each member state without them having to adopt the
policy in national law. Supranational institutions do not supplement
national policymaking and governance, they are a substitute—what the
supranational body says goes.

The most ambitious recent attempt to move in this direction has
been the European Union. In its quest for “ever-closer union among
the peoples of Europe,” the EU has taken on key powers that typically
accrue to national governments.?¢ In day-to-day governance, the EU
has assumed enormous authority to make policy that affects the lives
of its 450 million citizens and many others outside its jurisdiction.?” Its
power notwithstanding, the EU remains something less than a sover-
eign state. At the same time, it is something more than a multilateral
institution. It is institutionally sui generis—“un objet politique non-
identifié,” in the words of former European Commission president
Jacques Delors: an unidentified political object.?® Whether the EU is
truly a supranational political institution remains contested, but for
the present discussion we follow the lead of many close observers and
classify it as supranational.?? What matters most for us is that it often
governs as if it were a supranational institution.>°

European integration has profoundly affected how and where policy
issues in Europe are governed, but the present-day EU is a limited polit-
ical entity compared to the original plans bruited in the mid-1950s. Jean
Monnet and other early architects of “the European project” envisaged
an even more robust set of institutions, including a European Defense
Community, with a unified military command, and the European Po-
litical Community, which together would have completely recast the
nature of state sovereignty.’! As Robert Schuman, then the foreign
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minister of France and a key proponent of European unity, wrote in
1951: “From now on the treaties must create not just obligations but in-
stitutions, which is to say supranational organs with their own inde-
pendent authority. . .. These organs are at the service of a supranational
community with objectives and interests that are distinct from those
of each of the participating nations. The individual interests of those
nations merge into the common interest.”*> These postwar consider-
ations in Europe in many ways paralleled similar thinking, explored in
chapter 1, among anticolonial and postcolonial leaders at the exact same
moment. In fact, just like many African, Asian, and Caribbean elites,
proponents of a united Europe often described their aim as “federation”
until the late 1940s. The term integration took hold only after being
popularized by Americans.?* Out of this era of open political experi-
mentation, a number of pan-European institutions were proposed or
created. For its first decades, the European Community (EC; the EU’s
predecessor) competed with these other institutions for dominance on
the Continent. It was not until the mid-198os that the EC achieved pri-
macy as the principal institution for European political cooperation and
economic integration.>*

The EU’s appeal comes from the fact that the member states dele-
gated real, binding powers and functions to it. Thus the EU can govern
in ways that multilateral institutions cannot. The EU, for example,
issues a common currency and common debt. Its high court has the
supremacy to overturn most national laws. It can require its member
states to enforce identical standards and regulations on a wide range
of issues, from pollution and product safety to transportation. Unlike
multilateral governance, these decisions are not optional in any mean-
ingful sense. Consequently, the EU achieves policy breadth and depth
that eludes other international organizations.*

The EU has succeeded in practicing supranational governance by
transforming the nature of European statehood in ways that multi-
lateral institutions have not. States that join the UN and other mul-
tilateral institutions remain sovereign national states. They commit
to following the basic rules of the organization, but the organization
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likewise commits not to interfere in the states’ internal affairs. States
that join the EU, by contrast, become a new, different type of state: one
that voluntarily abrogates its own sovereignty in order to limit national
power via binding commitments to the EU. This transformation from
national state to EU “member state” places constraints on national gov-
ernments, breaking (or at least loosening) the link between national
politics and policymaking. In the view of some critics, the primary po-
litical relationship should now be seen as the horizontal ties between
and among national governments and EU institutions, not the vertical
ties between national government and national society.?¢

This transformation of statehood was not the result of hidden struc-
tural forces or an insurmountable logic of integration. The individual
member states, and more specifically their political leaderships, made
decisions atevery step to pursue closer union. They willingly remade the
nature of the states they led, limiting their own national governments,
constricting their own freedom to act, and moving the level at which
consequential governance decisions were made.*” In practice, decision-
making authority was almost always moved “up” from national govern-
ments to the EU. Despite the emphasis in the 1992 Maastricht Treaty,
the EU’s founding document, on the principle of subsidiarity—the idea
that decisions should be made as close to the affected communities as
possible for an adequate resolution of an issue—governance decisions
were rarely moved “down” either from the European level to the na-
tional level or from the national level to the regional and local level, a
problem we will explore in chapter 4.3

The EU’s defining feature, however, and arguably its most conse-
quential flaw, is not its institutional structure but its primary functional
domain, namely economic integration. The EU’s paramount goal has
been the establishment of a common market based on “freedom of
movement for persons, services and capital” among members states
and a common trade policy with outside countries.?” The European
Community’s and then European Union’s focus on economic integra-
tion has led to an ever-expanding remit. Since the economy can plausi-
bly be argued to touch on nearly every aspect of collective life, the EC
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and EU pushed to take on more governance functions in more areas:
from its traditional purview of monetary, trade, and agriculture policies
and market integration to labor regulations, public health, education,
traffic safety, food safety, and internet privacy. European integration
could have taken many paths, but the one it did take has been defined
by a market logic that has agitated for the centralization of powers in
Brussels (and Frankfurt, Luxembourg City, and, less so, Strasbourg).

The problem with the EU is that, at heart, integration through
the EC and EU has been a neoliberal (or, more accurately, ordoliberal)
economic project, that is, one bent on curbing redistributional poli-
tics, which (as argued in chapter 1) is a properly national function. By
taking over economic governance from national states but refusing to
engage in democratically determined distributional politics, the EU
has gradually revealed itself as little more than a high-minded ratio-
nalization for commerce and the domination of societies by markets,
all enforced from Brussels. The consequences of this position came
into full snarling view in the aftermath of the global financial crisis of
2007-8. When Greece and other southern Eurozone members suffered
severe economic emergencies, the EU had the opportunity to govern
in many possible ways. Its supranational architecture didn’t dictate any
particular position—if anything, the founding spirit of the structure
would suggest a move toward pan-European solidarity. Yet the path it
chose was the domineering imposition of neoliberal reforms and aus-
terity measures.*® The problem in this case was not the delegation of
powers “upward” above the national state but the ends toward which
those powers were used. The EU’s economically focused design, com-
bined with a refusal to engage in cross-national distributional politics,
effectively narrowed the scope of democratic debate over the topic that
more than anything else the modern national state was established to
govern.*!

Whatever the flaws of taking distributional debates out of the pol-
itics of economic governance, the EU’s power to impose its policies
on member states nevertheless demonstrates how supranationalism
avoids the inherent weakness in multilateralism. If multilateral gover-
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nance’s effectiveness is hampered by state sovereignty, Europe’s exper-
iment with supranationalism reveals the possibilities that are opened
when that sovereignty is subordinate. While the EU to date has used
the subordination of state sovereignty to pursue neoliberal economic
commitments, there remains the possibility that a reimagined Euro-
pean project could serve as a model for supranational governance at a
planetary scale. For political philosopher and activist Lorenzo Marsili,
the European Political Community—a forum founded in 2022, in the
wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, that includes far more members
than the EU—contains the seeds for such a project: it “may become the
first democratic laboratory for a ‘planetary’ politics that goes beyond
the nation state and bestows tangible benefits and rights on the citizens
of participating states.”? The Community is still new, so we’ll have to
wait and see.

Decentralization, Privatization, and Nonstate Governance

At the same time that national states began to delegate some responsi-
bilities “up” to international organizations, they also started to delegate
certain other responsibilities “down” to subnational units, reflecting a
strong trend toward decentralizing authority around the world. By
this we mean that there has been a meaningful movement of political,
fiscal, and administrative powers, as well as resources, from national
governments to lower tiers of government. This decentralization has
made subnational governments, such as municipal and provincial gov-
ernments, increasingly significant interfaces between the state and its
citizens.*

Starting around 1970, national states in both the Global North and
South began to devolve governance powers to subnational tiers of gov-
ernment, such as regions, provinces, states, and municipalities.** By
one measure, countries on average undergo a reform that reconfig-
ures the loci of governmental authority (from the national to regional
level, for example) every thirteen years—in large countries it’s every
eleven.* The institutional architecture of governance within national
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states is marked by fluidity rather than rigidity. (For American readers
this might be surprising, but the United States’ inflexible institutional
design is one site of relative American exceptionalism.) These transfers
of authority mean that, in general, subnational governments now have
greater fiscal autonomy and more power to set goals and implement
policies to achieve them within their territory. There has also been a
growth in subnational democracy, with more lower tiers of government
holding elections and having elected assemblies.*® Even China has held
elections for village leaders since 1988.*” Subnational governments are
thus more powerful and more representative than they were in the mid-
twentieth century.

There were several impetuses for national states to shift decisions
and resources to lower-level component parts beginning in the 1970s.
National states around the world sought to relax the centralizing drives
of nationalism, authoritarianism, and war that characterized much of
the twentieth century. States made concessions to ethnic minorities’
demands for self-rule and crafted strategies to position cities to com-
pete for international capital in the globalized economy.*® Moreover,
in the rich countries of the Global North, stagflation and perceptions
of national governments’ mismanagement of economic matters drove
elites away from the impulse for centralized decision-making. In the
United States, the rollback of federal power in favor of states began
under Richard Nixon, accelerated under Jimmy Carter’s deregulation
initiatives, and consolidated under Ronald Reagan’s New Federalism in
the 1980s. And in the Global South, the evident failure of postcolonial
national states to achieve economic development, their chief objective
since birth, eroded the mystique of the centralized state. Centrally
planned development projects came to be seen by national elites, for-
eign creditors, and international organizations as wasteful, corrupt,
and incapable of producing either domestic economic growth or the re-
sources to repay lenders.

By the 1980s, international institutions, especially the IMF and
World Bank, urged countries to decentralize their governance, arguing
that this would improve responsiveness and performance, minimize
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central state corruption, and improve democratic accountability.*’
When recommendations did not spur desired action, multilateral lend-
ers turned to more coercive means, conditioning loans, which Third
World governments needed in order to remain solvent, on “structural
adjustment,” including reducing the size of national governments
by decentralizing and privatizing (discussed shortly) state functions.
These prescribed reforms remade the structures of governance across
Latin America and Africa, in particular.’® The EU likewise made de-
centralization a prerequisite for membership for the ten postcommu-
nist states that joined in 2004.” These reforms, while often originating
from outside the national state, were sometimes taken up happily by
domestic elites, eager to shift blame for a lack of resources and poor per-
formance onto others. Decentralization, for national elites, meant that
many persistent challenges now became someone else’s problem.

The trend toward decentralization was often accompanied by a pro-
liferation of subnational governance units. India, for example, has dou-
bled the number of states in its federation since independence; Nigeria
went from three regions at the time of independence in 1960 to twelve
states in 1967, to nineteen in 1976, to thirty-six in 1996, with these
latter further divided into 774 “local government areas”; after apart-
heid, South Africa doubled its number of provinces and quintupled the
number of municipalities; and Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Brazil
each increased their municipalities by about 50 percent during periods
of democratic reforms.*?

This decentralization and devolution of authority has restructured
the nature of governance within the national state.® Yet with sover-
eignty still held exclusively by national governments, the power of sub-
national governments to govern themselves remains constrained, as
meta-authority—the authority to decide which authorities are vested in
which institutions—and the ability to overrule locally made decisions
continue to sit at the level of the national state. We will return to this
problem in chapter 4, arguing that further delegation of authority to
smaller-scale institutions, when principled and careful, is a key aspect
of a reimagined governance architecture for the planet.
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In addition to decentralization’s rearrangement of the positions of
power within the state, since the 1980s there has been a trend toward
delegating governance functions outside the state altogether. In fact,
the rise of the concept of “governance,” as opposed to “government,”
emerged in the context of prevalent antistatism of the 1980s and
1990s.”* The increasing privatization of governance took place in both
the Global North and South, but it took on a different guise in each. In
the Global North, voters elected leaders, epitomized by Ronald Reagan
in the US and Margaret Thatcher in the UK, who were ideologically
opposed to state governance. In the Global South, international lend-
ers and donors, like the World Bank, pushed economically weak and
indebted national states to cut spending, including by decentralizing
some state functions, as just discussed, and eliminating or outsourcing
others to the private sector or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
The result of these processes is that in much of the world overall gov-
ernance is provided by what political scientists call a “hybrid” system,
involving contributions by both state and nonstate actors.”

Nonstate governance providers run the gamut: from local to inter-
national, formal organizations to informal networks, for-profit to non-
profit, socially inclusive to exclusive.’® Oxfam, the Islamic State, the
International Chamber of Commerce, and ExxonMobil, to name just
four very different sorts of organizations, each in its own way governs
populations and territory, providing order, settling disputes, regulat-
ing transactions, producing public goods, delivering social services, and
more. These actors’ interactions with the state likewise vary widely. In
some circumstances, the state dominates provision of a governance
function, and nonstate actors might only fill in limited gaps in the geo-
graphic or social peripheries. In other cases, the state provides a func-
tion so poorly that nonstate providers take on alarger role. In still other
situations, the state plays little to no role in the provision of governance,
and nonstate actors serve as a substitute.”” Any of these hybrid arrange-
ments can be by design, stemming from an explicit or implicit agree-
ment between the state and nonstate providers, or can emerge from
nonstate providers backfilling (or crowding out) a state that is failing
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to furnish governance services that the population demands. Except in
the most extreme circumstances, however, governance is rarely a case
of either only the state or only nonstate providers; much more often it is
a case of “both/and”—the sum total of governance is the result of con-
tributions by state and nonstate actors.

The scale and diversity of private governance institutions are appar-
ent even in the most characteristic state function: order and security.
When the state can’t (or doesn’t) secure a monopoly of violence in a ter-
ritory, private actors often emerge to supplement or replace the state.’
Under such circumstances, nonstate security providers—including
rebel militias, criminal gangs, vigilante groups, private security firms,
and neighborhood watch organizations—take it upon themselves to
provide order, however brutal. The experience of order and security by
many populations, rich and poor, all throughout the world, is not the
sole product of state action but the result of nonstate security providers
working alongside, at the behest of, in place of, or even against the state.

Take the example of Dudus Coke, Jamaica’s most powerful “don,”
or community leader-cum-crime boss, until he was extradited to the
United States in 2010 for trafficking drugs and arms. In his Kingston
neighborhood, Coke’s organization was the government—everyone
called him “president.” The state police could enter only with his ap-
proval; Coke’s men provided security, order, and justice, using their
own judges, jail, and executioners. His methods were rough, but some
preferred them to the ineffective state. Inform the Jamaican police
of a robbery and “you never heard from them [the police] again,” ac-
cording to a local pastor. Tell Coke’s men about it, however, and “in a
few hours, maybe a day, you get back your thing. ... They get it done.”
Many residents left their doors unlocked. But it was more than security:
“the system,” as it was known, collected taxes, provided free food, lent
money to businesses, subsidized electricity, and disbursed financial aid
for school tuition, legal fees, and medical bills. After sustained interna-
tional pressure, Jamaica’s prime minister ordered Coke’s arrest. Even-
tually, the military and police raided his neighborhood and reasserted
state control, but only after killing dozens of residents.”
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Hybrid governance doesn’t just take the form of strongman-run,
government no-go zones, however. Take another example: collabo-
rative efforts on environmental protection between the Liberian gov-
ernment, the UN Development Program, Liberian NGOs, and a host
of other local, national, and international actors. This jointly provided
environmental governance is the product of multiple institutions work-
ing together: funding local civil society organizations, training young
people, offering scientific exchanges, building climate-resilient infra-
structure, and promoting green energy sources. Neither the Liberian
government nor community NGOs could afford many of these ini-
tiatives; and neither the UN nor foreign national governments could
implement these policies directly without clear violations of Liberia’s
sovereignty. But through collaboration among the institutions at vari-
ous scales, the totality of on-the-ground governance is produced.®®

Coke’s private statelet in Jamaica’s capital and Liberian environ-
mental actions are only two of countless examples of public and pri-
vate governance providers clashing, coexisting, or collaborating. From
urban slums to suburban gated communities, periurban settlements to
remote villages, governance arrangements in most of the planet’s in-
habited territories are heterogeneous and lumpy rather than uniform
and smooth. The idea of a homogeneous national state that totally con-
trols its sovereign territory and consistently governs all its residents is

a fiction.®

Actually Existing Multilevel Governance

Since the 1970s, many of the governing functions and capabilities
that once sat, at least in theory, in centralized state institutions have
moved to international organizations, subnational governments, or a
wide array of international and subnational nonstate actors. Despite
this dislocation, relocation, and sometimes dismemberment of the loci
of power in territories throughout the world, we still tend to see the
world as atlases portray it: every inch of land designated by color code
as belonging to a single particular state. This manner of representing
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the world presents and sustains two ideas as natural: first, that each of
these states exerts its power uniformly over the entire uniformly col-
ored territory the map designates it as possessing, just as every other
state does; and, second, that national states are t/e salient mechanism
through which the planet is (and should be) governed. As this chapter
has argued, neither is accurate. Governance today is provided by multi-
ple actors working at multiple scales and on multiple levels. Put another
way, world maps display claims to sovereignty, not actually existing
governance.

The trends in rescaling governing institutions up (multilateral-
ism and supranationalism) and down (decentralization and privatiza-
tion) along with the continued power of the national state have led to
the emergence of the world’s actually existing multilevel governance
system.®? Qutcomes depend on decisions made and actions taken at all
levels. Through a mix of delegation, cooperation, and usurpation, the
various institutions above, below, beside, and of the national state have
forged countless modi operandi for dealing with challenges at all scales.
But these institutions do not operate on a level playing field. While all of
them govern, only the national state is sovereign. And sovereignty gives
the national state the legitimate authority to interfere in the work of
the others. The resulting multilevel governance architecture is ad hoc:
it emerged when and where sovereign national states allowed it to. The
scale of a problem may be a better fit for supranational or subnational
management, but the sovereign national state gets to decide whether
non-national action is warranted.

Two challenges that manifest at scales incompatible with the na-
tional state are climate change and infectious diseases. Neither carbon
nor microbes care about human jurisdictions, and each exposes the
interdependences, rather than independence, of all political commu-
nities. These characteristics, we will argue in the next chapter, distin-
guish them as planetary challenges. In other words, they are challenges
that emanate, not from the international arena or global flows and
competition over human concerns such as goods, services, people, and
money, but rather from the dynamic biogeochemical ferment of the
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planet itself. Yet the governance architecture for addressing each of
these planetary challenges remains firmly anchored in national states:
they are the institutional form with the right of first refusal and the
right to authorize action at other levels. The actually existing ad hoc
multilevel governance structures that address these problems spring
from this national foundation.

Climate change is a quintessential planetary problem, a phenome-
non on the scale of the Earth itself. Efforts to mitigate its worst out-
comes have naturally focused on achieving global action. But achieving
global action requires multilateral cooperation; and, unfortunately,
the failures to achieve global action exemplify the problem inherent in
multilateralism. In three decades of international climate negotiations,
the two most important agreements were reached in Kyoto in 1997 and
Paris in 2015.°> These two agreements illustrate the barrier to resolving
aplanetary problem like climate change in a world of sovereign national
states—even when countries agree on a multilateral solution. In Kyoto,
negotiators reached an agreement with strict and binding limits on
greenhouse gas emissions for countries to meet. These emission limits,
however, applied only to wealthy countries; poorer countries, which in-
cluded China, did not have to meet them. Moreover, the United States,
the largest emitter at the time, refused to ratify the agreement.®* The
Kyoto Protocol’s effort tackle the root causes of climate change by ag-
gressively reducing greenhouse gas emissions therefore failed to gain
the participation of the two largest emitters.

In contrast to Kyoto, the Paris Agreement included nearly every
country: the signatories account for 97 percent of global emissions. The
diplomats negotiating the Paris Agreement understood that there was
a trade-off between binding limits on emissions and comprehensive
participation and opted for wider membership at the expense of bind-
ing limits. They gained near-universal participation by making coun-
tries’ pledges to limit their national emissions under the agreement
voluntary.®® These voluntary commitments are not without meaning
or power—the very act of making public commitments emphasizes the
importance of the issue to the public and sets targets for domestic po-
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litical mobilization to aim for—but they lack teeth at two crucial points.
First, national states that are party to the Paris Agreement set their
own domestic emission reduction goals, which means that their goals
are not necessarily ambitious enough to keep global temperature in-
creases within the agreed-upon limits.®¢ Second, there is no mechanism
for ensuring that national states meet their commitments for emissions
reductions. Each state is on the honor system. “Parties shall pursue do-
mestic mitigation measures,” the Paris Agreement states, “with the aim
of achieving the objectives of such contributions.”’

Kyoto and Paris each failed to reduce emissions in their own way.
Kyoto failed to get major emitters inside the strong and binding multi-
lateral framework; Paris got them inside a multilateral framework, but
it is weak and unenforceable. Either way, multilateral climate agree-
ments have not reduced or even stabilized global carbon emissions. But
neither have the efforts of individual national states, subnational gov-
ernments, or nonstate actors. The problem is too big to be solved absent
a planetary-scale collective solution. Subglobal institutions can (and
should) take important efforts to not make the situation worse, but they
cannot make things substantially better on their own. Their good work
can be undone by emissions elsewhere, or, in the case of subnational
governments, can be countermanded by their national government.

In sum: actually existing multilevel climate governance is a stark
failure. In 1997, when Kyoto was signed, the global average atmospheric
carbon dioxide was 363 parts per million (ppm). In 2016, when Paris
entered into force, it was 403 ppm. In 2022, the latest year for which
we have annual data, it was 417 ppm.*® Moreover, the most recent na-
tional commitments under the Paris Agreement are not sufficient to
meet the agreement’s goals.®” This means that even if every national
state party to the agreement meets its own stated targets—which most
are not doing anyway—global average temperatures will surpass the 2°C
increase that Paris is committed to averting.”®

The existing multilevel architecture for public health governance
similarly breaks down in the face of state sovereignty, though for a dif-
ferent reason. The primary international public health body, the World
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Health Organization, has great breadth, with 194 member states.” But
it gained such extensive membership at the cost of depth, or its ability to
act independently of its members, especially the most powerful mem-
bers. In the case of public health surveillance, the continuous collec-
tion and analysis of health data, the WHO is able to monitor and warn
of possible disease outbreaks only when the country experiencing the
disease permits it. If the national government finds the WHO overly
intrusive or worries that its public health surveillance might reveal
something that the government would not want public, it can forbid
or curtail the WHO’s work. The WHO of course understands this dy-
namic and therefore often opts to not push members states too hard for
fear of losing access.

The problem underlying WHO access to sovereign states sits atop
another structural issue: the primary responsibility for public health
surveillance lies with national health authorities. Diseases are not na-
tional, yet the structure of the international system means that the
main institutions for monitoring and reacting to diseases are. Making
matters still more difficult, many national authorities lack the capacity
to monitor outbreaks or react in much of their territory. Nevertheless,
the national government retains the authority to allow outsiders to
monitor or assist with this work.

These structural deficiencies were on full display during the emer-
gence of the COVID-19 pandemic. First, China’s national public health
surveillance system, the Contagious Disease National Direct Report-
ing System, failed to detect the growing outbreak in Wuhan in Decem-
ber 2019 because local health officials did not want to be the bearers of
bad news to the central government.”? This lack of knowledge delayed
anational response in China. While this particular cause of the break-
down was specific to China’s system of governance, it was not unique:
such a national failure could happen in almost any country. (In the
mid-1960s, scientists estimated that 95 percent of all smallpox cases
worldwide went unreported to national and international authorities,
in part because local officials feared the consequences of informing
their superiors about an outbreak in their district.)’”> Second, Beijing
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was willing to notify the WHO of an outbreak of the novel coronavi-
rus but was unwilling to let the multilateral public health agency con-
duct a full response. In order to receive the necessary permission from
China to send an international team of experts to the country to in-
vestigate the origins of the COVID-19 outbreak, the WHO agreed to
not question Beijing’s early actions or to visit key locations in Wuhan
where the outbreak might have originated. As one of its former offi-
cials explained, the WHO “prioritizes access to the country” over other
goals.”* A second WHO fact-finding trip included more but not com-
plete access to requested sites and data, and was allowed to happen only
after the WHO gave China control over central parts of the research.
National, subnational, and nonstate public health and health care pro-
viders around the world had their work impaired by one national state’s
sovereign prerogatives.”’

Other national governments also made missteps that hastened the
spread of the virus. For instance, national states have the sovereign
ability to stop international travel in and out of their borders, which
could have dramatically slowed the pandemic’s progress, but few acted
in time; social distancing guidelines could have been implemented
more stringently but in many cases weren’t; and vaccine rollouts could
have taken place more effectively but often didn’t. These governance
failures in the face of the pandemic provoked a series of national polit-
ical crises. In fact, to a very large extent, blaming national leaders was
unfair, since national leaders were presiding over governance institu-
tions that simply did not have the scale and capacity to successfully ad-
dress a pandemic that was, by definition, planetary in scope. The lack of
a supranational authority capable of acting autonomously and securing
compliance meant that national states were left alone to fight a battle
that they could not win on their own.
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No Easy Victories

The existing ad hoc multilevel governance system is not without suc-
cesses. In the domains of both the environment and public health, ex-
isting institutions have generated significant achievements, including
repairing the ozone layer and eradicating smallpox, and it is important
to understand why these institutions succeeded in these cases.

In the 1970s, scientists—including James Lovelock and Paul Cru-
tzen, whom we will hear from in chapter 3—discovered that certain
chemicals in common industrial processes and consumer products,
including refrigerators, air conditioners, and aerosols, were degrading
the ozone layer, which protects living beings from ultraviolent radia-
tion. Public fears of a cancerous future due to excess UV radiation led
a desire for action. In the early 1980s, the UN Environmental Program
convened diplomatic talks that bore fruit in 1985 with the Vienna Con-
vention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer and, more consequen-
tially, in 1987 with the Montreal Protocol on Substances That Deplete

» <«

the Ozone Layer. The Montreal Protocol set the signatories’ “ultimate
objective” as eliminating ozone-depleting substances “on the basis of
developments in scientific knowledge, taking into account technical
and economic considerations.””® Yet the mere fact that parties reached
an agreement in the form of these two treaties is not why the ozone
regime is hailed the great triumph of global environmental gover-
nance—or even, in the estimation of former UN secretary-general Kofi
Annan, “perhaps the single most successful international agreement to
date.”””

The Montreal Protocol’s success in halting and reversing damage
to the ozone layer results from the “underlying logic and institutions
of governance” that it established, particularly what climate policy
scholars Charles F. Sabel and David G. Victor call its “experimentalist
regime that drew firms and governments into collaboration in solving
concrete pollution problems.””® The institutionalization of multilevel,
practical problem-solving produced rapid and pronounced innova-
tions that allowed the regime to phase out and prohibit most ozone-
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depleting substances. Montreal’s governing institutions thus took
advantage of the multiple types of actors involved in the problem (es-
pecially governments and firms that produce or use ozone-damaging
chemicals) to place scientific knowledge (from government, industry,
and academia) at the center of a process that evaluates and tightens con-
trols on the use of chemicals that harm the ozone layer. Thus, while
national states reached an important agreement in Montreal in 1987,
the success of the regime lay in the multiscalar regime that they estab-
lished. The diplomats sketched a blueprint, but the real work took place
on the basis of technical assessments, collaborations among different
scales of governance (public and private, global and local, etc.), and ex-
periments in applied and basic science as well as in institutional design
and administration.

Even more impressive than the multilateral effort to repair the
ozone layer is the WHO’s world-historic success in eradicating small-
pox. Fully launched in 1967—a time when the disease was taking two
million lives each year, contributing to an estimated three hundred
million deaths over the twentieth century—the UN global health body’s
Smallpox Eradication Program (SEP) was able to eliminate the devas-
tating virus in just twelve years. The task was daunting, and the WHO,
having just failed in its effort to eradicate malaria, was by no means
destined to triumph. What, then, explains why in May 1980 the World
Health Assembly could declare “that the world and all its peoples have
won freedom from smallpox”? How did the WHO achieve this “unprec-
edented achievement,” demonstrating “how nations working together
in a common cause may further human progress”?”’

The global SEP’s accomplishment resulted from innovations in sci-
ence and technology and administrative methods as well as fortuitous
international politics. Politically, both the US and Soviet Union took an
interest in ending smallpox worldwide in the mid-1960s, but then left
the work to technical experts who operated below the radar of Cold War
high politics, meaning that the turbulence of East-West relations were
generally removed from the picture. With the geopolitical stage set,
these technocrats and the over 150,000 field staff, mainly local health
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workers from the countries of operation, could focus on the immediate
politics and cultural diplomacy of the vaccination campaign: “delicate
jockeying in international forums in Geneva, negotiation of ‘country
agreements’ with all participating governments, and the coordina-
tion of vaccination campaigns with a host of local actors, from Hausa
emirs in northern Nigeria to village heads in rural Uttar Pradesh.”®° Put
another way, the SEP operated nimbly in a multiscalar environment,
adapting its standardized, scientific practices to fit the international,
national, and local social, cultural, and political institutions—in some
cases even negotiating with local priests who led their communities in
the veneration of smallpox deities.® With this cultural and administra-
tive flexibility, SEP staff could take advantage of advances in vaccine
distribution and injection to vaccinate billions of people across three
continents.

It is instructive to compare the smallpox campaign to the WHO’s
unsuccessful Malaria Eradication Program (MEP; 1955-69). Three fac-
tors stand out. First, unlike the SEP, a product of US-Soviet collabora-
tion, the MEP was a US-led project, as the USSR and its allies boycotted
the WHO in those years. As aresult, its priorities mirrored US strategic
priorities—a focus on Southeast Asia, for example—rather than being
comprehensively global in scope. Second, the nature of transmission
and the nature of prevention of the two diseases were hugely influential.
Malaria is caused by a parasite transmitted to humans by mosquitoes,
while smallpox was caused by a virus transmitted directly between
humans. Moreover, an effective smallpox vaccine was discovered in
the late eighteenth century, while a malaria vaccine was unavailable
during the MEP—the first one was approved only in 2022. This led to
a crucial difference in the two campaigns. The SEP’s primary method
was inoculating individual human bodies against the virus. The MEP’s
main method, by contrast, was attacking the nonhuman carriers of the
disease: mosquitoes. To disrupt mosquito-to-human transmission,
the MEP used massive quantities of synthetic insecticides, principally
DDT. This approach had two problems, one political, one biological.
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Politically, during the years of the campaign, DDT came to be targeted
for its ruinous ecological consequences—Silent Spring, Rachel Carson’s
influential exposé and attack on the “chemical barrage [that] has been
hurled against the fabric of life,” was published in the middle of the
campaign, in 1962. Biologically, mosquitoes demonstrated what Carson
called life’s capability of “striking back in unexpected ways.”®* The
widespread, global spraying of DDT to control malaria since World War
II led to the emergence of DD T-resistant mosquitoes. Thus the MEP’s
“cure” became politically toxic and practically ineffective. Facing resis-
tance from worried publics and mosquitoes alike, the WHO shuttered
the MEP, its first-ever global program, nowhere close to reaching its
goal of eradicating malaria from the world.**

The Montreal Protocol and the Smallpox Eradication Program were
victories for the multilateral system and were by no means easy cases
where success was assured. At the same time, they reveal the limits
of that system. Montreal worked because it upended the UN system’s
usual way of doing business. Where multilateralism typically focuses
on rigid and constrained international diplomatic processes that pro-
duce fixed, top-down targets or mandates, the negotiators in Montreal
eschewed the conventional approach and created flexible, open pro-
cesses with thin initial agreement and room for national, subnational,
and sectoral experimentation focused on problem-solving. The SEP
worked because the political stars were aligned—uncommon luck,
even for problems with a common desire for solutions—and because
the disease was susceptible to eradication. Smallpox is a strictly human
disease; there were no zoonotic hosts to address. But most infectious
diseases are zoonotic, so the SEP approach won’t work. It’s concern-
ing, therefore, that multilateral health initiatives, which tend to remain
rooted in the “global health” paradigm that became prominent in the
late twentieth century, often fail to recognize that the interventions
they undertake with the aim of improving human life have too often
been, like the use of chemical insecticides in the malaria campaign,
ecologically catastrophic, counterproductively leading to severe harm
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to human health itself.®* We’ll consider emerging alternative paradigms
that place human health firmly in the context of planetary health in
chapter 6.

National states today operate in and through a complex network of
governance institutions consisting of many types of actors—some of
which challenge or subvert the state, others of which complement or
strengthen it. For any given territory or policy area, a national state is
often, though not always, the most powerful actor, but it is rarely the
only actor. Actually existing governance today is hybrid and multilevel.
Most populations are governed not by one entity—the national state—
but by an institutional matrix or multiplex that includes state and
nonstate actors operating at multiple levels.®* From the neighborhood
level through the village, city, provincial, national, and regional levels
and up to the planetary level, a riot of institutions collide, cooperate,
or ignore each other to produce the variegated totality that is experi-
enced as governance. This general description deliberately leaves room
for enormous differences on what this looks like on the ground. There
are vast divergences between the lives of, say, an American who relies
on private, for-profit health care, sends her children to private, non-
profit schools, and drives on public roads monitored by a local police
force, and an Afghan who relies on an international NGO for health
care, went to state school (subsidized by German aid), and drives on
US-funded roads policed by the Taliban. But there is a commonality
too: the kaleidoscopic, fragmented, multiscalar nature of governance
delivery that shapes their routine affairs and the overall trajectory of
their lives.

Beyond the national state, at the regional and global levels, this di-
versity is just as apparent. The issues that span state boundaries are
governed by various institutional forms. Transnational challenges are
addressed, with varying degrees of success, by the UN system, bilateral
and multilateral treaties, international NGOs, the American hegemon
and its global military footprint, and more. And to a certain extent, the



Governing beyond the National State 69

scope and level of international cooperation are remarkable. Global
governance institutions directly manage territories and populations,
such as refugees, that fall outside the authority of national states; re-
semble a partial regulatory regime for some aspects of the world econ-
omy; operate a rough sketch of a global welfare state, facilitating the
(immorally inadequate) redistribution of money, food, and medicine
from the rich to the poor, delivering or subsidizing a large number of
social services in the Global South; and focus the attention of diver-
gent actors, at all the levels of governance, on shared priorities.® It’s
not the utopia that some hopeful, broken souls envisioned for the world
after the Somme and Verdun, after Auschwitz and Hiroshima, or after
Srebrenica and Rwanda, but for a number of transnational and global
challenges, the existing architecture of global governance is sufficient
and sometimes even superb. Some things fall through the cracks, but
overall the system performs.

For other challenges, though, the existing system does not work at
all. For challenges that we call planetary, a system premised on sover-
eign national states buttressed by subnational governments, nonstate
actors, and multilateral institutions cannor work. There is a fundamen-
tal misalignment between the scale of the problems and the scope of
the institutions tasked with dealing with the problems: the problems
are world-scale, the institutions are not. This lack of planetary institu-
tions also means there is no political accountability for addressing plan-
etary challenges.

The result of our current system of governance is most charitably
characterized as uneven. Some geographic spaces and issue areas are
well governed, some are adequately governed, and some are poorly gov-
erned. This is true, to a greater or lesser degree, at almost any conceiv-
able scale of collective life, but it is starkest when we consider the whole
Earth. From this perspective, we already have a world state—but it’s a
failed state.?” People, goods, capital, culture, data, and ideas crisscross
national boundaries with ease. Pollutants, animals, bacteria, viruses,
and CO; cycling through the atmosphere and oceans, as once studied
by Revelle, are not aware that national boundaries exist. And yet, the
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global governance institutions that are tasked with managing these
planetary flows lack the authority to act independently of the sovereign
national states that make them up. We are stuck in a model that was
designed for different problems in mind. Politics, as international re-
lations scholar and diplomat Thomas Weiss laments, “remain impris-
oned behind national borders.”%#



Three

The Planetary

In The World Is Flat, his best-selling paean to globalization from 2005,
New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman argued that the fall of the
Berlin Wall in 1989 triggered a rupture in consciousness, transforming
how we think about the world. The collapse of the East-West divide
cleared our vista, he said, and the world was revealed as “a seamless
whole.” It unlocked “our ability to think about the world as a single
market, a single ecosystem, and a single community.” Spurred by po-
litical change, this reimagination of the world accelerated through
technological innovations and corporate strategies: globalization was
“flattening the earth,” Friedman observed, “and there’s nothing people
can do but bow down . .. and join the parade.”

By Friedman’s telling, in this new flat world, this “seamless whole”
that enabled unfettered flows, only certain flows mattered. The world
was made flat by and for the easy movement of human desires: of people,
ideas, goods, money. Everything else was treated as a sideshow or bar-
rier to the real business of global integration. Pandemics, for instance,
were relegated to one and one-half pages—of the roughly six-hundred-
page book—in the chapter on the “unflat world,” the forces that impede
the flattening process of globalization.? In other words, the world of 7%e
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World Is Flat was an emphatically anthropocentric one: what mattered
most were human intentions, beliefs, power, and agency.?

After the dark years of the early 2020s, as a deadly virus spread rap-
idly from Wuhan to everywhere else, can we still believe that is true?
After watching the levels of atmospheric carbon rise to record heights
year after year, can we still think human desires matter most? After
witnessing epic floods (just in 2020) in Jakarta, Rio de Janeiro, Kyushu,
Hyderabad, and the Myagdi District of Nepal? After wildfire seasons in
Australia and California that keep growing longer and more destruc-
tive? After the HIV pandemic? As we approach the postantibiotic era?
Do we still believe we can tame nature and subdue the Earth? Do we
still believe we can flatten the planet with no consequences?

Try as we might, our lives as individuals and as a species are not
always in our hands. Our ability to live and to thrive is constrained by
phenomena that we do not control and with which we must instead
learn (or relearn) how to coexist. Our ancestors certainly knew about
these constraints—and many people, particularly in the Global South,
still do. Infectious diseases, droughts, floods—the elements; acts of
God—were and are reality. But today, too many of us act as if we can
live apart from nature: ensconced in homes that protect us from wind
and rain and heat and cold; in cities that keep wild beasts and factory
farms at a comfortable distance; in bodies immunized from many dis-
eases. From this position atop the commanding heights of economic
and technological modernity, it was perhaps possible, for a while, to
ignore or amend that which we could not control. But then sea levels
started inching ever higher and a novel coronavirus crashed the party.
The bravado of inexorable globalization simply doesn’t ring true any-
more, if it ever did.

To understand and address these new challenges, analysts and
observers took up the familiar language of the global: global climate
change, global pandemic, global biodiversity, global risks of all sorts.
The familiar language, however, masks an unfamiliar distinction. For
the global of globalization, as the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty has
pointed out, is not the same as the global of global climate change.* The
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global of globalization is a conceptual category that frames the Earth in
human terms. Hence globalization’s human-centric understanding of
the worldwide integration of the last few decades—the accelerating flow
of people, their goods, their ideas, their money, their data, and so on.

The global of global climate change, by contrast, frames Earth with-
out specific reference to humans. This globe references a vast, unified
system fueled by solar rays, whose most salient features are physical and
biogeochemical processes: fluxes of gases, liquids, solids, and energy on
and around the third celestial object from the Sun.’ This vision of the
globe makes plain that Earth is not humanity’s alone. We share it with
other living beings, nonliving matter, and forms of energy. The global
of global climate change affects humans and is affected by humans, but
it was here before humans evolved and will be here long after humans
have gone. This version of the global is a different concept, a differ-
ent frame of reference than the global of globalization, which humans
manufactured into being with low-cost maritime shipping, undersea
communications cables, and worldwide banking networks. The incon-
gruity between the two global ideas requires distinguishing between
them. The human-centric global of globalization can remain the globe
or global, the Earth-centric global of global climate change is better un-
derstood as the planet or the Planetary.

Seen this way, the planet is an interdependent whole, but this con-
dition of interdependence did not emerge from the intentional work of
humans. Dependent on other living beings and embedded in Earth’s
biogeochemistry and thermodynamics, humans are part of an inter-
connected planetary system, what scientists call the “Earth system.”
We stand inside and among, not outside, the flows of life, of matter, of
energy that circulate over time and through space in the Earth system.

Begin with the largest scale: it is now evident that fossil fuel-based
industrialization is responsible for raising atmospheric carbon diox-
ide to levels not seen since the Pliocene, some three million years ago,
which in turn is forcing profound changes to the biochemistry of the
planet. Instead of the fiction that humans stand apart from nature (or
perhaps above it, in a position of mastery and control), anthropogenic
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climate change underscores that we are instead but one (very recent)
component in the biogeochemical ferment of the Earth, caught up
in feedback loops of the carbon cycle and microbial and multispecies
codependency. Though some scientists hypothesized that this might
be the case over a century ago, they were largely ignored for decades:
their suggestion that humans could affect the Earth entailed too radical
a reframing of our understanding of what it meant to be human. But
as global sensor networks document in dizzying detail the accidental
terraforming effects of human activity, while computer models present
terrifying forecasts of where unmitigated climate change will lead us,
the sharp distinction between humans and the natural world, between
human history and Earth history, dissolves.”

At the other end of the scale, microscopic discoveries of the past
few decades have also revised our understanding of what humans are.
Contrary to the idea that we are each separate individuals, imbued with
autonomy and agency, we now know that, like all animals, humans are
“symbiotic complexes of many species living together,” relying on the
presence of hundreds of species of microorganisms in our bodies to
function.? For example, our abilities to digest food and fight off disease
rest on the labor of bacteria that live on and within us. We are able to be
human only thanks to the three hundred to five hundred species of bac-
teria that bloom in our guts.” Other living species and nonliving matter
and processes permit human life. These sorts of complex dependencies
and interdependencies are widely recognized among other species, but
many humans continue to imagine ourselves “as autonomously self-
maintaining” because, as anthropologist Anna Tsing argues, “Human
exceptionalism blinds us.”!°

In this chapter, we explore an interdisciplinary archive of Western
science and philosophy to track the emergence of the concept of the
Planetary.! The result of developments in what have rightly been called
“the humbling sciences,” the Planetary as a scientific and philosophi-
cal category comes from a place of ontological and epistemic humility,
acknowledging that we are not so fundamentally different from other
creatures and that we are only barely beginning to understand (much
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less control) the complexities of our interdependencies with planetary
systems.!? If Copernicus’s heliocentrism represented the First Great
Decentering, displacing the Earth from the center of the heavens, and
Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection the Second Great De-
centering, this time of God as the intentional maker of all creatures,
then the emergence of the concept of the Planetary as described in this
chapter represents the Third Great Decentering, and the one that hits
closest to home, supplanting the figure of the human as the measure
and master of all things.

The Rise of Planetary Thinking

From the late nineteenth century, a series of concepts were developed—
ecology, ecosystem, biosphere, Gaia, and the Anthropocene, among
others—that built on each other in a register of holistic systems think-
ing, eventually culminating in the category of the Planetary as a postan-
thropocentric understanding of the Earth. This intellectual genealogy
unfolded in parallel to two additional, crucial developments: first, the
material intensification of anthropogenic effects on the planet through
the simultaneous growth of the number of humans and our resource
usage; and second, the growth of planetary instrumentation, that is,
technologies of perception—sensors, satellites, cameras, computers,
and more—that have helped reveal and make sense of the effects that
this intensification is having on the planet as a whole. The emergence
of these three phenomena—the intellectual development of the con-
cept of the Planetary, the intensification of anthropogenic effects on
the planet, and the development of a technosphere capable of sensing
those effects—reveals our condition of planetarity, representing at once
an ontological transformation and an epistemic break with previous
understandings of humans’ position on the planet.
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Ecology, Biosphere, and Nodsphere

At the close of On the Origin of Species, Charles Darwin evoked an Arca-
dian scene: “It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank,” he wrote
in 1859, “clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds singing on
the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms crawl-
ing through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately con-
structed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each
other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting
around us.””® The idea contained in this final phrase—evolution by
natural selection—set off an intellectual and cultural cataclysm. After
centuries of thinking otherwise, people (especially in the West) were
confronted with the thought that we humans were just another beast.
We bring up Darwin’s passage here, however, because of his descrip-
tion of the “tangled bank” itself: its plants, birds, insects, worms, and
damp earth. Though he understood that they were “dependent upon
each other in so complex a manner,” there was not yet a conceptual lan-
guage to capture these webs of relations. But over the next century and
ahalf of Western science, a language to describe interconnected, whole
systems emerged.

The work of knitting it all together—of rigorously conceptualizing
and modeling planetary interconnectedness—began with the English
naturalist’s foremost champion, the German biologist Ernst Haeckel.
Other biologists, Haeckel wrote in 1866, ignored “the relations of the
organism to the environment, the place each organism takes in the
household of nature, in the economy of all nature.”** From Darwin,
Haeckel understood that organisms are shaped by their whole environ-
ment, including both its organic and inorganic elements. He expressed
this insight in the idea of “ecology,” a term he coined to describe “the
entire science of the relationships of the organism to its surrounding
external world.”?

Yet the “surrounding external world” remained in the background
for most nineteenth-century researchers. An organism’s environment
was still considered important only insofar as it affected a scientist’s
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main interest, their organism of study. The view that organisms and
their environment fit together as part of an integrated whole took de-
cades to catch on, and ecology did not develop as an independent scien-
tific field until the early twentieth century.! Yet as ecological thought
spread and was put into practice, the most important organism of all
was human beings. Well into the mid-twentieth century, ecology—
especially as practiced in and exported by the North Atlantic—remained
dominated by a view of the environment as a set of services, a standing
reserve for man—specifically, for wealthy white men.

In the 1920s, however, voices that questioned this environmental
exploitation—centered stance started to appear. The most important of
them was Vladimir I. Vernadsky, a Russian, then Soviet, trailblazing
multidisciplinary scientist. He was a mineralogist and biogeologist, as
well as a leader and elected representative of the liberal Constitutional
Democratic Party (during the tsarist constitutional monarchy of 1905
to 1917), and is considered a father of the Soviet nuclear program. Al-
though his ideas seeped into Western scientific theory and practice, the
Iron Curtain and Stalinist repression were for decades a barrier to his
renown outside Russia. Among his numerous pathbreaking scientific
discoveries, Vernadsky had three insights that were crucial to the de-
velopment of planetary thinking."

First, he rejected the distinction between living beings and inert
matter, bringing them both under the same scientific roof: the field of
research called biogeochemistry, which he established in 1923. Unifying
previously disconnected fields of study, he made the case for the ines-
capable interrelation of life and planet. For Vernadsky, this perspective
was not a spiritual or ethical statement but rather an empirical observa-
tion: life (or “living matter,” as Vernadsky preferred to call it) was part
and parcel of the geochemistry of the Earth; living and inert matter
were intertwined via the exchange of energy and gases. “All organ-
isms,” he observed, “are connected indissolubly and uninterruptedly,
first of all through nutrition and respiration, with the circumambient
material and energetic medium.” Human beings, no different from any
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other life forms, were “geologically connected with [Earth’s| material
and energetic structure.” From this interconnectedness, he concluded,
“no living organism exists on earth in a state of freedom.”*®

Vernadsky’s discovery, second, was not just that life on Earth de-
pended on the planet but that it transformed the planet. He was among
the first to understand that living matter—*“the totality of all organisms
present on the earth at any one time”—was itself a geological force.”
The “envelope of life” covering the Earth’s surface was a “a source of
transformation of the planet,” he wrote. It “plays an extraordinary
planetary role.” As he pointed out in the opening line of T%e Biosphere,
his masterwork of 1926, “The face of the Earth viewed from celestial
space presents a unique appearance, different from all other heavenly
bodies.” Decades before extraplanetary satellites would visually con-
firm that view, Vernadsky identified that the biosphere—the worldwide
sum of all ecosystems—made for a striking image, coating the surface of
the Earth as a single “living film.”2°

Third, Vernadsky argued, the geological, planetary role of life had
intensified with time—it had a progressive history. Developments in
biological evolution, in other words, had planetary repercussions. The
emergence of central nervous systems, for instance, “increased the geo-
logical role of living matter.” For Vernadsky the key planetary force in
the present was humankind, and more specifically the human mind.
Beginning at least with the discovery of fire, human beings had used
their brains to change the planet, and in so doing for “the first time man
becomes a large-scale geological force,” as Vernadsky put it. In the past
few centuries, those changes had become more and more profound,
and the human mind was now a “mighty and ever-growing geolog-
ical force.” Adopting the Greek word for “mind,” z#oos, Vernadsky la-
beled this “new geological phenomenon” the nodsphere (pronounced
no-oh-sphere).*'

Vernadsky developed the concept of the noosphere in dialogue with
the heterodox French Jesuit priest and paleontologist Pierre Teilhard
de Chardin while both were living in Paris in the 1920s.?* For the two
men, the concept served as a scientific framework for understanding
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the planetary significance of humankind. They shared a view that the
emergence of the nodsphere represented the latest historical stage of
the biosphere. Teilhard emphasized that the noosphere was “the think-
ing layer of earth,” and Vernadsky agreed that the primary driver of
change on the planet now “derived not from its [humanity’s| matter,
but from its brain.”* For both men, moreover, the collective planetary
brain was more than just the sum of its individual organic human parts,
and its planetary force was comprehensible only when understood in
terms of its impact on the systemic planetary totality.

From here, however, the two scholars’ interpretations diverged. For
Vernadsky, the nodsphere, like the biosphere that it emerged from,
was fundamentally a biogeochemical phenomenon. Energy from the
sun was transformed by photosynthesis and was transferred via con-
sumption to humans, where it became “the energy of human culture
or cultural biogeochemical energy.”>* This energy, which produced
both scientific research and industrial production, was what had en-
abled the human mind to become a planetary phenomenon: it “knew
and embraced the whole biosphere, completed the geographic map of
the planet Earth, and colonized its whole surface.”? By contrast, for
Teilhard, whose interpretation is better known in the West today, the
noosphere represented an evolutionary stage (“noodgenesis”) that rec-
onciled his scientific commitments, his mystical experiences, and his
Catholic theological ideas.>¢ Teilhard’s nodsphere was both a physical
phenomenon constituted by “this irresistible tide of fields and factories,
this immense and growing edifice of matter and ideas,” and a meta-
physical one—the place where the planet “finds its soul.”?” For Teilhard,
the nodsphere represented an emergent collective consciousness on a
planetary scale that would eventually lead to the “Omega Point,” his
term for the spiritual revelation of God.

Despite these metaphysical differences, Vernadsky and Teilhard
shared a view of humankind as a planetary phenomenon: that humans
emerged from the planet, remain inseparable from it, and, through the
power of thought, transform it. “To a Martian,” ventured Teilhard, “the
first characteristic of our planet would be, not the blue of the seas or
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the green of the forests, but the phosphorescence of thought.”?® Hu-
mankind had conquered Earth: we lived all over it, drilled beneath it,
flew above it, and were changing the physical, chemical, and biological
composition of its face. At the same time, humankind was inextrica-
ble from the Earth’s biogeochemistry. That humans were now conscious
of the planetary changes they had wrought, and that they could envi-
sion it holistically as a planet, was a central distinguishing feature of the
noosphere. The nodsphere was the vehicle through which our condi-
tion of planetarity (humans’ inescapable embeddedness in the Earth
system) revealed itself to us, a threshold point for the emergence of
planetary sapience—akey term that we will return to later in this chapter.

Ecosystems
Around the same time that Vernadsky and Teilhard were developing
theirideas, an unrelated debate in the field of ecology was coming to par-
allel conclusions. In the early twentieth century, ecologists were work-
ing out their understanding of ecological communities in nature. Into
this debate, the British botanist Arthur Tansley introduced the concept
of ecosystems.?’ In a 1935 paper, Tansley rejected prevailing conceptions
of ecological communities that focused only on the biological elements,
such as “biome” and “biotic community.”*° Rather, he argued, the focus
of study should be “the whole system (in the sense of physics), including
not only the organism-complex, but also the whole complex of physical
factors forming what we call the environment of the biome.” His pro-
posed concept extended the “basic units of nature” to include both or-
ganisms and their inorganic surroundings and placed both components
on the same plane. Tansley argued that we must eschew “our natural
human prejudices” in favor of living organisms and recognize that the
organic and inorganic are both elements of the “one physical system”—
indeed, “there could be no systems without [the inorganic elements].”>!
The term took some time to catch on, but over the next several de-
cades “ecosystem” became a dominant concept in ecology—and out-
side it too. Thinking in terms of ecosystems continued the process of
seeing the deep and multidirectional causal linkages between different
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elements of the environment, encouraging conceptual holism and de-
centering any single element. Moreover, the concept allowed ecological
thinking to become scalable, with its principles applied to communities
“of the most various kinds and sizes,” from an insect’s gut to a single
pond to a watershed to the planet as a whole.?? Tansley’s intervention
also made the case for understanding the role of humans in ecosystems
of all scales. “We cannot confine ourselves to the so-called ‘natural’
entities and ignore the processes and expressions of vegetation now so
abundantly provided us by the activities of man,” he argued. “Ecology
must be applied to conditions brought about by human activity. The
‘natural’ entities and the anthropogenic derivates alike must be anal-
ysed in terms of the most appropriate concepts we can find.”** Ecosys-
tems, as Tansley introduced them, are an integrated whole, with the
climate, soils, plants, and animals, including humans, all connected in
interlocking relationships with each other.

Tansley’s conceptual innovations notwithstanding, the dominant
thinking in the West through the first half of the twentieth century re-
mained rooted in the precept that humans (or, in the language of that
time, Man) stood both apart from nature and to benefit from it. While
some conservationists, such as US president Theodore Roosevelt or the
naturalist John Muir, promoted limitations on such exploitation so that
the natural world would retain its instrumental and/or intrinsic value,
the prevailing ethos was one of extraction. Most in the West would
have agreed with the 1930 statement by 1923 Nobel laureate physicist
Robert Millikan that “man is powerless to do to it [the Earth] ... any
titanic physical damage.”** The planet was still seen as a near-limitless
resource, there for humans to exploit.

Hints of a new way of thinking continued to slowly emerge in the
wake of the catastrophes of the Second World War, and in particular
the nuclear weapons that had ended it. The thought of worldwide nu-
clear annihilation—a manifestation of interconnectedness if there ever
was one—was no longer inconceivable but plainly possible. The same
intellectual and political ferment that spawned the United Nations as
the first truly global political institution and excited the movement for
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world government also produced books like Road to Survival (1948) by
the American ecologist William Vogt and Our Plundered Planet (1948)
by the American conservationist Henry Fairfield Osborn Jr., which put
forward a vision of the planet as a whole. Global modernity, as they
saw it, materialized not just in economic growth, rapid technological
change, or the ideological division between the capitalist and commu-
nist blocs but in the Earth itself. As Vogt put it in his international best-
seller, “An eroding hillside in Mexico or Yugoslavia affects the living
standard and probability of survival of the American people. ... We
form an earth-company, and the lot of the Indian farmer can no longer
be isolated from that of the Bantu.”*” Or as Osborn penned, “Nature...
is an active, purposeful, co-ordinated machine. Each part is dependent
upon another, all are related to the movement of the whole.” And if even
one part, one element disappears, “the earth will die.”*® This nascent
environmental awareness also displays a budding planetary awareness.

Gaia and the Whole Earth
In the late 1960s and 1970s several lines of thought began to merge into
amore cohesive and explicit view of our planetary condition. Advances
in scientific thought and accomplishment, the dawn of space flight,
countercultural trends, and the birth of the modern environmental and
other social movements converged to produce anew vision of the planet.
Against a backdrop of growing outrage over proliferating environmen-
tal crises, new approaches and technologies, including methodological
holism, systems theory, proliferating environmental sensor systems,
and computer modeling, would come together to synthesize a new sci-
entific and philosophical understanding of the planetary condition.
One afternoon in 1966, while sitting on the roof of his apartment
looking out at San Francisco, the American polymath Stewart Brand
“had an LSD-laced vision where I asked myself, “‘What am I going to
do for humanity?”” The answer he arrived at was that “it would change
everything” if people “saw a plausible photograph of Earth from outer
space, ideally in color and ideally of the whole globe.” It was nearly a
decade into the Space Age, but no such photo had been made publicly
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available. Brand started to campaign to see one, distributing buttons
that asked, “Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole Earth
yet?”?” When the US government finally released the picture in 1967,
Brand became an evangelist for the icon. He placed a photograph of the
whole planet, swirled with white clouds against the black emptiness of
space, on the first cover (and many subsequent covers) of his counter-
cultural almanac, aptly named the Whole Earth Catalog. On one of the
first pages of that first issue, from autumn 1968, readers could find in-
structions on how order a poster of the whole Earth photograph from
the catalog ($2.00) or abook of NASA photographs of Earth from above
from the US Government Printing Office ($7.00). The Cazalog itself
adopted a cybernetic perspective on the world, exhorting readers to
“understand whole systems” and take the earth as a single, intercon-
nected information complex. This holistic perspective was helped by
the ability to see the whole planet from space, to take it in from above
“as gods.”?®

Around this same time, James Lovelock, a British scientist with
wide-ranging interests, was designing instruments for NASA to detect
life on Mars when he started to think broadly about life on Earth. By
1972, he determined that Earth had maintained conditions that were
“uniquely favorable to life”—the chemical composition of its atmo-
sphere, in particular, but also its surface acidity and climate—for bil-
lions of years, despite changing external factors such as the long-term
increase in energy from the sun.*” “The only feasible explanation of
the Earth’s highly improbable atmosphere,” he concluded, “was that it
was being manipulated on a day-to-day basis from the surface, and that
the manipulator was life itself.”*? In other words, “The entire range of
living matter on Earth, from whales to viruses, and from oaks to algae,
could be regarded as constituting a single living entity, capable of ma-
nipulating the Earth’s atmosphere to suit its overall needs and endowed
with faculties and powers far beyond those of its constituent parts.”!
On the advice of his neighbor, Lord of the Flies author William Gold-
ing, Lovelock named this “single living entity” after the ancient Greek
female personification of Earth, Gaia.
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Lovelock, often in collaboration with the visionary American biol-
ogist Lynn Margulis, published a series of scientific papers and popu-
lar accounts to promote the idea that Gaia regulates the conditions of
Earth via feedback loops to keep “the environment constant and close
to a state comfortable for life.”*? His 1979 book Gaia: A New Look at Life
on Earth brought the idea both public renown and scientific condem-
nation.* In particular, the hypothesis provoked new holistic and com-
parative approaches to thinking about planet Earth. The hypothesis
urged us to look at Earth’s atmosphere, biosphere, climate, and so on as
awhole and suggested that the properties of “the entire ensemble” were
greater than the sum of its parts.** As Lovelock recalled, his formula-
tion began with “the view of the earth from space, reviewing the planet
as a whole but not in detail.” Studying Earth from an interplanetary
perspective offered “a fresh standpoint from which to consider life on
Earth,” suggesting, so far at least, that our planet was a “strange and
beautiful anomaly in our solar system.”¢

This 1970s moment was not just one of environmental celebration
and appreciating beautiful anomalies, however. Environmental degra-
dation and depletion had grown into international political concerns,
and the question of how to square those problems with economic
growth was becoming inescapable.*” There was a growing sense, as UN
secretary-general U Thant put it in 1968, that “a new quality of plan-
etary imagination” was needed—one that took “account of the nature
of interdependence and the imperative need to change.” In response,
the UN General Assembly organized the world’s first international con-
ference on the environment, which brought over one hundred govern-
ments and seven hundred NGO observers to Stockholm in June 1972
for the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. In the
runup to the conference, development economist Barbara Ward, who
in 1966 had published Spaceship Earth, was commissioned to draft a
report—published, with microbiologist René Dubos, as the landmark
book Only One Earth (1972)—that would provide “a conceptual frame-
work” for the conference.*” “Today our experts know something new,”
she declared in her keynote address. “They know that air, soil and water
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form a totally interdependent worldwide system or biosphere sustain-
ing all life.” For Ward, the central question was, “How do we ensure
that the need to check pollution does not become an inhibition on the
desperate need of two thirds of humanity for development?”*° National
states, she argued, were inevitably and rightly focused on economic de-
velopment, but how was that to be squared with the emerging under-
standing of “planetary limits”?

Another opening keynote to the Stockholm Conference was deliv-
ered by Aurelio Peccei, an Italian industrialist who spoke about human-
ity’s responsibility as the “governor of ‘Spaceship Earth.””*! Four years
earlier, Peccei had founded the Club of Rome, which had sponsored a
team of experts led by biophysicist and environmental scientist Donella
Meadows to develop a computer simulation of “long-term, global prob-
lems . . . as dynamically interacting elements” in one world system.*?
Delivered on the eve of the Stockholm Conference, the Club’s final
report The Limits to Growth (1972) highlighted the interdependence of
all societies, which had no choice but to share “our finite planet.”*® If
the economic and social status quo “continue unchanged,” the report
declared, “the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime
within the next one hundred years.”*

Their prediction of “sudden and uncontrollable decline” generated a
shockwave among those accustomed to the seemingly limitless growth
of the postwar boom.” The report helped to define a set of world-scale
problems and problems of the world itself: it turned attention to “the
carrying capacity of this planet” and whether human behavior at a
global scale could “overshoot” it.*¢ But behind the environmental anxi-
eties that Limits to Growth unleashed was an innovative perspective on
the world. The report’s findings presented “the alternatives confront-
ing not one nation or people but all nations and all peoples.” That is,
they imagined the “planet as a whole.””” And by doing so, they opened
the possibility for, in the words of an endorsement on the book’s back
cover, “planetary planning.”*®

One year after the Stockholm Conference and the Club of Rome
report, in 1973, the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess introduced the
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concept of “deep ecology” to contrast against the then-predominant
“shallow” forms of ecology, which he criticized for their utilitarian
and anthropocentric attitude toward nature. Shallow ecology’s “cen-
tral objective,” he claimed, was to advance “the health and affluence of
people in the developed countries.”” Deep ecology instead advanced
the idea that all living beings have “the equal right to live and blossom,”
regardless of their instrumental value for affluent human beings. Re-
stricting this right was “an anthropocentrism with detrimental effect
upon the life quality of humans themselves.”® The image of “man-
in-environment” must be rejected, Naess argued, “in favor of the re-
lational, total-field image.” Organisms, including humans, could not be
conceptualized in isolation from one another: they were “knots in the
biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations.”®!

This embrace of ecological diversity, complexity, and holism led to
the conclusion that “the so-called struggle of life, and survival of the
fittest, should be interpreted in the sense of the ability to coexist and
cooperate in complex relationships, rather than the ability to kill, ex-
ploit, and suppress.”2 Deep ecology conceived of humans both as em-
bedded in a dense network of planetary systems and as a destructive
force within those systems, one whose full impact was only just begin-
ning to heave into view, not least with respect to the matter of global
warming, a term introduced into the scientific lexicon by a 1975 article
in Science magazine.®?

The idea of Gaia and “whole earth thinking” thus continued its
steady march from the realm of intellectuals into popular culture and
political action. Feminist theorists and activists, for example, drew
on the ideas of environmentalism and holism to create a new political
movement and intellectual critique, known as ecofeminism, to un-
derstand and criticize the domination of women and nature.* More
institutionally, the modern environmentalist movement, heralded by
the first Earth Day on April 22, 1970, began to receive official approba-
tion: a number of national states established environmental protection
agencies or ministries in the early 1970s (including Sweden in 1967; the
United States, United Kingdom, and Malaysia in 1970; Canada, Swit-
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zerland, and Japan in 1971; and West Germany in 1974) and the estab-
lishment of the United Nations Environment Programme in 1972 in the
wake of the Stockholm Conference.®

Yet at the same time, this pivotal 1970s moment could eventually be
seen as something of a missed opportunity: while concern with “pro-
tecting” the environment marked an institutional step forward, it con-
tinued to rest on an idea of human stewardship of “ecosystem services”
(a term first introduced in Science magazine in 1976) rather than on the
rejection of anthropocentrism as the basis for understanding ecology.%¢

The Anthropocene and lts Critics
In 2000, Paul Crutzen, an atmospheric chemist, and Eugene Stoermer,
a paleoecologist, made a portentous announcement in the pages of a
professional newsletter: because of the “major and still growing impacts
of human activities on earth and atmosphere,” the planet had exited the
Holocene, the geological epoch that had begun with the end of the last
ice age 11,700 years ago. Since the invention of the steam engine in the
eighteenth century and the subsequent mass adoption of fossil fuels for
energy, they argued, “it seems to us more than appropriate to empha-
size the central role of mankind in geology and ecology by proposing
to use the term ‘anthropocene’ for the current geological epoch.”’ Two
years later, Crutzen, a Nobel laureate in chemistry, published a short
paper in Nature titled “Geology of Mankind,” introducing the idea of a
“human-dominated” era of the Earth’s geologic history to a wider sci-
entific audience.*®

Crutzen and Stoermer were not the first to argue that human beings
were changing the geology of the planet. Vernadsky and Teilhard, as
we’ve seen, had argued in the 1920s that humankind was a geological
force. Even earlier, the geologist and Catholic priest Antonio Stoppani
had claimed in 1873 that the Earth had entered the “anthropozoic era,”
calling humans a “new telluric force which in power and universality
may be compared to the greater forces of the earth.” The geologist
Thomas Chamberlain had argued in 1883 that since the invention of ag-
riculture in the Neolithic era, humans had been “an efficient geologic
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agent.” Throughout this “Psychozoic age,” as he named it, “the entire
land life is being revolutionized through man’s agency.”’ But the An-
thropocene as a concept was an argument for humankind’s irrevocable
changes to the planet. This, for its proponents, suggested a “radical rup-
ture” with everything that had come before.”® It proposed nothing less
than a new geological epoch.

In 2009, the International Commission on Stratigraphy, the organi-
zation of geologists that formally demarcates the geological epochs of
Earth’s history, formed the Anthropocene Working Group of the Sub-
commission on Quaternary Stratigraphy to investigate whether human
activity did end the Holocene. Ten years later, by a vote of 29 to 4, the
working group adopted as their official stance that “the Anthropocene
[should] be treated as a formal chrono-stratigraphic unit” that began in
the mid-twentieth century.”? The recommendation is now making its
way through more layers of scrutiny by international scientific bodies
before becoming official, but in the meantime the term Anthropocene
has taken on a popular intellectual life of its own.”?

Beyond technical stratigraphic questions, two related debates have
arisen about the Anthropocene as a concept. The first is whether the
Anthropocene is the “fault” of @// humans or just some humans. Crit-
ics take issue with the anthropo- in the term, which suggests that all
of humanity is forcing the planet to change. They argue that the name
should reflect the fact that humans’ geological force results from the ac-
tivities of a privileged minority of the population. Instead of Anthropo-
cene, some suggest naming the era the Capitalocene, to highlight the
role of industrial capitalism, or Plantationocene, to highlight the im-
portance of imperially driven plantation economies.” Climate activist
Greta Thunberg sketched the political and moral problem with credit-
ing a generic humanity for changing the climate: “Some people say that
the climate crisis is something that we will have created, but that is not
true,” she told the World Economic Forum in Davos in 2019. “Because if
everyone is guilty then no one is to blame. And someone is to blame.””*

The second debate concerns when the Anthropocene began. Most
proponents of the concept date the start to the birth of fossil-fueled
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industrialization around 1800 or to the “Great Acceleration” of popu-
lation and industrial output that began around 1950.” A problem with
either date is that it imports a kind of Eurocentrism through the back
door.”® By dating the breakpoint from the Holocene to an event in Eu-
ropean economic history, it ignores the myriad other ways that humans
have been reshaping planetary processes for tens if not hundreds of
thousands of years. For example, the arrival of humans in Australia, the
Americas, and islands such as Madagascar, New Zealand, and Hawaii
invariably led within a few hundred years to the loss of many megafauna
species—also a common index of transition between geological eras and
epochs.”” The advent of agriculture—separately invented at least six
times starting about ten thousand years ago in the Middle East, China,
the Indus Valley, Mesoamerica, South America, and New Guinea—
has also massively altered ecosystems everywhere it has taken place.”
Going back even further, hominid control of fire, and specifically the
use of fire in landscape management, has been altering ecosystems for
at least a million years. This suggests that the human tendency to per-
turb the planet has deep roots and is not an artifact merely of moder-
nity or capitalism, which the later dating of the Anthropocene to 1800
or 1950 instead implies.”

No matter when it started, there is no doubt that the biogeochemis-
try of the planet hasbeen remade as the human population hasincreased
by an order of magnitude over the last three centuries. “It’s more than
climate change,” averred the philosopher and biologist Donna Haraway
in 2016: “it’s also extraordinary burdens of toxic chemistry, mining, de-
pletion of lakes and rivers under and above ground, ecosystem simplifi-
cation, vast genocides of people and other critters,” and more. Because
of human activity, she continued, “most of the reserves of the earth
have been drained, burned, depleted, poisoned, exterminated, and
otherwise exhausted.” Perhaps she is right that the Anthropocene is
best understood less as anew epoch than as aboundary event, a point of
rupture where “what comes after will not be like what came before.”®°

An additional problem with the concept of the Anthropocene is
that it relies on an unreconstructed concept of human exceptionalism,
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albeit this time as condemnation rather than celebration. For in fact,
while the concept of the Anthropocene is meant to raise an alarm about
the effects of humans on the earth, embedded in the very prefix 4n-
thropo- is the idea that humans are unique in their power and agency.®
From this perspective, the concept of the Anthropocene merely in-
verts the high modernist narrative over “human triumph over nature,”
indeed affirming this supposed conquest, but now reframing it as a ra-
pacious, speciesist, colonialist project. As a concept, it does not take on
the deeper and more radical insights of Vernadsky’s view of humans as
(merely) an organic part of the planet’s biogeochemistry, or the deep
ecologists’ insights about the inextricable embeddedness of the human
in planetary systems.

This critique of the Anthropocene as implicitly if prejudicially an-
thropocentric can be best found in a trio of thinkers often associated
with postmodern philosophy: the aforementioned Donna Haraway,
Indian literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and French philos-
opher Bruno Latour. Questions of the Planetary had been in Haraway’s
mind from the early 1970s, when she spent a spent a year studying at the
Teilhard de Chardin Foundation in Paris. In her “Cyborg Manifesto”
from 1985, Haraway observed that “late twentieth-century machines
have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and
artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed.”
The lines between humans and animals, between organisms and ma-
chines, and between physical and nonphysical were all collapsing, Har-
away observed, producing “a cyborg world” that was ultimately “about
the final imposition of a grid of total control on the planet.”?

A decade later, writing in the heyday of the era of globalization that
Friedman was at the time celebrating, Spivak embraced “planetarity”
as a contrast to the “global.” Planetarity, she argued, offered a way to
refuse “the sense of custodianship of our planet” implied by globaliza-
tion, which she saw as a direct continuation of imperialist logics that
had long silenced voices of the poor and marginalized. Whereas “the
‘global’ notion allows us to think that we can aim to control globality,”
she argued, the concept of planetarity conceives the Earth as “belong-
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ing to another system” that humans merely “inhabit” as if “on loan.”$3

For Latour, the concept of the Planetary had an even deeper im-
plication: nothing less than the collapse of “the notion of the arrow of
time implied so far by traditional philosophies of history.” Unlike Teil-
hard, who believed that the concept of the Planetary implied progress
(toward the “Omega Point”), Latour argued that the Planetary instead
suggested the “simultaneity” of emergent “planetary regimes.” Latour’s
view of the permanency of the planetary condition challenged the pro-
gressive narratives of high modernism, including modernization and
globalization.?* In other words, for all three of these thinkers, the phil-
osophical realization of the collapsing modernist categories forced into
view the question of planetary control.

This last trio of thinkers have largely developed and deployed the
idea of planetarity as a way to critique contemporary scientific practice,
but we want to take the idea of planetarity seriously as a scientific con-
cept. Specifically, we want to take the concept of the planet, and plan-
etarity, as a spur to think differently about how we are to govern the
issues associated with the Planetary—specifically, to begin to broker
a conversation between, on the one hand, the science of the planetary
and, on the other, the theorists and keepers of the institutional order
that has so far been put in place to deal with challenges that exceed the
national boundaries. For us, the Planetary is thus not just a critique of

the existing order but an inspiration to a new one.

The Limits of Globalization

Why have so many strands of thought converged now on the concept
of the Planetary?®® Planetary thinking is a conceptual response both to
the rapid acceleration of anthropogenic effects upon ecosystems and to
technological developments that revealed and made comprehensible
these effects. In other words, the epistemological break entailed by the
move from the global to the Planetary is predicated on the production
of a vast infrastructure of global sensors and models that make sense of
the data coming out of those sensors.
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What philosopher of technology Benjamin Bratton calls “the Stack”
of sensors, communications systems, algorithms, and machine learning
technologies has enabled an unprecedented awareness of the condition
of planetarity.®® For example, the scale of groundwater depletion has
become visible through the precise measurement of changes in Earth’s
gravitational field from space.?” Remote light sensing technology (light
detection and ranging, LIDAR) discloses biomass loss in new and older
forest edges, enabling scientists to calculate how much Amazon rain-
forest deforestation is contributing to carbon emissions.®® And since
1958 the Mauna Loa Atmospheric Baseline Observatory has been track-
ing the CO, levels in the atmosphere, which, combined with ice core
data and other sources, reveal that greenhouse gases are now reaching
levels not seen in millions of years. All of these and more data are then
put together by algorithms running on supercomputers, for example at
the German Climate Computing Center in Hamburg, to disclose the
systemic totality of planetary-scale climate change.

The key point is that without all that apparatus it would be difficult
to know that massive or distributed phenomena like climate change
are systemic and planetary rather than merely a series of unconnected
local events. Without a planetary array of instruments, algorithms, and
integrated computing stacks to sense and make the patterns visible, it
is doubtful that anyone could by themselves notice the Earth’s 1.1 de-
grees Celsius of warming over the last few decades—spiking to 1.5 de-
grees in the summer of 2023. In some regions where the local change
has been more dramatic, like the Arctic, people—particularly mem-
bers of indigenous communities—have been able to personally experi-
ence the change, but only in their local settings, not for the planet as a
whole. More broadly, many would no doubt have observed that their
local weather has been extreme in recent years and without precedent
in living memory. But that direct and personal experience doesn’t sug-
gest anything about an Earth-scale phenomenon. It is only the data
produced by Earth’s technological “distributed sensory organ” of orbit-
ing satellites, mountaintop observatories, airborne instruments, sea-
borne gauges, and ice-core drills (as interpreted by computer models
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and simulations) that has enabled us to begin systematically perceiving
the scope, the interconnected causal mechanisms, and the cumulative
significance of the changes taking place.?’

It’s not just climate change: the emergent technological planetary
sensorium now enables increasing awareness of biodiversity loss, the
distribution and spread of pandemic disease, the garbage patches in
the oceans, and every other planetary phenomenon.’® So powerful is
this “planetary self-awareness” that Bratton describes it as “planetary
sapience.”’ Indeed, the concept of planetary sapience—the growing sci-
entific knowledge about the planet and our embeddedness in it—is a
good approximation, now more fully realized through technology, of
Vernadsky’s secular conception of the nodsphere.®?

Beyond this technologically enabled planetary self-awareness, there
is also a more narrowly political driver of the recent growing concern for
the Planetary. Indeed, what gives the concept of the Planetary urgency
today are the conceptual and practical failures of globalization. For
all the wealth it has created for some, extraction-based globalization
has also unleashed a planetary destabilization. As discussed in the last
chapter, four decades into the era of neoliberal capitalism as the world’s
dominant political-economic system and ideology, it has become all
too apparent that our existing institutional matrix is incapable of ad-
dressing the crises of the planetary condition. What this system of
international interconnectedness has achieved is the acceleration of
the integration of anthropocentric flows; it has created and promoted
global networks, both wide and deep, for the exchange of commerce,
capital, information, and ideas.

The focus on human flows, however, has proved too myopic. It is
now clear that many other things flow around the world, outside of
human intentions or control. SARS-CoV-2 remains on a viral joy ride
around the world; ever-growing numbers of carbon compounds circu-
late unimpeded through the atmosphere; space junk orbits and ocean
plastics whirl—all blithely unconcerned with human desires or inten-
tions. While the intellectual trends underpinning the concept of the
Planetary were incubating for over a century, it is the abject failures of
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globalization to contain these harmful flows that have propelled the
concept into the limelight today.

Globalization—perhaps in the form of Davos Man—might defend
itself by saying, “These things are not in my ambit. I sought to connect
the world for good and for profit, not for nasty pandemics or climate
change.” But it is precisely this inability for globalization as a paradigm
to take charge of nonhuman flows that necessitates a new way of think-
ing. What’s more, the ascendency of the Planetary is in part rooted,
counterintuitively, in the very successes of globalization. Global com-
mercial integration exacerbated planetary problems. Turbocharged
carbon-fueled economies increased greenhouse gas emissions. Easy
and cheap transportation facilitated the transmission of diseases—and
emitted more greenhouse gases. The rapacious demand for new land
to house and feed our growing lot pushed us to demolish biodiverse
habitats—which exposed humans to new zoonotic diseases.” Thus the
successful global interconnectivity and economic growth prompted
by globalization unleashed, or at least uncovered, planetary processes
beyond human will and control.

If there was a victory of anthropocentric globalization over the
planet, it was pyrrhic at best. The contribution of globalization to re-
making the planet’s biosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, and more is
now evident. The planet was always there but largely ignored (at least
by everyday politics) in the tacit high modernist faith that it could be
controlled or mastered.”* The evidence that has emerged over the past
few decades has shaken us from the stupor of globalization and made
clear that a new conceptual framework is needed. In fact, the planet
cannot be tamed, much less shrugged off. Rather, humans must learn
a fundamental humility with respect to its calculability and shed our
vanity with respect to its controllability. As a scientific and philosophi-
cal category that does this sort of work, the Planetary provides a plausi-
ble framework for life, including political life, moving forward.



The Planetary 95

Planetary Issues

What does adopting the intellectual category of the Planetary do for
us? It provides, above all, a way of approaching the world: a clear-eyed
empirical and ethical assessment of Earth as it is and our place on it.
As a practical matter, the concept illuminates and distinguishes a new
category for politics and policy: planetary issues. Planetary issues differ
from global issues, even if some of them until now have been misdiag-
nosed as global. In coming chapters, we will argue that what planetary
issues have in common is that they are yet to be effectively governed
because existing governance institutions are national and global. Plan-
etary issues, by contrast, require institutions that are as unbound by
national territories as the issues themselves.

What defines a “planetary issue”??® Planetary issues are, at their
base, defined by four core characteristics: they are critical to multi-
species flourishing; they are enmeshed in the history of life on Earth;
they operate on scales of time or size that are beyond direct, individual
human experience; and they exhibit some degree of human involve-
ment.”® Throughout the book we focus on two planetaryissues—climate
change and pandemic diseases—but there are many more: stratospheric
ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading, space junk, growing an-
tibiotic resistance, biodiversity loss, anthropogenic genetic disruptions
(whether they are due to deliberate interventions, like gene drives and
gene editing, or are the unintended consequences of environmental pol-
lutants, such as radioactive materials and ozone-thinning substances),
declining soil health, upended nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, fresh-
water depletion, ocean acidification, and oceanic plastics—perhaps
even emerging technologies that hold the potential for terraforming
Earth, like artificial intelligence and bioengineering.””

Planetary issues, first, are objects, processes, or conditions that are
vital for enabling the flourishing of life. This interest in the whole bio-
sphere, however, is not out of sentimental commitments to nature. It
is because humans can flourish only as part of a broader multispecies
flourishing. Human beings are entangled in webs of dependence and
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interdependence with other species, from the bacteria in the ocean that
help oxygenate the atmosphere, to the corn, rice, wheat, pigs, chicken,
and cows humans cultivate and eat, to the fungi that decompose our
bodies back into the soil. And so human flourishing must occur—as a
factual matter, to say nothing of ethical duty—in the context of multi-
species flourishing.

But there are limits to our commitments to all living beings. The
goal of planetary governance is not to improve the lot of E. coli, M. tuber-
culosis, or ebolaviruses. (The eradication of smallpox, caused by Variola
virus, was in our view an unconditional blessing.) Humans should not
teed ourselves or our children to hungry animals. While one may rightly
deplore reigning industrial agricultural practices, there is no denying
the metabolic need for humans to consume other living matter. Mul-
tispecies flourishing must be prioritized and promoted, but in the end,
in terms of governance arrangements, it is a means to achieve human
flourishing.”® At the same time, we must keep in mind that humans are
best served by respecting the biospheric whole. This is the reframing
in planetary terms of what nineteenth-century French political thinker
Alexis de Tocqueville called “self-interest rightly understood.”

This first criterion also specifies that the planetary phenomena of
concern are those that affect life. Ones that don’t, such as the chem-
ical composition of Earth’s inner core, fall beyond our interest in this
book. This is also why, for the moment, we are uninterested in climate
change on Mars or the geochemistry of Venus: these planets are neither
inhabited nor habitable for human beings or, as far as we know, for any
other living matter. When other planets are pummeled by comets or
asteroids, we do not shed a tear. When, for example, Jupiter was struck
by the Shoemaker-Levy 9 comet in July 1994, the human response—
natural and correct, in our view—was not angst for Jupiter’s poor gases
but concern about the risk of something similar happening to our
planet.”” We are interested in Earthly planetary processes because of
their effects on the ability of life, human and nonhuman, to thrive. We
need Earth to remain habitable.
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Our concern with the Planetary, then, is with the planet as a vessel
of life—human life, yes, but also the entire biosphere on which humans
depend and of which they are a part. We need the planet because it sus-
tains life; the planet does not need us and will not miss us when we’re
gone. As Margulis, coauthor of the Gaia hypothesis, put it: “We delude
ourselves if we believe that as 3 million year old punks we can threaten
the 3,500 million year old planetary patina in which we are embedded.”
However, she warns, “That we can foul our nest, convert the garden of
Babylon to the sands of the Sahara . . .—in short that we can make our
habitat hideous for our children—is certain.”'°® This latter fate is what
we wish to avoid: this planet is our habitat, our home, so let’s not make
it hideous.

Planetary issues, second, are entangled in the long history of life on
Earth. The example of the relationship between oxygen (O,) and living
matter is instructive. Oxygen, which is nonliving, is essential for life:
as waste product of photosynthesis by plants and cyanobacteria, and
as an input for all other multicellular organisms, which need it to pro-
duce energy. Thus complex living matter and this elemental molecule
are tightly and inseparably coupled. Without its constant production by
photosynthesis, O, would be only arare trace gasin Earth’s atmosphere,
not the over one-fifth of the atmosphere that it is.'®* And without such
a highly oxygenated atmosphere, complex life could not exist. In fact,
it took billions of years of photosynthesis by simple organisms to get
atmospheric O, to levels high enough for more complex multicellular
plants to evolve.'?> The oxygen-rich atmosphere that we breathing or-
ganisms rely on demonstrates our entanglement with inorganic matter
and the deep past of life on Earth. More generally, it demonstrates that
human beings and all other life forms are inextricably embedded in the
biogeochemistry of the Earth system.

Our interest here in the long history of life on Earth links us to a
term Margulis used above: habitat, or rather, habitability.!®® Earth
today is habitable for complex life forms because of the billions of years
of life that came before: oxygenating the atmosphere, cycling carbon,
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helping to maintain liquid water, and much more. From a human per-
spective, the deep history of life has enabled us to enhance the planet’s
habitability: our use of fossil fuels, which store the energy produced by
photosynthesis over the course of hundreds of millions of years, means
humans can live comfortably in regions that would otherwise be too
hot, too cold, too dry, too wet, or too urban.'* The problem is that in
doing so, human action has reduced Earth’s habitability for many other
life forms that humans live with and rely upon—in part through the de-
struction of their habitats. Humans today rely on the biosphere past and
present; our descendants will too. The planetary issues that concern us
in this book are those that underscore humans’ interdependence with
other living beings and the interdependence of all living beings with
nonliving matter.

Planetary issues, third, are spatially and temporally outside the
bounds of individual humans’ lived experience. They entail, in Chak-
rabarty’s phrase, “vast processes of unhuman dimensions.”'%* Spatially,
planetary issues can span or travel the face of the Earth. In this geo-
graphic dimension, the Planetary shares a sense of enormity with the
global—though the realm of the Planetary extends below and above the
surface to encompass the lithosphere through the atmospheric layer
where geosynchronous satellites float (“high earth orbit”).1¢ But it is
the temporal dimension that really marks the Planetary as distinct from
the global. Planetary issues are linked to time scales of biological evolu-
tion and geology, scales far beyond human lived experience. Essential
processes of planetary issues can play out over thousands, millions, or
billions of years. Decisions and actions taken today could have conse-
quences for Earth’s habitability for hundreds, if not thousands of years
to come.!?”

Comprehending this vastness is a primary cognitive challenge of the
planetary age. The embodied experience of space and time (past, pres-
ent, and future) is ontologically limited: individual physical bodies in-
habit only a single, relatively small place at a time and for only a single,
relatively brief period. Paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould argued that
“geological time” is in fact comprehensible only through metaphors or
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analogies that point beyond the tangible, the material, and the experi-
ential.’®® As anthropologist Lisa Messeri rightly observes, “One reason
‘the planetary’ causes us to stumble is because it requires that we grap-
ple with intangible modes of being.”'°° This intangibility is inherently
difficult for unavoidably tangible humans—and yet it must be appre-
hended. Or as Chakrabarty puts it, “Our embodied selves and our insti-
tutions did not evolve to deal with problems that could span geological
scales of time” or planet-sized geographies.'

Planetary issues, finally, entail some anthropogenic causation.!!
To be sure, there exist planetary processes for which human agency
has no role. Plate tectonics and volcanic eruptions, for example, are
clearly Earthly phenomena that can affect human and other types of
flourishing, but human beings have no bearing on their operation. As
a result, they fall outside the scope of interest of this book. That said,
our knowledge of these processes as well as the degree of human impact
on them could change—and so our scope of interest could expand. We
must remain open to this possibility. Until the middle of the twenti-
eth century, the idea that humans could affect something as large as
Earth’s climate was considered outlandish. Perhaps new theories and
evidence will one day bring additional planetary processes into our
understanding of the anthropogenic fold. Likewise, it is possible that
future humans, because of their numbers or technological inventions,
will have an impact on certain processes that we currently do not. We
already know that industrial activities such as fracking and mining can
cause earthquakes, an Earth phenomenon previously thought to be
beyond human interference.!'?

Planetary issues, in sum, are defined by four basic qualities: they are
necessary for a flourishing biosphere; are inseparable from the long his-
tory of life; occur over immense timescales and geographies; and are
affected by some human intervention. But they share at least two ad-
ditional characteristics. First, they are properly described, not as inter-
national or global, but as supranational, transnational, or, as we prefer,
planetary. That is, planetary issues do not just flow between national
states or exist in the interstitial space between them (which would clas-
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sify them as international). They extinguish the distinction between
foreign and domestic; they are bounded only by the Earth system.
Second, planetary issues and their effects are not evenly distributed;
they are patchy."® Sometimes the patches are determined by geography,
topography, and ecology, other times by social, economic, and political
factors, and typically by an intersection of the two. But the patches do
not map onto national states.

Unlike previous terms—like globalization, or before that, moderniza-
tion—the Planetary does not refer to a process, a transition from one
state to another. Rather, it refers to a condition: our ineluctable embed-
dedness in the Earth system, a system we either steward to our benefit
or not, but that in either case is indifferent to us even as we depend on
it. As Messeri puts it, “Planetarity, perhaps because it appeals to a word
associated with ‘nature’ (planet) rather than ‘culture’ (globe), serves to
remind us that we are guests of the Earth. It is humbling and there-
fore, one hopes, saving.”'* What is at stake in the Planetary is not the
survival of life, much less the planet itself—which will outlast the brief
human appearance—but whether we can find a way to manage our place
on this planet in a way that ensures our flourishing for as long a term as
(humanly) possible. And that latter ambition requires, before anything
else, facing our real conditions with sober senses.

What should we do in the face of our budding recognition of the
condition of planetarity, and of our recognition of planetary issues?
While the Planetary provides us a problem, it doesn’t point to solutions.
The category of the Planetary helps us recognize multispecies agency
as well as human embeddedness in the kaleidoscopically interwoven
ecosystems that make up the biosphere, but by themselves these real-
izations do not help us to prioritize which planetary issues to address
and how. This task requires other tools: tools we pick up from the study
of governance.

The question of prioritization is central to governance: the reality of
limited resources, both material and intellectual, means that address-
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ing some problems must take precedence over addressing others. This
is also the necessary and inescapable work of politics. We cannot keep
tinkering with political ideas founded on a conception of the world in
which humanity and nature were falsely considered and treated as sep-
arate, and unequal, spheres. Such ideas (and the institutions built on
them) rest on a crumbling foundation—and, contra Friedman’s coun-
sel, we should not “bow down” to them. What we need today are new
political concepts and institutions that are founded instead on the
real human condition, that understand us as fragile nodes in a mind-
bogglingly complex network, inextricably embedded and enmeshed in
planet Earth. What the rest of this book does is invite a conversation
for thinking about exactly this: how we can design political institutions
that are capable of adjudicating what matters in light of the Planetary
and then operationalizing those decisions.
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Planetary Subsidiarity

While world war raged for the second time in his life, David Mitrany
spent his days planning for the peace. In 1943, the Bucharest-born,
London-trained political scientist—the inaugural professor in the
School of Economics and Politics at the Institute for Advanced Stud-
ies, in Princeton, New Jersey—published 4 Working Peace System, his
vision for a new postwar international order. The influential pamphlet
addressed what Mitrany identified as “the problem of our generation™:
“how to weld together the common interests of all without interfering
unduly in the particular ways of each.” What governance systems can
meet the worldwide need “to regulate the politics of its common life”
while simultaneously not disturbing “the parochial politics of its mem-
bers”?? How, in other words, to govern the whole of humanity without
sacrificing any of the parts?

Picking up Mitrany’s problematique today, we must consider yet an-
other factor. We still face shared challenges in need of collective solu-
tions, and humans are still wildly diverse, but in the eight decades since
he wrote, we have also become fully aware of our planetary condition.
The problem of our generation is “how to weld together the common in-
terests of all without interfering unduly in the particular ways of each”

102
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on one systemically interdependent planet. There are eight billion of
us—ariot of hopes, fears, and unique ways of life—living amid countless
other species in varied ecosystems throughout the Earth system: the
interconnected, planetary complex that permits the flourishing of life.
We can’t wish away, ignore, or run roughshod over this reality. Instead,
we must confront an intractable question: How can we foster diverse
dreams, in diverse communities, while simultaneously building large-
scale institutions for the management of planetary risks?

The status quo system fails to achieve either goal well. The exist-
ing governance architecture concentrates authority at one point in
the macro-institutional system, the sovereign national state. National
states can and do delegate tasks and powers to international bodies and
subnational institutions, leading to the emergence of what chapter 2 de-
scribed as ad hoc multilevel governance. But this system, by privileging
state sovereignty, neither recognizes the self-determination of diverse
local communities nor provides for the adequate management of plan-
etary problems.

Envisioning a system of common governance that can deal with the
twin constraints of global human pluralism and planetary limits is the
challenge that this chapter takes up. Our goalis to describe a system that
allows us to think big and small in the same register—that enables us to
manage planetary challenges while promoting local self-government.
Accomplishing this requires a transition from the current system of ad
hoc multilevel governance where authority is allocated on the basis of
the principle of state sovereignty to a deliberate multiscalar governance
system where authority is allocated on the basis of the principle of sub-
sidiarity in a planetary key.

This chapter provides a rough diagram of planetary subsidiarity
rather than a detailed blueprint or instructions for how to get there. The
latter is perhaps the more arduous task, but before we can debate the
political path forward, we must first hold a clear picture of the future we
want. This, then, is an exercise in imagining the desired state of affairs
as well as describing the gap between it and present-day circumstances.
At the same time, this takes a necessary step toward anticipating how
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to overcome the objections of those who prefer to hold on to some ver-
sion of the unsustainable status quo. Whereas previous chapters made
empirical claims about the nature of the national state system and the
condition of planetarity, here we begin to present a normative vision for
transforming the former in light of the latter.

Multilevel versus Multiscalar Institutions

Multilevel governance isn’t new; in fact, it’s the global norm.? For the
past half century, as chapter 2 demonstrated, multilevel structures have
been increasingly common forms for the organization of governance
within national states. Likewise, the current global governance system
that coordinates among national states is itself a multilevel system. For
nearly every important policy area today, decisions are made and poli-
cies are implemented at multiple levels of government institutions and
nonstate actors, with varying degrees of authority. Think of the dizzy-
ingarray of institutions at all sorts of levels involved in shaping COVID-
19 responses: mayors, city councils, and local public health authorities;
state, provincial, and regional leaders; national presidents and prime
ministers; the UN secretary-general and the WHO director-general;
international networks of doctors, scientists, and pharmaceutical
companies involved in vaccine invention, trials, production, and dis-
tribution; government and nongovernmental social service providers,
from neighborhood mutual aid organizations that were formed as the
pandemic began to aid organizations with long-standing, global reach;
philanthropists and foundations, funding efforts across all levels; and
more. All of these actors, through their collaborations and their con-
flicts, collectively generated the overall response to the pandemic. They
constitute the actually existing ad hoc multilevel governance system for
global health emergencies.

The world’s response to COVID-19 might not seem like the best
advertisement for multilevel governance, but it in fact demonstrates

some of the benefits of such a system. For instance, it allows for dif-
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ferent responses in different jurisdictions to accommodate diverse
preferences and norms. This enabled East Asian countries to pursue
policies that differed from most of the rest of the world (more severe
quarantines, etc.), reflecting divergent preferences and experiences of
the populations (such as recent experiences with other pandemic dis-
eases). Operating at multiple levels also meant that various levels could
have different responses. In the best of circumstances, that meant they
could each work at their comparative advantages, with larger jurisdic-
tions, like the US federal government and the European Union, doing
things that required substantial resources—like supporting vaccine
development—while smaller jurisdictions made decisions that required
locally specific information—like when to enter or exit specific phases
of lockdown and reopening. In less ideal circumstances, the differently
scaled institutions could serve as fail-safes to each other, with munici-
palities, provinces, and nonstate actors taking action in the face of poor
performance by national governments and international organizations.
Alas, the current, status quo system lacks capacity at several levels.
As a result, the existing global governance architecture is multilevel,
but some of the functionally necessary institutions are missing, while
others aren’t sufficiently robust and authoritative. Today, in particular,
we lack planetary governance institutions—that is, institutions tasked
with and capable of managing planetary challenges. In addition, most
subnational governance institutions—regional, provincial, munici-
pal, neighborhood, and village governments—lack the authority and
resources to resolve local challenges in a way that is satisfactory and
responsive to their constituents. There do exist multilateral, global
governance institutions and local governments, but both sorts remain
firmly subordinated to sovereign national states, the basic units of to-
day’s ad hoc multilevel governance system. International and subna-
tional institutions govern the issues that national states are unable to
govern or are uninterested in governing—as long as this doesn’t inter-
fere with state sovereignty. This latter impediment means that the local
scale often isn’t governed effectively and the planetary scale rarely is.
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In contrast to the current ad hoc multilevel governance system,
we propose a deliberate multiscalar governance system that enables ef-
fective governance at all necessary scales. It would fill in the missing
scales so that the entire governance map would be more robust: subna-
tional institutions should be strengthened, supported, and reimagined,
and planetary institutions should be created. By labeling the current
system “ad hoc,” we call attention to the fact that in most cases today’s
governance institutions emerged organically from older institutional
arrangements, based on past political compromises and expediencies
to work around the strictures of sovereignty. What we have ended up
with is like a palimpsest that has accrued its layered features over time,
the result being characterized by improvisation more than intentional
design. By contrast, what we call “deliberate” multiscalar governance
architecture should be based on explicit and consistent functional cri-
teria for determining where authorities for various decisions should be
allocated within the system. The idea is to develop the parts in light of
the goals of the whole.

This new vision is not only about shifting from an ad hoc system
to a deliberate one; we also propose shifting the emphasis from levels
to scales. Levels, in our usage, imply hierarchy: cities are a lower level
than, and must obey, national states. Scales, by contrast, suggest less
hierarchy and more equivalence. In a multiscalar system, cities are a
smaller or narrower (not lower) scale, while national states are a larger
or wider (not higher) scale. This difference in scale doesn’t necessitate a
difference in authority or importance: each institution is fit for a specific
spatial or temporal scale, and isn’t automatically subordinate to larger
ones.* In our proposed governance architecture, we focus on public au-
thorities rather than private ones. That is, we focus on governments
at varying scales. Nonstate actors can play a role in governing, such as
supporting or supplementing the various scales, but the emphasis of the
design we present here is layers of public institutions.
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Deliberate Multiscalar Governance

For simplicity’s sake, we conceptualize three primary scales of gover-
nance: local, national, and planetary. Here we introduce the general sys-
temic architecture. The basic idea is a system of robust, well-resourced,
high-capacity institutions at all scales, from the planetary to the local,
that can manage governance challenges at all scales, from the planetary
to the local.

At the widest scale, planetary institutions are the minimum viable
organization for the direct management of planetary challenges. These
are institutions with specifically delimited authority at the planetary
scale over specific and specifically planetary phenomena. In other
words, planetary institutions are not world government. A world state
would be a general-purpose jurisdiction with planet-wide authority;
planetary institutions, by contrast, are functionally specific institu-
tions with limited scope of authority. At the same time, planetary in-
stitutions as we are conceiving them also differ in crucial ways from
how most “global governance” operates today: whereas global gover-
nance institutions are generally multilateral associations of sovereign
national states, representing the interests of those states, planetary in-
stitutions of the sorts we will propose in chapter 6 will directly address
planetary challenges, answering to planetary stakeholders as a whole,
rather than representing the sectional interests of national states and
national elites.’

At the meso-scale, national institutions would have the authority
to manage issues that fit their scale. Of course, calling national states
“meso-scale” obscures the vast diversity of national states in terms of
their own size and complexity. What is entailed in the national gover-
nance of China and India, each with 1.4 billion people, is vastly different
from what is required of the national government of Tuvalu, which has
12,000 people. Larger countries will inevitably develop tiered systems
of internal governance. The United States, for example, in addition to
the federal government based in Washington, D.C., has fifty states,
each of which has on average more than sixty counties, each of which
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in turn includes on average ten municipal governments. Likewise, in
China, there are five levels of ever-smaller units of government; prov-
inces, prefectures, counties, townships, all the way down to villages, of
which there are more than one million. Placing national states within
a broader multiscalar framework allows them to take on just the func-
tions that are appropriate for their specific situation, rather than as-
suming that mega- and micro-states have the same scale advantages.
But essentially, the national state would focus primarily on what it was
formulated to do in the mid-twentieth century: national economic in-
vestment, development, and redistribution.

The appearance of the national state in our systems architecture may
come as a surprise, given the objections we raise to it as a political form
throughout the book. Yet the primary problem with the national state
is its claim to absolute sovereignty, not its size or scale. There are, in
fact, distinct advantages to meso-scale institutions—institutions fit to
mediate between the abstract vastness of the planetary and the situated
intimacy of the local. In particular, national states are the only political
institution that have historically succeeded in redistributing the gains
and losses of economic growth in any meaningful and sustained way.
Without doubt, states have not often done a fair, equal, or even com-
petent job in this regard. But redistribution schemes outside national
units have almost always failed (which was a major reason why the pro-
posed and attempted multinational federations discussed in chapter 1
all disintegrated into separate national states).® As a result, economic
governance, particularly over questions of distribution and redistribu-
tion, is especially well suited for national-scale institutions to manage.
For our proposals in this chapter, and later in the book, the starting
point of our analysis is the world as it is. We aim to remain within the
realm of what we think might work in reality, and, as a result, national
states still serve an indispensable function in multiscalar governance
system based on planetary subsidiarity.

At the narrowest scale, Jocal institutions should be empowered so
that local governments, which focus on local problems and local de-
mands, have the authority and resources to develop locally appropri-
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ate responses and to adapt nimbly as local circumstances change. This
isn’t to suggest that we dump problems into the laps of ill-equipped
local leaders so that other authorities can wash their hands of them. It
is about building capable local governments that can tackle their resi-
dents’ shared problems. One method for strengthening local capacity
(that we will discuss at length in chapter 5) is to increase the horizontal
linkages between subnational governments by creating or enhancing
peer networks of local governance institutions to exchange and coordi-
nate ideas, expertise, and resources.

Deliberate multiscalar governance represents a vision for a single
worldwide governance architecture, but one that doesn’t form a uni-
tary or federal world state dominated by a single center of power. It is,
rather, a framework for the dispersion of power based on the need to
govern specific functional issues. The takeaway from our understand-
ing of humankind’s planetary condition isn’t just that we need to create
new governance institutions at the planetary scale but that we need to
reconstruct the whole architecture of how governance decision rights
are allocated worldwide. Tackling the challenges of the future doesn’t
merely require a new scale for planetary action, it requires action at
appropriate scales across the entire system.” We do not propose a one-
size-fits-all institutional solution, but rather a flexible architecture of
multiple institutions, operating at multiple scales, tailoring effective
governance for diverse populations living in varied circumstances on a
single planet.®

Designing such a structure means inverting our usual thinking
about governance: we must learn to prioritize governance functions
over governance units. Rather than trying to match functions to units,
which is how most governance allocation decisions work today, we
should do the opposite. In the current system, one type of unit—the
sovereign national state—is the default governor: it is given the right
to decide whether or how to manage any issue that emerges, including
the metadecision of whether to delegate decision rights to others. Na-
tional states get first and exclusive rights to decision-making, not be-
cause they are best suited for it, but because the international system,
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by recent tradition and international law, favors national sovereignty.

Our argument, by contrast, is to begin with the issue or problem
in need of governance and then consider all governance units that
might have a role in the matter. The result of this fundamental rethink
is that national states should give up many of their governance functions,
tasks, and decision rights: planetary functions should move to planetary
institutions, while many other functions should move to local institu-
tions. The allocation of authority isn’t a one-time event, however; the
system must be dynamic. Putting function first means recognizing that
the appropriate unit or scale can change over time. A robust multisca-
lar system has the capacity to morph to resolve new problems as they
emerge or existing problems as they change over time, moving func-
tions between units as warranted.

This approach—subsuming form to function—extends the one that
Mitrany devised to answer the question with which we began this chap-
ter, a tradition of international relations theory called functionalism.
Functionalism, which Mitrany and others developed in the interwar
period—as well as its intellectual descendent, neofunctionalism—
advocates for the international integration of national states for the
management of specific, concrete tasks, or functions. The basis for in-
ternational cooperation, Mitrany argued, must be “along the lines of
specific ends and needs, and according to the conditions of their time
and place,” rather than on the traditional “basis of a set constitutional
division of jurisdiction of rights and powers.”” Like functionalists, we
eschew designs for world government and focus instead on context-
specific, task-oriented institutions. The scope and authority of plane-
tary institutions, in particular, follow from this tradition’s position that
“the jurisdiction of the various agencies [should be] no wider than the
most effective working limits of the function.”°

Yet we do not subscribe to functionalism wholesale. We reject func-
tionalism’s teleological theory and political strategy: what Ernst B.
Haas, the father of neofunctionalism, described as an “integrative im-
pulse” that drives integration in one functional area to “spill over” into
others." Mitrany, for instance, held the view that functional integration
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was only the first step toward “the ultimate goal” of world “federation.”*?
Enfolding functionalism within subsidiarity, however, tempers func-
tionalism’s tendency to assume, if not outright desire, ever-increasing
centralization. Where functionalism sees integration within a center as
the desired state of affairs, subsidiarity seeks to balance the need for
central solutions with the virtues of local autonomy.

Deliberate multiscalar governance also builds on the reality that
non-national institutions already handle many governance functions.
Governance includes many more actors than just national institutions.
Once we recognize that governance and the national state aren’t syn-
onymous and needn’t be congruent, it becomes easier to think about
moving governance authorities out of national states and to other in-
stitutions. The idea is to match units to governance functions deliber-
ately, unconstrained by the restrictive elements of sovereignty and an
overly nationalist politics. This, to us, isn’t a radical proposition; it’s
a recognition and acceleration of decades-old trends. We propose to
place national states within a broader architecture that includes more
empowered supranational and subnational institutions than at present
exist. We want to push ourselves, and others, to think of politics, gov-

ernment, and governance beyond national capitals.?

The Principle of Subsidiarity

In any multiscalar governance system, two questions of foremost im-
portance are which powers are allocated to which institutions and how
the allocations are decided. Several principles could guide allocations of
authority. The largest scale could hold all authority, including to assign
and reassign powers at its discretion. Smaller scales could hold all au-
thority except for those they consent to transfer. A written constitu-
tion could enumerate specific powers to specific points in the system.
Authority could be distributed by a utilitarian logic, to maximize the
welfare of the most. Authority could be assigned by democratic rule,
following the majority’s will. One could adopt a wait-and-see approach
and let the scales duke it out among themselves. The status quo prin-
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ciple, state sovereignty, allocates rights and responsibilities to national
states, which can then decide whether and where to delegate them. But,
as we argue, this method doesn’t work for planetary issues that tran-
scend individual states. We need a new principle.

To guide allocations of authority in a multiscalar system of plan-
etary governance, we are inspired by the principle of subsidiarity. The
principle of subsidiarity is the idea that larger-scale governing institu-
tions should not intervene unless and until a smaller scale is unable to
carry out a particular task. It is a method for adjudicating between the
advantages and disadvantages offered by all the scales at which an issue
could be governed.

Policy challenges come at a range of scales, from the hyperlocal
to the planetary. Each should be addressed at an appropriate institu-
tional scale. The principle of subsidiarity is a tool to assess what the
appropriate scale is: a method to determine the proper match between
governance institutions, governance functions, and issues in need of
governance. To return briefly to the current status quo, the question of
issue-to-function-to-institution alignment gets short shrift: every issue
and function goes to the national state by default. There is an uncondi-
tional presumption in favor of the national state that is undone only at
anational state’s discretion. It doesn’t matter that national states aren’t
well matched for many vital issues; the ballis in their court. By contrast,
the principle of subsidiarity deprivileges the national state and opens
the door to allocating much greater governance responsibilities to local
and planetary institutions.

We offer a new interpretation of subsidiarity, but one rooted in
the history of the principle. As we will now show, the concept is plas-
tic: many people have wielded it creatively for varied causes over four
centuries. Our version draws on this history of ideational change to
recast it yet again. Like many before us, we take what remains useful
of the core of subsidiarity and fashion it for contemporary challenges.
Through this long evolution, however, subsidiarity’s central concern
has remained consistent: a diverse world requires diverse solutions—
there is no single answer.
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A Brief History of Subsidiarity
In the late sixteenth century, the German city of Emden, a strategic port
on the North Sea, found itself in a political jam. The city was a leading
center of Calvinism—in 1542, it had been among the first German cities
to adopt the new faith—but its provincial lord, the Count of East Frisia,
was staunchly Lutheran and, up the hierarchy, in Prague, the Holy
Roman Emperor was Roman Catholic. With these larger, more pow-
erful political units increasingly trying to impose their will on the city,
Emden’s leaders were looking for a strategy to defend their rights and
privileges of self-government. In 1604, the city council found what they
were looking for in the Calvinist jurist Johannes Althusius, whom they
hired to serve as a city official until his death thirty-four years later.*
Althusius’s appeal for the city fathers was in his original theory of
rightful political authority, published in 1603 as Politics Methodically
Set Forth (Politica Methodice Digesta in the original Latin). In it, Althu-
sius argued that sovereignty belonged not to central states but to cities
and other small political associations. “I recognize the prince as the
administrator, overseer, and governor of these rights of sovereignty,”
he argued. “But the owner and usufructuary of sovereignty is none
other than the total people associated with one symbiotic body from
many small associations.”” In other words, the sovereignty of smaller
governing units wasn’t granted to them by larger units; it was theirs by
natural right. As a result, smaller units were the primary body politic,
and larger units existed only to serve them, especially by establishing
the basis for cooperation and unity among the federated subnational
units. In practice, this meant that every city was “able to establish stat-
utes concerning those things which pertain to the administration of its
own matters,” whereas the monarch was “not permitted for his own
pleasure to alienate or diminish the provinces, cities, or towns of his
realm.”* The leader of a larger unit of government was entitled only to
“as much authority as has been explicitly conceded to him by the associ-
ated members or bodies of the realm. And what hasn’t been given to him
must be considered to have been left under the control of the people or
universal association. Such is the nature of the contractual mandate.””’
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Though it wasn’t yet called this, what the Calvinists of Emden deployed
against their non-Calvinist superiors in defense of their autonomy was
the principle of subsidiarity.

Widely known in his time, Althusius’s Po/itics was largely forgotten
over the following generations. His arguments for the autonomy of local
communities and against centralized authority were out of step with
the ascendent political currents in Europe, which ran toward centraliz-
ing states and empires. Beliefs like “The king represents the people not
the people the king” and the king “can even be deposed” had no place in
the courts of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century absolute mon-
archs and their ballooning bureaucracies.!®

Althusius’s thought began to reemerge only in the mid-1800s, in the
context of the rise of modern statehood. Amid the debates on liberal-
ism and on autonomy for minority nationalities thrust to the fore by the
revolutions of 1848, German Catholics seized on subsidiarity to address
their concerns with maintaining regional and confessional autonomy
in the centralizing, secular German state being consolidated under a
Protestant Prussian monarchy. The leading thinker was Wilhelm von
Ketteler, the Catholic bishop of Mainz from 1850 to 1877. Trained as a
lawyer before he entered the priesthood, Ketteler studied under Prot-
estant legal thinkers who introduced him to Althusius and the tradition
of local primacy. In subsidiarity, Ketteler found an intellectual founda-
tion for asserting the autonomy of local government and religious in-
stitutions against a Protestant state growing in power. The state, as he
saw it, was “merely an institution, and its existence is dependent upon
the community,” which was organic and natural. It was in local commu-
nities that people, guided by local churches, could flourish. As a result,
the state’s purview should be limited: “The state fulfills its role and pur-
pose when it protects the rights of its people within the communities
that foster full human living.”" Local law and custom must triumph;
imposition “from above” can only cause harm to human flourishing and
disrupt the delicate social balance.

In a forceful letter about schools to the revolutionary Frankfurt Par-
liament of 1848, for instance, Ketteler argued that “divine and natural



Planetary Subsidiarity 115

law” gives parents “the holy and inviolable right to decide how [their]
children are to be educated.” Ketteler couldn’t endure handing over
“the bodies of our children” to “the state as the guide for [their]| soul.”
Granting control over education to the central state rather than local
communities stripped parents of their “holy right and . . . holy duty”
and turned a project aimed at children’s “soul’s growth” into “merely a
service in the interest of the state.”>°

Three decades later, Althusius was rediscovered again, this time
by the German legal historian Otto von Gierke. Gierke transposed the
Calvinist scholar’s ideas about religious autonomy into debates about
the design principles for a secular state. Like Ketteler, Gierke pulled Al-
thusius’s theory from what he called “undeserved oblivion” in order to
fight contemporary political battles against the centralizing impulses of
the Prussian state.?! In particular, Gierke emphasized the “striking. ..
spirit of federalism which pervades” Althusius’s thought. He saw in
Althusius’s theory of society as a “corporatively articulated whole . . .
[constructed] from the bottom upward” as well as in his formulation of
popular sovereignty a “great lever of all centralizing efforts.”?* Althu-
sius’s “sense of right, and . . . his zeal for liberty” provided Gierke with
the “foundation for the constructive theory of the Constitutional State”
that he believed Germany should build.?*

Around the same time, Catholic theologians were grappling with
the place of the church in secularizing European states and societies
overcome by a “spirit of revolutionary change” that they could no longer
ignore.?* Pope Leo XIII sought to address these social, economic, and
political transformations in his papal encyclical of 1891, Rerum no-
varum. His goal was twofold: to address the conditions of the European
working class and to protect the church from socialism. More broadly,
however, Leo XIII sought to set the terms for the Catholic Church’s
compromise with modernity. Abandoning the church’s outright op-
position to state authority, Rerum novarum accepted modern national
states and aimed instead to check their power. Rerum novarum was thus
a defense of the church’s autonomy against assertive secular European
states and socialist parties.
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In formulating his argument, Leo XIII was heavily influenced
by Ketteler, calling him “my great predecessor” in Catholic social
thought.” Like Ketteler, Leo XIII was concerned with interventions by
higher forms of social organizations into what they saw as more basic
and natural ones, particularly families. Smaller, local units (families,
communities, churches), he argued, were distinct and independent
social spheres with their own rights and privileges that couldn’t be
usurped by larger units. Government intrusion into family life, for in-
stance, was “a great and pernicious error.” Socialists’ ambitions for “set-
ting aside the parent and setting up a State supervision” represented an
“actagainst natural justice and destroy[ed] the structure of the home.”?¢
Welfare assistance for the poor, likewise, was properly provided by in-
dividuals, associations, or the church, not “a system of relief organized
by the State.”?” In holding that corporate bodies—families, local asso-
ciations, the church—had a natural and moral precedence over states,
Rerum novarum placed the idea of subsidiarity (though not yet named
as such) at the heart of Catholic doctrine.

To mark the fortieth anniversary of Rerum novarum in 1931, Pope
Pius XI decided to revisit many of Leo XIII’s themes in his own papal
encyclical, Quadragesimo anno.In aworld mired in economic depression
and totalitarian political ideologies—the Vatican was encircled by Mus-
solini’s fascist state, though the specter of Stalin’s Soviet Union also
loomed large—Pius XI took the opportunity to articulate a far-reaching
Catholic vision for the “reconstruction of the social order.” To protect
the position of the church and its favored forms of social organization
(families and associations) from encroachment by states, Quadragesimo

””

anno developed “the principle of ‘subsidiary function,” better known
as the “principle of subsidiarity.”® “Just as it is gravely wrong to take
from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and
industry and give it to the community,” the pope argued, “so also it is
an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and disturbance of right
order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and sub-

ordinate organizations can do.”?’
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Limiting the governance responsibilities of the national state wasn’t
just about weakening it, but also about focusing it. Pius XI argued that
placing limits would in fact restore the authority of modern states that
are “overwhelmed and crushed by almost infinite tasks and duties.”*®
Implementing subsidiarity meant that “the State will more freely, pow-
erfully, and effectively do all those things that belong to it alone be-
cause it alone can do them.”' In Quadragesimo anno, Pius IX defined a
positive role for the state as the institution responsible for creating the
conditions in which primary communities could seek their own flour-
ishing. Enhancing the common good required achieving a just balance
between state restraint and state assistance. Subsidiarity, now a core
tenet of Catholic social doctrine, provided the church’s principle for
finding the balance.*

By the late twentieth century, this now thoroughly Catholic idea
was again stripped of faith, as Gierke had done, and transplanted
into secular debates about the institutional design for European inte-
gration.*® The principle first appeared in a 1971 article by the Anglo-
German sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf, who was serving at the time on
the European Commission (EC). Warning about the EC’s “dogma of
harmonization,” which threatened to impose homogeneous adminis-
trative rules on a politically and culturally heterogeneous continent,
Dahrendorf proposed moving “towards the principle of subsidiarity”
as an antidote to the increasingly interventionist and bureaucratized
nature of the EC.>* The idea was pressed further into European official-
dom in the 1970s and 1980s by Altiero Spinelli, an Italian member of the
EC and European Parliament and a leading advocate for international-
ism and European federation since he penned a famous manifesto “for
a free and united Europe” while Mussolini’s political prisoner during
World War I1.%

If Dahrendorf and Spinelli theorized the secular application of sub-
sidiarity to the European project, Jacques Delors, EC president from
1985 to 1995, would be the key figure in driving the EU’s adoption of the
principle.>® Amid debates in the late 1980s about the next step forward
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in European integration, Delors latched on to subsidiarity as a way to
blunt opposition to his vision for further European centralization from
German Lander and British conservatives. In a 1989 speech, Delors of-
fered the principle of subsidiarity as a solution for these concerns. “I
see it [the principle of subsidiarity] as a way of reconciling . . . the need
for a European power capable of tackling the problems of our age and
the absolute necessity to preserve our roots in the shape of our nations
and regions.” This, Delors observed, was “precisely what subsidiarity is
about.”*’

This, then, was the context in which subsidiarity entered the nego-
tiations over the Treaty on European Union (the Maastricht Treaty),
the institution’s 1992 founding document. After numerous debates and
proposals over the principle, the final treaty included several mentions
of subsidiarity. The principle is first mentioned explicitly in the pream-
ble; then, more consequentially, it appears in the substantive body of
the text, where it was given strict criteria demanded by the German
government. First, the treaty obliged the EU to “act within the limits
of the powers conferred upon it by this Treaty and of the objectives as-
signed to it therein.” Second, it restricted the EU’s ability to act out-
side its areas of exclusive authority, permitting EU action “only if and
in so far as the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently
achieved by the Member states and can therefore, by reason of the
scale or effects of the proposed action, be better achieved” at the su-
pranational scale. Pushing this restrictive attitude further, the clause
concludes, “Any action by the Community shall not go beyond what is
necessary to achieve the objectives of this Treaty.”>*

The Maastricht Treaty’s ambiguous usage of subsidiarity reflects
the circumstance of the principle’s inclusion: its main support came
from two groups with very different interpretations and interests. One
consisted of parties influenced by Catholic social doctrine, particularly
Germany’s ruling Christian Democrats, who supported federal insti-
tutions for Europe. The other consisted of parties opposed to strong,
supranational European institutions, chiefly British and Danish con-
servatives. The UK’s Tory prime minister, John Major, hailed subsid-
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iarity’s inclusion in Maastricht as central to “the Conservative vision
of Europe™ “For the first time, we have begun to reverse that central-
izing trend. We have moved decision-taking back towards the Member
States in areas where Community law need not and should not apply.”*
During early post-Maastricht debates, Major’s government even pro-
posed interpreting subsidiarity as a veto that any member state could
use, but the other eleven members rejected the notion.*® In trying to
satisfy actors holding these divergent interpretations of the principle,
the treaty neglected an actual definition of subsidiarity—the meaning
has to be read from the context.*! A British former president of the Eu-
ropean Court of Justice dismissed Maastricht’s discussion of the princi-
ple as “a disgraceful piece of sloppy draftsmanship.”>

In the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and the 2007 Treaty of Lisbon,
both of which are significant amendments to Maastricht, European ne-
gotiators expanded on the meaning of subsidiarity in the EU. At Am-
sterdam, the negotiators agreed that for EU action to be justified, first,
“the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved
by Member States’ action” and, second, the objectives “can therefore
be better achieved by action on the part of the Community.” These
conditions are met when, for example, “the issue under consideration
has transnational aspects which cannot be satisfactorily regulated by
action by Member States,” the EU’s failure to act “would conflict with
the requirements of the Treaty,” or EU action “would produce clear
benefits by reason of its scale or effects.”® Despite these narrow guide-
lines for permissible policymaking at the European level, the protocol
expressly affirmed that subsidiarity wasn’t an absolute check on EU au-
thority: “Subsidiarity . . . allows Community action within the limits
of its powers to be expanded where circumstances so require, and con-
versely, to be restricted or discontinued where it is no longer justified.”**

Then, at Lisbon, the EU again revisited the principle of subsidiar-
ity. The 2007 Treaty explicitly included subnational governments in
the application of the principle, permitting EU measures only if “the
objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved by the
Member States, either at central level or at regional and local level™*
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What’s more, the treaty introduced a legislative “Early Warning Mech-
anism,” which gives national parliaments the formal opportunity to
object to proposed EU legislation for not complying with the principle
of subsidiarity.*¢

In sum, though not known by the term subsidiarity until Quadrages-
imo anno in 1931, the core principle has been debated in Europe for the
past four hundred years. In that time, subsidiarity has been repeatedly
adopted and tweaked to suit the needs of people and institutions resist-
ing the centralization of power by others. Indeed, a consistent theme in
the history of the concept of subsidiarity, from 1603 to the present, is its
regular reformulation and reinterpretation. Under Althusius, it served
as a Calvinist and regionalist Germanic principle for securing auton-
omy from an overweening Lutheran provincial lord and a Catholic Holy
Roman Emperor; under Ketteler, its religious valence was inverted to
support demand for Catholic autonomy from a Protestant centralizing
bureaucracy; under Gierke, the concept was secularized as a principle
for functionalist administrative practices; under Leo XIII and Pius XI,
it was used to resist the secularist principles of modern states and polit-
ical ideologies; and finally in the Maastricht Treaty it was resecularized
to provide the normative basis for multilevel governance under an “ever
closer” European Union. The salient point is that the principle of sub-
sidiarity is a concept capable of ample reinterpretation.

Despite subsidiarity’s many reformulations, however, one tenet re-
mains unchanged: subsidiarity eschews the ambition for total political
victory. At its core, the concept is a pragmatic way to manage plural-
ism via local empowerment. This antiuniversalist, antitotalizing vision
is an important check on any political project. For us, the principle of
subsidiarity provides a safeguard against the impulse toward political
centralization and homogenization that the expansive, holistic concept
of the Planetary might otherwise seem to justify.
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The EU’s Misconceived Subsidiarity: Multilevel, Not Multiscalar
While the EU is the best-known and largest-scale attempt to govern
using subsidiarity, it is also a cautionary tale. Our interpretation of the
principle of subsidiarity emerges from an appreciation of the limits of
the European project, which is often criticized for being out of touch
with and unresponsive to the needs and desires of its citizens.*” Making
matters worse, the EU’s legitimacy problems result at least in part from
its application of subsidiarity. Why, then, would we seek to implement
a principle whose foremost implementation has failed?

The basic problem is that despite the EU’s stated commitment to
take decisions “as closely as possible to the citizen,” policymaking
within the union is perceived as moving away from the citizens, as
Brussels has steadily centralized more and more authority.*® Rather
than moving decisions to the “lowest” level possible, the EU has more
often moved them to “higher” levels—and often to the European-level
institutions with the least democratic accountability, such as the Eu-
ropean Central Bank. In order for our governance architecture not to
repeat this mistake, this section assesses how subsidiarity in the EU
came to produce outcomes at odds with what we take to be the core
meaning of the principle.*’

The EU’s subsidiarity problem is rooted in the intertwined history,
structure, and goals of the institution. Historically, EU leadership in
the early 1990s turned to the concept of subsidiarity out of political
desperation, rather than principled belief. After Denmark rejected
the Maastricht Treaty in a 1992 popular referendum, what had been a
largely ignored clause about subsidiarity in the Treaty became a central
justification. Further negotiations resulted in an emphasis on subsid-
iarity as a way to ameliorate the fear that national interests would be
ignored by the supranational union.*

Structurally, the way subsidiarity operates in the EU is that the Eu-
ropean institutions set goals and only then ask which level, European
or national, will be most efficient at implementing those goals.”» EU of-
ficials have thus treated subsidiarity not as a mechanism for balancing
European and national objectives, but rather as a tool for achieving Eu-
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ropean objectives efficiently. This design presumed that there would be
no conflicts between the levels, that everyone supported the objectives
of the center.”? In this regard, EU subsidiarity was a product of its time:
the “end of history” moment of the early post-Cold War years, when
many assumed that the great ideological battles of the past were per-
manently put to bed. In a political zeitgeist with general agreement that
liberal democratic technocracy was the one best system for governance,
EU leaders assumed that technical adjustments to reach shared goals
were all that mattered.

Furthermore, the EU’s goals themselves proved resistant to the cen-
trifugal force of subsidiarity. From its inception, European integration
has focused on economic integration, and the EU has been especially
single-minded in pursuit of its overriding objective: the creation of a
single European market for the frictionless movement of goods, capi-
tal, services, and people. Two features of economic integration counter-
act a presumption toward local control. First, the Treaty on European
Union’s criterion for permissible centralization centers on efficiency:
the EUis to actif and only if an objective can “be better achieved” at the
EU level, rather than a lower one.”®* But economies are typically more
efficient at greater scale, and so economic objectives will typically “be
better achieved” by centralized, EU action.’* Second, the goal of eco-
nomic integration encourages mission creep, as more and more policy
areas can come to be defined as necessary for the goal’s completion—an
explicit feature of the functionalist approach to integration in the eyes
of its proponents. And once a new activity is seen as part of the goal, it
can easily be sucked into the EU’s efficiency/centralization vortex.”

For the purposes of planetary governance, we draw four lessons
from the EU’s experience with subsidiarity. First, subsidiarity must be
applied seriously and intentionally: the presumption for smaller-scale
decision-making must be real. This means that the bias toward smaller-
scale governance must trump some sound reasons for moving author-
ity to larger ones.’® If we truly value self-government, we must tolerate
some inefficiencies. As a result, institutions throughout a multiscalar
system must be wired for subsidiarity’s presumption in favor of allocat-
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ing decision rights to smaller scales. This does not mean that author-
ity can never move to larger or wider institutional scales; it can, and it
sometimes must. Rather, there must be a good reason for moving deci-
sion rights to a larger scale that outweighs the commitment to the self-
governance of smaller scales. For a counterexample of what we mean
here, look to the European Court of Justice, the European institution
tasked with adjudicating disputes over subsidiarity between the levels.
In deciding whether decision-making authority over an issue should
rest with the EU or the member states, the EC]J has the legal authority
to consider only the EU Treaty, not national laws or constitutions. The
dispute-resolution body is thus structurally biased toward the higher
level—it is wired against subsidiarity.”’

Second, we cannot elide politics; rather, politics must be front and
center. The EU’s approach to subsidiarity made two political elisions.
To begin with, as noted above, it assumed away politics. It operated
from an assumption of consensus among the levels that did not in fact
exist.”® Moreover, the EU used the principle of subsidiarity to avoid pol-
itics, moving the authority to assign authority outside the realm of pol-
itics. In particular, it relied on the logic of economic efficiency to make
political decisions about who had the authority to make decisions. This
form of meta-authority—the authority over authority, which we discuss
later—became linked to the economic concept of “comparative effi-
ciency,” which was to be assessed on the basis of economic expertise. In
other words, decisions were to be made on a technocratic basis, rather
than via citizen deliberation. The lesson here is to acknowledge that
there will always be political disputes and that an effective institutional
design must include a mechanism for adjudicating them on a political
basis.

Confronting the necessity, to say nothing of the inevitability, of
politics also addresses a shortcoming of functionalist theory. The at-
traction of functionalism is its claim to be able to separate “the political
from the functional approach.”” In other words, the theory rests on the
belief that technical, functionally specific actions can somehow be iso-
lated from politics. But history does not bear out the assumption that
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the technical functions of governance can be kept at arm’s length from
power and politics. Indeed, the EU’s much-lambasted technocratic an-
tipolitics is a product not just of subsidiarity but of its economistic and
apolitical interpretation of the functionalist tradition, which has guided
the actions of many proponents of European integration.

In addition, the objectives of the centralizing institution matter.
The EU’s focus has been doubly perverse: it has tended toward cen-
tralization despite economic development being principally a national
project. Economics is properly national because it is ineluctably distri-
butional in character and what is considered an “appropriate” distri-
butional outcome isn’t a technical but a political question. Reaching
an answer, therefore, must be managed through an explicitly political
process. Even if economic efficiencies can be achieved with the greater
scale of larger institutions, economic policy was always more properly
the domain of national institutions. The Catholic version of subsidiarity
is useful here, suggesting that allocations of authority can sometimes
follow a logic of appropriateness, rather than a dogged commitment to
decentralization.®® The process of matching issues to institutions must
take account of both the characteristics of the issue (its scale, spill-
overs, etc.) and the characteristics of the institution (its scope, abilities,
strengths, and weaknesses).

Last, the nature of the condition that permits the assignment of au-
thority to larger scales matters. The EU conditions centralization on
efficiency, specifically economic efficiency. But efficiency is an empty
concept with a gloss of neutrality that allows for all sorts of outcomes.®!
It assumes, moreover, that everyone shares the same goals and that pol-
itics consists only in debating the best way to implement them. How-
ever, given value pluralism among humans, there can be no consensus
on fundamental values, much less on goals or priorities.®> Economic
efficiency, then, can’t be the primary basis of allocating authority in a
system of planetary subsidiarity. Instead, authority should be allocated
on the basis of effectiveness. For most economic issues, efficiency and ef-
fectiveness are synonymous. But for planetary issues, efficiency and ef-
fectiveness aren’t the same thing at all. And to manage planetary issues,
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we must strive for effectiveness, first and foremost. As a result, the
criteria for overriding the presumption toward local decision-making
shouldn’t be that it would be more efficient to govern an issue at a larger
scale, but that it would be more effective to do so. Planetary issues, in
particular, must be governed at the planetary scale not because gover-
nance is more efficient that way but because the planetary is the only
scale at which they can be governed effectively.

Our overall conclusion is that the European Union as it has histori-
cally operated has been a hierarchical multilevel structure, not a func-
tionally multiscalar one. As a result, ultimate authority flows from the
highest level down, rather than, as we recommend, a system of plural-
ized authority, where respect for functionally derived authority flows

from multiple directions.

Planetary Subsidiarity

Planetary subsidiarity is the principle that we propose for allocating au-
thority over an issue to the smallest-scale unit that can govern the issue
effectively to achieve habitability and multispecies flourishing, goals
we laid out in chapter 3. This new interpretation of the centuries-old
principle of subsidiarity incorporates our understanding of the mate-
rial reality of the planetary condition and of the successes and failures
of subsidiarity as a principle of governance. Overall, planetary sub-
sidiarity provides a method of threading the needle between the twin
challenges with which we opened this chapter: effectively addressing
pressing planetary issues, like climate change and pandemic diseases,
while simultaneously maximizing local empowerment. Several fea-
tures of planetary subsidiarity are worth addressing.

First, planetary subsidiarity is functional. That is, the allocation of
authority over specific governance functions must be specific to each
function.®® Some issues can be governed with sufficient effectiveness
at local scales, some better at national scales, others only at the plane-
tary scale. In some cases the same function is best governed at different
scales depending on context. Our architecture needn’t make the mis-
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taken assumption that there is one best or correct scale that applies to
the whole system and every institution in it.** The point is that we first
examine the issue and the necessary functional competencies needed
to manage it and then assess the appropriate jurisdiction. We shouldn’t
first take the jurisdictions for granted and then try to squeeze the issue
into its form. As we argued earlier, we must prioritize governance func-
tions over governance units.

However, we also want to minimize the number of decision rights
allocated to planetary institutions—they should remain narrowly fo-
cused, assuming only the minimal authority for the viable governance
of a planetary issue. To help this goal, we can introduce an important
distinction: as a general rule, governance issues and functions are either
directly related to planetary challenges or not. For these two types of
issues, we should apply different versions of subsidiarity. The allocation
of authorities for planetary issues should be decided by weak subsidiar-
ity, and the allocation of authorities for nonplanetary issues should be
decided by strong subsidiarity. Strong and weak in this context refer to
the threshold for permissible centralization of powers at a larger scale.®®
So for planetary issues, we should apply subsidiarity with a weak, or
low, bar for delegating authority to a larger scale of governance. But for
nonplanetary issues, we should use a strong, or high, bar for moving
authority to larger scales. In other words, we want stricter criteria for
centralization when the issue in question doesn’t weigh on habitability
or multispecies flourishing as compared to the criteria when planetary
concerns are directly in question. In both cases, we want to ensure that
the movement of authority is well justified, but we recognize that what
counts as a good reason for centralization depends on the issue at hand.

Second, planetary subsidiarity is designed to allocate authority in a
multiscalar governance architecture that includes—indeed, requires—
the creation of new institutions at larger and smaller scales than exist-
ing national states. Subsidiarity’s preference for smaller-scale control
makes the move to local institutions (even if newly created) obvious.
But subsidiarity’s concern with effective outcomes also justifies the in-
vention of institutions tailor-made for planetary governance. Both the
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secular and religious traditions of subsidiarity support the creation of
new, larger scales of authority that are needed to solve particular prob-
lems adequately. The EU was itself a higher level founded to address
Europe-wide concerns. In Catholic thinking, especially as articulated
by Christian Democratic parties and thinkers, the movement of au-
thority above national states to international organizations has always
been at the heart of subsidiarity. Indeed, the logic of subsidiarity led
a number of important Catholic thinkers to endorse the establish-
ment of a world government as a necessary supplement for territorially
bounded national states. “Today the universal common good presents
us with problems which are world-wide in their dimensions,” con-
cluded Pope John XXIII in his 1963 encyclical Pacem in Terris. These
problems “cannot be solved except by a public authority with power,
organization and means co-extensive with these problems, and with
a world-wide sphere of activity.”® He and other Christian Democrats
envisioned a fairly light-touch global authority that could step in when
smaller-scale authorities were found wanting—in many ways similar to
our proposal.®”

At the other end of the spectrum, the presumption for smaller-scale
governance, our third feature, isn’t simply a call for decentralization.
For one thing, the important insight from subsidiarity is that issues
must be governed at the smallest scale that can provide an effective solu-
tion, not the smallest scale above all else—and in a planetary era, the
smallest scale for some issues is the planet itself. In other words, decen-
tralization at all costs isn’t planetary subsidiarity. The focus should be
on getting the scale right, not favoring any particular scale.

The planetary, national, and local scales are all necessary for achiev-
ing planetary governance, with each handling different, if entwined, as-
pects. Planetary phenomena tend to have specific impacts at all scales,
so each scale of governance must be empowered to address the impacts
specific to it. Climate change, for instance, is simultaneously planetary
and intimate: it operates on a planetary scale but manifests in particu-
lar ways for each country, each community, even each household. As a
result, the planetary phenomenon of a changing climate is experienced
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differently in different places and by different people—mediated not
just by geography but by social, political, and economic factors as well.
Addressing the situated experiences of planetary challenges is as im-
portant as addressing their large-scale drivers. The goal from an insti-
tutional design perspective is to ensure that each element is governed
at the appropriate scale.

Planetary subsidiarity also isn’t about pushing problems onto people
and institutions who are disempowered to deal with them. The princi-
ple entails the duty for larger-scale units to provide support to smaller-
scale units that need it, but without absorbing them or taking away their
autonomies. Bigger scales must assist smaller scales to achieve their
goals, and smaller scales must assist bigger ones in achieving theirs.
Duties and responsibilities move in all directions. The principle of plan-
etary subsidiarity thus represents a worldwide architecture of assistance
built from the recognition of our interconnected planetary condition.

As a general rule, we envision governance units sized to fit the
problems at hand. That means creating new governance units at the
planetary scale as well as empowering existing and new units at the
subnational scale. For example, some issues will be most effectively
managed at the scale of the watershed or ecosystem or urban agglom-
eration.®® In some cases, the subnational unit will be contained within
existing state boundaries. In others, the new units may need to cross
existing national borders: for example, the Amazon rainforest, a region
critical to the planetary imperatives of habitability and multispecies
flourishing, should be governed as one unit, not divided up by Brazil,
Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, and several other South American countries.
These sovereign national states formed a multilateral institution, the
Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization, in 1998, but its efforts at
protecting the region’s ecology have rarely succeeded for the same rea-
sons that multilateral institutions rarely succeed: national resistance to
delegating authority and resources, and claims to absolute sovereignty
preventing integrated governance.®” Governing the Amazon holistically
thus requires a new authority that covers the Amazon.”®
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Our fourth feature: planetary subsidiarity’s prioritization of (but
not blind commitment to) local control is intended specifically as a
check on the power of planetary institutions. The principle of subsid-
iarity is a way to maintain the narrow remits of planetary institutions,
preventing them from expanding beyond their tailored designs. It is, to
be clear, a tool for thwarting world government. Planetary institutions
are necessary for the effective management of planetary problems,
but many people will fear their power. Subsidiarity, then, is part of the
political bargain: applying constraints on the new institutions.”* Ulti-
mately, the purpose of planetary governance is to maintain the planet’s
habitability to allow for the flourishing of plural forms of life. Thus the
Earth-scale work of planetary management is in service of the intimate
scales where everyday living occurs.

For humans, who live in an endlessly diverse array of communi-
ties, creating these conditions requires giving local institutions the
authority to pursue their community’s vision of thriving. Planetary in-
stitutions can’t determine what that is. As the Catholic jurist Paolo G.
Carozza argues, subsidiarity isn’t merely concerned with localism but
is a “principle of justice that requires larger communities to protect the
legitimate autonomy of smaller communities, to provide them with as-
sistance (subsidinm) needed to fulfill their ends, and to coordinate and
regulate their activities within the common good of the larger commu-
nity, of which they are a part and which is also necessary to the flourish-
ing of their individual members.””> While Carozza’s claim is premised
on theological foundations we can’t endorse, there is a strong argument
to be made that the provision of planetary habitability by planetary in-
stitutions is a matter of justice that allows all smaller communities to
pursue their own idea of the good life.

Fifth, the allocation of authority is a dynamic process that will
unfold over time. No institution’s or scale’s hold on a particular gover-
nance function is set in stone. As governance challenges, our under-
standing of those challenges, and our capacity to manage them change
over time, the loci of authority to govern should change as well. There
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must be room to adapt as institutions learn through practice. The abil-
ity to shift authority also reflects the fact that jurisdictions will contest
the allocation of decision rights. In some cases, there will be legitimate
disagreements about which unit is better placed to govern effectively.
In other cases, jurisdictions will grouse about their loss of authority.
In still others, conflicts will arise between functional areas: disputes
between housing policy and transportation policy or land use regula-
tion and water use allocation, for example. This is all to be expected.
It is why planetary subsidiarity must put politics front and center. The
overall architecture, therefore, must include arenas for peaceful, dem-
ocratic political contestation.

The primary body that we envision for settling disputes about the
allocation of decision rights is what might be called a subsidiarity as-
sembly.” The subsidiarity assembly is an institution that sits outside
the general multiscalar governance architecture and makes decisions
about the design of the multiscalar governance architecture itself. It is
the system’s holder of meta-authority—the authority to resolve colli-
sions between other sources of authority. The subsidiarity assembly, in
other words, decides which units should have which decision rights in
a domain. In the existing political order, sovereign national states are
the sole holders of meta-authority: each sovereign state is the meta-
authority within its borders and only within its borders. (More pre-
cisely, the head of government, highest court, or some other institution
holds the meta-authority in and for each national state.) But this sover-
eigntist system is at odds with a subsidiarity-based system.

The subsidiarity assembly would be the site for democratic media-
tion and negotiation between units at different scales of the governance
structure, with decisions guided by the principle of planetary subsid-
iarity. It is a mechanism for resolving conflicts over the structure of the
system, not over the issues themselves. So it would decide, not which
policy to pursue, but which ##nit has the authority to decide which policy
to pursue or where the boundaries of the units in question should be.

Holding this meta-authority would make the subsidiarity assem-
bly a powerful institution—on paper at least, the most powerful in the
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systems architecture. Yet empowering one body to make decisions on
behalf of the whole system is vital for the system’s success.”* The prob-
lems in need of governing do not come neatly packaged or fit squarely
into just one unit or scale. The nature of the challenges leads inevitably
to contestation between and among scales.” Reflecting the dynamics
of the phenomenon, the necessary scales for action on climate change,
for example, are local, national, and planetary, and other scales to boot.
What’s more, the nature of problems and the tools we have to respond
to them change over time as well. Sometimes the changes are linear, but
other times they aren’t: cyclical changes or random changes, over many
different time scales, can have profound impacts for where and how an
issue should be governed. Nevertheless, collisions between units and
scales over who has authority to act when and where need resolution.
Democratically resolving these disputes and managing the division of
labor between scales and units is the necessary role taken on by the sub-
sidiarity assembly.

The subsidiarity assembly opens the possibility for the system as a
whole to be nimble and to learn from experience. At the same time,
the system cannot be in constant flux. The normal functioning of gov-
ernance requires some degree of continuity—institutions can’t engage
in long-term planning, for instance, if they don’t know with reasonable
certainty what authorities they will have in the future. So the system
must be flexible but stable. The subsidiarity assembly, as a result, should
be biased toward maintaining the status quo, while still making space
for the political (and technical) contestation of authority assignments—
and the honest potential for change.

To provide for both flexibility and stability, allocations of decision
rights should be subject to only periodic reassessment, and reassign-
ment, if found necessary. Thus the subsidiarity assembly would not
need to sit on a continual basis, perhaps only every ten years. Creating
apermanent secretariat for the assembly would create a mechanism for
units (including collectives unrecognized as formal units by the current
architecture) to submit formal petitions for the assembly to adjudicate
during its next sitting. A standing staff, moreover, allows the assembly
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to respond to the possibility of the emergency need for the reallocation
of authority.

The structural location and composition of the subsidiarity assem-
bly are important design decisions. The assembly can’t “belong” to any
of the scales of the system, since that might bias it toward that scale
(like the European Court of Justice, discussed previously). As a result,
it must sit apart from the overall multiscalar architecture. This also
means that representatives to the assembly can’t come from just one
scale but must come from all interested actors. The subsidiarity as-
sembly is not, to be clear, a backhanded way for the planetary scale to
dictate decisions for every other scale. In practice, the assembly should
include representatives from local, national, and planetary institutions,
as well as subject matter experts. The inclusion of experts on the issue
at hand ensures that the assembly’s decision will reflect not just subsid-
iarity but planetary subsidiarity, meaning that the allocation of decision
rights should serve habitability and multispecies flourishing. How rep-
resentatives are selected by each unit and how the assembly deliberates
and makes decisions are not issues we take up here, other than to say
that this could be an interesting place to include participatory and de-
liberative political practices. These could enhance the legitimacy of the
meta-authority and perhaps lead to better decisions too.”

Thinking Through Specifics
Planetary subsidiarity isn’t a perfect design. The social, economic, po-
litical, and biogeochemical realities of our planet are too varied and
complex for any system to address perfectly. But while perfect institu-
tions may be ultimately unattainable, we can still make comparative
judgments.”” And compared to the status quo world of sovereign states,
planetary subsidiarity is preferable. This principle, with some tweak-
ing, provides a suitable method for allocating authority under planetary
conditions. In sum, it offers a pathway to a reconstructed governance
architecture fit for a planetary future.

What might planetary subsidiarity look like for, say, the governance
of climate change? Climate change is of course a complex geophysical
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phenomenon with consequences for the entire planet and its biosphere,
but here we briefly think through two of its chief policy problems: the
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and the adaptation of human
communities to the impacts of climate change.

Under planetary subsidiarity, decision rights for the minimum
amount and pace of emissions reductions lie with a planetary institu-
tion. Carbon emitted anywhere has consequences everywhere: it is a
problem of and for the entire Earth system. The smallest-scale unit that
can effectively provide for planetary habitability and multispecies flour-
ishing must be able to govern the whole planet. But a planetary institu-
tion for climate governance would only give broad directives and would
leave the details of implementation to others—larger-scale institutions,
according to the principle of subsidiary, are not to subsume smaller-
scale institutions or restrict their autonomy beyond what is necessary.
For example, it could decide that global emissions must be reduced by
75 percent over ten years or some other top-line directive. At that point,
national states would develop their national plan for achieving the req-
uisite reductions, which would invariably include distributional deci-
sions affecting different sectors and regions.

Then there are decisions about climate mitigation policy that be-
cause of their place-based nature or their connection to a population’s
preferences are properly made at subnational scales like provinces/
states or municipalities. There are likely a number of different path-
ways to reach the emissions reductions mandated by the planetary
institution, and smaller-scale governance institutions should get to
decide what works best for the local physical and social geographies,
economics, preferences, and other factors. The framework set by plan-
etary subsidiarity, however, embeds the smaller-scale governors and
their locally optimized decisions within a broader, reciprocal structure.
That means that they must follow the rules set by larger-scale institu-
tions, but simultaneously the larger-scale institutions must be willing
to assist the smaller-scale ones in their pursuits. Moreover, the larger-
scale institutions’ rules themselves should be developed, assessed, and
updated in consultation with the smaller-scale, frontline implementa-
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tion institutions.”® Each institution in the architecture has obligations
to all the others.

Adapting to climate change, by contrast, has a principally bottom-up
dynamic. The impacts of climate change matter because of how they are
felt in specific places. When climate scientists state that global average
temperature has already risen by 1.1°C, they are describing a “useful fic-
tion” that is not experienced in any particular location.”” What matters
for human beings (and all other living matter) is how that overall warm-
ing manifests in the places they dwell, which is the result of those places’
specificity—the climate, natural and human geographies, topography,
ecology, socioeconomic conditions, and more. The institutions best
placed to decide how to adapt to changes are local. Again, these small-
scale governors are part of a wider multiscalar architecture on which
they can rely on for assistance. National governments will have a role
in deciding the distributional elements of adaptation (which, admit-
tedly, are substantial). Planetary institutions, which should be expert
in gathering and analyzing climate data and forecasts, will provide the
analytic tools that local authorities need to make well-informed deci-
sions. Together, the various scales of governance provide communities
of people facing the consequences of climate change, whether sea level
rise, drought, extreme heat, or more, adapt their built environmental
and social systems in a way that is appropriate to the local natural and

human circumstances.

How on Earth Would We Get There?

Beyond any objections to the substance of our argument, there are
plain questions about its feasibility. Two, in particular, stand out: Why
would national leaders give up power? And won’t nationalism get in the
way? Both are important questions that we want to address head on,
but readers looking for a detailed political strategy won’t find one. This
book presents a sketch, a vision of our desired result: a radically differ-
ent architecture of governance. As previously stated, we don’t provide a
guide for how we get from here to there. Our modest aim in this section
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is merely to banish the thought that erecting planetary subsidiarity is
inherently impossible.

It is at least plausible to think that national leaders could give up
some of their powers to planetary and local institutions because they
have done so many times before. As we showed in chapter 2, since
about 1970 many governance functions have moved away from national
authorities. National governments across the globe have given real
decision-making powers and resources to institutions above and below
themselves. A key reason they have done so is that national leaders un-
derstood something about power that many analysts miss. A state’s
power isn’t just its control over people and territory. State power is also
the ability to achieve desired outcomes. In modern governance, the two
forms of power don’t always go hand in hand. In fact, achieving policy
goals can require relinquishing the narrow view of power as control.?°

In addition to wanting to achieve specific objectives, national lead-
ers might want to move authority elsewhere to avoid two forms of ac-
countability. First, national leaders don’t want to be held accountable
for difficult decisions, and delegating authority, particularly to larger
scales, allows them not to have to take responsibility. This is the logic
that explains why political elites made central banks independent, re-
moving themselves from the day-to-day business of monetary policy.
Politicians know that from time to time politically unpopular monetary
policies must be implemented, but they’d rather not be the ones giving
the orders. Second, leaders don’t want to be held accountable for things
they do not and cannot control. Planetary challenges are outside the
realm of things that national states can manage, so national elites, even-
tually, may want to shift responsibility onto others. Rather than take the
blame again and again for planetary problems—rising sea levels, novel
zoonotic diseases, climate-induced mass migration, crop failures, and
more—they will want their publics to understand that these issues are
delegated to someone else, someone capable of effectively addressing
them.® It is revealing in this regard that many delegations of authority
occur in the wake of crises. The League of Nations arose from the First
World War, and the UN from the Second. European integration was
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likewise spurred by the Continent’s turbulent and violent preceding
decades. And central banks were often granted independence after an
economic shock: the US Federal Reserve System was established in 1913
in response to the Panic of 1907, and the Bank of Italy’s “divorce” from
the Treasury Ministry was a consequence of soaring inflation in 1981.%>

A different, equally understandable concern is that we live in a
time of resurgent nationalism, in which “globalists” are despised and
so-called populists excoriate the transfer of power away from the na-
tional state. Our argument and analysis thus far has treated governance
institutions as means to an end: they serve the function of providing
desired collective outcomes. But governance institutions have a second
face, where they are understood as ends in themselves: they serve as
expressions of human communities. This is the realm of nationalism.
When people’s policy preferences clash with their polity preferences,
the latter often win out.®* Brexit, with its slogan “Take back control,”
looms large here.

Without a doubt, many nationalists will vehemently oppose the del-
egation of power to planetary institutions. Some might also object to
the delegation of power to subnational units, though this is a less un-
ambiguously despised notion. Whether they win the day is, of course,
a political question whose answer is unknowable. Qur principle of sub-
sidiarity, though, does offer an explicit compromise to nationalists and
other partisans of subplanetary jurisdictions who are hostile to plane-
tary governance: its whole premise is to limit the authority of planetary
institutions and move decision rights to as small a scale as possible.

The idea of “the nation” and its attendant ideology, nationalism,
emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in response to
particular social, economic, cultural, political, and technological con-
ditions. The ideology was convenient and effective for state builders
seeking mass mobilization of their populations, which were typically
culturally diverse. But, as we saw in chapter 1, nationalists were not
always interested in forming their own national state. Political al-
legiance to a cultural community has led to support for various in-
stitutional forms. Looking to the future, there is no guarantee that
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nationalism will continue to be a compelling political ideology or that
it will demand a national state that possesses absolute sovereignty.
As social, economic, cultural, political, and technological conditions
change, it is possible that the loci of political loyalties will change as
well—in fact, over the very long term, it is guaranteed.3*

Subsidiarity itself might well nurture changing political identities.
We all have many identities (national, local, ethnic, religious, gender,
sexual, family, professional, partisan, ideological, and more) that we
can draw on or activate depending on the context and on whom we are
interacting with. That’s to say, identities are situated and relational.®
Contextual factors open and close possibilities for constellations of
identity formation and expression. We expect that subsidiarity, espe-
cially under conditions of growing planetary sapience, will be an im-
portant such contextual factor shaping identities.

Most relevant to our discussion is that institutional settings are in-
fluential determinants of the politicization of identity. Institutions play
a decisive role in determining which of our many concurrent identities
become political identities.®® The boundaries of political institutions
have a strong impact on the boundaries of belonging, the affective sense
of political affiliation. Nationalism emerged from a historical context
dominated by the national state: political loyalties were directed at the
political bodies with concentrated power and authority to shape the
contours of daily life. Under subsidiarity, however, power and authority
would be more distributed across institutions and scales, and political
identities may likewise diffuse. Institutionalized subsidiarity could
thus draw on and encourage the variegated identities we all possess.
Rather than hyperfocusing all attention toward one political center
(the national state), planetary subsidiarity could foster identities, and
the emotional complexes that accompany them, at multiple scales, con-
tributing to the richness of the human experience.

Opponents and skeptics of both the centralization and the decentral-
ization of power share a common fear: tyranny. The concern about
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centralizing authority is that it can become unbound. The concern
about decentralizing authority is that “local tyrants” can wield undue
power in their own little fiefdoms. These twinned fears of tyranny—a
system that is at once “too weak to secure us equality and too strong
to allow us liberty,” as Mitrany worried—can easily become a justifica-
tion for maintaining the status quo forever.?” But the reigning gover-
nance regime—ad hoc multilevel governance organized around state
sovereignty—creates its own tyrannies. At the scale of national states,
fewer than half of governments in the world today could be conceivably
called democratic. Sovereignty means that national states get to decide
their own form of rule, and many have opted for autocracy.*®

But there is another form of tyranny, less discussed but just as press-
ing. Fears of overbearing authorities are well justified, and we hold them
as well. But they must be balanced against fears of being ungoverned.
This is the tyranny of life outside authority, which Hobbes famously de-
scribed as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” This, too, is op-
pressive. Yet at the planetary scale, this form of tyranny is what we are
living with today. Concerns with despotism and misrule at the plane-
tary and the local scales are legitimate—and we must design institutions
to minimize their likelihood—but they cannot be judged in a vacuum;
they must be judged in comparison with the alternatives. Deliberate
multiscalar governance organized by planetary subsidiarity is not risk-
free, but compared to the escalating polycrisis of the status quo and the
multiple crises we are experiencing, it opens the possibility—the hope—
for the effective governance of planetary problem at all scales.
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Local Institutions for Local Issues

In February 2007, Jakarta experienced a Noachian flood. Intense rains
inundated the Indonesian capital, a coastal megalopolis built partly on
reclaimed swamps, overwhelming its infrastructure: two-thirds of the
total urban area was under as much as four meters of water. A global
hub of more than ten million residents (totaling thirty-four million in
the wider urban region), Jakarta has since experienced further cata-
strophic flooding in 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2020 as a result of storms that
climate researchers believe have been exacerbated by planetary climate
change.! At the time of the first of these floods, Jakarta’s municipality
and population were basically left on their own to deal with the deluge.
Indonesia’s national government, despite being located in Jakarta, was
barely able to help. In 2019, in fact, the Indonesian president—a former
chief executive of Jakarta—announced his intention to relocate the na-
tional capital to a new planned city in eastern Borneo, to be called Nu-
santara, abandoning Jakarta to sink into the sea.?

Facing an unprecedented challenge, the Jakarta city government
(technically, the Special Capital Region of Jakarta) instead turned to in-
ternational partners—including, most interestingly, the city of Rotter-
dam, located halfway around the world in the Netherlands. In 2013, the
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mayors of the two cities, Joko Widodo of Jakarta and Ahmed Aboutaleb
of Rotterdam, signed a Memorandum of Agreement to promote inter-
urban cooperation around climate change adaptation.? This agreement
extended their ongoing collaboration that began within the Connecting
Delta Cities Network, a transnational community for sharing climate
adaptation and flood risk management expertise that also includes Co-
penhagen, Ho Chi Minh City, Hong Kong, London, Melbourne, New
Orleans, and New York.*

Seen in national or global terms—the canonical lenses for observ-
ing and interpreting modernity—the bilateral collaboration between
Indonesia and the Netherlands might seem unlikely, especially given
the fraught history and legacy of the latter’s colonial occupation of the
former.” On the surface, the two countries might seem to have little
in common: Indonesia is huge, the Netherlands is small; Indonesia is
lower middle income, the Netherlands is one of the wealthiest coun-
tries in the world; Indonesia is located on a series of islands strung out
along the equator, the Netherlands is a continental country in northern
Europe. The two national governments have scant practical counsel to
contribute to the governance of the other.

Seen in planetary terms, on the other hand, the cities of Rotter-
dam and Jakarta face common functional challenges: both are low-lying
seaside cities, sitting on land that is sinking because of groundwater
extraction, making them two of the most flood-prone cities on the
planet.® “Jakarta and Rotterdam actually have identical problems,” as
Aboutaleb explained in 2017. These shared concerns over the functions
of local governance make it entirely sensible for the two cities to work
together, promoting, in Aboutaleb’s words, the “exchange [of] experi-
ences and knowledge.””

While mixed motives were undoubtedly involved—including trying
to rescue the value of real estate holdings of Jakarta developers—the
Jakarta-Rotterdam partnership demonstrates an emerging phenome-
nonin planetary governance: the advent of translocalnetworks, working
separately from the traditional state-to-state diplomacy or multilateral
member state institutions, to address shared challenges, including plan-
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etary ones such as climate change and pandemics.® While Jakarta and
Rotterdam have operated this flood management program bilaterally,
both cities also belong to the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group,
a translocal network of more than one hundred global cities whose
mayors collaborate—usually apart from the foreign ministries of their
home countries—to develop and deliver solutions to address the local
sources and impacts of planetary climate change. “Cities all around
the world are dealing with the causes and effects of climate change,”
Aboutaleb stated in 2020. “The ongoing exchange of knowledge and
lessons learned is of unprecedented value. Being a part of international
networks like C40 helps us achieve our goals together.””

Thus this seemingly local story of flood management in Jakarta
quickly spirals out to include bilateral cooperation with Rotterdam and
broader membership in a global network of mayors seeking climate
action—putting it at odds with typical, national state-centered ac-
counts of modern politics and governance. In the usual story, disasters
like the ones that befell Jakarta would be dealt with by the sovereign na-
tional government, perhaps with assistance from multilateral institu-
tions, bilateral aid from other national states, and NGOs. Instead, the
Indonesian government left local authorities to manage the problem on
their own, which they did with the help of transnational, interurban
networks promoting city-to-city cooperation and collaboration. That
these events don’t fit with common notions of how governance happens
is not a chance result. Rather, it is symptomatic of the hegemonic place
of the sovereign national state in conventional thinking about how le-
gitimate governance is delivered. The contemporary system of gover-
nance, as we demonstrated in chapter 1, was founded on the idea of the
nation and the quest for national economic development. Leaders made
national policies, crafted national development plans, and cultivated
national identities and pride, transforming the national state into the
center of politics, policy, and governing.

It is our contention in this chapter, however, that many policy prob-
lems currently assigned to national governments would be better ad-
dressed at local scales of administration. Local governing authorities,
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we argue, should have many more responsibilities and much more
authority than they typically do today. This is not an argument for lo-
calism, a mindless prioritization of smaller jurisdictions, but rather a
conclusion of our argument for multiscalar planetary subsidiarity. In
other words, we do not favor the local simply because “small is beauti-
ful” or because of some fetish for the quirky distinctiveness of subna-
tional communities.’® We do not believe, like many on both the political
right and left, that local, face-to-face communities are inherently good
or natural. Rather, we believe that administrative authority should
be assigned to the governing institutions with the best functional ef-
fectiveness, such that the span of political responsibility matches the
span of administrative control. In practice, this means that national
states should delegate some decision rights to planetary institutions—
especially over decisions where effective decision-making must take
into account the planet as a whole (see the next chapter)—but many if
not most others to subnational institutions that are better able (that is,
are more functionally able) to take into account local conditions and
preferences. In allocating decision rights according to this formula, the
goal is to improve the performance of governance by allocating decision
authority to the smallest-scale institution that is capable of addressing
the relevant issue, which in turn should improve the legitimacy of these
institutions. In sum, what we propose is a contextual localism, derived
from the principle of planetary subsidiarity.

We detail what these local institutions might look like and also ex-
plain how the process of delegation doesn’t mean abandoning locals to
their own devices. Rather, it is about empowering local authorities, in-
cluding by fostering laterally networked connections between different
subnational and local jurisdictions that share similar challenges. The
idea is to elevate not just the local but the translocal as a principal site
of governance for dealing with the effects of planetary processes. By
deconnecting localities currently tied together by the physical continu-
ity of national boundaries and reconnecting them globally on the basis
of functional concerns—like Jakarta’s and Rotterdam’s shared concern
with flooding—we call for the empowerment of local institutions in a
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manner that will make them more effective at serving the diverse inter-
ests and preferences of their residents in the face of the local impacts of
planetary problems.

What Is “Local”?

What are we talking about when we talk about local governance? Even
if we all agree that a particular functional authority should be handled
locally, it’s still not clear where, exactly, that is. Is a province “local”? A
city? A neighborhood? A homeowners’ association? This is not a mere
semantic debate. The placement of jurisdictional and functional gover-
nance boundaries is enormously consequential for processes and out-
comes. Should a vote to tax the rich be taken in a wealthy community
or in a larger jurisdiction that also includes many more poor people?
Should the placement of a toxic dump be decided by the town council
where it could be located or by the council of the entire province that
produces the toxic waste? Change the jurisdiction, change the results.
Consequently, assigning authority over a specific function is an ines-
capably political act. There is no neutral way to decide who should have
authority over what.

But acknowledging that the determination of a jurisdictional
boundary is unavoidably political is not to say that there aren’t ways to
do it that are more sensible or fairer than others. What we propose here
is that the principle for determining where governing authority should
be allocated should be functionality, derived from the principle of plan-
etary subsidiarity discussed in the previous chapter. In the architecture
of planetary governance, jurisdictions should be drawn around specific
policy problems and should not necessarily follow existing borders.™

We think about appropriate local government units in terms of social
agglomerations of people who see themselves as geographically sharing
the same functional fate, primarily cities and ecologically integrated
zones.'”> While rural communities can also benefit from empowering
local governance, this chapter focuses on urban areas or cities (terms
we use interchangeably), which is where the human future largely re-
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sides. According to UN estimates, just over half the world’s population
now lives in cities, and by 2050, cities will gain an additional 2.5 billion
people, meaning that two-thirds of the world’s human population will
be urban.? Using a different definition of urbanization, the European
Commission estimates that over three-quarters of the world popula-
tion already lives in cities.!* Cities are also a critical point of intersection
between humans and the planet: they are where much of the impact
of planetary problems will be felt because of the concentration of hu-
manity, and they are the primary sites of greenhouse gas emissions and
pandemic transmission.?

Of course, what counts as a “city” itself varies enormously. Consider
the difference between Wellington, the capital of New Zealand, with a
population of 215,000, and Beijing, the capital of China, with a popula-
tion of 21 million. Beyond the two-orders-of-magnitude difference in
human scale, these two cities have little in common with one another in
terms of their geographies, climates, ecologies, and connections to both
theirimmediate hinterlands and the rest of the world. What they share,
however, is the fact that their residents are all beholden to the biophysi-
cal specifics of their location and the need for managing functional ser-
vices, ranging from inputs such as water, fuel, and food to outputs such
as sewage and air pollution.

In addition to cities as a particular locus of governance, we are in-
terested in the meaning of local governance for ecologically integrated
zones, such as watersheds or contiguous ecosystems. Like cities, these
are “local planetary units” in functional terms: sites that need to be
managed as a coherent, holistic unit in order to be effectively governed.
The Amazon rainforest, as mentioned in the previous chapter, is one
such unit.

Consider two different kinds of policy problems cities face: where
and how to build housing, and how to manage access to clean running
water. Following our functionalist principle of authority allocation,
housing policy decisions should be allocated to the greater urban area,
not individual municipalities that make up the area (since housing
availability affects everyone in the region), though should smaller-scale
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units prove incapability of managing housing, as has happened in Cali-
fornia, for instance, the logic of subsidiarity suggests that it is right for
larger-scale units to assume this authority. Decisions about water man-
agement, by contrast, should take place at the level of the watershed,
which is generally a much bigger geographic unit than an urban area.
Both examples are instantiations of the principle of subsidiarity’s pref-
erence for empowering the smallest governing unit capable of manag-
ing the issue. The smallest scales for good management of housing and
water are different.

The allocation of decision rights in our home, Los Angeles County—
the largest in the United States, with ten million residents—is instruc-
tive. The county’s population and territory are currently divided up
among eighty-eight distinct metropolitan jurisdictions, the City of Los
Angeles beingjust one of them, though by far the biggest and most pop-
ulous. Yet for two crucial ecological and planetary issues, water usage
and electricity production, the City of Los Angeles’s Department of
Water and Power, a municipal utility that serves four million people in
the City of Los Angeles and several other jurisdictions, and the Met-
ropolitan Water District of Southern California, a public water whole-
saler that serves nineteen million residents in six counties in the region,
make the key decisions. For air quality, another important ecological
and planetary issue, the key decisions sit with the South Coast Air
Quality Management District. This task-specific, intersecting, flexible
jurisdiction, which is overseen by the California Air Resources Board
and the US Environmental Protection Agency, governs air pollution
control for the urban portions of Los Angeles County and all of Orange
County, to the south.” Its borders, notably, are drawn to fit an eco-
logical feature, a contiguous air zone, as it concerns human needs. Fi-
nally, public health—including most pandemic-related policies—is the
domain of the county’s Department of Public Health, which answers to
the county’s Board of Supervisors, not any of the many mayors and city
councils in the county. As a result, the City of Los Angeles’s mayor (the
county’s most visible elected official) was often blamed by the media
and the public for COVID-related decisions he had little or no control
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over—his span of control did not match his span of responsibility (a po-
litical dilemma we’ll return to later in this chapter).

Importantly, both urban and ecological areas change over time:
physically they may grow or shrink, or research may reveal new or
changing characteristics. It follows that jurisdictional boundaries for
local governance should, likewise, be changeable. Rescaling local insti-
tutions to better fit the issues in need of management is preferable to
conserving existing boundaries for the sake of nonfunctional criteria,
like tradition. Flexibility is a corollary of functionalism, so the scope
and size of local institutions must be open to periodic reassessment
and reassignment.’® Approaching jurisdictional boundaries with fresh
eyes is especially urgent with our new understanding of the planetary
condition.

The example of water management is again helpful. Water flows
over and under the surface of the planet and through the atmosphere,
without concern for human boundaries. And life, including human life,
in any particular place depends on water’s presence in that place. The
importance of water is so great, argues political philosopher Paulina
Ochoa Espejo, that the merit of a political unit’s boundaries should be
evaluated by their capacity to conserve water.”” The ideal jurisdiction
for this, she argues, is the watershed. Watersheds emerge from the con-
nections between Earth and life, giving rise to certain political rights
and obligations that emerge simply from dwelling in a place (rather
than from holding membership in an identity group, like national cit-
izenship, which is typically seen as the bestower of political rights and
obligations). A water governance unit, then, belongs to those who, just
by dwelling there, share place-specific rights and duties. In a plane-
tary model of territorial jurisdictions, following Paulina Ochoa Espejo,
“Presence and participation in systems involving geology and biota de-
termine the relevant political bonds.”?°
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The How and Why of Local Governance

Proponents of small-scale governance have made their case with all
sorts of arguments, many of which date back to some of the earliest re-
corded musings about politics. Today, the idea of local self-governance
appeals to people with wide-ranging backgrounds and ideologies, from
the antistate right to the localist left to autonomist indigenous move-
ments. Our interest in local governance, however, stems not from the
special character of local communities but rather from the functional
features of small-scale institutions: their potential for responsiveness
to local concerns and conditions, and their potential for producing di-
verse and innovative forms of policies and governance arrangements.

Human beings live in innumerable different ways and conditions.
We hold different values and come with different capabilities. Local
governing institutions can be more sensitive to the local configurations
of lifeways and conditions, values and capabilities, than larger-scale
institutions. Empowering local authorities, in this sense, is an institu-
tional embodiment of pluralism. But it’s not enough for institutions to
hear their constituents’ voices; they must also be able to act on what
they hear. That is, a local institution must have a span of operational
control that aligns with its span of political responsibility.

Aligning institutions’ spans of control and responsibility makes
achieving functional effectiveness more likely. However, there cannot
be one-size-fits-all solutions for local challenges. Solutions must be tai-
lored to the circumstances particular to a time and place. The physical
geography, ecological conditions, and social circumstances of a com-
munity affect the challenges that it faces. Governance structures must
be able to accommodate these diverse conditions. The material and
geographical bases of human settlement mean that there is a specificity
inherent in governance.

Determining which policy problems local institutions should ad-
dress requires applying the principle of planetary subsidiarity, which al-
locates authority over an issue to the smallest-scale unit that can govern
the issue effectively to achieve habitability and multispecies flourish-
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ing. Two general rules follow from our interpretation of subsidiarity,
presented in chapter 4. Rule 1: the allocation of decision rights should
be decided on a functional basis. This means that rather than treating
governance institutions as static and giving them authority over policy
problems as they arise, we should start with the functional requirements
associated with addressing the policy challenge and then empower
the appropriately capable institution (possibly a new one) to govern it.
The goal is to match institutions to needed governance functions, not
to valorize localism or decentralization. Rule 2: authority allocations
are not permanent but can and must change in response to changing
functional circumstances and technological possibilities. This rule is
really a corollary of functionalism—if the allocation of decision rights is
based on policy problems and institutional functions, these allocations
should be able to change when either the challenge or the institution
changes—but it is worth stating explicitly, since foregrounding institu-
tional dynamism affects how institutions are structured. Technological
possibilities here include the technologies of governance—institutional
arrangements, administrative practices, bureaucratic management,
and so on—which affect how a problem can or should be governed as
much as scientific developments.

The “functional test” is the primary mechanism for determining
where best to vest policy authority consistent with the principle of plan-
etary subsidiarity. For each policy problem, we must ask: What is the
smallest-scale unit that can effectively govern this to achieve habitabil-
ity and multispecies flourishing? And while the bias should be toward
delegating decision rights to smaller-scale institutions, we shouldn’t
hesitate (as we will discuss at length in the next chapter) to delegate
upward decisions on issues that weigh heavily on habitability and mul-
tispecies flourishing—in other words, planetary issues—to larger-scale
institutions. The operational upshot of applying the functional test to
the allocation of governance authority is that causal issues at the heart
of planetary-scale phenomena are not going to be governed at the local
scale, yet many of their consequences (which will manifest in locally par-
ticular ways) will be.
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Subsidiarity, by pushing as much decision-making as possible to as
small a scale as makes functional sense, empowers government actors
who are close to their constituents and thus have direct line of sight and
often a direct line of dialogue with the people who will be most affected
by their decisions. This proximity in itself will incline public servants to
try to produce results rather than to engage in ideological grandstand-
ing. Local officials, who are held responsible for immediate, quotidian
things like the quality of infrastructure, schools, public health manage-
ment, and so on, have to deliver the goods that their residents demand,
or risk being shown the door.*!

Alarge number of empowered smaller-scale authorities permits not
only diverse policies but also diverse models of governance and modes of
policymaking. The current system of sovereign national states already
supports many governance models, but the diversity is even starker at
the local level. Likewise, national states could adopt emerging meth-
ods of deliberative and participatory democracy—and, in circumscribed
circumstances, several have—but the most exciting and enthusiastic
adoptions of innovative experiments in collective decision-making and
rule have taken place in subnational authorities. Local institutions,
where collective action and coordination challenges are smaller and
fewer people have to be brought along, tend to be somewhat easier to
innovate in. Encouraging lots of local-level experiments in policy and
institutional architecture will produce a range of results, the most suc-
cessful of which can be shared and copied.??

Our interpretation of the principle of subsidiarity is agnostic as to
what localized forms of governance should look like. There is no reason
to believe that devolving authority automatically makes governance
more democratic, and clearly in some cases it will not be. But enhancing
the discretion of local authorities opens the possibility for experiment-
ing with diverse models of governance and modes of policymaking.
Empowering a variety of local institutional arrangement also enhances
the “antifragility” of the entire system: the different models of local
governance will respond to common shocks in their own ways, creating
many ongoing policy experiments that others can learn from. The di-
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versity in the system creates incentives for self-improvement based on
lessons learned by others, especially when there are institutionalized
channels for exchange of ideas, expertise, and experience.?®

Let us return to the example of climate governance that we dis-
cussed in chapter 4. Climate change poses two broad categories of
policy challenges: on the one hand, mitigation—that is, reducing net
greenhouse gas emissions; on the other hand, adaptation—that is, pre-
paring to deal with the consequences of the already baked-in warming.
Climate change mitigation is a quintessentially planetary problem—it
doesn’t matter where greenhouse gases are emitted, so the smallest
scale for effective governance is the planet. Local authorities, as aresult,
will not determine the what or how much of climate change mitigation,
but they may determine the Zow. Even with a planetary mandate to
reduce emissions, there are numerous ways that a local authority could
achieve it: from building cutting-edge clean energy infrastructures to
deciding to live preindustrial lifestyles. The pathway to reducing emis-
sions that makes the most sense will depend on many factors, such as
current energy usage, geographic features, and economic, political, and
cultural capacities. These factors are spatially specific, and the appro-
priate policy has to emerge from and respond to the particular time
and place.?* What works for Paris, France, will not necessarily work for
Paris, Texas. As a result, each Paris should have the authority to decide
how to reduce the emissions produced in their jurisdiction.

The picturesque university town of Heidelberg, Germany, for in-
stance, made plans to all but eliminate private motor vehicles as part
of its transition to net-zero emissions.?’> We happen to like this idea for
this context, but we also understand it is not suitable for many other lo-
calities. Compact Heidelberg, with its medieval urban core, can abolish
cars without upending daily life in a way that many other places—like
our sprawling home, Los Angeles—at present cannot. It is a decision
that belongs at the local scale. Just as it wouldn’t make sense for the
larger-scale jurisdiction of Germany to abolish private cars, it likewise
would not be right for Germany to strip the city of Heidelberg of the au-
thority to make that decision for its residents. Subsidiarity suggests that
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many of the mechanisms that drive the energy transition—the how, not
the how much—should be tailored by local institutions responsive to
local ecological and infrastructural specifics, as well as the preferences
of local citizens.

The consequences of climate change are likewise locally specific: in
some places, floods; in others, heat waves or fires; in others, softening
permafrost; in still others, decreasing fresh water supplies. Adapting
to these changes is therefore a local policy problem. The smallest-scale
unit that can best manage climate adaptation is a local institution
(where, as we’ve argued, the definition of local can vary from issue to
issue). It can account for how the changing climate interacts with rel-
evant natural topography and the built environment, patterns of pop-
ulation settlement and economic production, and the preferences of
residents. Attentive to local histories and communal differences, local
governance institutions are best placed to empower populations to seek
their vision of flourishing in a changing climate. There are a wide range
of possibilities, from adopting new urban plans and new agricultural
crops to constructing seawalls or planning the relocation of an entire
community, and the people affected should get to decide.

Under planetary multiscalar governance, local governments are
not left to fend for themselves. They are embedded in a broad archi-
tecture with other institutions with different scales, scopes, and spe-
cialties. A key premise of subsidiarity is that larger-scale institutions
owe assistance to smaller-scale institutions to help them pursue their
self-defined goals. Robust adaptation decisions require, for instance,
technical expertise and fine-grained data that local institutions often
don’t possess. So larger-scale institutions are responsible for the collec-
tion, processing, and analysis of necessary data (a specialty of planetary
institutions), technical assistance, and other resources that local insti-
tutions might need.

National institutions will remain important for this reason. A core
continued function of national governments should be the channeling
of resources on an egalitarian basis across a national state—the project
that helped establish the national state’s hegemony in the decades after
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World War II. Whether for climate adaptation or other policy areas,
the national government must provide local authorities with what they
need to seek flourishing community life. If some localities wish then to
use those resources to invest in better public transit, while others wish
to invest more in, say, a seawall, that really should be a decision made
locally, by the people directly affected, since preferences and needs are
unevenly distributed across a state’s territory. Subsidiarity isn’t going to
eliminate political horse trading between and among scales of author-
ity: local institutions are sometimes going to want to undertake ambi-
tious climate adaptation projects that they cannot fund on their own.
Cities may not be able to pay for seawalls out of their own pocket (or
lines of credit). Making these decisions will require politics—another
reason planetary subsidiarity cannot pretend to be a form of apoliti-
cal, technocratic governance. Subsidiarity also isn’t going to make the
hardest decisions in climate adaptation any easier. Reallocating author-
ity will not ease the pain when a community should no longer receive
resources to continue to adapt to climate change and must instead
embark on “managed retreat.”?¢

No allocation of authority is set in stone, however. Remaining at-
tuned to the functional needs of a given policy problem and the capacity
of the institutions that could manage it requires the flexibility to re-
allocate authority if needed. Faced with a new or changing problem, a
new understanding of a problem, or changing capabilities to manage a
problem, institutions must be willing and able to reassess the position
of relevant decision rights (guided, perhaps, by the subsidiarity assem-
bly sketched in chapter 4). Stubbornly fitting governance functions to
the status quo governance units makes less sense than shifting a func-
tion to a more effective institution. For instance, when, early on in the
COVID pandemic, US states began competing against each other to
purchase ventilators, it became clear that states were not the right scale
at which to manage the distribution of vital medical equipment during
an emergency. A larger-scale unit, perhaps the United States, perhaps
a North American institution, perhaps a planetary institution, should
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have taken over the coordination of the supply of ventilators and other
similar items.

Translocal Networks

Local institutions have one more tool at their disposal to help them
govern effectively: each other. Localities may face specific natural and
social circumstances, as we’ve emphasized in this chapter, but these
circumstances often rhyme with those of other places. Poor megacities
share many of the same challenges with each other, as do cities built
on low-lying coasts (like Jakarta and Rotterdam), cities that edge up to
landscapes prone to wildfires, port cities, and so on. The details may
differ, but many themes carry over between cities.

Cities that share challenges, however, do not necessarily share a
national government—which has typically been the primary instru-
ment for connecting and coordinating cities—and vice versa. Los An-
geles, Miami, and Minneapolis are all affected by climate change, but in
completely different ways that require completely different adaptation
policies. These American cities’ climate impacts in fact have more in
common with cities in other national states (say, Cape Town, Dhaka,
and Moscow, respectively) than they do with each other. Yet national
states are wired to promote coordination and collaboration among the
subnational entities contained within them, not across them. What is
needed are networks of cities to promote lateral exchanges of infor-
mation and expertise and cooperative actions among local institutions
with common functional concerns.

Unlike some of the other recommendations we make in this book,
translocal networks already exist. In fact, many of these networks
have operated for decades, and the phenomenon is rapidly growing in
number, membership, and sophistication. One 2021 study estimated
there are over one hundred city networks with transnational member-
ships, which jointly have 10,500 member cities. In other words, net-
working is not just for elite “global cities,” like Tokyo or Sao Paulo, but
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draws in midsized and small cities from around the world. The most
common issue of focus for translocal networks is governance, followed
by the environment, inequality, culture, peace building, and gender,
though the majority have an interest in multiple policy areas.?” Some
are loose and informal, others are strongly institutionalized, with
significant budgets and a professional secretariat. Yet all stem from a
frustration among municipal officials that national states and the mul-
tilateral system are failing to make progress on shared problems. Com-
pounding this frustration is a feeling among city leaders that they have
the populations and the economic heft but that national governments
don’t share their priorities. Many mayors likely agree with New York’s
former mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, who, while in office, liked to say,
“Idon’t listen to Washington much.”?8 All of these translocal initiatives
compose an “intercity order already in the making,” in the words of the
phenomenon’s leading chronicler and advocate, political theorist Ben-
jamin Barber.?” Translocalism is an important trend in contemporary
governance; our goal is to build on the existing momentum and boost
it further.

Climate change, unsurprisingly, is one of the main policy problems
that cities have come together to work on. At least nine intercity net-
works focused on the climate have been founded in the twenty-first
century.’®* Among them, the aforementioned C4o0 Cities Climate Lead-
ership Group has attracted most attention. Founded in 2005 as a net-
work of eighteen megacities interested in climate action, the network
now has ninety-seven member cities, which are home to more than
eight hundred million people and are the source of over one-quarter
of global GDP.*! The network’s central mission is to cut member cities’
carbon emissions in half by 2030. It works toward this goal by provid-
ing a platform for horizontal exchanges and policy coordination among
members. Cities in the network have taken over fourteen thousand “cli-
mate actions,” and two-thirds of the actions taken in 2015, for example,
were in collaboration with other C40 members.?> What’s more, policies
trialed in one city often scale out to others in the network.*
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In addition to facilitating the sharing of lessons and encouragement
among peers, the C40 network provides members with technical assis-
tance and access to financing for climate projects. C40’s ability to offer
technical and financial support also demonstrates its collaborative re-
lationships with the private sector. For instance, the network’s GHG
Measurement and Planning Initiative, which helped cities measure
and reduce their greenhouse gas emissions, was executed in partner-
ship with the German conglomerate Siemens.?* And the C4o0 Cities
Finance Facility assists members in gaining access to international
capital markets for infrastructure projects for climate mitigation and
adaptation.” Some critics find fault in the network’s cozy relationship
to multinational corporations (and the philanthropic foundations they
birth), arguing that it is merely greenwashed neoliberalism. Relatedly,
others point out that the network has not resolved fundamental ten-
sions between member cities, which lie in both the Global North and
South, about how to share the cost burden of climate mitigation.*
These critiques notwithstanding, the C40 network has produced sig-
nificant results. When, for example, President Trump announced he
was withdrawing the US from the Paris Agreement, C40’s US members
led an effort to get 407 American mayors to pledge to “adopt, honor,
and uphold” the Paris goals.?”

In contrast to the C40’s technocratic and market-oriented approach,
the Fearless Cities movement offers a more participatory as well as an-
ticapitalist model of translocal networking. First convened in 2017, the
Fearless Cities network “is an informal global movement of activists,
organizations, councilors and mayors that are working to radicalize
democracy, feminize politics and drive the transition to an economy
that cares for people and our environment.”*® A number of initiatives
with similar political commitments were already working on trans-
forming their own cities, but the network, led by the leftist “municipal
platform” Barcelona en Comu, sought to bring them into conversation
with each other in order to share, collaborate, and amplify their power.
Membership in Fearless Cities is not limited to governments: in fact,
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most member organizations are not municipalities but political parties
and social movements working for change inside and outside local gov-
ernment.* The network’s focus, then, tends toward solidarity building
via informal exchanges, rather than the circulation of technical best
practices and policies via formal bureaucratic channels.*® Yet Fear-
less Cities is still self-consciously dedicated to tackling what they call
“global challenges.” Though the members “prioritize local organizing,
action and solutions, this should by no means be interpreted as a retreat
into selfishness or parochialism,” writes the International Committee
of Barcelona en Comu. “We are all too aware of the global nature of the
challenges we face in our neighborhoods, and we believe that we can
only meet them by working together.”*!

The most ambitious translocal idea to date is Barber’s proposal to
create a Global Parliament of Mayors (GPM) or World Assembly of
Cities, “a formal institutional expression of the informal cooperative
networks and collaborative arrangements that for years have been
making a significant difference in addressing the challenges of an ever
more interdependent world.”*? The assembly that he envisioned would
rely on soft power and voluntary compliance, rather than hard power
and binding mandates, but has the potential for high impact nonethe-
less. Through consensual mechanisms like information sharing, best-
practice exchange, norm promotion, and collective purchasing power,
the GPM would increase the influence of local institutions on the global
stage and improve their capacity at home. The term parliament here is a
bit deceptive. Barber doesn’t suggest that cities form a legislature with
jurisdiction over each other or the world; he foresees a forum that con-
venes city officials for the purposes of amplifying their collective voice
and helping each member city govern itself.

Barber’s hope, which we share, is that a robust assembly of cities
“would engender optimism and rekindle democratic faith among
people who have everywhere grown cynical about government and its
capacity to deal with pressing issues.”* With optimism and democratic
faith even more in demand today than when Barber voiced his aspira-
tions in 2014, it is encouraging to note that interest in urban networks
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has surged in the years since—including the founding, in 2016, of a
Global Parliament of Mayors modeled after, though not yet fully realiz-
ing, Barber’s dream.**

Translocal networks are an important site of ideological and insti-
tutional linkage between the local scale and the planetary. Local gov-
ernments and the issues that they manage are intimately connected to
the planetary scale. Small-scale actions feed into planetary processes
(e.g., coal-burning power plants are located in a particular site; zoonotic
crossover happens in a particular place), and small-scale communities
feel their effects. We are all part of an interconnected whole, where ac-
tions anywhere can have ramifications everywhere, but local officials
often have to stay focused on putting out local fires (metaphorically
and literally). All politics is local, as they say. Being part of global net-
works of other local institutions helps keep the planetary scale front
and center in the minds of municipal officials, and perhaps citizens too.
Networking bridges the micro to the macro and the macro to the micro,
performing interconnectedness and making the web of relations be-
tween all scales more tangible. In forging connections and underscor-
ing interdependence, worldwide urban networks cultivate a planetary
identity and a planetary politics among participants (a topic to which we
will return in chapter 6).

Like all features of planetary multiscalar governance, the funda-
mental project of urban networks is to promote planetary habitability
and multispecies flourishing. Whereas some critics suspect that mayors
today join global networks to increase their city’s brand and lure inter-
national business investment, planetary-centric networks must remain
clear-eyed proponents of planetary goals.*’ As long as they are promot-
ing arace to the top rather than the bottom, there’s nothing wrong with
encouraging competition among cities or using prestige and status to
attract participation from cities. C40, for instance, gives out annual
awards to recognize cities for bold and innovative climate policies, “so
that other cities will be inspired and empowered to act,” as the orga-
nization puts it.*¢ Beyond prizes, C40 encourages the use of common
standards, measures, and reporting on climate programs, enabling
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each city to compare its performance to other cities in the network—
and hopefully strive for more progress.

While translocal governance networks are most developed to date
between urban areas, there’s no reason why similar arrangements could
not also be forged between rural regions that share relevant common-
alities in confronting the local effects of planetary challenges. Already,
for example, there are networks of viticulturalists in California, France,
Australia, and South Africa collaborating to develop climate change
resiliency strategies for winemakers.*” In addition to rural-to-rural
networks, there is much to be gained from networks of rural-urban
linkages, exchanging ideas on ways for cities and their rural hinterlands
to relate to each other.*®

Problems of Local Governance

What iflocal majorities opt to abuse the rights of alocal minority? What
iflocal institutions deny some or all of their constituents’ basic material
needs? This, of course, is not a hypothetical. In the country we know
best, the United States, the appeal to local control or “states’ rights” has
often meant granting white majorities the power to dominate African
Americans and other minorities without interference from outsiders.
This is a real problem. One response—unsatisfactory but true, none-
theless—is that abuses of power and tyranny are available at any scale.
There is nothing inherently barbaric about local institutions. National
states and transnational organizations (including both corporations
and nonprofits) can be plenty cruel.

A second response is that the multiscalar systems architecture of
planetary subsidiarity has some ability to combat this problem. Local
institutions are constructed within a broader structure of institutions
at larger scales, and if it is determined that an issue is better governed
at a larger scale, the principle of subsidiarity dictates that the authority
should move.

Planetary subsidiarity cannot and will not rid the world of local tyr-
annies; it’s just not a promise this system can make. But neither can the
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current system of sovereign national states. The whole purpose of sov-
ereignty is to protect states’ ability to do whatever they like internally.
International institutions—including international law, human rights,
and the Responsibility to Protect—try to circumscribe the sovereign
right to oppress, but their record is mixed, to say the least.

Translocal networks, moreover, may help mitigate local parochial-
ism and provide guardrails against abuses of power and tyranny. Focus-
ing on the local doesn’t mean having to adopt jingoism and insularity.
Global networks of cities foster a sense of openness and connection to
others. We can curb the chauvinist and provincialist potential of local-
ism by promoting translocalism: delegating authority not just “down”
but “out.” Translocalism, in fact, is an antiparochial principle and prac-
tice. It presses against a conceited closed-mindedness that suggests,
“We know it all.” To the contrary, translocalism demonstrates that
every community has something not just to teach but to learn. Urban
networks show that one can be both rooted and cosmopolitan. Trans-
local connections can help to overcome the cultural insularity, social
reaction, and political apathy that too often obtain in disconnected
communities, especially in rural regions, and that frequently fuel de-
mands for local control.

Solving problems of interhuman cruelty, moreover, are not the
primary focus of our architecture. Our focus is the question of hab-
itability. A bigger challenge to our proposal is what to do about local
institutions that flout planetary institutions. What happens when a
local self-governor decides to embark on a program of massive resis-
tance to planetary imperatives? When it comes to local implementa-
tion of planetary-relevant policies, enforcement is certainly a central
concern. While the degree and modalities of coercion are likely to be
the source of serious dispute, monitoring noncompliance is becoming
easier, as remote sensing technologies allow for the precise observation
of things like greenhouse gas emissions and other kinds of toxins from
a distance. If the first step toward enforcement is transparency, then
technology can play a productive role here.

Yet there are other good reasons to be cautious of giving too much
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power to local institutions. Skeptics fear that local institutions lack the
resources, knowledge, or staff to adequately address complex problems.
Other critics argue that decentralization can give rise to overlaps, du-
plications, and inefficiencies. And local officials, enamored with their
own autonomy, can resist cooperating with their neighbors on shared
problems.*’ A body of research from around the world finds that, over-
all, arguments against decentralization are “partial and inclusive” and
that the evidence for them is “weak and inconsistent.” But it also comes
to the same conclusions about arguments for decentralization.”® The
consequences are complex and contradictory; altogether, they are a
wash. As political economist Elinor Ostrom, whose pioneering studies,
starting in the 1970s, on common-pool resources helped ignite interest
in decentralization, observed after years of witnessing ham-handed im-
plementations of her insights, caution is warranted: decentralization is
no panacea, she warned.”

“To choose to decentralize,” concludes political scientist Daniel
Treisman, “requires a leap of faith rather than an application of sci-
ence.””? Perhaps. But there are steps we can take to prepare for the leap.
The primary one we propose in this book is that allocations of authority
should follow a logic not of decentralization but of subsidiarity. Under
decentralization, authority is centrifugal; it is flung to the furthest
reaches of the org chart. Under subsidiarity, by contrast, authority can
move in either direction, depending on the nature of the problem and
available institutions. The compelling interest is to right-size rather
than to localize. Local governments are just one piece of a multisca-
lar institutional mosaic. Institutions at the other scales of the planetary
subsidiarity system will help alleviate the excesses and inadequacies of
local governments, checking them when necessary and providing sub-
sidium when requested.

Connecting local governments, our second proposal, also helps
address some of their pitfalls mentioned above. Horizontal networks,
which focus on circulating resources and expertise, can assist small-
scale institutions that frequently lack adequate resources and exper-
tise. The exchange of knowledge, ideas, and innovation, the promotion
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of best practices and warnings about worst practices, and facilitated col-
laborations mean that each locality does not have to reinvent the wheel.
Sharing across the network opens each local institution up to a global
repository of ideas to draw on.

Is all of this a recipe for chaos? Does the efflorescence of dynamic, func-
tionally specific, potentially overlapping institutions invite confusion
and competition? There certainly is a tension between flexibility and
institutionalization. Having many and regularly shifting sites of au-
thority is more complicated than having one centralized site or clearly
defined hierarchical levels of authority. But governance systems should
not be dismissed simply because they “look too messy and chaotic,”
as Ostrom argued.”®> Complex phenomena are often best managed by
complex arrangements.

For an alternative approach—trying to manage complex phenomena
with straightforward arrangements—we need only look to the status
quo. The existing institutional structure for governing the globe’s most
complex problems boils down to 193 sovereign national states. It’s a neat
and tidy institutional architecture: mutually exclusive and collectively
exhaustive divisions of the world’s population and territory. But it has
proved ineffective at managing the planetary challenges we face. It’s no
coincidence that the explosion of translocal networks is taking place
while national states remain both unwilling and unable to take signifi-
cant action on key problems.

Our proposal, moreover, would not create entirely independent,
decentralized governance institutions, free to wreak havoc on the
system as a whole. (That would be a more accurate description of the
current international system.) Local governance authorities would be
embedded in the larger architecture for planetary governance. Under
deliberate multiscalar governance, local governors would be engaged in
constant dialogue and mutual relations of assistance with larger-scale
governors at the national and planetary scales, as well other local gov-
ernors via horizontal networking. The flood management staffs of the
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Rotterdam mayor’s office and the Jakarta governor’s office will be in
regular contact not only with their national government but with each
other as well, exchanging expertise and building translocal bonds based
on shared functional interests. This arrangement protects pluralism by
giving communities the maximum feasible self-governance while also
providing for coordinated action on planetary concerns. The system as
awhole in fact benefits from human diversity and builds off the lessons
of diversity to improve overall approaches to the management of plan-
etary problems.



Six

Planetary Institutions for Planetary Issues

The present is but a preview of what’s to come: longer droughts, faster
floods, angrier storms, deadlier pandemics, more broken heat records,
and extinction after extinction. According to Earth system and envi-
ronmental scientists, the planet has already exceeded six of nine inter-
linked biophysical boundaries critical for planetary stability: not just
climate change, but also biodiversity, biogeochemical flows, land use
change, freshwater usage, and the introduction of “novel entities.”* A
parade of international reports, scientific studies, jeremiads from moral
authorities, and pleas from frontline communities, splashed across
headlines daily, further reinforce that human beings—or, rather, some
human beings—are driving the planet out of whack.

All of this is well known. And yet, little is being done about it. In
large part, this is because, given the current architecture of national
and international governance institutions we described in chapters 1
and 2, little can be done about it. These challenges are planetary, and
they exceed the scope and capacity of any existing political or admin-
istrative authority, be that national or global. Without planetary insti-
tutions that meet the scale of the problems, planetary challenges will
remain ungoverned. Such an unordered world is unjust and untenable.

163
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The goal, therefore, must be to create the possibility for order in a world
defined by challenges that contemporary national and international in-
stitutions are incapable of resolving.

This chapter proposes the development of planetary institutions ca-
pable of addressing the condition of planetarity we outlined in chapter
3. Here we sketch two potential planetary institutions: one to manage
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and another to address pandemic
preparedness and management. These two are meant to be illustrative:
there will need to be a whole range of planetary institutions to address
other planetary challenges, ranging from space junk, to human interfer-
ence in the biogeochemical cycling of nitrogen, to “planetary defense”
from asteroids, to the maintenance of the planetary freshwater system.

The details of our institutional proposals matter less than the gen-
eral message presented throughout the book thus far: that in the face
of our awareness of the condition of planetarity, we have no choice but
to reimagine the entire architecture of our governing institutions. The
specific propositions that follow reflect our own opinions on how to re-
solve the thorny trade-offs that any new institutional order inevitably
presents: between technocracy and democracy; between autonomy and
authority; over the distributional consequences of planetary policies;
over the proper and necessary use of force to enforce decisions; and so
on. We hope our sketches here will be read not as proposals whose de-
tails are the essence of the matter but rather as provocations to spark
imagination.

Two Planetary Institutions

Planetary institutions aim to provide a baseline level of stable planetary
habitability. They do not guarantee universal happiness or widespread
prosperity. Their goals are restrained. On the basis of what software
developers call a “minimum viable product,” we envision them as min-
imum viable planetary governors that enable the conditions for diverse
human and nonhuman communities to live well. We seek institutions
with just enough authority to govern a particular planetary problem ef-
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fectively.? Unlike the condition of international anarchy, which defines
world politics today, planetary institutions should be capable of pro-
viding an adequate solution to planetary problems. But unlike a world
state, they should be minimal in the sense that they set limits, require-
ments, and goals for the planet as a whole but don’t dictate the details
of implementation.? In other words, planetary institutions as we pro-
pose them here will determine the compass settings of where to go for
planetary issues, whereas subplanetary national and local institutions
will have the authority to determine the detailed itineraries of Zow to
get there in a way that works for their specific geographic and politi-
cal circumstances. One might call this “weak” planetary governance,
compared to the “strong” planetary governance of a world state. Yet it is
critical to our general architectural design that each planetary institu-
tion be narrowly focused on a specific planetary issue.

A Planetary Atmospheric Steward

Anthropogenic climate change is caused by the increase of heat-
trapping greenhouse gases in the Earth’s atmosphere, above all carbon
dioxide, but also methane, nitrous oxide, and others, primarily as a
result of the burning of fossil fuels like coal, oil, and natural gas, as well
as agricultural production and deforestation. From a governance per-
spective, the salient feature of greenhouse gases is that although they
are emitted from specific, situated power plants, industrial facilities,
and tailpipes, once they enter the atmosphere they become planetary—
they are no longer tied to the place they were combusted but become a
part of the planet’s overall atmospheric chemistry. Our existing inter-
national system of climate governance, chiefly in the form of the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its Paris
Agreement, has shown itself unable to slow, much less reverse, runaway
climate change. To prevent the dangers of unchecked climate change to
planetary habitability and a flourishing biosphere, we propose a gover-
nance institution with authority to manage greenhouse gases in Earth’s
atmosphere. A Planetary Atmospheric Steward (PAS) would marry the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) function of in-
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creasing our knowledge of the climate with the authority to make and
enforce decisions on limiting carbon emissions on the basis of what it
knows.*

A body with authority to govern the climate at a planetary scale
would need to execute several roles to operate effectively. The PAS’s
first role will be to improve knowledge of the Earth’s climate and its dy-
namics—in other words, to enhance planetary sapience. This would
include, but not be limited to, deploying more and better scientific in-
struments to gain historic and real-time data on temperature, atmo-
spheric composition, and the sources of carbon emissions and carbon
sinks, as well as the software and hardware necessary to process and
interpret the data and to model and simulate possible climate futures.
Its primary epistemic function would be to collect and analyze data
about the climate as a whole, but the PAS wouldn’t neglect regionally
and locally specific characteristics of the changing climate.” Indeed,
subsidiarity dictates that the PAS would have to be available to assist
smaller-scale governance bodies, such as national states, regions, and
municipalities, which often lack the needed information and exper-
tise to pursue their own preferred implementation schemes within the
planet-wide framework.

The IPCC already performs much of the epistemic function that
we envision.® Where the PAS should diverge from the IPCC and the
UNFCCC is in its authority to set hard targets for net greenhouse gas
emissions—not suggestions or aspirations, but enforceable rules. The
PAS’s decisions on greenhouse gas emissions won’t be optional: they
will have to be obeyed and implemented by governance institutions at
all scales. The principle of planetary subsidiarity guides the allocation
of decision rights: the planetary institution sets the targets, national
states decide how to handle the political-economic implications, and
localities decide on the implementation details.

In our vision, the decision cascade would work like this. First, on
the basis of modeling of impacts and a desire to mitigate the deleteri-
ous effects for habitability and multispecies flourishing, the PAS sets
planetary greenhouse gas targets and specifies those targets down to
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a national level. (This will inevitably be controversial, since it speaks
to major questions, such as the burden of historical versus contempo-
rary emissions, but for now we aim to focus on organizational design.)
Second, each national state takes its PAS-designated target and en-
gages a national debate over who within the national state should bear
the costs (both direct and distributional) of the transitions required to
hit the target, and from there delegates the implementation to subna-
tional levels. For example, upon receiving Brazil’s targets from the PAS,
Brasilia might decide that Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro—as large, rich
states that have historically emitted more than their share of Brazil’s
carbon—should bear a greater relative burden of reduction. Then third,
each state and locality decides how exactly they want to implement
these mandates, hopefully in coordination and friendly competition
with one another through the translocal networks outlined in chapter
5. In Sao Paulo this might entail more of a focus on the rapid uptake of
wind and solar power generation; in Rio de Janeiro that might mean
transforming the urban transportation infrastructure. Subplanetary
institutions can (and should) aim to exceed the minimum baseline
greenhouse gas emissions standards set by the PAS.

The PAS’s twin roles are intertwined in practice. Enhancing the
material infrastructure of planetary sapience—the satellites, terrestrial
and oceanic sensors, computer processing power, et cetera—will enable
more effective interventions at all the stages of the governing process.
The systematic monitoring of Earth system processes, for example, can
help with agenda setting, the first stage of the policy process, by dis-
covering planetary problems in need of attention. At the other end of
the governance process, growing planetary sapience can empower the
PAS’s monitoring and enforcement, even for truculent jurisdictions.
Remote sensing via satellites can observe planetary harms, such as
methane leaks and deforestation, that subplanetary authorities either
fail to notice or ignore.”

Bridging the PAS’s two objectives is a third role: supporting the de-
velopment, deployment, and regulation of new technologies to help stabilize
Earth’s atmosphere. The PAS should promote innovation in fields such
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as atmospheric carbon removal, while ensuring that the technologies it
sponsors will belong to the public. At the same time, its targets for de-
carbonization must take a holistic perspective that doesn’t assume that
particular technologies will pan out. The PAS could also be the forum
for regulating technologies intended to directly manage the planetary
climate, such as solar radiation management, also known as solar geo-
engineering. Regardless of whether we consider solar geoengineering
to be a good or bad idea, future decisions about its use or nonuse will
need to be made, and they should be made by a body with planetary au-
thority. If one day solar geoengineering is to be developed and deployed
(or it is decided to not use such methods), the decision should be in the
hands of the PAS rather than a national state, an NGO, a philanthro-
pist, or any other subplanetary entity. The authority to act with plane-
tary effects should be in the hands of a planetary institution.

This brief sketch inevitably leaves many questions unanswered.
How will the PAS decide its atmospheric greenhouse gas concentration
goals? How should planetary habitability and economic development be
balanced? How will the PAS ensure that it remains a minimal viable in-
stitution when the mandate to regulate the climate could easily expand
to encompass enormous swaths of life? How will the planetary institu-
tion enforce its decisions? If net-zero emissions are achieved, will the
PAS still be necessary? These and many other important debates need
to be held. For now, however, we hope that this succinct outline gives
arough idea of what a governance body at the scale of the planet might
look like.

A Planetary Pandemic Agency

Pandemic risk starts off small—microscopic, in fact. Infectious diseases
are caused by the transmission of pathogens, bacteria, and viruses.?
And though notable progress has been made against some diseases, like
the eradication of smallpox, novel infectious diseases emerge among
humans every year. Many pathogens could pose a catastrophic risk for
human populations, but viruses (especially RNA viruses) are the most
likely to turn into a major problem.” The primary pathway for new vi-
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ruses and other pathogens to enter human populations, and then po-
tentially escalate to a human pandemic, is via zoonotic spillover, that is
from nonhuman animals.!® The majority of human pathogens that cur-
rently pose the risk of a pandemic are zoonotic, in fact. Of these, most
come from wildlife, though they can also infect humans via farm ani-
mals." Scientists believe, for instance, that HIV-1, the retrovirus that
causes AIDS, was transmitted to human beings from wild chimpanzees
and that the 2009 HiN1 influenza reached humans from farmed pigs.*?
Key hotspots for zoonotic spillover, therefore, include the edges of
tropical forests, where deforestation puts humans in contact with wild
animals, the global wildlife trade, and livestock farms."

Drug-resistant microbes represent another major risk vector for
future infectious diseases. As a consequence, the highest geographic
concentration of known novel diseases is not in poor, tropical regions—
where zoonotic spillover from wildlife is most frequent—but in wealthy
and temperate ones, including the United States, Europe, Japan, and
Australia, where the evolution of antimicrobial resistance is most sig-
nificant.’* High human population density and the heavy usage of an-
tibiotics to treat human illnesses and to keep alive livestock raised on
factory farms make these regions epicenters for emerging drug-resistant
pathogens. Casual and prophylactic overuse of antibiotics is raising the
risk of antibacterial resistance for a variety of diseases. Although bac-
teria are less likely to cause a pandemic than viruses, widespread anti-
biotic resistance has the potential to upend modern medicine. By some
estimates, antibiotic-resistant bacteria could become a leading cause of
death among humans by 2050."

These facts about the origins of infectious diseases likely to cause
pandemics among humans suggest several critical sites for preventing
their outbreak. Planet-wide monitoring and restrictions on deforesta-
tion, wildlife trade, and industrial livestock practices could reduce the
number of zoonotic spillover events and lead to more rapid discovery
of the pathogens that do present breakout risk. Recent studies have es-
timated that the cost of preventative policies such as these would be a
fraction of the cost of enduring a pandemic.®
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Despite the scientific consensus around the lifesaving (and cost-
saving) potential of these measures, the current global governance
framework is not conducive to their implementation. The WHO does
not have the ability to override the sovereignty of national states to di-
rectly monitor disease outbreaks. What’s more, its remit is too limited:
measures like limiting deforestation or the trade in wildlife are often
seen as too upstream of human health to enter the activities of the
global public health body. Even if its mandate were extended, the WHO
would continue to suffer from the same structural weaknesses as other
multilateral organizations.”

To reduce the risk, the emergence, and the spread of pandemic dis-
eases, we propose a Planetary Pandemic Agency (PPA). A planetary
pandemic agency would need the authority to enforce these measures
that the WHO can’t. An effective PPA would need the capability to act
againstinfectious diseases at the planetary scale. Across Earth, it would
monitor known and emergent diseases, reduce the number of poten-
tial spillover events and outbreaks, have the authority to order quick
action against possible pandemics, and produce and distribute vacci-
nations and therapeutics to all who might need them. As compared to
the WHO, the PPA would need to change the incentives for reporting,
so that countries would be motivated to identify events early (and have
fewer incentives to suppress and underreport).

The PPA must be planetary in content, not just scale. It needs to
adopt a holistic approach to health, embracing the interconnectedness
of human health, animal health (both wildlife and livestock), and the
environment, and emphasizing the life support systems of the planet
as a whole, on which humans, like all creatures, rely.’® The PPA should
approach human health and well-being as “intrinsically connected” to
the welfare of the various ecosystems in which humans are enmeshed,
and should act on the conviction that protecting us requires protecting
the planetary whole.” (It’s important, as a result, for the PPA to collabo-
rate with the eventual planetary institution charged with safeguarding
biodiversity and limiting ecosystems disruption.) Only a planetary un-
derstanding of emergent infectious diseases—that is, an understanding
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that a basic cause of these emergences is the disruption of biogeochem-
ical and ecological systems—can enable effective pandemic preven-
tion and preparedness. As argued previously, planetary thinking helps
us see ecological disruptions in holistic terms, rather than as isolated
toxicities.

No matter how effective a pandemic agency could be, there will in-
evitably be future zoonotic and novel pathogenic outbreaks.?* Humans
and pathogens have coevolved since our species first emerged, and the
Darwinian dance willnever end. “Disease X,” the WHQO’s code name for
a currently unknown pathogen that could cause a future international
epidemic, will forever lurk.?! In fact, the incidence of new infectious
diseases has increased over time, both because of growing antibiotic
usage leading to new strains of infectious bacteria and because of inten-
sifying interactions between humans and nonhuman animals as more
forests are razed to create croplands and pastures, the trade in wild ani-
mals proliferates, and the numbers of farmed animals multiply.?? While
the actions that increase the risk that a pathogen may spill over into
humans may appear to be a local matter—where to locate a new farm,
which wild animals to hunt, how much antibiotics to prescribe—actions
that cause the emergence of new infectious diseases can have world-
wide consequences, as the history of HIV/AIDS’s journey from a local-
ized disease in central Africa to a global pandemic makes evident.?

The PPA’s first role, then, concerns gaining knowledge about infec-
tious diseases and their emergence—that is, as with the PAS, improving
planetary sapience.?* The PPA should monitor human/animal and
human/wilderness interfaces everywhere, including sites of defor-
estation and habitat destruction, the trade in wildlife, and industrial
livestock, as well as regions with heavy antibiotic usage.?* Though con-
ducting monitoring on a planetary scale is an immense task, existing
knowledge (which will hopefully only expand) of risk factors of disease
emergence will help the PPA to focus its resources. Certain species rep-
resent a much higher risk of zoonotic spillover than others, so just by
monitoring nodes in trade networks for primates, pangolins, and civets,
the PPA can reduce the likelihood of zoonotic disease emergence.?¢ In
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doing so, the PPA should conduct its own public health surveillance ef-
forts but also aggregate and analyze public health data from subplane-
tary institutions, though the proliferating array of distributed sensor
networks, data integration platforms, and analytic tools will over time
make this easier.?” In addition to monitoring for new pathogens, the
PPA must generate knowledge about existing and potential communi-
cable diseases, supporting a library of pathogens. And when a pathogen
begins to spread, the PPA can lead and coordinate efforts to understand
the disease and its characteristics, such as genetic sequencing and the
dynamics of transmission (roles today played by the WHO).

A second role for the PPA is to act on its knowledge by making deci-
sions to reduce the risks of disease emergence among humans. The PPA must
act to prevent the spillover of pathogens from animals and the evolution
of new antibiotic-resistant microbes. This requires the planetary insti-
tution to adopt a holistic perspective on human health, taking action
to promote the health of animals, ecosystems, and the biosphere as
a whole. Only by taking action upstream of human infection can the
PPA prevent epidemics from happening in the first place. To curtail
the likelihood of zoonotic spillover, the PPA should promote rules to
limit deforestation, hunting, and trading certain wildlife. For instance,
it should regulate or even prohibit the trade in the high-risk mammals
mentioned above, and unsafe industrial livestock practices (overcrowd-
ing, overmedicating, maintaining unsanitary conditions, and so on). To
reduce the risk of increased antibiotic resistance, the PPA should have
the authority to manage the usage of antibiotics. Planetary regulation
of antibiotics could help prevent the worst-case scenarios projected
from the current business as usual.

In addition, the PPA should have the authority to reduce the risk of
novel disease emergence emanating from high-risk biological laborato-
ries. The PPA must hold oversight and regulatory powers over the fifty-
nine biosafety level 4, or BSL-4, labs throughout the world, in much
the same way that the International Atomic Energy Agency has the au-
thority to inspect existing nuclear facilities to ensure their peaceful use.
Most of the national states that operate BSL-4 labs do not have national
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regulations on dual-use research (experiments whose results could be
beneficial or be weaponized) or gain-of-function research (experiments
designed to increase the infectiousness of a pathogen, in order to study
how it might mutate to become more infectious or pathogenic). Rather,
the scientists are given the leeway to regulate themselves. Even with-
out malicious intent, the very existence of such laboratories opens the
possibility for human error to release a highly infectious new disease
into the population. Given this potential for worldwide spread, over-
sight of these laboratories and their research should belong to a plane-
tary body.?

The PPA’s third role concerns centralized decision-making and co-
ordination in the event of a pandemic or possible pandemic. The institu-
tion’s remit should include not only the ability to declare a “planetary
public health emergency” (similar to the WHO’s current declarations,
to which it then hopes that its national members will respond appro-
priately) but also the authority to set standards for national and local
pandemic defense plans and to mandate when subplanetary institu-
tions should invoke these plans. What’s more, during a planetary public
health emergency, the PPA will promote rapid communication among
subplanetary governance institutions around the world, including
many nonprofit and private sector actors, who often provide health ser-
vices and are more trusted than governments. Indeed, this coordinat-
ing role will perhaps be the PPA’s most crucial responsibility.

A fourth role for the PPA would be to take the lead in developing, pro-
ducing, and distributing vaccines and therapeutics. This will involve work-
ing with pharmaceutical companies or directly sponsoring research
and development of vaccines for likely outbreaks before they occur
and adjusting them as needed when the time comes, as well as ensur-
ing the timely and uniform distribution of privately developed vaccines
and infection-repressing therapeutics. Preventing national hoarding of
medicine will be a top responsibility, and one that will distinguish the
PPA from the WHO.?

As with the PAS for greenhouse gas management, there will be de-
bates about the proper scope and priorities of the PPA. Should the PPA
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work on infectious diseases like malaria that can’t spread on a planet-
wide scale? The mosquitoes that transmit malaria live only in certain
regions, so the disease cannot become a planet-wide pandemic—but
is that reason enough to ignore a major cause of suffering and death,
particular among children in Africa? Should the PPA confront animal
diseases that do not directly affect humans? What about actions that
adversely affect some forms of life in order to preserve others, such as
the introduction of gene drives to tamp down the reproduction of dis-
ease vectors like mosquitoes? Or the introduction of a virus to kill an
invasive species that is threatening biodiversity in a remote corner of
the globe? What role should the PPA have in supporting functioning
health care systems around the world? We propose that the PPA should
operate on a planetary scale and leave the provision of basic human
health care to smaller-scale institutions, but given that many popula-
tions have little access to such health care systems, emerging diseases
will continue to be left untreated or unnoticed—opening the possibility
for new pandemics and leading to suffering in affected populations. Is
such a planetary focus without attention to on-the-ground basic health
care a self-defeating initiative? These are important questions, but they
are policy questions best decided by a well-functioning governance
institution.

The trickier questions focus on the design and functioning of the
institution itself. How should the PPA handle truculent states that
refuse to share data, that slow-walk its directives, or that simply lack
the capacity to do either? How should the PPA interact with legacy in-
stitutions that cover similar domains, including national public health
institutions and the WHO? How will the PPA be held accountable to
disadvantaged communities? These communities are often most at
risk of infectious diseases yet already have little power to influence the
institutions making decisions that affect their lives. These questions
need to be debated and discussed. As with the PAS, our goal here is not
to produce a definitive blueprint but merely to limn the approximate
scope of a planetary authority for pandemic governance.
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Seeing Like a Planet

A defining characteristic of planetary institutions is that their admin-
istrative ambit is worldwide: they are concerned with the planet as a
whole (for a given functional domain), rather than exclusively focused
on some geographic subset. Creating a governing unit that encom-
passes the whole Earth might seem like a mere administrative act, but
the planet-wide scope of planetary institutions is what makes them
unique and is the source of their effectiveness and authority.> The
foundational work of a planetary unit is to open the possibility of imag-
ining planetary problems as actionable, positing planetary benefits, and
envisioning planetary practices. By establishing a new basic conceptual
category with which we can think in terms of planetary governance, the
act of creating planetary institutions is itself a valuable step, even before
they do any governing.’!

This feature also distinguishes planetary institutions from the con-
temporary institutions of global governance. On a surface level, the
PAS and the PPA appear rather like the original visions for, respectively,
the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) and the WHO.?? Both in-
stitutions were given broad and important mandates to enhance plan-
etary sapience and manage international coordination and cooperation
in their fields. A significant difference between what the UN system
produced and what we advocate, however, is precisely the institutions’
conceptual foundations. UNEP and the WHO were founded on and
continue to operate with an international or global worldview. Their
institutional structures, management, missions, and senses of self all
stem from their fundamental commitments to internationalism and/or
globalism—that is, their commitments to state sovereignty. But as we
have argued, the international and the global are not the Planetary. In-
stitutions constructed from different conceptual foundations will turn
out differently. In ways that we can’t yet fully foresee, planetary institu-
tions will differ from the global governance institutions.

Effective planetary governance requires not just political authority
but expert, or epistemic, authority as well. Thisleads to planetary insti-
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tutions’ first critical mission: the collection, management, and assess-
ment of data, information, knowledge, and wisdom about the planet.
Knowledge of the planet and its systems is the basis of the epistemic au-
thority upon which the institutions’ political authority rests. But even
more than that, the basis for the administrative remit of planetary in-
stitutions lies precisely in our dawning recognition and understanding
of the condition of planetarity. Growing planetary sapience, in other
words, makes clear the imperative for planetary institutions.

Planetary sapience, as we discussed in chapter 3, is the planetary
self-awareness derived from the collection and analysis of information
about the planet and its many living and nonliving systems. One man-
date of planetary institutions will be to advance this knowledge—the
commitment to an ever-increasing understanding of Earth, its pro-
cesses, and inhabitants of every species. Planetary institutions should
produce, aggregate, synthesize, interpret, and share data and analysis
about planetary phenomena with the public. To take our two exem-
plars: the PAS should pursue a comprehensive knowledge of the Earth’s
climate, while the PPA should pursue a comprehensive knowledge of
communicable diseases and disease ecologies. Scientific understanding
of our planetary conditions represents the epistemic operating system
of planetary sapience.?®

Planetary sapience is inherently valuable. We needn’t believe, with
Vernadsky and Teilhard, that the nodsphere represents the next stage
of Earth’s evolution in order to know that it is a good thing to better un-
derstand our planetary home and that planetary self-awareness should
be pursued for its own sake. But it is also the foundation of informed
decision-making at the planetary level. Without accurate, up-to-date
representations of planetary phenomena, planetary institutions would
fly blind. Just as national states require national data and expend lots of
resources collecting it, planetary data (and related assessments) will be
a central focus of planetary institutions. If national governance institu-
tions involve “seeing like a state,” as James Scott observed, planetary
sapience entails “seeing like a planet.”**
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Seeing like a planet in turn provokes the question of exactly whose
eyes (and other sensory organs and devices) are activated and validated.
Who are the agents of planetary sight? Who is authorized to see for
the planet? Who is given warrant to speak for the planet? This mode of
governance forces us to take seriously the question once raised by Dr.
Seuss’s 1971 children’s classic The Lorax: Who “speaks for the trees”?*
Here is our (undoubtedly controversial) opinion: some people know
more and understand better than others about the planetary condition,
and they should be empowered to speak for the planet.*® Biologists have
specialist knowledge that allows them to understand the habitus of
creatures from bacteria to mycelia to cetacea better than others. Earth
system and environmental scientists can measure, model, and explain
the material and energy fluxes and dynamic interactions of the Earth’s
atmosphere, biosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, and so on. Astrono-
mers, astrobiologists, and rocket scientists can account for risks ranging
from asteroid strikes to space junk to interplanetary biocontamina-
tion. Virologists, microbiologists, epidemiologists, and physicians are
expert in the transmission and transformation of pandemic diseases.
Social scientists and humanists bring knowledge about human behav-
ior and community dynamics. Enhancing planetary sapience means
empowering the knowers of the planet to speak for planetary concerns
in the arenas for planetary deliberation and decision-making created by
planetary institutions.*”

This argument does not suggest that Earth is fully knowable to sci-
ence or that human beings can understand what it is like to be a bat, a
tree, tundra, or an ocean.?® But we hold that there are better and worse
methods of approximating—or at least getting close to approximating—
the planetary condition and the natures of Earth’s many systems and
living beings. Planetary sapience must include a commitment to intel-
lectual humility, a recognition that we can’t know everything. It can’t
replicate the hubristic belief at the heart of modernity that everything
is knowable. Planetary sapience instead embraces complexity and its
consequences, including the recognition that some features of complex
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systems are not predictable.?” Epistemic humility, however, mustn’t be
allowed to produce debilitating indecision. Rather, it should inspire ef-
forts to constantly expand and refine our ways of knowing the planet.
Enhancing planetary sapience is a never-ending pursuit.

Appreciation and knowledge of the condition of planetarity are thus
prerequisites for effective planetary policymaking. It is with this un-
derstanding, this sapience, that planetary institutions can take account
of human and nonhuman interests, including the interests of individ-
ual species and, especially, of ecosystems and the biosphere as a whole.
Doing so means not only learning more and more about nonhuman
life, nonliving matter, and their interactions, but considering them in
decision-making. This casts the scientific experts (and the models they
build) as the representatives for the planet and its living matter. Repre-
sentation, as political theorist Hanna Pitkin remarked, is “the making
present in some sense of something which is nevertheless not present
literally or in fact.”? It is these experts’ role and responsibility to “make
present” the voice and interests of the nonhuman beings and systems.
The future may bring new technologies and new ways of thinking that
offer better ways for politically representing the interests and prefer-
ences of nonhumans, but for now, humans who understand the plane-
tary condition and the technologies that they construct to do the same
are the best that we have. Of course, there will need to be new modes of
democratic oversight, as we discuss shortly.

The epistemic mandate of the Planetary provides the basis for the
administrative mandate of planetary institutions: to govern the planet
in the name of habitability and multispecies flourishing. This means
that planetary institutions are to generate systems of rule that promote
Earth’s habitability and ensure the possibility of multispecies flourish-
ing. This principle is the basis of planetary institutions” authority. It
defines whom they govern for and in whose name they govern. Plane-
tary institutions are stewards of the planet. This is a crucial distinction
from global governance institutions, which are agents of their member
states. Planetary institutions do not answer to national states, but to
Earth and its biosphere. Like the planetary sovereign imagined by ge-
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ographers Joel Wainwright and Geoff Mann, planetary institutions
are “planetary in a dual sense: capable of acting both at the planetary
scale...and in the name of planetary management—for the sake of life
on Earth.™!

Planetary habitability and multispecies flourishing are the twin
goals of planetary governance. Every action taken by a planetary insti-
tution should promote them. There are bound to be actions that don’t,
but they should be taken only when there is a sound reason to do so and
when the action is still within the spirit of the principle. Put another
way, planetary institutions must avoid actions that deliberately harm
planetary habitability and multispecies flourishing. Through the ful-
fillment of their dual mandate—to enhance planetary sapience and to
make planetary rules—planetary institutions should wield expert au-
thority and political authority toward effective planetary governance
aimed at multispecies flourishing on a habitable Earth.

Recognizing the condition of planetarity will not always make policy
choices obvious. Just as value differences drive national politics, so
there will be real trade-offs to be made between different planetary ob-
jectives. Planetary institutions open the possibility for making choices
on the planetary scale, but they don’t hold the answers to resolve these
dilemmas. For example, building massive solar arrays and other infra-
structures needed for the energy transition may be at odds with pro-
tecting biodiversity in the locations where they get built: What should
be prioritized? There is no objective answer for the absolute boundary
of atmospheric carbon that we cannot cross: Where should it be set?
These dilemmas don’t come with a scientific resolution, though sci-
entists can clarify what the planetary impacts of these different policy
choices are. Deciding which policy to pursue, however, is the realm of
politics.
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Planetary Politics

The governance institutions we just described may appear overly tech-
nocratic. Some readers may even denounce this vision of expert-led
planetary administration as “antipolitical™ that is, a form of gover-
nance that intentionally removes some topics from the arena of politics
and democratic debate. That is not the case. On the contrary, planetary
institutions’ political authority, rooted in the commitment to planetary
sapience, creates the basis for a fundamentally new kind of planetary
politics. Planetary institutions will nurture and sustain a novel form of
political contestation. The development of national political and ad-
ministrative institutions generally preceded national identities, con-
sciousnesses, and politics, as we discussed in chapter 1. Likewise, we
expect planetary institutions to precede planetary politics—not the
other way around.*? Just as political parties, parliamentary politics, and
social movements developed in a dialectical but lagging relationship to
the development of national states, a new kind of politics commensu-
rate with planetary sapience will surely emerge with the development
of planetary governing institutions.

The basic units of politics determine who belongs to a political com-
munity, as well as the basis of a community’s politics—“what sorts of
political actions and political problems are possible or impossible,” in
the words of political philosopher Zhao Tingyang.*® Political units thus
establish the limits of politics in two senses: in a jurisdictional sense,
where we determine who and what is ours to rule and who and what is
someone else’s, and in a conceptual sense, where we decide what counts
as politics. Today, the national state is the basic political unit, the one
that demarcates the boundaries of political belonging and of political
possibility. With planetary politics, however, neither the borders of na-
tional states nor the borders of our species mark the boundaries of po-
litical inclusion. The basic political unit is the planet. The framework
for planetary politics—the who, what, where, how, and why of the po-
litical—is defined by the Earth system.
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Planetary politics’ contrast with national politics is clear, but its dis-
tinction from international politics is more confused because today in-
ternational politics, as both concept and practice, often tries to address
planetary problems like climate change and pandemics. But the inter-
national politics of planetary problems is zot planetary politics. This is
because, to again quote Zhao, international politics isn’t “carried out
for the sake of world interests, but only for national interests on a world
scale.”* The United Nations, to take a central site of international
politics, is responsive to the interests of its member states, not to the
condition of planetarity. The best that international politics can hope
to achieve is voluntary multilateral cooperation, which, as we argued
in chapter 2, is fine for some types of problems but unfit for planetary
problems. Indeed, Lorenzo Marsili goes so far as to argue that the very
structure of international politics is a significant cause of planetary
problems: “It is the inter-national system itself that is accelerating the
path towards disaster,” he writes. “It is precisely the system of nation
states that perpetuates a competitive pursuit of wealth and power that
renders our societies unable to overcome their dependence on the de-
struction of the planet.™

Tellingly, there is (as of yet) no mass international politics. The UN
is a forum for government-to-government interactions. States, not cit-
izens, have a voice.*® As a result, there is no international public and
no impetus for mass mobilization in international politics. There are
no significant international political parties—where would their candi-
dates run for office? There are international social movements, but they
are typically coordinated efforts to pressure national governments, the
hegemonic unit of governance and thus politics.*” Without participa-
tory political institutions at the international level, mass international
politics has not developed. With planetary institutions, by contrast, we
expect a new scale of politics to emerge. Naming a new basic unit of
politics—the planet—is a call to form new publics and thus a new pol-
itics. Planetary institutions will therefore be politicized in a way that
contemporary multilateral institutions are not.
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But it’s not just that planetary politics is a postnational politics. It’s
also a postanthropocentric politics. By embracing the planet, rather
than nations or the globe, planetary politics moves toward a multispecies
politics. Western philosophy since at least Aristotle has considered poli-
tics the unique and exclusive domain of humans, the zoon politikon (po-
litical animal). But as science and philosophy have increasingly chipped
away at human exceptionalism—arriving at conclusions long held by
many non-Western traditions—we must face planetary politics as the
politics of and for all living beings. The deep political question posed by
the condition of planetarity is: How can the views and agencies of the
more-than-human be included politically?

Political institutions, first, must learn to listen to creatures that
Western societies have long considered voiceless. Giving voice to the
voiceless isn’t a fantastical idea: we do it all the time. American lawyer
Christopher D. Stone, in an influential article from 1972, for instance,
pointed out that “it is no answer to say that streams and forests cannot
have [legal] standing because streams and forests cannot speak. Corpo-
rations cannot speak either; nor can states, estates, infants, incompe-
tents, municipalities, or universities. Lawyers speak for them.” Stone
advocated giving legal rights to “forests, oceans, rivers . . . indeed, to
the natural environment as a whole,” making clear that these “natural
objects” could be defended in courts, just like corporations, by a human
guardian.*® Likewise, French philosopher Bruno Latour, whom we en-
countered in chapter 3, pushed this idea from law to politics, propos-
ing “a Parliament of Things.” While “things” such as animals, plants,
microbes, rivers, or the atmosphere strictly speaking cannot “speak,”
Latour argued, they can nonetheless be represented politically by “their
representatives, scientists who speak in their name.” In other words,
planetary politics entails empowering nonhuman others through ex-
perts or some other means of representation. It is through these rep-
resentatives that we can learn to listen to and include the multispecies
masses.

A rapidly growing body of scientific evidence and theory is demon-
strating that the cognitive and social lives of animals are much richer
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and complex than was once thought.’® Some species may even engage
in politics in the sense of “social manipulation to secure and maintain
influential positions,” as the primatologist Frans de Waal observed
among chimpanzees.” But as far as we know, animals cannot debate,
negotiate, or make trade-offs, particularly on behalf of a collective or
over the long term, all of which are hallmarks of human political activ-
ities. That said, this doesn’t mean that human representatives, guard-
ians, or spokespersons cannot engage in these political actions on their
behalf. The interests of nonhumans can be made present, and they can
be given weight in politics and policymaking through institutional rules
and procedures. Governance institutions already have mechanisms for
considering the interests of those who can’t speak, as Stone pointed out
five decades ago. With a range of tools, nonhuman beings and systems
can be given political power and made to matter. It is question of ex-
panding the circle of who and what we believe counts, who and what we
believe should matter.”

The idea here is not to create political institutions among nonhu-
mans so that, say, rabbits get to vote on whether foxes are permitted to
eat them. The “natural world” already follows its own rules and doesn’t
need the imposition of our institutions. A multispecies planetary poli-
tics, rather, is about opening a political space in which humans are not
the only voices, creating the possibility that the biosphere can repre-
sent itself. It is about expanding the sources of political power in order
to restore a semblance of balance to the planet. Yet even this doesn’t
necessarily mean that chickens and cows, like their fellow prey the rab-
bits, can simply outvote humans. Our impulse isn’t misanthropic, but
at the same time it’s clear that humans’ “business as usual” relations
with nonhumans can’t continue. Like other concepts in this chapter,
however, the contours of a postanthropocentric multispecies politics
remain inchoate and aspirational.

Proposing a politics that includes nonhumans also doesn’t imply a
naive expectation that the interests of all will always align. There’s no
planetary “general will” (in Rousseau’s sense): the multispecies multi-
tude will never speak in one voice or share one desire (except, perhaps,
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the continuation of the lively biosphere as such). Bringing the interests
of nonhuman others into politics will only make the political cacoph-
ony louder and more complex. This is always the result of greater po-
litical inclusion. And so we accept that there will be disputes—among
humans, between humans and nonhumans, among nonhumans. The
point of planetary institutions is to take account of all sides of a dispute,
weigh the costs and benefits to all parties on a planetary basis, and come
to collective decisions at the scale of the planet for issues at the scale of
the planet—tasks that nationally focused political institutions are, by
design, incapable of doing.

Decisions made by planetary institutions will inevitably produce
winners and losers. In the end, our principal concern is human flourish-
ing, which informs our views of how decisions should be made. But, in
contrast to most contemporary policy decisions, planetary institutions
must be founded on the understanding, grounded in growing planetary
sapience, that human flourishing is inseparable from broader multispe-
cies flourishing. This reorientation toward the interests of the greater
biosphere doesn’t disavow human interests but rather (to again quote
Tocqueville) instantiates “self-interest rightly understood.” What plan-
etary politics suggests isn’t a change to (human) self-interest; rather,
the expanding awareness of the condition of planetarity is changing
what “rightly understood” means.

This is not a naive prediction of world peace. Our claim is much
more modest: that under planetary politics the terms of contestation
will change. Planetary politics isn’t just national politics projected on
the planet. It is something new, something not yet fully imaginable.*®

Fear of the Unknown

Planetary politics may not be completely thinkable at this point, but
that doesn’t stop some from preemptively fearing it. This fear—which
is distinct from concerns that planetary institutions are not plausible,
addressed in chapter 4—is rooted in the conviction that supranational
governance institutions will inevitably (or even just possibly) become
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unaccountable and authoritarian. Such anxieties are understandable
concerns, and smart observers of world politics who are broadly sym-
pathetic to a cosmopolitan vision have gone out of their way to voice
them.** Philosopher John Rawls, to take one leading example, dismissed
the idea of a world state in a single sentence, arguing, following Kant’s
view from 1795, “that a world government . . . would either be a global
despotism or else would rule over a fragile empire torn by frequent civil
strife as various regions and peoples tried to gain their political freedom
and autonomy.”* Such outcomes would, without a doubt, be scary. If
we believed that tyranny or war was the likely result of planetary insti-
tutions, we wouldn’t advocate their creation.

It’s true that we can’t rule out the possibility that future plane-
tary institutions will veer toward unchecked power, misrule, and vio-
lence. (The same lack of divination hampers planetary skeptics too, of
course.) It’s possible for the same reason that national states can, and
frequently do, become unaccountable, undemocratic, and destructive.
One shouldn’t judge this dystopian future in a vacuum, however, but
rather in comparison to the actually existing status quo: the modern
international system of sovereign national states. Contemporary in-
ternational politics 75 already unaccountable, despotic, and violent—
Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine offers just the latest painful reminder,
if one was needed.”® And even as the status quo already represents all
the things that people fear about planetary institutions, it is simultane-
ously unable to manage planetary problems. An uninhabitable planet is
its own form of oppression and injustice. The problems of the current
system, however, do not reduce the need for planetary institutions to
be effective and accountable. Both attributes are necessary if these new
institutions are to be legitimate.

Lost in broadsides against supranational governance is the possibil-
ity that binding ourselves in the service of planetary cooperation could
represent an expansion, not limitation, of democratic possibilities. The
thought is counterintuitive, since international organizations are often
believed to undermine national democracies. Yet under some conditions
international organizations have been found to strengthen domestic
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democracy.”” What’s more, handing over authority and responsibil-
ity for managing planetary challenges frees democratic (and, for that
matter, nondemocratic) polities to contend with issues that they are
practically able to address—a point originally made by Pope Pius XI in
his 1931 case for subsidiarity, as we discussed in chapter 4. Rather than
wasting time, resources, and democratic-participatory energy trying to
solve problems with institutions that are unfit for purpose, planetary
institutions supported by planetary politics will free national and sub-
national democratic publics and officials to focus on issues within their
effective spans of control.

The status quo also provides a benchmark for judging what char-
acteristics planetary institutions should adopt. Coming from a world
centered on the sovereign national state, analysts tend to hold supra-
national and global governance institutions up to the ideal of the sover-
eign state. But thatideal, as we’ve demonstrated, is a myth. Rather than
focus on absolute sovereignty or total control of coercion, we are better
off thinking about states as they actually exist: political institutions that
exercise “some degree of authoritative, binding rule making, backed up
by some organized physical force.”*® This more temperate, empirically
honest view of existing institutions of governance rightly suggests that
there is a spectrum of compliance that we can expect from any gover-
nor, whether or not we call it a state. Governing institutions, whether
states or not, need not gain complete obedience from their population.
(Indeed, we don’t desire states that demand and obtain complete obe-
dience: states with no toleration for deviation are rightly condemned as
totalitarian.) Rather, by setting the agenda, standards, and rules, and
implementing some form of enforcement, successful governance insti-
tutions can gain (imperfect) compliance. This focus on the degree of
authoritative and enforceable rule-making—rather than the black-and-
white distinction between authoritative/unauthoritative and enforce-
able/unenforceable—points to a more productive way to think about
planetary institutions.

As an interim step, we could imagine that legacy governance in-
stitutions still play a role in planetary-scale governance. For example,



Planetary Institutions for Planetary Issues 187

decisions by planetary institutions could be subject to oversight by the
UN General Assembly, perhaps weighted by the size of the human
population in each national state. While this would be a more national
state—centric model than is ideal from a planetary perspective, it could
help establish the legitimacy of the decisions made by the PAS, the
PPA, and other planetary institutions. In this way, the UN General As-
sembly would serve a transitional function akin to the role played by
the House of Lords in the United Kingdom in the twentieth century: a
mechanism for acknowledging the old order, giving it the power to slow
controversial decisions by the newly empowered institutions, and thus
to legitimate those decisions in the eyes of those still wedded to the in-
cumbency. As a sop to the old anthropocentric and nationalist order of
things, the UN could in this guise serve then as a kind of “court of last
resort” for humans opposed to the decisions of planetary institutions.
Such interim mechanisms could help endow planetary institutions with
legitimate political authority.

Debating Design Choices

Let’s imagine that planetary institutions in the form here envisaged
are eventually created. We already foresee several design challenges
to planetary institutions that may emerge. Addressing these chal-
lenges and debating the questions they raise must be part of the process
of getting to a planetary future. But in the course of making reforms
and compromises, planetary institutions can’t lose sight of their cen-
tral pursuit: ensuring a habitable planet and multispecies flourishing.
These goals and the institutionalized means to achieve them can never
be negotiated away. Planetary institutions’ core mission must always be
to strive to create the conditions on Earth where other attractive pur-
suits are possible.

The first potential design limitation is that, in our desire to avoid
the risks associated with a single, centralized world government, we
have instead designed a scheme that is excessively siloed or fragmented.
The idea that each planetary challenge should have its own planetary
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institution—the PAS for climate change, the PPA for pandemics, an in-
stitution on biodiversity, another for space junk, and so on—opens the
way to coordination problems, overlapping mandates, and turf wars,
challenges familiar to the operations of any multifold bureaucracy. We
believe, however, that the benefits of separate governance institutions
for different planetary challenges outweigh the challenges. For one,
specialized institutions foreground and privilege the expertise neces-
sary for effective planetary governance. What’s more, we believe that
narrowly tailored institutions that are focused on specific problems can
help avoid the mission creep that is common in bureaucratic organiza-
tions, most infamously the European Union. Each institution, there-
fore, could carry out its epistemic and political mandates with regard to
the issue under its authority. The various planetary institutions would
be expected to collaborate and coordinate their work (with disputes
resolved by the subsidiarity assembly, as proposed in chapter 4), but
some amount of redundancy might even be preferable, given our prior-
ity is effectiveness rather than efficiency.”” Narrow tailoring allows each
planetary institution to work in a way that is appropriate to the chal-
lenge at hand. Smaller, differentiated institutions are easier to change
over time in response to the changing nature of the challenge itself (and
to our changing understanding of it) and in response to the work of
other planetary and subplanetary institutions.

Even if our proposal isn’t as cohesive or all-encompassing as the idea
of a world government, we are still suggesting planet-wide authorities
on specific issues. A second risk to our design, then, is that centralized
authority of any kind entails centralizing opportunities for corruption
and elite capture. The fossil fuel industry, for instance, will know ex-
actly where to place pressure. The simple reply is that under the current
system, the fossil fuel industry already knows exactly where to direct its
influence and has done so quite effectively. Criticizing the status quo,
however, doesn’t supplant the need to minimize the risks of corruption
and capture in planetary institutions. For this reason, it is critical that
each institution establish transparent political processes for decision-
making. Transparency is one way to build trust with the public and
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demonstrate that the institution’s internal workings are for the planet’s
benefit. Problems posed by centralization are additionally mitigated by
the application of planetary subsidiarity, which limits centralization to
just the absolutely necessary decision rights. All other authority would
be diffused among smaller-scale governing institutions.

A third design risk is that planetary institutions could run into prob-
lems resulting from their technocratic predilections. The urgency of
planetary sapience for planetary governance means that the leadership
and staff of planetary institutions must have the relevant technical ex-
pertise. This is an unapologetic call for empowering technocracy, a bad
word on the left and the right. The political opposition stems, in part,
from the fact that technocratic rule is too often antidemocratic and in-
sulated from popular accountability. And there are real problems with
the way that technical experts make major decisions in a manner that
leaves no room for debate about their means or ends. But to our mind,
it’s self-evidently preferable—in terms of both functional outcome
and democratic norms—to have the PAS making decisions about the
optimal level of atmospheric greenhouse gases than national leaders,
whether elected or installed, who actively oppose planetary habitability
and multispecies flourishing. In short, it is better to give these decisions
to planetary technocrats than to Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin, Jair
Bolsonaro, and Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud.®°

Nevertheless, it’s important to design planetary institutions in ways
that minimize the downsides of technocracy. Scientific expertise must
be central to the operation of planetary institutions, but this cannot be
an excuse to ignore politics. The institutions must be simultaneously
technical and political.®* Yet the marriage of technocratic competence
and participatory feedback is as uneasy as it is necessary. One way
planetary institutions could navigate this rocky terrain is by integrat-
ing processes that foster structured dialogues among experts and the
public at all stages of the policy process. This iterative process between
scientific analysis and popular engagements, often called analytic de-
liberation, harnesses the knowledges and values of both experts and the
wider public to reach decisions that have been found to have enhanced
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legitimacy and quality.®* A well-designed participatory mechanism at
the planetary scale will also create space for a plurality of epistemolo-
gies, including indigenous and national traditions. The provision, ex-
planation, and consideration of scientific information that is part of the
analytic-deliberative process is part of broadening planetary sapience.

Emerging democratic methods provide another path to bridge
technical expertise and popular input. In particular, citizens’ assem-
blies, where members of the public from a wide range of backgrounds
gather and deliberate on issues of concern, offer a technique for put-
ting experts in dialogue with representatives of the public. Citizens’
assemblies often receive information and arguments from expert con-
sultations that put the selected citizens in a better position to make
decisions about technical matters. While experts help frame the issues
and synthesis relevant information, the “mini-public” made up of “av-
erage” (nonexpert, nonpolitician) citizens deliberates and decides on its
own. A planetary citizens’ assembly like this could advise, supervise, or
even direct each planetary institution.®

“Smart democracy,” a proposal by Zhao based on the thought of Jizi,
a twelfth-century BCE Chinese politician, is an alternative method of
accounting for both expert and public views. The idea is to make de-
cisions with the consent of both the population and scientific experts.
In a two-step process, the general public would first vote for their pre-
ferred policies from an array of options, and then two scientific com-
mittees (one of natural scientists and one of humanities scholars) would
vote to accept or reject the public’s result. Zhao gives the experts’ views
more weight than the population’s, but each group plays an important
political role: “The people have the independent power to decide the
desirable, and the scientific committees have an independent power to
decide the feasible.”** In effect, the public moves first and the experts
have veto powers. We can also envision the process reversed, so that
momentum rests with the body of scientific experts and a body repre-
senting the public has consultation or veto rights.

A fourth area of design risk stems from the potential lack of atten-
tion to the question of how planetary institutions can legitimate them-
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selves. Undoubtedly, much attention will need to be put into thinking
about how to legitimate these planetary institutions, particularly inso-
far as their actions will often be about preventing long-term harms at
the cost of liberties and enjoyments in the present—never a particularly
popular mandate. Effectiveness, while necessary, is itself not sufficient
to legitimate the institutions. Transparency in decision-making will
also be crucial. So too will be the creation of mechanisms for appeal and
redress. Those making decisions at planetary institutions, no matter
how expert and honest, won’t be infallible, and there will have to be
ways to review and roll back unwise decisions.

A fifth critique of our institutional design might be that it puts aside
or tables issues of justice or equality. While it’s true that our proposal
doesn’t address these significant issues, neither does the existing inter-
national system. The world’s existing political structures aren’t equal,
just, or peaceful. They’re often the opposite. There’s no reason to think
planetary institutions will be any worse than the status quo on these
questions—and arguably they might even make improvements easier
to achieve. One might predict that attaining global equality, justice, or
peace would be easier in the shadow of planetary institutions, with a
robust planetary politics and growing planetary identities. Moreover,
reordering the world’s governance system provides a chance to address
many of the inequalities baked into the current system. Recasting the
architecture of the current system of global governance opens the pos-
sibility of building the new system on more just, equal, and democratic
foundations.

Many other details will have to be worked out in the development
of planetary institutions, and the outcomes will emerge from politi-
cal conflict. For example, how will these institutions be funded? Who
will staff these institutions? How do we ensure proper representation
for different stakeholder and interest groups in staff, leadership, and
decision-making processes? What languages will the institutions use?
We hope that the discussions in this chapter will open intellectual and
political space for asking questions like these and debating possible

answers.
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Planetary institutions are a crucial element of the overall architecture
for planetary governance, but they are only one part. The roles for plan-
etary institutions that we propose can’t be understood apart from the
larger architecture of planetary subsidiarity in which they are meant
to be embedded. Planetary institutions both emerge from and are con-
strained by the principle of planetary subsidiarity, which states that
authority over an issue should be allocated to the smallest-scale unit
that can govern the issue effectively to achieve habitability and multi-
species flourishing. The smallest scale at which planetary issues can be
effectively governed is the planet itself, which justifies the creation of
planetary institutions. At the same time, the principle dictates all other
issues should be governed at smaller scales.

Both pieces of planetary institutions’ dual mandate—to enrich plan-
etary sapience and to manage planetary challenges—are taken up by
planetary institutions only because they can’t be performed effectively
by smaller-scale institutions. Yet this doesn’t imply that planetary in-
stitutions have no role to play at smaller scales of governance—to the
contrary. The many scales of administrations must all cooperate and
collaborate for the architecture as a whole to work. In particular, plane-
tary institutions must provide assistance to the smaller-scale units that
require or request it. Planetary institutions are there to help smaller-
scale units achieve planetary objectives set by the planetary institutions
and, importantly, to help them achieve their own preferred objectives
within the planet-wide framework. For instance, smaller-scale institu-
tions, such as municipalities, often don’t have the data and expertise to
pursue their goals effectively. Collecting and expertly interpreting data
is, of course, one of the principal functions of planetary institutions. So
planetary institutions must provide decision support to smaller-scale
institutions, giving them the tools to seek locally defined flourishing.®®
Though planetary institutions operate on the vastest scale, their high-
est end is to provide the conditions for the situated thriving of ordinary
life and ordinary lives.
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Subsidiarity, however, isn’t just a check on the power of larger-scale
authorities, including planetary institutions. It also defines a positive
role for planetary institutions as the governance authorities responsi-
ble for the habitability of Earth that enables multispecies flourishing.
This central purpose of planetary institutions requires limiting the
autonomy of other units. All scales are interconnected, so decisions
made at the planetary scale will have ramifying effects on other levels
of the architecture, including the imposition of constraints. Moreover,
planetary decisions will have differential effects that will be perceived,
correctly, as helping or hurting some more than others. This is where
agonism is unavoidable, and a planetary politics becomes necessary.

Creating the conditions necessary for full lives with the freedom to
seek diverse ends demands limits on some of those ends. This could be
seen as a paradox or as a trade-off, but in fact the two points are con-
sistent. Planetary institutions must restrict the choices of smaller-scale
units so that these communities can pursue a wide range of choices.
Meaningful autonomy in a planetary age requires relinquishing the
barbarous relic of absolute state sovereignty. No one can flourish on
an uninhabitable planet. Planetary institutions must set ground rules
in order for the good life, defined in myriad diverse ways, to be within
reach for any and all of Earth’s living beings.



Conclusion

How Hard to Stretch Imagination

In early 1940, the English poet W. H. Auden, having emigrated to the
United States a year earlier, endeavored to take stock of his new cir-
cumstances. In New York City, an ocean away from the catastrophic
war heating up among the national states in what he called “torn Old
Europe,” Auden composed a 1,700-line “New Year Letter” in verse to
his friend Elizabeth Mayer (though with the intention of making it
available “to all / Who wish to read it anywhere”). “Under the famil-
iar weight / Of winter, conscience and the State,” he began, and from
there, the intricate epistle takes off, running lyrically through rumina-
tions on life, literature, ideas, and politics.!

Near the opening of Part II, the poet turns from conjuring a cold,
dark landscape—a “barren heath / Where the rough mountain track di-
vides / To silent valleys on all sides”—to reflect on the place of humanity
in the vast, post-Einsteinian universe. He writes:

How hard it is to set aside

Terror, concupiscence and pride,
Learn who and where and how we are,
The children of a modest star,

194
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Frail, backward, clinging to the granite
Skirts of a sensible old planet,

Our placid and suburban nurse

In S1TTER’S swelling universe,

How hard to stretch imagination

To live according to our station.?

In five staccato couplets inspired by scientific advances that were pro-
gressively dethroning humanity’s central place in the universe, Auden
punctures human arrogance and places our condition on Earth in
proper perspective. We’re nothing more than “frail, backward” crea-
tures, “clinging” to the third planet orbiting the Sun.?

The last two lines are a call to action, and seeming modesty, urging
us to think creatively about out how “to live according to our station.”
But these lines, in a different light, can be read as almost the contrary
claim: not as a challenge to live small, humble lives, but to “stretch [our]
imagination” to envision audacious futures. For “our station” isn’t just
aslate-stage hominids but as a geological force. In the language we have
developed in this book, learning “who and where and how we are” en-
tails recognizing that humans are both embedded in the biogeochem-
istry of the Earth and a force multiplier that is changing the planet in
indelible ways. Living “according to our station” means living consis-
tently with the condition of planetarity, and that means stretching to
imagine new ways of organizing life on planet Earth. The real challenge
now is holding on to the modesty urged by Auden while also imagining
bold new plans for planetary governance.

This book is our response to that challenge. A multiscalar gover-
nance architecture with robust institutions ranging from planet-wide
to hyperlocal, we argue, provides the basis for planetary governance
consistent with the condition of planetarity. Within that architecture,
the principle of planetary subsidiarity guides the allocation of author-
ity and decision rights to the most appropriate institutional scale. This
dynamic model of governance is the best structure for fostering polit-
ical pluralism while ensuring multispecies flourishing and the planet’s
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habitability. We come to this conclusion on the basis of growing plane-
tary sapience. Understanding that living matter, nonliving matter, and
energy flow over and around the planet—with total disregard for hu-
manity’s beloved and bedeviling political boundaries—means that the
old order of sovereign national states must be radically reconsidered.

A Statement of Principles

Behind our proposal lie five ethical and architectural principles that we
believe planetary governance should work to instantiate. Some of these
principles are means and others are ends. Some are seemingly utopian,
others are more practical. Some have been alluded to throughout the
book, while others are first articulated here. Together they form the
basis for a constructive planetary governance.

Enabling Multispecies Flourishing
A thriving biosphere is the sine qua non of everything else. Anything
that humans might want on and of this planet requires healthy, diverse
living matter (in the sense that Vernadsky used the term: the totality
of life on Earth). The commitment to multispecies flourishing must be
sincere—at some level there must be an ethical obligation to our fellow
living beings, from protozoa and rhizomic fungi to dolphins and chim-
panzees. We should be awed by the dizzying menagerie wrought by
billions of years of evolution. This planetary inheritance is precious:
as best we know, it has happened only here. Disrupting ecosystems,
eliminating species, and shrinking the planet’s gene pool must be un-
derstood as the monstrous harms that they are. Even the Earth’s cli-
mate requires less time than biodiversity to reach homeostasis after it’s
perturbed: “Catastrophes of the past show us that biodiversity recovers
only on timescales of tens of millions of years,” as geochemists Charles
H. Langmuir and Wally Broecker note, “and some ancient innovations
may never be recovered.™

A flourishing multispecies “society,” moreover, is the bedrock of
Earth’s habitability. Maintaining a habitable planet requires stable eco-
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systems, which require diverse forms of life. Planetary sapience has
revealed that the biosphere is an ecosystem of ecosystems, nested, in-
terlocking, interacting communities of biotic and abiotic matter. From
the planet to each individual human being, systems of living systems
sustain life. The parts sustain the whole, and the whole sustains the
parts. And so, a thriving biosphere is necessary for the blooming of all
life, including human life.

From a human perspective, this is a rather good thing. We are part
of and entirely reliant on the biosphere (the same could be said for any
earthly organism). The oxygenated air we breathe and the food we eat
are all products of the biosphere. But it isn’t enough to care about the
plants and animals we consume or find beautiful or interesting or cute.
Each life form, good, bad, or ugly, is integral to the overall health of the
biosphere. As the philosopher Achille Mbembe puts it, “The epoch we
have entered into is one of indivisibility, of entanglement, of concatena-
tions.”” It’s the biosphere as a whole system that sustains human life and
enables human flourishing. Even from a selfish, human-centric point of
view, multispecies flourishing is essential.

Human flourishing, however, comes in many shapes and forms.
They all require a thriving biosphere, but from there they can go in
all sorts of different directions. Humanity is diverse. There are many
ways to live, many things to like, many desires to hold, many disgusts
to avoid—in other words, many ways to flourish. There is no getting
around these diversities; they are a fact of life, and a beautiful one at
that. Attempts to eliminate diversities often fail or are morally indefen-
sible (typically, the more successful they are at homogenizing a society,
the less morally defensible they are). Rather, we must embrace plural-
ism. Tolerating difference is on its own a good goal, but it is, further-
more, the only way to manage the immense variety found among the
eight billion human beings living on one interconnected planet.
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Enhancing Planetary Sapience

“Humanity currently sits at a precipice,” declared a 2022 article in the
International Journal of Astrobiology: “our collective actions clearly
have global consequences, but we are not yet in control of those conse-
quences.” Our ability to recognize this precipice, argue scientists Adam
Frank, David Grinspoon, and Sara Walker, is the result of emerging
planetary intelligence. The problem is that this emerging intelligence
isn’t yet actually intelligent. Earth now has what they describe as an
“Immature technosphere,” meaning that the human population’s ac-
tivities (including the activities of human-made technologies) produce
inadvertent planetary-scale interventions and feedbacks. What Earth
needs instead is a “mature technosphere,” which makes intentional
planetary-scale interventions, supporting and directing beneficial
feedback mechanisms.® This transition entails intensifying planetary
sapience.

Planetary sapience is the lodestar of planetary governance. Increas-
ing the breadth and depth of scientific knowledge about Earth provides
the knowledge, understanding, even wisdom necessary for making
self-aware, purposeful decisions to promote multispecies flourishing
and habitability on a planet-wide scale. As such, it’s an endless goal: our
earthly knowledge will always be provisional, and there will always be
more to learn. But the limitlessness of planetary sapience shouldn’t be
seen as a burden that is necessary only for the sake of competent plan-
etary governance. Seeking planetary sapience is fundamentally good
and emancipatory. There is virtue—even beauty, as Keats famously
wrote—in pursuing truth.

The quest for planetary sapience may touch something deep within
us, but that doesn’t mean we are born equipped for it. Just as we must
be taught to be good friends and good national citizens (spend time
with a toddler if you think there’s anything inherent about behaving
well toward friends), we must be taught to become good planetary care-
takers.” Education will thus play a crucial role in the enhancement of
planetary sapience. Planetary education with both scientific and civic
aspects in and of itself leads to improved planetary sapience, since
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wider-spread understanding of the condition of planetarity is a compo-
nent of planetary sapience. Students should learn about Earth and the
condition of planetarity and be instructed in planetary civics, including
the ethical commitment to and empirical requirements for multispe-
cies flourishing and habitability. Instead of focusing only on national
histories, students should also study our planet’s natural history, and
especially be taught about the science and engineering underpinning
growing planetary sapience.

Such Earth-oriented education will reflexively improve the techni-
cal apparatus of planetary sapience by training the next generations of
scientific innovators and operators. An early start to planetary educa-
tion (starting in primary school rather than late in high school or even
university, which is when students typically encounter these ideas, if
at all) will expand the base of capable technicians, engineers, and sci-
entists—as well as informed political leaders and the members of the
public. The commitment to planetary education, moreover, must be
global in scope. It is unjust and self-defeating to open the door to ca-
reers in planetary governance and sapience only to people with means
and access to elite schools. Producing as many planetary caretakers and
governors as we need requires a broad and equitable commitment to
planetary education.

As apractical step toward planetary sapience in the present, we also
urge the people who already work in the field to recognize their work
as being about enhancing planetary sapience. Everyone from Earth
systems scientists to sensor technicians to primary school educators
has a role. This new professional identity could provide new purpose
and meaning to one’s work, but it also provides a new lens with which
to understand it. Adopting this perspective may open connections to
other scientific fields that aren’t immediately identifiable. Other holis-
tic conceptual frameworks, such as One Health, are already working
on knitting together disparate disciplines and approaches in a planetary
direction, and we can only encourage more of this.® As part of this pro-
cess, the people already doing the work of planetary sapience enhance-
ment should form global networks with each other, exchanging ideas
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and information and forming political alliances for the purpose of fur-
ther planetary sapience.’

Improving Institutional Effectiveness and Legitimacy

We believe in institutions (in case that wasn’t yet clear). They are nec-
essary for organizing large-scale, complex populations and for solving
common problems. But that doesn’t mean that we believe in just any
institution. An institution’s present-day power or longevity interests
us far less than its effectiveness and legitimacy. And today, many of
the powerful, legacy institutions are neither wholly effective nor ade-
quately legitimate.

One politically prominent response to this predicament is to try to
demolish the existing governance institutions and replace them with
markets. Another is to enfeeble or co-opt institutions to the personal
aggrandizement of already powerful and well-connected elites (a strat-
egy that is distinct but not mutually exclusive from the first). Still an-
other is to reject the hierarchies inherent in institutions and to prize
parity over results. Perhaps the dominant response is to ignore the
problem and hope that the anti-status quo insurgents go away. None of
these are viable response to the challenges of a planetary age.

The institutions that govern today are breaking or already broken.
That is an indictment of the current institutional system, not institu-
tions in toto. Our existing governance institutions flail and fail because
they aren’t fit for purpose. They were created to address a different
set of challenges than the ones we now face. These new challenges—
planetary challenges—are difficult. Some are existential. Managing
them will require capable institutions that govern effectively and with
recognized legitimacy. There must be a commitment to effective and
legitimate governance, from the planet to the hyperlocal.

Much work remains to envision, design, and build institutions of
this caliber. The good news is that many of the tools already exist: lots
of people think deeply and creatively about governance and governing
institutions, and lots of people understand and are pushing the fron-
tier of our understanding about the condition of planetarity. We need
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to unite them with a common purpose and encourage them to develop
further together. This means breaking down the barriers that silo ideas
and experiences about governance and the planet. We urge people who
work in the field of governance—policymakers, analysts, journalists,
and more—to consider the Planetary when making plans, decisions,
and assessments. Yet it’s important that this doesn’t just become the
domain of the elite. Engaged citizens, too, should start judging de-
cisions and events with a new lens: not the national interest, but the
planet’s interest. Likewise, we urge people who study the condition of
planetarity—scientists and philosophers, in the main—to move beyond
the comfortable realm of technical papers and critique and into the
messy, power-laden realm of solutions and institutions. Both gover-
nance experts and planetary experts have ideas and insights that are
necessary for developing new modes of effective and legitimate gov-
ernance. Drawing both areas of expertise into a common intellectual
space is vital to develop the needed creative solutions.

Finally, it will also be essential to integrate the many burgeoning
networks of activists and nongovernmental organizations that are
working on environmental matters, not least to convince them that the
condition of planetarity requires seeing the problems they work on in
holistic terms. Projects like low-carbon mass transit systems cannot be
blocked to protect a single snake, nor water systems to protect a single
fish, nor solar farms to protect a single fox.!° This is by no means an
argument against the protection of biodiversity or a prejudgment that
every green transition project is worth the costs. But taking the condi-
tion of planetarity seriously means weighing the interests of the planet
as a whole, as against the interests of any particular part. Scientifically
rooted planetary sapience, rather than mystical intuitions (often suspi-
ciously aligned with NIMBY inclinations), must guide decision-making
in the interest of multispecies flourishing.
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Transforming the Nature of Statehood

As we outlined in chapter 1, the national state is a relatively recent po-
litical form that only since the 1960s has become globally hegemonic as
the form for governing territory and populations. But just because the
national state is of recent vintage doesn’t make it easily displaceable. In-
stitutions are sticky. Many of the problems of institutional effectiveness
and political legitimacy we now face result from the fact that once insti-
tutions (especially powerful ones) are in place, they tend to be difficult
to dislodge or even to meaningfully reform. The transition to planetary
subsidiarity won’t take place overnight. It will be a contested, political
process that will unfold over time. And change is likely to come from
the outside, led by people with out-of-the-box ideas.

Preemptively demolishing existing institutions would be short-
sighted and dangerous. Myths and memory are powerful political
forces, and contemporary political imaginations remain enthralled
by the trinitarian model of governance, sovereignty, and the national
state. National states have an important transitional role to play. The
establishment of planetary subsidiarity doesn’t mean the end of na-
tional states, but rather a dramatic if not unprecedented evolution in
the nature of statehood. National states should become administrators
of planetary directives. In this role, national states will play a specific
function as the scale of governance tasked with making distributional
decisions. In the administration of, say, planetary rules for reducing
carbon emissions, national states will decide how to allocate the eco-
nomic consequences of decarbonization within their jurisdiction. Na-
tional states will also be charged with supporting incipient planetary
institutions, subnational institutions, translocal networks, and link-
ages between the governance scales.

Some of this is already happening. National governments routinely
support the subnational institutions within their borders, like cities and
provinces or states. Some national governments already actively con-
tribute to translocal networks. The C40 Network, for instance, counts
three national governments (UK, Germany, and Denmark) among
their major funders.! The US State Department’s new Special Rep-
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resentative for City and State Diplomacy is actively engaged in build-
ing the capacity for more effective international partnerships among
American cities and states, and in the next phases of its work should
extend this capacity building to subnational actors in other parts of the
world. Building this mesh of translocal institutions will help to address
the challenges that low-capacity states and regions may face as they im-
plement solutions in the service of planetary governance.

Ongoing planetary initiatives often have national governments
behind them. In particular, many national states support multinational
scientific programs that are central components of the existing plane-
tary sapience infrastructure, such as NASA’s planetary defense system,
NOAA’s Global Monitoring Laboratory, and the EU’s Copernicus pro-
gram of Earth-monitoring satellites. We urge national governments
to expand their support for all these scientific institutions, embracing
them not as rivals but as complements and fellow travelers to a better-
governed world.

Rather than being the focal point of rule, national states will come
to be seen as just one element in the multiscalar system. While under-
going this transition is a lot to ask of any institution, it’s worth reit-
erating that in practice the relationship between governance and the
national state is already much attenuated since its much-mythologized
mid-twentieth-century apex. National states do govern (though some
more than others) many domains of collective life (though some more
than others), but governance is a social practice that is conceptually
and practically distinct from the national state. Governance takes
place without sovereign national states, and vice versa. Our proposi-
tion is to move this haphazard governance patchwork into a purposeful
governance architecture: from the actually existing ad hoc multilevel
governance structure that allocates authority based on the princi-
ple of national state sovereignty to a deliberate multiscalar governance
structure that allocates authority based on the principle of planetary
subsidiarity.
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Rethinking Sovereignty, Rights, and Responsibilities

Decoupling governance and the national state shouldn’t be very contro-
versial; it’s a fact of life. Decoupling sovereignty and the national state,
by contrast, is widely seen as a mad proposition. But this is precisely
what planetary subsidiarity entails. Subsidiarity and absolute sover-
eignty are rival principles.’? They put forward incompatible visions of
political organization. This, for us, is a feature, not a bug, of subsidiar-
ity, because sovereignty needs to be fundamentally rethought in light of
our emergent awareness of the condition of planetarity.

It seems impossible today to imagine that sovereignty would pass
from the national state to some other entity, or that it might be radi-
cally reimagined. But sovereignty has been transformed and relocated
many times throughout history. What seems natural and unalterable
about today’s sovereignty arrangements was, just a few hundred years
ago, considered at least as utopian as what we are proposing in this book
might seem to some today. To have proposed in Europe in 1715 that sov-
ereignty be formally vested in the people rather than in the monarch
would have seemed preposterous. Yet over the course of the eighteenth
century, the concept of sovereignty was reconstructed in both principle
and practice on those lines. By the late 1780s, revolutions in America
and France put the once-outrageous theory of popular sovereignty into
action: the Americans had made “We the People” the ultimate source
and bearer of legitimate authority, and the French had declared, “The
principle of any Sovereignty lies primarily in the Nation. No corporate
body, no individual may exercise any authority that does not expressly
emanate from it.”**

The transformation of sovereignty in the early modern North At-
lantic both reflected and accelerated a transfiguration in centuries-
old political modalities. Under the model of monarchical sovereignty,
the rule over populations and territories was conducted in ways that
became inconceivable under the popular model. The Habsburg dynasty
was famous for its conjugal conquests throughout Europe, which is how
the head of the royal household ended up with the tedious title “Em-
peror of Austria; King of Hungary and Bohemia, King of Lombardy
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and Venetia, of Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Galicia, Lodomeria and
Illyria; Archduke of Austria; Grand Duke of Tuscany; Duke of Lor-
raine, of Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia, Carniola...”** Today, by contrast,
it’s impossible to imagine territory, citizenship, or governance decision
rights transferring hands via dynastic marriages. There are still mo-
narchical regimes, particularly in the Middle East. But there are many
more royal families that sit on a throne that is constrained by constitu-
tional government; sovereignty, in these cases, has been detached from
governance. The king of the United Kingdom, for instance, remains
the sovereign. But though he is the head of state, Charles III does not
govern. Rather, the elected British government governs in his name.

An analogous arrangement for national state sovereignty is plau-
sible under planetary subsidiarity. Given that absolutist national state
sovereignty is as appropriate to a world defined by the condition of
planetarity as absolute monarchy was to a world defined by popular
political participation, national states can remain technically sovereign
(perhaps remaining a focal point of a population’s psycho-political en-
ergies, much as the House of Windsor continues to be for many Brits),
but they won’t govern many of the issues that they do now. Sovereignty
can no longer be taken to mean the absolute right to exclude external
authority from one’s own territory, as conventional Westphalian defi-
nitions of sovereignty often claim. Moreover, as international relations
scholar Stephen Krasner demonstrates, this definition of sovereignty
has anyway always been at best a polite fiction, mainly honored in the
breach. Given what the condition of planetarity exposes about our in-
eradicable interdependence with nonhuman others, from microbes to
the planet itself; it’s high time we dispensed with this anthropocentric
form of “organized hypocrisy.”?

Under the conditions of intense global interconnectedness marked
by globalization, scholars of sovereignty already in the late twentieth
century observed that the classical model no longer applied. As the
international lawyers Abram Chayes and Antonia Handler Chayes
argued in 1995, the traditional understanding of sovereignty as “the
complete autonomy of the state to act as it chooses” doesn’t describe
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the condition of states in the complex and interdependent international
system of a globalized world. In such a world, they posit, sovereignty
has taken on a new meaning: it consists of “membership in reasonably
good standing in the regimes that make up the substance of interna-
tional life. . . . In today’s setting, the only way most states can realize
and express their sovereignty is through participation in the various
regimes that regulate and order the international system.”'¢ This is cor-
rect but doesn’t go far enough. Sovereignty today can’t merely account
for global interdependence among national states, it must account for
planetary interdependence among all vital systems.

Zhao Tingyang’s idea of “world sovereignty” is worth considering
in this regard. “Although world sovereignty is greater than national
sovereignty, it doesn’t negate national sovereignty,” he argues. “Rather,
it serves as a sort of external limit on any national sovereignty.” In his
view, the two forms of sovereignty are congruent parts of “one body,”
in which “the internal politics of national states would still fall under
the auspices of national sovereignty, but . . . political problems exter-
nal to nation-states . . . and everything that concerns the collective fate
of humanity would fall under the domain of world sovereignty.””” Al-
ternative reconstructions of the concept are found among advocates of
“green sovereignty.” International relations theorist Daniel Deudney,
for instance, argues that the “emergent global village” requires a “ter-
rapolitan” conception of sovereignty, meaning that “the central basis of
political association ... must be the Earth (terra) and its requirements.”
This form of sovereignty belongs to an “intergenerational public,” and
political institutions, therefore, must mediate across time, preventing
“the living from altering the planet in ways that are inconsistent with
the fundamental interests of the sovereign, the international public.”*®
We raise both Zhao’s and Deudney’s redefinitions of sovereignty, not
necessarily to endorse them, but to suggest emerging alternatives to the
absolutist conception of Westphalian state sovereignty.

At its philosophical heart, sovereignty is about communities having
the freedom to pursue their own ends. It is a form of liberty. But liberty
has two faces, as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin observed in a famous
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lecture from 1958. There is “negative liberty,” or “freedom from,” and
“positive liberty,” or “freedom to.” The former is the ability to “act
unobstructed by others,” while the latter is the ability to pursue self-
mastery.”” The traditional notion of sovereignty, as developed from the
sixteenth century onwards, is a form of negative liberty: sovereignty as
freedom from external interference. This idea arose to cope with and
order a European world where the primary concern was the threat of
coercion by other states. As a result, states can appeal to their sover-
eignty to act as they please. Following Berlin, we can call this old model
negative sovereignty.

Negative sovereignty breaks down under the planetary conditions.
Just as negative liberty is an incomplete accounting of what it means
to be free, negative sovereignty doesn’t make one fully sovereign. The
purpose of sovereignty isn’t merely to be free to pursue whatever ends
one wishes. Any sovereignty worth having must enable a community to
achieve its ends. And under conditions of planetary interdependence,
achieving vital goals can’t be achieved unilaterally. It requires cooper-
ation; something to which negative sovereignty is often an obstacle. In
other words, the management of planetary issues demands a new un-
derstanding of sovereignty, a positive sovereignty.

Positive sovereignty is the idea that communities should be able to
seek their own diverse ends, to flourish and thrive, on a planet where
many of the most important phenomena are indifferent to human
concerns or boundaries. Self-mastery under such circumstances, the
ability to achieve desired outcomes, necessitates the limitation of the
negative sovereignty of national states. It requires diminishing the pur-
ported right of all national states to say “no,” and elevating the right to
force antiplanetary states to act in alignment with planetary interests.
We need a new sovereignty that serves the planet and its populations,
even if that means curtailing the decision-making authority of national
states.

Whereas the primary concern for theorists of negative sovereignty
was the threat posed by other states, the primary threat today ema-
nates, not from states, but from planetary challenges. Negative sover-
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eignty can provide protection against states impinging on other states’
autonomy, but it doesn’t provide protection against planetary chal-
lenges. Given that planetary challenges aren’t self-contained within
any state, the action of one state can affect all others—the atmospheric
carbon and viruses travel, indifferent to border guards. Acceptance of
planetary limits, which are biogeochemical in nature, springs from “in-
capacity,” in Berlin’s terms, not “coercion.”?® By contrast, having less
freedom to act on planetary issues makes states freer to pursue their
diverse ends. Thus limitations on negative sovereignty for planetary
issues don’t curtail liberty; they enable it.

A principal defense of the sovereign national state is the argument
that individuals gain rights only when they are members of a political
community and that the best and only political community for en-
forcing rights in the modern world is the state.?! We agree that human
beings deserve rights and political communities to enforce them.
Hannah Arendt remains correct that it is a “calamity” to be deprived of
“a right to have rights” via membership in a political community.?? But
this “right to belong” is not inconsistent with the need for certain lim-
itations or required actions regarding planetary problems. A planetary
institution managing greenhouse gas emissions or pandemic disease
outbreaks doesn’t infringe on or abrogate individuals’ rights (or duties)
gained via membership in a subplanetary political community. More-
over, planetary institutions would represent only a mild encroachment
on the self-determination of communities, since implementation de-
tails would be largely left to smaller-scale institutions. And, it’s worth
underlining, individuals will also lose a right to have rights if and when
the planet becomes uninhabitable.

That monarchs have remained sovereigns in so many places where
they no long rule isn’t accidental. The concept of sovereignty, partic-
ularly absolute sovereignty, is interlaced with monarchical attitudes.
And though the idea is now embraced around the world, it’s a Euro-
centric holdover from the era of absolute monarchy. Instead of venerat-
ing this remnant of king-worship, we should think instead of planetary
rights and responsibilities.
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Unanswered Questions

This book is a call to action. But before a new world order can be con-
structed, many more details must be worked out. In particular, many
questions about the practical design and operation of planetary institu-
tions require answers. A noncomprehensive list of unresolved, pressing
dilemmas includes the following.

How will planetary institutions, and the broader system of plane-
tary subsidiarity, be funded? International efforts often collapse over
the funding issues. It’s all well and good for national states to agree to
support, say, global climate change adaptation, but when it comes time
to pay up, they balk. As a result, many international organizations are
chronically underfunded and are unable to fulfill their mandate. The
WHO is emblematic of this problem. Developing mechanisms for fi-
nancing the governance architecture envisioned in the previous chap-
ters is a vital, yet challenging, next step.

How will planetary institutions deal with noncompliance by
smaller-scale governors? The question of enforcement is critical to any
governance arrangement. How will planetary institutions get their way
if other institutions are unwilling to carry out planetary imperatives?
Relatedly, how will subplanetary institutions defend themselves from
unjust overreach by planetary institutions? We aren’t so naive as to
think that severe conflicts among human beings will suddenly disap-
pear. How will those conflicts be resolved, and how will the decisions
be enforced? Put another way, what’s the role of coercion in planetary
subsidiarity? As one friend of ours has pressed repeatedly: Where are
the guns?

How will planetary institutions deal with low-capacity governance
institutions? The capacity of national and subnational institutions to
perform their functions of governance varies dramatically. This fact
poses a conundrum for planetary governance as we’ve conceived of
it. On the one hand, planetary governance relies on institutions at all
scales to carry out certain tasks necessary for multispecies flourishing
and habitability. On the other hand, we don’t expect the planetary gov-
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ernance architecture to engage in significant resource redistribution.
Each principle seems individually necessary for plausible and effec-
tive planetary governance, but together they produce an unworkable
system. How can we square this circle?

How will planetary institutions deal with capitalism? Or perhaps
more pointedly, how will they resist the power of capital? Capitalism,
at least in our industrial capitalist modernity, is clearly behind many
planetary problems.?* As a result, planetary institutions will have to
make decisions that are at odds with the current winners of the capital-
ist system. But capital tends to enfeeble, co-opt, or skirt its governors,
evacuating them of the power to govern. How can planetary institu-
tions limit the power of capital to evade the rules it doesn’t like?

How will planetary institutions interface with the existing inter-
national governance architecture? While planetary institutions would
likely not replace the United Nations writ large (as the UN replaced the
League of Nations), how do we minimize competition and maximize
cooperation between the old multilateralist institutions—which are
stillneeded to manage global issues and international relations, like war
and trade—and the new planetary ones? Could relevant UN agencies be
tweaked and incorporated into a new planetary governance regime, or
should they be scrapped and built from scratch?

Who will staff planetary institutions? How will they be selected?
How many should there be? To whom are they accountable? Personnel
is policy, as the saying goes, so staffing can’t be an afterthought. How
can planetary institutions hire staff in ways that ensure quality and fair-
ness, and reflect the human population of the planet—as well as repre-
sent the interests of nonhumans?

This book is a vision, not a blueprint. Thus we don’t have the an-
swers to all these questions. Instead, we aim to encourage debate and
innovation to address them, in order to address the scale and scope of
the challenge posed by the condition of planetarity.
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Toward a Habitable Planet

It’s worth considering what will happen if the seemingly unrealistic
proposals for planetary institutional change of the sort we make here
don’t take place. There are three plausible scenarios for a future without
planetary subsidiarity. (1) National states continue to hoard their sover-
eignty, planetary problems go unaddressed, and business as usual hums
along: climate catastrophe, biodiversity collapse, recurrent pandemics
with infectiousness and lethality that make us wistful for COVID-
19.24 (2) An authoritarian planetary hegemon (likely based in Beijing)
emerges to bring order to the chaos.? (3) The status quo institutional
matrix undertakes modest reforms—enhanced multilateral coopera-
tion, for example—that prove to be sufficient. Perhaps the sustainability
of national state system is given a boost by some unproven (and inevi-
tably highly risky) technological Hail Mary paying off, making business
as usual sustainable.?® How realistic (to say nothing of democratic) is it
to accept any of these alternatives?

Infact, as growing sapience of the condition of planetarity makes the
scale of a planetary crisis increasingly apparent, all existing options—
including most of all “do nothing”—seem patently unrealistic. This is
why radically new thinking is required. Indeed, the most realistic (and
ethical) thing to do today is precisely to think the unthinkable.

Even for those readers who might agree with our diagnosis and pro-
posals, an inevitable question is: How do we get there from here? How,
specifically, is it possible to overcome the pull of national interests and
the jealous guardianship of the prerogatives of national sovereignty?
We maintain candidly, as we have throughout, that we don’t pretend
to see a clear path to planetary governance today. Indeed, it may take
a cataclysmic disaster to make possible the shift to planetary gover-
nance. The economist Milton Friedman was right in this regard: “Only
a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change,” he wrote. “When
that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that
are lying around. That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop alter-
natives to existing policies, to keep them alive and available until the
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politically impossible becomes politically inevitable.”?” The burden of
this book, then, is to argue for the kinds of institutions we should have,
so that if an opportunity arises for serious change, there will already be
a diagram of the sort of institutions and institutional architecture we
need.

That planetary governance’s most likely birth is through disaster
is bleak, but of a piece with the history of major institutional reform.
Most, if not all, instances of significant changes to governance architec-
ture, whether at the national level or the supranational, have typically
taken place only in or immediately after moments of existential crisis
or collapse of the existing institutional order. Institutions protect their
authority and power, and it’s only when theyre brought face to face
undeniably with their own limitations that they usually agree to cede
control. Crises in fact often midwife institutional creativity previously
thought risible. The basic idea behind the League of Nations and United
Nations, for instance, had been around for a long time (since at least
1795, when Immanuel Kant called for a “federation of nations” in his
philosophical sketch for “Perpetual Peace”), but it took the convulsions
of the two world wars for it to finally flower. Likewise, the creation of
the US Federal Reserve Bank went from a wild idea adamantly opposed
by private bankers to an institutional reality in the wake of the Panic
of 1907, which had very nearly produced a massive economic catastro-
phe. Similarly, it took the currency crises and stagflation of the 1970s
and 1980s to convince politicians across the Western world of the ne-
cessity of independent central banks focused on fighting inflation. We
don’t wish for crises of these scales to occur, but planetary catastrophe
isn’t hard to imagine. The heat wave that kills tens of millions of people
in the opening scene of Kim Stanley Robinson’s 2020 cli-fi novel The
Ministry for the Future represents one scenario under which an effec-
tive planetary climate governance regime might emerge.?® Should a
planetary calamity of such a scale unfold, the ideas in this book will be
available for those who seek to transform the architecture of planetary
management.
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Yet even this grim account is perhaps too optimistic. Mainstream
views of planetary crises, particularly climate change, present them
as dystopias-to-come, in contrast to a supposedly “normal” Holocene
past. For many of Earth’s human inhabitants, by contrast, the present
is already postapocalyptic. The imagined dystopian future of doom-
sayers is already here. The work of indigenous thinkers, in particular,
helps us situate the horrors of prospective planetary ruination as an
already-experienced present—one that, alas, has prompted exactly zero
national states to move in substantially new directions.? Indigenous
epistemologies—for so long represented in many Western literatures
as a relic from the past—in this sense are in fact exactly the reverse: an
epistemology of the future. If the future is anything like the past, this
doesn’t bode well at all.

Complicating this already dire outlook, international politics is, as
we write, at its darkest moment in recent memory. Great power rival-
ries have continuously intensified over the time that we’ve worked on
this book. US-China relations are in a downward spiral, and Russia’s
war of territorial conquest in Ukraine represents a criminal and retro-
grade event. The consequences of renewed geopolitical tensions for the
management of planetary problems can only be bad.

An eramarked by a deteriorating relationship between great powers
is admittedly an inopportune time to push for supranational coopera-
tion. The US’s attempt to pursue a dual-track, decoupled relationship
with China—pushing for coordination on climate action and some
other global public goods, while competing on trade, technology, and
military might—has so far failed to bear fruit. But even if this American
strategy eventually works, Beijing’s view of its own future could prove
debilitating for planetary cooperation. From Beijing’s perspective, why
would a self-perceived rising power want to sign up for planetary insti-
tutions now, when it could wait and then create such institutions on its
own terms when it is in a stronger position in the future?

Take a step back, however, and these conflicts between national
states tend to lose their present heat. Even the biggest, most serious
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questions that fuel present-day interhuman rivalries are tragicomically
small when put in context of the planet, which creates the very possibil-
ity of even having them. Step back further, and human concerns begin
to look even pettier. “The Earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic
arena,” remarked the astronomer Carl Sagan, reflecting on the signif-
icance of a photograph of our planet taken by the Voyager 1 spacecraft
in 1990 from a distance of six billion kilometers. In that photo, which
Sagan sagely commissioned, planet Earth appears in “a lonely pixel,
hardly distinguishable from the many other points of light Voyager
could see.”??

Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all those generals and emper-
ors so that, in glory and triumph, they could become the momentary
masters of a fraction of a dot. Think of the endless cruelties visited
by the inhabitants of one corner of this pixel on the scarcely distin-
guishable inhabitants of some other corner, how frequent their mis-
understandings, how eager they are to kill one another, how fervent
their hatreds. . . . There is perhaps no better demonstration of the
folly of human conceits than this distant image of our tiny world.*!

We needn’t leave Earth to gain some perspective. From the point
of view of the bacteria in our microbiome, a virus seeking a new host,
carbon compounds cycling through the atmosphere, water molecules
churning through the oceans or falling from the clouds or sitting frozen
in a glacier for millennia, our actions are meaningless. From the stand-
point of mice and rats, pigeons and pangolins, deer and chimpanzees
and alligators and elephants and whales, our interhuman prejudices
are pointless—merely destructive. Even from the perspective of future
humans, our present-day geopolitical competitions will be nothing but
a historical curiosity.

Our descendants will care whether the planet we bequeath them
is habitable, however. It will matter if the climate is stable, the oceans
aren’t clogged with plastic, habitats can support a diverse range of spe-
cies, and nuclear radiation doesn’t poison every living thing. In the long
term, geopolitical tensions, ideological rivalries, economic growth, and



How Hard to Stretch Imagination 215

everything else that occupies so much of collective thought and action
will matter only to the extent that they benefit (or harm) the planet.
Our politics must, in the end, promote planetary habitability.

We are not advocating the use of abstract claims about long-term
planetary habitability to deprive fellow humans of what they need to
thrive now.?? This is not an argument for the Global North, which has
primarily caused the present crises of habitability, to kick the ladder out
from underneath the Global South, preventing billions of people from
advancing their well-being or seeking justice. But it is an argument that
these other imperatives must be pursued within a horizon defined by
planetary habitability. We reject the claim, still made by some, that
the Global South should get the right to the same destructive carbon-
fueled, land-intensive, and generally exploitative growth that the North
got. It may not be fair, but such a trajectory is no longer an option. The
Global South deserves the fruits of growth, but they must be pursued
via different energy and land use regimes—as, of course, must be the
economic activities of the wealthier regions of the world. Restructuring
global economic systems so that they are less rigged in favor of the win-
ners will help foster these transitions.

“How hard it is to set aside” centuries of accumulated beliefs and
desires about humanity and our place on this planet. But setting them
aside is necessary if we—both “we” as humans, all humans, and “we” as
living matter, the whole biosphere—are going to flourish on this “sen-
sible old planet.” The growing planetary sapience has enhanced our
accounting of Earth, showing us how right Auden was. The advances
in scientific understanding have an aesthetic quality in their revelation
of the breathtaking complexity and interrelatedness of everything on
this planet. In our day-to-day lives, we encounter only a tiny portion,
and yet even this small slice consumes our waking hours. Our relentless
focus on our sliver, in the grand scheme of things, obscures more than
it illuminates. Observed from afar, the details fade away. Seen from
space, planet Earth is an unbroken sphere—a blue and green celestial
whole, orbiting a modest star.
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