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Introduction

Johan Lagerkvist 

There is one overarching question that should be on the lips of policy-
makers, activists and researchers these days: What is the global in global 
governance? The G-20 forum and the new IMF member composition are 
beginning to reflect geo-economic and geopolitical realities. Yet there is 
still some way to go – just look at two of the permanent five members 
of the UN Security Council, France and the UK. Are they punching 
above or below their weight? Will they willingly step aside to let India, 
Brazil or Japan take their seats? The answer is negative. So, making global 
governance truly global, and not just management by the North, is still 
a distant goal on the horizons for emerging economies and powers of 
the global South and East.

However, in the light of this conference, Global Civil Society: Shifting 
Powers in a Shifting World, two related, highly topical and timely ques-
tions follow on the overarching question about global governance. First, 
as mentioned above, what is the global in global civil society? Second, 
what constitutes the common features and contradictions inherent in the 
construct “the global South?” If we want to understand the true nature 
of civil society on the global level, with all the transnational linkages, we 
must attempt to answer both these questions. 

There are reasons to believe that South-South relations are set to 
become more important in the future, but also more ambiguous. Natu-
rally, North-South relations, and forums of global governance such as 
the United Nations, the G-8, the G-20, the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF), will also be affected by what is likely to 
be viewed as a return to the more interest-based nationalist state policies 
of bygone eras, while societies at the same time will be more connected, 
wired, and transnational than ever before. Thus, mechanisms of global 
governance look set to become more dysfunctional, while global civil 
society and non-state sectors are set to energise local, regional and global 
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politics  – phenomena that entail thorny problems for nation-states and 
many multinational companies, private as well as state-owned, which all 
used to handle emerging civil societies in foreign lands as dependent and 
non-autonomous. Emerging economies and powers such as the demo-
cracies Brazil, India, and South Africa may perhaps be better suited than 
China to deal with this task, as their investment footprints are becoming 
more visible in many smaller developing countries. But they too are part 
of the growing asymmetry between low-income and middle-income 
developing nations.

In Africa, a financially strong emerging economy – as China – meets 
nations with weak state capacity, some of them host to domestic and 
international NGOs. In this tense international environment, Chinese 
diplomacy and strategic thinking are under constant pressure. Arguably, 
China’s relations with Southern Africa amount to a fruitful test case for 
how China’s relations with the world will develop in the future. China 
is experiencing tremendous opportunities and challenges there. This 
will provide Chinese public diplomacy and foreign policy with a testing 
ground for policies on matters ranging from direct interaction with Afric-
an civil societies – NGOs and trade unions, as well as foreign NGOs – to 
non-traditional security threats to Chinese companies and citizens, and 
friction with Western trade interests and aid policies. For China, but 
also Brazil and India, the rest of the developing world can be viewed as 
a screen on which their long-term global ambitions are projected while 
fulfilling their current economic and energy needs. The most pressing 
and important challenges for the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, South Africa), following on their growing clout, especially in 
relation to smaller developing states in the international system, include 
but are not limited to the following issue-areas: 

•	 There	is	a	growing	political	and	economic	asymmetry	between	the	
large block of developing countries that constitute the amorphous 
term “the developing world.” The intense summitry between big 
developing countries, such as India and China, and their smaller 
brethren in Africa under the Forum for China Africa Cooperation 
(FOCAC) framework is indicative of this change.
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•	 The	BRICS	want	 to	 become	 “responsible	 stakeholders”	 in	 the	
current world order, as they firmly establish their role as regional 
power centres of their respective subsystems in the world order. 
This displays an anti-colonial and anti-imperialist ethos – although 
rhetoric and practice are not always consistent, as voting patterns 
in the UN Security Council revealed during the “Arab Spring” of 
2011.

•	 The	emerging	economies	are	also	becoming	donors	competing	with	
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries about valid and efficient development models. 
Recent calculations by the Financial Times are very telling in this 
regard. From 2008 through 2010, China Eximbank and China 
Development Bank allocated $110 billion to developing countries. 
During the same time period the World Bank allocated $100.3 
billion.  And between 2006 and 2008, aid flows from countries 
outside the OECD/DAC (Development Assistance Committee) 
increased by 63 percent. This is nothing but a sea change that 
needs to be closely scrutinised in the crucial and related areas 
debt, poverty reduction and economic development, as well as 
how human rights, non-interference and non-intervention are 
regarded as inherently good or evil. 
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