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"A ll Politics Is Regional": 
Emerging Powers and the Regionalization 

o f Global Governance

Andrej Krickovic

Tip O 'N e ill fam ously claimed, "A ll po litics  is lo ca l."  As g lo b a l governance  
fa lte rs  and  US leadership wanes, w il l  "a ll p o lit ic s "  become re g iona l w ith  
em erg ing  pow ers (China, Russia, Brazil) ta k in g  respons ib ility  fo r  leader­
ship a t the  re g iona l level? W hile  re g iona l pow ers are p ro v id in g  e ffec tive  
leadership on free trade  and  financ ia l s tab ility , th e y  have made much less 
progress on security issues w here th e ir  approaches to  certa in  problems, 
such as hum an security, d iverge fro m  those ado p te d  by the  West. Their 
a b ility  to  p rov ide  re g iona l leadership is ham pered  by the  increasing com ­
p lex ities  o f  the m odem  w orld , inc lud ing  the  co n flic tin g  dynamics o f  re ­
g ionalism  itse lf. The em ergence o f  a cen tra lized  system o f  reg iona l 
governance based on the hegem ony o f  re g iona l leaders is th e re fo re  un ­
likely. Instead, we are seeing the  em ergence o f  a com plex and  dynam ic  
system o f  governance th a t includes a b road  range o f  actors o p e ra ting  on 
m u ltip le  and  ove rlapp ing  levels. Keywords: g lo b a l governance, re g io n a l­
ism, em erg ing  powers.

T he international community is having an increasingly difficult time 
in dealing with global governance issues. The established multilateral 
global governance framework is failing to adequately address global crises 
and challenges, and is increasingly unable to get states to comply with 
existing binding global arrangements or to implement new ones. Progress 
on global free trade is making little headway. Though the membership of 
the World Trade Organization (WTO) has expanded in recent years, no new 
liberalization of trade in goods has come from multilateral negotiations 
since the WTO’s founding in 1995. Little progress has been made to reform 
the world financial system to remove the imbalances that caused the last 
global financial crisis. Global negotiations on climate change are at a stand­
still. with fundamental disagreements between developing and developed 
countries over how the responsibility for reducing carbon emissions should 
be divided between them. Nonconventional security threats, such as terror­
ism and the spread of weapons of mass destruction, seem no nearer to being 
eliminated. Even conventional security threats, which if measured in terms 
of interstate war and armed conflict and conventional battle deaths have 
declined markedly since the end of World War II, again seem to be on the
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rise. The post-Cold War security order in Europe, which has kept peace 
between Russia and the West for decades, is unraveling as a result of the 
Ukraine crisis and NATO and Russia are again starting to look at each other 
as their primary security threat. China’s territorial claims in the South 
China Sea are giving rise to naval arms races and bring the real possibility 
of open military conflict between China and Asia’s smaller powers (possi­
bly backed up by the United States, depending on the country and the exact 
circumstances).

As global governance begins to falter, issues that in the past have been 
addressed at the multilateral (global) level are increasingly being addressed 
at the regional level with emerging regional powers taking the lead. US sen­
ator Tip O’Neill famously claimed, “All politics is local.” As the United 
States’ and the West’s willingness and ability to lead decline and the power 
and capabilities of regional leaders such as China, Russia, and Brazil con­
tinue to rise, will all international politics become regional? Will governance 
at the regional level under the stewardship of regional powers provide a 
viable alternative framework for global governance and the provision of 
global collective goods such as security, free trade, and financial stability?

In this article, I look to answer this question by examining recent 
efforts by three major regional powers (Russia, China, and Brazil) to take 
the lead in tackling global governance issues at the regional level. I chose 
these three countries because they have been the most proactive in terms of 
their willingness to take on global governance responsibilities at the 
regional level. Though often considered to be important emerging powers, 
India and South Africa were excluded from my analysis because they have 
failed to take up regional responsibilities, either because of their unwilling­
ness to do so (India) or their still limited capabilities (South Africa).

I focus on three key issue areas here: free trade, finance (particularly 
the ability to be the lender of last resort in times of crisis), and security 
(with a focus on nontraditional security threats). Not only are these three 
issue areas critical global governance questions, they are also the areas 
where regional leaders have invested the most effort in bringing concerns 
that have previously been addressed at the global to the regional level. Crit­
ical global governance issues, such as the environment, have received much 
less attention at the regional level from emerging powers. To be sure, 
regional powers such as India and Brazil have been active on global envi­
ronmental issues, representing the concerns of developing states and pro­
posing innovative solutions to environmental problems at global fora like 
the UN Conference on Climate Change. However, their leadership in this 
area is focused on the multilateral and global level.

Moreover, there is an interesting variation in the degree to which these 
three problems are successfully being dealt with at the regional level. 
Regional powers are providing effective leadership on free trade and have
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made great efforts to set up financial stability. However, their record on 
security is mixed. They have made considerable efforts to promote regional 
security institutions and have had some success in increasing their region’s 
capacity to counter nontraditional security threats such as terrorism. But 
they have been less successful in providing human security, that is, in pro­
moting the security interests of individuals and populations rather than the 
security interest of states.

How can we explain this mixed record? First, as developing states, 
they are more willing to embrace leadership on economic issues and are 
wary of taking on security burdens that can detract from their efforts at 
internal economic development. Second, emerging powers’ approaches to 
certain security issues, such as terrorism and other nonconventional secu­
rity threats, differ markedly from that of the West. From the Western point 
of view, important aspects of human security such as democracy and human 
rights are inadequately provisioned under their regional leadership. But 
from the point of view of many emerging states, the promotion of these 
goals must take a back seat to other priorities such as economic develop­
ment, nation and state building, and the maintenance of social and political 
stability. Finally, they face many of the same problems in pursuing leader­
ship at the regional level that Western powers face at the global level. The 
world is becoming an increasingly complex and interdependent place—both 
regionally and globally—and it is increasingly difficult for powerful states 
to manage these complexities and take the lead in solving global gover­
nance problems.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the current global gover­
nance framework, based on US and Western leadership, will not simply be 
moved to the regional level with regional powers taking on the leadership 
role. Instead, we can expect a much more complex system of global gover­
nance to emerge that will be made up of overlapping levels (global, 
regional, transnational, and even subnational) and that will include a greater 
plurality of actors (global and regional powers as well as smaller regional 
states and nonstate actors).

W estern Leadership on Global Governance Breaks Down
By definition, global governance is the complex of formal and informal 
institutions that address global issues; that is, issues such as international 
security, trade, global finance, and the environment that no state can tackle 
through its own efforts. 1 Global governance faces a fundamental paradox: 
the policy authority for tackling global problems and mobilizing the neces­
sary resources is vested primarily at the country level, in states, while the 
source and scale of the problems and potential solutions to them are 
transnational or global.2 States can address these problems only by pooling
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their efforts and cooperating with each other. But cooperation is often 
stymied by collective action problems—from how to keep states from 
reneging or cheating on agreements to the tricky issue of relative gains— 
making it difficult for states to respond to global problems in a coherent 
and coordinated way.3

Since the end of the Cold War, the established global governance archi­
tecture has relied on the leadership of the United States and other Western 
powers, which have used their international clout to coordinate cooperation 
between states on global governance issues and impose solutions on issues 
where there is not enough common ground among states. Today, however, 
US and Western leadership has begun to break down. Two larger historical 
processes are eroding the West’s ability to lead. First, the rise to promi­
nence of large developing states is challenging the West’s economic and 
political dominance. Each of these new players is eager to have a bigger 
say in international affairs, making it more difficult for Western states to 
lead the way in coordinating a common approach to global problems. For 
example, China and Russia have scuttled US efforts to formulate a coordi­
nated international response to the crisis in Syria. In Iraq, the United States 
is being forced to work with Iran (a rival and unfriendly state) in finding a 
strategy to quell growing disorder. Second, as globalization advances and 
the world becomes increasingly interdependent and interconnected, it is 
also becoming increasingly unmanageable and chaotic. The authority and 
relevance of the state is being ever more challenged as “information, pol­
lution, migrants, arms, ideas, images, news, crime, narcotics, disease, 
amongst other things, readily and frequently flow across national territorial 
boundaries.”4 These processes are giving rise to black swan events such as 
the 2007-2008 financial crisis and the Arab Spring that perplex even the 
most powerful states.

A Regional Alternative?
While effective global governance is increasingly elusive at the global level, 
it may develop at the regional level, with dominant regional states acting as 
benevolent regional hegemons that can facilitate cooperation and provide 
collective goods. Advocacy for the regionalization of global governance has 
a long pedigree. At the end of World War II, Winston Churchill proposed 
that the world be organized as a “three legged stool,” with an overarching 
World Council resting on three regional councils—one for Europe, one for 
the Western hemisphere, and one for Asia and the Pacific.5 Since the end of 
the Cold War, many scholars have stressed the growing significance of eco­
nomic, political, and security developments at the regional level, developing 
international relations theories that focus on regions as the most important 
level of analysis.6 Regional organizations and initiatives of all types are
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playing an increasingly significant role in addressing transborder problems, 
helping to fill the governance void that has developed at the global (i.e., 
multilateral) level.7 Recognizing these developments, the United States and 
other Western powers have often called on regional powers to take greater 
responsibility for political and economic stability in their home regions.8

There are good reasons why many global governance issues may be 
more successfully addressed at the regional, rather than global, level. Inter­
dependencies of all kinds (security, the environment, economics) are great­
est between states that share borders or are in geographical proximity. All 
regional states are exposed to the negative effects of regional problems, 
often to a relatively equal degree. Interdependence across issue areas also 
opens up the possibility of issue linkages. States that may not be concerned 
with a particular problem may nevertheless cooperate to ensure regional 
cooperation on problems that are important to them. This makes it easier to 
coordinate their actions and overcome collective action problems associated 
with cooperation. Churchill noted this long ago when contemplating the 
issues of security: “I attached great importance to the regional principle. It 
was only the countries whose interest were directly affected by a dispute 
who could be expected to apply themselves with sufficient vigor to ensure 
a settlement.” 9 In terms of immediate payoffs, regional powers may have 
more to gain from exercising leadership locally, at the regional level, than 
from accepting global responsibilities. Pursuing regional leadership is in 
line with regional powers’ more narrow security and economic interests. 
Offensive realists argue that the anarchical nature of the international sys­
tem creates security pressures that lead regional powers to initially try and 
establish hegemony in their home regions. 10 In taking the lead on regional 
economic integration, regional powers also strengthen their economies by 
opening up new markets and new opportunities for their domestic busi­
nesses. While they may be suboptimal to global free trade, regional free- 
trade agreements represent sensible alternatives as trade remains restricted 
at the global level and it is much more difficult to coordinate free-trade 
agreements among a larger number of states. In recent years, trade liberal­
ization has happened primarily at the regional level, with dominant regional 
states often taking the lead. 11 Regional integration can also be used as a tool 
of economic modernization and to diversify developing states’ current 
dependence on Western markets (at a time when many Western economies 
face slow growth and economic stagnation). Regional powers are using 
regional economic integration to restructure their foreign trade relationships 
away from the production of lower value-added goods (commodities and 
natural resources, or cheap high-labor value-added manufacturing). 
Regional markets shelter local firms from competition, allowing them to 
develop higher value-added production and move up the global value-added 
chain. 12
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Regional leadership is also more in tune with regional powers’ still lim­
ited capabilities. With the possible exception of China, none of today’s 
emerging powers truly aspires to global leadership or hegemony. 13 Building 
global capabilities is costly and requires vast resources. It is much easier 
for states to exercise power closer to home. Pursuing regional hegemony is 
a cost-effective power-building strategy for emerging powers. It allows 
dominant states to take advantage of economies of scale, as military and 
economic capabilities created to exert influence over one subordinate state 
can easily be applied to other regional states. 14

Moreover, regional approaches to solving global governance problems 
may also have greater legitimacy than those brokered at the global level. In 
a world where cultural and civilization differences between societies and 
states are so pronounced that an actual consensus on fundamental values is 
elusive, regions are an embodiment of cultural distinctiveness and can serve 
as containers for cultural and value diversity. 15 Up until now, solutions for 
solving global governance problems have primarily come from the Western 
world and have fundamentally been shaped by Western values and prefer­
ences. These solutions often conflict with the identities and values of the 
developing world. The devolution of responsibility for global governance to 
the regional level may allow more diverse approaches to solving these 
problems to emerge. According to Andrew Hurell, “The capacity of regions 
to generate and promote ideas of global order, and the claim of different 
regions to be presented more fully and more equally, are likely to play a 
central role in the coming struggle for global political legitimacy.” 16 A more 
pluralistic approach that allows for diverse solutions at the regional level 
can better represent the values and preferences of a broader section of the 
world and, therefore, may enjoy greater legitimacy than global solutions 
that are seen by many outside the West as being imposed by a privileged 
minority of Western states.

In recent years, non-Westem emerging regional powers have stepped up 
their efforts to establish regional leadership and to promote regional integra­
tion. Russia has reinvigorated its effort to reintegrate the post-Soviet space 
program and is sponsoring new regional organizations such as the Customs 
Union and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). According 
to President Vladimir Putin, the ultimate goal is to establish a Eurasian Eco­
nomic Union (EurAsEc) “capable of becoming one of the poles in a future 
multi-polar world.” 17 Brazil is promoting several South American integra­
tion projects, including the Southern Common Market (Mercosur), Union of 
South American Nations (UNASUR), and South American Defense Council 
(CDS). The latter two projects expand the integration agenda beyond Mer­
cosur’s focus on trade and economy to include security and political and 
social issues. China has partnered with Russia to bring political stability and 
promote economic development in Central Asia through the Shanghai Coop­
eration Organization (SCO). China is also a key player in a variety of
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regional organizations in East Asia including ASEAN+1 (the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations plus China) and ASEAN+3 (ASEAN plus China, 
Japan, and South Korea).

All three regional powers use regional integration to increase their own 
power and to curtail US and other great powers’ influence in their home 
regions. Russia’s decision to push forward with the Customs Union and 
CSTO integration were at least partly a response to NATO expansion and 
the Eastern Partnership program of the European Union (EU), which has 
tried to form association agreements with post-Soviet republics such as 
Ukraine.18 Brazil’s efforts to expand Mercosur into UNASUR and the CDS 
must also be understood as a response to efforts by the George W. Bush 
administration to promote a Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), 
which Brazil opposed fiercely but discreetly behind the scenes.19 China’s 
regional integration projects in Asia position China as the first mover in 
broader East Asian integration, and may be a first step in developing a 
China-led regional economic bloc that would exclude the United States.20

Regional powers also see regionalism as an alternative to established 
multilateral global governance structures, which are failing to rise to the 
challenges posed by an increasingly complex and highly unpredictable 
global environment. This is spelled out explicitly in Russia’s 2013 Foreign 
Policy Concept: “The decentralization of global governance is strengthen­
ing the importance of political processes at the regional level, and creating 
the basis for a polycentric model of governance that best embodies the 
diversity, heterogeneity and stratification of the world. The new centers of 
economic growth and political influence are increasingly confident and take 
responsibility for the affairs in their regions.”21 Moreover, regional powers 
are beginning to question Western approaches to solving problems such as 
terrorism and global financial stability. Some even see the West’s solutions 
as exacerbating these problems rather than contributing to their resolution. 
According to Russian observer Feodor Lukyanov, “Western policy is inef­
fective and short-sighted and fails to produce the desired effect. . . . The 
great paradox is that politicians in America and Western Europe, on whom 
the future of the world depends, have become the main obstacle to preserv­
ing the status quo and a smooth recovery.”22 Regional powers are recogniz­
ing that, in the future, they no longer may be able to rely on US and West­
ern leadership. They will have to coordinate regional responses to global 
problems and provide collective goods on a regional level.

Regional Free Trade
As free trade begins to falter at the global level, an alternative may be to 
promote free trade at the regional level. In fact, this has been the case over 
the past few decades. The WTO has made slow progress in liberalizing 
trade between member states. At the same time, trade liberalization has
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made the most progress within regions, both in terms of tariff reductions 
and the adoption of technical and regulatory standards that facilitate the 
free movement of goods and services. Regional powers are playing a key 
role in facilitating the development free trade at the regional level. They 
have been the driving force behind regional free-trade agreements, using 
their political clout to push regional agreements through and enticing other 
regional states to open up and liberalize their domestic markets by offering 
them access to their own large markets in return.

Russia has looked to boost trade within the post-Soviet region by pro­
moting the development of the Customs Union of Russia, Belarus, and 
Kazakhstan. The three countries have adopted common tariff policies and 
eliminated border controls on the movement of goods. Russia has trans­
formed the Customs Union into a more comprehensive Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU), which has begun the long and arduous process of harmoniz­
ing legal and regulatory frameworks between member states and setting up 
supemational governance bodies that will have authority over certain areas 
of economic policy. EEU membership has been expanded to include Arme­
nia and Kyrgyzstan (Tajikistan is also in the process of negotiating its mem­
bership), and Russia has used diplomatic leverage and economic induce­
ments to get these countries to join the integration process. Russia has 
placed a great deal of political and economic pressure on Ukraine to join 
these integration projects, and this has been one of the root causes of the 
ongoing political crisis that now grips the country.

The Customs Union has experienced some immediate success. Accord­
ing to a recent report by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Devel­
opment (EBRD), trade between Customs Union members increased by over 
70 percent between 2009 and 2013.23 Admittedly these figures may be 
inflated by the resumption of trade flows interrupted by the 2007-2008 
financial crisis. But they may also underestimate the union’s long-term 
trade-creating effects, as it typically takes years to establish new trade links 
and cross-border production networks.24

Brazil has used Mercosur to push for free trade in Latin America. 
Brazil has been frustrated with the limited progress being made in multi­
lateral trade negotiations, such as the Doha Round, that have stalled 
because of divisions between developed and developing countries over 
issues that include nontariff barriers and agricultural subsidies (of particu­
lar interest to Brazil, which is an agricultural powerhouse). Regional inte­
gration allows Brazil to develop alternative markets for these goods while, 
at the same time, increasing its leverage in any future multilateral trade 
negotiations. Mercosur countries have a combined population of more than 
270 million people and gross domestic product (GDP) of more than $3 tril­
lion a year, making Mercosur the world’s fourth-largest trading bloc after 
the EU, North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and ASEAN+1. 
Mercosur has eliminated trade tariffs between its members and adopted
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common external tariff and customs policies. As a result intrabloc trade has 
grown from $10 billion in 1991 to more than $88 billion in 2010.25

China has also pushed for free trade in Asia. China sees this as a way 
to decrease its dependence on Western markets, a concern that has taken on 
new urgency after the 2008 financial crisis.26 The centerpiece of these 
efforts is the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA), which establishes 
a free-trade zone between China and ASEAN member states. Trade has 
grown over sixfold, from $59.6 billion in 2003 to $362 billion in 2011.27 
China-ASEAN trade was almost insignificant in the 1990s, but now China 
is the largest external trading partner of ASEAN (accounting for over 25 
percent of ASEAN’s total foreign trade). In promoting trade, China has 
adopted many of the policies prescribed by classic studies of hegemonic 
stability. China has willingly accepted the costs of promoting free trade, 
rapidly opening its markets to ASEAN while allowing these countries to 
gradually lower their tariffs on Chinese goods. ASEAN states’ trade surplus 
with China rose from $7.6 billion in 2002 (when the free-trade agreement 
process began) to $22.7 billion in 2011.28

Regional Lenders of Last Resort
Russia, Brazil, and China are also taking a lead in improving their regions’ 
ability to deal with financial crises, and are embracing the role of lender of 
last resort in the event of a protracted regional financial crisis. These efforts 
are influenced by dissatisfaction with the way that multilateral efforts have 
dealt with past crises, particularly with the Russian and Asian financial 
crises of the late 1990s. Regional powers resent the heavy-handed way that 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) deals with creditor nations as well 
as the stringent conditions that it often imposes for access to loans. Many 
Asian leaders believe that austerity measures imposed by the IMF on Asian 
countries during the Asian financial crisis made it more difficult for their 
economies to recover and created political and social instability in countries 
such as Indonesia.29

This has prompted China and other Asian leaders to work toward 
improving regional financial crisis mechanisms.30 China has partnered with 
Japan, South Korea, and the ASEAN countries (the ASEAN+3 format) to 
establish the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), a multilateral currency swap 
arrangement designed to make bailout funds available to member states in 
the event of liquidity crises. Many experts believe the CMI can help to 
increase regional financial stability and ease the shock of any future cri­
sis.31 In response to the ongoing European debt crisis and anxieties about 
the stability of the global financial system, member states doubled the 
CMI’s reserves to $240 billion in 2012. China has also taken the lead in 
pushing for the creation of an Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
which would finance infrastructure projects in the Asia Pacific region and



566 "A ll Politics Is Regional

serve as an alternative to established institutions such as the World Bank 
and Asian Development Bank (ADB). According to some estimates the 
region will need at least $8 trillion in investment in infrastructure over the 
next decade if it is to maintain the current pace of economic growth.32 
China and other regional states are unhappy with the way that the World 
Bank and ADB are responding to this problem. Moreover, China wants to 
establish an institution to deal with this issue in which it—and not devel­
oped countries (that are not sensitive to these problems) such as the United 
States and Japan—will have the deciding voice.

Under Russia’s initiative, the Eurasian Economic Union established a 
$10 billion crisis fund to help its members cope with the world financial 
crisis. Belarus has already drawn over $3 billion from the EurAsEc crisis 
fund, which is helping it to meet its international debt obligations and avert­
ing a default of its sovereign debt. By drawing on EurAsEc funds, Belarus 
also avoids having to go to the IMF, which undoubtedly would have 
demanded that the country undergo reforms in exchange for loans.33 In 
2013, Russia also offered Ukraine $12 billion in loans to help it meet its 
international obligations, in exchange for the country stepping away from 
signing an association agreement with the EU. The incumbent government 
in Kiev accepted Russian aid as an alternative to IMF loans that would 
most certainly come with painful and unpopular austerity requirements. 
This move, however, has backfired. Kiev’s decision to reverse course on 
EU ascension gave rise to massive street demonstrations that violently 
overthrew the incumbent government and eventually led to the current 
international crisis in which Ukraine, Russia, and the rest of the world com­
munity now find themselves.

Compared to the above examples, Brazil has made much less progress 
in organizing financial crisis mechanisms in Latin America. However there 
are plans to establish a Bank of the South, a regional monetary fund and 
lending organization that will allow member countries to borrow money and 
will also fund projects and investments without World Bank or IMF involve­
ment. The move at least partly reflects South American countries’ negative 
experiences with the IMF in the 1980s and 1990s, when many were saddled 
with austerity measures and crushing debt repayments.34 Mercosur countries 
have already pledged $20 billion to establish the fund, which is slated to 
begin funding its first development projects by the end of 2015.

China, Russia, and Brazil have also partnered with India and South 
Africa to establish the Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa 
(BRICS) Development Bank. With starting capital of $50 billion and an 
additional $100 billion in currency reserves, the bank is intended to become 
the developing world’s alternative to the Western-dominated World Bank 
and IMF. As such, the project will focus on areas, such as infrastructure 
development, that are important to developing states but currently are 
underfunded by established international financial intuitions.
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Regional Security
While most mainstream international relations theories focus on security 
developments at the global level (i.e., the level of the international system), 
a growing number of scholars have argued that security studies must start 
with the regional level. Some approaches divide the world into distinct and 
durable regional security complexes (RSCs), each of which, while being 
tied to the larger global system, also has its own particular security dynam­
ics. All states in the international system are, to one degree or another, 
interdependent when it comes to security. However, physical proximity 
tends to generate more security interaction among states that are neigh­
bors.35 The intense international competition between the superpowers dur­
ing the Cold War obscured the importance of regional dynamics, as each 
superpower played a big role in regional security politics. The end of the 
Cold War competition between the United States and the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics has returned autonomy to RSCs.36 Regional dynamics 
may be even more important in the future as the sole surviving superpower, 
the United States, becomes less willing (or even able) to intervene in RSCs.

RSC theory recognizes that RSCs can become centered on dominant 
regional states, which bring order and structure to security relations in their 
respective regions.37 Today’s regional powers are looking to take greater 
responsibility for regional security and are organizing regional institutions 
that can respond to traditional and nontraditional security threats. These 
efforts are in part a response to the United States’ and the West’s failure to 
adequately address regional security issues. But they are also intended to 
replace US and Western efforts, which are often seen as coming with 
strings attached. As such, regional institutions also function to decrease the 
region’s security dependence on the United States, thereby curtailing US 
influence.

Russia has pushed for the CSTO to become the premiere security 
organization in the post-Soviet space. The organization brings together 
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajikistan. Uzbek­
istan, which is wary of Russian dominance and harbors its own ambitions 
toward regional leadership, has vacillated back and forth on CSTO mem­
bership. It currently is a member, but has suspended its membership. The 
CSTO charter does not legally bind the countries to come to each other’s 
aid (as Article 5 of the NATO Charter does) but it does prevent them from 
joining any other alliances, thus forestalling their entrance into NATO—a 
key Russian goal in the region. The CSTO has conducted regular large- 
scale military exercises since 2006, including a 6,000-troop exercise in 
Kazakhstan in 2009.38 These exercises simulate responses to conventional 
external threats as well as incursions by “terrorists” and “militants.”39 
CSTO countries are organizing a 20,000-troop rapid reaction force, includ­
ing a smaller unit that would be under joint command and operate from a 
joint base in Osh, Kyrgyzstan. This force is specifically designed to inter-
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vene against unconventional security threats and challenges, and could be 
used to quell internal unrest in member states.40

The CSTO plays a useful geopolitical role for Moscow as a counter­
weight to NATO expansion in the post-Soviet region. States that join the 
organization are not allowed to join other military alliances or blocs (i.e., 
they cannot join NATO). As regional capabilities to respond to security 
threats improve, regional states will become less dependent on the United 
States and NATO and will instead look to Russia for their security needs. 
Moreover, the CSTO may have a comparative advantage to NATO in the 
eyes of the region’s authoritarian regimes because it is willing to help these 
regimes suppress internal unrest—something NATO is loathe to do.

Russia has also partnered with China to develop the capabilities of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which brings together China, Russia, 
and the five former Central Asian republics. Senator Sam Brownback called 
the SCO “the most dangerous international organization that the American 
people have never heard of.”41 Russia and China have used the organization 
to stem the growth of US and Western influence in the region and to speak 
out against US policies (e.g., missile defense and the United States’ alleged 
support for color revolutions).

While much attention has been devoted to the SCO’s supposed role as 
a counterweight to NATO, its most significant achievements have been in 
addressing regional security issues, particularly unconventional threats, 
which it identifies as the “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extrem­
ism.42 The three evils are an important concern for China and Russia, which 
face active terrorist and separatist movements. China is particularly con­
cerned with Uyguhr separatism in its northern provinces, which border 
Central Asia. The SCO’s smaller Central Asian member states welcome 
Russian and Chinese leadership on these issues since the three evils also 
present a direct threat to their authoritarian governments 43

Russia and China are also pushing for the CSTO and SCO to play a 
larger role in Afghanistan as US and UN-NATO efforts in the country begin 
to wind down. Moscow is trying to boost the CSTO’s airpower and its 
peacekeeping capacities so that it can respond to growing unrest in the 
country.44 The CSTO and SCO have granted Afghanistan observer status, 
and top Afghan leaders regularly attend these organizations’ meetings and 
conferences. Russia is disappointed with US efforts at combating drug traf­
ficking—a grave threat to Russia with its more than 1 million heroin 
addicts—and is looking to beef up the SCO’s and CSTO’s capabilities to 
deal with narcotics trafficking.45 China believes that the United States is not 
doing enough to promote economic development (which it sees as the key 
to promoting political stability in Afghanistan) and is stepping up its invest­
ments in the country.46 Neither the SCO nor the CSTO are prepared to 
replace the United States and NATO with troops on the ground. However,
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they are looking to increase their capabilities to deal with security threats 
that growing instability or a Taliban return to power may produce.

In South America, Brazil has played the leading role in establishing 
and directing the activities of the CDS, UNASUR’s security arm. One of 
this organization’s core goals is to build trust and defuse suspicions among 
regional states by increasing transparency in military matters. States have 
recently begun to exchange data on defense spending and there are also 
plans to increase the transparency of local military exercises. In strength­
ening military-to-military contacts in the region, the CDS also helps local 
militaries deal with common threats (e.g., drug trafficking) more effec­
tively. Its support for the CDS shows Brazil’s growing willingness to 
assume regional leadership while, at the same time, reducing US influence 
in the region.47 When the United States expressed interest in cooperating 
with the CDS, Brazil rejected any US participation.

In the past, Brazil was willing to defer to the United States on regional 
security issues and it cooperated with the US-led Organization of American 
States (OAS). Over time, it has become disillusioned with US security lead­
ership and has developed major differences with the United States over 
Washington’s punitive policies toward Cuba and Venezuela and with US 
efforts to establish permanent military bases in Colombia. Brazil often con­
siders the United States to be a source of regional instability and sees itself 
as better placed to take on the role of mediator in regional conflicts.48 
Brazil is using UNASUR and its security component, the CDS, to 
strengthen the ability of the region’s states to respond to security challenges 
locally and without the leadership of the United States. UNASUR played a 
key role in mediating the constitutional crisis in Bolivia in 2008. the police 
rebellion against the government of Ecuador in 2010, and the Venezuela- 
Colombia diplomatic crisis of 2010. In each of these cases, Brazil spear­
headed UNASUR efforts that intentionally sidestepped the United States 
and OAS (which many in the region see as a tool of US policy).49 Brazil is 
also strengthening its military and peacekeeping capabilities. In 2004, 
Brazil took over command of the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti and it 
has played a key leadership role in the country in the aftermath of the 2010 
earthquake. By developing UNASUR and the CDS, Brazil is hedging 
against a time when the United States will not be able to act as the region’s 
primary peacemaker and is developing its military capabilities to prevent 
other powers from poaching its rich Amazonian and offshore resources.50

A  M ixed  Record on H um an Security?
Regional powers have exhibited some successes in building regional insti­
tutions that mediate conflicts between states and in addressing nonconven- 
tional security threats such as terrorism and drug trafficking. However, their
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collective record of regional security leadership is less impressive if viewed 
from the perspective of human security. Both China and Russia are reluc­
tant to take on the burdens of humanitarian intervention in their respective 
regions. Despite its efforts to build up the CSTO’s capabilities, Russia 
refused the government of Kyrgyzstan’s request to send peacekeepers to 
quell ethnic unrest in the south of the country, leading many observers to 
conclude that the organization had failed its first true test.51

Western approaches to human security often center on the protection of 
human rights and the advancement of democracy. Russia and China reject 
this interpretation of the human security agenda. They hold to the belief the 
safety and well-being of populations must ultimately be entrusted to strong 
sovereign states. Any outside intervention to promote democracy and 
human rights can create social and political instability and give rise to the 
very kinds of events it ostensibly seeks to prevent. They feel these beliefs 
have been vindicated by recent events in Libya, Syria, and other developing 
states where Western-led humanitarian intervention has occurred.52 Russia 
and China often cooperate with Central Asia’s autocratic states to suppress 
the development of democracy and human rights and preserve autocratic 
rule. This is seen as a collective good from the point of view of the region’s 
authoritarian regimes. The SCO defines nonconventional threats such as 
“terrorism” and “extremism” more broadly than is usually accepted in the 
West, placing a greater emphasis on actions taken against the state rather 
than against public safety. On several occasions, the SCO has spoken out 
against color revolutions and against Western democracy promotion efforts, 
which they have characterized as “meddling” in sovereign affairs of the 
region’s states. The SCO also organizes its own election monitoring efforts, 
whose findings are used by governments to give a stamp of legitimacy to 
manipulated elections and counter criticism by international observers.53

In contrast to Russia and China, Brazil has been much more willing to 
lead on the issue of human security in the Western hemisphere. It took on 
the burdens of peacekeeping and state building in Haiti. It has also been a 
strong supporter of democracy and human rights in the region, often clash­
ing with the United States over human rights and democracy issues as it 
emerges as a more principled defender of these norms than Washington. In 
several cases (Venezuela in 2002, Honduras in 2009, and Paraguay in 
2012), Brazil has helped return to power elected incumbents who were 
ousted by coups that were at least tacitly supported by the United States. 
Most recently, Brazil has led the way in forming a UNASUR commission 
to help mediate the political crisis in Venezuela, where antigovernment 
demonstrations have left scores dead. The Venezuelan government has 
rejected OAS offers to mediate, as it views the OAS as being under US 
influence.54 While it has supported democratically elected governments that 
have faced threats from coups and other attempts to seize power through 
extraconstitutional means, Brazil has not embraced democracy promotion
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as a major foreign policy goal, either regionally or globally, and has gener­
ally refrained from criticizing other countries for violations of human rights 
or democracy.

The reluctance of some emerging powers to engage in humanitarian 
intervention or to promote human rights and democracy beyond their bor­
ders does not mean that they reject the concept of human security altogether 
and that they are ready to abandon vulnerable populations to their grim 
fates. While developing states do value human rights, they also value goals 
such as economic development, the preservation of political and social sta­
bility, and the maintenance of traditional cultures that are often taken for 
granted in the West. Their solutions to the problem of human security 
reflects these different priorities.

Developing states (including Russia and China) have actively embraced 
the norm of Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which sees sovereignty as being 
conditional on states’ ability to protect their populations from the most egre­
gious atrocities and war crimes and justifies foreign intervention in cases 
where states do not live up to these obligations. But given their colonial his­
tories, they are also wary about what they suspect are Western efforts to use 
the protection of human rights concerns and R2P to advance more narrow 
geopolitical or economic goals. While emerging powers accept R2P, they 
insist on certain safeguards to prevent R2P from being abused or misused. 
To this end, intervention must be approved by the UN Security Council and 
that can be justified in only the most extreme circumstances: the case of war 
crimes, genocide, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.55 These 
concerns are heightened by the way in which the international intervention 
in Libya, approved by Security Council Resolution 1973, played itself out. 
From the perspective of many in the developing world. Western states over­
stepped the original UN mandate to pursue regime change against a govern­
ment it opposed for geopolitical or ideological reasons.

To bridge the widening gap that has emerged between the West and 
developing world as a result of the Libya crisis, in 2011 at the UN Brazil 
called for the development of a clear set of guidelines for Responsibility 
While Protecting (RwP). These would include rules that would govern mil­
itary interventions to ensure they do not cause more harm than they pre­
vent, monitoring and review mechanisms that would assess whether inter­
vening states are following mandates set by the UN, and a renewed 
emphasis on preventive measures that would build up the international 
communities to avert these kinds of crises in the first place.56 Despite its 
promising start, however, Brazil’s proposal never got off the ground 
because it was rejected by Western leaders who saw it as a Trojan horse that 
would make it more difficult for the international community to intervene 
to stop massive violations of human rights, and also by China and Russia 
for whom the proposal did not do enough to assuage their concerns about 
sovereignty.57
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C onclusion
As global governance falters, emerging powers are beginning to take lead­
ership for global governance problems at the regional level. However, the 
discussion above has shown that their record for doing so has been uneven. 
Leadership has been strongest on economic issues (particularly in promot­
ing free trade). But with the exception of Brazil, their collective record on 
security has been spotty—particularly when viewed from the perspective of 
human security (at least according to the ways in which this principle is 
defined in the West).

How can we explain this outcome? Miriam Prys argues that regionally 
dominant states will not automatically aspire to regional leadership or take 
responsibility for the provision of regional collective goods.58 Their will­
ingness to take on these burdens will depend on whether regional leader­
ship will also lead to tangible gains in terms of economic wealth and global 
standing. For example, India has neglected to take on regional leadership 
because it sees its home region, South Asia, as more of a drain on its polit­
ical economic power than as an asset (and this is why it has been excluded 
from this analysis). Many of today’s regional powers are developing states. 
As such, they are focused on their own domestic economic development. 
They are reluctant to take on any foreign burdens (even regional ones) that 
detract from this goal. Thus, the most progress has been made in areas such 
as free trade and financial crisis management, as taking charge in these 
areas is essential to their economic development goals. Regional powers are 
less willing to take on responsibility in areas where immediate gains are not 
readily apparent. They are willing to take on responsibility for regional 
security when this helps strengthen their global position or when it curtails 
the regional influence of other great powers (especially the United States). 
But they back away when these larger geopolitical interests are not in 
play—as was the case with Russia’s reluctance to intervene in Kyrgyzstan 
in 2010. Nevertheless, if the United States continues to pull back and secu­
rity problems begin to mount, Russia and other regional powers may have 
no choice but to accept regional security burdens. In this respect, the US 
withdrawal from Afghanistan will be an important test for Russian and Chi­
nese security leadership.

Regional powers have failed to take leadership on certain security issues 
because they simply do not see them as a part of the overall solution to their 
region’s problems. Western approaches to human security focus on the pro­
motion of human rights and democratic governance. From this perspective, 
emerging powers such as Russia and China are not doing enough to address 
human security concerns because they do not support these values. This 
view ignores the fact that states do not attach the same importance to the 
same issues nor do they agree on the best way address global problems. The 
global governance agenda has largely been dominated by the leading West-
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ern states. But as it moves to the regional level, it will increasingly be 
shaped by emerging powers and other actors from the developing world who 
will bring their own perspectives on these issue to the discussion.

For many developing states, concerns about democracy and human 
rights take a back seat to economic development and the maintenance of 
political and social stability. They have adopted their own approaches to the 
problem of human security, which reflect these priorities. For example, 
Russia and China’s approach to dealing with nontraditional security threats 
in the SCO focuses on building up the regional states’ capacity to assert 
their authority over all nonstate actors—be they terrorist groups or human 
rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)—and on the promotion of 
regional economic development to deal with the social problems that give 
rise to these threats in the first place.

Regionalism itself is an extremely complex and multifaceted process 
that cannot simply be reduced to the rise of dominant regional states and 
their efforts to establish their regional hegemony through the provision of 
regional collective goods. According to Hurrell, “Regionalism is best viewed 
as an unstable and indeterminate process of multiple and competing logics 
with no overriding teleology or single end point.” 59 Some logics (e.g., 
increased economic and societal integration within regions and the emer­
gence of regional identities) favor the development of regional approaches 
to global governance. Others (e.g., increased political competition between 
regional states and regions’ increased permeability to outside actors and 
influences) make it more difficult for regional powers to take the lead in 
solving global governance problems at the regional level. This is particularly 
true when it comes to security. Uzbekistan, Georgia, and Ukraine have resis­
ted Moscow’s efforts to establish a Russian-led regional security order and 
have looked to hedge against rising Russian influence by developing secu­
rity cooperation with Western powers. Future efforts by China to take the 
lead on security issues in Asia are also likely to meet with resistance by the 
region’s smaller states—many of whom have strengthened their security ties 
with the United States in recent years.

The modern world is ultimately too complex and interconnected for 
regional governance to simply replace global governance. Critical prob­
lems, such as global warming, cannot be solved regionally. They require the 
participation of all major states and can be successfully addressed only at 
the global level. Today’s rising regional powers recognize the need for 
global solutions and their efforts are not limited to the regional level. They 
are also actively pursuing global leadership. In addition to its efforts on 
RwP and the environment, Brazil has pushed for reform of the global intel­
lectual property regime to ease the burden that it represents to many devel­
oping countries. India has taken the lead in representing the concerns of 
developing states on food security issues. Emerging powers are also coop-
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erating in such global forums as the G-20 and the BRICS. The latter is fast 
becoming an important global forum where non-Western alternatives to 
global problems, such as the reform of the world financial system, can be 
discussed. The BRICS are starting to move beyond discussion to concrete 
action. The group has founded its own development bank with initial capi­
tal reserves of $50 billion. The project, designed as an alternative to the 
World Bank, will fund the kind of development projects that they feel have 
been neglected by Western-led lending institutions.

The emergence of a centralized system of regional governance based 
on the hegemony of regional leaders is unlikely. Instead, we are seeing the 
emergence of a complex and dynamic system of global governance that is 
made up of multiple and overlapping levels (global, transregional, regional, 
and local), that have competing multilateral organizations (both Western 
and non-Western), and which includes a wide range of relevant actors 
(NGOs and international organizations as well as larger and lesser regional 
powers). Such a multilayered and multifaceted system will be messier and 
more chaotic than the system to which we have grown accustomed. At its 
worst, it may resemble the kind of “G-Zero world” described by Ian Brem- 
mer and Nouriel Roubini—where no state or group of states is willing or 
able to take ultimate responsibility for leadership.60 But it will also be more 
inclusive, as a wider range of voices and interests will contribute to gover­
nance. This will allow for the adoption of solutions that are more represen­
tative and, therefore, more legitimate in the eyes of the global community 
as a whole. ©
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