
CONTENDING PERSPECTIVES AND HUMANITARIAN PARADIGMS 

As the world prepares for the November 2021 UN Climate Change Conference (COP-26) 
and its objective of radically reducing climate risks, will those participating governments 
be successful? One measure of success is that they, as representatives of 
states around the world, should be able to agree on certain targets 
and time scales for lowering carbon emissions -- for they are the 
cornerstones of multilateralism, the basis upon which global 
decisions are made either directly or through intergovernmental 
organisations. 

If they fail to do so, it could be because participating states may 
be pursuing different shorter-term objectives at the expense of 
the longer-term. Alternatively, they may have contending longer-
term objectives, which reflect no, or only limited common interests. 
In either case, their objectives and decision-making processes reflect 
the dynamics of a multilateral construct. 

Yet, there is an emerging possibility that the assumptions underpinning multilateralism 
may be increasingly less relevant. ‘Globalisation,’ reflected in a growing number of non-
state systems and organisations, may be having increasing influence beyond the 
multilateral construct. Globalisation in the context of COP-26 means that the influence of a 
wide network of actors well — beyond those of the nation-state — can be potent factors in 
determining the direction of global interests and concerns. 

Multilateralism Versus Globalization 

Many proponents of a state-based multilateral world see that, despite inevitable 
adjustments, the foreseeable future will reflect a far more controlling state structure than is 
even evident today. Not only would multilateralism continue to determine the objectives 
and actions of international organisations, but it would also define the boundaries of non-
state actors such as the private sector and social networks.  



A multilateral construct, according to some analysts, could well be regarded as a reaction 
against the perceived threat of what is described as a more globalized world. Even if the 
multilateral construct would be witness to a growing range of conflict drivers as well as 
continuing cultural, societal, economic and cultural differences, a multilateral systems 
architecture will reflect the belief that ultimately state-based constructs will be 
fundamental to world order, peace and stability.  

On the other hand, a globalized world would reflect greater ‘atomisation’ where social, 
political and economic dynamics are determined principally by fluid, self-organising 
entities. They may exist in parallel and frequently independently of conventional state 
structures and the assumptions and processes that normally guide economic, political and 
social institutions.  

Yet, whichever paradigm informs the future, there is a growing consensus that the 
‘overloaded state’ may lack the capacities of dealing with complex problems.  Even in 1

some of the richest states in the world there are signs that opaque, drawn out processes 
combined with contending bureaucratic interests all too often reflect pervasive 
dysfunctionalities.  Hence, multilateralism might remain the predominant explanatory 2

framework for some, but its components need to be more adaptive and agile, ‘refreshed’.  

Those who see that multilateralism, conceptually, will give way to globalisation often 
begin with the potential impacts of technological transformations. They suggest, for 
example, that the proliferation of communications technologies will be a key factor in 
moving the concentration of power away from states and institutions and transfer it to 
alternative virtual and physical networks, organisations, local communities and 
individuals.  To a very significant degree, sheer complexity will force fundamental 3

structural change. ‘We have to be able to hardwire an ability to adapt and see things that 
we’d otherwise ignore because they don’t fit our old conditions,’ noted two well respected 
proponents of more globalised perspectives.   4

To a significant extent the paradigmatic tension between globalisation and multilateralism 
is reflected in the concerns of a growing number of practitioners and policy planners who 
point, for example, to state-based systems such as the UN as having become 
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‘constitutionally unfit’.  Examples of its failures abound, be they the consequences of 5

unregulated transnational capitalism and related financial flows, radicalized nonstate 
armed actors, the proliferation of nuclear biological and autonomous weapons or the 
flows of displacement across borders in most parts of the world. And, more recently the 
ways that the Covid-19 crisis was handled underscores the growing uncertainties about 
the capacities of state-based systems to handle ever more complex threats. 

GAVI versus government 

Those official bodies that ostensibly control the direction of the state have been accused 
of persistent short-sightedness and an inability to deal with the full dimensions of 
complexity. As the impacts of Covid-19 became ever more evident, it was noted in 
November 2020 that one of the most serious global hazards which the world faces now 
and most likely will in the future are the very institutions that have responsibility for 
dealing with such threats.’   6

The belief that institutions responsible for addressing threats as pandemics are all too 
often threats themselves was reflected in the ways that hazards were analysed. Crisis 
threats should be regarded as complex systems of changing problems that interact with 
each other. The tendency, all too often, is to ignore unconventional crisis threats or to see 
crisis impacts as essentially linear.  7
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One way to avoid the linearity all too often reflected in the multilateral model is to 
recognize that as ‘tacit knowledge is widely dispersed, decision-making authority should 
also be widely disbursed.’  Towards that end, the challenge is to bring together 8

‘autonomous groups to align activities to sponsor particular events and deliver targeted 
services in pursuit of compatible goals.’  Here, the GAVI (Global Vaccine Alliance) 9

suggests a far more globalized construct in which networks consisting of the private 
sector, international governmental and non-governmental organisations, and foundations 
as well as governments have formed an alliance, in this instance to provide tools to 
accelerate the distribution of Covid-19 vaccines to an estimated 123 countries. 

In a related vein, Project ECHO (Extension for Community Healthcare Outcomes) has 
provided an ‘unconventionally structured global health and community services initiative’ 
to deal with the Covid-19 challenge, ‘operating at scale to reach some of the world’s most 
vulnerable populations.’  This non-profit networked platform did so on the US-Mexican 10

border at a time when the World Health Organisation and the US federal government, 
amongst others, ‘struggled to meet the challenge of the disease.’  11

Image credit OECD 

The targets of ECHO’s interventions were poor and minority populations. The focus 
reflected a form of globalisation at a time when multilateral structures found it difficult to 
adapt to the complexity of the crisis. More and more, non-conventional networks and 
networks that combine conventional and unconventional actors have been emerging to 
deal with complex crises.  
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In an intensely multilateral construct in the late 1960s, governments assumed limited roles 
in dealing with displacement. In the 1970s, this began to change when the multilateral 
construct played a far more active role in dealing with displacement – symbolised by a 
strengthened UNHCR (UN High Commissioner for Refugees). Now, however, as we look to 
responses such as those by ECHO on the US-Mexican border is the international 
community witnessing a fundamental change in the nature of international architecture – 
from the post-WWII multilateral structure to the possibility of a post-Covid globalism? 

While the possibility that the fundamental architecture of the international system might 
be altering towards globalisation or re-enforcing the present multilateral construct, there 
is a third consideration from a systems perspective. Whether multilateralism or 
globalisation reflects the architecture in which relevant systems may emerge, systems, 
themselves, might go through a period of bricolage, reflecting ‘making do’.  

Making do is neither random nor unskilled. Rather, it is the power to use what is 
immediately or perhaps incidentally at hand to make sense of a situation or resolve 
a problem.  12

As one looks to humanitarian action from multidimensional perspectives, might bricolage 
provide a more immediate perspective on the dynamics of the international humanitarian 
sector when it comes to dealing with everything from displacement on borders to global 
threats such as cyber collapse?
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