
There is no denying that many prob-
lems facing humanity have a global 
nature. If we are to solve them at all, 
we need to solve them on a global 
level. This is probably true of problems 
to do with war and peace. This is true 
also of problems to do with global 
justice. And it is obviously true also of 
problems to do with the environment. 
These problems cannot be solved 
within nation states. They need to be 
solved on a global level. How could 
this be achieved? There seem to be 
three main ideas about this. 

One possible response to global prob-
lems is to stick to national democracy 
and attempt to keep various different 
kinds of transnational and cosmopoli-
tan citizenship as thin as possible. 
Global problems should be solved 
through peaceful cooperation between 
sovereign and civilised states. Once 
the individual states get democratised, 
they will no longer wage war against 
one another, it has been contended. 
And once individually they adopt just 
welfare institutions and redistributive 
schemes, they will also provide some 
support to those in need. Finally, once 
they get democratised and economi-
cally speaking more equal, they will 
agree on treaties putting a stop to the 
waste of scarce resources and the 
spread of dangerous pollution. 

Is this realistic? I believe that it is not. 
Even democracies may wage war 
against one another, and, in the ab-
sence of a global democracy, there is 
no guarantee that democracy will 
spread on the globe. In fact, mighty 
democracies, when they see fit, may 
come to block the road to democracy 
in some parts of the world and even 
overthrow established democracies. 

And even democratic national govern-
ments may be drawn into a competi-
tion for goodwill from transnational 
corporations, selling out human rights 
and decent work conditions in ex-
change for investment. Even socialist 
states may feel a strong temptation to 
do so. Finally, in relation to environ-
mental problems, even democratic 
governments will come to face many 
tragedies of the commons. The recent 
problem with global warming seems to 
be an example of this. And it is reason-
able to assume that there is more to 
come in the future. 

Moreover, many people seem to be-
lieve today that globalisation poses a 
threat to national democracy. This 
means that, to the extent that we think 
democracy is necessary to solution of 
some global problems — to obviate 
war, for example — we may be in a 
situation where there is no democratic 
alternative to global democracy. We 
simply have to exchange one flourish-
ing global democracy for many wither-
ing national ones. As we remember, 
former United Nations Secretary-
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, among 
many others, has voiced this concern, 
when he states that: 

Another possible response, if we do 
not want to go for global democracy, 
would be to go for a hybrid solution. 
Each problem should be solved at the 
level where it can be best handled. To 
which level a certain problem belongs 
must be decided about through nego-

tiation between states, giving up some, 
but not all, of their sovereignty by sign-
ing binding treaties. 

This is a merely theoretical possibility 
which is unrealistic in practice. Rous-
seau seems to be right in his insistence 
that sovereignty is indivisible. Unless 
the nation states give up their sover-
eignty altogether to the global institu-
tions there will be different opinions as 
to where various different questions 
belong. And unless such differences of 
opinion can be sorted out at the high-
est possible level, they will not be 
sorted out at all. The global system will 
be thrown back into anarchy. 

If my argument is correct, then, we 
have to accept war, global injustice 
and a poor environment, unless we 
resort to a world government. The op-
tions are more radical than many in the 
contemporary discussion about global-
isation have admitted. But even if it 
seems plausible to assume that a world 
government would be able to handle 
problems to do with war, injustice, and 
the environment, it might be questioned 
both whether a world government is 
possible and whether it is as such desir-
able? 

I answer both these questions in the 
affirmative by arguing that a world 
government is possible and desirable, 
provided it takes a radical populist 
democratic shape. What should be 
established is global democracy. 

My argument to the effect that global 
democracy is possible takes the form 
of a roadmap in its direction, starting 
with rather small steps, relying on a 
tendency towards democratic deter-
minism, eventually leading in the right 
direction. Two processes are here cru-
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cial, and it is crucial that they are run in 
tandem: democratisation of the United 
Nations and successive military capitu-
lation from national states in relation to 
the UN. 

It is interesting to note that, irrespective 
of how you like the idea of global de-
mocracy, these two initial steps may 
each seem very attractive as such. Just 
imagine if there had been a global, 
directly elected, peoples assembly that 
could have discussed the problem of 
global warming, capable of deciding 
about at least recommendations for 
global action. There is no denying that 
this would have been helpful also 
when it comes to reaching international 
agreements. Or, imagine that there 
had been military forces readily at the 
disposal of a Security Council intent on 
handling the Darfur conflict. 

The only reason for rejecting the two 
first steps here indicated as parts of the 
roadmap, then, must be that adopting 
them might set us on a slippery slope, 
leading all the way up to a full-blown 
world government. If you like the idea 
as such of global democracy, you are 
bound to be enthusiastic with respect 
to these steps. 

I think that the presence of one super-
power, and one superpower only, is a 
favourable condition to this endeavour. 
The final step, I conjecture, would be 

when the USA surrenders its military 
forces to the UN. The USA should be 
teased and ridiculed by the rest of the 
world to the point where surrender is 
irresistible. 

But is global democracy desirable? 
Even as a means to the solution of 
some pressing global problems, global 
democracy might be considered so 
terrible that we had better bear with 
war, injustices, and environmental dis-
asters? This is hard to believe. More-
over, even if there exists a sceptical 
tradition with respect to world govern-
ment, dating at least back to Immanuel 
Kant, and followed up in the twentieth 
century by thinkers such as Hans Kel-
sen and John Rawls, global democracy 
is nevertheless highly desirable. 

Against the charges that such a democ-
racy would be shallow (few and re-
stricted options will be open to it), that 
in its early phases it will be in the grip 
of the government of the United States, 
it has been objected that, even if this is 
so, there is a potential for institutions 
such as a world parliament to grow 
more important as well as more inde-
pendent in the future. And, for the time 
being, the world is, any way, in the 
grip of the US government. 

Against the charges that there is a lack 
of cultural and ethnic community neces-
sary for political unity on the globe, I 

argue that such community is not desir-
able even on a national level, let alone 
then on a global level. Or, to the ex-
tent that it is necessary on a national 
scale, in order to render possible redis-
tributive tax systems, we need not re-
sort to it on the global level. This has to 
do with the fact that global injustices 
should be attacked, not through redis-
tribution between individuals on the 
globe, but, mainly, through laws em-
powering poor people on the entire 
globe, allowing them all by themselves 
to better their own situation. 

Against the charges that a global politi-
cal democracy may evolve into tyr-
anny (of the majority over the minority) 
it has been claimed that, even if there 
is no guarantee to the opposite effect, 
the more all-encompassing a polity is, 
the less serious this risk becomes. And 
it is difficult to think of a polity that is 
more all-encompassing than the world 
itself. 
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the case for a world govern-
ment” (Edinburgh University Press, 
2008). The opinions expressed are those 
of the author and not necessarily those of 
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