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Governance literature has been increasingly drawn away from normative and reductionist 
approaches to global government towards more networked, dispersed, and democratic 
approaches to actors, institutions and private and public involvement. (e.g. Runciman 2015, 
Bevir 2013, Chhotray & Stoker 2008) Similarly, more moderate forms of constructivism have also 
countered deep commitments to realist methodologies. This impasse though between realists 
and idealists still creates the tension points and opportunities for critique in approaches to the 
subject of global governance. This review paper examines the contribution of two books on 
global governance and their respective understandings of the nature of ‘change’ at the 
international level. This can be contrasted with understandings which are oriented towards the 
establishment of normative outcomes like stability, order, or fairness at the international level. 
Despite disagreement regarding ontological or epistemological questions, a preoccupation with 
the global dimensions of certain problems has often characterised global governance 
discussions. However, ‘change’ is a broad concept. Disagreement characterises definitions of 
‘change’, particularly in relation to the levels at which it operates and its impacts upon cultural, 
social, or political aspects of our lives. The two books examined in this review both adopt the 
idea of a ‘gap’ to frame the authors’ analysis of problems at the international level and 
institutional responses to them. The authors conceptualise the role of gaps and institutional 
responses in different ways. This review suggests that the idea of a ‘gap’ provides both authors 
with a useful analytical framework for understanding global governance. However, while both 
authors clearly articulate the process of addressing these gaps, neither acknowledges nor 
examines the underlying ideological positions that lead to gaps from arising or which drive or 
affect responses from the international community. Consequently, neither author adequately 
addresses how effective or deep their approaches to change are likely to be.  

There are notable veterans in the field of global governance who have been active since 
its inception in the 1980s, such as Oran Young, Frank Biermann, Thomas Gehring and Sebastian 
Overthur. Ostensibly, general commentaries provided by these authors on the idea of global 
governance stem from a firm scholarly foundation. Thomas G. Weiss, author of Global 
Governance: Why? What? Whither?, is one such scholar. Weiss’ book is an international 
relations study concerning the motivations, foundations, functions and future of global 
governance. Although the topic of global governance is described in more general terms the 
book aims to articulate Weiss’ contribution to the field, adopting a framework for the analysis 
of gaps in governance. Weiss seeks to move discussions of governance beyond realism to 
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understand why supranational politics lags behind the corpus of problems at the international 
level. It is in this context that Weiss’ framework for analysing gaps becomes useful.  

The book would serve as a concise guide to students of international relations, politics 
and law regarding the key elements of global governance and the challenges it faces. Weiss 
provides a structured analysis which addresses ‘why’ global governance has emerged, ‘what’ 
global governance is, and ‘whither’ global governance with respect to several governance ‘gaps’: 
areas in which effective governance institutions and responses are most underdeveloped. Weiss 
argues that global governance in its current form, characterised by the absence of an 
international authority of some kind, is not capable of addressing and resolving these identified 
gaps and makes a comprehensive case for the improvement of institutional structures, 
knowledge, normative structures and policy to improve its response to these challenges. 

This nine-chapter book starts with a discussion of possible catalysts for ‘why’ global 
governance has emerged as a discourse. Weiss examines how the proliferation of non-state 
actors has great potential to influence state behaviour and shape global governance, even 
rivalling states and governmental organisations. The final catalyst for global governance 
discussed includes the scholarly reassessment of proposals for world government. Global 
governance is presented by Weiss as associated with the fall of liberal idealism and world 
government discussions, and as a more complex and practical framework for addressing 
transnational problems. With a shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’, however, Weiss argues 
that a theoretical gap has emerged regarding agency and also the accountability of actors with 
centralised or diffused power.  

In chapter 2 Weiss provides a definition for global governance, summarising the concept 
from an historical perspective:  

“… the range of formal and informal values, rules, norms, practices and organisations 
that provide better order than if we relied purely upon formal regulations and 
structures” (p 31). 

Weiss argues that governance is underpinned by both hard and soft public international law in 
addition to persuasive normative structures and discourses, which are produced and 
disseminated by non-state actors to influence state behaviour.  

In chapter 3 Weiss outlines the substantive framework for his argument and approach 
in this book. He analyses global governance through the lens of five types of gaps which need 
to be addressed to achieve effective and efficient governance: knowledge gaps, normative gaps, 
policy gaps, institutional gaps and compliance gaps. These gaps organise Weiss’ argument 
regarding response to six topical global threats: the use of military force, terrorism, human 
rights, the responsibility to protect, human development and climate change.  

In chapters 4 - 6 Weiss outlines and examines knowledge, normative and policy gaps in 
current global governance structures. Knowledge is considered in terms of its role in 
establishing normative structures and discourses through dissemination of meaning and 
acceptable terms of action. Weiss argues that these knowledge gaps can significantly influence 
the ways in which states and non-state actors interact with normative frameworks and political 
institutions. This informs Weiss’ argument that the frameworks, lenses and criteria that states 
and non-state actors use to determine adoption/negotiation of values, norms, attitudes and 
approaches inform the development of normative gaps in global governance. Weiss also argues 
that resolving policy gaps requires both established governing principles and processes for 
achieving set objectives. Addressing policy gaps and encouraging policy innovation requires 
some level of consensus among states regarding both knowledge and norms.  

In chapter 7 Weiss addresses institutions, defined as the formal structures of global 
governance, by analysing the ways in which international organisations exercise their influence 
through establishment of agendas, rules and programs, and evaluation of agreements and 
outcomes. Weiss argues that international organisations vary greatly in their efficacy and 
robustness. This can be attributed to inconsistencies in knowledge, norms and policy.  
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In chapter 8 Weiss argues that there is currently no guarantee of state cooperation, 
regardless of knowledge and norm consensus or established policies and institutions. This has 
led to the development of a compliance gap. Weiss also argues that power is most relevant in 
global governance when assessing compliance, as non-state actors’ knowledge and norm 
generating capability has the ability to influence the compliance of states. On this basis, Weiss 
argues that a shift from traditional to non-traditional power structures between states and non-
state actors has taken place.  

Weiss finally considers ‘whither’ global governance and challenges the role of 
sovereignty in global governance, based on a consideration of the growing power of non-state 
actors in the governance sphere. Throughout the book, Weiss identifies some necessary steps 
to close governance gaps and create greater order, stability and fairness in international 
relations. However, Weiss argues that his analysis highlights the inability of global governance 
to truly close all governance gaps in relation to all transnational problems. Weiss therefore 
makes a case for the eventual establishment of world government to overcome the inherent 
weaknesses associated with the lack of incentives for compliance and cooperation in global 
governance today.  

Weiss’ Global Governance: Why? What? Whither? provides students and scholars alike 
with a comprehensive guide to the idea and possibility of global governance. The five 
governance gaps Weiss describes are useful but would benefit from more detailed engagement 
with notions of agency. The book does not address how one might explain the successful 
resolution of the identified gaps, or which method of explanation might be preferable. While 
the author provides substantial analysis of necessary change, the work could have more clearly 
contextualised within a wider theoretical framework (e.g. Bevir 2013 and Runciman 2005). This 
theoretical consideration is necessary, as the idea of gaps, in and of itself, does not generate 
substantive commentary about the creation and social constructions of meaning, which in turn 
influence the development of approaches to governance. Without a theoretical or empirical 
framework the idea of gaps remains an interesting observation which leaves the reader with 
insufficient resources with which to identify global governance and address gaps at the 
international level.  

This book serves as an introduction to global governance. Weiss’ framework of gaps 
functions well to bring together a very large and diverse range of scholarly contributions to the 
global governance literature. However, it should not be presumed that this does more than 
create a framework for separating disparate ways in which governance can be examined and 
studied. However, in this separation is also the problem that one comes across when 
generalising, which is that categories within frameworks don't neatly comply. For instance, 
Weiss separates knowledge gaps from normative ones. Norms however can emerge from social 
learning (Akhtarkhavari, 2010) amongst actors, which then reflects the filling of knowledge gaps.  

What remains to be explored in Weiss’ book are the ways in which gaps contribute to 
how we understand the nature of change. The work suggests that addressing gaps results in 
solutions at the international level, without exploring whether all change is good or not. Weiss’ 
conception of gaps assumes that they continuously shape how global governance contributes to 
change by forcing the international community to create new knowledge, norms, policy, 
institutions or compliance measures. According to Weiss, gaps themselves lead to change. 
However, this framework is silent as to the nature of the change and the kind of global 
governance approaches which might be preferable arising from that. The selection of case 
studies only directs our attention to certain kinds of problems that require solutions at the 
international level. However, these problems are also liberal and conservative problems that 
require change in our approaches to global governance. As such, Weiss’ book advocates thicker 
and denser global governance approaches, but fails to address the utility and theoretical 
implications of these approaches with respect to the major problems we face. 
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Global Environmental Governance, Technology and Politics: the Anthropocene Gap, by 
Victor Galaz, is a focussed consideration of the interaction between emerging technologies, 
change and governance. Galaz embarks on an assessment of the significance of the idea of the 
Anthropocene and its implications for how we govern through complexity. Galaz’ work is 
innovative and diverse in its analysis, stretching across disciplinary boundaries. In many ways 
it complements and extends the work of Weis described above. 

The idea of the Anthropocene Epoch has in recent years gained traction in the academic 
community (Crutzen 2002, Robin 2007, Stefan et al 2007). It represents the idea that human 
beings are now central to and determine how earth systems function (Steffen et al, 2007). The 
idea does not itself encompass ethical implications or prescriptions regarding the centrality of 
human beings in the functioning of various earth systems. However, in scientific terms the 
Anthropocene identifies what social science scholars have been describing as the dramatic, 
catastrophic and dire impact of human beings on the natural world (e.g. McKibben 1989).  

Galaz adopts the idea of the Anthropocene and suggests that it creates a governance 
gap. According to Galaz, this is characterised by increased uncertainty with respect to the nature 
of change and how it is seen to occur. Additionally, Galaz argues that in the Anthropocene, scale 
has attained unprecedented significance as human beings now have the ability to influence 
entire earth systems. Change is no longer restricted to the local or regional. The politics 
surrounding potential ‘tipping points’, which encompass questions of how and when humans 
may come to experience harm, is becoming more complex. These considerations are all 
influenced by the ways in which technology is deployed, whether that technology creates 
ecological problems or aims to resolve them. In this way, Galaz develops the idea of the 
Anthropocene Gap, a concept which embraces complexity. 

The term ‘complexity’ is not used loosely in Galaz’s work. According to Galaz complexity 
comprises elements of surprise in the context of certain ‘thresholds’ such as planetary 
boundaries (See, Rockstrom 2009) involving variables which are vulnerable to cascading effects 
due to deep interconnectedness. These features of complexity, when considered in the context 
of the planetary scale of the Anthropocene, raise important ‘governance puzzles’. In particular, 
Galaz is concerned with the extent of institutions’ abilities to resolve problems characteristic of 
the Anthropocene Gap.  

In this context, Galaz proposes that polycentric approaches to governance help us to 
understand how complexity augments human-ecological problems and restricts the ability of 
formal institutions to address them. According to Galaz, the nonlinear nature of such problems 
means that formal institutions are often not equipped to identify, analyse and address surprises, 
breaches of tipping points, and the interaction between these elements. This inability is of 
particular significance, Galaz argues, because a failure to address one such problem can ‘cascade’ 
into failures in others.  

Chapter 1 of the book, titled Planetary terra incognita outlines the ‘Anthropocene 
debate’, providing a useful history and analysis of the subject, including its various political 
debates in the context of environmental governance. In chapter 2, Galaz proposes three 
‘governance puzzles’ to guide analysis of complexity: 

1. the characteristics of international institutions which are able to detect and respond 
effectively to human-environmental surprises; 

2. the value of adopting polycentric coordination to address complex Earth system 
interactions; and 

3. the ability of governance structures to enable technological innovation while mediating 
ecological risk. 

Chapter 3 concerns nine ‘planetary boundaries’, including climate impacts, chemical pollution 
and biodiversity. Galaz questions how governance can seek to address not only these nine 
boundaries but also the complex interactions between them. In order to do so, Galaz argues the 
following must be analysed in respect of each boundary: first, foundational institutional 
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architecture, and, second, emerging patterns of international collaboration, collectively what 
Galaz calls a ‘polycentric coordination’ viewpoint. Galaz contends that effective environmental 
governance requires more than existing environmental multilateral agreements to 
comprehensively address the nine boundaries. Effective governance, he argues, must comprise 
both states and non-state actors and place importance upon their interactions with varied sets 
of formal and informal rules. A successful governance framework would also be characterised 
by adaptivity and innovation in order to effectively address surprises. 

In chapter 4 Galaz examines institutional and governance challenges posed by surprises 
associated with emerging infectious diseases (EIDs). Galaz argues that information and 
communication technologies are crucial to early responses to disease outbreaks, many of which 
have been catalysed by an intersection of economic factors, including increasingly globalised 
trade and travel, and social environmental factors, such as land use changes, climate change 
and rapid urbanisation. Galaz argues that efficient polycentric coordination facilitates effective 
responses to EID surprises and emerging threshold change. Here Galaz also introduces the 
concept of ‘supernetworks’, key to his explanation of polycentric coordination. Supernetworks 
refer to networks in which each actor is comprised of complex and sophisticated networks of 
multiple actors. The collective intelligence of these multi-system actors facilities the formation 
of supernetworks through greater technological integration with other actors.  

In chapter 5 Galaz adopts the topic of geoengineering technologies to argue that 
emerging technology and polycentric coordination can provide novel responses to climate 
impacts. Geoengineering technologies are defined as “intentional, technological scale 
interventions in the climate system to mitigate the impacts of anthropogenic climate change” 
(Galaz, 2014, p. 85). Regulatory gaps and the resultant implications for innovation and 
precaution are explored. There are major risks associated with the large scale deployment of 
geoengineering technologies. However, a formal legal framework which successfully regulates 
the design and implementation of geoengineering technologies is decidedly lacking. In response 
to this gap several governance approaches have emerged, but all have faced challenges in 
balancing the innovation and caution in the development of geoengineering technologies.  

In chapter 6 Galaz analyses governance challenges posed by rapid algorithmic trading, 
financial markets and ecosystem services to highlight the need for polycentric approaches to 
regulation. Increased commodity trading has raised concerns that increased connectedness 
between financial actors and key commodities may increase risk of volatility (unexpected rapid 
changes in price). The food security implications of rapid market shifts in commodities are 
potentially significant. The proliferation in algorithmic (or ‘robot’) trading has the potential to 
greatly increase risk as it enables large financial investors to facilitate rapid shifts in investment, 
therefore contributing to substantial price swings and market instability. Galaz argues that this 
is further problematised by institutional fragmentation, caused by a lack of institutional 
infrastructure. He subsequently argues that a polycentric approach to governance, drawing 
upon the interactions between both states and non-state actors, is the best approach to regulate 
robot trading. However, Galaz’ argument regarding the risks of volatility fails to distinguish 
itself from a broader criticism of capitalist economics. Galaz’ analysis focuses criticism upon 
commodity market volatility in general, rather than upon the margin of the increase in volatility 
represented by algorithmic trading.  

In chapter 7 the author addresses the cognitive, analytical and political gaps associated 
with environmental challenges posed by the Anthropocene. Galaz outlines the shift in 
conception from environmental sustainability to contemporary formulations of Earth system 
resilience. He also addresses the rapidly changing institutional analysis models embodied by 
fragmented institutional settings, governance gaps and variable polycentric coordination, 
emphasising the importance of incentives for coordinated behaviour, amongst other variables. 
Emerging technologies pose new governance challenges and solutions linked to Anthropocene 
debates.  
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Global Environmental Governance, Technology and Politics: the Anthropocene Gap is a 
targeted analysis of the intersection between emerging technology, environmental change and 
global governance. While each chapter may at first glance appear to comprise a disparate and 
unexpected collision of subjects through which to approach the book’s topic, they in fact 
represent well considered, innovative and engaging illustrations of the book’s key themes. The 
strengths of the book lie in Galaz’ comprehensive review of relevant scientific concepts and 
institutional architecture in each of these chapters, situating his analysis within a rich 
contextual framework. Another strength is Galaz’ consideration of change and the role of 
complexity in that process. Bevir (2014, p. 104) notes in A Theory of Governance: 

“Change is one of the hardest phenomena in social science to analyse and interpret. 
Social scientists find it difficult to capture the complexity, unpredictability and 
multiplicity of the forces involved.” 

Galaz’ analysis of the role of complexity in explaining and predicting change overcomes these 
difficulties, presenting the reader with a comprehensive account of the significance of 
complexity in governance studies. This in turn forms the foundation of Galaz’ key argument: 
that the polycentric coordination of state and non-state actors’ responses to critical issues 
greatly improves the efficacy of governance frameworks.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Governance gaps are central to both books examined in this review. Weiss defines his approach 
to global governance through gaps. He argues that the identification and successful resolution 
of gaps are central to effective global governance. For Galaz, the Anthropocene Gap provides a 
useful framework to examine the effects of technology on the human-ecological dynamic. He 
uses the idea of gaps as broadly as Weiss does but, unlike Weiss, he argues that current 
institutional structures and salient ways of thinking about the Anthropocene are inherently 
connected to our ability to identify and analyse gaps. In contrast Weiss’ description of gaps, and 
the various ways in which they arise, suggests that their identification and resolution are 
influenced only by functional relationships with our social and physical environment.  

In describing the importance of gaps, both authors recognise that institutions have a 
role to play. Galaz recognises that, due to complexity, responses to human-ecological issues in 
the Anthropocene are most effectively identified, assessed and controlled outside of formal 
institutions. In contrast, Weiss suggests that formal institutions of world government will 
deliver the most effective global governance. While this contrast is marked, neither book 
analyses the connection between gaps and useful or unproblematic change. The authors rely 
instead on an assumption that the presence or identification of gaps actually contributes to the 
kinds of change they describe. Galaz suggests that complexity creates incentives to develop 
global networks. In contrast to ‘conventional institutional analysis’, which performs a mere 
descriptive function, complexity theory can point to reasons why global networks form. While 
Galaz provides a description of the incentives required for consistent approaches to change, he 
fails to explain how actors engage with the nature or ideology behind change. Weiss on the 
other hand simply presumes that the presence of a gap is sufficient. 

Both works presume that the ideology behind change is not relevant to governance. This 
cannot be presumed in that one of the problems with global governance is the bias against 
groups, populations and countries that cannot wield sufficient power to contribute to change. 
Another is that global governance doesn’t necessarily lead to good change. In the work of Galaz, 
which is sophisticated in its analysis of the Anthropocene Epoch, he fails to recognise that 
relying on technology, despite its power to contribute to change, also accentuates the failure of 
human beings to live more symbiotically with nature. His work presumes that technology will 
restore lost resilience in the natural environment. Weiss, on the other hand is agnostic about 
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the nature of change in terms of how we value nature even though he discusses this theme as 
part of his broader assessment of the various kinds of gaps in relation to climate change 
dialogue. 

Weiss and Galaz have both provided useful and novel commentaries on the ways in 
which gaps can frame our analysis of change in global governance. However, neither author has 
sufficiently addressed the ideological dimensions of the change they describe, or the 
implications for agency of the prescriptive elements of their works. Analysis of these key 
considerations would surely be of great importance in the literature concerned with resolving 
governance challenges.  
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