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Le présent article examine trois aspects de nombreux centres de pouvoir ainsi que leurs répercussions sur
les politiques et la bonne gestion de l’État. La prolifération des intervenants à la gestion de l’État et à
l’élaboration de politiques n’est pas un phénomène nouveau. L’État subit constamment des transforma-
tions; il doit surmonter les obstacles qui se dressent sur son parcours. Il ne faut pas croire que l’État se retire
ou qu’il s’est affaibli. L’État d’aujourd’hui joue un rôle essentiel dans la gestion et l’élaboration de poli-
tiques. Cependant, au lieu de garantir un réseau exhaustif de sécurité sociale, il a maintenant un nouveau
mandat, c’est-à-dire notamment celui d’aider sa population en matière de commerce international et de
liens sociaux.

Three dimensions of multiple centres of power and their corresponding implications for policy and governance
are examined. While there has been a proliferation in the number of actors participating in governance and
the policy processes, this development is not entirely a new phenomenon. The state is in constant transfor-
mation, adapting to the various challenges it faces. It is wrong to argue that the state is in retreat or that it is
not as powerful as it once was. Today, the state has retained a preeminent role in governance and in the
policy process. However, instead of providing an extensive social security network, it has taken on new
roles, including helping to prepare domestic populations for global trade and social interactions.

INTRODUCTION

This article argues that decisionmakers in
Canada are today working in an environment

marked by a proliferation of power centres affect-
ing policymaking and governance. When managing
transnational problems and formulating public
policy, decisionmakers must now not only increas-
ingly take into account the interests and agendas of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and mul-

tinational corporations, but also consider other im-
portant authoritative participants such as the various
levels of government in Canada, the interests of a
growing number of influential states around the
world, and the obligations and responsibilities aris-
ing from Canada’s signing of international
agreements and membership in intergovernmental
organizations. The proliferation of centres of
power — on domestic, transnational, and interna-
t ional levels — has accompanied a gradual
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transformation in the Canadian state. We do not,
however, see multiple centres of power as a chal-
lenge to the uncontested authority of states.
Governments have retained the decisive role in ag-
gregating and mediating interests, setting policy, and
enforcing rules.

In putting forth this argument, we present the
arguments and findings of a team of eight Canadian
thinkers convened to investigate multiple centres of
power and their impact on governance in Canada.
Team members surveyed the existing literature on
multiple centres of power and then presented their
insights concerning two questions: first, what are
the essential characteristics of multiple centres of
power? Second, what are the implications of multi-
ple centres of power for Canadian policy and
governance?

In addressing these questions, team members
divided their labours. Julien Bauer and Philippe
Le Prestre together wrote on globalization, civil so-
ciety, and the international system. Ronald
Crelinsten investigated the impact of globalization,
privatization, and decentralization on policymaking
and democratic governance. Vincent Della Sala
explored the threat that multiple centres of power
and globalization can pose to democratic govern-
ance. Stephen Clarkson looked into the Canadian
multicentred state and the pressures of globalization.
Robert Cutler offered an analysis of international
parliamentary institutions. Philippe Le Prestre com-
pared traditional intergovernmental organizations to
the more recent convention secretariats — estab-
lished by states to coordinate implementation of
treaties, but without the autonomy typical of inter-
national organizations. Robert Wolfe looked at
multiple spheres of authority in the international
system, and specifically in the World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO).

While the team members did not necessarily
agree with one another, a common theme emerged
from their discussions: while there may have been a
proliferation of power centres, the federal govern-

ment still retains a central, in fact critical, role in
mediating interests, setting policy, and enforcing
rules. The purpose of this article is to present the
essence of the arguments advanced by team mem-
bers and to comment on the implications of these
arguments for policy and governance in Canada. We
begin the article by presenting three possible defi-
nitions of “multiple centres of power.” This is
followed by a discussion of why multiple centres of
power is not necessarily a new phenomenon. We then
discuss the impact of multiple centres of power on
public policy and governance, with a particular fo-
cus on the changing role of the state and the
management of transnational issues.

LOCATING THE CENTRES OF POWER

The term multiple centres of power can be under-
stood in three ways. The first, drawn from a
traditional international relations approach, suggests
the existence of three or more powerful countries
interacting in the international system; a multicen-
tric world stands in contrast to the Cold War era,
which featured only two superpowers. Power, ac-
cording to this definition, is understood as the means
of a state to pursue its interests internationally.
Power refers to state capabilities and the resources
employed to pursue interests and induce other states
to act in accordance with the desires of the power-
wielder.1

The second approach, like the first, focuses on
the actors engaged in politics. This approach broad-
ens the analysis beyond states and their national
governments by highlighting and then examining the
involvement of other political participants such as
NGOs and firms, both of which influence the pub-
lic policy and governance processes in different
ways and to varying degrees. Central governments,
according to this perspective, are seen as one, and
perhaps the most powerful, of the many participants
in national and international politics. Power is un-
derstood to be much more intangible than it is
according to the previous definition. While power
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does refer to the capabilities of political participants
to pursue their agenda and interests, the sources of
power vary according to the type of political actors
and their particular aims. Power may stem from the
ability to generate and use knowledge, from the ac-
cumulation of capital, from moral suasion, as well
as from military or economic might.

Finally, one can take a more abstract approach in
analyzing multiple centres of power by employing
methods informed by the constructivist school of
thought.2 This approach requires us to investigate
the socially constructed nature of norms, values,
rules, and procedures. The focus, therefore, is not
on the actors per se, as is characteristic of the previ-
ous two definitions, but on their interaction. In order

to comment on the content of political, economic,
or social orders and about the regimes that support
them, John Ruggie argues, “it is necessary to look
at how power and legitimate social purpose become
fused to project political authority.”3 In any continu-
ous interaction within a given issue-area, relevant
actors, be they governments, NGOs, corporations,
professional communities, or combinations thereof,
interact to produce a convergence of expectations
and a set of common understandings that give rise
to a set of legitimate norms, values, rules, and pro-
cedures. When the concept of multiple centres of
power is approached in this way, states and national
governments can be understood as only one of many
spheres of authority and one of many arenas through
which the construction of values, norms, and

TABLE 1
Approaches to Understanding Multiple Centres of Power

Approaches Type of Power Type of Centre Example of a Centre of Power

Approach 1 economic and • States United States, China, India, Brazil,
military capability Japan, Russia

Approach 2 technological and • state actors such as federal jurisdictions Ontario, the Supreme Court of
financial capability, and municipal governments and Canada, Greenpeace, Moody’s
moral suasion, branches of government Investors Service, Microsoft
legal authority, • non-state actors such as NGOs and Corporation, the Catholic Church,
international multinational corporations European Parliament, Organisation
obligations, and the • global cities and regions such as New for Economic Co-operation and
development and York, Shanghai, and the urban networks Development, Montreal Protocols,
accumulation of of Randstad the Bank of Canada, the Tupac
knowledge • interstate organizations such as Amaru Revolutionary Movement,

intergovernmental organizations, Kosovars
convention secretariats, and interna-
tional parliamentary institutions

• quasi-state institutions such as central
banks

• group actors such as established ethnic
groups and terrorist  organizations

Approach 3 authority and • spheres of authority The market, the international
common under- • interaction between individuals system, domestic political
standing • intersubjective consensus and systems, the Internet

understanding
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procedures is legitimate.4 The market, the Internet,
international NGO conferences, and professional
communities, to name a few, may also be consid-
ered as spheres of authority.5

States as Power Centres
The first definition of multiple centres of power
takes a conventional approach. For Kenneth Waltz
and others in the Neo-Realist tradition of interna-
tional relations theory, international politics consists
of the interaction of undifferentiated unitary actors
pursuing power in the international system.6 Inter-
national politics, accordingly, is characterized by the
distribution of capabilities across states interacting
in the system. For Waltz, no actors other than states
in the international system require analysis or con-
sideration; states are the primary political actors.
Moreover, Waltz goes so far as to suggest that only
great powers really matter. In this use of the term
multiple centres of power, therefore, “centres” is
synonymous with states and “power” refers to the
capability of states to pursue their goals in interna-
tional politics.

States pursue their goals by exercising a combi-
nation of hard and soft power. Hard power refers to
the coercive capabilities of a state or the ability of a
state to achieve desired outcomes through military
and economic means. Following Joseph Nye, soft
power refers to the ability to achieve desired out-
comes through attraction rather than coercion. It
works by convincing others to follow, or getting
them to agree to, norms and institutions that pro-
duce the desired behaviour. Nye goes on to argue
that soft power rests “on the appeal of one’s ideas
or the ability to set the agenda in ways that shape
the preferences of others. If a state can make its
power legitimate in the perception of others and es-
tablish international institutions that encourage them
to channel or limit their activities, it may not need
to expend as many of its costly traditional economic
or military resources.”7

An international system characterized by multi-
ple centres of power stands in contrast to the bipolar

system of the Cold War era. A shift in international
politics from a bipolar system to one of multiple
centres of power requires a change in the strategies
states use to pursue their goals, a search for alli-
ances, and perhaps a restructuring of existing
international regimes.8 This definition of multiple
centres of power, therefore, leads us to consider
policy research questions relating to international
political instability and national security, and the
implications of these questions for strategic alli-
ances, desired mil i tary and technological
capabilities, international economic and political
partnerships, and so on.

When a committee of assistant deputy ministers
associated with the Policy Research Initiative first
issued a report entitled Canada 2005, it considered
this type of change as an important component of
multiple centres of power. The emergence of Asia,
in particular, was noted in Canada 2005 as a “third
pillar of the world economy and a region that is play-
ing a significant and distinctive role in the councils
of the world. The rise of Asia exemplifies the new
reality of the millennium — in terms of economic
power, a new security balance, the global environ-
mental equation and even the ‘values’ that underlie
the workings of multilateral institutions ... This is a
new reality to which we Canadians, like others, will
have to adapt and respond.”9 In addition to the as-
cendance of Asia, Canada 2005 noted the growing
influence of the European Union, emerging markets
in Latin America, and the formation of Russia as
key components of a multicentric world.

This approach to multiple centres of power has
analytical utility. Clarkson implicitly employs it in
his criticism of Canadian foreign policy.10 Critical
of the Canadian government’s preference for a rules-
based, as opposed to a power-based, international
order, Clarkson notes these rules often reflect the
interests of the most powerful states. As a result,
Canada does not always win out under these rules.
According to Clarkson, Canada should forge
coalitions with like-minded states in order to bal-
ance the overwhelming power of its southern
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neighbour, currently the most powerful state on the
world stage.

Similarly, Le Prestre comments on the relation-
ship between the rules of the global order and the
international distribution of power in his compari-
son of traditional intergovernmental organizations
(IGO), such as the Organization for American States,
and the emerging convention system of governance,
as typified by the series of conventions and their
corresponding supporting secretariats in the envi-
ronment issue-area.11 Different patterns of power
distribution often require a different set of interna-
tional rules and organizations. Le Prestre notes that
convention secretariats might be able to adapt bet-
ter than IGOs to power shifts because secretariats
can more easily modify their internal structure as
needed. Moreover, because conventions and secre-
tariats tend to be issue-specific, they can more easily
reflect the international distribution of power within
a given issue-area.

The focus on power and on the relationships be-
tween the international distribution of power and the
structure of the global order is the strength of this
approach to multiple centres of power. Restricting
the discussion to states and their international ca-
pabilities, however, overlooks the importance of
non-state actors in governance and the policy-
making process. The definition of multiple centres
of power should be broadened.

New Actors, New Governance?
The second approach to multiple centres of power
is based on a different understanding of what con-
stitutes a centre and what constitutes power. Political
power is not necessarily concentrated in the central
governments of states. Multiple centres of power
here refers to the distribution of capabilities, respon-
sibilities, and sometimes even decision-making
authority across a varied set of participants in the
policy process. To paraphrase James Rosenau, na-
tional governments are central to the conduct of
governance, “but they are only part of the full pic-
ture.” Governance encompasses the activities of

governments, but it also includes the many other
channels through which people frame goals and
pursue policies.12

This approach to multiple centres of power deals
with the governance process as a whole. For Della
Sala, the emphasis is not simply on government in-
stitutions, but on the processes and the range of
participants involved in making decisions that de-
termine collective goods.13 It reflects a growing
multiplicity of sites and levels of decision-making.
And it stems from the view that there certainly re-
mains a need for some form of regulation of social,
economic, and political life, even though the instru-
ments of regulation may be changing. Governance
in a multicentric world implies that the state’s deci-
sion-making monopoly in areas that govern the
public good and collective action no longer prevails.

The proliferation of organized activities has com-
plicated and extended the process of local, national,
and global governance. While organizations provide
points through which decisions can be carried for-
ward or implemented, they may also operate as a
source of opposition to institutions and policies de-
signed to facilitate governance. As Rosenau has
argued, if political life at the dawn of the twenty-
first century is more complex than ever before, “it
is because the world is host to an ever-greater
number of organizations in all walks of life and in
every corner of every continent.”14

One can identify six types of participants in gov-
ernance processes.15 The first, state actors, are those
government structures operating in an official role
on behalf of the state or jurisdictions within the state.
Examples of state actors within Canada include
municipal, provincial, territorial, and federal govern-
ments and the various branches of governments
including the executive and bureaucracy (cabinets,
the prime minister and premiers, and the adminis-
trative structures set up to support and implement
their decisions), the provincial and federal
legislatures, and the judiciary.16 By recognizing each
of these branches and levels of government as a
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centre, we can see the state not as an undifferenti-
ated unitary actor, but as a system of power centres,
each having an impact on policy and governance.

Second, we are increasingly encouraged to con-
sider the impact of global city-regions on
governance, politics, and decision-making.17 These
regions have emerged of late as a new and impor-
tant kind of geographic and insti tut ional
phenomenon “drawn by the deft but invisible hand
of the global market for goods and services.”18 They
are not governmentally imposed. City-regions serve
as a platform from which concentrated groups or
networks of firms contest global markets. They are
small enough for their members to develop shared
economic interests, but large enough to maintain the
communications and transportation infrastructure
and supporting professional and financial services
needed to promote the regional concentration of
firms capable of participating in the global economy.
Their borders are determined by the “naturalness”
of their economic zones and thus do not need to
coincide with the boundaries of political units; some
city-regions can span administrative boundaries
within a single state, and others may be transnational
in scope. They can be dominated by a strongly de-
veloped core, such as the Greater Toronto Area,19

or be more polycentric, as in the case of the urban
network of the Randstad Region in the Nether-
lands.20 Since they make effective points of entry
into the global economy and because the character-
istics that define them are shaped by the demands
of that economy, global city-regions are constantly
evolving.

Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) are a
third type of power centre. Robert Cutler identifies
several types of IGOs, including executive-oriented
organizations such as the WTO (where national gov-
ernments determine membership and policy), and
international parliamentary institutions, which have
the trappings of legislatures and act as forums for
multilateral consultations. The European Parliament
is an example of the latter. Intergovernmental or-
ganizations can wield, as Philippe Le Prestre notes,

considerable power. Membership in intergovern-
mental organizations often requires governments to
harmonize their national policies over a wide range
of issues and to conform to internationally agreed
upon norms and standards. While recognizing IGOs
are important structures in international governance
and affect national policy, we must remember that
their memberships consist almost exclusively of
states. In this sense, IGOs are the creatures of states;
their power is limited by the commitment of mem-
ber states to comply with their rules, and by the
effectiveness of their enforcement mechanisms.21

Furthermore, as already noted IGOs are often domi-
nated by their most powerful members.

A fourth type of participant in governance, non-
state actors, includes non-governmental organiza-
tions and firms. The raison d’être for many NGOs,
whether they are national such as the Canadian Tax-
payers’ Federation or international such as
Greenpeace, is to establish standards of behaviour
and influence state policy. Convening NGO sum-
mits alongside IGO conferences has become
increasingly common since the 1992 UN Confer-
ence on the Environment and Development in Rio
de Janeiro. A boisterous gathering of NGOs dem-
onstrating at the WTO Ministerial Meetings in
Seattle in December 1999 made a significant im-
pact, drawing the WTO Director-General, the US
Trade Representative, and EU Trade Commissioner
to meet with several NGO leaders.

Similarly, the power of some private corporations
extends well beyond the ability to lobby govern-
ments to pressuring governments to adopt particular
policy positions. Della Sala argues, for example, that
by changing bond ratings Moody’s Investors’ Ser-
vice and Standard and Poor’s Rating Group can
effectively set the context and boundaries for gov-
ernment policy.22 The power of credit rating agencies
derives, at least partially, from their capacity to es-
tablish the creditworthiness of enterprises and
governments, in other words the capacity to borrow
money.23 As a result financial markets monitor many
aspects of state spending and are therefore able
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effectively to restrict a government’s ability to set
broad policy goals with respect to employment, so-
cial spending, and taxation.24 The importance of
non-state actors advocating and influencing policy
reflects how power has shifted outward from na-
tional governments to other centres of power.

Fifth, both Della Sala and Clarkson encourage
us not to overlook the growing importance of quasi-
state institutions such as central banks. Central
banks embody a tension between democratic ac-
countability on the one side and maintaining support
from the business community on the other. 25 Inde-
pendent central banks, as we have seen in Canada,
set monetary policy and have considerable influence
on fiscal policy. When central banks are indepen-
dent, and not answerable to the national executive
or legislature, they are seen to provide a better guar-
antee against a loose monetary policy and inflation.
Recounting John Crow’s price stability policy,
Clarkson illustrates how in 1987 the Governor of
the Bank of Canada demonstrated his autonomy
from the federal government as a power centre by
pushing up interest rates, creating economic reces-
sion and longer unemployment lines. Crow’s price
stability policy also exerted substantial constraint
on provincial governments, forcing them to embrace
deficit-cutting policies. Hence, while provinces have
acquired increased capacity and authority, they have
done so in a context shaped largely by the federal
state and the Bank of Canada.

Finally, one must consider transnational commu-
nit ies,  ranging from benign yet potential ly
influential ethnic diasporas to more malevolent
groups such as transnational criminal organizations.
Diasporas comprise ethnic minority groups of mi-
grant origins residing and acting in host countries
but maintaining strong sentimental and material
links with their country or community of origin.26

Diasporas have evolved a number of ways of dis-
tributing financial and material assistance around
the world and of maintaining bonds and contacts
across national and generational boundaries. The
activities of transnational criminal organizations, of

course, offer a greater challenge to the authority of
states and the effectiveness of public policy. Not
only do criminal syndicates move large quantities
of financial and material resources from one place
to another, but they also operate outside the exist-
ing structures of law and authority, and they have
developed sophisticated strategies for circumvent-
ing law enforcement in individual states and in the
global community.27

Defining multiple centres of power in terms of
the proliferation of powerful non-state political par-
ticipants, as opposed to the rise of new powerful
states in the international system, leads us to ask a
different set of policy questions. For example, how
can governments manage a policy consultation pro-
cess involving the provinces, NGOs, and individuals
while meeting their international commitments, of-
ten requiring specific and timely action? What has
been the impact of multiple centres of power on
democratic processes and political accountability in
Canada? How can Canada, in partnership with other
state, non-state and quasi-state actors, best manage
transnational and global challenges, including hu-
man security, global environmental change,
transnational organized crime, and the spread of
infectious diseases?

With the exception of Wolfe, Trends Project team
members adopt this definition of multiple centres
of power in their discussions. Crelinsten, and Bauer
and Le Prestre, provide the fullest assessment of the
contention that governance today involves new ac-
tors. In particular, they investigate the relationship
of the state to intergovernmental organizations,
NGOs, and multinational enterprises. Bauer and Le
Prestre argue that attempts by the state to minimize
external uncertainties may, paradoxically, have com-
promised its autonomy, and that its legitimacy may
no longer be exclusive. The state must now share
legitimacy with other actors that sometimes become
its partners.

Examining how power has shifted outward from
the state, Ronald Crelinsten argues that states co-
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exist and interact with a multicentric world where
NGOs, multinational corporations, and individuals
exercise considerable power. We l ive in an
“enmeshed world” where the state is only one of
several political actors. We should not view the state
as a unitary actor in the international system, he ar-
gues, but rather as a networked component that
forms relationships with NGOs and individuals in
other countries, if need be, to pursue international
and even national policies.

From Centres to Spheres, from Power to
Authority
Wolfe, in his contribution to the Projects on Trends,
adopts the third meaning of multiple centres of
power. For Wolfe, the centre of power does not re-
fer to a political participant, but rather to a sphere
of authority; in this view, power is not synonymous
with capability, but with legitimacy and authority.
It follows that Wolfe is not concerned so much with
the numerous political participants involved in the
processes of governance, but more with how the
various spheres of authority influence political be-
haviour. A sphere of authority can be defined as an
issue-area in which relevant actors, be they states,
non-state actors, quasi-state institutions, trans-
national communities, or any combination thereof,
interact and in which one can discern a convergence
of expectations on the rules, norms, principles, and
procedures through which decisions are made and
implemented.28

This approach to multiple centres of power dif-
fers from the previous ones in three important ways.
First, the emphasis here is not on political partici-
pants and their capabilities, but on their interaction
and on the institutions that arise from and structure
their interaction. Second, it suggests that there is a
normative and subjective component to an analysis
of governance and policymaking. In the two previ-
ous approaches to multiple centres of power,
analyses concentrate on actors and their capabili-
ties, with little or no reference made to the values
and norms underpinning their behaviour. In this third
approach, norms and values and the means by which

they are constructed are central to the analysis. Po-
litical participants interact with a sense of social
purpose; it is this social purpose that gives rise to
the specific content of values, norms, rules, and pro-
cedures.29 Third, this approach emphasizes the
importance of authority and legitimacy instead of
power and capabilities. Authority here consists of
the decision-making power over an issue-area that
is generally regarded as legitimate by the key par-
ticipants.30 Compliance with the decisions tends to
be voluntary, not enforced through coercion. Legiti-
macy, in turn, is derived from the convergence of
participant expectations on the values, norms, rules,
and procedures within a given issue-area. This un-
derstanding of legitimacy contrasts with the more
conventional definition, which defines it as either
reflective of the “will of the people” or generated
from the effectiveness of state institutions.31 When
multiple centres of power is approached in this way,
states and governments can be understood as only
one of the many sources of authority, as only one of
may arenas through which the construction of rules
and procedures is legitimate.

It follows from this approach to multiple centres
of power that spheres of authority can differ in form
and structure, depending upon the number and type
of actors engaged. Spheres of authority need not be
coterminous with bounded territory. Those who
comply may be spread around the world and have
no legal relationship with each other, or they may
be located in the same geographic space and have
the same organizational affiliations. Moreover, many
formal and informal avenues for agreement on these
norms, rules, and procedures exist. Practices and
norms established by custom have an evolutionary
quality to them and thus often appear as spontane-
ous developments. This appearance, however,
disguises their nature as purposeful actions that over
time acquire legitimacy. Informal rules and practices
reflect a common approach to problems; they are
focal points around which behaviour converges.

The existence of alternative sources of authority
takes on great significance today. Claire Cutler has
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recently examined several issues in which the pri-
vate sector took the lead in establishing norms, rules,
and institutions that guide the behaviour of actors
and affect the opportunities available to them. She
emphasized that the traditional focus of state sover-
eignty that dominates theoretical and practical
discussions of international affairs is inadequate to
explain the full contours of contemporary global
life.32 Similarly, Wolfe argues that the state is only
one of many sources of normative order; he encour-
ages us to see law and authority not only as
derivatives of states, but of other sources as well,
including the private sector. Wolfe disagrees with
those who assert that politics in advanced industrial
societies has been based on the premise that the state
is the sole repository of political authority and that
legit imate authority in l iberal democracy is
expressed through its formal political institutions.
Wolfe would argue that this approach mistakenly
puts the state at the centre of the analysis and ne-
glects other consensual normative systems that
confer authority. It follows from his discussion that
political, economic, and social life can be law-gov-
erned without being state-governed.

Similarly, Ruggie and Georg Kell argue that the
formation of the global compact, a set of norms
designed to govern the behaviour of transnational
corporations, did not require the involvement or the
support of national governments.33 The global com-
pact challenges corporations and representative
business associations to demonstrate good global
corporate citizenship by embracing nine principles
in the areas of environment, labour, and human
rights. The compact is not designed as a code of
conduct, but instead, as a framework of reference
and dialogue to stimulate best practices and to bring
about convergence in corporate practices around
universally shared values. The novel feature of the
global compact is that corporations are asked to
embrace the values directly, in their own sphere of
operation. They are asked to incorporate them into
their mission statements and to translate them into
concrete corporate management practices. While the
nine values comprising the global compact derive

from the UN Declaration on Human Rights, the Rio
Declaration on the Environment and Development,
and the 1997 World Economic and Social Summit,
all of which were inter-state activities, the author-
ity and legitimacy of the compact arise out of the
coming together of the United Nations and NGOs
with corporate actors.

This definition of multiple centres of power leads
us to a set of policy research questions different from
those posed under our previous definitions. The
policy problem is recast from issues of diminished
state capacity to questions of coordination with other
spheres of authority. This also suggests, for exam-
ple, that the federal government should not see itself
as the leader in the coordination effort, but as a par-
ticipant in it. To explain this policy problem, Wolfe
invokes a metaphor: the Canadian government
should see itself as playing in the orchestra, rather
than conducting it.

Understanding multiple centres of power as mul-
tiple spheres of authority clearly has its analytical
attractiveness. Not only does it bring our attention
to the rich variety of political participants, but also
to how their interactions provide content and au-
thority to the rules governing our behaviour. The
constructed nature of the governance system is as
important to examine as the actors who participate
in its construction. Because this approach empha-
sizes participant interactions, however, it does not
recognize that political participants fulfill distinct
roles in the political system. Second, the multiple
spheres of authority approach does not adequately
draw a link between authority and power. Power
qualitatively differs from actor to actor depending
upon the nature of the issue-area and the resource
that the actor can bring to bear within that issue-
area. Finally, this approach underestimates the
importance and, indeed, the ubiquity of the state.
While it is true one can find situations and issue-
areas where non-state political participants have
interacted on a regular basis so as to generate a
convergence of expectations, such activity usually
takes place either under the aegis of the state or with
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the participation of the state. Moreover, the state is
often needed to ensure compliance and enforce rules.

WHAT IS NEW, WHAT IS NOT

Notwithstanding the changes that have swept across
global affairs, the assertion that we have moved to a
multicentric world remains contentious — in part
because of the multiple definitions at play. With re-
spect first to international politics, if we understand
multiple centres of power to mean the existence of
more than two powerful states, then we can certainly
accept that considerable change has occurred over
the past ten years. Indeed, events such as the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, nuclear weapons testing
in South Asia, NATO bombardment of Serbia/
Yugoslavia, the growth of the Chinese economy, and
the establishment of the European Union have all
contributed to a new international power dynamic.34

Of course, this new international power dynamic has
implications for international negotiations, coalition
building, and conflict.

One should be careful, however, not to overstate
the argument that the post-Cold War era is character-
ized by a multicentric order. It may be true that China,
Russia, the European Union, and India, as well as other
countries, do exercise sufficient military and economic
strength to influence international negotiations and
force national governments around the world to heed
their intentions. However, the United States has the
capability to promote its national agenda onto the world
stage more than any other single country or group of
countries. US power is evident in its ability to forge
three international coalitions to wage war in the past
ten years, twice against Iraq and once against Serbia/
Yugoslavia. Similarly, most of the world’s international
regimes negotiated since the Second World War arose
out of US technological capability and US interests.35

Without US participation, major global initiatives such
as the international ban on landmines and the Interna-
tional Criminal Court are significantly weaker.

In addition, many of the world’s most influential
international NGOs are based in the United States,
depend upon US government money, and are com-
prised mainly of US members. Similarly, many of
the largest multinational corporations have their glo-
bal headquarters in the United States, depend upon
the US market and stockholders, and are managed
to a significant extent by US citizens. Moreover, US
multinational corporations played a crucial role in
the Uruguay Round on the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) by mobilizing support in
the European Union, Japan, and Canada to bring
issues such as services and intellectual property to
the negotiation table. The United States is, without
a doubt, the world’s leading military, economic,
technological, cultural, and ideological power to-
day. In this sense, one can argue that we are not
living in an age of multiple centres of power, but
rather in a period of US dominance.36

With respect to the rising prominence of politi-
cal actors other than the state, the assertion that we
are living in a newly multicentric world is equally
contentious. One can argue, as Wolfe has, that we
have always lived in a multicentric world. The po-
litical problem, he notes, “may not be a changing
world, but our assumptions, now exposed as fictions.
The actors of interest today are not new, but we liter-
ally could not see them within a Westphalian
worldview.” The Westphalian view of international
relations has at its core the assumption that the state is
the most important participant in the political process
in the international system, and that it is the sole source
of political legitimacy in domestic affairs. By accept-
ing the Westphalian worldview, however, we overlook
such other political participants and sources of author-
ity as the Roman Catholic Church, which has had
tremendous influence on both state and individual be-
haviour for centuries. Similarly, the market has been
an important source of authority since the advent of
capitalism and multinational corporations have wielded
significant power for over a century.

Indeed, looking at national politics, we can see
that the existence of multiple centres of power is a
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requirement of a stable and lasting democracy.
Robert Dahl argues that the circumstances most fa-
vourable to democracy exist when a pluralist social
order has developed and the means of exercising
power are distributed throughout society.37 Simi-
larly, Robert Putnam has argued that voluntary
associations and civic institutions such as commu-
nity associations, agricultural cooperatives, guilds,
labour unions, and credit cooperatives and rural
banks are essential when developing successful
democratic institutions.38 From this, we can con-
clude that the involvement of business enterprises
and civic institutions in the domestic governance and
policy processes is not a new phenomenon.

Even in the international realm, NGOs and mul-
tinational corporations are not new. NGOs such as
the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, P.J.
Simmons has observed, were driving forces behind
government action against the slave trade. He also
notes that, by the turn of the century, groups such
as the Anglo-Oriental Society for the Suppression
of the Opium Trade were leading an influential anti-
drug movement that culminated in the 1912 Hague
Opium Convention.39 One also cannot overlook the
founding of the Red Cross in 1865 as a significant
development in the history of NGOs.

Similarly, multinational corporations have played
an important role in international affairs for well
over a century. The first economically significant
companies operating across continents, the great
trading companies of the imperial powers, emerged
in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. One needs
only to consider the role of such companies as the
Hudson’s Bay Company or the British East India
Company, in assisting governments to establish
empires during the age of imperialism.40

What is new, however, is the growing number and
influence of NGOs, IGOs, and multinational corpo-
rations, the emergence of global city-regions, and
the intensification of global interconnectedness. The
number of NGOs functioning across borders has
multiplied over the past two decades. In 1909, there

were 176 NGOs that had members in more than two
countries. This number increased to 832 by 1951
and to 2,500 in 1990 and exploded to 5,472 by
1996.41 The significance of NGOs is not simply that
they monitor and publicize events, but that they also
campaign on specific causes and, combined, form a
global network of organizations. They can operate
transnationally with the consequence that they are
able to bypass governments and establish vigorous
global networks of activists.

A similar pattern of exponential growth can be
noted amongst multinational corporations. By way
of illustration, in 1973, 239 national banks estab-
lished the standardized world interbank and financial
transactions system, creating a worldwide frame-
work for rapid interbank communications. By 1989,
the standardized world interbank and financial trans-
actions system had 1,000 members in 51 states.42

This pattern has been replicated in many other fi-
nancial and commercial domains as well. According
to one count, by 1998, there were 53,000 multina-
tional corporations worldwide with over 450,000
foreign subsidiaries.43

The number of IGOs has similarly expanded.
Since the foundation of the International Telegraph
Union in 1865, a plethora of IGOs has developed.
In 1909, 37 IGOs had been created. By 1996, nearly
260 IGOs were regulating various aspects of global
affairs, creating an international infrastructure for
the management of economic, social, and cultural
issues.44 From 1946 to 1975, the number of interna-
tional treaties related to IGOs expanded from 623
to 2,303.45 The number of conferences hosted or
sponsored by IGOs has also grown from two or three
per year in the mid-nineteenth century to over 4,000
today.46 Of course, the political salience and geo-
graphic reach of IGOs is uneven with members
mainly coming from the Americas and Europe.47

The appearance of global city-regions is also new.
The emergence of city-regions responding to market
incentives could potentially produce a set of inter-
ests clashing with those of national governments.
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On the one hand, because city-regions are enmeshed
in the global economy, they are now subject to in-
tensified cross-border competitive pressures.48 As a
result, there exists a strong incentive to engage in
institution-building and policymaking in an effort
to turn globalization to their benefit. On the other
hand, states by definition require a domestic politi-
cal focus, often needing to mediate the competing
interests of two or more global city-regions within
their boundaries. National governments may find it
increasingly difficult to deal with the varied de-
mands of all the different localities that they oversee.
Kenichi Ohmae has gone so far as to argue that the
state, because it represents less and less of a shared
community of interest or meaningful flow of eco-
nomic activity, is growing more dysfunctional as a
unit for coordinating economic activity in a glo-
balized economy.49 This clash need not, however,
be adversarial; much depends upon the attitudes of
political authorities toward the global outlook of
city-regions. Nonetheless, the growth of city-regions
calls our attention to the important role of “natural”
economic zones as emergent forms of transnational
rule that are not sponsored by national governments
and that arise out of the activities that may initially
foster a relocation of authority from the political to
the economic realm.

What is also new, beyond that of the rapid prolif-
eration of NGOs, IGOs, and mult inational
corporations and the emergence of global city-
regions is the intensification of global inter-
connectedness. Global interconnectedness refers to
the growing intensity of international enmeshment
among national economies and societies.50 The pro-
liferation of linkages among countries and societies,
facilitated by the emergence of global city-regions,
means there has been a stretching of social, politi-
cal,  and economic activity across poli t ical
boundaries such that events and decisions in one
country can have significance for individuals and
governments in another. Interconnectedness implies
that linkages across frontiers are not just occasional
and random, but rather are regularized, are growing

in magnitude, and are spilling over into other areas
of activity. We can now witness a trend whereby
social relations have become less tied to territorial
frameworks; borders are not so much crossed as they
are transcended.51 Global phenomena are those that
extend across widely dispersed locations and can
move between places anywhere on earth. Territo-
r ial distance and boundaries hold l imited
significance in these circumstances. The world has
become “a single place in its own right.”52

Dramatic breakthroughs in information and com-
munication technology have faci l i tated the
intensification of global interconnectedness.53 At
one time, large bureaucracies such as the Roman
Catholic Church and national governments control-
led transnational flows of goods and information.
As a result of the information revolution, the cost
of communicating information and transmitting
documents over distance has diminished. With the
advent of the Internet, the cost has become almost
negligible; hence the amount of information that can
be transmitted is effectively infinite. Now anyone
with a computer can be a desktop publisher, and
anyone with a modem or, better, an ethernet card,
can communicate with distant parts of the globe.
Large organizations remain important, but the dra-
matic cheapening of information transmission has
opened the field to loosely structured networks of
organizations and individuals. As a result, new po-
litical coalitions can be built online.54

The impact of growing global interconnectedness
is twofold: first, the distinction between local and
global politics is eroding as local events increas-
ingly have global implications and vice versa;55 and
second, the distinction among issue-areas is blur-
ring as the linkages among issues grow. As the
Project on Trends team members have argued, the
emergence of multiple centres of power, along with
growing global interconnectedness, all affect the
policy process and, more fundamentally, the pro-
cesses of governance.
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LIVING IN A MULTICENTRIC WORLD

Given that we live in a multicentric world we are
required to think differently about the world and
Canada’s place in it. Hence, we propose two basic
questions that governments in Canada should con-
sider when preparing for the medium-term future:

• How does the position and role of the state
change, given that today we have an array of
actors, institutions, and/or sources of authority?

• How do we manage the growing number of
transnational and global problems, some of
which have both serious implications for human
well-being and are gaining priority on the agen-
das of governments?

What Is the Future Role of the State?
Overall, those who argue the state is in retreat and
becoming anachronistic overstate their case. For the
most part, the state plays, and will continue to play,
a significant role in governance. More actors par-
ticipating in the political process do not necessarily
mean the state has become obsolete, or that its power
and authority has been eclipsed. On the contrary,
the proliferation of new actors may have strength-
ened government and may have forced the state to
transform.

Investigating the various sources of authority,
Wolfe introduces us to the “lump of power fallacy”
to demonstrate that the federal government’s loss
of authority is exaggerated. Those who are misled
by the fallacy assume there is only a finite quantity
of authority, and that it can be sliced up and assigned
to different levels in the political system and to dif-
ferent political participants. When one level is given
jurisdiction or authority, another must relinquish it.
It is a zero-sum game. But if we understand that
this misunderstanding originates in a state-centric
perspective, we can see that authority and power can
have several sources and can multiply as people
come together for various purposes. NGOs, IGOs,

central banks, and multinational corporations have
indeed gained power and authority over the past two
decades, but not necessarily at the expense of the
state. The state remains authoritative, but it must
work with other actors. It is a non-zero-sum process.

Clarkson too is sceptical of the retreat-of-the-
state argument. He agrees responsibilities have been
devolved to the provinces. But the federal govern-
ment, he notes, had to be strong to produce this
devolution. When Ottawa strove to balance its
budget by cutting back federal functions, it demon-
strated its strength by taking steps bitterly resisted
by many entrenched interests, including the
provinces.

Della Sala and Bauer and Le Prestre argue that
to say states have maintained their authority presents
only a partial picture, and ignores the adaptation and
transformation of political and state structures. The
state, Bauer and Le Prestre contend, is always trans-
forming itself in response to the changing demands
of the times. In the eighteenth century, states col-
lected taxes and waged war on behalf of the monarch;
in the nineteenth century states took on the role of
facilitating industrialization; and in the twentieth
century, states participated in, and often led, the
nation-building process and developed the social
safety net.

Bauer and Le Prestre point to a variety of areas to-
day where state activity is expanding, not shrinking.56

States help their populations and domestic industries
to be more internationally competitive by setting the
rules for freer trade, embarking on trade missions, and
the like. States have taken on an important role of en-
vironmental stewards, for only the state can make,
negotiate, and enforce rules on how we use the envi-
ronment. These rules may be negotiated at either the
national or the international level and involve private
and civil society actors, but usually only the state can
implement and enforce them. Finally, states are play-
ing a larger role in responding to major environmental
crises such as earthquakes, ice storms, and floods.
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Domestic and international pressures have always
interacted in a dynamic way to keep states in a con-
dition of constant transformation. The state exists
at the point of intersection between its own domes-
tic society and the global political system. “The
state,” in the words of Theda Skocpol, “is funda-
mentally Janus-faced, with an intrinsically dual
anchorage” in domestic society and global interna-
tional polit ics.57 The state must mediate the
pressures from these two domains. On the domestic
side, demands in a democratic federal country are
registered through elections, organized lobby
groups, and intergovernmental negotiations. On the
international side, demands are felt through ex-
change rates, investment patterns, organized lobbies,
international agreements, and such global environ-
mental problems as ozone depletion and climate
change.

During the Cold War, states mediated the tension
generated by these two sets of demands through the
protection of domestic interests. States, particularly
ones dependent on international trade, sought to
protect society from the international sources of in-
stability.58 International trade negotiation during this
period was informed by embedded liberalism, a
package that combined the liberalization of the in-
ternational trading regime with an expansion of
social security protections in the form of the wel-
fare state.59 There was no single, transnational model
of the welfare state, and public spending on social
programs varied considerably from country to coun-
try. These variations, as Keith Banting has noted,
depended upon a country’s location in the interna-
tional economy, domestic traditions and culture, and
domestic politics.60 While insulating domestic in-
terests from international sources of instability,
governments still had to convey to their electorates
the pressures emanating from the global context and,
when necessary, to adapt public policy to “unalter-
able international conditions.”61

In contrast to the decades following World War
II, states today are under increasing pressure to pre-
pare domestic society to face the forces of instability

emanating from the international system, particu-
larly those brought about by global economic and
technological change. International public and so-
cial policy convergence, Banting argues, is a
powerful process, and countries that deviate from
international norms can place their economic futures
in jeopardy.62 However, one should note that the shift
from protecting domestic societies to preparing
them to adapt to international forces is subtle and
one of degree. While there is pressure for states and
their societies to adjust to the pressures of globali-
zation, states have not abandoned the need to
manage the effects of international pressures. Na-
tional governments, through regularly scheduled
elections, are still held accountable to electorates.

In addition to encouraging a transnational har-
monization of social policy, the shift from protecting
to preparing domestic societies to face international
forces has also produced a transformation in Cana-
dian federalism.63 During the post-war years, the
embedded liberalism compromise and the ascend-
ance of Keynesian economic theory supported the
establishment of a strong central government. Re-
lying on a combination of tax rental arrangements
with the provinces, a formula for equalization pay-
ments to the poorer provinces, an expanded social
role for the government in areas of unemployment
insurance and family allowances, and an expanded
use of federal spending power in a range of policy
areas nominally under provincial jurisdiction, the
federal government asserted its role as the shield
against international sources of instability. The lack
of constitutional limits on federal spending power
provided the federal government with a powerful
policy instrument to negotiate its participation in a
wide array of health, post-secondary education, and
other social programs.

As the embedded liberalism compromise col-
lapsed and as the government moved away from
Keynesian economic theory, maintaining the prevail-
ing federal relationship grew difficult. As early as
1977, the post-war, federal-provincial relationship
began to change. The passage of the Established
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Programs Financing Act, with its shift from a con-
ditional grants formula to a block-funding formula,
signalled a reversal in the balance between the two
levels of government. The further imposition of a 5
percent spending cap on transfers to the three rich-
est provinces under the Canada Assistance Plan by
the Mulroney administration in 1990 had the same
effect on the federal government’s role. Increasingly,
it became the responsibility of the provinces to adopt
a wide range of policies to foster innovation, inter-
national investment, and economic growth. The
election of the Liberals in Ontario in 1985 repre-
sented a significant shift in federal-provincial
relations from the previous four decades. The Lib-
erals were determined to promote and develop the
province’s economy in the face of what they per-
ceived as growing neglect by Ottawa. The emergence
of the Greater Toronto Area as a global city-region
will further complicate intergovernmental relations
in Canada in the future.

Della Sala also suggests that states constantly
transform. We should not equate state capacity, Della
Sala notes, with the extent of a state’s intervention
in the economy. On the contrary, advanced indus-
trialized societies value the protection of property
rights, which requires limited state intervention in
the economy. While the state is leaving some areas
of activity, particularly in those social and economic
fields associated with the welfare state, it is becom-
ing more active in other areas. Some examples serve
to demonstrate this point. First, the 1997 Ontario
Work Act lists a series of mandatory actions as quali-
fying conditions for receiving social assistance,
including having to work and abstention from alco-
hol. To enforce these conditions, the act gives
government investigators intrusive police powers
that leave no parts of recipients’ lives immune to
inspection. Second, the adoption of technology fa-
cilitating capital mobility at once helps us move
toward a cashless economy and enables the govern-
ment to keep track of a citizen’s income and
spending habits. Third, there may also be popular
pressure on the state to regulate in areas where
technology raises new ethical concerns for human

health.64 Growing public awareness of the health
risks arising from certain dietary patterns and life-
styles has caused many states to assume a greater
responsibility for, at a minimum, warning their citi-
zens of the risks involved. There is also pressure on
governments to regulate or slow down the techno-
logical advances in genetic engineering, and to warn
citizens of potential dangers in genetically modi-
fied foods.

In addition to the pressures of globalization and
technological change, Clarkson and Della Sala en-
courage us to look at the impact of ideology,
particularly the ascent of neo-liberalism, on state
transformation. State transformation accelerated,
they argue, as a consequence of the widespread ideo-
logical shift  in the 1980s away from social
democratic principles to neo-liberalism’s commit-
ment to limit the activities of governments in
economic and social life. Bauer and Le Prestre sug-
gest that this ideological shift can also contribute to
a decline in state legitimacy.

Clarkson, however, believes this condition is not
necessarily permanent. Just as neo-liberalism moti-
vated the contraction of state functions, the
ascendance of an alternative ideology could reverse
this trend. Given the inability of the neo-liberal
model to respond to public demands for public
health and education accessible to all, the pendu-
lum may be poised to swing back toward a state less
reluctant to exercise its power to regulate the mar-
ket and to provide society with more services. The
federal government may try to reassert itself in ways
it had earlier abandoned. In short, the potential for
further change remains.

Not only does the state hold a unique position
mediating between international and domestic pres-
sures, but it also fulfi ls a unique role in the
governance process. The state occupies, Bauer and
Le Prestre argue, a particular place as the interme-
diary or nexus among IGOs, sub-national governments,
multinational corporations, and NGOs. As interme-
diaries, states preserve a real capacity to lead, margin
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of manoeuvre, and power of decision to mediate con-
flicts arising between various participants. One
could argue that in an age of participatory democ-
racy and of proliferating NGOs, intergovernmental
organizations such as the World Bank, the WTO,
and the IMF might actually be growing weaker.
Compared to NGOs, these IGOs lack popular sup-
port and political leverage in bargaining with
legislators.65 That, however, is not the case. The state
may be the only actor that possesses a general
knowledge of the problems at hand; represents the
interests of all stakeholders; and is capable of iden-
tifying, negotiating, and enforcing solutions.

For example, consider negotiations of such envi-
ronmental conventions as the Kyoto Protocol to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Many environ-
mental NGOs have sought significant reductions in
emissions and other environmental safeguards.
These NGOs lobbied national governments as well
as international organizations and secretariats. Mul-
tinational corporations from the energy industry
were also key stakeholders, fearing revenue losses
or stringent regulations that either could not easily
be met or would impose punitive transaction costs.
Sub-national governments, such as that of Alberta
in Canada, had particular interests in the outcome
of negotiations because they depend on the petro-
leum industry for the economic health of their
regions and for their own revenue. At the same time,
other countries came to the negotiations with vary-
ing interests. The international climate change
convention secretariat had its mandate to fulfill.
Thus, as Le Prestre argued in his chapter, the con-
vention governance system reinforces the role of the
state as the primary international actor in the nego-
tiation and enforcement of treaties.66

The proliferation of NGOs and citizen groups also
offers opportunity for middle-power states such as
Canada to find new partners in pursuing interna-
tional policies. Ottawa’s campaign to ban landmines
is a case in point.67 The International Coalition to
Ban Landmines (ICBL) proved to be an effective
partner for Canada (and vice versa) to help raise the

consciousness of citizens, officials, and politicians
to the issue of landmines throughout the world, par-
ticularly in Europe and the United States. It
mobilized public opinion and forged political coa-
litions within and between countries. It lobbied
officials and politicians for access to funds, for op-
portunities for agenda-setting, and for participation
in international negotiating sessions as observer
components of national delegations. While this for-
eign policy initiative was pursued in part through
direct state-to-state contact and in international or-
ganizations, partnering with the ICBL proved
advantageous for Canada. Such examples show that
not only has the state retained significant power, but
it has also been strengthened by fulfilling a role as
an intermediary among the multiple centres of
power.

How Are Transnational Problems to Be
Managed?
The literature concerning the management of
transnational issues was for a long time dominated
by analyses of interdependence68 and by discussion
of the obstacles and incentives for international co-
operation.69 Over the past ten years, however, an
infusion of new ideas has enriched the discussion,
directing attention to such factors as the importance
of technical experts and NGOs in the negotiation
and implementation of international treaties.70 At the
same time, the agenda of world leaders has changed
as concerns about climate change and the environ-
ment, transnational organized crime, the spread of
infectious diseases, the use of genetically modified
organisms, poverty alleviation, and other issues gain
prominence. Issues that were once of domestic con-
cern have become transnational, if not global, in
nature, requiring a collaborative effort for their
management. The question of interest is no longer
why states succeed or fail to cooperate — a ques-
tion that gives litt le help to policymakers in
responding to the realities of a multicentric world.
Instead, scholars have begun to ask questions about
how and with whom do we manage our transnational
relations. In many ways, we must now understand
public policy more from a transnational and even
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global perspective rather than from a domestic
viewpoint.71

In Le Prestre’s assessment, the convention gov-
ernance system provides a better way than the
traditional IGO system to manage such transnational
and global problems as environmental change. As
international agreements increasingly drive Cana-
da’s environmental agenda, convention governance
systems can help it maintain or strengthen the fun-
damental prerequisites of effective state action while
facilitating progress toward international goals. Sec-
retariats are issue-specific, mission-oriented
organizations that are more responsive to the needs
of the regimes they maintain than traditional inter-
governmental organizations. Convention governance
systems are sometimes better adapted to pursue spe-
cific objectives in the present environment of
multiple stakeholders and overlapping issues.

While Le Prestre focuses on state-to-state rela-
tions, Crelinsten and Cutler offer us a framework
for state-civil society relations in the management
of transnational issues. Cutler asserts that the inter-
section between civil society and the state in a
democracy is the elected legislature. Inter-
parliamentary institutions (IPIs) offer a possible
place for civil society to interact with national gov-
ernments in the management of transnational issues.
In his framework, which he calls “complex world
society,” Cutler shows how IPIs can enable
transnational civil society groups to aggregate their
interests unrestricted by the rules of national poli-
tics. He points out that the establishment of some
of the most recent IPIs arises from bottom-up net-
working by NGOs. But if IPIs encourage the growth
and development of NGOs, offering them a site for
lobbying, informing, and consulting, they also pro-
vide states with a forum for interacting with NGOs
and transnational social movements.

Crelinsten encourages us to do away with our old
understanding of the state as a unitary actor. He ar-
gues that it would be more productive to see the state
as a set of networked components interacting with

each other and with civil society. In a multicentric
world, states interact with other centres of power,
sometimes in concert, sometimes in opposition.
Moreover, civil society itself is a transnational or
global phenomenon in which there is no great dis-
tinction between domestic and foreign affairs. The
management of transnational issues and policy-
making in a multicentric world, therefore, rely much
less on regulation and (re)distribution and much
more on exhortation, persuasion, and management
of state partners. Power is exercised by directing and
integrating the decision-making and actions of non-
state partners in the governance process.

The management of transnational issues,
Crelinsten stresses, is no longer the exclusive do-
main of national governments. He cites what
Margaret Keck and Katherine Sikkink call the “boo-
merang pattern of influence,” whereby domestic
NGOs bypass the state in which they are
headquartered and search out international allies to
try to bring pressure on their state from outside.72

Typically the international allies are other NGOs,
who then lobby their own states and intergovern-
mental organizations. In this way, reaching outside
the state to non-state actors helps overcome a do-
mestic obstacle.

In addition to the changing ways of managing
transnational problems, national governments have
also had to embrace a new approach to the construc-
tion of domestic social policy.73 Throughout the
post-war era, when OECD countries were building
the contemporary welfare state, social policy was
thought of largely as a component of domestic
policy. Social programs were seen as a reflection of
national political economies shaped by the internal
configurations of each country’s politics and
economy. Today, this understanding of social policy
is inadequate. The supportive relationship between
the global economy and the welfare state, con-
structed in the aftermath of the Second World War,
has broken down. Moreover, economic globaliza-
tion and growing interdependence, on a global and
a regional basis, and rapid technological change have
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generated a deep restructuring of domestic econo-
mies. Governments today are under pressure to
harmonize their social and labour programs with
those of their trading partners to avoid putting their
own domestic industries at a competitive disadvan-
tage. This pressure is of increasing importance as
the needs and interests of global city-regions diverge
from those of less competitive parts of a country.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS AND

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Federal government policy advisers and decision-
makers are working today in an environment
characterized by the proliferation of power centres.
When managing transnational problems and formu-
lating public policy, decisionmakers must not only
take into account the needs of Canadians, but also
the interests and agendas of other states, NGOs,
private-sector corporations, and the various levels
of government. This must be accomplished while
the federal government also strives to meet its
international obligations arising from Canada’s
membership in IGOs and the rati fication of
international agreements. Moreover, the federal
government could soon face challenges to its power
and, perhaps, authority from provincial governments
and the emergent global city-region of Toronto (and
perhaps Montreal and Vancouver) as they try to cre-
ate the necessary conditions to be competitive in the
global economy.

The proliferation of power centres, both domesti-
cally and on an international level, has accompanied a
gradual transformation of the Canadian state. While
the federal government retains considerable author-
ity, it has shifted its focus from protecting Canadians
from the vagaries of global capitalism to preparing
them to meet the challenges of the global market-
place. The federal government in this new policy
environment retains a decisive role aggregating and
mediating interests, setting policy, and enforcing
rules.

From the analysis above, three questions arise
requiring further research: (i) how can the federal
government engage in effective consultative policy
research and development processes with non-state
actors; (ii) how can the federal government engage
the provinces in the development of policy and the
management of transnational issues; and (iii), what
challenges to policy and authority arise from the
emergence of global city-regions.

As a consequence of the proliferation of centres
of power, the policy consultation process has grown
more complicated. Sensitive questions of who is to
be consulted how and when, about what and for what
purpose are only more difficult to answer today.
Consultations are an important source of informa-
tion for policymakers and they are critical for testing
the reaction of key groups to possible policy direc-
tions. It is rare, however, that policy emerges from
broad-ranging consultations that satisfies all groups
equally. Good consultations must at once have a
clear sense of direction and be open to views and
information brought forth by interested non-state
actors. Government needs to find the appropriate
balance between providing direction and gathering
new ideas and between leading and participating in
broad-based, policy-oriented consultations.

Cooperating with the federal provinces offers a
second challenge. In Canada’s decentralized federa-
tion, there are innumerable areas where the federal
and provincial governments have shared interests in
policy questions. Institutions for cooperative fed-
eral-provincial policymaking, however, are weak. It
is paradoxical that, in some instances, Canada has
more structured institutional arrangements for co-
operative policy work with its international partners
than it does with the provinces. Canada’s federal
decision-making structures, characterized as “execu-
tive federalism,” emphasize high-level political
contacts and bargaining rather than integrated in-
stitutional arrangements for policy coordination.
While Canadian institutions for federal-provincial
cooperation are relatively weak, Canada does have
a lengthy history of experience in informal policy
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coordination. This history has only begun to be re-
viewed systematically.74 A systematic review of this
history with the goal of highlighting best practices
and successful strategies is all the more important
as the provinces and the federal government face
the expanding agenda of transnational problems.

Finally, the emergence of global city-regions re-
quires further research and analysis. It is not yet
understood if and how the emergence of this phe-
nomenon will challenge the power and authority of
national governments and other poli t ical-
administrative units.

In a world marked by the rapid proliferation of
power centres, the need for governance and interest
coordination will only grow. Much of governance
will continue to be sustained by national govern-
ments initiating and implementing policies in the
context of their legal frameworks. The effectiveness
of their policies, however, will only be improved if
governments find ways to work in concert with other
centres of power. Similarly, there will be occasions
when government involvement will not be produc-
tive, or where governments lack the will or ability
to intrude. Working with other centres of power,
government will have to find when it will and will
not be expedient to participate in the formal imple-
mentation of policy and in the construction of norms,
rules, and procedures.
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