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INTRODUCTION  

Last years have been very intense and 
undoubtedly represent a moment of vital 

importance in international relations. During 

this period important meetings have been 

celebrated about, for example, climate change 
issues. This is the case of the Conferences of the 

Parties (COPs), among which COP 21 

celebrated in Paris in 2015 covered a key role.  

At the same time new challenges are appearing 

and require a different approach in international 

relations. Specifically, there are issues of vital 
importance that need "global responses" as 

rapidly as possible. To borrow the expression 

used by Kofi Annan
1
, we must first give space 

to the so called "problems without passports": 
we refer to issues such as climate change, global 

justice, and international security and so on. 

These problems require a special interest. In 
many cases a deep variety of interests (both 

form public and private stakeholders) obstacle 

the quick action that should be taken. In fact, to 

deal with these problems and looking for 
collective (and global) action, in last decades a 

paradigm has risen that claims to describe 

relationships established between different 

                                                             
1Annan, K. “Problems without Passports”, in Foreign 

Policy, November 9, 2009.                                                    

interests: global governance (GG). Thomas 

Weiss outlines a clear picture of its meaning by 

describing the complexity of the relations that 
are at the basis of global decisions. He states 

that the word “governance” is employed “to 

connote a complex set of structures and 
processes, both public and private”

2
.  A part of 

this definition, this word hides some dark spots 

that reflect an unclear evolution of the concept 

and its practices. Some said that this is a kind of 
structured plan inspired by a “neoliberal 

project” by the “transatlantic civil society”
3
 that 

want to impose a new hegemony worldwide. 
This point of view is partially right, but rather 

than consider it as a project, it should be 

considered as the result of an economic and 
social system that has pushed part of civil 

society to pursue private interests and maintain 

the curr                                    ent status quo, 

                                                             
2 Weiss, T. G.  “Governance, Good Governance and 

Global Governance: Conceptual and Actual 

Challenges”, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 5, 

Oct. 2000, pp. 795-814. 
3 Joerg Friedrichs, “Global governance as the 

hegemonic project of transatlantic global civil 
society”, in Lederer M. and Muller, P. (eds.), 

Criticizing Global Governance, Basing stone and 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, pp. 45-69. 
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based on a neoliberal and capitalistic model
4
. 

However, there is a large part of civil society 
that fulfills a vital role in the process of global 

governance, and that is moved by more ethical 

principles.  

Civil Society and Global Governance 

In its last “State of Civil Society” reports, 

CIVICUS
5
 presents results that are not really 

satisfactory. In fact, even if the Organization of 

Civil Society (OSC) has an important role in 

GG, sometimes the picture is of a situation in 

which civil society appears to be fragmented 
and unable to find a common ground on which 

to share interests and common aims of action. 

More than external problems are inside the OSC 
that there are divisions: for example due to the 

different size and means of organizations and 

their capacity to receive donations that can lead 
to important consequences and a polarization 

between them. At the same time, institutions of 

GG seem obsolete, not able to absorb demands 

from a fragmented civil society and dominated 
by state interests.   

“We extensively covered global governance 

failures in our 2014 report, concluding that 

global governance institutions cannot address 

today’s major issues because they are out of 

date, dominated by narrow state interests, 

and more open to the private sector than civil 

society. Clearly, no progress has been made: 

a meaningful deal on climate change is no 

closer, and dead lock at the UN Security 

Council has seen people pay the price for 

sustained failures to resolve conflicts.”
 6
 

Very often the fragmentation of civil society is 
due both to the difference of objectives pursued, 

that inevitably cause a dispersion of efforts in 

different and sometimes opposite fronts, and to 

a real need from the political power to control 
these potential "enemies" or, in an opposite side, 

by using some of them as a mean to project their 

political view
7
. Practically, the fragmentation of 

                                                             
4 Wallerstein, I. 1974. The Modern World-System I: 

Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the 

European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century. 

New York: Academic Press. 
5 CIVICUS: “State of Civil Society Reports”. 

Available at:https://www.civicus.org/index.php/me 

dia-center/reports-publications/annual-reports  
6
 CIVICUS:  “State of Civil Society Report 2015”. 

Available at: http://civicus.org/index.php/en/med 

ia-centre-129/reports-and-publications/ socs2015, 

p. 7. 
7 Ibid. 

civil society would also imply greater control 

ability, according to the famous expression used 
during the Roman Empire: divide ET impera 

(divide and rule). 

What is Civil Society? 

Since the second part of the twentieth century, 

new demands have come forward and have 

changed the shape of civil society. The need, on 
the one hand, to give greater voice to the rights 

of minorities who could not express their full 

participation and who did not find echo in the 

public sphere, combined with new forms of 
participation and democracy, have given rise to 

a new meaning of public space and the role in it 

of civil society, especially in Western countries 
(i.e.. US and West Europe). More generally, the 

emergence of new movements claim to certain 

rights set aside, or not fully taken into 
consideration in the course of past centuries, has 

found fertile ground today in those associations, 

NGOs, organizations of different nature, but 

also environmental groups that deal instead with 
bringing at the center of public debate those 

issues that were often overshadowed. 

Specifically we refer, for example, to the birth 
of the environmental movement, animal rights, 

rights of ethnic minorities etc. Since the late 

sixties, these movements have become 

increasingly insistent and demanded greater 
visibility and participation. These are the core 

players of the civil society.  

While on the one hand movements were taking 
more and more ground, on the other hand the 

“erosion of state sovereignty” has encouraged 

the emergence of social factors that have 
accepted these demands and have taken on the 

burden to give greater participation to those who 

were put aside earlier. More generally, the 

process of globalization has generated 
consequences that have had effects on the life of 

the new societies and, above all, at the level of 

participation. In fact, by favoring greater erosion 
of the state from both top and bottom, 

globalization has given rise to new forms of 

participation and the claim of new rights that the 
“traditional” Nation-state could no longer 

provide.  Regarding the search for a definition 

of civil society that can serve as a means for 

evaluating participatory processes, we can 
already begin to say that today there is still an 

uncertain definition of it
8
. Rather trying to 

                                                             
8 Merle, M. "La société civile internationale: un objet 

introuvable?" in Transnational Associations, 2, 2002.  
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define the concept of “civil society”, we should 

first of all ask ourselves about the field of action 
that it has, and what has to deal with. In short: 

what is its scope? 

Broadly speaking, civil society has the task to 
convey the human rights by promoting social 

participation in the public sphere of political 

decision-making, in which human and civil 
rights can be taken into account in an 

appropriate way, to allow more debate and 

visibility to those who haven’t had during years. 

Therefore, we can say that the scope of civil 
society is primarily tied to the needs of drawing 

the attention of institutions on the rights of 

citizenship. 

These rights encompass all those platform issues 

affecting directly or indirectly the citizens and 

the world around us. What we include in this 

concept of civil society is the traditional 

approach to them that includes all organizations 

that occupy the “social space” between citizens 

and the state, excluding political parties and 

firms. Some definitions of civil society also 

include certain business, such as the Medias, 

private schools and for-profit organizations, but 

we don’t include these actors here.  

We mainly focus on non-profit organizations, 

social movements, associations and foundations 

which seek to influence the policy of 

governments and international organizations and 

in many cases try to complement government 

services such as, for example, education, health, 

environment and so on. 

Civil Society, Capitalism and Climate Change 

It is important to remember here, that civil 

society itself plays an important role regarding 

the possibility of giving a different meaning to 

the current capitalist system which, in recent 

times, has reached an uncontrolled level of 

development. But if this was possible, it is also 

due to incorrect policies and especially the 

dependence of politics on economic and 

financial power. In particular, in recent times an 

important issue in relation to the question has 

come forward: if the capitalist system should be 

rethought.  

We have witnessed important humanitarian 

crisis, climatic changes require a different 

approach, and in general there are lots of issues 

that invite us to become aware also of how the 

financial system is so often compelled to follow 

its rules, which also threat our life.  

Naomi Klein, in one of her last books
9
 criticizes 

the capitalist system as such because, according 

to her, in order to face current problems quickly, 

the rhetoric of capitalism no longer find a 
reason. Specifically she calls into question the 

issue of climate change and, especially, how 

policies that have been adopted have only 
increased the risks for the human race. Now, 

says the author, facing with these situations 

implies huge investments in alternative forms of 

energy, obviously that work better and produce 
less impact on the lives of individuals. This 

should be one of the central issues to be put to 

the future of environment. 

Cop 21 in Paris at the beginning of December 

2015, was concluded with vibrant results in 

theory, but failed in practice
10

. In fact, even if a 
non-binding approach to the argument seemed 

to work, due to the 195 countries that signed the 

final agreement and the difference in their 

development situation, it is certain that while in 
the international arena there have been 

important declarations, at a national level there 

are still “national interests” that prevail. That 
means that every state, at least during the 

following years, will pursue its own purposes 

without concretely collaborating to reduce 

CO2
11

 because even if governments come to an 
agreement, they are still using fossil fuels that 

are one of the most responsible causes of 

climate change. Moreover, there will be serious 
consequences for future generations.  

Global governance has worked by encouraging 

195 countries to sign an agreement, trying to 
(apparently) respect and takes into account 

every single situation, but this has not worked 

by seriously giving importance to global civil 

society demands. At the same time, a divided 
and fragmented civil society is unable to give 

virulent contributions to the actual situation if it 

is not compact, cohesive and ready to address 
common and effective results. However, what 

remains unclear and should be defined as well is 

the role that civil society can play within this 

                                                             
9 Klein, N "This changes everything: capitalism vs 

the climate”, Simon &Schuster, New York, 2014. 
10 George Monbiot, “Grand promises of Paris climate 

deal undermined by squalid retrenchments”, in The 

Guardian, 12/12/2015. Available at: http://www. 
theguardian.com/environment/georgemonbiot/2015/d

ec/12/paris-climate-deal-governments-fossil-fuels. 
11 Ibidem. 
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new scenario. And especially in developing 

powers such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, 
China, India and South Africa), which are 

gaining an important role in the international 

framework. 

The Rise of the BRICS 

In the last decades, BRICS countries have had a 

very significant economic growth (even if 
recently they are passing through a recession, as 

in the case of Brazil). The term BRICS 

(originally BRIC, when South Africa was not 

yet part of the group) was coined in 2001 by Jim 
O’Neill in the report, by the Investment Bank 

Goldman Sachs, entitled “Building Better 

Global Economics BRICs”, to describe the 
economies of Brazil, Russia, India and China 

(BRIC). Subsequently, with the entry of South 

Africa (2011) the term officially became 
BRICS. Since then, their growth has caused 

great concern in the Western world because the 

BRICS have started to playing an increasingly 

important role in the international scenario, both 
from an economic point of view and from a 

decision-making one, and causing reactions (for 

example in terms of protectionism) that can be 
considered also as an attempt to defend Western 

countries, and US in primis, from this now 

threatening situation
12

. However, this attempt is 

not only producing a commercial war (and, 
potentially, not only), but it is also creating a 

“vacuum of power”, fostering greater 

possibilities for other parts of the world, such as 
BRICS, leaded by China, to occupy those roles 

that US, and the West in general, is probably 

leaving
13

. In fact, despite the above mentioned 
gaps, BRICS have fostered cooperation in some 

important areas, such as energy efficiency, 

agriculture and development finance, that will 

give them a growing importance, if coordinated 
in a correct way

14
. 

Thus, the surprising growth of the BRICS has 

allowed themselves to have a more authoritarian 

voice in the global scenario. Furthermore, their 
economic weight and the achievement of 

important development have strengthened their 

                                                             
12 Stuenkel, O. 2016. Post-Western World How 

Emerging Powers Are Remaking Global Order. 

Cambridge: Polity Press. 

13 Acharya, A. 2014. The End of American World 

Order. Polity Press, Cambridge. 

14 Downie, C., and M. Williams. 2018. “After the 
Paris Agreement: What Role for the BRICS in 

Global Climate Governance?” Global Policy 9(3): 

398-407. DOI: 10.1111/1758-5899.12550. 

partnerships and claimed a more common line to 

undertake in cooperation, as often declared 
during the various annual BRICS summits that 

have taken place. 

Among their cooperative purposes, the BRICS 
have repeatedly claimed to give a contribution 

to shaping GG
15

, above all in financial ways. In 

fact among their important steps there has been 
the creation of the New Development Bank 

(NDB) and the Contingent Reserve 

Arrangement (CRA). The aim of these 

institutions is to counterbalance traditional 
financial institutions of GG such as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 

World Bank (WB) which have been accused 
several times to make the interests of the 

Western powers
16

 and have an unbalanced vote 

system
17

.  

Over the years BRICS voice has been growing 

more, despite their internal rivalries
18

, so much 

to encourage reactions from Western countries 

which found themselves fragmented also 
because of the economic crisis that has struck 

them, and in which the growth of these countries 

has certainly had certain influence. In any case, 
as the BRICS could represent a “threat” to 

Western predominance, we wonder which the 

status of civil society in those countries is. If 

they were becoming key players in the 
international framework, are they involving civil 

society in this transformation that they are 

having? 

BRICS Summit in GOA and Civil Society 

Participation  

GG, as we have seen, pretends to describe a 
process in which also civil society and social 

movements gain more participation in global 

decisions. At this point, we want to take into 

consideration the way in which BRICS can 

                                                             
15 Xinhua. 2017. “BRICS ready to play its role in 

global governance”. August 07. China Daily. 

Available at: http://www.chinadaily. com.cn/opinion/ 

2017-08/07/content_30350595.htm. [Accessed on 

February 25, 2019] 

16 Stiglitz, J. E. 2002. Globalization and its 

discontents. London: Penguin. 

17 Kaya, A. 2018. “BRICS and the International 

Financial Institutions: Voice and Exit”. In Kim Soo 

Yeon, ed. BRICS and the Global Economy. 

Singapore: World Scientific. 

18 Basile, E., and Cecchi, C. 2018. “Will the BRICS 
succeed in leading the way to sustainable 

development?”. Rivista di Studi Politici International 

85(2): 223-234. 
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shape a different GG, above all from a point of 

view of civil society inclusion in the policy 
making process. Furthermore, we also wonder 

which degree of transparency and accountability 

BRICS have had in relation to climate change 
issues and their commitments. To do this, we 

take into consideration what happened during 

the VIII BRICS annual meeting that took place 
in Goa, India (2016).  Just before this meeting, a 

People’s Forum on BRICS took place in the 

same city. The People’s Forum aim was to 

create a debate among civil society, social 
movements and academia of the five states. 

Even if an important declaration was also 

released in the following meeting (2017 in New 
Delhi

19
), the claims of BRICS civil society in 

Goa started to take an important shape. The final 

declaration of the forum in Goa moved lots of 
critics on how NDB and CRA are actually 

working
20

.  

On the basis of this declaration, it seems that 

both institutions are not working as an 
“alternative” to the IMF and the WB, but they 

are working complementarily to them. At the 

same time, critics were addressed to 
transparency and accountability of BRICS, 

above all due to the extractive policies 

implemented and the environmental degrade 

they are creating
21

. Some criticisms were 
directed to the BRICS

22
 because of their attitude 

towards climate change policies, but at the same 

time, during the last COPs summits celebrated 
in the last years after Paris 2015, no really step 

forward were made: basically countries have 

just promised to continue to be committed with 
Paris 

Agreements and BASIC countries (BRICS 

without Russia) underpinned, during COP22 

that took place in November 2016 in Marrakesh, 
the importance to avoid that developed countries 

changed their commitments taken during 

                                                             
19 People’s Forum on BRICS, “New Delhi 

Declaration” 2017. Source: https://peoplesbrics. 

org/2017/04/10/new-delhi-declaration-new-

development-bank-peoples-perspectives/ 
20 Radar Socioambiental, N. 7, October 2016. 

Available at: http://bricspolicycenter.org/homolog/ 

publicacoes/interna/7186?tipo=Radar. 
21 Ibidem. 
22 Qi, X. 2011. “The rise of BASIC in UN climate 
change negotiations”. South African Journal of 

International Affairs 18(3): 295–318. DOI: 

10.1080/10220461.2011.622945. 

COP21
23

. That means that during the meeting in 

Marrakech there were not really decisive 
commitments, but only debates on challenges to 

implement Paris Agreements. And, basically, 

following COPs were the same.  

Things being like this, we have now to wonder 

which influence these countries have had and 

can have in relation to GG and which alternative 
can propose to climate change. In fact, BRICS 

countries, and China in primis, have affirmed 

their serious commitment in leading global 

issues like climate change
24

.   

Even if the BRICS could promote a new model 

of GG, we can now see how they have limits 

that are claimed by civil society forum. Some 
ambiguous attitudes may have occurred because 

of their recent crisis, or could also be due to 

different interests in their political and economic 
aims, and finally they could mean a divergent 

interest in the governance of climate change. At 

the same time transparency, accountability and 

participation of civil society to decision making 
being so difficult to achieve, it will be difficult 

to give a different shape to GG as it was in their 

original purposes
25

.  

CONCLUSIONS  

In light of what we have been stating, civil 

society has to play a key role in promoting 
participation, accountability and transparency in 

GG. A civil society independent of political 

influences is required, and it is also important to 
develop strategy and activities aimed at 

achieving the objectives of general interest. 

GG has accountability and transparency gaps 

that need to be filled in order to face new 
challenges. These gaps find in civil society one 

of the main driving forces in order to give the 

right push. Governance without civil society 
cannot work.  

For what concerns BRICS countries, here seems 

that this bloc is trying to get more closed 

                                                             
23 Radar Socioambiental, N. 8, November 2016. 

Available at: http://bricspolicycenter.org/homolog/ 

publicacoes/interna/7210?tipo=Rada. 
24 Petrone F. (2019) BRICS, soft power and climate 

change: new challenges in global governance?, 

Ethics & Global Politics, 12:2, 117 – 128. DOI: 

10.1080/16544951.2019.1611339.  
25 Xinhua. 2017. “BRICS ready to play its role in 

global governance”. August 07. China Daily. 
Available at: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion 

/2017-08/07/content_30350595.htm. [Accessed on 

March 25, 2019] 
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cooperation and aims, but there is still a lot to 

do. In fact there is a certain degree of 
fragmentation within the BRICS that 

undermines their ability to contribute to the 

“reform” of GG.  

For what concerns the status of civil society and 

the field of climate change, there are still several 

gaps, even if they have claimed to pursue a 
common aim on climate change

26
.  

In fact: “While the Bank has given a nod to 

environmental sustainability, it has doggedly 

ignored the basic tenets of social sustainability 
transparency and participation. The Bank did 

not involve civil society in the formation of its 

social and environmental policy framework, 
despite repeated calls for consultation. While the 

Bank released an Interim Policy on Information 

Disclosure, it hasn’t put in place the necessary 
measures or mechanisms to ensure that 

communities who might be impacted by NDB 

investments have the information they need, the 

opportunity to influence project decisions, and 
access to remedy if they are harmed”  

And: “Since NDB’s inception, civil society 

groups within BRICS countries have repeatedly 
tried to engage national representatives and 

NDB officials in a dialogue on how to make the 

NDB a positive force for sustainable development 

and South-South cooperation, to little avail. 
Leading up to the BRICS Summit in Goa, civil 

society groups organized several consultations 

and forums in which they called on the NDB 
and its member countries to adopt clear 

commitments, including the establishment of 

sustainability criteria, meaningful engagement 
with affected communities and civil society at 

the project and policy level, and the 

development of a robust policy framework that 

meets international standards and reflects best 
practice”

27
.  

The lack of transparency, accountability and 

participation has influenced the correct work of 
BRICS institutional and policy mechanism. At 

                                                             
26 Debidatta, A.M. 2015. “BRICS to push 

cooperation on climate change”. April 29. Russia 

Beyond. Available at: https://www.rbth.com/ 

economics/2015/04/29/brics_to_push_cooperation_o

n_climate_change_42893. [Accessed on January 24, 

2019] 
27 “Does the BRICS Bank have the tools for 

sustainable development?” Available at: Link: 
http://dialogochino.net/does-the-brics-bank-have-the-

tools-for-sustainable-development/ (accessed: 

10/04/2019) 

the moment, the original purpose to shake and 

give a new direction to GG seems still far. If 
they were to shaping GG, they should work 

more to create a more inclusive GG. In fact 

BRICS do not show clear intentions to pursue 
more transparency and accountability, to 

promote more participation and to promote the 

alternative, human
28

, model that could give an 
input to the current governance. For example, by 

giving a more active role to civil society. 
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