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A concern for the possible futures of the modern world-system has been 
a recurrent theme of world-systems analysis. There has, however, been 

relatively little effort to think about these futures in terms of democratic 
theory. In this article, I will explore some of the issues that need to be tack-
led to take radical and cosmopolitan questions of democracy better into 
account in world-systems analysis. In particular, I will point out some prob-
lems that need to be confronted in the collective process of locating and 
making visible the politics of “nonpolitical” spaces, such as the ones consti-
tuted by transnational business communities and their corporate bureau-
cracies. 

To rely on the meaning of “politics” as something that necessarily deals 
with state governments is becoming increasingly restrictive in our transna-
tionalizing world.1 While this argument as such is hardly original, its spatio-
political implications for the future of the world-system are frequently left 
unspecifi ed, referred to only in passing, or hidden under the often delib-
erately vague terminology of postmodernist suspicion. I intend to explore 
some of these implications from a viewpoint that assumes the need to search 
for democratic alternatives to the hierarchical power structures of the capi-
talist world-system.
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to fi nd adequate categories for mapping our world, with the hope that some 
of the ideas formulated with these categories might be translated into a lan-
guage more useful to the political struggles than our academic jargon. 

After a rather general overview of how political theories and interna-
tional relations literature have tended to assume away some politically rele-
vant spatial implications of the transnationalization and deterritorialization 
processes, I shall pay specifi c attention to the world-systems approach. I 
shall argue that in order to face the political and theoretical challenges of 
the futures of the world-system, the modernist map of political space used 
by the traditional world-systems approach needs to be redrawn. I use the 
term “modernist” to refer to the territorialist and single-perspectival concep-
tion of social space. I shall conclude with some remarks on the importance 
of imagining institutional features of transnational futures.  

transnationalization and deterritorialization

In the 1990s, we experienced a proliferation of books and articles that 
focused on the restrictions that the transnationalization process places on 
the functioning of democracy within particular nation-states. Even if the 
majority of the analyses has considered any talk of transnational, global, or 
cosmopolitan democracy to be hopelessly utopian and therefore irrelevant, 
this trend in democratic theory has been opening up new debates across 
the academic walls. There are many reasons for optimism when democratic 
theories are cross-pollinated with theories of international relations, global 
economy, or world-systems.

For those of us concerned with working towards a theory of radically 
democratic praxis and its constraints in the transnationalizing and globaliz-
ing world, a simple articulation between existing accounts of the “inside” and 
the “outside” is, however, not enough. Certain assumptions that are becom-
ing more and more incompatible with today’s social processes have been 
generally shared on both sides of the academic walls. The “modernist” idea of 
a strict territorial division into internal and external areas as regards particu-
lar political spaces is one of them. I shall argue that the analytical usefulness 
of this kind of spatial categories is being undermined by the twin processes 
of transnationalization and deterritorialization. 

Transnationalization is a process that transgresses the borders of 
nation-states, and it must be analytically distinguished from globalization 

I shall argue that to analyze and participate in today’s—and especially 
tomorrow’s—transnational political struggles, we need to move beyond 
exclusively territorialist accounts of social space and focus on the political 
multidimensionality of the world-system.2 We need multiperspectival con-
ceptual maps that help us locate and analyze the formation of overlapping 
political spaces—be they called “political communities,” “political super-
structure of the world-system,” or something else. The single-perspectival 
mapping of the world3 and the socially constructed dichotomy between 
“political” and “economic” spaces have all too often seduced us into assuming 
that territorial states constitute the politics of our world.

Deconstructing the discourse according to which the undemocratic 
praxis of the “private” transnational corporations and the “strictly economic” 
global fi nancial institutions is somehow nonpolitical can help undermine 
their legitimacy. According to the mainstream tradition of western political 
thought—which many of the leaders of these institutions claim to honor—
democracy is a valid norm within the realm of politics.4 By showing that the 
actions of these institutions are by no means beyond the realm of politics, 
we can at last in principle open up the spaces constituted by their praxis for 
democratic demands. If our collective immanent critique is taken seriously, 
it should become clear they have not really honored the principles they have 
paid lip service to. 

This would leave the rulers of the undemocratic institutions with a 
dilemma. Either they would have to admit that they in fact prefer authori-
tarian political rule to democracy, or, more ideally, they would have to par-
ticipate in the democratization of their institutions. The latter possibility is 
hard to envision, but I think it is possible to at least partially achieve the 
former one. By focusing on the inherently political nature of the transna-
tional and global “economic” spaces and by insisting on the thereby legiti-
mized need to democratize them, the ideologically empowering banner of 
democracy may be taken out of capitalist hands.5 

In terms of constructing democratic futures, my emphasis on formulat-
ing arguments to politicize the transnational spaces of power is certainly 
quite limited. For example, I shall not deal with the crucial issue of political 
strategies for getting the radically democratic discourses heard in the largely 
corporate-controlled media networks of the world. My focus will be on the 
more modest issue of what we should say, or to be more exact, where to look 



Teivo Teivainen709 Towards a Democratic Theory of the World-System 710

and internationalization.6 Transnational spaces—or “spatial extensions”—
often have territorial forms, as in the creation of transborder regions that 
connect geographically close actors across state borders.7 In many transna-
tional processes, however, territorial proximity is becoming less important 
for the defi nition and explanation of social proximity.8 Transnational spaces 
are increasingly assuming deterritorialized—or relatively nonterritorial—
forms.9 This by no means denies the fact that, for example, the main offi ce 
locations of leading investment banks tend to be concentrated in certain 
territorially limited areas.

Making the distinction between deterritorialized and territorial forms 
of space is an important antidote to certain accounts, often but not always 
postmodernist, in which the crisis of territorialist categories has been mis-
leadingly interpreted as a growing irrelevance of space per se.10 Nevertheless, 
the distinction should not be interpreted in too dichotomous terms.11 It is 
rather a question of degree, and deterritorialized spaces certainly maintain 
many territorial links,12 even if they cannot be defi ned by any coherent terri-
tory that they cover. A deterritorialized space is not necessarily less material 
than a territorial space,13 and—what is more relevant to my argument—it is 
by no means inherently less political. 

According to Robert David Sack’s useful formulation, territoriality is 
“the attempt by an individual or group to affect, infl uence, or control people, 
phenomena, and relationships, by delimiting and asserting control over a 
geographic area.”14 Furthermore, when metaphorical spatial concepts are 
booming in social theory, it needs to be specifi ed that territorial area is a 
space with boundaries that are relatively coherent from the viewpoint of a 
“normal,” two-dimensional map.15 In a deterritorialized space, such as the 
Internet or transnational fi nancial networks, the actors are effectively tied 
together, even if it is diffi cult or impossible to locate any coherent space 
formed by their links on a fl at-surface map. 

It is often assumed that late modern processes are limited to the “already 
developed” west, and have little relevance for analyzing the “still developing” 
areas of the world. Even if there certainly are many differences and inequali-
ties in terms of power and material resources between different areas of the 
world-system,16 this assumption is somewhat misleading. For example, some 
of the so called post- or late modern characteristics of the western world 
may have been part of the Third World reality for a long time. Deterritori-

alization is one of such features, and its newness has been insightfully ques-
tioned, among others, by the Latin American Subaltern Studies Group:

‘de-territorialization’ of the nation-state under the impact of the new permea-
bility of frontiers to capital-labor fl ows merely replicates, in effect, the genetic 
process of implantation of a colonial economy in Latin America in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries.17

To the extent that this “postmodern” spatial phenomenon is a replication 
of some “early modern” colonial experience,18 we are faced with a problem in 
our temporal frameworks. When “we,” in the North, have been accustomed 
to consider ourselves more developed than “they” in the South are, it should 
be somewhat confusing to fi nd out that what seems so new to us might 
actually be an old story for them. The recent intensifi cation of the transna-
tionalization and deterritorialization processes and their disturbing implica-
tions for the modernist mapping of the world, however, makes it analytically 
useful to defi ne them as late modern characteristics of the world-system, 
even if their newness should not be exaggerated.19

One historical example of relatively nonterritorial systems of rule were 
certain “primitive governments,” where the spatial extensions of rule were 
demarcated on the basis of kinship, and not defi ned by territory.20 The 
recent intensifi cation of transnational migration is accompanied by a re-
emergence of political demands for systems of rule that are based on ances-
tral origins or skin colour, and not on inhabitancy within a territory. These 
claims have existed for a long time, but the magnitude of transnational 
and transcontinental fl ows of people is becoming such that the immigrants, 
often with few democratic rights, cannot for much longer be regarded as 
insignifi cant anomalies for the state system and the corresponding defi ni-
tions of citizenship based on mutually exclusive territorialities. 

The transnational fl ows of people are still rather insignifi cant—though 
probably having a spectacular increase in the future—when compared to the 
mobility of capital. Some of the most obvious examples of the late modern 
features of social space can indeed be found in the realm of transnational 
capital fl ows. The computerized and globalized networks where capital, 
especially fi nance capital,21 moves, have in many ways created deterritorial-
ized spaces within the world-system.22 Contrary to the claims of Richard 
O’Brien, Chief Economist of the American Express Bank, these changes by 
no means signal “the end of geography” in the fi nance and investment busi-
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ness.23 What they do signal is the crisis of single-perspectival territorialist 
accounts of the spatial units of the world. 

Even if it is today almost a truism to say that fi nancial transactions 
increasingly escape territorial borders, the fact that these transactions also 
constitute systems of rule is largely ignored or assumed away. In most the-
ories of democracy, systems of rule are tightly contained within the theo-
retically privileged political communities called nation-states. Between and 
beyond these territorial containers, in the realms of global economy or inter-
national relations, there supposedly exists either a space of nonpolitical eco-
nomic transactions24 or an anarchy where politics is assumed to be somehow 
less authentic than within the territorial states.25 The pursuit of political 
goals such as democracy is thereby assumed to be possible only within the 
“public” sphere of national governments. 

Transnational corporations and global fi nancial institutions cannot be 
regarded as direct substitutes for the interstate system, but because of their 
fl ourishing production of normative discourses and authoritative control 
over capital fl ows, many of them can be regarded as communities, or at 
least communities-in-the-making.26 Many critical social movements are also 
organizing transnationally, though generally to a much smaller degree than 
the business elites. These transnational linkages increasingly include pro-
cesses that create feelings of belonging together, which is producing deter-
ritorialized communities within, to name a few examples, labor movements, 
“gay nations,” religious organizations, and antinuclear coalitions. Many of 
these linkages are undoubtedly created on a short-term, ad hoc basis, and 
could well be described as loose advocacy networks.27 Some are, however, 
producing communities that will have longer-term effects and increase the 
political multidimensionality of the world-system. 

One of the traditional yardsticks of the state as a political community—
the means of violence—is undoubtedly still very much under state control. 
It remains to be seen to what extent transnational nonstate actors will be 
able to have their own enforcement troops. I would suggest that a Robocop-
3-like scenario, where a transnational ( Japanese) corporation uses its own 
police forces to control riots in a “foreign” territory (Detroit, largely owned 
by the corporation), is a reasonably plausible vision of the future. A signifi -
cant increase in terrorist actions by (quasi)religious groups that cannot be 

located in any coherent territory is another possible future that should not 
be underestimated.  

rethinking the world-systems approach

The world-systems approach—defi ned at this point as its Wallerstei-
nian version28—provides us with many tools that help us locate and ana-
lyze global as opposed to national praxis. Through its attempt to break free 
from the territorial boundaries of the central object of social science—the 
national society—the world-systems approach has greatly enriched our spa-
tial imagination. Besides the direct contributions of the approach in build-
ing a conceptual framework, its appearance in the mid-1970s had an impact 
that has ever since encouraged nation-state-centered theories to confront 
the globalization problématique. 

Even though I shall argue that the traditional world-systems scheme of 
Wallerstein is based on some problematic assumptions about the political/
economic boundary, I disagree with André Drainville, who mistakenly 
argues that in world-systems theory the world economy is conceptualized 
“simply as a bridge between national social formations.” To prove his 
argument, he quotes Wallerstein as saying that “[to] be ‘social’ [is] to be 
‘national’.”29 In fact, Wallerstein was referring to the strategies of the great 
social revolutions of the twentieth century, in which “[t]o be ‘social’ they had 
to be ‘national’.” A few lines below the misquoted statement, Wallerstein 
expresses his own view: “The capitalist world-economy as a totality—its 
structure, its historical evolution, its contradictions—is the arena of social 
action.”30 

By emphasizing the continuities of the modern world since the so called 
long sixteenth century, the world-systems approach has been an invigorating 
antidote to the excesses of the new-global-world vision of many globaliza-
tion theorists. A somewhat stubborn insistence on “it’s all business as usual” 
may, however, also imply an analytical straightjacket. Globalization as such 
is not as new as some would make us believe, but there are changes occur-
ring in the late twentieth century that demand an analytical sensitivity that 
sometimes tends to disappear in the long-term structuralism of the world-
systems approach.31 In other words, the “modern” world-system analyzed by 
Wallerstein might be transforming itself into a “late modern” world-system, 
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and if so, some of the modernist baggage in the Wallersteinian framework 
needs to be transgressed.32 

The incongruity of the present world-system with modernist spatial 
categories is due more to the transborder character of much social interac-
tion than to the global reach of the system. In much of the recent literature 
that deals with the globalization process, there exists an implicit or explicit 
division into two discrete dimensions of it: scope and intensity. Globaliza-
tion becomes, somewhat tautologically, global in scope when it operates 
world-wide. Its intensity refers to the intensifi cation in the levels of interac-
tion, interconnectedness, or interdependence.33 This distinction as such is a 
useful analytical tool, but it becomes problematic when it is assumed that 
only the former process has spatial implications. It tends to be forgotten that 
the intensifi cation of transnationalization, as opposed to internationaliza-
tion, creates spatial extensions that break the picture of social space divided 
into mutually exclusive territorial containers. 

Even if world-systems analysis has focused on many transnational pro-
cesses in a more sophisticated way than most of the recent theories of glo-
balization, it has been less successful in theorizing the political relevance of 
transborder fl ows than in analyzing the world-wide scale of the social division 
of labor. This is perhaps most obvious in the spatial division of “one world-
economy” into “multiple political units.” The multiple political units form 
the “political superstructure” of the world-economy, and they are exclusively 
defi ned as “sovereign states.”34 Even though this division is not necessarily 
always regarded as an absolute one, the categories imply an understanding 
of politics as something that happens within specifi c territorial containers. 
Correspondingly, transnational processes have been approached through 
unnecessarily depoliticized theoretical lenses.

By emphasizing that the modern capitalist world-system is by defi nition 
a world-economy, the world-systems approach has been vulnerable to accu-
sations of economistic bias.35 The view that the Wallersteinian concept of 
world-economy can be interpreted as referring to a social system in a wider 
sense, and not only to the “economy” of standard economics or everyday 
language, is generally not taken into account by critics. The confusion is 
often increased by writing world-economy (or world-system) without the 
hyphen. The difference implied by the apparently insignifi cant hyphen is 
perhaps clearest in the romance languages: économie mondial vs. économie-

monde or economía mundial vs. economía-mundo. The latter, hyphened terms 
imply a rather holistic unit (“world,” which could perhaps be used synony-
mously with “social space”), whereas the former ones are practically synony-
mous with “global economy.” 

The ambiguity is increased by the fact that Wallerstein sometimes does 
use the term world-economy to refer to the standard understanding of “econ-
omy.”36 Somewhat in passing, he has noted that conceptualizing the “effec-
tive social division of labor” as an “economy” is “code language,”37 which, I 
would suggest, translates to a need for an uncoding of world-systems ter-
minology. As with most of the theoretical problems implicit in the world-
systems approach, an important part of this problem of rigid categories has 
been noticed and emphasized by Wallerstein himself:

Theoretically, the issue is simple. Everyone in the social sciences uses regu-
larly the distinction of three arenas: the economic, the political, and the socio-
cultural. No one believes us when we say there is but a single arena with a 
single logic. Do we believe it ourselves? Some of us, no doubt, but not even 
all of us. And all of us fall back on using the language of the three arenas in 
almost everything we write. It is time we seriously tackled the question.38

Tackling this question, unthinking this nineteenth-century holy trinity,39 
is certainly an urgent and diffi cult task. For reasons of clarity, I focus on 
the implications of the dichotomy between “political” and “economic” arenas. 
To separate the category of economy, even in the more nuanced version of 
“world-economy,” from the category of politics, is to prevent oneself from 
analyzing the always political nature of what the apologists of capitalism 
have wanted us to regard as technical, apolitical and natural issues.40 I do 
not attempt to fi nd a satisfactory solution to the problem of the “language of 
the three arenas” here,41 but would instead like to point out that tackling the 
problem has consequences for the spatial framework of the world-systems 
approach.42 

To simply replace the problematical concepts of the “three arenas” with 
new ones and continue as if nothing else needed to be rethought would 
clearly be a nonsolution. If we take Wallerstein’s invitation to “unthink” seri-
ously and accept that it is not useful—not even for the sake of theoretical 
exposition—to characterize the bureaucracies and power-networks of the 
transnational corporations as somehow less political than state bureaucra-
cies, we need to question the assumption that territorial states exclusively 
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constitute the multiple political units of the world system. There indeed 
are many reasons to claim that “private” transnational corporations are no 
less political than “public” state institutions.43 The fact that the dominant 
version of liberal discourse tries to construct a dichotomous theoretical 
wall between the private corporation and the public state is understandable 
because of the generally accepted view according to which democratic claims 
are not valid within the private sphere. For a radically democratic theory, it 
should be obvious that this wall has to be deconstructed.

The praxis of the capitalist corporations disguised under the discourse 
of economic neutrality needs to be analyzed as political praxis. To the extent 
that this praxis is transnational and it constitutes social spaces such as trans-
national business communities, we need to account for transnational politi-
cal units as parts of the “political superstructure” of the world-system.44 This 
by no means implies that the interstate system would be withering away very 
soon,45 or that it would have no specifi c characteristics that distinguish it 
from other power networks of the world-system. Nevertheless, marking the 
distinction between states and transnational corporations with the political-
economic dichotomy is highly problematic. Emphasizing the territoriality of 
the states would be a more useful way of distinguishing them from transna-
tional and deterritorialized political spaces. 

The territoriality question has not been left totally unanalyzed by the 
world-systems approach. In their book on antisystemic movements, Arrighi, 
Hopkins and Wallerstein do pay close attention to the “transterritorial eco-
nomic command” of the transnational corporations and distinguish it from 
the “typically ‘territorial’” political command of the states.46 It is, however, too 
simplistic to reduce the power-effects of the transnational corporations to 
the category of “economic command” as opposed to “political command.”47 
This reduction diminishes our ability to analyze their political praxis—
such as media control, production of normative discourses, authoritative 
planning of intrafi rm trade, political use of investment strikes, and also the 
possibly increasing reliance on their own enforcement troops.48 

The dichotomy between “political command” of the state and “economic 
command” of the corporations will probably become more problematical in 
the future, if the state bureaucracies, by becoming business-like, will increas-
ingly be following an “economic” logic, and if large business organizations 
will increasingly assume functions that have at least in principle belonged to 

the state. As regards the labor force, transnational corporations can assume 
state-like functions for example by providing pensions, child care, health 
insurance, job security, seniority systems, and procedural “citizenship” rights 
for their workers.49 By assuming that the territorial mosaic constituted by 
states is all there is to the “political superstructure” of the world-system, 
the political multidimensionality of the late modern world-system is all too 
easily overlooked.

The analysis of the “long twentieth century” by Giovanni Arrighi is a 
fruitful attempt to break some of the spatial rigidities of the traditional 
world-systems approach. His distinction between the “space-of-places” of 
state governments and the “space-of-fl ows” of business organizations corre-
sponds to a certain extent to the distinction between territorial and deter-
ritorialized space.50 In his framework, the division of the world-economy 
into “competing political jurisdictions” is regarded as somewhat more con-
tingent and less absolute than in the traditional world-systems approach. By 
acknowledging that “[state] form of territoriality as the basis for organizing 
political life seems to be torn apart by a non-territorial, functional space,”51 
Arrighi is able to transcend much of the territorialist bias of the traditional 
world-systems approach—even if some of his statements still seem to rely 
on a rather depoliticized understanding of economy.52

To what extent the transnationalization and deterritorialization pro-
cesses have by now decreased the usefulness of the modernist and territo-
rialist spatial framework of world-systems analysis should, of course, also 
be analyzed empirically. My generalizing analysis has certainly overlooked, 
for example, the differences between various kinds of transnational corpora-
tions, or various kinds of states. Depending on the indicators, I might be 
accused of overemphasizing the late modern characteristics of the world-
system, and it might even be diffi cult for me to deny all the charges. In terms 
of the future of the world-system, however, the relevant question is whether 
the late modern processes under analysis in this article will continue and 
intensify. My conceptual critique has been encouraged by the prediction 
that they will. 

institutional features of transnational futures

My focus on how to politicize and undermine the spaces of corporate 
power has one further limitation, perhaps the most crucial one. Beyond 
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deconstruction, we need reconstruction. In many of the most innovative 
approaches to late modern transnational politics, such as William Con-
nolly’s, the political prospects of “multifarious spatialization of democratic 
energies” are projected in terms of “democratic politics of disturbance.”53 
Disturbance is good, when directed at unaccountable power, or at our own 
inadequate categories. To make the unaccountable accountable, however, we 
need to imagine institutional features of possible futures. 

One probable explanation for the reluctance of many critical minds to 
engage in the imagining of institutional features of transnational futures, is 
that institutional aspects have been the bread and butter of theorists work-
ing with restricted notions of formal democracy. The radical liberation of 
democratic imagination is often conceptualized in terms of “authentic” or 
“participatory” democratic processes as opposed to the “formalist” or “electo-
ralist” models of democratic institutions. I certainly think that democratic 
theory and praxis should indeed emphazise popular participation. Democ-
racy, however, is about forms of rule, and an outright rejection of “for-
malism” may imply throwing the baby of defi ning radical forms of dem-
ocratic accountability out with the bathwater of conservative attempts to 
imprison democracy within the national and territorial imagery of the 
“public sphere.”

The political usefulness of formulating models of transnational, cosmo-
politan, or global democratic institutions of the future is not only that they 
can provide inspiration for those who might struggle for their realization. 
Such models are also important for the deconstructive politics of undermin-
ing the existing networks of power, because the legitimacy of the latter, espe-
cially after the “victory of democracy over totalitarianism,” is largely based 
on the there-is-no-alternative discourse. In this sense, deconstruction and 
reconstruction are two sides of the same coin. 

I would like to share a personal experience to illustrate the political rel-
evance of imagining democratic models of transnational futures. In an oth-
erwise boring seminar on a dark and cold winter morning in Helsinki,54 
I had an exchange of opinions with a charming French gentleman named 
Michel Camdessus, whose job is to manage and direct the International 
Monetary Fund. His discursive strategy was an example of, on the one hand, 
the attempts of the rulers of our world to deny that they might somehow 
break the norms of democracy and, on the other hand, when the denial 
becomes impossible, to point to the lack of alternatives. 

When I asked about the lack of democratic accountability in the IMF, 
Camdessus categorically denied the charge. “In the IMF, we have a high 
degree of democracy.” He could, of course, have used the discourse of eco-
nomic neutrality to deny the relevance of the democratic norm in the “non-
political” IMF. But he did not, perhaps because the political role of the IMF 
in the system of global governance had become quite obvious even in the 
speech delivered by him a few minutes earlier. 

It was not particularly diffi cult to argue that Camdessus was wrong. 
The degree of democracy in the IMF—governed by the one-dollar-one-
vote principle—is about as high as the temperature was in the streets of 
Helsinki on that particular winter morning. Therefore, he had to switch to 
another discursive strategy. “Look at the alternative. The United Nations 
General Assembly is governed by the democratic principle of one country 
one vote. Would it not be absurd, if Fiji and Monaco had the same voting 
power in the IMF as the United States has?” After these words, he left the 
stage, amidst applause, smiling. 

It would certainly be somewhat ridiculous to claim that true democracy 
on the global level could be achieved by giving to “Fiji” and “Monaco” the 
same voting power than to “the United States.” Correspondingly, most par-
ticipants in the seminar were probably convinced that a democratization of 
the IMF would indeed be quite absurd. In our collective imagination, there 
was no democratic alternative in matters of global governance, because it 
was easy to see the democratic defi cit of the only existing alternative, the 
one-country-one-vote model.

If the participants had read a book such as W. Warren Wagar’s Short His-
tory of the Future, which describes a future world-system where global insti-
tutions are governed by popularly elected delegates, roughly corresponding 
to the one-person-one-vote principle, the atmosphere in the seminar room 
might have been different.55 It might have been more diffi cult for Cam-
dessus to delegitimize the delegitimizer, to deconstruct the deconstructive 
argument by using the there-is-no-alternative discourse. 

The relevance of the “commonwealth” model envisioned by Wagar is not 
that it would necessarily be the most feasible or even desirable blueprint 
for a radically democratized world-system of the future.56 In the model, the 
system of global governance is based on a projection of a territorial state on 
the global level. It assumes a spatial homogeneity between a modern nation-
state and the world state, except that the latter is bigger than the former.57 
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It overlooks the possibility of fi nding transnational forms of democratic 
accountability that are not defi ned by territories they cover. In the Com-
monwealth World, the capitalist “megacorps” have been consolidated into 
democratically controlled state corporations.58 If we assume that some of 
these corporations extend transnationally, we could, and in my opinion 
should, also imagine transnational nonstate forms of democratic account-
ability. 

For example, the corporations could be controlled by their workers’ 
transnational assemblies, perhaps together with other people most directly 
affected by the issues the corporations deal with. In a parallel fashion, we 
could claim that communities affected by a particular state’s actions should 
have a say in its decisions, even if they do not live within its borders or 
belong to its citizenry. Of course, it can be diffi cult to defi ne the bound-
aries of such communities if they cannot be located in any coherent ter-
ritorial area. This diffi culty makes it convenient to rely on territorial units 
when trying to imagine democratic futures. Nevertheless, the apparent con-
venience of confi ning democratic accountability within territorial containers 
should not prevent us from imagining less territorialist models of democ-
racy.59  

The importance of Wagar’s achievement, and that of the very few other 
models of global democracy, should not be dismissed because of their prob-
lems and ambiguities.60 Their relevance should be seen in terms of opening 
up an emerging political space, constituted by those of us who want to 
engage in and identify themselves with the collective project of building 
such models. The multiplication and proliferation of the models will help us 
undermine the there-is-no-alternative discourse and thereby empower us to 
engage in “politics of democratic disturbance” beyond the limits set by post-
modernist scepticism. At the same time, of course, they will empower us to 
imagine possible futures. Imagine, in order to construct.
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