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			Abstract

			The COVID-19 pandemic has been labelled a “wicked problem” encompassing a series of crises that challenged governance strategies used in late global capitalism. As a case study, the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) facility exemplifies mainstream governance thinking that has led to self-defeating responses, framed within the logic of late capitalist liberal nationalism and coloniality. We argue that governance thinking about global problems requires an approach that can transcend this logic and is capable of embracing a deeply interconnected world. Despite its “vaccine equity” narrative, COVAX did not produce an egalitarian approach where deep – even biological – interconnection could be premised. The recent global pandemic was especially damaging to the most vulnerable relational human selves (the poorest people in the Global South and the lower classes of the rich North). In this paper, we propose that a radical relational perspective can help us visualize people as relational selves and embodied organic matter, embedded in their environment(s), and co-creating their contexts. This frames what we theorize as a substantive type of solidarity among non-anthropocentric relational selves with decolonial potential, which extends beyond national borders, where governance of wicked problems embraces the responsibility to “fail better” (Selg, Sootla & Klasche, 2023).
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			Solidaridad global como autointerés relacional radical y no antropocéntrico: la instalación COVAX y la gobernanza de los problemas retorcidos en el capitalismo global tardío

			Resumen

			La pandemia de COVID-19 se ha etiquetado como un «problema retorcido» (wicked problem) que abarca una serie de crisis que desafiaron las estrategias de gobernanza utilizadas en el capitalismo global tardío. Como estudio de caso, la instalación COVAX (Fondo de Acceso Global para Vacunas COVID-19 / COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access) ejemplifica el pensamiento general de gobernanza que ha llevado a respuestas contraproducentes, enmarcadas en la lógica del nacionalismo liberal del capitalismo tardío y la colonialidad. Argumentamos que pensar en los problemas globales requiere un enfoque que pueda trascender esta lógica y sea capaz de aceptar un mundo profundamente interconectado. A pesar de su narrativa de «equidad vacunal», COVAX no produjo un enfoque igualitario donde se pudiera establecer una interconexión profunda, incluso biológica. La reciente pandemia mundial ha perjudicado especialmente a los seres humanos relacionales más vulnerables (las personas más pobres del sur global y las clases bajas del norte rico). En este artículo, proponemos que una perspectiva relacional radical puede ayudarnos a visualizar a las personas como seres relacionales y materia orgánica encarnada, insertas en su(s) entorno(s) y cocreando sus contextos. Esto enmarca lo que teorizamos como un tipo sustancial de solidaridad entre los yoes relacionales no antropocéntricos con potencial decolonial, que se extiende más allá de las fronteras nacionales, donde la gobernanza de los problemas retorcidos abraza la responsabilidad de «fallar mejor» (Selg, Sootla y Klasche, 2023).
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			Introduction

			The COVID-19 pandemic has been the most significant global crisis of this century, with its impacts on financial and consumer markets, supply chains, various industries, and public authorities still being addressed worldwide. The global pandemic has been widely defined as a “wicked problem,” a term that refers to problems without clear ownership, where stakeholders disagree on how to define and solve them; such problems generate uncertainty amid complexity and escape straightforward answers and solutions, but are unavoidable and require management (Selg, Klasche & Nõgisto, 2024). As a wicked problem, the global COVID-19 pandemic challenged the traditional linear, cause-and-effect, variable-centred thinking of the mainstream objectivist worldview. In his influential 1997 Manifesto for a relational sociology, Mustafa Emirbayer calls this worldview “substantialist,” which assumes that a problem can be dissected into parts, analyze them, and tackle them separately. Yet, COVID-19 has demonstrated that this linear thinking is destined to fail badly in approaching a global pandemic involving multiple interconnected crises (health, economic, financial, trade, geopolitical, epistemic, etc.) and uncertainties that are processually connected and mutually constitutive within the broader environment (Selg et al., 2024). The COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) facility was established as a governance initiative aimed at achieving global vaccine equity, presenting itself as a historic multilateral collaborative effort co-led by the World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Vaccine Alliance (Gavi), and the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI). Its motto is “No one is safe until everyone is safe”. This statement underscores the pragmatic and common-sense necessity of global cooperation in vaccine distribution to combat a worldwide pandemic. Nonetheless, this paper contends that the COVAX initiative exemplifies substantialist thinking within a late capitalist and nationalist/colonial framework that “failed badly” in managing the pandemic equitably or supporting the interests of Global South states – and even hindered their vaccination efforts. We examine the case of COVAX to illustrate what “failing badly” entails, using the analytical approach proposed by Selg, Sootla, and Klasche (2023) in their book A relational approach to governing wicked problems: From governance failure to failure governance. We argue that COVAX’s attempt to distribute vaccines equitably relied on mainstream ideas of charity and liberal governance toward Global South countries. Its substantialist logic overlooked the reality of a wicked problem occurring within a deeply interconnected world in the relational field of the geopolitics of late global capitalism. We further propose that adopting a radical relational framework and a new logic for addressing global wicked problems holds decolonial potential. 

			Radical relationism involves an onto-epistemological commitment to emphasizing relations and the processes they produce, seeing all entities as clusters of relations that both constitute and are constituted by those relations at the same time (Powell, 2013). We can analyse different aspects of these processes, but we never view or assume them as being apart from the processes themselves. Yet, our “Cartesian habits of mind” (Barad, 2007), even within relationism, can easily lead us back to a pseudo-substantialist perspective, where relational selves are seen as things rather than as clusters of relations, and falling back into the substantialist habit of reifying actors, structures and systems as too concrete – failing to see them as porous, entangled matter, bodies, organisms and biologies. We argue that relational thinking and specifically “radical relationism” can help us conceptualize global solidarity as a form of non-anthropocentric, radical relational self-interest, which recognizes the need for relational ways of understanding our deeply interconnected world. This perspective prioritizes viewing human relational selves as organic matter entangled with each other and embedded within nature (through autopoietic processes, see Sánchez-Flores, 2020). However, the “self” in this form of self-interest, associated with global solidarity, is understood as one of many relations forming relational selves – both human and non-human – that are deeply interconnected in an organic entanglement, where harm to the environment is equivalent to harm to themselves. Conceptualizing people, non-human entities, and organisms in this radical relational manner allows for an approach that first considers the deep relational interconnectedness of embodied beings as organic matter, before analysing networks of actors, technological creations, or human extensions (such as in Action-Network Theory or Haraway’s “cyborg” metaphor). Moreover, we will explore how global solidarity, grounded in non-anthropocentric, radical relational self-interest, can be aligned with liberal ideas and concerns, while rejecting the notion of humans as autonomous individuals in the liberal hyper-individualist of anthropocentric selves. Furthermore, this form of global solidarity emphasizes the importance of prioritizing the most vulnerable relational subjects – those living in poverty and marginalized communities (Buys & Marotta, 2021) – as well as non-human biological entities and ecosystems often regarded as part of the “natural environment” (such as lakes, mountains, sky, trees, animals and air). As this paper will demonstrate, we define relational selves or “subjects” as entities whose existence is fundamentally shaped by their constitutive relations, which in turn help to shape them (Powell, 2013). We believe that this approach holds potential for decolonization within the context of late global capitalism.

			COVAX’s efforts resulted in “governance failure” or failure to govern a global public issue, which contrasts with “failure governance”, a term that suggests that wicked problems’ multifaceted levels of complexity require a legitimately collaborative, transparent, and inclusive approach that embraces uncertainty and vows to “fail better” (Selg et al., 2023). The authors of A relational approach to governing wicked problems (2023) state that failure governance applies specifically to wicked problems and should acknowledge that: 1) it faces a wicked problem; 2) failure is inevitable; 3) we all bear responsibility (including all relational selves such as people, NGOs, governments, corporations, etc.), and 4) transparency is necessary to fail better at managing wicked problems. We argue that the failure governance approach to wicked problems can facilitate shifting from substantialist thinking to radical relational thinking about the ethical governance of global problems, which are problems that cannot be contained within nation-states, such as pandemics or climate change. The move from substantialist thinking to radical relationism in our understanding of such problems is urgent, although this urgency is not articulated as a response to emergencies or future crises that might threaten the existing liberal/capitalist order – for which societies should be prepared (see Seebach & Banares, 2022). We propose that such approaches should be challenged, as they pertain to a form of urgency experienced only by the “(white) liberal subject’s open-ended futurity” (Anderson, Grove, Rickards & Kearnes, 2020, p. 630). Anderson et al. introduce the concept of “slow emergency” (2020) to highlight the temporality of crises inflicted on racialized bodies, whose suffering is ongoing rather than punctual, and whose harm, caused by extractive capitalism, has accumulated gradually since colonialism and remains largely unseen due to coloniality. 

			Abel Quijano (1999, 2000) conceptualized the Colonial Matrix of Power (CMP), which prevails in late global capitalist modernity. CMP is a decolonial concept that views racial categorizations of peoples as central to shaping global capitalism and the modern world. In recent scholarship, it has garnered increasing attention for examining longstanding yet overlooked perspectives on the relationship between capitalism and modernity/coloniality (Dussel, 1993, 2000; Quijano, 2007; Bhambra & Holmwood, 2021; Mignolo, 2013, 2021). Maldonado-Torres (2007) defines “coloniality” as “long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations” (p. 243). One of the most persistent patterns of power within coloniality are the concepts of race and racism. In a similar tone, Kundnani (2021) argues that: 

			“Neoliberal political economy…seeks a world of universal markets and divides the world through various kinds of boundary making…Cedric Robinson uses the term [racial capitalism] to emphasise that each period of the capitalist world system finds a distinctive way to reify regional and cultural differences into races in order to structure social divisions between different forms of labour.” (p. 63)

			The decolonial framework considers modernity/coloniality as a unit where modernity emerged in constitutive relationality with the colonial order, which was then erased in theorizing the emergence of modernity (Bhambra & Holmwood, 2021). This perspective shapes our understanding of the ongoing presence of colonial practices and habits such as racism, patriarchy, and classism, along with other human hierarchies in the social construction of the modern world and late global capitalism. Radical relationism offers a viewpoint that can help relational individuals recognize that the universalism tied to modern liberal hyper-individuality and the concept of freedom as autonomy is based on colonial assumptions. The conceptual effort to promote global solidarity as a non-anthropocentric, radical relational self-interest holds decolonial potential, as it demands inclusivity and transparency. Such inclusivity discloses world-pluriversal ways of knowing and being, including ancestral and Indigenous knowledge systems (Mignolo, 2021; Escobar et al., 2022). We argue that an open attitude towards learning from a plurality of existing ways of knowing (both human and non-human) – or the pluriverse – is linked to a substantive attitude of humility and contrasts with the arrogance inherent in colonial universalistic approaches (Mignolo, 2021; Clarke & Yellow Bird, 2020). Addressing global problems requires theorizing and reflecting on what persons and peoples owe one another, despite the socially constructed borders that separate us. Towards the conclusion of this paper, we connect this theory to Mignolo’s concept of cosmopolitan decolonial localism (2021). Our goal is to examine the current relational field of governance of global (wicked) problems and argue that it necessitates theoretical foundations beyond traditional late global capitalism liberal ideas, while still aligning with its core principles and concerns. We suggest that both failure governance and global solidarity as non-anthropocentric, radical relational self-interest require a radically relational mindset – one that recognizes that all entities are deeply entangled and interconnected – and that this approach holds decolonial potential. 

			1.	Transnational governance and the COVAX response

			Transnational governance is a field of study that has gained increasing attention since the early twenty-first century. It examines various regimes, rules, and practices that cross borders for public purposes, often involving specific nation-states as key stakeholders, but it extends beyond the international system of states. The degree and level of each state’s involvement in decision-making within transnational governance depend on its status in the international state system established after World War II. This system’s colonial hierarchy is evident in the decision-making bodies of its international institutions. The United Nations (UN) was established as an innovative mechanism for multistate engagement, and Bretton Woods created a few international organizations based on states as primary actors.1 However, transnational governance differs in that it encompasses a range of coalitions and networks of organizations that cross state borders with specific public aims beyond the multi-state system. In this form of governance, states are important participants but appear alongside other stakeholders such as social movements, Indigenous nations, influential individuals, philanthropic groups, charities, and corporations (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006). In this case study, the WHO and UNICEF are two international organizations, while Gavi and CEPI are two “multistakeholder initiatives” (see discussion below and Hale & Held, 2011). These types of coalitions and networks have been crucial in the transnational governance of particular global public issues, such as global health issues, among others (see Hale & Held, 2011). Transnational coalitions and networks do not emerge spontaneously; they can actively work towards forming themselves using innovative collaboration tools. They will be vital in addressing major looming global problems such as pandemics and climate change. Such global problems demand governance responses and innovative tools capable of ethically managing their wickedness and complexity in our highly interconnected world. The COVAX case study illustrates our argument that tackling wicked global problems requires reflection on substantive and ethical concerns associated with such crises and a deontological approach that prioritizes the interconnectedness of selves and the most vulnerable relational subjects.

			The global COVID-19 pandemic took place in a global field of intense interconnection and movement of human bodies around the world. Prior to COVAX, an initiative called the COVID-19 Technology Access Pool (C-TAP) was launched by the WHO in May 2020 to share and pool knowledge about the COVID-19 pandemic. This effort aimed to rapidly manage the crisis by funding public research into strategies for pandemic control (see Filho & Robeiro, 2021; WHO 2024a). However, it failed as the forty-five member states hesitated to share their knowledge and intellectual property related to COVID-19 responses, a concern that was highlighted to the WHO in January 2021 by the People’s Vaccine Alliance and Health Action International (HAI) (see Filho & Robeiro, 2021; WHO, 2024a). Intellectual property rights posed a significant barrier to pandemic response, as their sanctity remains deeply rooted in the logic of late capitalism (see Karp-Sawey, 2021). The COVAX initiative originated from transnational governance bodies. Leaders of CEPI and Gavi quickly devised a strategy for global vaccination, which the WHO and UNICEF supported and promoted with promises of equitable distribution worldwide. Both organizations are mandated to fund innovation in vaccine development and distribution. As noted earlier, they can be classified as “multistakeholder initiatives”, where diverse actors build hybrid systems or networks spanning the globe to provide public services or set operational standards (Hale & Held, 2011). Below, we detail how COVAX was launched during a time when the impacts of the global pandemic were felt everywhere, and we examine the political challenges that hindered transparent and equitable implementation.

			COVAX was part of the WHO’s Access to COVID-19 Tools (ACT) Accelerator (2024b), focusing specifically on vaccination (see Filho & Robeiro, 2021). It was conceived during the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 2020. As news of the virus emerged from China, Seth Berkley (Gavi’s CEO) and Richard Hatchett (CEPI’s CEO) discussed pandemic scenarios at a Swiss ski resort. As heads of global vaccination networks, they recognised that the world would need a funding and distribution strategy for vaccine doses, so they began considering a global approach. Hatchett authored a white paper in March 2020, forming the basis for the creation of the COVAX initiative, rooted in a narrative of equity and social justice. This strategy to coordinate global vaccination efforts presented an opportunity to contain the virus before it could mutate and produce variants. The WHO-UNICEF-Gavi-CEPI partnership has been described as a “super” public-private partnership or “super PPP” (Storeng et al., 2021). The aim was to persuade wealthier and poorer nations to pool their resources and make advance orders for vaccine doses, which would be shared to prioritize the most vulnerable populations (Taylor, 2021). Ultimately, COVAX became yet another charity project rather than a genuine “sharing” hub or transnational governance mechanism lacking transparency and accountability (with global implications). ACT and COVAX demonstrated governance failure – failure to effectively govern – contrasted with “failure governance” (Selg et al., 2023), within the context of late global capitalism and coloniality. 

			The Global South suffered the worst effects of the pandemic, both because it had the greatest economic impact and because it was deadlier in poor countries – and for the poor and marginalized in wealthy nations. Reliable estimates show that by the end of 2021, over 80% of the population in rich countries of the Global North were fully vaccinated, compared to less than 10% in poorer countries (Mathieu et al., 2021). Guglielmi (2022) states that in those countries, this disparity was caused by limited access to vaccines and healthcare, the prevalence of multigenerational households, and the inability to work from home; “the average infection fatality rate of 20-year-olds in low-income countries was nearly three times that in rich nations, and 60-year-olds had almost double the risk of dying compared with that in wealthy countries” (Guglielmi, 2022). Within rich nations, marginalized and racialized people experienced the highest mortality: “In the USA, Native American, Latinx, and Black people are two to three times more likely than White people to die from COVID-19” (Oxfam, 2022). Economically, the pandemic impacted many worldwide, causing a contraction of the global economy. This affected supply chains, trade, and businesses across all nations. However, rich countries had the resources to implement fiscal and monetary stimulus measures for their populations and businesses before vaccines became available. Once vaccines were accessible, they used them to help strengthen their weaker economies. The International Labour Organisation’s report on the 2022 trends related to COVID-19’s effect on work and unemployment states that rich countries began to benefit from economic stimulus measures and high vaccination rates, while in poorer countries, the number of hours worked either continued to decline or remained static (ILO, 2022).

			Intimate partner violence (IPV) clearly demonstrates how the most vulnerable relational subjects, both in low- and high-income countries, were affected. During lockdown, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated various forms of IPV (arguably a pandemic and public health crisis in its own right), while governments and organizations failed to provide essential services to protect multi-species families. For example, IPV rates in the US rose to 35% (from 21% pre-pandemic), disproportionately affecting marginalized communities (Smith-Clapham et al., 2023). Similar international trends included increased frequency and forms of family violence and barriers to escape, spanning the Global North (North American countries, European countries, and Australia) and the Global South (such as Bangladesh, Taiwan, China, Trinidad and Tobago) (see Chang et al., 2023; Chatzifotiou & Andreadou, 2021; Coomans et al., 2023; De Schrijver et al., 2023; Ribeiro et al., 2022; Sifat, 2020; Tuominen et al., 2023; Wallace et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2022). Spending more time at home with abusers led to more frequent and severe violence (Buttell & Ferreira, 2020; Kofman & Garfin, 2020; WHO, 2020). During the pandemic, common forms of familial abuse included social isolation, psychological, emotional, coercion/threats, financial abuse, child abuse, sexual violence, technological abuse, and physical violence (Smith-Clapham et al., 2023). Examples include threats to infect survivors, preventing survivors from getting vaccinated, restricting contact with loved ones, and unemployment – sometimes forcing survivors to depend on their abusers amid financial abuse (Smith-Clapham et al., 2023). The lack of shelter and emergency services during lockdown worsened survivors’ difficulty in escaping abuse. Additionally, families with companion animals often face worse outcomes, as evidence shows that abuse of animals within families correlates with additional forms and increased severity of violence (see Barrett et al., 2020; Newberry, 2017; Simmons & Lehmann, 2007). Sadly, those with companion animals find it harder to leave abusive relationships due to concerns for their safety and the pre-existing scarcity of resources to protect animals (Giesbrecht et al., 2023; Gray et al., 2019). These vital services were already struggling with resources to assist all survivors in need of support, and the lockdown further exacerbated this (wicked) problem.2  

			As the pandemic’s effects unfolded, particularly for the most vulnerable relational subjects worldwide, wealthy countries engaged in “vaccine nationalism” by making deals with pharmaceutical companies and buying large quantities of vaccines before they were even available (Weintraub, Bitton & Rosenberg, 2020). This occurred despite existing binding state obligations to collaborate during such crises (WHO, 2005). Taylor (2021) states that those behind COVAX failed to anticipate that rich countries would go directly to vaccine manufacturers and acquire as many doses as possible. From early to mid-2022, affluent countries continued hoarding COVID-19 vaccine supplies while poorer nations struggled to vaccinate their populations. Observers have described this as a form of “myopia” among the rich for failing to consider the interconnectedness of the global pandemic (Weintraub, Bitton & Rosenberg, 2020; Taylor, 2021). Nonetheless, we argue that the underlying logic of this behaviour aligns with coloniality and logic of late global capitalism, as well as modern dominant development frameworks. 

			COVAX developed a global vaccine-sharing strategy that evolved into a charitable donation effort when vaccine nationalism by wealthy countries placed the facility at the end of the queue for doses. Only after powerful countries had met their domestic demand in late 2021 did donations begin to flow to COVAX. As a result, donations became ad hoc, arriving with little notice and short expiry dates, which led to an outsourcing of blame for vaccine wastage and further complicated planning for vaccination campaigns in poorer countries, making it harder to distribute doses where they were most needed (Puyvallée & Storeng, 2022). Powerful corporations, private foundations, and non-governmental actors in private-public partnerships inserted themselves and their interests into the COVAX effort to manage the global health emergency (Storeng et al. 2021). Additionally, world politics had been experiencing what has been called “tectonic shifts and dislocations”; the latter included power struggles between the US and China, emerging global powers such as China, Russia, and India, and the contrast with traditionally dominant countries in the Global North (Kickbusch & Holzscheiter, 2021). In this context, powerful countries earmarked donations to COVAX for specific countries to gain diplomatic and geopolitical advantages, facilitated by the colonial logic inherent in the COVAX governance model. While such earmarking was not publicly explicit, “a large proportion of donated doses going to self-financing (richer) countries may indicate specific earmarking, since poorer AMC3  countries would likely be favoured by COVAX’s fair allocation algorithm” (Puyvallée & Storeng, 2022, p. 7). Moreover, about 30% of donations were made directly through bilateral channels rather than through the COVAX facility (Puyvallée & Storeng, 2022). These actions occurred within the framework of late global capitalism, where state nationalism in a world stratified by its colonial past results in outcomes that are unavoidably influenced by coloniality.

			Selg et al. (2023) explain that failure to govern a wicked problem and avoid the responsibility to “fail better” stems from a lack of openness, transparency, and inclusiveness. According to a Doctors Without Borders report (2022), Gavi and CEPI chose to design COVAX with limited stakeholder input and a small group of advisors, philanthropists, academics, and consultants from the rich North. Its governance was built on Gavi’s existing structure, and its accountability was limited as AMC countries were excluded from strategic discussions and decision-making (Médecins Sans Frontières-MSF, 2022). The perspectives of civil society organizations and regional disease control groups (e.g., Africa Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) and the perspectives of low- and middle-income countries were either not included or only marginally considered. And vaccines produced solely in rich North countries were deemed “legitimate”. Meanwhile, representatives from the pharmaceutical industry had seats at the major decision-making tables, which helped perpetuate the status quo of their hegemonic gatekeeping of intellectual property rights (MSF, 2022; Oxfam, 2022). After analysing COVAX’s complex governance structure, described as “Russian Matryoshka doll-like”, Puyvallée and Storeng (2022) argue that COVAX’s design concentrated too much power in rich nations and their corporate allies. The boards of Gavi and CEPI include representatives from powerful states and pharmaceutical companies, who ultimately bear responsibility for these organizations’ actions. However, this does not give them a mandate for the overall COVAX initiative. Consequently, donor governments and the pharmaceutical industry were in a strong position to pursue their own interests rather than the objectives of COVAX (Puyvallée & Storeng, 2022). 

			Following Selg et al.’s (2023) political semiotics, COVAX engaged in de-problematizing their failed distribution of vaccines by using a form of “poetic public communication”, continually “spinning” their equity narrative to create the impression that they were actually engaged in managing the pandemic equitably. This equity narrative can be criticized as a hegemonic “washing” of sorts: greenwashing, bluewashing and social-washing. The first type of “washing”, greenwashing, was originally coined by Jay Westerveld in 1986. Greenwashing refers to claims made by organizations that are misleading about their sustainability impacts and efforts, typically concerning the environment, animal welfare/rights, and human health (Becker-Olsen & Potucek, 2013; Jones, 2019). Bluewashing is similarly defined but relates to organizations making misleading or false claims using the United Nations Global Compact principles and/or concerning areas related to human justice (Berliner & Prakash, 2016; Jones, 2019). Social-washing also shares similarities with the previous “washings” in that organizations provide misleading or false information about how they positively impact various social justice issues (RepRisk, 2023). These forms of “washing” are closely linked to the lack of transparency in governance failure (or failure to govern) and the tendency to de-problematize this wicked problem. The claim of “vaccine equity” quickly became misleading, and even false, in regards to social justice issues, as COVAX did not fulfil its promises of equitable distribution, resulting in higher death rates among the most vulnerable relational subjects globally. Major social justice and human rights violations concerning pandemic outcomes and an inequitable distribution of vaccine doses may not have been intentional, but they nonetheless occurred. Selg et al. (2023) describe this as “governance as cynicism” (p. 280), and in the case of COVAX, those in charge still claim that their efforts provided fair and equitable access to vaccines for every country in the world (see WHO, 2024b). Furthermore, de-problematizing wicked problems in this manner attempts a colonial “move to innocence” that has been linked to the posturing of those in privileged or authority positions, emphasising and legitimising their decolonising and egalitarian efforts to dissociate themselves from responsibility, shame, and guilt (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Applying Sykes and Matza’s (1957) techniques of neutralisation, COVAX has sought to justify their harmful (in)actions by appealing to higher loyalties through claims of equitable vaccine distribution while denying responsibility for failing to protect vulnerable populations, further dismissing the injuries of the most affected relational selves in the Global South and the poor in the Global North. 

			At the same time, these enormous efforts to harmonize the vaccination needs of nearly two hundred countries had never been attempted before. The distribution systems needed to carry out this plan do not exist (neither in established cross-border transnational governance mechanisms nor within the United Nations system). Ultimately, COVAX managed to distribute vaccines to one hundred and forty-eight lower and middle-income countries, which benefited most from this effort when subsidies are taken into account (Yoo et al., 2022). Clinton and Yoo (2022) argue that COVAX’s failure should be attributed to the “global health paradigm” because it depends on charity rather than solidarity. However, we suggest that viewing the current global health paradigm as reliant on charity reflects the logic of coloniality. The “fallback” paradigm of charity (e.g., donating soon-to-expire vaccine doses) was a woefully misleading and inadequate response to the global governance challenges facing a deeply interconnected world (such as emerging pandemics and climate change). To address the governance of wicked problems affecting the entire world, we need to consider deep interconnections and employ better conceptual tools for managing global problems. Researchers have blamed COVAX’s shortcomings on vaccine dose hoarding, the limitations of global health governance, and the failure of rich countries to see that vaccinating the world served their own best interests (Clinton & Yoo, 2022). Yet, this short-sightedness might have been avoided from a radical relational perspective, where global solidarity would underpin their best interests (or the self-interest of deeply entangled and embedded relational selves).

			For example, Gawel (2023) criticizes “universal care”, which assumes “a universal experience of care that sidesteps the structural and systemic oppressions that deny people basic access to care, [and] normalize abuse and neglect in existing caring structures” (p. 12), and that is “non-transparent” in its approach to social issues. Gawel (2023) advocates for a “radical care” approach, which includes “local, engaged, and transformational dimensions” (p. 5) that are collective, relational and embodied, taking into account the needs of specific communities. Nadasen (2023) adds that the goals of radical care are to be “nonhierarchical, anticapitalist, and collective” (p. 191), and contrasts “radical care” with what they refer to as “mainstream care”, which “intends to ensure that people’s care needs are met so that they can become “productive” members of society – that is, wage earners or consumers – and it is wrapped up with self-management, neoliberal productivity, and capitalist models of individualism” (p. 191). Nadasen (2023) further states: “Radical care rejects the paternalistic notion that some people are dependent while other people provide care for them, and acknowledges how we rely on one another. It rejects the idea that caregivers and care receivers are mutually distinct categories” (p. 192), and this represents relational thinking about care. In the context of COVAX, while a seemingly equitable care approach was attempted (or at least promoted in a hegemonic “washing” manner), it nonetheless failed as a form of universal and/or mainstream care, illustrating its colonial logic. Those regarded as “disposable bodies” – or, according to Kundnani (2021), the “unexploitable” and “surplus populations” – who are the oppressed and marginalized relational selves within the Global North and South, were essentially forgotten, and such neglect was merely de-problematized. A radical care approach aligns with the radical relational approach of global solidarity as non-anthropocentric self-interest, aiming to collaborate in a transparent and inclusive manner to “fail better”.

			2.	Global solidarity as a non-anthropocentric radical relational self-interest 

			Mainstream political theorists’ impulse to approach the task of vaccinating the world during a global pandemic equitably and ethically would be to look towards the cosmopolitan or human rights traditions in liberal philosophy for guidance. Both current liberal cosmopolitanism and human rights conceptually depend on autonomous entities, free individuals in the liberal spirit as originally conceived, interacting or acting autonomously on each other for social justice. Simultaneously, autonomous liberal individuality relies on a substantialist worldview or cosmology (ontology) that maintains the unity of the liberal, autonomous, and free individual, with political and rights implications. From a radical relational perspective, this individualistic and autonomous entity is a powerful creation, one of the modern “technologies” representing political will, and bearer of inalienable rights that include freedom, as a principle or doxa for social and political order in late global capitalism. Global solidarity, as non-anthropocentric self-interest, embraces such (individual human) rights – they remain valuable socio/cultural products of liberal modernity. However, human individuality as a principle of order in late global capitalism has colonial roots. As Bhambra and Holmwood (2021) discuss in their book Colonialism and modern social theory, modern society and global capitalism continue to rely on two entities for whom freedom or “sovereignty” must be premised: rational and autonomous individuals, and nation-states. They demonstrate that “modern social theory” or the canon of sociology (the discipline explaining the emergence of modern industrial society and its study) was constructed by white European theorists (Tocqueville, Marx, Weber, Durkheim among others) who failed to consider that empire and the colonial order were constitutive of modern society and global capitalism – not just relics of a bygone era of European universalistic civilization progressing everywhere. Cedric Robinson (1983) challenges orthodox Marxism, emphasizing that capitalism, race, and class have always and still do mutually reinforce each other within colonized and colonial states. According to Kundnani (2021), “race serves as the means by which neoliberalism organises and codes the complex, dispersed boundaries between these populations and others, between the ‘exploitable’ and ‘unexploitable’, the ‘free’ and ‘unfree’, the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’” (p. 64). This colonial logic is premised on the sovereignty of the nation-state and of the free and autonomous/rational individual (Bhambra & Holmwood, 2021). 

			We propose that because of its substantialist structure, the social construction of liberal individuality and thinking self (ego cogito) relies on a series of hidden colonial sources of self that will be discussed below (ego conquiro and ego extermino), which prevent the best-intentioned human relational selves from seeing the colonial logic on which autonomous liberal individuality stands and relies. Instead, what we are proposing in this paper is to rely on a radically relational onto-epistemology to propose the notion of global solidarity as non-anthropocentric radical relational self-interest. We suggest that a substantialist view of the world is essential for colonial logic, and a radical relational view of our objects of analysis has decolonial potential. We propose that the existing liberal tradition in political theory cannot help us in its current state with the conundrum of governing global wicked problems ethically because it 1) hides coloniality, racism, and other demeaning classifications of persons and peoples as relational selves and 2) focuses on the wellbeing of individuals (human rights) in a non-relational and anthropocentric way. The persistence of the notion of Eurocentric Human or “Man” and its imposition on the world is oppressive and counterproductive when thinking about the well-being of radically relational selves as organisms embedded in their environment, entangled with humans, things and other non-humans – when thinking of humanity, its creations, and its habitat (the planet Earth). We propose the concept of global solidarity as non-anthropocentric radical relational self-interest to help us political theorists think together and relationally – radically relationally, we propose, if it is going to be decolonial – about the basis of managing global public wicked problems ethically and pragmatically. This is the case as we write these lines in the spring of 2025, because the substantive bases of liberal cosmopolitanism under late global capitalism have been superseded by current nation-state politics and geopolitics.

			A conception of superior humanity persists in the praxis of late global capitalism, even when not explicitly expressed in institutional rhetoric; it maintains its influence through material consequences in the form of enduring intersectional oppressions such as racism, patriarchal orders, classism, and speciesism, and it persists even in our interconnectedness with all living entities, human and non-human. The conceptual foundation for global solidarity as non-anthropocentric and radically relational self-interest cannot rely solely on the logic of the dominant universalist Human concept, exemplified by cosmopolitanism and human rights. Instead, it requires openness to diversity and a pluriverse of ways of knowing and being, where “human beings” are understood as relational selves, embedded and entangled within socio-political-economic/natural environments. From this viewpoint, human beings are seen as embodied organisms whose relations engage them in continuous biological autopoiesis, like all living beings, within a temporal horizon that is the present moment of simultaneity (see Sánchez-Flores, 2020). The essential conceptual shift involves viewing people as radical relational selves or clusters of relations, which depend not only on each other but also on their environment. “Human being” is a colonial concept because, when European male colonizers attempted to define humanity, their efforts to delineate who is “less-than-human” and what is “not-human” fostered assumptions of superiority. “Man” is its patriarchal counterpart and continues to be used to represent the entire human species across various mainstream practices, disciplines, and subjects. The patriarchal and universal notion of the human (the bearer of human rights) remains a principle of order or doxa in current global understandings. However, decolonial Latin American scholars teach that we must remain constantly aware that this figure of power is not only rooted in human self-awareness (“I think, therefore I am”, or the Cartesian ego cogito) but also in the self-importance of the duality ego cogito/ego conquiro (“I conquer, therefore I am”) (see Dussel, 1993; Maldonado-Torres, 2007). Grosfoguel (2013) asserts that the ego cogito/conquiro duality has been historically, culturally, and structurally “glued” together by the ego extermino (“I exterminate, therefore I am”). The products of ego extermino are genocides and epistemicides, “that is, the extermination of knowledge and ways of knowing” (Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 74). The unequal distribution of vaccines can be viewed as a consequence of ego conquiro’s naturalized hegemonic superiority, which regards lives in the Global South as dispensable. This is further compounded by ego extermino, as the most vulnerable relational selves in both the Global South and North faced higher mortality rates from COVID-19 due to nationalist (the other “sovereignty”) hoarding of vaccines. 

			Radical relationality represents a paradigm shift from viewing the “human” as knower/conqueror (/destroyer) of worlds to seeing the human as an organism and teller of tales (see Sánchez-Flores, 2005). Let us accept the premise that this is the defining characteristic of the human species, that we are primarily storytellers. If so, this view of persons would see them as radically embedded in their environment and entangled in relationships sustained through storytelling, with these tales forming the foundation of cultures. This human diversity reveals a pluriverse where narratives – cultures, cosmologies and worldviews – populated by human and non-human selves flourish as the idea of the “universal human” is abandoned. The modern conception of humanity as personified by the modern individual who is powerful, knowledge-holder, and rights-bearing (while also carrying the colonial impulse to conquer and exterminate) has become one such story, albeit a dominant one due to its role as an organizing principle, rule, or doxa of contemporary global modernity/coloniality. Mignolo (2021) states that “once universal global designs are no longer in place and the aim is to live together convivially instead of competitively, the will to cooperate displaces the will to dominate” (p.188). He proposes a decolonial option called “decolonial cosmopolitan localism”, which aligns with the concept of “radical care” outlined above and reveals diversity through localism, the pragmatic approach to locality, land, specific ecosystems, and their human geographies as experienced by local relational selves rooted in specific localities and lands. 

			As mentioned earlier, when considering social justice issues impacting people, a common immediate substantialist response is to adopt a human rights framework to support the most vulnerable. However, since this approach is rooted in mechanistic and substantialist premises, it is inadequate for engaging with the complex entanglement of all relational subjects and selves (who are not always human). It also fails to recognize and ponder the effects of the logic of coloniality upon which it is founded. Mignolo (2021) acknowledges that having human rights is beneficial – and we agree; this is not contested here. Nonetheless, current geopolitics highlight the urgency of recognizing that human rights are insufficient and can be manipulated within hegemonic narratives (a form of “washing”) to serve the interests of the powerful and rich. Another example that can help us illustrate why the liberal cosmopolitan and human rights framework is insufficient and colonial is the concept of “living rights”, which Mignolo (2021) states emerged from social movements in the Global South, driven by those living with the fallout of destruction wrought by extractive, colonial, modern corporate practices. Mignolo explains that this concept originated from the movement called Juicio ético popular a las transnacionales (JEPT, ethical-popular judgement on transnational corporations) initiated at the Faculty of Social Sciences, National University of Buenos Aires against the violation of “life rights”. Social justice organizations across Argentina and Latin America promoted the JEPT initiative, and the tribunal issued a symbolic public ruling condemning the unethical practices of transnational corporations (including several open mines, Monsanto, Microsoft and Google). They were found guilty of unethical mega-extractivism, which destroys life and harms local communities, subjecting them to the consequences of the extractive actions of the rich and powerful (Mignolo, 2021). The JEPT exemplifies the limitations of the narrow scope of human rights, which fail to protect the rights of mountains, lakes, and ecosystems where human and non-human entities are embedded and dependent on for their survival. Here, Mignolo points out that the language of rights is used to perpetuate and impose hegemonic coloniality. This is especially evident with transnational corporations, which engage in both overt and covert violations of human rights and the right to life. In global capitalism, such violations “are not regarded as violations, but as corporations’ ‘right’ to increase productivity and supply the demands” (Mignolo, 2021, p. 258). The hidden modern/colonial duality of superior/inferior naturalizes certain human lives as “lesser” and “disposable”. This perpetuates colonial wounds that continue to be inflicted, particularly on the most vulnerable relational subjects materially, biologically and emotionally, denying and postponing the need for healing – and all of humanity bears these wounds (Menakem, 2017). Human rights have proven incapable of defending victims of today’s extractive economy; they have been ineffective in protecting “disposable” lives, notably during the recent global pandemic, at the expense of global health. Relevant to this paper’s case study, human rights were utilized as a hegemonic narrative by corporations and donor nations to spin their vaccine donations as ethical and positive for public relations. This reflects how modernity/coloniality facilitates gains – however petty or minute – for the global elite.

			We claim that the radical relational approach supports a decolonial logic, especially under the conditions of a global pandemic where human relational selves should be regarded as embodied organic matter. This logic, which presupposes that radical relational selves are entangled with each other and embedded in their environment, leads to the pragmatic choice of global solidarity as a form of non-anthropocentric radical relational self-interest. Relationality and entanglement are fundamental within this framework, and failing to protect the most vulnerable selves would amount to neglecting the protection of all selves within such entanglement. The colonial logic of individual autonomous humanity and nation-state sovereignty organizes hierarchies of power, with imagined superior embodiments to be protected and inferior ones deemed disposable. In the specific case of a facility responsible for managing equitable global vaccine distribution, such as COVAX, this logic is self-defeating because disposable bodies serve as fertile grounds for the reproduction of viruses and variants that perpetuate infections across the entanglement. Moreover, as discussed, radical relationism is better equipped to understand and address the uncertainty and complexity of wicked problems. These challenges require persons to see themselves as radically relational and embedded/entangled selves. That is, given highly interconnected global conditions, it is impossible to contain a virus within nation-states (rich or poor) when it travels through the many entanglements of relational selves embedded in their environment. Therefore, it is in the interest of all embodied individuals (when conceived as radically relational selves) for vaccine doses to be shared wherever they are most effective. 

			We propose that global solidarity, as non-anthropocentric, radical relational self-interest, clearly recognizes that exchanges through the global entanglement, which damage the context, also harm all embedded selves, entities and relations. Radical relationality views humans as interdependent on each other and their environment, is non-anthropocentric, and can be seen as emerging from an understanding of the processes in which human beings are embedded, including their natural surroundings. This perspective allows for notions such as “living rights”. Moreover, decoloniality opens the possibility of a political shift that transforms the “universal” in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, from the current nation-state order to a “pluriversal” declaration or a “decolonial option” (Mignolo, 2021, p. 229). This decolonial approach would involve a “reconstitution” of the substantive basis of rights (where “human” is radically questioned and re-built or “reconstituted” according to a pluriverse of options). We argue that humanity has a better chance of confronting future challenges of interconnectedness (including economic, cultural, societal and biological) through existential awareness and reflection on continuous exchanges, which necessitate this radical relational understanding of knowledge. Decolonial local cosmopolitanism could thus be framed theoretically in radical relational terms that embrace and extend beyond liberal ideals and concerns about the rights of embodied human relational selves. Nonetheless, these deeply relational selves are conscious that it is in their own self-interest to prioritize the most vulnerable relational subjects (who are not always human) – precisely due to the deep entanglement of everything with everything else.

			Conclusion

			We want to conclude by emphasizing that our approach is not idealistic but pragmatic and urgent as an initial step towards transnational failure governance from a radical relational perspective. Failing better at tackling global wicked problems requires recognizing that we are all entangled – even biologically – and that our material and symbolic exchanges have consequences. There is an urgent need to adopt a radical relational way of thinking that compels us to collaborate (rather than allowing inertia to drive us to act against each other, as was the case with COVAX). This will not occur within the current substantialist, universalist and colonial paradigm of late global capitalism, with approaches that fail to acknowledge, consider, or accept our profound entanglement and, as we have shown, often lead to self-defeating outcomes. A deliberate choice to embrace cosmopolitan decolonial localism offers value to a pluriverse of ways of knowing and being. It aims to understand what different relational selves require in various localities through an inclusive, transparent, and cooperative process that strives to “fail better” or learn from and improve upon past failures. This represents a minimal initial step in the ongoing journey of coordinating and collaborating to decolonize and manage global governance. 

			We all share the responsibility of addressing problems that, when entangled, may originate locally and ultimately impact the world. We should advocate for transparent policies and approaches, and play our part as global citizens by demanding that the most vulnerable relational subjects be prioritised in any form of governance. This requires accepting uncertainty and vowing to do better, because wicked problems are not managed well through substantialist approaches. Maurizi (2022) states that we need “a redefinition of our relation with the Other, in all its forms. Rethinking life, sharing life can only mean opening oneself to the needs of the other lives on the planet, inventing different ways of living together: it can only mean…attention, care, search for peaceful coexistence” (p. 188). Maurizi further notes that this is not an easy task but that, sooner or later, we will have to start thinking this way. We suggest that radical relationism offers a perspective that enables such coexistence, without concealing sources of self and power. All relational selves (human and non-human) are interconnected clusters of relations that continually change and shape the larger picture. Each deeply entangled and evolving cluster makes a difference over time, regardless of its size. We firmly believe that this way of thinking has decolonial potential.
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						1.	The latter included the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which was the prelude to the World Trade Organization (WTO).


						2.	IPV and animal abuse can be thought of as wicked problems themselves, and authorities and service providers can only “fail better”. This includes programs mentioned above, as well as preventative and rehabilitation programs for at-risk families experiencing abuse. It is essential to understand the relationality of the issues to manage the crisis without discrimination based on heteronormative models of male abusers/female survivors.


						3.	Includes ninety-two low- and middle-income countries, called Advanced Market Commitment (AMC).
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