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Alternative Futures of the State in the Global South

Scenario Framework

Scenarios

Four Futures of the State

Scenario Framework

This theme draws on a set of illustrative, long-term global scenarios available in the theme on  to Africa in the World
explore how state governance in the Global South could evolve under shifting global conditions. In this theme, they were 
used as a structured framework to explore potential futures for state governance in the Global South, analysing different 
trajectories for state roles, capabilities and legitimacy in response to global transformations.

The four global scenarios are structured around two key axes of uncertainty:

The extent of globalisation (vertical axis) captures the degree to which countries and regions remain interconnected 
through trade, technology and cooperation, or shift towards fragmentation, protectionism and regionalism.

The level of climate mitigation and adaptation (horizontal axis) reflects whether governance approaches prioritise long-
term climate resilience, sustainable economic models and environmental adaptation, or whether states adopt weaker, 
short-term strategies that exacerbate vulnerability to climate change and resource depletion. In some contexts, robust 
mitigation and adaptation measures emerge deliberately through strong policies and global agreements, while in more 
fragmented worlds, they may occur at lower, regional levels.

Together, these dimensions form a four-quadrant framework (as depicted in Chart 22), with each quadrant representing a 
distinct future scenario—a , a , a  and a .Sustainable World Divided World World at War Growth World

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/18-africa-in-the-world/
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Chart 22: Global scenario descriptions

The scenario impacts were modelled initially to understand how they might play out in the African continent-wide context:

The  scenario aligns closely with the current real geopolitical trajectory of global developments, Divided World
representing disaffection with the Western rules-based system even as the latter splinters. This scenario reflects the 
acceleration of the current trends towards a more fragmented global order, an associated retreat from the previous 
Western rules-based system and China's more rapid rise to become globally dominant towards the end of the forecast 
horizon.

The  scenario is the worst case for everyone, as overall gains are below those of any other. War in Europe World-at-War
and the Middle East is followed by wars in Asia. This scenario could escalate from the war in Ukraine to conflict in the 
Middle East or Asia as China and India come to blows. Military expenditures and inequality increase. Africa still grows, 
but very slowly.

Neoliberal, trickle-down economics and increased corporate concentration characterise the  This leads to Growth World
better economic results but to the detriment of equality and efforts to contain global greenhouse gases, resulting in 
negative climate change impacts. Money, corporate interests and returns on investment dominate.

As the name indicates, the  scenario maximises equity, poverty reduction and sustainability. The Sustainable World
international community acts in concert to balance growth and distribution by reducing overall consumption and 
constraining greenhouse gas emissions. However, it is the most challenging scenario to attain and is most likely to 
emerge from a crisis, such as the World at War scenario.

It is important to emphasise that these scenarios are not forecasts or predictions. They do not claim to describe what will 
happen, nor do they reflect a single, linear global trajectory. Instead, they are deliberately stylised frameworks intended to 
explore a range of plausible futures.  While current trends may align most closely with elements of the Divided World 
scenario, reality is likely to reflect a more complex and evolving mix of future dynamics.



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

STATE FUTURES IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH: THEMATIC FUTURES5

The value of scenario thinking lies precisely in this openness: it challenges linear assumptions, exposes blind spots and 
stretches strategic thinking beyond the short term. By exploring alternative futures, decision-makers move from trying to 
predict the future to building strategic resilience: stress-testing policies, identifying leverage points and positioning 
themselves to navigate disruptive change with greater clarity and foresight.

Scenarios

The four global scenarios served as a foundational framework to explore potential futures for state governance in the 
Global South. Subsequently, the key drivers and change signals identified through the Horizon Scan were layered onto this 
framework. This integration allowed for more robust and contextually meaningful development trajectories.

Growth World

In the late 2020s, a stunning leadership transition in China reshapes global trade and politics. The sudden death of Xi 
Jinping, coupled with mounting economic pressures, propels new voices within the Communist Party to relax restrictive 
policies and court foreign investment. The resulting “Grand Bargain” with the US partially liberalises trade and corporate 
freedoms. Despite retaining centralised political control and strict data sovereignty policies, China’s strategic opening 
significantly boosts its global economic position. However, unevenly distributed gains deepen internal inequalities, 
creating domestic tensions between urban elites and rural populations, as well as between high-tech sectors and 
traditional industries.

Renewed US economic engagement with China marks a strategic pivot after years of protectionism and decoupling. Trade 
wars and disrupted supply chains have contributed to rising costs and stagnation in key industries, while inflation and 
investor pressure push a new administration to recalibrate. Driven by corporate lobbying and economic concerns, the US 
reopens trade channels, not as an ideological shift, but as a means to safeguard national competitiveness. Business 
leaders on both sides push for rapid ratification, while the US also seeks to counter China’s growing alliances with rivals 
like Russia. As protectionist policies recede, a new phase of deepened economic interdependence between the two 
superpowers emerges.

China reaps early gains, cementing its role as the global leader in high-tech manufacturing through advanced 
infrastructure, subsidies and AI dominance. Western corporations, reversing the trend of “friendshoring,” return to China 
in pursuit of cost savings. The EU, once firm on regulation, relaxes its stance to remain globally competitive. As a result, 
multinational corporations grow more powerful and start to play a bigger role in shaping national and international policy 
agendas. Their growing influence weakens the authority of international institutions like the United Nations, as global 
governance increasingly becomes driven by corporate interests rather than multilateral cooperation.

In the Global South, state roles shift dramatically. Governments pivot away from direct development strategies toward 
brokering investment deals, offering tax breaks and suppressing labour costs to stay attractive to capital. While middle-
income countries like India, Brazil and Indonesia benefit from trade and investment, long-term growth is constrained by 
corporate concentration. Resource-rich nations supply raw materials for global industries, yet profits often bypass local 
economies. In contrast, low-income countries with weak governance see little transformation beyond foreign-led 
infrastructure built for investor needs, not inclusive development.

This uneven growth fuels deepening inequality. Advanced economies and corporate elites amass wealth, while much of 
the Global South remains dependent on external finance. Gaps widen between resource-rich and resource-poor nations, 
and between urban and rural areas. 
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Migrants flood into cities seeking opportunity, overwhelming infrastructure and increasing social tensions. Governments 
respond with repressive measures, including evictions and surveillance, particularly in informal settlements. International 
migration surges as climate change, land dispossession and economic pressures displace populations, yet wealthy nations 
tighten borders despite needing foreign labour, highlighting the contradictions between economic demand and political 
resistance.

Environmental concerns are secondary to growth. Emissions decline modestly through market-driven adoption of 
renewables and AI-led efficiency, but sustainability is incidental, not intentional. Mechanisms like the EU’s Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism and China’s Emissions Trading Scheme incentivise selective green practices but fail to curb the 
broader environmental toll. Deforestation, pollution and water stress hit the poorest countries hardest, while wealthier 
states adapt more easily. 

By the 2040s, the global economy is much larger, while governance in the Global South grows increasingly subordinate to 
investor interests. State legitimacy hinges on economic performance, with deep divides in public trust between thriving 
cities and marginalised regions. Multinational corporations dominate policy, as states compete through deregulation and 
tax incentives. Local voices and municipal governance are sidelined by national and supranational deals. Ultimately, this 
growth-first model proves fragile, vulnerable to economic shocks and political backlash as widening inequality, 
environmental degradation, and unchecked corporate power threaten long-term stability.

Sustainable World

The Sustainable World scenario prioritises sustainability, equity and ambitious pursuit of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals and its successor, driven by rapid international integration in response to mounting global crises, 
such as climate emergencies, health crises or as a follow-on to the "World at War" scenario. Poverty declines and incomes 
rise substantially, but achieving this remains challenging due to its reliance on deep multilateralism and equity.

Wealthier nations significantly increase climate financing, technology transfers and fair-trade initiatives, while reforming 
multilateral institutions that amplify the voice of the Global South. Despite strengthened global cooperation, tensions 
persist over intellectual property rights, geopolitical competition over critical resources, and the risk of fostering "green 
dependency" on richer nations. Countries quickly adopting green reforms prosper, while others reliant on fossil fuels 
struggle.Great power dynamics shift, with an expanded, influential EU advocating a rules-based system emphasising 
digital sovereignty, democratic freedoms and fair data governance. Constraints on money’s role in US politics and 
leadership undergo a seismic shift. 

Achieving this scenario requires Western leaders to engage proactively with countries such as China, India and key nations 
across Latin America, Asia and Africa, fundamentally reshaping international governance institutions—including reforms 
to the UN Charter and Security Council composition, reflecting calls for broader regional representation, notably from 
Africa.

Under UN auspices, post-2030 Sustainable Development Goals integrate climate mitigation and adaptation into a 
comprehensive Global Sustainability Framework (GSF). The GSF places particular attention on highly vulnerable regions, 
especially in lower-income areas of Africa, Asia and Latin America, which drive targeted international support.
By the early 2030s, global institutions including the UN, WTO and IMF are restructured for more representative decision-
making and greater Global South influence. A global minimum corporate tax of 20% by 2043 enhances trust in global 
governance, although smaller states occasionally remain vulnerable in climate finance and technology negotiations.

Regional blocs in Africa, Latin America and Asia align economic strategies with shared sustainability goals. The African 
Union expands its Green Industrialisation Pact, South America deepens regional bioeconomy agreements leveraging 
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biodiversity, and Asian regional bodies foster renewable energy and infrastructure initiatives. Nevertheless, periodic 
tensions arise over resource extraction and infrastructure financing, requiring diplomatic management.
Climate-driven conflict prevention strategies emerge, reducing resource disputes, though local tensions persist, especially 
in areas with weaker governance. Nuclear disarmament advances, with the UK, France, the US, China, Russia, India, 
Pakistan, Israel and a unified Korea ratifying the treaty banning nuclear weapons adopted in July 2022.
In the Global South, states evolve into active stewards of inclusive, sustainable development, enforcing environmental 
protections and incentivising local innovation. However, the transition is uneven: some authoritarian governments 
superficially adopt green reforms without expanding civic freedoms, risking international criticism. Brief international 
oversight or transparency standards help mitigate but do not entirely eliminate this risk.
Participatory governance flourishes globally, as citizen assemblies and digital platforms enhance transparency and public 
engagement. Youth activism and civil society significantly influence governance, although some states resist opening up 
decision-making processes.

Investments in renewable energy, climate-proof infrastructure and sustainable agriculture generate significant economic 
opportunities, yet benefits remain uneven. Middle-income nations with robust institutions harness green financing and 
international technology partnerships effectively. Resource-rich but institutionally fragile countries face renewed 
extractive dependency risks as global demand for critical minerals intensifies.
Technology significantly accelerates sustainable development, but access disparities persist. Intellectual property reforms 
increase the adoption of clean-energy technologies, yet some Global South countries remain reliant on imports. South-
South technology alliances foster open-source platforms for climate resilience, but digital inequalities persist, leaving 
states with inadequate infrastructure behind. Tensions also emerge around digital sovereignty, particularly concerning 
data ownership and use.

Civil society and the private sector both become vital actors, driving innovation and accountability, but balancing their 
roles alongside state objectives remains complex, requiring governments to skillfully align external funding with domestic 
priorities.

Ultimately, the Global South transitions from passive recipient to active shaper of global sustainability agendas. 
Governments must balance ambitious green reforms with economic, social and technological realities, navigating the risks 
of "green dependency," authoritarian greenwashing and uneven technology access. The scenario underscores that 
successful governance hinges on inclusive, resilient reforms that integrate sustainability and that do not compromise 
social equity or long-term autonomy.

Divided World

In the aftermath of abrasive US policies with tariffs, aid reductions and confrontational rhetoric initiated under the Trump 
administration, global trust in traditional alliances sharply declines, reshaping geopolitics into fragmented ideological, 
economic and technological camps by the early 2030s. Nations align around specific issues rather than cohesive regional 
blocs, responding to divergent political interests and strategic pressures from a resurgent US and assertive China.

For Global South states, this divided geopolitical landscape demands adaptive governance. Some nations seek stability by 
aligning with emerging regional powers offering equitable trade and mutual support. Others adopt cautious, ad hoc 
policies, balancing external pressures without committing firmly to any major power.
Governance structures diversify into hybrid models that combine centralised authority with grassroots initiatives. 
Countries integrate digital platforms and community networks to enhance participatory governance. For instance, local 
councils increasingly collaborate digitally with communities to customise public services. Yet, states experiencing isolation 
or heightened security threats often revert to authoritarianism, curtailing transparency and civil liberties to maintain 
domestic stability and strategic alliances.
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Rising military expenditures, especially in geopolitical hotspots and regions aiming to secure emerging markets, 
significantly reduce available resources for social services. This diversion exacerbates existing institutional disparities, 
enabling some states to maintain stability and public trust. In contrast, others, weighed down by mounting debt and 
weakened governance, increasingly fail to deliver essential services, further eroding their legitimacy.
Economic integration proves uneven, favouring states within coordinated blocs that can secure preferential trade 
agreements and shared infrastructure investments. Marginalised states, excluded due to ideological isolation or 
institutional weaknesses, rely on aggressive deregulation and tax incentives to attract scarce capital, exacerbating 
inequality. Prosperous urban regions flourish, while rural areas stagnate, driving internal migration and social unrest.
Despite geopolitical fragmentation, climate mitigation and adaptation in the Divided World exceed the conflict-driven 
"World at War" scenario. This relative progress emerges not from coordinated global ambition but from strategic 
economic and security priorities. Nations and regional blocs independently adopt mitigation strategies such as renewable 
energy transitions and localised production to enhance energy security, financial resilience and self-sufficiency amid 
volatile global markets. Reduced worldwide trade and disrupted supply chains also inadvertently slow emissions growth, 
reinforcing localised climate responses like circular economies and decentralised renewable projects.

However, climate governance remains fragmented, deepening disparities. Middle-income and institutionally robust 
countries effectively establish green industries and robust climate resilience frameworks. In contrast, lower-income, 
governance-weak nations struggle to transition from fossil fuels, lacking infrastructure and investment capacity, thus 
heightening their climate vulnerability and economic inequality.

Digital transformation further accentuates these divides. States investing in digital infrastructure and cybersecurity 
significantly modernise governance, enhancing service delivery and innovation. Yet, heavy reliance on external tech 
corporations exposes many to digital coercion and manipulation. Increasingly frequent state-sponsored cyberattacks, 
disinformation and digital repression turn technology into both a governance asset and a tool of surveillance, 
undermining public trust.

Ultimately, the Divided World presents a fragmented governance landscape requiring highly adaptive policy responses. 
States integrated into regional blocs benefit from coordinated economic, environmental and security strategies, while 
isolated states confront intensified inequalities and weakened institutions. Political power fluctuates between 
authoritarian approaches and hybrid governance models (leveraging local participation and digital innovation). 
Environmental and technological divides underscore the complexity and necessity of tailored policy interventions amidst a 
fractured international order.

World at War

A series of diplomatic failures and proxy conflicts rapidly escalated between major powers, principally the US, China and 
Russia. Initial skirmishes over strategic territories and maritime routes lead to open confrontations, further amplified by 
alliances that draw in other global heavyweights. The United Nations’ Security Council is paralysed by vetoes and mutual 
accusations, fracturing any semblance of a rules-based international order. Non-state actors, from private military 
companies to extremist groups, exploit the chaos, broadening the theatre of conflict and undermining formal governance 
structures.

Global trade systems disintegrate, with sanctions, blockades and sabotage severing supply chains. As tensions worsen, 
nuclear brinkmanship looms, forcing countries to choose sides or risk isolation. Regions far from the initial battlegrounds 
feel the ripple effects of hyperinflation, severe resource shortages and security spillovers. While some states attempt 
neutrality, shifting alliances among superpowers lead to territorial pressure or forced alignment, exposing governments in 
the Global South to heightened uncertainty and precarious manoeuvring.
In this environment, weak or conflict-prone states collapse and their governance is dominated by warlords, militias or 
opportunistic private security firms. Even comparatively stable governments find themselves in survival mode, prioritising 
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national security expenditures over social services. Authoritarian governance becomes the norm as leaders invoke 
emergency powers, militarise borders and suppress dissent to maintain control. This crackdown often exacerbates local 
grievances and fuels insurgencies or extremist movements.
Resource nationalism flares, particularly around critical commodities like oil, rare earth minerals and water, spurring 
violent clashes where extraction or transit lines intersect with contested territories. Global South states with these 
resources become proxy battlegrounds for external powers seeking to secure access. Diplomatic channels that once 
facilitated crisis management or humanitarian assistance break down under intense geopolitical rivalries, leaving millions 
of civilians at risk.

Donors pivot to emergency relief and conflict stabilisation rather than long-term development. Civil society organisations 
struggle to operate across war-torn regions and contested borders, facing bureaucratic hurdles, limited funding and 
security threats. Humanitarian corridors are frequently disrupted, intensifying famine, epidemics and refugee flows. 
Attempted peacemaking efforts rely on ad-hoc alliances or regional bodies that lack the capacity or unity to enforce 
lasting agreements.

Despite the devastation, some local communities and city-level authorities display resilience and innovation. Grassroots 
coalitions manage basic services like health, food distribution and community policing, often with minimal external 
support. In these pockets, adaptive governance merges formal and informal institutions to meet urgent needs. 
Nevertheless, such local resilience typically remains isolated, as national infrastructures and supply routes degrade under 
the pressures of conflict.

In some regions, states fortify enclaves of relative stability (often near vital resources or city centres) to attract whatever 
remains of international investment and commerce. However, these enclaves are inherently fragile, heavily reliant on 
private security and can be targets for insurgent attacks or power grabs by external forces. This fracturing of governance 
widens inequalities: wealthy individuals shelter within secure zones while the broader population endures extreme 
insecurity and displacement.
By the early 2040s, a series of wars has left entire regions in a humanitarian crisis, with enormous refugee flows spilling 
across borders. International law is disregarded by states desperate to secure a strategic advantage. For many 
governments in the Global South, the notion of development or progress is deferred indefinitely; survival becomes their 
overriding priority. Any hope for comprehensive peace hinges on a dramatic shift in the geopolitical balance, yet with 
distrust rampant among great powers, sustained negotiations remain a distant prospect.

Four Futures of the State

Taken together, these pressures show why governance in the Global South cannot be assumed to follow a linear path. 
Different mixes of external shocks and domestic choices will push states in very different directions. Our foresight analysis 
distils these dynamics into four archetypes — the dealmaker, the system-builder, the fractured and the collapsed state, 
capturing four distinct pathways in which states in the Global South could evolve in the decades ahead.

Chart 23: Four Futures of the State
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The dealmaker state: growth at any cost

In Growth World, governments stop being planners of development and become dealmakers. Their role is no longer to 
shape national priorities but to broker access to markets, labour, data and natural resources. External capital flows, US–
China realignments and intensifying technological dependencies accelerate this shift.
On paper, regulatory quality and government effectiveness improve. But these gains are deceptive. They rest on 
technocratic delivery rather than democratic inclusion, and legitimacy rests on GDP growth and investor confidence, not 
improved social outcomes. A race to the bottom emerges as states compete to appear ‘business-friendly’ by cutting taxes 
and easing labour and environmental standards. While this attracts investment in the short term, it leaves states 
vulnerable over time by reducing revenues and weakening social protections. Spatial inequality deepens and governance 
becomes increasingly urban-centred — fuelling exclusion, resentment and long-term fragility.

What emerges is a governance model that looks efficient but is brittle. Stability is maintained at the macro level, but social 
unrest, environmental displacement and localised instability simmer beneath the surface.

The system-builder state: resilience through reform

The system-builder state is the hardest trajectory to achieve, and is likely to emerge as a result of a crisis. Climate 
disasters, social unrest and economic shocks push governments to rethink their role, shifting from dealmakers to 
stewards. In this world, legitimacy is rebuilt not just through delivery but through co-creation, redistribution and long-term 
planning.

The model balances structured authority with flexibility. States invest in rebuilding equitable systems, aligning with 
reformed global institutions and stronger regional blocs, while also integrating local and Indigenous practices that anchor 
legitimacy in context. While gains appear in rule of law, corruption control and voice, as transparency and participation 
become central, government effectiveness may initially falter amid disruptive reforms and political resistance, but 
strengthens over time as institutions adapt and legitimacy is rebuilt on both delivery and inclusion.
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Regional cooperation and fairer trade norms strengthen resilience to systemic shocks such as climate disaster and supply 
chains.. Civil society and media scrutiny help curb elite capture, while expanded social protections build citizen trust. Yet 
the benefits are uneven. States with weaker institutions, low technological readiness or limited inclusivity risk being 
sidelined, left dependent on stronger regional players or excluded from decision-making arenas. And while the scenario 
envisions states as builders of equitable systems, some South-South partnerships could fall short of that promise, 
reproducing hierarchies or extractive practices that limit the transformative potential of cooperation.

This is the most difficult pathway to realise. It demands hard political choices,axing elites, curbing carbon-intensive 
industries, enforcing sustainability standards — reforms that will inevitably face resistance. It also requires change from 
multilateral institutions, which must loosen rigid conditionalities and embed sustainability and equity into global rules and 
financing frameworks. 

The fractured state: Fragmented and unstable

The fractured state emerges in a world defined by global fragmentation, resurgent nationalism and diverging 
development pathways. Multilateral systems erode as protectionist, populist and sovereignty-first movements take hold. 
The result is a more fragmented global order: dominant economies pursue transactional foreign policies, engaging 
selectively with partners and reinforcing existing asymmetries of power and influence.

For many states, coherence is difficult to maintain. Authority becomes hybrid and contested, shared, or fought over, by 
governments, regional actors, private firms and informal networks. Decision-making is reactive and crisis-driven, focused 
on short-term stability rather than long-term resilience or inclusion. Formal participation weakens, replaced by symbolic 
or performative gestures that further alienate marginalised groups. Rising inequality, exclusion and corruption fuel unrest 
and distrust, while resource competition intensifies conflict and elite capture of policy.

Yet this is not a story of collapse everywhere. Some states adapt by reclaiming policy space through selective trade 
barriers or industrial support, fostering pockets of resilience. Some progress is made in addressing climate change, as 
advanced economies develop competitive green industries and regional blocs experiment with localised adaptation. But 
these efforts are uneven. Lower-income states remain locked into fossil-fuel dependency, and without coherent global 
coordination overall progress falls short of what is needed for sustainability.

The collapsed state: Coercion and chaos

In the most volatile future, the state is no longer a provider or planner — it becomes a fortress. Governance is reduced to 
coercion, focused on territorial control, elite protection and security at all costs. Even relatively intact regimes often 
depend on corruption and patronage to secure fragile alliances, further eroding legitimacy.

The social contract is shattered. Participation and accountability vanish, replaced by fear and force. Resistance is violently 
suppressed or driven underground. Where the state disappears entirely, opportunistic actors — warlords, militias and 
criminal networks — fill the vacuum with fragmented and predatory forms of rule.

Globally, cooperation collapses. Power becomes transactional and opportunistic. Proxy wars, resource seizures and 
military blocs replace diplomacy. Resource-rich zones in the Global South become battlegrounds, while strategic corridors 
are militarised. States lacking geopolitical value are left behind — abandoned to chaos, displacement and humanitarian 
breakdown.

Taken together, these archetypes reveal not only divergent governance trajectories but also the deeper dynamics that will 
shape the future of state legitimacy and authority in the Global South. The dealmaker state delivers growth and short-
term improvements in development indicators, but at the cost of long-term inclusivity. It projects effectiveness, yet rising 
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inequality steadily undermines its gains. The system-builder state demands the greatest sacrifices up front, but offers the 
strongest foundation for sustainable, legitimate and equitable governance in the long run. The fractured state creates 
space for experimentation with alternatives to global dependence, but leaves the most vulnerable dangerously exposed. It 
is also an unstable system, where even the apparent winners may find their gains eroded over time. The collapsed state is 
the worst-case scenario: authority endures only through force, while governance, the ability to provide, protect and plan, 
disappears.

Matrix of State Governance Outcomes across Scenarios

The World Governance Indicators (WGI) provide a structured lens to assess how governance dimensions might shift 
across scenarios, highlighting not only potential improvements and declines but also the trade-offs and risks embedded in 
each trajectory.

  Growth World: The 
Dealmaker State

Sustainable World: 
The System-builder 
State

Divided World: The 
Fractured State

World at War: The 
Collapsed State

Voice & 
Accountability
(Proxy for 
Democracy)

Top-Down 
Governance: 
Leaders prioritise 
foreign investment 
and macro-level 
growth, leaving 
public consultations 
limited or tokenistic.

Public participation 
is minimal or 
ceremonial; civil 
society can be 
sidelined unless it 
aligns with pro-
growth agendas.

Mild Tolerance for 
Dissent: Protests 
occur but remain 
localised or quickly 
contained, given 
governments’ focus 
on stability for 
continued 
investment.

Corporate Influence:
Multinationals sway 
policy agendas, 
overshadowing

Improves, as 
participatory 
governance, citizen 
assemblies and 
digital consultation 
platforms become 
commonplace. 
NGOs, youth 
movements and 
local associations 
have greater 
freedom and 
funding to oversee 
governance 
processes, 
enhancing 
transparency.

Reformed global 
institutions and 
donors push for 
inclusive 

, yet governance
uptake depends on 
local leadership and 
institutional capacity.

Fragmented Civic 
Space: In some 
states, digital 
platforms and 
grassroots networks 
strengthen 
participatory 
governance, while 
others suppress 
dissent under the 
guise of national 
security or economic 
stability.

Uneven Press 
Freedoms: 
Independent media 
thrives in some 
areas but is heavily 
restricted in others, 
with disinformation 
and state-controlled 
narratives shaping 
public opinion.

Influence of 
External Actors: 
Foreign-backed think 
tanks, tech 
platforms and 
advocacy groups 
shape governance in 
some nations, 

Collapses: 
Emergency rules or 
martial law suppress 
civil liberties; free 
media and free 
speech vanish. Many 
NGOs and citizen 
groups disband or 
flee conflict zones, 
leaving minimal 
avenues for public 
voice.

Local Pockets: 
Where central 
authority fails, 
communities self-
organise but have 
limited or no voice in 
national affairs.
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further complicating 
sovereignty and 
public trust.

Political Stability & 
Absence of Violence

Moderate Stability: 
Major powers avoid 
large-scale conflicts 
to protect global 
trade, but localised 
unrest arises over 
inequality or land 
displacement.

Debt and Risk: 
Potential economic 
downturns or debt 
crises threaten 
stability in states 
heavily reliant on 
external funding.

States increasingly 
contract private 
security forces to 
protect vital 
economic hubs, 
ensuring local 
stability but 
deepening inequality 
in policing.

High Stability: 
Global cooperation 
and peacekeeping 
reduce major 
conflicts. Early-
warning systems, 
climate adaptation 
plans and inclusive 
land reforms reduce 
tensions over scarce 
resources. Although 
some local disputes 
persist, 
peacekeeping 
missions and 
mediation are better 
funded and more 
legitimate, further 
lowering conflict 
risks.

Vulnerable States: 
Weak governance 
structures in certain 
regions still risk 
slipping into unrest, 
especially if reforms 
stall or green 
projects displace 
marginalised groups.

Polarised Security 
Priorities: Resource 
conflicts, migration 
pressures and 
economic disparities 
fuel regional and 
national unrest, with 
fragile states unable 
to contain growing 
discontent.

Selective 
Repression: 
Regimes use 
heightened 
militarisation to 
control dissent while 
justifying 
surveillance and 
emergency powers.

Major power 
confrontations and 
proxy wars 
devastate the Global 
South.

Widespread 
Violence: Weak 
states collapse, 
fueling mass 
displacement and 
resource-driven 
strife. Refugee crises 
exacerbate local 
tensions.

Government 
Effectiveness

Infrastructure-
focused and 
exclusive: National 
governments 
effectively facilitate 
big infrastructure 
and investor-friendly 
policies, but social 
services and 
inclusive 
development often 
lag.

Growth versus 
Development: Rapid 
GDP growth does 

Generally High 
Capacity: Many 
states harness 
external finance and 
partnerships for 
development and 
public service.

Persistent 
Inequalities: Some 
countries lag in 
implementing these 
reforms, leaving 
pockets of poor 
service provision. 
Others face 

Divides Deepen: 
States with strong 
institutional capacity 
maintain stability 
and efficient service 
delivery, while 
weaker 
governments 
struggle to provide 
basic services due to 
fiscal constraints or 
external 
dependencies.

Adaptive versus 
Reactive 

Weak to nonexistent
: Governments 
prioritise survival 
and channel 
resources into 
militarisation and 
security, at the 
expense of public 
service delivery and 
basic governance 
functions.

Humanitarian 
Crises: Donor-
funded relief 
struggles to fill 
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not necessarily 
translate to 
improved healthcare 
or education; under-
resourced ministries 
struggle to expand 
social programmes.

Debt-Fueled Growth:
Some states 
accumulate 
significant debt from 
large-scale projects, 
undermining long-
term capacity to 
deliver public goods.

Local Governance 
Marginalisation: 
Municipalities and 
rural areas struggle 
to keep pace with 
urban megaprojects, 
creating service 
disparities.

challenges with 
“green 
authoritarianism,” 
where capacity is 
used to enforce 
environmental goals 
but not broaden 
participation.

Systemic and long-
term: In states with 
stronger 
frameworks, 
ministries 
coordinate 
effectively across 
social, economic and 
environmental 
sectors. This yields 
more synergistic 
outcomes.

Governance 
Models: Some 
governments 
experiment with 
hybrid governance 
models, 
decentralising power 
where effective, 
while others resort 
to short-term crisis 
management and 
reactive policies.

Military and 
Resource Drain: 
Increased security 
budgets and 
economic 
protectionism divert 
resources away from 
education, 
healthcare and long-
term development.

governance gaps, 
with limited reach in 
conflict zones.

Regulatory Quality Investor-Oriented 
Deregulation: Tax 
incentives and 
relaxed labour and 
environmental 
standards attract 
corporate 
investment but 
erode social 
protection.

“Race to the 
Bottom”: 
Competition among 
states to offer the 
most “business-
friendly” 
environment 
compromises 
uniform regulation 
and oversight.

Minimal 
environmental 
oversight.

Coherent and 
Transparent: 
Enforced 
sustainability 
standards, open 
data policies and fair 
trade norms. Civil 
society and media 
scrutinise regulatory 
changes, curbing 
capture by 
corporate or political 
elites.

Regional and Global 
Alignment: Shared 
global norms (e.g., 
revised WTO rules 
and carbon taxes) 
ensure markets are 
more equitable and 
less exploitative.

Uneven: Some 
economies integrate 
into structured trade 
blocs with stable 
regulatory 
environments, while 
others resort to 
deregulation and tax 
incentives in a 
desperate bid to 
attract foreign 
capital.

Inconsistent 
enforcement of 
environmental, 
labour and business 
regulations leads to 
policy instability. 
Advanced 
economies develop 
competitive green 
industries, while 

Collapse of 
Regulation: In poor 
countries, formal 
agencies disband or 
fall under militia
/warlord control.

Black markets and 
war economies 
overshadow formal 
regulatory systems; 
environmental and 
social standards are 
abandoned. 
Conflicts revolve 
around critical 
resources (oil, 
minerals, farmland), 
with no effective 
oversight to curb 
exploitation or 
environmental harm.
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Uneven Standards 
Enforcement: 
National agencies 
may enforce 
regulations more 
strictly in high-
visibility urban 
centres (to appease 
donors/investors) 
while rural areas see 
lax rules.

lower-income states 
remain dependent 
on fossil fuels.

Rule of Law Uneven: Legal 
frameworks tend to 
favour external 
investors.  Informal 
settlements, rural 
communities and 
indigenous peoples 
find their claims 
sidelined, with little 
enforcement of 
protective legislation.

Patchy 
Enforcement: Anti-
corruption or 
environmental laws 
exist on paper but 
rarely translate to 
robust action.

Moderate 
Corruption: Elite or 
corporate capture is 
common, but open 
bribery in high-level 
courts remains 
relatively contained 
to maintain investor 
confidence.

Overall 
Strengthened 
Judiciary: 
International 
oversight, capacity 
building and anti-
corruption reforms 
bolster courts. 
Greater access to 
justice helps 
marginalised groups 
assert rights. 
However, 
inequalities persist 
where institutional 
capacity is weak, 
especially in low-
income countries.

Greenwashing Risk: 
Certain states 
proclaim 
environmental or 
social justice while 
maintaining partial 
impunity for political 
elites.

Judicial 
Politicisation: Some 
states work to 
strengthen judicial 
independence, while 
others manipulate 
the courts to 
reinforce political 
power and suppress 
dissent.

Corruption and 
patronage 
significantly 
influence judicial 
outcomes, often 
granting legal 
protections that 
benefit elites and 
foreign investors at 
the expense of 
marginalised groups.

Additionally, the 
erosion of 
multilateral 
institutions leads to 
inconsistent 
enforcement of 
trade agreements, 
human rights laws 
and climate 
regulations.

Systemic 
Breakdown: Courts 
and police lose 
legitimacy or cease 
to function in war 
zones. Criminal 
networks, militias or 
external powers 
exert absolute 
control.

Militia Justice: Rival 
factions impose 
extrajudicial 
“justice,” fueling 
retaliatory cycles.

Arbitrary Coercion: 
Civilians endure 
extrajudicial 
punishments, 
kidnappings or 
forced property 
seizures with no 
legal recourse.

Fortified Enclaves: 
Some wealthier 
enclaves enforce 
rudimentary security 
and legal 
frameworks to 
protect high-value 
assets, but these are 
exceptions.

Control of Corruption Selective 
Clampdowns: To 
reassure investors, 

Overall 
Improvement: 
Overall corruption 

Some states 
implement open 
data and 

Rampant 
corruption at all 
levels: Wartime 
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high-level graft is 
curbed, but petty 
corruption persists. 

Selective 
Accountability: High-
level scandals may 
be prosecuted to 
signal credibility, but 
systemic graft 
endures in lower 
bureaucracies.

Outsized corporate 
influence can lead 
to “state capture,” 
allowing elites to 
shape policy in their 
favour.

Local Patronage: 
Outlying areas see 
entrenched 
networks, with weak 
oversight.

levels decline, as 
transparency norms 
and accountability 
structures gain 
traction globally.

Systematic 
Oversight: Open 
data platforms, 
climate finance 
transparency and 
strong civil-society 
watchdogs reduce 
illicit practices.

Green Dependency 
Risks: Some states 
exploit green funds 
or carbon markets 
for personal gain. 
Oversight 
mechanisms vary in 
effectiveness, 
especially where 
local capacity is 
weak.

transparency 
initiatives, while 
others bolster 
oligarchic control by 
using state 
resources to ensure 
political loyalty.

Unequal 
Accountability: 
While some states 
effectively prosecute 
high-level 
corruption, others 
protect elites, 
resulting in selective 
or nonexistent 
enforcement of anti-
corruption measures.

Information Control:
Political actors 
exploit digital 
platforms to 
consolidate power, 
disseminate 
propaganda or 
suppress dissent.

economies run on 
bribery, smuggling 
and siphoning of aid.

Resource-Fueled 
Patronage: Warlords 
and militias reward 
loyalty with access to 
stolen relief supplies 
or confiscated assets.

Survival Mode: Even 
relatively stable 
governments use 
patronage and 
corruption to 
maintain alliances, 
fueling widespread 
distrust.

 



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

STATE FUTURES IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH: THEMATIC FUTURES17

Donors and sponsors

Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have the Creative Commons BY license
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors. 
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data 
before use and redistribution.

All of our charts  in any site.can be embedded

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers and Michelle van Rooyen (2026) State Futures in the Global South. Published online at futures.issafrica.org. Retrieved from 
 [Online Resource] Updated 29 March 2026.https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/20-futures-of-the-state-in-the-global-south/

https://idrc-crdi.ca/en?gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQiAwtu9BhC8ARIsAI9JHalFdRqGl-U7y2jZw3LrCXAgbPDr6i31hQ91EBz7dOKcO66Amk5flO4aAqRGEALw_wcB
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/20-futures-of-the-state-in-the-global-south/


 

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications 
in their personal capacity.

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees, head of the African Futures and 
Innovation (AFI) programme at the Institute's Pretoria office, and an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria. His 2017 best-seller  Fate of the Nation
addresses South Africa’s future from political, economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books,  (March Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution
2020),   (April 2021), and  (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsäcker Fellow at the Robert Bosch Academy in Berlin.

Ms Michelle van Rooyen joined the ISS in February 2025 as a researcher in the African Futures and Innovation programme in Pretoria. Before joining the ISS, she 
led primary research projects and conducted in-depth secondary research on emerging trends and developments across sectors. As a research associate at the 
Institute for Futures Research, she published foresight articles and reports and co-facilitated scenario planning workshops, helping organisations to develop long-
term, adaptive strategies. Michelle holds a master's degree with distinction in futures studies from the Stellenbosch University Business School and is a member of 
the Association of Professional Futurists. She is passionate about advancing socio-economic development through transdisciplinary research, evidence-based 
policy, and a commitment to lifelong learning.

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the 
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps 
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country 
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation. Africa’
s future depends on today’s choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that 
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFI enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The 
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

https://futures.issafrica.org/books/fate_of_the_nation
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

	State Futures in the Global South
	Alternative Futures of the State in the Global South
	Jakkie Cilliers and Michelle van Rooyen


	Table of contents
	Alternative Futures of the State in the Global South
	Scenario Framework
	Chart 22: Global scenario descriptions

	Scenarios
	Growth World
	Sustainable World
	Divided World
	World at War

	Four Futures of the State
	Chart 23: Four Futures of the State
	The dealmaker state: growth at any cost
	The system-builder state: resilience through reform
	The fractured state: Fragmented and unstable
	The collapsed state: Coercion and chaos
	Matrix of State Governance Outcomes across Scenarios


	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

