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The concept of Global Health Governance (GHG) emerged in
19th-century Europe. Based on the demand for domestic industrial
development and international trade after the end of Napoleonic Wars,
European nations began to feel the need for controlling contagious diseases that
could cause cross-border infections through cooperation. Yet, the 2020 novel
coronavirus pneumonia (COVID-19) that began in China and later spread
globally has demonstrated the weakness of international cooperation on matters
of public health. Through the review of and reflection on the current definition
of GHG to analyze recent events of how the World Health Organization
(WHO) and nations respond to COVID-19, this article points out that: (1) there
are flaws in the institutional design of WHO; (2) the definition of GHG is
overly broad and vague; (3) the relative rise of the power in the hands of big
governments around the world. All of these are the main cause for the
international society to lack collective action to govern COVID-19. In other
words, the facts that the pandemic governance involves many actors and entails
both national and international levels lead to unresolvable conflict of interest.
Therefore, neither international cooperation nor global governance for
COVID-19 is achievable in the foreseeable future. Even if it is achievable, it

will very likely fail to produce desirable outcome.
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“The sad fact is that international politics has always been a ruthless and

dangerous business, and it is likely to remain that way.”

— John J. Mearsheimer (2001: 2)

“The key to understanding liberalism’s limits is to recognize its relationship

with nationalism and realism.”

— John J. Mearsheimer (2018: 3)
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