
Even amongst those nations, communities 
and activists that have not taken a strong 
stand either way on the conflict, there 
must surely be aspects of this message that 
strike a chord. After all, the weakness and 
in some cases outright absence of genuine 
and effective global collaboration was 
on full display in the world’s inequitable 
response during the Covid-19 pandemic, as 
it continues to be on climate change and a 
host of pressing issues ranging from other 
conflicts to famine.

As we mark the International Day of 
Multilateralism, I was fortunate to recently 
sit down with Maaike de Langen of the 

NYU Center on International Cooperation to explore this current state of leadership in global governance, including 
what has and has not been working, and how the outpouring of support that Zelensky has been able to stir amongst 
governments and individual citizens alike could be emulated and applied to address some of the other big challenges 
of our time.

As the invasion of Ukraine enters a new phase, President Zelensky seeks ever more ways to galvanize the international 
community to his nation’s cause. In warning that other countries may be next, he has been at pains to promote the 
sentiment that ‘we are all in this together.’ The message is clear—a triumph by President Putin will signal a return to a 
world in which Might Equals Right, and that world will be bad for all.

In finding novel ways to take this message not only to world leaders and diplomats, but directly to legislators, journal-
ists, activists and to people in their living rooms, Zelensky has not shied away from delivering some hard truths. In a 
campaign that has included appearances at everything from the Grammy’s to this past week’s IMF/World Bank spring 
meetings, and which has won support from countries as far and small away as Palau, Zelensky has decried the 
inability of the United Nations and other institutions of global governance to effectively respond.

TOPSHOT - Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky appears on screen during the 64th Annual 
Grammy Awards at the MGM Grand Garden Arena in Las Vegas on April 3, 2022. (Photo by VALERIE 
MACON / AFP) (Photo by VALERIE MACON/AFP via Getty Images) AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Sheldrick: When we hear criticisms of the United Nations, such as those made recently by President Zelenskyy, they 
are often accompanied with pronouncements about the supposed death of multilateralism. Is that fair?

Maaike: That depends on what you mean by multilateralism. The illegal invasion of Ukraine is demonstrating the 
failings of the intergovernmental system. But it is also bringing it back to life in unexpected ways. Security Council 
meetings are once again airing on TV screens across the globe, the Secretary-General is being publicly criticized, a 
renewed proposal for veto reform has been submitted. So suddenly we see a lot more of the UN, but what we see is this 
old-school multilateralism.

To me, multilateralism is about more than the diplomats and UN staff that inhabit the New York bubble. Because 
the New York-based multilateral process at the UN has governments as its primary actors, while in reality, of course, 
states are not monoliths. When a new government takes over, it doesn’t change who the people of that country are. 
People living in authoritarian countries are not responsible for the misdeeds of their leaders.

The good news is, the UN is not owned by diplomats. We are finding ways for activists, civil servants, private sector 
actors, innovators, and young people to work together towards shared goals and in defense of shared values. This type 
of cooperation is hopeful, useful, energizing, and positive.

Sheldrick: So is it fair to say that multilateralism is not only about institutions, it is also about people - both those in 
leadership positions like Zelensky, but also about people at the grassroots?

Maaike: That’s right. There is a new kind of people-power. We can decide that it is about us. In every country in 
the world there are people fighting for justice despite the positions taken and power plays of their governments. 
They are helping others and working hard to make society more fair, they are innovating, and they are creating more 
sustainable economies.

Many people and organizations say that multilateralism is important, but are we going to keep trying to resuscitate the 
dinosaur model—the closed intergovernmental process, dominated by old-school diplomats, with arcane processes 
reminiscent of the Cold War era—or are we going to look around and see the global ecosystem that has emerged over 
the past two decades and build a new multilateralism?

In national contexts, centralized leadership models are highly problematic, people feel disconnected from government 
and do not see institutions delivering for them. A new generation of leaders understands this, and more importantly, 
people around the world are acting on it. Old dichotomies of civil society versus the government are being overcome by 
processes of co-creating.

Sheldrick: What is an example of that kind of collaboration?

Maaike: We see such forms of collaboration emerging internationally. A new form of multilateralism is taking shape, 
with people collaborating across borders towards common goals. People that represent countries or organizations and 
use modalities flexibly. What they share is the progress they want to achieve and what unites them is an ambition to 
exchange experiences and learn from one another. This type of international collaboration imbues purpose.

One example of this type of new multilateralism, is the Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies, where 
I work. Over the past years we’ve had a Task Force on Justice, which was a mix of government representatives and 
global experts, work with a wide range of partners through flexible modalities collaborate to set out an agenda for how 
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to achieve Justice for All. A newly formed Justice Action Coalition is now taking the work forward, bringing together 
government representatives with experts, UN organizations, NGO’s, civil society and justice innovators.

I think this is what the UN Secretary General means when he calls for a more networked, inclusive, and effective 
multilateralism in Our Common Agenda. But if this is to be “anchored within the United Nations” as the report 
proposes, the UN will need to adapt.

(Disclaimer - Pathfinders is a partner of Global Citizen)

Sheldrick: Given the inability of the UN Security Council to effectively respond on Ukraine, a question we have to be 
honest about is do dictators and authoritarians get to determine what the UN is? Or does the UN truly belong to, as it 
is stated in the UN Charter itself, “We the Peoples”?

Maaike: The seeds of people-centeredness have always been part of the United Nations. Eleanor Roosevelt, in the 
context of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, famously said that human rights begin in the “small places, 
close to home – so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the 
individual person.” And, as you say, the UN Charter starts with the words: “We, the peoples,”.

Some parts of the UN have been shifting in this direction over the last two decades. Traditionally the UN would turn to 
treaties, formal decision-making and legally binding accountability mechanisms. In 2015 the Sustainable Development 
Goals took a different approach. These are not binding norms, but universally agreed shared goals. There is no legal 
obligation to submit reports, but rather a voluntary review mechanism.

Moreover, the SDGs themselves are not seen to belong to the UN, they are for everyone. They are meant to inspire 
national and local actors, and to facilitate and underpin international exchanges of data and evidence. Sharing 
information on what works to achieve certain goals allows us to stand on each other’s shoulders and build forward 
better. Coalitions can be built around these shared ambitions.

The 2030 Agenda is also a vehicle for decolonizing international cooperation, because it is a universal agenda and no 
country in the world has yet achieved these goals. Many of them require permanent investment and adaptation. This is 
particularly true for SDG16, the area in which I work.

Sheldrick: In his address to the UN Security Council, President Zelensky called for our system of global governance 
to be transformed. Is he also a pioneer of a new type of approach? And are there any other specific examples you can 
highlight?

Maaike: Well let me tell you about a group of justice defenders and paralegals from Ukraine that I spoke to last week. 
We will publish the interview to tell the world about the amazing work that they are doing, on our website soon.

Under incredibly difficult circumstances, many of them displaced themselves, they are providing all kinds of 
humanitarian support including essential legal services to people. They help solve justice problems like can I leave the 
country if I’ve lost my passport, how to receive my pension if I’m internally displaced, can I be fired from my job under 
martial law, how can I pay back my loans as a small-business owner from abroad, how can I move my business to a 
safer part of the country, where can I get help to rebuild my damaged house, etc. etc. There is so much to be done, they 
told me how they had worked non-stop for the full 55 days since the invasion.

https://www.justice.sdg16.plus/report
https://www.justice.sdg16.plus/ministerial
https://www.un.org/en/un75/common-agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://ldn.org.ua/en/stand-with-ukraine/
https://www.sdg16.plus/champions


Towards the end of the interview, I asked them what gave them hope, and they spoke about the opportunity to change 
laws and institutions and build the justice ecosystem they’ve been dreaming of, with a range of actors working together 
to provide justice for all. They are inspired by the motivation of people to collaborate, that social unity has taken a big 
leap, and that the war has also destroyed everything that was ineffective and bureaucratic. The urgency is so massive 
that people are pragmatic, and all kinds of organizations are working together. Through this process they are building 
a new future for Ukraine.

So yes, I believe that “We the peoples” can build the United Nations. We can work together on our common agenda 
for the future. We can decide not allow dictators to hijack the story of the UN. Multilateralism can be more than 
geopolitical grandstanding and ego-fights among dictators to the detriment of their people. We can decide to work 
together with the vast majority of people who want solutions and solidarity, not competition and exploitation. That is 
the multilateralism of the future.

Michael Sheldrick

Maaike de Langen




