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Global governance institutions, rooted in scarcity-driven realist paradigms, perpetuate structural 
inequities despite reform efforts. This study proposes Ontological Realism, a reformulated 
realism that rejects resource scarcity and incorporates individual agency through Critical Realist 
Ontology, as a prerequisite for equitable multilateral reform. Focusing on BRICS (2009-2025), 
it hypothesises that the bloc’s ontological shift drives measurable equity gains. Using a 
qualitative-dominant mixed-methods design, the study analyses 17 BRICS summit declarations 
to construct an Ontological Realism Score (ORS), correlated with an Equity Outcome Index (EOI) 
comprising International Monetary Fund (IMF) quota shifts, New Development Bank (NDB) 
lending, and local-currency trade. Findings show that post-2023 ORS surges precede significant 
EOI gains, with BRICS outperforming a synthetic G20 control and increasing network centrality 
in global payments. Despite intra-bloc asymmetries, BRICS’ emphasis on ontological peace 
(freedom from disturbance) and neutrality (bottom-up representation) offers a viable model for 
reform. Recommendations include reweighting IMF quotas via an ontological equity index and 
institutionalising civic forums in BRICS and the United Nations (UN). This study redefines realism 
for a pluralist world order, positioning BRICS as a transformative actor in global governance.
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BRICS E A REFORMA DA GOVERNANÇA GLOBAL: REALISMO ONTOLÓGICO 
PARA UMA ORDEM MUNDIAL EQUITATIVA

As instituições de governança global, enraizadas em paradigmas realistas orientados pela escassez, 
perpetuam desigualdades estruturais apesar dos esforços de reforma. Este estudo propõe o 
realismo ontológico, um realismo reformulado que rejeita a escassez de recursos e incorpora  
a agência individual por meio da ontologia realista crítica, como pré-requisito para uma reforma 
multilateral equitativa. Com foco no BRICS (2009-2025), a hipótese é que a mudança ontológica do 
bloco impulsiona ganhos mensuráveis de equidade. Utilizando um desenho metodológico misto 
com predominância qualitativa, o estudo analisa dezessete declarações de cúpula do BRICS para 
construir um índice de realismo ontológico (IRO), correlacionado com um índice de resultados 
em equidade (IRE), composto por mudanças nas cotas do Fundo Monetário Internacional (FMI), 
empréstimos do Novo Banco de Desenvolvimento e comércio em moedas locais. Os resultados 
mostram que aumentos no IRO após 2023 precedem ganhos significativos no IRE, com o BRICS 
superando um grupo sintético de controle do Grupo dos Vinte (G20) e aumentando sua centralidade 
nas redes globais de pagamento. Apesar das assimetrias internas, o enfoque do BRICS na paz 
ontológica (liberdade de perturbações) e na neutralidade (representação ascendente) oferece um 
modelo viável de reforma. As recomendações incluem reconsiderar as cotas do FMI com base em 
um índice de equidade ontológica e institucionalizar fóruns cívicos no BRICS e na Organização 
das Nações Unidas (ONU). Este estudo redefine o realismo para uma ordem mundial pluralista, 
posicionando o BRICS como um ator transformador na governança global.
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BRICS Y LA REFORMA DE LA GOBERNANZA GLOBAL: REALISMO 
ONTOLÓGICO PARA UN ORDEN MUNDIAL EQUITATIVO

Las instituciones de gobernanza global, arraigadas en paradigmas realistas basados en la escasez, 
perpetúan desigualdades estructurales a pesar de los esfuerzos de reforma. Este estudio propone 
el Realismo Ontológico, un realismo reformulado que rechaza la escasez de recursos e incorpora la 
agencia individual a través de la Ontología Realista Crítica, como requisito previo para una reforma 
multilateral equitativa. Centrándose en BRICS (2009-2025), se plantea la hipótesis de que el cambio 
ontológico del bloque impulsa avances medibles en equidad. Utilizando un diseño de métodos 
mixtos con predominancia cualitativa, el estudio analiza 17 declaraciones de cumbres BRICS para 
construir un Índice de Realismo Ontológico (IRO), correlacionado con un Índice de Resultados en 
Equidad (IRE) compuesto por los cambios en cuotas del Fondo Monetario Internacional (FMI), 
préstamos del Nuevo Banco de Desarrollo y comercio en monedas locales. Los resultados muestran 
que los aumentos del IRO después de 2023 preceden a ganancias significativas del IRE, con BRICS 
superando a un G20 sintético de control e incrementando su centralidad en los pagos globales. 
A pesar de las asimetrías internas del bloque, el énfasis de BRICS en la Paz Ontológica (libertad 
frente a perturbaciones) y la Neutralidad (representación ascendente) ofrece un modelo viable 
de reforma. Las recomendaciones incluyen reponderar las cuotas del FMI mediante un índice de 
equidad ontológica e institucionalizar foros cívicos en BRICS y la Organización de las Naciones 
Unidas (ONU). Este estudio redefine el realismo para un orden mundial pluralista, posicionando a 
BRICS como un actor transformador en la gobernanza global.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Multilateral institutions inherited from the mid-twentieth century are showing 
unmistakable signs of normative and functional fatigue. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) still allocates 29.3% of total voting power to advanced 
European economies that now generate barely 15% of global output, while the 
entire African continent commands less than 6% of the IMF’s total voting power, 
despite comprising over 25% of the institution’s membership and nearly 18% of 
the world’s population (IMF, 2025a). Although the Fifteenth General Review  
of Quotas marginally expanded the overall pool, it failed to alter the distribution 
formula and thus preserved the de facto veto enjoyed by a handful of legacy 
shareholders (IMF, 2025b). In parallel, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 
remains trapped in veto-induced stalemate: between 2011 and 2024, permanent 
members blocked over forty draft resolutions on Syria, Palestine, Myanmar and 
Ukraine, a frequency exceeding any comparable post-Cold-War period 
(Oxfam, 2024; UN, 2024). Institutional inertia has prompted a growing chorus 
within the global South for “structural refoundation rather than incremental 
adjustment” (G77, 2023).

http://dx.doi.org/10.38116/rtm38art1
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A large body of scholarship traces the persistent shortcomings of 
multilateral institutions to the premises of mainstream realism, one of the 
dominant paradigms in International Relations (IR). Classical Realism posits 
that the international system is anarchic, states are rational egoists, and conflict 
arises from the inherent scarcity of power and material resources (Waltz, 1979; 
Mearsheimer, 2018). This framework treats scarcity as a naturalised condition 
and assumes that systemic competition is inescapable, but crucially, it applies 
these dynamics exclusively at the level of the state. As a result, it marginalises 
individuals, sub-state communities, and ethical agency as analytically irrelevant 
or even nonexistent within the theoretical model.

In contrast, Critical Realism argues that observable events (the empirical) 
must be explained by reference to deeper causal mechanisms (the real) that exist 
independently of direct perception (Bhaskar, 1979). It distinguishes between 
Epistemological Realism, the claim that knowledge can correspond to reality,  
and Ontological Realism, which asserts that social structures, power relations, and  
institutional dynamics have a real existence beyond surface appearances (Patomäki 
and Wight, 2000). In the context of global governance, this means interrogating 
how assumptions like scarcity are not neutral facts but socially constructed logics 
that shape and constrain institutional behaviour, while also influencing individual 
perceptions and actions, such as patterns of corruption and informal networks, 
that sustain underlying covert power structures. Yet as Acharya (2018, p. 41) 
notes, Critical Realist perspectives remain “peripheral to mainstream IR and 
virtually absent from prescriptive debates on institutional reform.” This absence 
contributes to what Sabaratnam (2020) calls the double marginalisation of the 
global South: first through material underrepresentation in decision-making 
forums, and second through epistemic frameworks that misrepresent or erase 
non-Western agency and ontologies.

The emergence of BRICS, joined in 2023 by Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates and in 2025 by Indonesia, 
constitutes the first sustained attempt by large emerging economies to 
contest not only the distribution of power but the ontological foundations 
that legitimise existing hierarchies (BRICS, 2023, §§ 5-8). Although analysts 
have documented the bloc’s rising share of world output and its banking 
innovations (Pennaforte, 2023), empirical assessments of whether BRICS 
discourse translates into measurable shifts in equity across multilateral  
venues remain scarce. Most studies either treat BRICS as a classical power-transition 
coalition or focus narrowly on sector-specific coordination, leaving understudied 
the possibility that an ontological reconceptualisation of realism is already operating 
through publicly projected rhetoric and policy proposals.
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This paper addresses that lacuna. It advances the concept of Ontological 
Realism, defined as a reformulated realism that rejects the scarcity axiom and 
extends Critical Realist Ontology to include individual-level agency. This study 
argues that Ontological Realism is a necessary condition for any durable movement 
toward equitable multilateralism. BRICS provides a timely laboratory: its leaders 
openly decry resource scarcity narratives, frame sovereignty as “freedom from 
external disturbance” and call for bottom-up representation both within and 
beyond the nation-state (BRICS, 2025, sec. II). Whether these discursive moves 
are causally connected to observable equity gains is the central empirical puzzle.

Three research questions guide the inquiry. Firstly, how has BRICS’ official 
discourse from 2009 to 2025 evolved with respect to scarcity, sovereignty and 
individual agency? Secondly, to what extent do observable changes in this 
discourse correlate with shifts in multilateral equity outcomes, such as IMF 
quota reallocations, concessional lending patterns and the use of local currencies 
in intra-BRICS trade? Thirdly, what structural or political factors condition the 
translation of ontological discourse into institutional practice?

From these questions the following hypothesis is derived: The adoption of an 
ontologically enriched realism by BRICS is a necessary condition for significant, 
measurable progress toward equity in multilateral institutions.

The study tests its hypothesis and research questions through a mixed-methods 
approach combining qualitative discourse analysis and quantitative evaluation 
of equity outcomes. It ensures validity through methodological rigor, including 
triangulation, robust statistical tests, and high intercoder reliability.

2 REASSESSING REALISM: THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR GLOBAL 
GOVERNANCE REFORM

The foundations of Classical and Neo-Realist IR theory have long centered 
on the axiom of scarcity, positing an anarchic international system where states, as 
rational egoists, compete for limited material resources and power (Waltz, 1979; 
Mearsheimer, 2018). This scarcity assumption naturalises conflict and frames 
global politics as a zero-sum game, marginalising non-state actors and limiting 
analysis to inter-state dynamics. Classical Realism particularly emphasises 
structural constraints, portraying states as unitary actors compelled by systemic 
pressures rather than individual or sub-state agency (Waltz, 1979). However, 
this state-centric view neglects the deeper causal mechanisms that shape 
observable outcomes, restricting understanding to surface-level phenomena 
(Mearsheimer, 2018).
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Critical Realism, as developed by Bhaskar (1979), challenges this limitation 
by differentiating between the empirical (observable events), the actual (events 
that occur whether observed or not), and the real (underlying mechanisms that 
cause events). This ontological stratification enables recognition of transformative 
agency capable of altering social structures, thereby extending analysis beyond state 
actors to include individuals and informal networks (Bhaskar, 1979; Danermark, 
Ekström and Karlsson, 2002). The emphasis on real causal powers introduces a 
methodological openness to uncovering hidden mechanisms such as corruption 
and covert influence, which Classical Realists and Neo-Realist frameworks often 
obscure (Sayer, 1992).

Postcolonial critiques of IR further problematise traditional realist 
assumptions, highlighting how Eurocentric epistemologies erase global South 
agency and impose Western ontologies on diverse social realities (Acharya, 2018; 
Sabaratnam, 2020). Scholars argue that prevailing frameworks perpetuate a 
double marginalisation: material underrepresentation in international institutions 
and epistemic marginalisation through dominant Western-centric knowledge 
production (Sabaratnam, 2020). This critique aligns with calls for ontological 
pluralism and a reconceptualisation of sovereignty and agency that reflect global 
South perspectives and experiences (Acharya, 2018).

BRICS has emerged as a critical actor contesting not only the distribution 
of power but also the epistemological and ontological foundations underpinning 
the current global order (BRICS, 2023). Prior to its 2023 expansion, literature 
on BRICS predominantly framed the bloc as a classical power transition coalition 
focused on economic coordination and collective bargaining within existing 
multilateral frameworks (Pennaforte, 2023). However, recent analyses recognise a 
shift toward articulating an ontological challenge to the scarcity axiom, sovereignty 
conceptualised as freedom from external disturbance, and a push for inclusive 
representation beyond the state (BRICS, 2025). Despite these developments, 
empirical assessments connecting BRICS discourse to measurable equity 
outcomes remain limited, and few studies integrate Critical Realist Ontology to 
systematically evaluate this shift (Sergunin, Konyshev and Gao, 2020; Eybers, 2020).

In short, key conceptual gaps in the integration of Ontological Realism 
into mainstream IR and multilateral reform debates. Empirically, the causal link 
between BRICS’ ontological discourse and institutional equity outcomes lacks 
rigorous quantitative and qualitative triangulation. This study aims to address 
these gaps by assessing whether and how BRICS’ evolving discourse translates into 
tangible changes in multilateral governance, thereby advancing both theoretical 
understanding and policy relevance.
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: RECONCEPTUALISING REALISM

The theoretical architecture of this study rests on the premise that any sustainable 
reform of multilateral institutions must move beyond incremental redistribution 
of material capabilities and instead challenge the ontological premises that 
legitimise existing hierarchies.

3.1 Rejecting the scarcity axiom: resources as social constructs

Classical and Neo-Realist IR theory begins from an assumption of resource 
scarcity as an objective condition of the international system (Waltz, 1979; 
Mearsheimer, 2018). From this foundation follows a logic of systemic competition, 
security dilemmas, and zero-sum calculations. Yet, Critical Realist Ontology 
disputes this naturalisation of scarcity. Bhaskar (1979) asserts that what is taken as 
empirically real often reflects historically contingent social constructs rather than 
immutable facts. Scarcity, in this light, is not an ontological given but a discursively 
produced constraint that reflects and reproduces specific power configurations.

Figure 1 indicates this may be the case by illustrating a counter-cyclical 
trend: oil discoveries increase during or immediately after price spikes  
(Rystad Energy, 2024), suggesting strategic timing rather than spontaneous 
geological occurrence. Notably, major finds in 2022-2024 coincide with  
post-shock price stabilisation, challenging the scarcity axiom and supporting the 
Critical Realist view that resource availability is mediated by political-economic 
constructs rather than purely natural limits.

FIGURE 1
Oil discoveries versus prices: illustrating the socially constructed nature of scarcity 
through strategic timing of resource discoveries (2016-2024)
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Figure 2 suggests that despite steady price increases, gold discoveries rise 
sharply post-2021, particularly during 2022-2024, suggesting coordinated 
extractive activity rather than geophysical coincidence. This implies that ‘scarcity’ 
is less a geological constraint and more a function of extraction timing aligned 
with strategic price incentives.

FIGURE 2
Gold price versus major discoveries: illustrating the socially constructed nature of 
scarcity through strategic timing of resource discoveries (2016-2024)
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Similarly, in figure 3, the lithium market shows a dramatic price surge 
peaking in 2022, followed by a wave of major discoveries. The delayed but 
substantial rise in discoveries supports the argument that scarcity perceptions 
are constructed through economic and institutional filters.

Figure 4 contrasts selected actors’ shares of world output (PPP basis) with 
their current voting power in the IMF. China’s 19.7% share of global GDP but 
6.1% vote and Advanced Europe’s 14.1% GDP but 29.3% vote illustrate how 
quota rules codify a socially constructed scarcity hierarchy; Africa’s 5% GDP 
and <5% vote reinforce the pattern. These disparities confirm that influence is 
allocated by historically embedded risk-credibility narratives rather than objective 
capacity, sustaining the realist fiction of “natural” scarcity.
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FIGURE 3
Lithium price versus major discoveries (2016-2024): illustrating the socially 
constructed nature of scarcity through strategic timing of resource discoveries
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FIGURE 4
IMF voting power versus global GDP (PPP): demonstrating how scarcity-driven logic 
perpetuates inequitable institutional influence
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In short, figures 1-4 show how institutional authority (like IMF quota 
allocations) continues to reflect a scarcity-driven logic, granting more weight 
to economies assumed to be “capital-rich” or “resource-critical”. The empirical 
divergence between actual resource discovery patterns and institutional 
recognition suggests that scarcity is politically instrumentalised to preserve voting 
power asymmetries.
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This insight is especially salient in the context of multilateral institutions, 
where the allocation of financial quotas, voting rights, and technical assistance 
are governed not by objective measures of need or capacity, but by deeply 
embedded assumptions about risk, credibility, and development. As such, 
treating scarcity as natural blinds analysts to how institutional behaviour is 
shaped by socialised expectations and normative exclusions (Danermark, 
Ekström and Karlsson, 2002; Patomäki and Wight, 2000). A realist framework 
grounded in Ontological Realism must therefore discard the scarcity axiom 
and interrogate the mechanisms through which perceived scarcity is constructed, 
internalised, and strategically deployed.

3.2 Individual-level ontology and the strategic manipulative gap

Traditional Realist theories operate almost exclusively at the level of the state, reducing 
individual behaviour to epiphenomenal noise. While this macro-level focus allows 
for parsimonious modelling, it leaves unexamined the role of individual agency 
within institutions, particularly where institutional rules are manipulated to serve 
informal networks, elite interests, or covert agendas. By excluding individuals 
as meaningful ontological actors, conventional realism leaves a strategic blind 
spot that enables the reproduction of inequitable outcomes under the guise of 
systemic neutrality.

Critical Realism offers an analytical remedy by treating individuals not only as 
bearers of structure but as agents with the capacity to reflect upon and transform their 
institutional environment (Bhaskar, 1979). In this study, individual-level ontology 
refers to the theoretical commitment to include individuals, and by extension, 
elite actors, informal brokers, and institutional technocrats, as ontologically real 
entities whose behaviour both shapes and is shaped by institutional logics. When 
individuals operate in environments where epistemological rules (i.e., technocratic 
criteria) dominate without ontological checks (i.e., representative accountability), 
they can exploit rule ambiguity for personal or factional gain. This strategic 
manipulative gap often materialises as corruption, informal influence networks, 
and the entrenchment of decision-making asymmetries, mechanisms observable 
but often under-theorised in mainstream IR.

By incorporating individuals as causal agents within institutions, this 
framework aligns with postcolonial IR critiques that locate power not only in formal 
structures but in the everyday practices that sustain them (Sabaratnam, 2020; 
Acharya, 2018). It also provides an ontological basis for analysing the behaviour 
of actors who operate across formal-informal boundaries, including those driving 
BRICS’ alternative institutional initiatives.
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3.3 Ontological peace and ontological neutrality

The reconceptualised realism advanced here proposes two interlinked normative 
conditions, ontological peace and ontological neutrality, as necessary prerequisites 
for equitable governance.

Ontological peace is defined as the absence of disturbance at both the 
state and individual levels. It extends the concept of sovereignty beyond 
territorial autonomy to include freedom from epistemological imposition 
or coercive narrative construction. Ontological peace means that states 
and their populations can define their developmental trajectories without 
interference that delegitimises local knowledge systems or imposes artificial 
scarcity narratives. This redefinition builds on post-Westphalian notions of 
sovereignty as autonomy in meaning-making and structural resilience, rather 
than merely juridical non-intervention.

Ontological neutrality refers to the institutionalisation of bottom-up 
representation, ensuring that rules and procedures reflect diverse ontological 
commitments and do not privilege one epistemic tradition over others. 
Neutrality, in this context, does not mean value-free governance but the inclusion 
of multiple value systems within rule-making and evaluative procedures. This 
principle demands mechanisms such as civic forums, representative quotas, or 
rotating leadership that allow for continuous epistemological contestation and 
protect institutions from ossifying into hegemonic frameworks.

Together, these concepts furnish a theoretical vocabulary for evaluating 
whether multilateral institutions are structurally capable of recognising and 
incorporating ontological diversity. Their operationalisation underpins both the 
qualitative discourse analysis and the quantitative equity outcome measures used 
in this study.

3.4 From theory to hypothesis: BRICS as empirical test case

Realist models lacking ontological depth (whether classical or neoliberal) cannot 
account for the persistence of structural inequity despite procedural reforms. 
Institutions designed around fixed epistemologies (i.e., market efficiency, 
technocratic merit) inadvertently reinforce the status quo by excluding alternative 
ontological claims. Reform efforts that fail to address these foundational 
assumptions remain vulnerable to elite capture and informal manipulation, as 
witnessed in the persistent veto structures of the United Nations or the IMF’s 
quota inertia.

Conversely, the emergence of BRICS as a bloc explicitly challenging 
epistemological orthodoxy, through discourse on multipolarity, de-dollarisation, 
and sovereignty redefinition, represents a unique empirical opportunity to assess 
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whether an ontologically enriched realism is gaining institutional traction. BRICS’ 
post-2023 expansion has amplified calls for equitable representation and alternative 
development models grounded in national context rather than universalist 
conditionality. The bloc’s communiqués frame reform not only as a matter 
of redistribution but as a struggle over meaning, identity, and the legitimacy of 
international rules.

TABLE 1
Key theoretical concepts and operational definitions

Concept Definition Operational indicator

Scarcity (socially constructed)
The framing of resources as limited 
and competition as inevitable, despite 
context-specific alternatives.

Absence/presence of scarcity discourse in 
BRICS declarations.

Strategic manipulative gap
The institutional loophole arising when 
individual agency is unaccounted for in 
realist frameworks.

Evidence of informal influence, 
corruption, or elite capture mechanisms.

Individual-level ontology
Recognition of individuals as causal 
agents within institutions.

Reference to individuals or sub-state 
actors in BRICS discourse.

Ontological peace
Freedom from external disturbance in 
meaning-making and policy design.

Language affirming sovereignty, autonomy, 
or self-determined development.

Ontological neutrality
Inclusion of diverse epistemological  
and ontological traditions in  
governance structures.

Institutionalised mechanisms for 
bottom-up representation.

Author’s elaboration.

4 METHODOLOGY

4.1 Philosophical orientation and research design

This study is grounded in Critical Realism, a philosophy that distinguishes  
i) empirical regularities; ii) actual events; and iii) the real but often unobservable 
mechanisms that generate those events. Critical Realism is appropriate because 
the paper’s core hypothesis is expressly causal: IR realism must be reconceptualised 
ontologically (i.e., freed from the scarcity axiom and extended to the level of 
the individual) before multilateral institutions can deliver materially equitable 
outcomes; BRICS’ trajectory is the empirical test of this causal claim.

Testing the hypothesis requires both identification of the hypothesised 
mechanism (Ontological Realism) and measurement of its systemic effects 
(governance equity). Accordingly, the research adopts a qualitative-dominant 
mixed-methods comparative design (QUAL → quan):

1)	 Qualitative, theory-building phase: interpretive discourse analysis 
of institutional texts to reveal when and how BRICS articulates an 
ontological realist stance.
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2)	 Quantitative, theory-testing phase: econometric and network analyses 
that estimate whether shifts in ontological discourse precede and predict 
measurable improvements in equity-related outcomes.

This QUAL → quan sequence ensures that variables and models are not 
imported wholesale from positivist literature but are derived from, and remain 
faithful to, the critical-realist logic under scrutiny.

4.2 Case selection and temporal scope

The design employs a most-different systems logic with three embedded cases:

•	 Bretton Woods institutions (IMF + World Bank, 1945-2025): the 
canonical exemplar of scarcity-based, epistemologically framed realism.

•	 BRICS core members (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa, 
2009-2025): the principal arena in which an ontological turn  
is claimed.

•	 BRICS + expansion states (Egypt, Ethiopia, Indonesia, United 
Arab Emirates, 2023-2025): a natural “stress test” that probes the 
scalability of the BRICS ontological model.

The 2009 start-date for BRICS coincides with its first summit; 1945 
anchors the Bretton Woods benchmark; 2025 provides the latest full-year 
macro data available at the time of writing.

4.3 Data collection

All evidence is derived from publicly archived secondary sources. The research 
design mirrors the democratic ethos it advocates: multilateralism that can be 
monitored, critiqued, and re-shaped by non-elite actors. In Critical Realist 
terms, the study treats institutional publications both as empirical events 
(documents that exist) and as windows onto deeper causal mechanisms, 
precisely the terrain where an ontological reframing of realism must manifest if 
it is to have transformative power.
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TABLE 2
Secondary sources

Data category Sources Coverage

Institutional texts

16 BRICS summit declarations; IMF and 
World Bank Articles of Agreement; UNSC 
veto statements; New Development Bank 
(NDB) annual reports

2009-2025 (BRICS); 1945-2025 
(Bretton Woods)

Macroeconomic indicators
IMF COFER, World Bank WDI, BIS 
locational banking statistics, UNDP HDR

2000-2024 (annual)

Trade-finance network data
UN Comtrade; SWIFT GPI; CIPS, SPFS, 
BRICS Bridge pilot disclosures

2016-2024 (quarterly where available)

Voting behaviour
UNGA roll-call (VoR dataset); UNSC 
veto database

2000-2024

Source: BRICS Secretariat, 2009-2025 (available at: https://brics.br/en/about-the-brics/brics-previous-summits); BRICS 
Secretariat, 2024-2025 (available at: https://brics.br/en) ; IBRD (1945); IMF (1944); IMF-COFER, 2025 (available at: https://
data.imf.org/en/datasets/IMF.STA:COFER); NDB (2025); United Nations Dag Hammarskjöld Library, 1946-2025; 2000-2024 
(available at: https://research.un.org/en/docs/sc/quick); BIS, 2025 (available at: https://www.bis.org/statistics/bankstats.htm); 
UNDP (2024); World Bank (2025); People’s Bank of China, 2016-2024 (available at: https://www.mizuhogroup.com/binaries/
content/assets/pdf/mizuho-bank/cips.pdf); SWIFT, 2016-2024 (https://www.swift.com/products/swift-gpi); UN Comtrade (2025); 
Voeten (2024).
Author’s elaboration.

4.4 Variables and operationalisation

To gauge whether BRICS’ ontological shift drives equity outcomes, two original 
indices are constructed.

TABLE 3
Variables and operational definitions

Construct Variable (scale 0-1) Operational definition

Independent Ontological Realism Score (ORS)

Normalised frequency of ontological keywords (sovereignty, 
disturbance-free, multipolarity, human centred, ontological peace) 
per 1.000 words in BRICS declarations, extracted via Python topic-
modelling and TF-IDF weighting.

Dependent Equity Outcome Index (EOI)

Composite of i) change in IMF quota share won by BRICS members; 
ii) NDB concessional lending as % of recipient GDP; and iii) share 
of BRICS intra-trade denominated in local currencies. Each sub-
component is min-max normalised and equally weighted.

Controls
GDP-PPP, conflict onset, commodity 
terms-of-trade shocks

World Bank WDI, UCDP, UNCTAD.

Author’s elaboration.
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Two robustness metrics extend the analysis; firstly, the EOI, change 
in Human Development Index (HDI) and Gini coefficient within BRICS 
recipient states and secondly, Institutional Reach Index (IRI), proportion of 
multilateral reforms whose text replicates BRICS proposals, measured via UN 
resolution text-reuse.

4.5 Analytical techniques

This study employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative analytical 
techniques to evaluate the relationship between BRICS’ ontological discourse 
and structural outcomes in global governance. Discourse and keyword network 
analysis is applied to BRICS summit declarations, beginning with PDF cleaning and 
tokenisation, followed by tf–idf weighting and semantic clustering. This process 
generates a co-occurrence network of key terms and a time series of Ontological 
Realism Scores (ORS), which identifies the periods in which BRICS rhetoric 
becomes particularly ontologically dense. This allows for the temporal mapping 
of the hypothesised causal mechanism.

To test the statistical relationship between discourse and outcomes,  
a panel time-series regression model is estimated using fixed effects 
Generalised Least Squares with Driscoll–Kraay standard errors. The EOI 
is regressed on lagged ORS values across five core BRICS countries (over 
16 years), while controlling for GDP, conflict incidence, and terms-of-trade 
shocks. The hypothesis is supported if the lagged ORS coefficients are positive 
and statistically significant (p < 0.05), indicating that shifts in ontological 
discourse precede measurable equity gains.

To estimate the counterfactual trajectory of equity outcomes absent BRICS 
membership, the analysis uses a synthetic control method. A weighted average 
of non-BRICS G20 states generates a comparator EOI path, against which 
actual BRICS performance is assessed. Any sustained post-2009 divergence is 
interpreted as the treatment effect of adopting an ontological realist posture.

Finally, network centrality metrics are used to examine whether  
BRICS’ ontological assertions are reflected in structural shifts. Using trade 
and payment network data (from UN Comtrade and CIPS/SWIFT), the 
study calculates betweenness centrality scores for BRICS nodes. Increases 
during high ORS periods suggest that discursive influence is accompanied by 
growing structural embeddedness.
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4.6 Triangulation and validation

TABLE 4
Summary of triangulation and validation strategy

Dimension Strategy

Data-source
Cross-verify IMF, BIS, and national-bank figures; double-check UN voting data with alternative repositories 
(BAIRD, UNBIS).

Methodological Compare discourse-equity correlations (QUAL) with regression coefficients and synthetic-control gaps (QUAN).

Temporal Bai-Perron break-point tests ensure findings are not artefacts of exogenous shocks (2022 sanctions).

Robustness Re-compute EOI with ±20% sub-component weights; run placebo synthetic controls on pre-2009 period.

Author’s elaboration.

A result is deemed robust when all triangulation layers converge on the same 
causal direction.

4.7 Limitations and mitigation

•	 Indicator bias: most macro indicators are reported by Bretton Woods 
institutions. Mitigation: variance-decomposition isolates possible reporting 
bias; alternative national-source data used for sensitivity checks.

•	 Non-random treatment: absence of random assignment is addressed 
through synthetic control and panel ARDL lag structures that 
strengthen causal inference.

•	 Generalisability: findings are cautiously extrapolated beyond 
BRICS; applicability to the broader G7 is identified as an avenue 
for future research.

5 EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS I: BRICS AS ONTOLOGICAL RESPONSE

Table 5 demonstrates that enlargement almost doubles the bloc’s demographic  
reach and raises its weight in global output to just under 30% (IMF, 2025; 
UN DESA, 2024). Together with the NDB’s local-currency lending, this structural 
heft supplies the material substrate for the coalition’s ontological claims.

TABLE 5
Membership expansion and structural weight

Year Members Share of world GDP (current %) Share of world population (%)

2001 Brazil, Russia, India, China 18 35

2010 + South Africa 20 36

2023 Original five 22 37

2025 + Egypt, United Arab Emirates, Ethiopia, Iran, Indonesia 29 48

Source: IMF (2025); UN DESA (2024).
Author’s elaboration.
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The expansion of BRICS challenges scarcity-based logic by demonstrating 
that power and influence are not finite but can be expanded through inclusive 
coalition-building. By incorporating new members, the bloc increases both its 
material capacity and representational legitimacy, signalling a shift toward an 
ontological understanding of peace and neutrality, one rooted in the inclusion 
of historically marginalised states and the broadening of global agency through 
freedom from structural disturbance.

5.1 Trajectory of the Ontological Realism Score

The corpus of seventeen summit declarations (2009-2025) comprises 39.382 
words after standard pre-processing. Weighting the selected key terms by tf–idf 
yields an average ORS of 0.21 in 2001-2009, 0.34 in 2010-2022, and 0.57 in 
2023-2025. The sharpest single-year increase (Δ = +0.14) coincides with the 
Johannesburg-II communiqué, which framed expansion as a “human-centred, 
multipolar world-order project” (BRICS Leaders’ Declaration 2023). A six-topic  
Latent-Dirichlet Allocation model, corrected for sentiment, confirms that 
realist-ontological themes displace purely economic ones after 2023.

TABLE 6
Ontological Realism Score (ORS) in BRICS summit declarations (2001-2025)

Period Mean ORS Notable summit(s)

2001-2009 0.21 BRIC foreign-ministerials; Yekaterinburg 2009

2010-2022 0.34 Durban 2013 (South Africa’s debut); Brasília 2019

2023-2025 0.57 Johannesburg-II 2023 (expansion); Kazan 2025

Source: BRICS Leaders’ Declarations 2009-2025 (Available at: https://brics.br/en/about-the-brics/brics-previous-summits).
Author’s elaboration.

The ORS nearly triples over the study window, with the sharpest rise 
coinciding with the 2023 enlargement.

The shift in BRICS discourse from resource competition to a human-centred, 
multipolar vision marks a clear rejection of scarcity as a natural condition. By 
embracing terms like “human-centred world order,” the bloc introduces ontological 
peace into its vocabulary, redefining neutrality as the equal recognition and 
coexistence of diverse life worlds rather than mere detachment from conflict.

5.2 Panel-regression evidence

A balanced panel of the ten BRICS states for 2001-2025, combined with thirty 
non-member controls, is estimated with country-and year-fixed effects:
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EOIit=αi+λt+β ORSit+γ1 GDPit+γ2 Conflictit+γ3 ToTit+εit.\text{EOI}_
{it}= \alpha_i + \lambda_t + \beta\,\text{ORS}_{it}+ \gamma_1\,\text{GDP}_
{it}+ \gamma_2\,\text{Conflict}_{it}+ \gamma_3\,\text{ToT}_{it}+ \varepsilon_
{it}.EOIit  =αi  +λt  +βORSit  +γ1  GDPit  +γ2  Conflictit  +γ3  ToTit  +εit  .

The coefficient on ORS is 0.42 (SE = 0.11; t = 3.77; p < 0.001), 
indicating that a one-standard-deviation rise in realist framing is associated 
with a 0.42-point improvement in the EOI. An interaction with a post-2023 
dummy adds a further 0.19 (SE = 0.07; p = 0.007), implying that enlargement 
amplified the relationship. Placebo re-assignment to thirty non-BRICS 
economies reduces the average coefficient to 0.02 and renders it insignificant, 
while Quandt-Andrews tests locate structural breaks in 2010 and 2023 
(F = 13.4; p < 0.01).

TABLE 7
Fixed-effects panel regression of EOI (2001-Q1 2025)

Variable Coefficient Std. Error t-value p-value

ORS 0.42 0.11 3.77 < 0.001

ORS × Post-2023 0.19 0.07 2.71 0.007

GDP (PPP) 0.06 0.03 1.88 0.061

Conflict dummy -0.27 0.09 -2.93 0.004

ToT shock 0.08 0.04 2.02 0.045

Source: IMF (2025); UCDP, 2024; UN Comtrade (2025).
Author’s elaboration.

A one-standard-deviation increase in realist framing (ORS) is associated with 
a 0.42-point gain in the EOI, an effect that intensifies after the 2023 expansion.

The statistical correlation between increased ontological framing and fairer 
material outcomes undermines the zero-sum assumptions of scarcity-based logic. 
Equity gains, through reweighted quotas, concessional lending, and local currency 
trade, reflect a redistribution of power that reduces structural violence, signalling 
a shift toward an ontological understanding of neutrality and positive peace.

5.3 Synthetic-control counterfactual

Using twenty emerging-market donors, a synthetic version of BRICS replicates 
the pre-treatment EOI with a root-mean-square prediction error of 0.09. After 
treatment (2010-2025), the gap enlarges to 0.41 by 2025, translating into an 
average treatment effect of +3.6 EOI points. 95% of placebo replications show 
smaller gaps, supporting a causal reading of the ORS-EOI link.
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TABLE 8
Synthetic-control gap in EOI (BRICS minus synthetic) (2010-Q1 2025)

Year Gap

2010 0.02

2015 0.11

2020 0.26

2023 0.34

2025 0.41

Source: World Bank (2024); UNDP (2024).
Author’s elaboration.

By 2025 BRICS members outperform their synthetic counterparts by 0.41 
EOI points, indicating a substantive causal effect.

The counterfactual analysis shows that BRICS’ equity gains are driven 
by collective agency rather than general global growth, rejecting the notion 
that scarcity is inevitable. The bloc’s strongest outperformance occurs in areas 
like development rights and debt relief, key components of ontological peace, 
highlighting its commitment to reducing systemic disturbance and promoting 
inclusive, needs-based neutrality.

5.4 Network-centrality dynamics

Eigenvector centrality in the global trade network rises from 0.18 to 0.29 
for BRICS+ after enlargement, surpassing the EU-27 average (0.27). In the 
BIS cross-border payments network, the share of transactions settled outside 
the SWIFT rails reaches 31% in 2024, largely due to NDB liquidity lines in 
renminbi, rupees and dirhams (BIS 2025). Centrality gains correlate strongly 
with the ORS trajectory (ρ = 0.61; p < 0.01), suggesting that discursive 
ontological claims and material network repositioning are mutually reinforcing.

TABLE 9
Eigenvector Centrality of BRICS in Global Networks

Network 2010 2022 2025

Goods trade 0.18 0.24 0.29

Cross-border payments 0.11 0.20 0.26

Source: UN Comtrade, 2025; BIS Consolidated Banking Statistics, 2025 (available at: https://www.bis.org/statistics/bankstats.htm).
Author’s elaboration.

Centrality gains in both trade and payments systems align with the rise in 
ontological rhetoric, underscoring material reinforcement.
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The redistribution of capital away from market-dominant members shows 
that BRICS treats liquidity as abundant and shareable, challenging scarcity-driven 
models. By prioritising vulnerable states and demonstrating self-restraint, larger 
members enact ontological neutrality, while investments in health, renewables, 
and infrastructure foster the structural conditions for positive peace.

5.5 Robustness and triangulation

Data-source triangulation across IMF, World Bank and BIS yields discrepancies 
below 2% for GDP and ToT figures. Entropy-based alternative weightings 
of the EOI alter the ORS coefficient by less than 0.04. Five hundred placebo 
permutations preserve significance in only 3% of cases, and break-point tests 
confirm that 2013 (NDB launch) and 2023 (enlargement) are the critical years.

TABLE 10
Robustness and validation checks

Test Result

Placebo permutations (n = 500) ORS-EOI effect significant in 3%

Quandt-Andrews break-points 2010, 2023 (F = 13.4, p < 0.01)

Alternative EOI weightings Δ β < 0.04

Cross-source GDP/ToT discrepancy < 2%

Source: IMF (2025b); World Bank (2025).
Author’s elaboration.

The evidence indicates that BRICS functions as a mechanism of 
ontological correction: the stronger the coalition’s realist framing, the fairer the 
pattern of equity outcomes for its members, even after controlling for income 
level, conflict and terms-of-trade shocks. Enlargement accelerates this effect by 
incorporating states whose baseline ORS already exceeds the pre-2023 mean, 
thereby intensifying both discursive pluralism and material centrality in trade 
and payments networks.

The shift from dollar dominance to plural monetary systems disrupts 
scarcity-based financial hierarchies, signalling a move away from imposed 
limitations. By reducing exposure to sanction-related shocks and empowering 
domestic financial agency, BRICS advances an ontological vision of peace rooted 
in freedom from external coercion.

6 EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS II: MECHANISMS OF REFORM

To test whether the instruments created by BRICS are translating its Ontological 
Realist discourse into measurable structural change (up until Q1 2025), drawing 
on the most recent board minutes, audited statements and trade-payments 
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datasets. Three mechanisms are examined: i) equity-weighted lending by 
the New Development Bank (NDB); ii) the rise of local-currency trade and 
payments; and iii) diplomatic co-ordination in the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA).

6.1 Financial architecture: NDB and equity-weighted lending

The NDB’s charter gives every founding member an identical voting share, rejecting 
GDP-based allocation. Cumulative approvals climbed from USD 34.6 billion 
(Dec. 2023) to USD 45 billion across 104 projects by 2024 (Kazbekov, 2024). 
48% of new commitments agreed in 2024-2025 were denominated in members’ 
own currencies, a four-fold increase from 2017. To evaluate distributional equity, 
we compare lending shares with each recipient’s share of BRICS + GDP (PPP).  
A ratio above 1.0 indicates progressive allocation.

TABLE 11
Equity-weighting of NDB lending (2016-Q1 2025)

Country Lending share (%) GDP share (%) Equity Ratio

Brazil  16.8  8.9 1.89

Russia1  11.3  14.4  0.78

India  26.5  19.2  1.38

China  24.3  42.1  0.58

South Africa  21.2  4.3  4.93

Source: NDB (2023, 2025a, 2025b); Independent Auditor’s Report, 2024; Board minutes (46th mtg, Mar. 2025).
Author’s elaboration.
Note: 1 Russia paused new project approvals and disbursements after February 2022 owing to international sanctions that 
complicated cross-border payments. The lending share shown therefore reflects only projects approved and partially disbursed 
before the pause.

The table shows a systematic bias towards smaller economies  
(Brazil, South Africa) and away from China, supporting the claim that NDB lending 
already embodies a redistributive, anti-scarcity logic. Russia’s post-2022 
lending pause explains its lower ratio.

BRICS’s coordinated diplomacy on finance, development, and sovereignty 
challenges rule-making monopolies that reinforce scarcity narratives. Its growing 
cohesion on non-intervention and development rights promotes a vision of 
“disturbance-free” sovereignty, redefining neutrality as an ontologically grounded 
principle of equitable, inclusive international order.

6.2 Monetary pluralism: local-currency trade and payments infrastructure

Local-currency settlement is the clearest metric of epistemic decentring, it 
replaces the dollar-centred definition of value with a plural ontology of money. 
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Using UN Comtrade invoice-currency tags (available from 2016) and official 
statements on payment flows, we estimate the share of intra-BRICS trade 
invoiced in members’ own currencies.

TABLE 12
Rise of local-currency invoicing in intra-BRICS trade, 2016-Q1 2025

Year Share of local-currency invoices (%)

2016  18

2018  23

2020  31

2022  44

2024  65

2025 71

Source: UN Comtrade invoice-currency module (downloaded Apr. 2025); People’s Bank of China Cross-border Payment 
Report 2024; NDB “BRICS Bridge” progress note, Mar. 2025.
Author’s elaboration.

A Bai-Perron breakpoint test identifies 2022 as a statistically significant 
regime shift (p < 0.01), coinciding with Western sanctions and the technical 
inter-linkage of CIPS, SPFS and the BRICS Bridge beta network. Preliminary 
2025 data confirm continued momentum toward monetary pluralism. The 
acceleration of local-currency use provides quantitative evidence that BRICS is 
not merely calling for de-dollarisation but actively re-engineering the monetary 
infrastructure through which scarcity narratives are reproduced.

The shift away from scarcity reflects how network gains arise by creating 
new connections instead of competing for a limited share, highlighting growth 
through collaboration rather than zero-sum rivalry. Simultaneously, moving 
toward an ontological notion of neutrality and peace is signaled by higher 
centrality achieved through plural, interconnected systems (like CIPS, SPFS, 
and BRICS Bridge), which distribute control more evenly and reduce coercive 
power, thereby expanding the space for positive peace.

6.3 Diplomatic co-ordination: voting convergence in the UN General Assembly

To test whether ontological solidarity manifests in diplomatic practice. Using 
the Voeten UNGA roll-call dataset (2025 edition), a cosine-similarity index is 
calculated for the nine current BRICS members across sixty-four high-salience 
resolutions per session.
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TABLE 13
BRICS+ UNGA Convergence Index (2010-2024)

Year Convergence Index

2010  0.42

2015  0.51

2020  0.59

2022  0.63

2024  0.67

Source: UN (2025).
Author’s elaboration.

The Convergence Index measures the degree of voting alignment among 
BRICS+ member states in UNGA over time. It indicates that BRICS+ 
countries are becoming more coordinated in how they vote on key resolutions 
particularly those concerning issues like: financial reform, development rights, 
and sovereignty/non-intervention. The finding that the Convergence Index 
has increased from 0.42 in 2010 to 0.67 in 2024 indicates that these states are 
increasingly acting in unison in global forums, even outside the formal BRICS 
structure. The regression result, that a rise in the ORS (based on BRICS summit 
discourse) is statistically associated with a rise in voting convergence two years 
later, suggests that BRICS discourse is a driving factor behind this growing 
diplomatic alignment.

This signals a move away from scarcity by confirming that the anti-scarcity 
pattern is systematic and consistent, rather than mere statistical noise. It also 
signals a move toward an ontological notion of neutrality and peace by reinforcing 
that these observable material changes authentically reflect deeper, foundational 
commitments to neutrality and peaceful coexistence.

Taken together, the data show a co-evolution of discourse and material practice:

1)	 Rejection of scarcity: enlargement, redistributive lending, and currency 
pluralism all expand total opportunity rather than reallocating a fixed pie.

2)	 Ontological neutrality: equal voting in the NDB, self-limitation 
by China, and inclusive diplomacy operationalise “freedom from 
disturbance” for smaller actors.

3)	 Positive peace: by targeting structural drivers of violence (debt, unequal 
exchange, monetary coercion) the bloc moves beyond war-avoidance to 
structurally embedded tranquillity.

In short, the trajectory from 2010 to Q1 2025 documents a measurable 
shift from epistemic scarcity toward an ontological politics of peace and neutrality, 
consistent with the study’s core hypothesis.



65BRICS and Global Governance Reform: ontological realism for an equitable world order

7 PROSPECTS AND CHALLENGES FOR MULTILATERAL REFORM

The preceding empirical analyses demonstrate that BRICS, particularly since its 
2023 enlargement, has begun to operationalise a form of Ontological Realism that 
diverges meaningfully from the scarcity-driven logic of traditional multilateralism. 
Yet this shift, while significant, remains uneven and structurally constrained. This 
section examines the opportunities that support the deepening of BRICS-led 
reform, the challenges that threaten to dilute or fragment that process and offers 
three forecast scenarios to 2035: i) deep reform; ii) superficial adjustment; and  
iii) coalition fracture. Each vector is summarised in a SWOT matrix and elaborated 
with reference to institutional, economic, and geopolitical dynamics.

7.1 Opportunities for reform leadership

7.1.1 Demographic and economic scale

With nearly half the global population (48%) and 29% of global GDP (IMF, 2025), 
BRICS+ has sufficient structural weight to shape multilateral agendas from within. 
The bloc’s growing middle class, urbanisation rates, and domestic demand provide 
an endogenous source of economic resilience, particularly in a context of declining 
growth in the global North.

7.1.2 South-South technology collaboration

BRICS-led initiatives in satellite systems (India-Brazil-Russia joint geospatial 
services), health sovereignty (South Africa-China vaccine manufacturing), 
and fintech (Brazil-India UPI integration) suggest that non-Western models 
of technological exchange are viable at scale. These initiatives circumvent IP 
bottlenecks and Western regulatory conditionalities that have historically stymied 
global South innovation (BRICS, 2024).

7.1.3 Alliance building with G77 and global South coalitions

BRICS reform rhetoric resonates widely across the G77, especially on issues such 
as sovereign debt restructuring, SDR reallocation, and trade-based development 
rights. India’s 2024 BRICS presidency placed alliance-building at the centre 
of its agenda, culminating in the first BRICS-G77 joint declaration on global 
governance reform (G77, 2024; BRICS, 2024). This coalition potential offers 
BRICS normative leverage far beyond its own membership.

7.2 Challenges to structural change

7.2.1 Residual Sino-Indian tensions, now largely managed internally

The Galwan-valley disengagement agreement and the subsequent bilateral 
commitments made during the meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
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and President Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the 16th BRICS Summit in Kazan 
on October 23, 2024, demonstrate that India and China have resolved recent 
border frictions without external mediation. Both leaders agreed to maintain 
peace and tranquillity in border areas through direct dialogue mechanisms, 
including Special Representatives and Foreign Minister-level talks (India, 2024). 
While latent rivalry persists, particularly over connectivity standards and regional 
leadership, the current evidence suggests it is being contained through bilateral 
channels embedded in BRICS summitry rather than derailing bloc coherence. 
The challenge ahead is to institutionalise these bilateral mechanisms so that 
episodic flare-ups do not spill over into multilateral paralysis.

7.2.2 Pacing the dollar-exit: the challenge of gradual, systemic decoupling

BRICS is purposefully phasing out its dependence on the dollar, for example, 
local-currency invoicing in intra-bloc trade has risen to 71% in Q1 2025, but 
leaders have repeatedly stressed that abrupt abandonment could trigger global 
liquidity shocks (BRICS, 2024) that would hurt the common good. The strategic 
dilemma is therefore one of tempo: de-dollarisation must be fast enough to build 
monetary autonomy yet slow enough to maintain macro-stability for members still 
integrated with G77 capital markets. Managing this “gradualism imperative” is an 
ongoing governance challenge rather than a sign of elite capture.

7.2.3 Exposure to secondary sanctions and financial retaliation: a brake, not a block

Western secondary sanctions remain a real constraint, particularly for 
members with large OECD trade ties (i.e., India, Brazil). However, evidence 
from the 2022-25 period indicates such measures tend to slow, rather than 
deter, the adoption of BRICS payment alternatives. Settlement volumes on 
CIPS-linked corridors continued to expand at 27% CAGR even after additional 
U.S. sanctions on Russian entities (BIS, 2025, table 6). Thus, while sanctions 
introduce friction and delay, they have not reversed the structural trend toward 
monetary pluralism; instead, they underline the importance of building robust, 
sanction-resilient channels.

7.3 Strategic scenarios to 2035

To assess plausible pathways for BRICS-led reform over the next decade, three 
strategic forecast scenarios are modelled.

7.3.1 Deep reform (high-coherence, high-leverage)

In this pathway, BRICS codifies its ontological commitments into institutional 
mandates. The NDB formalises equity-weighted lending rules; local-currency 
settlements exceed 85% of intra-BRICS trade; and the UN GA adopts a resolution 
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incorporating “ontological neutrality” into peacebuilding benchmarks. The bloc 
leverages G77 alliances to pressure for reweighted IMF quotas and a rotational 
UNSC seat. Civil forums are institutionalised into the BRICS Secretariat. This 
scenario results in meaningful transformation of multilateral norms and practices.

7.3.2 Superficial adjustment (high-leverage, low-coherence)

BRICS maintains outward cohesion and achieves limited technical wins 
(i.e., greater SDR allocation, increased local-currency trade), but fails to 
consolidate ontological shifts. Internal rivalries prevent formalisation of 
normative frameworks. Reform is technocratic rather than structural, and the 
bloc is viewed as a parallel system rather than a transformative actor. Equity 
gains accrue unevenly.

7.3.3 Coalition fracture (low-coherence, low-leverage)

Geopolitical divergence, external pressure, and domestic instability fracture 
BRICS into sub-blocs. China and Russia consolidate a hard-power alignment; 
India and Brazil drift back toward G77 frameworks. The NDB is weakened 
by leadership disputes; the BRICS Bridge system collapses under legal and 
technical incompatibilities. Reform potential is lost, and multilateralism reverts 
to G20-managed bipolarity.

TABLE 14
SWOT matrix of BRICS-led reform potential

Strengths Weaknesses

• Large demographic and economic base (48% of world 
population, 29% of GDP)
• Institutional innovations (NDB, BRICS Pay, BRICS Bridge)
• Shared discursive ontology rejecting scarcity

• Intra-bloc asymmetries (i.e., China’s dominance)
• Weak civic and parliamentary oversight
• Limited enforceability of summit declarations

Opportunities Threats

• Alliance potential with G77, AU, CELAC
• Monetary multipolarity as global demand for dollar 
alternatives grows
• Normative influence on UNGA voting behaviour

• Risk of elite co-optation
• Geopolitical divergence (India-China tensions)
• Exposure to sanctions and dollar-based retaliation 
mechanisms

Source: IMF (2025); NDB (2024); UNGA Voeten Dataset (2025); BIS (2025).
Author’s elaboration.

The trajectory of BRICS reform efforts to date supports the hypothesis 
that Ontological Realism, if consistently enacted, can produce more equitable 
multilateral outcomes. However, the durability and depth of this paradigm 
shift will depend on whether BRICS can institutionalise ontological neutrality, 
resist elite co-optation, and navigate internal contradictions. The next decade 
will be decisive: BRICS will either transform multilateralism from within or 
become another parallel architecture trapped by the same scarcity logic it seeks to 
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overcome. Scenario 1 is possible, but only if commitments to ontology become 
structurally embedded and democratised across the coalition’s governance.

8 REDEFINING PEACE AND NEUTRALITY

The dominant liberal and realist paradigms in international relations have 
long defined peace as the absence of armed conflict and neutrality as a state’s 
passive non-alignment in military or ideological blocs. These definitions, 
while institutionally encoded in the United Nations Charter and in Cold War 
diplomatic norms, are rooted in epistemological assumptions that treat peace 
as an external status, rather than a lived condition. This section argues that 
the BRICS coalition, through its discourse, development frameworks, and 
diplomatic initiatives, is gradually reconstructing both concepts ontologically, 
aligning with the critical-realist shift elaborated earlier in the study.

8.1 Ontological peace: freedom from disturbance

Ontological peace is not simply the cessation of violence, but the freedom from 
imposed disturbance, whether economic, political, epistemic, or environmental. 
It is peace not merely between states, but within and among people, communities, 
and systems. Drawing on Bhaskar’s stratified ontology (Bhaskar, 1979), this study 
defines ontological peace as a condition where the deep causal mechanisms that 
produce structural violence are transformed or disarmed.

In this view, debt dependency, conditionality-driven austerity, and 
exclusion from monetary governance are not just economic facts but forms 
of disturbance that generate precarity, alienation, and the denial of agency. 
Ontological peace, therefore, requires redistributive justice, epistemic plurality, 
and inclusive decision-making, not merely the management of state conflict 
through diplomacy or force.

The empirical analysis suggests that BRICS has begun to embody this 
concept through mechanisms such as:

•	 NDB lending favouring structurally marginalised states (i.e., South 
Africa, Brazil);

•	 local currency trade that protects against coercive dollar hegemony; and

•	 and UNGA voting convergence on resolutions addressing development 
rights and non-intervention.

These are not merely policy instruments, they are material enactments of 
ontological peace, reducing external disturbance at its roots.



69BRICS and Global Governance Reform: ontological realism for an equitable world order

8.2 The Saudi-Iran reconciliation (2024): a case of ontological mediation

The 2024 Saudi-Iran diplomatic reconciliation, facilitated in part by BRICS+ 
intermediaries, most notably China and the United Arab Emirates, provides a 
concrete application of this ontological framing. Unlike earlier attempts mediated 
by Western actors under securitised terms, this initiative focused on restoring 
economic corridors, religious and cultural exchanges, and regional developmental 
synergies (BRICS, 2025). Instead of enforcing balance through deterrence, 
BRICS+ mediation foregrounded non-disturbance, mutual recognition, and 
sovereignty as relational rather than absolute.

The Kazan Summit (BRICS, 2024) and the Riyadh Track dialogues deliberately 
excluded reference to conditional peacekeeping or intervention forces, framing 
stability as an outcome of interdependent national dignities rather than imposed 
settlement. This model contrasts sharply with NATO’s coercive peace enforcement 
or the P5’s selective diplomacy, aligning instead with a post-hegemonic, pluralist 
model of order. In doing so, BRICS introduced a Southern epistemology of peace, 
consistent with Critical Realist Ontology.

8.3 Neutrality reimagined: not passive detachment but active inclusion

Traditionally, neutrality has been cast as a state’s detachment from power blocs or 
conflictual alliances, most famously institutionalised through the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM). While NAM’s historical significance cannot be understated, 
it often operated through an epistemically passive logic: refusing alignment, 
but not necessarily reconstructing the terms of alignment itself. In this logic, 
neutrality was epistemological withdrawal rather than ontological reconstruction.

In contrast, the BRICS conception of neutrality, particularly as seen in its 
payment systems, G77 advocacy, and conflict mediation, suggests a grounded 
form of neutrality rooted in subaltern inclusion. That is, neutrality does not 
mean detachment from global systems, but representation of those historically 
excluded from them.

For example, in currency governance, neutrality means not simply “not 
choosing the dollar or euro,” but building interoperable systems (i.e., BRICS 
Bridge, local-currency SWAPs) that empower smaller states to engage on their 
own terms. In diplomacy, it means amplifying peripheral voices, such as Ethiopia 
or Bolivia, within multilateral bodies, not just abstaining from great-power 
alignment. Neutrality here becomes a function of ontological recognition: the 
right of every actor to exist, act, and be heard as real, not as statistical abstractions 
or geopolitical pawns.
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This model is inherently bottom-up, not in rhetoric but in governance design. 
It involves institutionalising civic forums, adapting quotas to reflect equity over 
aggregate GDP, and building distributed knowledge infrastructures that allow 
member states to define the terms of engagement. In other words, neutrality is not 
the absence of power, but the ethical use of power to equalise voice.

8.4 Contrasting nam and brics: from passive autonomy to active ontology

While BRICS and NAM share postcolonial origins, their strategic postures 
diverge in method and scope. NAM, especially in the Cold War era, was defensive, 
seeking non-intervention through non-involvement. BRICS, in contrast, engages 
directly with institutions (UN, IMF, WTO) to reshape their rules from within, 
using Ontological Realism as a guiding principle.

Moreover, NAM’s framework left key economic levers untouched, deferring 
to Bretton Woods institutions while focusing on political sovereignty. BRICS, by 
contrast, is actively reconstructing financial architecture, monetary systems, and 
epistemic legitimacy. Where NAM avoided entanglement, BRICS reconfigures 
the entanglement on ontologically inclusive grounds.

9 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The preceding analysis has demonstrated that BRICS, through both discursive 
and material mechanisms, is not merely seeking a redistribution of global 
power but a redefinition of global governance itself along ontological lines. This 
emerging paradigm, centred on freedom from disturbance, bottom-up inclusion, 
and pluralist representation, demands corresponding shifts in institutional design. 
The following policy recommendations are directed first toward BRICS itself, as 
the initiator and testing ground of these innovations, and second toward existing 
global institutions, especially the UN and IMF, whose legitimacy increasingly 
hinges on their ability to respond to structural inequity.

9.1 Recommendations for BRICS

9.1.1 Institutionalise civic forums with decision-making input

While BRICS has experimented with civil society engagement through the 
BRICS Civil Forum and Youth Summits, these platforms currently operate in an 
advisory capacity only. To ensure ontological neutrality, defined in this study as 
the bottom-up representation of being, these forums must be formally embedded 
into decision-making procedures. This could take the form of observer seats with 
veto rights on certain thematic areas (i.e., development, digital sovereignty) or 
rotating citizen panels tied to NDB project review cycles. Inclusion must be not 
only symbolic, but structurally consequential.
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9.1.2 Standardise and codify the EOI

The current study has used a composite EOI to measure how closely BRICS’ 
actions align with its ontological commitments. BRICS should formally adopt 
such an index – or a refined version of it – as a monitoring tool across its 
institutions, particularly the NDB, BRICS Bridge payment initiative, and the 
BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA). This would improve internal 
accountability, provide a benchmark for equitable performance, and offer a 
transparent signal to new applicants or partners.

9.1.3 Embed ontological metrics in governance frameworks

Currently, most BRICS governance structures remain quantitative and  
input-based, focused on GDP share, trade volume, or sovereign parity. 
To solidify the ontological shift, BRICS must develop metrics that capture 
structural disturbance and bottom-up agency, such as:

•	 community-level project impacts;

•	 exposure to coercive financial mechanisms; and

•	 indicators of epistemic inclusion (i.e., multilingual governance, open 
knowledge systems).

These metrics should be codified into lending criteria, voting thresholds, 
and agenda-setting protocols, ensuring that equity is embedded into the logic of 
the institutions, not added post hoc as a rhetorical layer.

9.2 Recommendations for the UN and IMF

9.2.1 Re-weight IMF quotas using an ontological equity index

The IMF’s 15th Quota Review (2020) failed to revise the core formula, preserving 
a structure that privileges GDP and financial openness over developmental need 
or systemic vulnerability. The institution must move toward an ontological equity 
index that accounts for:

•	 exposure to systemic shocks (i.e., dollar volatility);

•	 historic underrepresentation; and

•	 structural violence indicators (i.e., net capital outflows, aid 
conditionality burdens).

BRICS, as a collective voting bloc, could push for pilot integration of such an 
index in determining Special Drawing Rights (SDR) allocations or concessional 
lending criteria. This would represent a normative breakthrough in the Fund’s 
design and re-legitimise it among the global South.
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9.2.2 Adopt BRICS-style decentralised payment systems

The BRICS Bridge and CIPS-SPFS interlinkages offer scalable templates for 
non-hegemonic, decentralised payment architectures. The IMF’s ongoing 
experimentation with the IMF-BIS multi-CBDC platform (mBridge) should 
draw on these models to ensure that no single reserve currency dominates 
settlement infrastructure. The United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) and the UN Financing for Development agenda could 
also promote cross-border currency cooperation as a development imperative, 
rather than a geopolitical liability.

9.2.3 Recognise ontological peace and neutrality in peacebuilding mandates

Peacekeeping and mediation mandates, especially in the UN Department 
of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA), should be updated to reflect 
ontological definitions of peace. This would entail integrating structural justice 
benchmarks (i.e., debt relief, food sovereignty, non-interference norms) into 
early warning systems and mission evaluation frameworks. The Saudi-Iran 
reconciliation model facilitated by BRICS in 2024 offers a real-world precedent.

These recommendations do not require the total overhaul of global 
institutions, but they do demand a paradigm shift in how legitimacy, equity, 
and peace are defined and operationalised. BRICS has already provided the 
conceptual and experimental groundwork. The next step is to institutionalise 
and replicate these ontological innovations across the global system. In doing so, 
multilateralism can evolve from a tool of stability for the powerful to a foundation 
of freedom for all.

10 CONCLUSION

This study set out to evaluate whether BRICS, through its discourse, institutional 
practices, and multilateral engagements, is advancing a new mode of global 
governance rooted in ontological realism, and whether this mode holds the 
potential to drive equitable reform of existing multilateral institutions. The core 
hypothesis proposed that the adoption of a redefined, ontologically enriched 
realism is a necessary condition for meaningful structural change in global 
governance. The empirical evidence presented across Sections 5 to 9 supports this 
hypothesis: BRICS’ ontological commitments are observable, measurable, and 
increasingly consequential, even if inconsistently applied.

The findings reveal that ontological realism, defined by the rejection of 
scarcity as a naturalised axiom, and the inclusion of individual and subaltern 
agency as central to global order – has been progressively operationalised in BRICS 
declarations (see ORS trajectory), financial mechanisms (i.e., equity-weighted 
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lending at the NDB), and diplomatic behaviour (i.e., UNGA voting convergence). 
The statistically significant relationship between the ORS and the EOI, including 
its amplification after the 2023 enlargement, provides robust quantitative validation 
for the claim that discourse anchored in ontological principles can lead to more 
equitable institutional outcomes.

This article makes two core contributions. First, it offers a theoretical 
update to realism, challenging both classical and neo-realist paradigms that 
confine global politics to state-level competition under material scarcity. In contrast, 
the redefined ontological realism advanced here foregrounds structural peace, 
epistemic decentring, and bottom-up neutrality as necessary foundations 
for lasting stability. Second, the article provides an empirical validation of 
“ontological equity” as a credible and functional driver of reform. Unlike abstract 
calls for justice, ontological equity can be indexed, tracked, and embedded into 
governance frameworks, as shown in the proposed codification of the EOI and 
equity ratios in NDB lending.

Nevertheless, this transformation remains partial. As highlighted internal 
asymmetries (i.e., China’s structural dominance), the slow pace of civic 
inclusion, and the strategic caution required to manage de-dollarisation and 
sanctions exposure all temper the radicalism of the BRICS project. ontological 
realism, while emerging as a normative foundation, has yet to be fully 
institutionalised across all BRICS instruments and memberships.

Future research should extend the framework in two directions. First, by 
analysing whether G77 coalitions and non-aligned blocs are converging toward 
similar ontological paradigms, especially in areas like debt justice, climate finance, 
and food sovereignty. Second, it will be crucial to examine how non-state 
actors, such as regional development banks, local movements, and epistemic 
communities, are absorbing or resisting the ontological shifts initiated by BRICS. 
These actors may ultimately determine whether this paradigm consolidates into 
a broader, pluralist world order or remains a parallel experiment confined to an 
influential but limited bloc.

In sum, BRICS has begun to reconfigure the architecture of global 
governance not by seizing power within existing frameworks, but by redefining 
what power means, how it is distributed, and whose being it serves. The challenge 
now is to ensure that this ontological turn becomes structurally durable, socially 
inclusive, and globally extensible.
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