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1
Introduction: Globalization in the
Twenty-First Century
Axel Hülsemeyer

Introduction

On the verge of the twenty-first century, one of the two national news-
papers in Canada, the Globe and Mail, ran an advertisement campaign
on television in which individuals were seen voicing various stereo-
types, ranging from the laziness of immigrants to the unacceptability
of homosexuals, and everything imaginable in between and beyond.
The commercials ended with the slogan, ‘everyone is entitled to an
opinion; but is it informed?’

One can perhaps argue that the public ‘debate’ on the phenomenon of
‘globalization’ is equally ripe with ideologically motivated stereotypes. If
some of the protests at the G8 meeting in July 2002 in Genoa, Italy and
certain reactions by the police, which resulted in the first death of a pro-
tester, are any indication, then we seem to have reached a point where
supposedly irreconcilable differences have led to a breakdown of any
informed debate on either side of the ‘fence’, quite literally.

We can observe such lack of informed debate, meaning an absence of
well-intended dialogue, elsewhere, from the quarrels over the banning 
of landmines to the financial responsibilities of fighting the spread of
HIV/AIDS. The attacks of 11 September 2001, carried out in the name 
of religious fundamentalism, produced a global ‘war on terrorism’, includ-
ing the equally uncompromising and broad-brushed proclamation of an
‘axis of evil’. The increasing ability to ‘connect with the world’ in an
instant via television and the internet, however superficial, has met with
a backlash into the sense of belonging offered to some by recourse to –
often violently pursued – national and local identities.

Simultaneously, the academic debate on globalization is sometimes
just as fierce and ideologically motivated, which is not surprising since



it does not take place in a vacuum unconnected to the public dis-
course. There are, nonetheless, many voices of ‘reason’ among social
scientists, trying to work through the quagmires of this highly charged
concept, seeking theoretical reflection and empirical validation. The
motivation for this volume stems in part from our conviction, at least
our hope, that these voices of reason can help make sense of what is
expounded in public. This being said, the academic discussion itself is
not without problems.

Although the literature on the process of globalization is extensive,
so far it has not led to much more conceptual clarity. There is hence an
inherent risk of sharing the fate of the ‘interdependence’ debate,
which, despite high expectations and funding opportunities in the
1970s and 1980s, ultimately fizzled out. Having introduced and helped
us to understand a few new concepts within International Relations
(IR), especially ‘transnational relations’ and how they are leading to
certain restrictions for national foreign policy, as well as the emergence
of ‘international governance’, a theory to integrate these studies did
not evolve due to varied but largely uncoordinated and disjointed
research efforts, producing only limited scientific insights (compared to
the research resources invested). As a result, ‘interdependence’ has
largely disappeared from the academic spotlight and has been replaced
by ‘globalization’.

Sorting through the globalization ‘discourse’

Yet, even more so than ‘interdependence’, the new term means quite
different things to different people, in both the public and academe.1

As many of those using the label also wish to spread a particular ideo-
logical agenda, the contributions to the debate seem to fall on either
side along three lines. First, is globalization an old or a new phenome-
non? Those convinced of the former maintain that the capitalist
economy has since its inception continuously increased in geograph-
ical scope, always encompassing what at any given time constituted
‘the world’. It is only now that the economic reach is truly global, but
this does not in principle challenge the continuity claim.

Second, is globalization ‘good’ or ‘bad’, i.e. do the benefits outweigh
its costs or vice versa? Clearly, it depends on whom one asks. The
NAFTA debate in the United States, for instance, was conducted
between the perceived ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of freer trade and finance,
the latter by its proponents considered a necessity given the alleged
pressures of the global economy. Third, and related, is the process of
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globalization inevitable or can/must it be channelled, and maybe even
resisted? The recent protests that began in Seattle and have since
become a common feature of meetings of WTO, G8, and the so-called
Bretton Woods institutions (IMF and World Bank) suggest that some
regard globalization – at least in its current guise – as ‘bad’ and feel
obliged to resist it, partly regardless of the means.

This book does not attempt to remedy the ‘problems’ of globaliza-
tion research to date, but rather to take stock of the theoretical
approaches offered and then, through empirical chapters that make
use of these concepts, probe into their analytical usefulness. We do so
also in light of the general observation in the academic enterprise that
theoretical research is on occasion far ahead of the empirical evidence;
the familiar, and in retrospect somewhat premature, notions of the
‘end of history’ or the ‘end of the nation-state’ may speak to this point.
We embark on this endeavour by organizing the chapters according to
the three levels of analysis commonly referred to in our discipline. It
must be emphasized that the rationale is a purely analytical one, and
that no single chapter or the book as a whole denies the fact that in
reality these levels are interconnected.2

The theoretical chapters in this volume (Chapters 2, 4, 7 and 10) tend
to distinguish four aspects of globalization, whereby the last two are on
occasion combined into one. Economic globalization refers to the familiar
technological advances in communications and transportation techno-
logy, enabling the ‘easing of international exchange’ (Frieden and
Rogowski, 1996). Political globalization addresses the adjustment of
nation-states to this new environment, primarily the extent to which
these entities can still fulfil their function of providing public goods.
Some have suggested that the traditional welfare state will ultimately be
replaced by a ‘competition state’, with governments acting more as busi-
ness brokers, rather than being concerned with redistributing income
(Cerny, 1995; Hülsemeyer, 2000). However, political globalization is not
only a more or less inevitable consequence of its economic component
but also its cause. The free flow of financial transactions is not conceivable
without states releasing capital controls; technological advance is a neces-
sary but by no means sufficient condition for the advent of the ‘global
economy’. In this sense, the ‘paradox’ of globalization is that national
governments helped to unleash the forces to which they now see them-
selves having to adapt, potentially losing some legitimacy in the eyes of
their citizens along the way (Cerny, 1997).

Social globalization traces the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of globalization
within and across societies. For instance, we seem to be accustomed to
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images of a business elite being at home in every major city and spend-
ing much of its time commuting between them. Yet, the vast majority
of the population may, in the best case, benefit from globalization
through the collection of air miles, and, in the worst case, lose their
jobs due to the imperatives of global competition. This divergence
between winners and losers is particularly compounded at this point in
the transition economies of Central and Eastern Europe, as well as in
the older North/South debate.

Finally, cultural globalization assesses whether and, if so, to what extent
individuals might shift their loyalties from their home countries to some
other sub- or supranational entity. On the one hand, the European
Union, for example, has its own flag and anthem – symbols of
identification similar to those of nation-states. Are citizens beginning to
view themselves less as French, Italians or Germans, and more as
Europeans? On the other hand, we also observe increased nationalism,
especially in the successor states of the Soviet Union. Under which condi-
tions are similar patterns evolving across countries? The so-called world
values surveys (Nevitte, 1996; Inglehart, 1997) probe into this question.

IPE and the study of convergence

The discipline of International Political Economy (IPE), to the realm of
which this book belongs, is most generally concerned with the interac-
tion of the two dominant forms of social organization in the modern
world, ‘the state’ and ‘the market’, the former displaying a clear divi-
sion of powers and hence being hierarchical, the latter exhibiting more
the characteristics of anarchy, at least in the economic theory of the
perfect market. It is the function of ‘the state’ to regulate ‘the market’,
and although ideologically motivated differences of opinion exist on
the degree to which this should be the case, the role of the state in the
economy per se appears to be beyond doubt. In other words, IPE ana-
lyzes primarily, although by no means exclusively, the relationship
between the first two forms of globalization mentioned above, i.e. the
economic and the political aspects.

Within this realm, the question of whether or not economic global-
ization is leading, or likely to lead, to some measure of convergence
among institutions and actors organized in nation-states has not been
given much explicit consideration, with the notable exception of three
edited volumes (Unger and van Waarden, 1995b; Berger and Dore,
1996; Crouch and Streeck, 1997). However, the purpose of each of
these studies was to examine a more specific, well-defined aspect of the
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convergence debate, i.e. a focus on macroeconomic policies and forms
of capitalism, rather than providing an assessment of this topic for
globalization research in general, as is our intention.

To do so in a systematic fashion, we have separated the chapters
according to the level of analysis to which they speak. As the term
implies, this is only an analytical tool and does not deny their overlap in
the ‘real’ world. In order to understand why we consider levels of analysis
a useful tool, we need to briefly introduce what is commonly referred to
in the social sciences as the agent–structure debate (Dessler, 1989).3 The
conventional wisdom, and disagreement, was for a long time that it must
be either the structure of the international system that compels states and
individuals to act in a particular fashion (Marxism and neorealism), or,
alternatively, individuals are ultimately free to make whatever choices
they wish to make (liberal economics and behaviouralism). In other
words, the dispute was over the proper ‘unit of analysis’ to explain
human behaviour; is it predetermined by structural constraints (e.g. the
capitalist mode of production or the anarchic nature of the international
system), or are agents (i.e. individuals) in control of, and thereby respons-
ible for, their own destiny? Clearly, these two positions were irreconcil-
able; one had to be convinced of one or the other.

This changed with the advent of the term structuration (Wendt, 1987).
The idea here was that it is not an either or, but mutual constitution. The
structure puts some constraints on actors and determines the choices
they can make, but the latter themselves in aggregate have an influence
on the structure, as both are inextricably interlinked. While this now
commonly accepted perspective overcomes the previous juxtaposition of
structure and agency, it does not lend itself well to empirical analysis
because mutual constitution leaves it unclear where to begin; the analyt-
ical problem could be one of infinite regress. Against this backdrop,
Archer (1996) has made the case for always starting empirical investiga-
tions with the structural level, then exploring how certain actors take this
context in which they find themselves and work toward altering it to a
new structure which then poses both opportunities and constraints for
future agents.4 This speaks to the interconnectedness of both aspects, but
still recommends the distinction for analytical purposes. It thereby has
direct implications for the organization of this volume.

Structure of the book

Given the analytical organization of the chapters according to different
levels of analysis, the book is separated into four main parts. Part I
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examines globalization at the macro level of analysis. By virtue of
focusing on the primacy of structural explanations, papers in this
realm necessarily approach globalization from a Marxist or neo-Marxist
perspective. In Chapter 2, Leslie Sklair outlines what he terms global
system theory, i.e. his own contribution to the globalization debate. It
analyzes the dominant capitalist, or neoliberal, form of globalization
and is based on the three components of transnational corporations
(TNCs), a transnational capitalist class (TCC) and the culture-ideology
of consumerism. Empirical evidence from the 500 largest TNCs sup-
ports his claim of a convergence within the capitalist form of globaliza-
tion. Sklair then speculates about alternative and, at least for some
time, potentially divergent scenarios, emanating from what he sees as
the two inherent contradictions in the neoliberal version, namely
growing class differences and ecological sustainability.

In Chapter 3, Rodney Loeppky starts with the observation that
notions about technological advance as a ‘naturalized’ process associ-
ated with globalization frequently fail to analyze technology itself and
the conditions of its emergence. Grounded in a historical materialist
perspective, he examines genome research as one of the clearest exam-
ples of the ‘inevitability’ thesis. Loeppky posits that technological
developments, and by implication the kinds of technology that emerge,
are rooted in particular social, i.e. currently capitalist, relations and as
such remain a deliberate political choice. Not recognizing this implies
denying any agential influence and thereby asking fundamental ques-
tions about the social desirability of specific research, as a convergence
toward a high-tech ‘global imperative’ appears to be under way.

Part II shifts the discussion to the intermediate level of analysis, in
this case its largest aggregate, the nation-state. Chapter 4 is written by
Philip G. Cerny who suggests that globalization, apart from the empir-
ical measurement of the degree of convergence that it does or does not
foster in particular areas, is first and foremost also a discourse, and an
increasingly hegemonic one at that. In his view, the phenomenon
qualifies as what Kuhn (1962) has termed the development of a new
‘paradigm’ in our discipline, contesting the traditional state-focused
view. To make this point, Cerny analytically distinguishes between the
economic, social (including cultural) and political aspects of globaliza-
tion, asserting that processes of convergence and divergence are two
sides of the same globalizing coin, potentially leading to what he calls
a new ‘medievalism’. In the realm of political globalization belongs
Cerny’s well-known concept, the ‘competition state’. It refers to a shift
from the traditional Keynesian welfare state to a situation where gov-
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ernments and other agencies, in varied forms, act more as promoters of
business activities in their respective constituencies than as redistribu-
tors of income. It is this idea of the competition state that is at the core
of the subsequent two contributions.

In Chapter 5, Ralf J. Leiteritz and Lars Handrich examine the double
challenge of economic globalization and the transition process from
state-led to market-based reforms. Under these conditions, the authors
suggest, one might expect a fast-track to the competition state, in the
process of which neocorporatist arrangements are unlikely to take root.
Since the old West Germany was among the continental West
European countries where tripartism, to different degrees, was existent,
Leiteritz and Handrich begin their investigation examining the trans-
formation of industrial relations in the Eastern part of the country
upon reunification in 1990. Certainly, the former GDR’s situation
was/is unique through the direct financial transfers from the Western
part of the country, as well as an almost complete transfer of political
institutions in the same direction. Despite this, the authors find that
industrial relations in Eastern Germany now exhibit decentralization
and flexibility of wage agreements. Using this as a starting point for
investigating a few CEE countries, Leiteritz and Handrich discern an
equally unsuccessful attempt to establish tripartist arrangements,
rooted in disinterested economic and political actors in these coun-
tries. They conclude that some Central and Eastern European states
have converged at this point on a pluralist form of industrial relations.
The authors urge more research into other aspects of the political
economy in these countries to determine whether they are likely to
exhibit a distinct form of capitalism, or rather ‘imitate’ the Anglo-
Saxon version of the competition state.

Chapter 6 by Janis van der Westhuizen explores the adjustment of
so-called ‘developmental states’ (i.e. the Third World’s version of the
welfare state), exacerbated by ethnic divisions, to economic globaliza-
tion. Very little consideration in the globalization debate to date has
been given to the concrete adjustment of countries in the developing
world, as the focus remains on adaptation within the OECD world.
Van der Westhuizen finds that, while there is clear convergence of
external economic pressure, the type of capitalist adjustment under-
taken in different countries differs. Comparing Malaysia and South
Africa, both ripe with ethnic tension, it turns out that Malaysia has
since the early 1990s adopted a clearly neoliberal stance, whereas a cor-
poratist form of adjustment has prevailed in South Africa. The author
explains that this divergence in political response is premised on a
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convergence of ideas and attitudes among the ethnically divided state
elites in either country.

Part III is situated at the intermediate level as well, yet with an eye to
the process of regional integration. If it is correct that state policies in
some areas may be converging on a diminishing ability of nation-states
to capture the market size which they wish to regulate in a globalized
economy (see Part II), then the mushrooming of regional integration
schemes, often labelled Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs), could be
viewed as an attempt to pool resources and ‘switch the pendulum back’
toward political authority. Put differently, PTAs go hand in hand with
economic globalization and are in effect in part a state response to it
(Coleman and Underhill, 1998).

In Chapter 7, William D. Coleman analyzes the interaction between
the concepts of globalization and regionalism, making the case for both
concepts being part and parcel of the globalization process. He refers to
‘regionalism’ as the economic, political and cultural underpinnings that
determine the shape of regional integration schemes. The significant
institutional differences among various PTAs, Coleman holds, can be
traced to distinct national conceptions about the proper role of the state
in the economy. Hence, the EU as the most institutionally integrated PTA
largely encompasses member states where this function is seen as more
pronounced, whereas the opposite is the case for the members of NAFTA,
for instance. Coleman ends by elaborating on the challenge that both
globalization and regional integration, with the partial exception of the
EU, pose for liberal democracy, a concept that appeared in tandem with
the nation-state. He proposes a set of criteria that can be used to assess
the precise degree to which global (e.g. the WTO) and regional (PTAs)
institutions currently impede on (liberal democratic) accountability and
to trace changes, i.e. ‘improvements’, over time.

In Chapter 8, Manuela Spindler contrasts the ‘old’ (protectionist) and
‘new’ (neoliberal) forms of regional integration in order to explain the
transition between them. Like Coleman, she understands regionalism
first and foremost as a set of ideas and then analyzes the crucial role of
business actors in shaping these very ideas and thereby influencing the
institutional form an integration scheme takes. Spindler compares 
the influence of the European Roundtable of Industrialists (ERT) on the
single European market with the role played within APEC by the APEC
Business Advisory Council (ABAC). The ‘new’ and ‘open’ form of PTAs,
she comments, is likely to result in convergence toward the develop-
ment of ‘competition regions’. In Chapter 9, Annette Hester and
Eugene Beaulieu are primarily concerned with the impact of six differ-
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ent past and present PTAs in South America for the prospect of global
trade under the auspices of the GATT/WTO, which from a liberal eco-
nomic perspective is the preferred option because it is seen as enhanc-
ing global welfare in absolute terms. Echoing Spindler, Hester and
Beaulieu also observe a changing approach to regional integration in
the Southern cone, away from the previous focus on import substitu-
tion toward embracing ‘open’ regionalism, largely associated with
neoliberal practices. In addition, the authors stress the new attempt to
use regional integration schemes as bargaining chips vis-à-vis, for
instance, the European Union, as well as the increase in bureaucratic
expertise that comes with the managing of PTAs. In light of the strate-
gic linkages that especially Mercosur actively pursues with the like-
mindedly ‘open’ NAFTA, Hester and Beaulieu conclude, regional
integration schemes in South America are not a hindrance to world
trade but are converging on multilateralism.

Part IV then explores globalization at the micro level. At the confer-
ence, the micro level consisted of contributions from scholars working
in the behavioural tradition. It is the purpose of the so-called world
values surveys to demonstrate that individuals virtually across the
globe have a long-term tendency to show signs of similar attitudes,
which points to a clear, if very gradual and long-term, form of conver-
gence at the individual level. This being said, this research community
with its emphasis on elaborate statistical analysis unfortunately does
not speak to an IPE audience, and vice versa. For this reason we
decided not to include these thought-provoking contributions in the
present volume but instead opted for an exploratory IPE perspective on
the role of agency in this still under-researched aspect of our field.

Thus, in Chapter 10, Philip G. Cerny, drawing on the group theory
developed by Bentley (1908), emphasizes that actors, be they consti-
tuted on subnational, transnational or other scales, are not only con-
strained by structural imperatives. They also offer opportunities for
‘institutional entrepreneurs’ to pursue their interests and thereby
define the (new) ‘rules of the game’. In other words, Cerny maintains
(as does Leslie Sklair in Chapter 2), globalization exhibits a dialectical
process of convergence and divergence, the possible outcomes of
which are open, allowing for what economists call ‘multiple equilibria’.
This mainly exploratory chapter, inviting further investigation into the
role of agency within globalization research rather than presenting
empirically validated results, concludes with four possible future sce-
narios. These range from globalizing pressures, only demanding the
rather passive adjustment of traditional political actors, to an erosion
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of the state system itself, giving rise to a ‘neomedievalism’, i.e. an array
of overlapping and competing institutions, effectively threatening
what we understand as ‘governance’. In the end, though, Cerny
regards transnational networks of economic, political and social groups
as most likely to at some point restore some form of ‘governmentality’
– dare we say governance? – under the new global conditions.

Finally, the concluding Chapter 11 returns to the overall question of
the book, i.e. the degree of convergence or divergence that can be dis-
cerned across the various levels of analysis in view of the globalization
process. The chapter takes stock of the contributions in this volume
and seeks to systematize their findings.

Additional sources

Last but not least, public and scholarly interest in various facets of the
globalization debate has fostered the development of numerous web-
sites devoted to the topic. For those who seek to keep abreast with the
different versions of viewing this topic, we have included an array of
the more prominent internet-based sources of dissemination. Given
the timeliness of the topic, the list below can by no means claim to be
exhaustive; it should be viewed more as a ‘place to start’. It is organized
in alphabetical order and covers the press, interest groups, as well as
governmental and non-governmental agencies. It is our hope that the
categories offered in this chapter – and indeed this book – will prove
helpful in sorting through the explicit or hidden agendas advanced by
the various web pages.

www.attac.org
www.bbcnews.com
www.copenhagencentre.org
www.dw-world.de
www.economist.com
www.ectgroup.org
www.gdnet.org
www.globalknowledge.org
www.globalpolicy.org
www.iht.com
www.ifg.org
www.imf.org
www.jubileeplus.org
www.nologo.org
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www.oecd.org
www.oneworld.org
www.oup.com/uk/best.textbooks/politics/globalization2e
www.polity.co.uk/global
www.southcentre.org
www.theglobalsite.ac.uk
www.unglobalcompact.org
www.unu.edu
www.unrisd.org
www.weforum.org
www.worldbank.org
www.wto.org

Notes

1 In this sense, it effectively resembles the continued differences of opinion on
the proper meaning of such older concepts like ‘democracy’ and ‘civil
society’.

2 There is scholarly disagreement on whether or not these different levels can
be bridged in academic analysis. Most famous for the position denying such
a possibility is Singer (1961); for a recent work making the opposite claim,
see Hobson (2000).

3 Note that levels of analysis and agent–structure debates are related but are
not the same (see Wendt, 1992b).

4 In fact, Archer argued that this form of analyzing the relationship between
structure and agency can be transferred to exploring the interconnection of
‘culture’ and actors. She suggests that culture comes into play as an interven-
ing variable when, for instance, conflicts among agents over material inter-
ests reflected in the current structure do not manifest themselves. Her point
is that the analytic logic is the same.
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