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preliminary remarks

Earlier versions of the articles in this issue were presented and discussed at 
the international symposium on “Th e Future of World Society,” held in June 

2004 at the University of Zurich.¹ Th e theme of the symposium implied two 
assumptions. One, there is in fact a world society, though still very much in for-
mation. And two, as social scientists we are in a position to predict the future 
of that society with at least some degree of certainty. Th e fi rst of these assump-
tions will be addressed in Alberto Martinelli’s timely contribution, “From World 
System to World Society?” It is the second assumption which is of interest to us 
in this introduction. Are the social sciences really able to predict the future of 
world society?

As is well known, over the last two decades public demand for scholarly models 
of global social change has grown considerably, and is still growing. Increasingly 
dense webs of transnational trade relations and investment fl ows have raised the 

¹.  We would like to thank the following sponsors, whose generous support made 
the conference and publication of the articles possible: the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (grant number co-), the World Society Foundation, Victorinox, 
the Joh. Jacob Rieter Foundation, the University of Zurich, the Sociological Institute of 
the University of Neuchâtel, and the Sociological Institute of the University of Zurich, 
among others.
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overall level of global interconnectedness and (uneven) (inter-) dependencies, 
while ever more effi  cient worldwide communication technologies have acceler-
ated the pace of what Harvey (1989: 240 ff ) calls “time-space compression.” Th e 
nation state, hitherto the most signifi cant locus of political decision-making and 
reference point of individuals’ identities, has been challenged in its traditional 
functions by international organizations and other global governance institu-
tions. Th erefore, for most individuals these changes have brought about what 
they view as a new source of insecurity and loss of control over the very condi-
tions of their daily lives. Th ey perceive what is usually referred to as ‘globalization’ 
as an emergent phenomenon, i.e. an occurrence without historical precedents 
and beyond the grasp of commonly accepted everyday theory. What is needed, 
then, is an analysis that helps us to make sense of current processes, indicates the 
direction, or possible directions, in which we are heading, and contributes to our 
knowledge of how we may alter the course of these processes.

Th e articles in this issue undertake this task from diff erent theoretical 
and methodological vantage points. Informed by a comparative macro-histori-
cal approach, Christopher Chase-Dunn, George Modelski, and Joachim K. 
Rennstich draw the (very) ‘big picture’ of global change over the last few cen-
turies. Th eir articles help us to contextualize current globalization processes 
and to separate characteristics that are radically new from those that are con-
tinuations of long-lasting trends or new emanations of recurring cycles. Chase-
Dunn’s article, for example, makes it clear that the modern world-system has 
been experiencing continuous waves of economic and political integration since 
its very origins. And these waves are again described as the “contemporary incar-
nations of the pulsations of widening and deepening of (intersocietal) interac-
tion networks that have been important characteristics of all world-systems for 
millenia” (Chase-Dunn, in this issue, emphasis added). Hence, Chase-Dunn and 
like-minded scholars deserve credit for putting current globalization processes 
in an adequate long-term perspective and for enabling the analysis of historical 
commonalities and diff erences. 

Practitioners of the world-systems approach help us to better “understand 
how the most recent wave of corporate globalization is similar to, or diff erent 
from, earlier waves of globalization” (ibid.). Most importantly, they demonstrate 
that contemporary global change is not as radically new as many ‘hyper-globalists’ 
claim. Yet, their macro-historical approach also poses some diffi  cult problems. In 
the kind of ‘big picture’ analyses that world-systems researchers are concerned 
with there is a great danger that important details are incorrectly depicted, or not 
depicted at all. For Appadurai (1996: 18), the study of globalization processes—
not to mention the comparative analysis of diff erent world-systems over several 
millenia—must therefore be seen as a kind of “mild exercise in megalomania.” 

For it is almost, if not entirely, impossible to simultaneously do rigorous (empiri-
cal) analyses of all the processes that are likely to have an important impact on 
the dynamics of global social change. It is critical, therefore, that there be dense 
collaboration between scholars of several disciplines and theoretical orientations. 
Scholars of the world-system must draw on the thorough knowledge gathered 
by scholars who specialize in the analysis of sub-areas of this system—and vice 
versa. 

With this in mind, we combine in this special issue macro-oriented con-
tributions with those focusing on processes at the meso level of social life, i.e. 
the level of organizations, groups and networks. Jeff ery Kentor and Michael 
Nollert, for instance, examine transnational corporations and the elite networks 
built by their executives, whereas Neera Chandhoke and Gordon Laxer study 
transnational networks of social movements and non-governmental organiza-
tions. Unfortunately, however, there are no studies in this issue that look at pro-
cesses of global change from the micro-perspective of individual behavior. Yet, 
occasional exceptions notwithstanding, there are very few such studies in the 
extant sociological literature (exceptions include surveys on the perceptions of, 
and attitudes to, global change: e.g., Eurobarometer 2003). We would thus like 
to encourage research on the (re-)production of global dynamics at the level of 
individual behavior and everyday practices. Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger’s (2002) 
qualitative study on the  “global microstructures” of fi nancial markets—where the 
authors focus on the interaction orders governing interdealer communication in 
long-distance banking transactions—shows that microglobalization studies can 
indeed yield extremely interesting results. Th ey contribute to our understanding 
of how globalization, both from ‘above’ and ‘below’, is produced by individuals 
who have to overcome the manifold challenges of intercultural communication 
and trust-building at a distance.

gazing into the crystal ball: can sociology predict the future 
of global change?

Most observers of contemporary (global) social change emphasize just how 
fast the rate of this change has become. And yet, the social world has always been 
changing. Extrapolating from past experiences, the safest prediction we can make 
about the future of the social world is, therefore, that the world will continue to 
change. But can extrapolations from the past still inform us about the future? Is 
it not true that we are experiencing radical change and emergent outcomes? Is 
the world perhaps facing a transition to qualitatively new stages of social organi-
zation? To the degree that the answers to these questions vary, there is no con-
sensus in the social sciences as to whether we can make meaningful predictions 
about future social change. Some argue that global social change has reached too 
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Keck and Sikkink treat as a side issue the alleged indeterminacy of social 
change, an issue that is, of course, related to the question of structure versus 
agency . But in complexity theory and its applications in the social sciences, the 
same issue is one of the core concerns. Complexity theorists would clearly agree 
with Keck and Sikkink’s point that global social change is the composite of thou-
sands of individual decisions taken by actors who pursue quite diff erent agendas. 
Yet, they also emphasize that social actors constantly change their behavior as a 
reaction to what other actors do, thus creating an impressive number of inter-
connected feedback loops. According to complexity theory, these feedback loops 
create dynamic systems in which causal relations are non-linear and outcomes 
quite impossible to predict (cf. Th ompson 2004: 412). In dynamic systems, Law 
and Urry (2004: 401) note, “Relationships between variables can be non-linear 
with abrupt switches, so the same ‘cause’ can produce qualitatively diff erent kinds 
of eff ects in specifi c circumstances.” For complexity theorists, who put “emphasis 
on multiple futures, bifurcation and choice, historical dependence, and…intrin-
sic and inherent uncertainty“ (Wallerstein 1996: 61, 63, cited in Law and Urry 
2004: 400), the question of what the future of the world will look like is utterly 
inadequate and quite unanswerable. Why, then, do we pose this question? Why 
have the authors in this special issue not refused to use it as the starting point 
for their analyses?

Th ough skeptics might dismiss complexity theory as the ultimate expres-
sion of post-modern arbitrariness,² it opens up many fascinating perspectives. Its 
emphasis on dynamic social systems, however, clearly overstates the relevance of 
‘fl ows’ and the number of ‘fl uid’ interactions. Complexity theorists neglect almost 
entirely the importance of the tenacious social structures in which these fl ows 
are embedded and by which interactions are shaped. As Th ompson (2004: 420) 
reminds us, “Th e trouble is that the world is not one that is in a continuous state 
of fl ux. It is not all movement and performance. Most of the time things stay 
the same—too often and for too long for many of us!” Most importantly, these 
structures drastically restrict the number of interactions that actually happen. In 
a model world of complexity theory, global communication and transportation 
systems allow for an infi nite number of border-crossing contacts, while manifold 
(economic, technical, or linguistic) barriers prevent this potential from being suf-
fi ciently tapped. Moreover, since social actors have been socialized by the social 
structures surrounding them, most interactions merely reproduce and stabilize 

great a level of complexity to be grasped by conventional scholarly means. We 
will discuss their approach in more detail below. Others disagree, arguing that 
contemporary globalization processes constitute a rather unspectacular sequence 
of a long-lasting trend of social evolution, from which it is possible to extrapolate 
the probable course of the future.

For Guidry, Kennedy, and Zald (2000: 9) it seems quite clear that current 
globalization processes neither follow any “underlying master mechanism of 
rationalization” nor show any other ordered pattern. Th e social world must be 
seen as an interaction fi eld in which vastly diff erent interests clash, then form 
compromises, and bring about rather unexpected consequences. Global change, 
they conclude, is “embedded more in historical contingency than driven by a spe-
cifi c teleology” (ibid.) or any other meaningful pattern. Keck and Sikkink (1998) 
agree, as they emphasize that “Th e globalization process we observe is not an 
inevitable steamroller but a specifi c set of interactions among purposeful indi-
viduals. Although in the aggregate these interactions may seem earthshaking, 
they can also be dissected and mapped in a way that reveals great indeterminacy 
at most points of the process. Th ere is nothing inevitable about this story: it is 
the composite of thousands of decisions which could have been decided other-
wise” (ibid.: 213). In other words, the (globalized) world involves too many actors 
to think of global social change as being somehow predictable.

Keck and Sikkink’s argument in their book on transnational advocacy net-
works is probably meant to bring an empowering message to all progressive 
actors who oppose the neoliberal drift of current global politics. While neolib-
eral thinkers try to convince the global public of their T.I.N.A. argument (‘there 
is no alternative!’), Keck and Sikkink tell a very diff erent story. Globalization as 
they perceive it is not an inevitable vis major. Rather, it is a process that has to be 
constantly (re-)produced in everyday practices, which is why acts of everyday 
resistance can infl uence the course of global change. Even small decisions can 
make a diff erence. Th e problem, however, is that exactly the same point of view 
also reinforces the notion of arbitrariness, which may again create frustration 
and, paradoxically, contribute to the widespread feeling of powerlessness. Th e 
notion of global change as the result of complex interactions obscures causal rela-
tions and, hence, fails to reveal the strategically important points at which resis-
tance and protest can bring leverage to bear. If, as Keck and Sikkink put it, the 
dynamics of global social change are the composite result of thousands of indi-
vidual decisions, to whom should social movement activists address their claims? 
Who should be challenged? Since social movements have to frame their claims 
in terms of (unassumed) responsibility, depicting the world as being driven by a 
myriad of quite indiscernible individual decisions is not particularly helpful.

².  Skeptics might also point to the relativistic epistemology involved in many com-
plexity theories (see for example Luhmann  []). If anything goes, nothing is 
predictable and everything contingent. 
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these barriers. Accordingly, the authors in this special issue adopt a theoretical 
stance that recognizes the dialectical relationship of ‘solid’ structures and ‘fl uid’ 
agency, in which one shapes the other, and vice versa. Th ey acknowledge that 
global social change displays a certain degree of complexity and unpredictability, 
but do not overstate this. Th erefore, some articles describe the future in very 
abstract terms, leaving room for a wide range of possible concretions. Or they 
depict the future in a somewhat more detailed manner, but provide several alter-
native scenarios of equal plausibility.

To apprehend the importance of  ‘solid’ material worlds and ‘tenacious’ social 
structures, consider, for instance, that long-distance communication and trans-
portation presume the existence of highly immobile platforms such as roads, 
railway stations, airports, telephone lines, ports, and so on. Urry (2004: 123–24), 
though himself a proponent of complexity theory, points out that, ironically, “the 
so far most powerful mobile machine, the aeroplane, requires the largest and 
most extensive immobility, the airport city with tens of thousands of workers 
helping to orchestrate the four million airfl ights each day.” Add to this the fact 
that the use of long-distance transportation and communication presumes an 
adequate budget (in terms of both money and time), and it becomes clear that 
the geographical distribution of ‘physical’ transportation and communication 
hubs is structured by the socially produced distribution of economic wealth. 
For most people on this planet, the radius of meaningful interaction is limited 
to their immediate neighborhood, whereas communication with the ‘rest of 
world’ is mostly restricted to the (passive) reception of information produced in 
Hollywood, Bollywood, or the headquarters of CNN. Th ere is only the ghost of 
a chance for their opinions and decisions to be taken note of on a global scale and 
to infl uence the allegedly complex course of global social change. As Th ompson 
puts it,

The problem encountered in the real world, of course, is that there are bound-
aries and limits, to the degree to which it is possible to count others as real 
contacts available for any meaningful social interaction let alone ones simply 
available to communicate with. The actual world is made of barriers—socially 
constructed and reproduced, calculated for and regulated, monitored and 
policed—which prevent (often for good reasons) the complete integration of 
everyone on a global scale (and even on a national, local or community-level 
scale). (Thompson : , emphasis in original)

A second problem with complexity theorists’ notion of dynamic unpredict-
ability is that it eludes the issue of power. Since social power is highly concen-
trated, a handful of very infl uential actor groups have a much greater impact 
on the dynamics of global social change than all the others do. To stress Keck 
and Sikkink’s metaphor once more, global social change may well be the com-

posite result of thousands of individual decisions—but most of these decisions 
are rather inconsequential, after all, in comparison to the decisions taken by 
those who control economic wealth and military might. Th e decisions of the US 
administration have obviously much greater impact on the global future than 
do the decisions of, say, the Peruvian government. Likewise, the decisions of 
Peruvian entrepreneurs are probably more infl uential than the decisions taken 
by indigenous peasants. Hence, the vectors of global social change are excessively 
shaped by the interests of the most powerful actors, and this clearly reduces the 
range of future developments that are likely to take place. Th is is not to say, of 
course, that there is no such thing as ‘communicative power’ or ‘soft power’, i.e. 
the ability to shape political discourses (and, eventually, political decisions) by 
means of persuasion. Th e relation between soft and hard power, however, is con-
tested and calls for further empirical research (Nye 2004). We assume that hard 
power is positively related to soft power insofar as economic wealth infl uences 
the mass media and as a physical force can be used to control public gatherings. 
Nevertheless, the question of how these actors, who have no access to traditional 
sources of power, can join forces to obtain soft power, is of utmost importance. 
Th is will be addressed by Christopher Chase-Dunn, Neera Chandhoke, and 
Gordon Laxer.

A third problem with complexity theory (in the tradition of Luhmann, 1996 
[1984]) is that it neglects the need for coordination within the (economic, cul-
tural, etc.) sub-systems of the world-system. And it also neglects the processes 
of coordination between these social systems. Since social systems are conceived 
as autopoietic, closed, and referring to a unique system-specifi c binary code of 
communication (money, power, love, etc.), communication—and thus coor-
dination—between systems is essentially impossible. In other words: systems 
have no clue how other systems perceive their environment. However, this view 
sharply contradicts the social reality where many instances of communication 
between diff erent social systems can be observed. Most prominently, we fi nd sta-
bilizing structures and processes of interest articulation, negotiation, coordina-
tion, and confl ict resolution all over the political sphere (the United Nations, the 
European Union, the World Trade Organization, or local government institu-
tions). Not only does this sphere integrate various systems—which would not be 
possible without a common code of communication—but the various codes of 
communication seem to be highly convertible as well. If, as indicated above, hard 
power can buy soft power, then economic, political, and cultural systems must 
have a common understanding of their respective internal logics, otherwise such 
attempts at coordination would completely fail. 

Th us, the question of how actors with limited or no access to traditional 
sources of power can join forces to obtain soft power becomes one of explaining 
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the scope and limits of institutional properties which allow for inter-systemic 
as well as intra-systemic communication, negotiation, and interest articulation. 
Christopher Chase-Dunn, Neera Chandhoke, and Godon Laxer will also cover 
these aspects.

In sum, the most recent wave of (neoliberal) globalization has lead to a higher 
degree of global connectedness, but for most people on this earth, global ‘integra-
tion’ is a predominantly passive one-way process. Th eir experience of globaliza-
tion is one of heightened dependence on decisions taken ‘out there’ on the global 
level, but their impact on the course of global developments is virtually null. We 
thus contend that global social change is far less complex, and less unpredict-
able, than has been argued by proponents of complexity theory. Th e question of 
what the future of world society will look like is, after all, a perfectly valid ques-
tion. Moreover, it can be broken down into a set of (interrelated) issues that are 
far more manageable—namely, the relation between the means of hard and soft 
power; the dominant interests of those who control these means; and the chal-
lenges faced by those actors who are trying to build (transnational) alliances in 
order to countervail their lack of hard power by collective soft power. Th ese are 
the issues that, in one form or another, run through all the articles in this special 
issue of JWSR.

overview of the articles

Chase-Dunn argues that despite the rather high degree of international inte-
gration among political and economic elites, there is quite likely to be another 
round of hegemonic rivalry within the core. As in the 20th century, when high 
degrees of internationalization prevailed, world wars were not prevented; so in 
the 21st century warfare among “the great powers” is likely to reoccur, unless seri-
ous alternatives are put forth. On a global scale, two additional major problems, 
which in Chase-Dunn’s perspective also stem from the specifi c capitalist logic 
of production, threaten the existence of large parts of mankind: environmental 
catastrophes and increasing global inequalities. 

However, the hegemonic cycle, Chase-Dunn argues, does not take the same 
form each time around. Rather, resistance from below and the interaction between 
the powerful and the less powerful are important driving and intervening forces 
in the evolution of the world-system. Transnational antisystemic movements, in 
the current hegemonic sequence, are central loci of resistance. In Chase-Dunn’s 
optimistic view, antisystemic movements may succeed in ameliorating, or even 
in preventing, the three major negative consequences of hegemonic rivalry and 
capitalist production in the world-system. What may emerge, as a result of hege-
monic rivalry, is therefore no longer a new hegemon but global democracy. 

In a similar vein, George Modelski argues that beyond the well-known hege-
monic cycle, there is a related institutional process at a higher level of organization: 
the evolution of global politics “from a condition in which the chief institution 
organizing it is global leadership, to ‘global organization’, one of a more fully insti-
tutionalized form of governance” (Modelski, in this issue). Today, in the early 
21st century, this evolutionary process is in a long period of selection and forma-
tion of global organization, and is in a phase of cooperation and integration that 
might very well extend to the last quarter of the century. It is not yet clear, then, 
which type of global political organization will emerge from this time of transi-
tion. Will it be a multipolar system, or a ‘community of democracies’? Modelski 
points out that, for the fi rst time in human history, democracies hold a majority 
position in the world. Th is is why on the level of global organization “the odds for 
the long term do lie on the side of a democratic community” (ibid.).

Th e analyses of Modelski and Chase-Dunn converge in the idea that the 
world-system will potentially evolve to something beyond the hegemonic nation 
state—at least in the long-run. In contrast, Joachim Rennstich puts more empha-
sis on the nation states. Although regular clustering of innovations leads to the 
emergence of new leading sectors and these mark the pulse of the global eco-
nomic web and determine the speed and form of its weaving, the clustering of 
innovations is tied to national territories. Systemic chaos, i.e. hegemonic rivalry, is 
normally driven by the clustering of innovations outside the current hegemon’s 
realm. Against this background, Rennstich discusses two possible scenarios: the 
Phoenix cycle with the renewed hegemony of the United States and the new 
leadership, with China as the hegemonic power to come. 

While many more would argue that China is upwardly mobile in the world-
economy and a potential hegemonic power, Jeff rey Kentor suggests otherwise. 
Yet, in his analysis of the expansion, spatial distribution, and concentration of 
transnational corporate power, he is also able to demonstrate both the apex and 
(it seems) the decline of US hegemony. Although Kentor suggests that the pres-
ence of foreign subsidiaries may result in a loss of power for the host country, the 
impact may vary as a function of the economic and political strength of the host 
economy. 

Michael Nollert further explores the important subject of transnational eco-
nomic power, putting specifi c emphasis on transnational corporate networks. 
Several scholars have argued that the emergence of such networks would result 
in the declining importance of the nation state, the declining signifi cance of 
the division between core and periphery, and the emergence of a transnational 
capitalist class as a class-for-itself—however, none of these hypotheses can be 
substantiated when confronted with Nollert’s empirical data. Although transna-
tional networks are undoubtedly a reality, Nollert fi nds no strong evidence that 



Mark Herkenrath, Claudia König, Hanno Scholtz, & Th omas Volken168 A Brief History of the Future of World Society 

Taken as a whole, the articles in this issue propose that the future of world 
society is neither fully predictable nor fully contingent. Instead, the authors 
shed light on probable futures which are the result of dialectic forces—local and 
global. 

references

Eurobarometer. . Flash Eurobarometer b: Globalisation. Survey organized by 
the European Commission, Directorate–General ‘Press and Communication’, 
realized by EOS Gallup Europe. http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/
flash/FL151bGlobalisationReport.pdf. 

Guidry, John A., Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald. . “Globalizations and 
Social Movements.” pp. – in Globalizations and Social Movements: Culture, Power, 
and the Transnational Public Sphere, edited by J. Guidry, M. Kennedy, and M. Zald. 
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Harvey, David. . The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Origins of Cultural 
Change. Oxford, UK, and Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell.

Keck, Margaret, and Kathryn Sikkink. . Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy 
Networks in International Politics. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Knorr Cetina, Karin, and Urs Brügger. . “Global Microstructures: The Virtual 
Societies of Financial Markets.” American Journal of Sociology  (): –.

Law, John, and John Urry. , “Enacting the Social.” Economy and Society  (): 
–.

Luhmann, Niklas.  []. Social Systems. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University 
Press.

Nye, Joseph S. Jr. . Soft Power. The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: 
Public Affairs.

Thompson, Grahame F. . “Is All the World a Complex Network?” Economy and 
Society  (): –.

Urry, John. . “Small Worlds and the New ‘Social Physics.’ ” Global Networks  (): 
–. 

Wallerstein, Immanuel et al. . Open the Social Sciences: Report of the Gulbenkian 
Commission on the Restructuring of the Social Sciences. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford 
University Press.

the formation of transnational networks goes hand in hand with the destruc-
turation of national networks. 

If the current world-system is one of complex interdependence where agents 
are linked at various levels—regional, national, global—the question of world 
society comes to the fore. Has the world-system been transformed into a world 
society? Th e answer to this question is essential. On the one hand, the genesis 
of global antisystemic movements, global democracy, or global organization is 
inherently dependent on core attributes of societies, i.e. shared norms, values, 
and expectations, and shared identities and myths. On the other hand, the solu-
tion of global problems, as pointedly argued by Chase-Dunn, is bound to the 
successful creation of global institutions by antisystemic movements. 

Alberto Martinelli stresses that the contemporary world is still a system 
made of societies; but he then turns to the controversial question of whether 
a world society is in the making. He addresses this question against the back-
ground of various concepts of world society and outlines his polyarchic model 
of global governance as a blueprint for a peaceful global world. He emphasizes 
the lack of normative consensus refl ected in commonly accepted institutions on 
the world level, but also points to the central role civil society plays in the pro-
cess of the creation and institutionalization of new norms. And as he discusses 
the emergence of a cosmopolitan ethics and a transnational civil society, the ele-
ment of the global antisystemic movement, already discussed by Chase-Dunn, is 
back on the agenda. Th e formation of a “world association of peoples, nations, 
and transnational communities, integrated and regulated by a polyarchic form of 
global governance,” will depend on “the conscious eff orts of individual and collec-
tive actors” (Martinelli, in this issue). 

Th e idea that transnational civil society—alternatively labeled antisystemic 
movements or global civil society—is crucial in the creation and legitimization 
of a just global democratic order and the propagation of human rights, is central 
to many scholars and to the global civil society itself. But how global is global 
civil society? Does civil society have to be global in order to achieve its goals? Is a 
global civil society at all possible? 

On the one hand, Neera Chandhoke, in her discussion of the human rights 
movements, argues that the violation of, and not the non-fulfi llment of a right, 
dominates the global discourse of rights and thus refl ects a specifi c bias of the 
West. Hence, what is claiming to be global is highly ethnocentric. On the other 
hand, Gordon Laxer claims that global civil society is neither necessary nor pos-
sible. Eff ective and inclusive political aggregation is bound to be local, i.e. bottom-
up democracy is contingent on vibrant communities, solidarity, and identity. 
Th erefore, national and popular sovereignties remain the necessary means to 
achieve goals in a highly interdependent world.
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cycles and trends in the historical evolution of world 
orders

This article is about the idea of world society and the possible futures of 
the world-system in long-term evolutionary perspective. Th ough I share a 

social constructionist and institutional approach similar to that of the Zurich 
and the world polity schools, my structural approach to world capitalism and 
the notion of world society emphasizes the importance of markets, money and 
geopolitics in the modern system, while seeking to take account of the ideo-
logical projects of both the contenders for predominance and those who have 
resisted domination and exploitation.¹

My perspective also shares some characteristics with the Gramscian 
approach to international relations pioneered by Robert Cox, though my insis-
tence on the continuing relevance of the interstate system and state-based geo-
politics has led some critics to call me a vulgar geopolitical realist. Th e emergence 

The idea of world society implies a fully 
articulated complex culture and consciousness. 
This has been emerging on a global scale, but 
the old world-system of multiple cultures 
continues to exist at the same time that a 
global culture is in formation. This article 

discusses the historical evolution of world 
orders, the coming dark age of deglobalization 
and the potential for the eventual emergence 
of a collectively rational and democratic global 
commonwealth.
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Riverside, CA 92521
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http://irows.ucr.edu/cd/ccdhmpg.htm

Christopher Chase-Dunn

¹. An earlier version of this article was presented at the symposium on “Th e Future 
of World Society,” University of Zurich, June –, , and published in the confer-
ence volume (Chase-Dunn ). Th anks to Mark Herkenrath, Claudia König, Hanno 
Scholtz and Th omas Volken for organizing this excellent conference in tribute to the 
work of Volker Bornschier and the Zurich School. I began working with Volker in  
on cross-national comparative studies of the eff ects of dependence on foreign invest-
ment on national development. Volker and I published Transnational Corporations and 

http://jwsr.ucr.edu
mailto:chriscd@ucr.edu
http://irows.ucr.edu/cd/ccdhmpg.htm


Christopher Chase-Dunn172 Social Evolution and the Future of World Society 

of the Marxist global capitalism school and the wide diff usion of  “new economy-
speak” seemed to relegate all considerations of military power to the dustbin of 
history. But with the rediscovery of new forms of empire, brought out of the 
shadows by recent U.S. unilateralism, the ideas about long-term world-systemic 
cycles and continuities have regained plausibility (Harvey 2003). Th e kinder, 
gentler world-system of successive development models has begun to look more 
and more like the intricate and shifting combination of consensus and coercion 
that it has arguably been all along. Imperialism, old and new, has been a feature 
of this system since its beginning and it has reasserted itself in new ways in 
every crisis and restructuring. Primitive accumulation is not the birthing stage 
of capitalism. It is a fundamental and necessary feature of capitalism.

Th e idea of social evolution, washed clean of its unscientifi c corollaries 
(teleology, inevitabilism, progress),² provides a useful handle for clearing away 
the “fog of globalization,” and for delineating future human possibilities more 
clearly. Th e comparative world-systems approach that I have developed with 
Tom Hall (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997) retools the conceptual apparatus that 
emerged from the fi rst generation of world-systems scholars for the purpose of 
studying social change on a millennial time scale. Th ese concepts (core/periph-
ery hierarchy, interstate system, capitalism as including peripheral capital-
ism, etc.) were originally invented to analyze and tell the story of the modern 
Europe-centered system. For the purpose of comparing small, medium-sized 
and global world-systems, the concepts needed to be opened up, and the links 
among them loosened. 

World-systems are defi ned as intersocietal networks of regularized inter-
action. Networks are not a unique feature of a recently emerged information 
society. Networks have been the key to social structure since the emergence 
of language. Th e idea of a core/periphery hierarchy is defi ned generally as any 

kind of power hierarchy among polities or regions, and is turned into a ques-
tion rather than an assumption, i.e. “does a particular world-system have core/
periphery relations, or not?” Th e question of interstate relations is broadened to 
include systems of interacting polities, so that tribes and chiefdoms may be stud-
ied. Th e analysis of hegemonic ascent and decline is expanded to include the rise 
and fall of large chiefdoms, states and empires as well as modern hegemons.

Th is comparative perspective, which combines archaeology and ethnogra-
phy with world history, allows us to see important patterns that are much more 
clearly visible once one systematically juxtaposes smaller, older systems with 
larger, more recent ones. It becomes apparent that while early core/periphery 
hierarchies were unstable and power was not projected over very long distances, 
the emergence of new techniques of power allowed core/periphery hierarchies 
to become spatially larger and more stable. States, markets, empires, religions, 
military infrastructure and organization are all important institutions that 
allow greater integration and more effi  cient long-distance exploitation and 
domination. Small-scale stateless world-systems have very little in the way of 
core/periphery hierarchy (e.g., Chase-Dunn and Mann 1998).

Th e other important recurrent pattern that becomes apparent once we 
use world-systems as the unit of analysis for analyzing social evolution is the 
phenomenon of “semiperipheral development.” Th is means that semiperiph-
eral groups are unusually prolifi c innovators of techniques that both facilitate 
upward mobility and transform the basic logic of social development. Th is is not 
to say that all semiperipheral groups produce such transformational actions, but 
rather that the semiperipheral location is more fertile ground for the production 
of innovations than is either the core or the periphery. Th is is because semipe-
ripheral societies have access to both core and peripheral cultural elements and 
techniques, and they have invested less in existing organizational forms than 
core societies have. So they are freer to recombine the organizational elements 
into new confi gurations and to invest in new technologies, and they are usually 
more motivated to take risks than are older core societies. Innovation in older 
core societies tends toward minor improvements. Semiperipheral societies are 
more likely to put their resources behind radically new concepts.

Th us knowledge of core/periphery hierarchies and semiperipheral locations 
is necessary for explaining how small-scale interchiefdom systems evolved into 
the capitalist global political economy of today. Th e process of rise and fall of 
powerful chiefdoms (called “cycling” by anthropologists [Anderson 1994]), was 
occasionally punctuated by the emergence of a polity from the semiperipheral 
zone that conquered and united the old core region into a larger chiefl y polity or 
an early state. Th is phenomenon is termed the “semiperipheral marcher chief-
dom” (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997: 83–84; Kirch 1984: 199–202). 

Underdevelopment in , and that same year I fi nished writing Global Formation (Chase-
Dunn  [ⁿd ed.]). Chapter  of the book, entitled  “World Culture, Normative 
Integration and Community,” was an eff ort to formulate a world-systems perspective on 
global culture that was informed by the writings of Immanuel Wallerstein, Samir Amin 
and Andre Gunder Frank, but also of Peter Heintz and Volker Bornschier (founders of 
the Zurich school) and the new institutionalism of John W. Meyer and his students, later 
called the “world polity school.”

². Stephen Sanderson () admirably separates the scientifi c core of evolutionary 
explanations from the confusing and unscientifi c baggage that has accompanied much 
earlier work on long-term social change. Th e study of patterns of social structural change 
does not need to include assumptions about progress, teleology or inevitability.
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eral marcher states conquering older core states to form a “universal empire” 
(see Figure 1).

One important consequence of the coming to predominance of capitalist 
accumulation has been the conversion of the rise and fall process from semi-
peripheral marcher conquest to the rise and fall of capitalist hegemons that do 
not take over other core states. Th e hegemons rise to economic and political/
military preeminence, but they do not construct a core-wide world state, at least 
up to now. Rather, the core of the modern system oscillates between unipolar 
hegemony and hegemonic rivalry (see Figure 2).

One implication of the comparative world-systems theory is that all hier-
archical and complex world-systems exhibit a “power cycle” in which political/
military power becomes more centralized followed by a phase of decentraliza-
tion. Th is is likely to be true of the future of the world-system as well, though 
the form of the power cycle may change. Our species needs to invent political 
and cultural institutions that allow for adjustments in the global political and 
economic structures to take place without resort to warfare. Th is is analogous 
to the problem of succession within single states, and the solution is obvious—a 
global government that represents the interests of the majority of the peoples 
of the Earth and allows for political and economic restructuring to be accom-
plished by democratic processes.

Capitalist accumulation usually favors a multicentric interstate system 
because this provides greater opportunities for the maneuverability of capital 
than would exist in a world state. Big capitals can play states off  against each 

Much better known is the analogous phenomenon of “semiperipheral 
marcher states” in which a relatively new state from out on the edge of a core 
region conquered adjacent states to form a new core-wide empire (Mann 1986; 
Collins 1981). Almost every large conquest empire one can think of is an instance 
of this. A less frequently perceived phenomenon that is a quite diff erent type 
of semiperipheral development is the “semiperipheral capitalist city-state.” 
Dilmun, early Ashur, the Phoenician cities, the Italian city-states, Melakka, 
and the Hanseatic cities of the Baltic were instances. Th ese small states in the 
interstices of the tributary empires were agents of commodifi cation long before 
capitalism became predominant in the emergent core region of Europe, itself a 
still semiperipheral region in the larger Afroeurasian world-system.

Th e semiperipheral development idea is also an important tool for under-
standing the real possibilities for global social change today because semipe-
ripheral countries are the main weak link in the global capitalist system—the 
zone where the most powerful antisystemic movements have emerged in the 
past and where vital and transformative developments are most likely to occur 
in the future.

Th e hegemonic sequence of the last four centuries (the rise and fall of hege-
monic core states) is the modern version of an ancient oscillation between more 
and less centralized interstate systems. All hierarchical systems experience a 
cycle of rise and fall, from cycling in interchiefdom systems to the rise and fall 
of empires, to the modern sequence of hegemonic rise and fall. In state-based 
(tributary) world-systems this oscillation typically took the form of semiperiph-

Figure 1 – Core-Wide Empire Compared to Core with Hegemon
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other and can escape movements that try to regulate investment or redistrib-
ute profi ts by abandoning the states in which such movements attain political 
power.

Th e three hegemonies of the modern world-system have been the Dutch 
hegemony of the seventeenth century, the British hegemony of the nineteenth 
century, and the U.S. hegemony of the twentieth century. World-systems 
analysts see a strong analogy between the decline of British hegemony after 
1870 and the trajectory of the United States after the 1970s. Figure 3 shows the 
declining U.S. share of world GDP since 1945.

Th e modern world-system has experienced waves of economic and politi-
cal integration (structural globalization) (Chase-Dunn, Kawano and Brewer 
2000). Th ese waves of global integration are the contemporary incarnations of 
the pulsations of widening and deepening of interaction networks that have 
been important characteristics of all world-systems for millennia. But these 
have occurred in a single global system since the nineteenth century. Figure 
4 shows the waves of global trade integration in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.

capitalist globalization

Th e historical development of the modern world-system can be understood 
in terms of the evolution of certain key institutions that have been shaped by 
tremendous struggles: commodity production, technology and techniques of 

power. Th e struggles have included confl ict among contending powers and 
between the core and the periphery over the past six centuries as Europe rose to 
hegemony and capitalist globalization expanded in waves of commodifi cation 
and integration.

Th e story of how global orders have been restructured in order to facilitate 
capitalist accumulation must be told in deep temporal perspective in order for 
us to understand how the most recent wave of corporate globalization is similar 
to, or diff erent from, earlier waves of globalization. Of particular interest here 
is the phenomenon of world revolutions and increasingly transnational antisys-
temic movements. In order to comprehend the possibilities for the emergence 
of global democracy we need to understand the history of popular movements 
that have tried to democratize the world-system in the past. 

Th e most relevant for comprehending our own era is the story of the nine-
teenth century and its tsunami (tidal wave) of capitalist globalization under 
the auspices of British hegemony. Transnational antisystemic movements, 
especially the trade union movement and the feminist movement, emerged 
to contend with global capitalism. Workers and women consciously took the 
role of world citizens, organizing international movements to contend with the 
increasingly transnational organization of an emergent global capitalist class. 
Political and economic elites, especially fi nance capitalists, had already been 

Figure 3 – Declining U.S. Economic Hegemony
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Figure 4 – International Trade Relative to the Size of the Global Economy, 
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consciously operating on an intercontinental scale for centuries, but the degree 
of international integration of these elites reached a very high level in the late 
nineteenth century.

Th e British created the Concert of Europe after defeating Napoleon. Th is 
was an alliance of conservative dynasties and politicians who were dedicated to 
the prevention of any future French revolutions. Th e British Royal Navy sup-
pressed the slave trade and encouraged decolonization of the Spanish colonies 
in the Americas. Th e English Anti-Corn Law League’s advocacy of international 
free trade (carried abroad by British diplomats and businessmen) was adopted 
by most European and American states in the middle of the century. Th e gold 
standard was an important support of a huge increase in international trade 
and investment (Chase-Dunn et al. 2000; O’Rourke and Williamson 1999). Th e 
expanding Atlantic economy, already fi rmly attached to the Indian Ocean, was 
accompanied by an expanding Pacifi c economy as Japan and China were more 
completely and directly brought into the trade and investment networks of 
Europe and North America. American ginseng was harvested in Pennsylvania 
as an important commodity export that could be used in lieu of silver in the 
trade for Chinese silk and “china.” 

Th e nineteenth century wave of capitalist globalization was massively con-
tested in a great globalization backlash. Th e decolonization of Latin America 
extended the formal aspects of state sovereignty to a large chunk of the periph-
ery. Slave revolts, abolitionism and the further incorporation of Africa into 
the capitalist world-system eventually led to the abolition of slavery almost 
everywhere. Within Europe socialist and democratic demands for political and 
economic rights of the non-propertied classes strongly emerged in the world 
revolution of 1848.

I have already mentioned the idea of semiperipheral development (Chase-
Dunn and Hall 1997: chapter 5). Institutional development in premodern world-
systems occurred because innovations and implementations of new techniques 
and organizational forms have tended to emerge from societies that have semi-
peripheral positions within larger core/periphery hierarchies. Semiperipheral 
marcher chiefdoms conquered adjacent core polities to create larger paramount 
chiefdoms. And semiperipheral marcher states conquered adjacent core states 
to create larger and larger core-wide empires (e.g., Chin, Akkad, Assyria, 
Achaemenid Persia, Alexander, Rome, the Islamic Empires, etc.). And semipe-
ripheral capitalist city-states (Dilmun, Phoenician Tyre, Sidon, and Carthage; 
Venice, Genoa, Malacca, etc.) expanded commercialized trade networks and 
encouraged commodity production within and between the tributary empires 
and peripheral regions, linking larger and larger regions together to eventually 
become the single global economy of today. 

Th e modern hegemons (the Dutch Republic of the seventeenth century, the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain in the nineteenth century, and the United 
States of America in the twentieth century) were all formerly semiperipheral 
nation-states that rose to the position of hegemony by transforming the insti-
tutional bases of economic and political/military power in response to chal-
lenges from contenders for hegemony and challenges from popular movements 
contesting the injustices of capitalism and modern colonial imperialism. Th e 
modern world-system has experienced system-wide waves of democracy rather 
than separate and disconnected sequences of democratization within individual 
countries (Markoff  1996). Th ese waves have tended to start in semiperipheral 
countries and the institutional inventions that have diff used from country to 
country have disproportionately been invented and implemented in semiperiph-
eral countries fi rst (Markoff  1999). Both the Russian and Chinese Communist 
challenges to capitalism emerged from the semiperiphery.

Th e workers’ movement became increasingly organized on an international 
basis during the nineteenth century. Mass production made working condi-
tions increasingly similar for industrial workers around the world. Labor orga-
nizers were able to make good use of cheap and rapid transportation as well 
as new modes of communication (the telegraph) in order to link struggles in 
distant locations. And the huge migration of workers from Europe to the New 
World spread the ideas and the strategies of the labor movement. Socialists, 
anarchists and communists challenged the rule of capital while they competed 
with each other for leadership of an increasingly global antisystemic movement 
that sought to democratize the world-system. 

Th e decline of British hegemony, and the failure of eff orts after World War 
I to erect an eff ective structure of global governance, led to the collapse of capi-
talist globalization during the depression of the 1930s, culminating in World 
War II. Figure 4 above demonstrates that capitalist globalization is a cycle as 
well as a trend. Th e great wave of the nineteenth century was followed by a 
collapse in the early twentieth century and then a reemergence in the period 
after World War II. Th e global institutions of the post World War II order, 
now under the sponsorship of the hegemonic United States, were intended to 
resolve the problems that were perceived to have caused the military confl a-
grations and economic disasters of the fi rst half of the twentieth century. Th e 
United Nations was a stronger version of a global proto-state than the League 
of Nations had been, though still a long way from the “monopoly of legitimate 
violence” that would be the necessary eff ective center of a real state. 

Th e Bretton Woods institutions—the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund—were originally intended to promote Keynesian national 
development rather than a globalized market of investment fl ows. Free trade 
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tional integration among economic and political elites, there is quite likely to 
be another round of rivalry among core states. Indeed, the imperial over-reach 
pursued by the current Bush administration is provoking some of this kind of 
rivalry within the core. Global elites achieved a rather high degree of interna-
tional integration during the late nineteenth century wave of globalization, but 
this did not prevent the World Wars of the twentieth century. 

Admitting to some aspects of the “global capitalism” thesis does not require 
buying the whole cake. Some claim that information technology has changed 
everything and that we have entered a new age of global history in which com-
parisons with what happened before 1960 are completely inappropriate. Th e 
most important thesis of the global capitalism school is the part about global 
class formation, and this needs to be analyzed for workers and farmers as well 
as for elites (Goldfrank 1977). Figure 5 illustrates the idea that a portion of all 
the objective classes in the world class structure are transnationally integrated. 
Th omas Reifer is currently leading a research project that is comparing the 

was encouraged, but important eff orts were made to track international invest-
ments and to encourage the eff orts of national states to use fi scal policy as a 
tool of national development. Th e architects of the Bretton Woods institutions 
were suspicious about the eff ects of volatile waves of international capital fl ows 
on economic development and political stability because of what they perceived 
to have been the lessons of the 1920s. Th e restarting of the world economy after 
World War II under the aegis of the Bretton Woods institutions and U.S. 
support for relatively autonomous capitalism in Europe and Japan succeeded 
tremendously. But the growing power of unions within the core, and the per-
ceived constraints on U.S. fi scal and fi nancial interests imposed by the Bretton 
Woods currency regime, along with the oil crisis of the early 1970s, led the U.S. 
to abandon Bretton Woods in favor of a free world market of capital mobil-
ity. Th e “Washington Consensus” was basically Reaganism-Th atcherism on a 
global scale—deregulation, privatization, and reneging on the “social contract” 
with core labor unions and the welfare state. Th e IMF was turned into a tool for 
imposing these policies on countries all over the world. 

Th e theorists of global capitalism contend that the most recent wave of 
integration has created a single tightly wound global bourgeoisie that has over-
thrown the dynamics of the hegemonic sequence (hegemonic rise and fall and 
interstate rivalry) (e.g., Sassen 1991; Robinson 2004). While most world-systems 
theorists hold that the U.S. hegemony continues the decline that began in the 
1970s, many other observers interpret the demise of the Soviet Union and the 
relatively greater U.S. economic growth in the 1990s as ushering in a renewal of 
U.S. hegemony. In Figure 3 (above) the U.S. share of global GDP can be seen 
to have turned up in the early 1990s.³ Th e theorists of global capitalism contend 
that the U.S. government and other core states have become the instruments 
of an integrated global capitalist class rather than of separate and competing 
groups of national capitalists.

Walter Goldfrank (2000) contends that both models (global capitalism and 
the hegemonic sequence) are operating simultaneously and are interacting with 
one another in complicated ways. Despite the rather high degree of interna-

Figure 5 – World Class Structure with Transnational Segments
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³. While some interpret this U.S. upturn in the s as the beginning of another 
wave of U.S. “leadership” in the global economy based on comparative advantages in in-
formation technology and biotechnology, Giovanni Arrighi sees the s as another 
wave of fi nancialization comparable to the “belle époque” or  “Edwardian Indian summer” 
that occurred in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Much of the economic expan-
sion in the U.S. economy was due to huge infl ows of investment capital from Europe and 
East Asia during the s.
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nineteenth and twentieth century global elites as to their degree of interna-
tional integration, as well as changes in the patterns of alliances and connec-
tions among the wealthiest and most powerful people on Earth (Reifer et al. 
2004). 

Th e hegemonic sequence is not a simple cycle that takes the same form each 
time around. Rather, as Giovanni Arrighi (1994) has so convincingly shown, 
each “systemic cycle of accumulation” involves a reorganization of the relation-
ships among big capitals and states. And the evolutionary aspects of hegemony 
not only adapt to changes in scale, geography and technology, but they also 
must solve problems created by resistance from below (Silver 2003; Boswell and 
Chase-Dunn 2000). Workers and farmers in the world-system are not inert 
objects of exploitation and domination. Rather, they develop new organiza-
tional and institutional instruments of protection and resistance. So the inter-
action between the powerful and less powerful is a spiral of domination and 
resistance that is one of the most important driving forces of the developmental 
history of modern capitalism. 

antisystemic movements

Th e discourse produced by world-systems scholars about “the family of anti-
systemic movements” has been an important contribution to our understanding 
of how diff erent social movements act vis-à-vis each other on the terrain of the 
whole system (Arrighi, Hopkins and Wallerstein 1989). It is unfortunate that 
public discourse about globalization has characterized recent protest move-
ments in terms of  “antiglobalization.” Th is has occurred because, in the popular 
mind, globalization has been associated primarily with what Phil McMichael 
(2000) has termed the “globalization project”— the neoliberal policies of the 
Washington Consensus and the hegemony of corporate capitalism. Th is is the 
political ideology of Reaganism-Th atcherism—market magic, deregulation, 
privatization, and allegedly no alternative to submitting to the “realities” of 
global capitalist competition.⁴

Th e terminology of antiglobalization confl ates two diff erent meanings of 
globalization to imply that the only sensible form of resistance to globalization 
involves the construction of local institutions to defend against the forces of 

global capitalism. Structural globalization means economic, political and cul-
tural international and transnational integration. Th is should be analytically 
separated from the political ideology of the globalization project (Chase-Dunn 
1999).

Th e globalization project is what the demonstrators are protesting, but the 
term antiglobalization also implies that they are against international integra-
tion and global institutions. Our usage of the term antisystemic movements 
needs to be carefully clarifi ed so that it does not contribute to this confusion.

Local and regional protectionism is indeed an important component of the 
emerging resistance to corporate globalization and neo-liberal policies (e.g., 
Amin 1997; Bello 2002). But one lesson we can derive from earlier eff orts to 
confront and transform capitalism is that local resistance cannot, by itself, over-
come the strong forces of modern capitalism. What is needed is globalization 
from below. Global politics has mainly been the politics of the powerful because 
they have had the resources to establish long-distance connections and to struc-
ture global institutions. But waves of elite transnational integration have been 
accompanied by upsurges of transnational linkages, strategies and institutions 
formed by workers, farmers and popular challenges to the logic of capitalist 
accumulation. Globalization from below means the transnationalization of 
antisystemic movements and the active participation of popular movements in 
global politics and global citizenship.

An analysis of earlier waves of the spiral of domination and resistance dem-
onstrates that ”socialism in one country” and other strategies of local protection 
have not been capable of overcoming the negative aspects of capitalist develop-
ment in the past, and they are even less likely to succeed in the more densely 
integrated global system of the future. Strategies that mobilize people to orga-
nize themselves locally must be complimented and coordinated with transna-
tional strategies to democratize or replace existing global institutions and to 
create new organizational structures that facilitate collective rationality for all 
the peoples of the world.

Globalization is producing a backlash much as it did in the nineteenth 
century and in the 1920s. Capitalist globalization, especially the kind that 
has occurred since the 1970s, exposes many individuals to disruptive market 
forces and increases inequalities within countries and internationally. Th e gap 
between the winners and the losers grows, and the winners use more coercion 
and less consent in their eff orts to stay on top. Karl Polanyi’s (1944) notion of 
the double movement by which marketization produces defensive reactions and 
new forms of regulation is conceptually similar to the notion that expansive 
capitalism produces eff orts to decommodify labor and communities, and that 
these then drive capitalism to mobilize on a larger scale in order to overcome the 

⁴.  Giovanni Arrighi () contends that the Reagan-Th atcher corporate global-
ization project that emerged in the s and s was importantly a reaction to the 
world revolution of  that appropriated the anti-state ideology and many of the tac-
tics of the New Left.
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problems of ultimate goals have been resolved. Th e model of global democracy 
based on new worldwide institutions and market socialism proposed in Boswell 
and Chase-Dunn (2000) is only the beginning of a huge conversation about 
political and organizational goals (see also Wallerstein 1998). But for now I 
want to discuss some tactical issues that are already pressing themselves upon 
the transnational movements that are challenging global capitalism.

Th e major transnational antisystemic movements are the labor movement, 
the women’s movement, the environmental movement and the indigenous move-
ment. Of these, the environmental movement and the women’s movement have 
had the most recent success in forming transnational linkages and confronting 
the diffi  cult issues posed by regional, national and core/periphery diff erences 
(Moghadam 2004). But the labor and indigenous movements have made some 
important recent eff orts to catch up. Transborder organizing eff orts and sup-
port for demonstrations against corporate globalization show that the AFL-
CIO in the United States is interested in new directions. One important task 
for world-system scholars is to study these movements and to help devise initia-
tives that can produce tactical and strategic transnational alliances. 

Let us imagine that the family of antisystemic movements has managed to 
organize a working alliance (perhaps with the help of the World Party, an orga-
nization dedicated to the building of a global socialist commonwealth [Wagar 
1992; Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000]). Th is assumption is not meant to trivial-
ize the practical and theoretical diffi  culties that will be involved in the emer-
gence of such an agent of human sanity. But I wish to discuss some additional 
problems that will likely need to be confronted down the road.

Besides attending to its own contradictions, what diffi  culties would such 
an alliance be likely to face in the coming decades? I see three major potential 
disasters in the path: 

• A return, within the next two decades, to a condition of hegemonic rivalry 
among core states and competing groups of capitalists that will again pose 
the danger of warfare among “the great powers,” except with a potential 
for mass destruction that could result in a major global die-off . 

• Possible environmental catastrophes caused by the continuing process of 
capitalist industrialization, energy utilization and new technologies.

• Increasing global inequalities and consequent multiple challenges to the 
hegemony of global capital and U.S. power.

All of these problems are predictable from what we know of the cyclical 
regularities and secular trends of capitalist development in the world-system 
(Chase-Dunn and Podobnik 1995). Each of them poses great dangers, but also 

constraints that political resistance produces. Boswell and Chase-Dunn (2000) 
have metaphorically characterized these processes as the “spiral of capitalism 
and socialism.” 

Amory Starr (2000) has studied fi fteen transnational social movements 
that name corporate capitalism as the enemy. She divides these movements into 
three categories: (1) contestation and reform (e.g., human rights, the peace move-
ment, cyberpunks), (2) globalization from below (populist global governance); 
and (3) delinking of localities from the global economy to rebuild small-scale 
communities that are protected from global corporations. Starr herself favors 
delinking, and several other critics of global capitalism also envision a process of 
deglobalization as desirable (e.g., Bello 2002; Amin 1997; McMichael 2004).

One of the big challenges is how the diff erent kinds of progressive social 
movements can work together to struggle against capitalist globalization. Th e 
issue of alliances is complicated by the fact that some of the groups in opposi-
tion to capitalist globalization are reactionary rather than progressive. So the 
enemy of my enemy is not always my friend. And even among the progressives 
there are major issues. Environmentalists and labor groups have notorious dif-
ferences. Core and peripheral workers may have diff erent interests regarding 
issues such as global labor standards. And there are obvious contradictions 
between those who want to democratize global governance and those who want 
to abolish it altogether in favor of maximum local autonomy. It is my position 
that the human species needs both more democratic global governance and 
more local autonomy, and that the globalization-from-below movements should 
work together with the local-autonomy movements, or at least with those who 
are progressive and willing. I contend that socialism or anarchism within one 
country or one community will not work for very long, and that we must con-
front the diffi  cult issues of global governance head on in order to move toward 
a more humane and equitable world society. Th is will not require homogeniza-
tion and further subordination. Cultural diff erences and diversity are desirable 
as long as they are not used as an excuse for domination and/or exploitation. 
And I favor the principle of subsidiarity in which problems that are most effi  -
ciently and equitably dealt with on a local or regional or national level need not 
be the concern of global governance. But some problems (global environmental 
degradation, warfare among states, reducing international inequalities) cannot 
be eff ectively solved by exclusively local jurisdictions. Th us we must envision 
and eventually create a democratic and collectively rational global government 
in order to survive and prevail as a species. Some localists will support this 
project.

Th e rest of this article will concentrate mainly on matters of strategy and 
tactics for the antisystemic movements. I do not wish to suggest that all the 
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some opportunities, for the family of antisystemic movements. We must try to 
prevent or ameliorate the worst aspects of each of these likely disasters. And we 
also need to consider the best routes to take if truly disastrous events do occur.

Th is complicates an already thorny program. Th e calculus of tradeoff s 
between reforming existing institutions vs. radically restructuring them or 
replacing them will need to include considerations about reducing the likeli-
hood of, or the worst consequences of, the above potential disasters. Th e issue 
of organizational goals needs to be informed not only by a consensual political 
philosophy, but also by a coherent structural understanding of the cyclical pro-
cesses and secular trends of the world-system and their likely consequences in 
the next several decades. Long-term goals need to be clarifi ed and their short-
term and medium term pursuit needs to take into account the dynamics of the 
capitalist world-system.

avoiding war among core states

Here is an example of this sort of problem. Warren Wagar’s (1992) fi ctional 
scenario, A Short History of the Future, tells the story of the next fi fty years 
under the title “Earth, Incorporated.” It is a story of further expanding domi-
nation by huge capitalist corporations, continued technological development, 
ecological degradation and the emergence of a capitalist proto-world-state, but 
not yet the dismantling of the military structure of the interstate system. U.S. 
hegemony continues to decline. Immigration, slow economic growth, growing 
inequalities and the emergence of greater class and racial divides in the U.S. 
eventually result in the election of a Mexican-American woman as president. 
Heartland Republicans start a civil war, but the U.S. army, now staff ed by a 
large majority of non-white personnel, quickly puts down the opposition. Th e 
U.S. begins to support semiperipheral states that are resisting the hegemony 
of the global corporations and so the world government (under the control of 
the “megacorps”) decides upon a nuclear fi rst strike to take out the leftist U.S. 
regime. Th us begins a three-year nuclear war that destroys most of the cities 
of the Northern Hemisphere. In the aftermath the World Party is able to pull 
together a global socialist commonwealth.

If something like Wagar’s scenario is at all probable, the antisystemic move-
ments need to work to prevent such a catastrophe. It is ethically unacceptable 
to simply wait for global capitalism to destroy itself and then pick up the pieces. 
Wagar gets the timing of the onset of world war wrong because he believes that 
world wars occur during economic downturns. But Joshua Goldstein’s (1988) 
research on Kondratieff  waves and war cycles shows that wars among core 
states usually occur at the end of the K-wave upswing when states have lots of 

resources with which to wage war. Th is means that the next window of vulner-
ability to world war will occur in two or three decades.

If it is true that another period of hegemonic rivalry will include a sub-
stantial risk of renewed warfare among core powers, this extremely risky situa-
tion could be avoided by a revitalization of U.S. leadership (hegemony) because 
the single superpower confi guration is militarily stable. Without a bipolar or 
multipolar military confi guration there will be no war among core powers. 
Continuing U.S. economic decline would arguably eventuate in the inability 
of the U.S. to serve as world policeman, and will result in the rearming of pos-
sible hegemonic contenders (e.g., Japan, Germany). If this can be prevented for 
another twenty or thirty years the system will have gotten through the sticky 
wicket of hegemonic rivalry until the next interregnum of the power cycle.

A truly democratic global peacekeeping government should be the eventual 
goal of the family of antisystemic movements. But the problem is that the emer-
gence of an eff ective global state within the relevant time frame (the next two or 
three decades) is highly unlikely. Th is would require that the existing core states 
devolve a substantial portion of their sovereignty to the global state and there 
will be considerable resistance to this. A comparable situation in the European 
Union, while it is far more advanced than at the global level, shows how slowly 
consolidations of this kind move forward. 

A more feasible alternative (within the relevant time frame) would involve 
the perpetuation or renewal of  U.S. economic hegemony that is suffi  cient to 
prevent the reemergence of potential core military challengers. Some scenarios 
that focus on new lead industries (information technology and biotechnol-
ogy) foresee the strengthening of the economic basis of U.S. hegemony (e.g., 
Rennstich 2001). Th e information technology (IT) industry has already run 
through most of the standard course of the product cycle. Technological rents are 
few and globalized competition over the costs of production and services, with 
IT jobs being outsourced to the semiperiphery, seems to imply that this sector 
will no longer serve as an engine of U.S. economic hegemony. Biotechnology⁵ 
has been heralded as the new engine, but so far most of the money that has 
been made is in the selling of stocks. Governments and venture capitalists have 
put up great sums with the hope of grand paychecks down the road, and huge 
amounts have been spent on attorneys’ fees obtaining patents on processes and 

⁵.  Th e revolution in biotechnology involves such radical recombinations that grave 
mistakes are almost certain to occur as these new technologies are applied to agriculture, 
pest control and biosphere engineering. Biosafety is a major concern.
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genomes. Signifi cant competition has emerged in Singapore and the People’s 
Republic of China, challenging the notion that the United States is the only 
serious contender. A rapid expansion of real profi ts could occur, but more likely 
the development of real-world economic applications will continue to be slow. 
If this is the case biotech will not serve, in the next few decades, as an engine of 
renewed U.S. economic hegemony.

Perhaps a more realistic alternative to another round of U.S. hegemony 
would be a core-wide condominium of global governance that includes the U.S. 
and allies and possible challengers (Germany, France, Japan, Russia and China). 
In this scenario the United Nations would be reformed so that it more realisti-
cally represents the core states, as well as the peoples of the world. Right now 
Germany and Japan are not permanent members of the U.N. Security Council. 
Th e Security Council needs to be expanded to include Germany and Japan 
and to better represent the non-core countries as well. Th is, and the beefi ng 
up of the U.N. peacekeeping capability, could be accomplished without greatly 
threatening the sovereignty of the core states. Th is would be a combination 
of enhanced proto-global-state formation and a partial renewal of U.S. hege-
mony that would get us through the next sticky wicket of hegemonic rivalry 
unscathed. It would move in the direction of a more legitimate global govern-
ment as well. Th e key would be to get Europe and Japan to invest in multilateral 
peacekeeping rather than in beefi ng up their own national forces. Th is is what is 
meant above about needing to include the calculus of emergent systemic crises 
in the organizational strategies of the antisystemic movements and the neces-
sity of compromises between medium-term and long-term goals.

environmental crises

Ecological disaster could arrive in smaller or larger, more catastrophic, 
dimensions. Th e current Hollywood fi lm, “Day After Tomorrow” portrays the 
nightmare version. Peter Taylor (1996) portrays the emerging “global impasse,” 
the ecological impossibility of the non-core countries developing the same level 
of energy and resource utilization as already exists in the United States. If the 
Chinese eat as many eggs and drive as many cars per capita as citizens of the 
United States do, the global biosphere will fry. Clean water is going to become 
scarce within the next twenty-fi ve years. Gasoline prices have gone up a lot lately 
and are likely to go up a lot more in the long run. Global warming may pro-
duce destructive or even cataclysmic consequences. As with warfare, the anti-
systemic movements must try to prevent catastrophes at the same time that 
we invent institutions that can make our collective life sustainable. Preparation 
for these developments means coordinating with extant world parties such as 

Greenpeace to educate about the causes of capitalist ecological degradation and 
feasible movement toward sustainable and democratic development.

growing inequalities

Growing inequalities (both within and among countries) were an important 
source of globalization backlash in the late nineteenth century (O’Rourke and 
Williamson 1999) and are already shaping up to be an important driving force 
in the coming world revolution. Mike Davis’s (2001) analysis of late Victorian 
drought-famine disasters in Brazil, India and China shows how these were 
partly caused by newly expanded market forces impinging upon regions that 
were subject to international political/military coercion. He also documents 
how starving peasants created millenarian movements that promised to end the 
domination of the foreign devils or restore the rule of the good king. Islamic 
fundamentalism is a contemporary functional equivalent. 

 Huge and visible injustices provoke people to resist, and in the absence of 
true histories and theories, they utilize whatever ideological raw materials are 
at hand. Th e world-systems perspective has the potential to serve as the basis 
for a scientifi c understanding of social change that can be used by the antisys-
temic movements to organize an eff ective response to corporate globalization 
that constructs new institutions for democratizing the global political economy. 
But this will require popular communication of the main lessons of the world-
systems perspective. 

an outlook

Th e phenomenon of semiperipheral development suggests that social orga-
nizational innovations that can transform the predominant logic of accumula-
tion will continue to emerge from the semiperiphery. Th e Russian and Chinese 
revolutions of the twentieth century were eff orts to restructure capitalist insti-
tutions and developmental logic that succeeded mainly in spurring the U.S. 
hegemony and the post World War II expansion of capitalism. Th e Soviet and 
Chinese eff orts were compromised from the start by their inability to rely on 
participatory democracy. In order to survive in a world still strongly dominated 
by capitalist states they were forced to construct authoritarian socialism, a con-
tradiction in terms. 

We can expect that democratic socialisms will come to state power in the 
semiperiphery by electoral means, as already happened in Allende’s Chile. 
Brazil, Mexico, and Korea are strong candidates, and India, Indonesia and 
China are possibilities. Democratic socialism in the semiperiphery would seem 
to be a good strategy for fending off  many of the worst aspects of corporate glo-
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balization. Th e transnational antisystemic movements will want to support and 
be supported by these new socialist democracies. 

Th e ability of capitalist core states to destabilize democratic socialist regimes 
in the semiperiphery is great, and this is why support movements within the 
core are so important. Information technology can certainly be a great aid to 
transborder organizing. Issues such as sweatshop exploitation can help to make 
students aware of core/periphery inequalities and to link them with activists on 
other continents. Th e emergence of democratically elected challengers to global 
corporate capitalism will strain the ideologues of “polyarchy” ⁶ and facilitate the 
contestation of narrow defi nitions of democracy. Th e emergence of a World 
Party to educate activists about the world historical dimensions of capitalism 
and the lessons of earlier world revolutions can add the leaven that moves the 
coming backlash against corporate globalization in a progressive direction. Th e 
World Social Forum raises the issue of a coordinated popular approach to con-
fronting and transforming global capitalism. Th e issues of global party forma-
tion and coordinated action are on the table of world history once again (e.g., 
Stephen Gill’s 2003 discussion of the “post-modern Prince”) and the compara-
tive world-systems perspective can help the citizens of the world move toward a 
democratic and collectively rational global commonwealth.
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introduction

The point of departure of this discussion is the paper entitled “From 
Leadership to Organization: Th e Evolution of Global Politics,” fi rst 

read in Zurich in 1993, and in Bielefeld in 1994, at the World Congress of 
the International Sociological Association, published in this journal in 1995, 
and fi nally, in hardcopy in 1999, in a volume edited by Volker Bornschier and 
Christopher Chase-Dunn. I mention these circumstances for two reasons. It 
means that I presume at least some general acquaintance with the content of its 
arguments but more importantly I wish to point to the lapse of time, more than 
a decade since its writing, and that makes it worthwhile to pose the question: 
are its arguments still valid and how were they aff ected by the passage of time 
and the eventful course of world politics since the early 1990s. 

In that paper (subsequently referred to as “Leadership”), I examined in 
some detail the make-up of two important processes: the well-known long cycle 
of global politics, a.k.a. the hegemonic cycle, or the rise and decline of world 
powers; and the less well-recognized evolution of global politics, a related insti-
tutional process at a higher level of organization that is in eff ect one of “political 
globalization.” I presented the thesis, and the prediction, that the working of 
long cycles activates, at a higher level of organization, the evolution of global 
politics, such that the political system at that level moves from a condition in 
which the chief institution organizing it is global leadership, to “global organi-
zation,” one of a more fully institutionalized form of governance. 

A revisit, and an extension, of the pa-
per “From Leadership to Organization: 
The Evolution of Global Politics,” origi-
nally presented at the University of Zu-
rich in 1993. Three long-term processes: 

the evolution of global politics (or politi-
cal globalization); the rise and decline of 
world powers (the long cycle of global 
politics); and the emergence of the world 
system, have been reviewed and updated.

abstract:
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Th e reference here was not to trends—understood as “prevailing tendency, 
drift, or general line of direction or movement” that can be described or perhaps 
extrapolated—but rather to processes understood as sequences of events that 
can be explained and whose overall outlines are capable of being predicted. Our 
representation of these processes amounts to constructing a calendar of global 
politics. Calendars (viewed as organization in time) are, of course, social con-
structions that were among the earliest achievements of civilization, but also are 
vital parts of everyday lives. But calendars are not just human handiworks for 
they model or refl ect the working of natural processes. By building calendars we 
seek to accommodate ourselves to the forces of nature but we also try to harness 
them to our purposes. 

On this occasion, I examine, and update when needed, two processes, start-
ing with globalization, and followed by the long cycle, and place them in the 
context of the emergence of the world system. For each process we ask: where 
in its trajectory is global politics located at the present time, and what might be 
the prognosis for the future, up to a century ahead? We shall then review the 
current status of the main prediction. In conclusion I pose a more general ques-
tion: does the “cascade” of processes subsumed under world system evolution 
represent a category of phenomena subject to general laws that chart the overall 
direction of the “future of world society”?

evolution of global politics as political globalization

Let us reaffi  rm the basic argument of “Leadership,” namely that the pro-
cesses we are discussing are evolutionary. By that we mean that that they invoke 
structural change at the global level, and that they are explicable with the help 
of evolutionary theory. From what we know of the past millennium we can tell 
that such change has been signifi cant, and that an evolutionary explanation 
makes sense. What evolves is global-level organization that is a condition of 
world society, and it evolves via the mechanism of evolutionary learning.

Th e evolution of global politics is a higher-order learning process than the 
long (or hegemonic) cycle (to be reviewed shortly). It is a process of globaliza-
tion¹ creative of political institutions of world-wide scope in periods spanning 
half-a-millennium. It is one of political globalization because it accounts for the 

formation of political structures that weave together several strands of relation-
ships of world-wide range. Where earlier, in the classical era, political interac-
tion was mainly either local or regional, at about the year 1000 new interactors 
began to emerge at the planetary level, and started to activate a process of global 
political evolution. Table 1 presents a calendar for four periods of that process 
(spanning two millennia) but highlights in particular institutional develop-
ments in the second and third periods.

Table 1 shows the fi rst period of global political evolution as preparatory, 
that is laying down the technical preconditions of global order, in part by defeat-

¹. I do not regard “globalization” as “the natural doctrine of global hegemony” (as 
Brzezinski [: ] would label it), because political globalization in fact accounts for 
the transition from the period of  “global leadership” to that of “global organization.” But 
it is, as he also writes, “a phenomenon having a deeper moral dimension“ (ibid: ).

Table 1 – A Calendar of Global Politics: 1000 to 3000* 

Learning Algorithm 
(g-c-t-r) at two levels

Periods (& Phases) 
of Global Political 
Evolution

Characteristic 
Global Institution

Major Interactors

930 –

1190 – Mongol federation

Preparatory World Empire (Failed)1 (g)

Nucleus Formation Global Leadership2 (c)

Information 1430 – discoveries Portugal, Spaing

Integration 1540 – Calvinist international Dutch Republic, Spainc

Political formation 1640 – Europe’s Balance Britain, Francet

Economic innovation 1740 – industrial revolution Britain, Francer

Selection Global Organization 3 (t)

Information 1850 – IT revolution USA, Britain, Germanyg

Integration 1975 – democratic transition USA, China, EU, UNc

Political formation 2080 – global organizationt

Economic organization 2175 –r

4 (r) Amplification Stability

*   What is being tested, and selected, in each period of global political evolution is the institutional set-up to govern 

global interactions. Upon the failure of the Mongol project of world empire, the second period tests an alternative 

form of organization (global leadership, whose elements include navies, bases, and alliances) against the designs 

of a number of aspirants for imperial rule. With Britain, it hits upon an acceptable middle solution: the informal role 

of global leadership, and not empire (as some have argued recently). By the 20th century, the United States steps 

into the now established role but at a time and in conditions that indicated that movement toward new forms of 

global organization was already underway.

The table shows each period of global political evolution as an instance of the working of the learning algorithm (that 

is, of the enhanced Lewontin-Campbell heuristic: g-c-t-r: generate-cooperate-test-regenerate, Modelski 2004), a 

sequence of four iterations of that algorithm at the global institutional level. In turn, each such period contains (in 

a nested, self-similar process) four long long cycles, each representing one phase of that same algorithm.
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signifi cance: the capacity to sway decision-making bodies, both executive and 
parliamentary devices of party organization. Current examples include the role 
of the United Nations Security Council, and the General Assembly. As global 
forces gain strength, toward the next century, the control of global organiza-
tion, e.g. via majority voting blocs, would become the condition of organiza-
tional leadership. A democratic community might be one such case. Parallel 
changes would aff ect the world market for protection.

long cycles of global politics

Th e concepts of “rise and decline of world powers,” or the long (or “hege-
monic”) cycle are now familiar to students of this subject, and they highlight 
principally the role of leading states, and the imperial challengers that squared 
off  against them. Th at is, it is an agent-based process that is in fact subsidiary 
to political globalization. Th at of long cycles in particular goes further and 
includes the notion that what we are studying is a four-phased learning pro-
cess (and therefore one that is structurally identical, self-similar but on reduced 
scale, to the two other processes we are considering). It is a basic feature of the 
four-phased learning cycle that the fi rst two of its phases are preparatory in 
character, and that real change sets in its third, the selection phase. As we have 
already seen, the phasing makes it possible to establish the location in time, of 
the system we are analyzing. We might also add, that this learning process (as 
we argue) assumes the “global leadership” (or “hegemonic”) form only in the 
second period of global political evolution that is in only one part of its trajec-
tory. 

At the time of writing “Leadership,” the early 1990s, the global political 
system was in the phase of Agenda-setting (1973–2000). At the present time, 
in the fi rst decade of the 21st century, it has moved into the phase of coalition-
building (2000–2026). Both of these are the preparatory phases of the new 
cycle, lc10, even while the United States is still fi lling its role of leadership. On 
the analogy with a four-year electoral cycle, global leadership is moving into the 
lame duck season, anticipating an approaching (s)electoral test. 

a community of democracies?

In “Leadership” (p.18) I predicted fl atly that “by 2000, the global demo-
cratic community might be expected to become the focus of coalition-building.” 

ing the project of the Mongol world empire. Th e second created the nucleus of 
global organization by defeating even more imperial challenges² and by means 
of the institution of global leadership. Th e two British cycles represented the 
mature form of that organizational structure as it moved from selection, to 
amplifi cation. Th e third period, that we entered as early as mid-19t century, is 
that of global organization. If the fi rst period was one of no (or failed) organi-
zation, and the second one of minimal organization, the third is one of select-
ing an adequate structure of organization (to be completed in the fourth). By 
adequate structure I mean one that has the capacity to cope decisively with the 
problem of human survival, especially in respect of nuclear and environmental 
threats.

Where in this scheme do we stand at the beginning of the 21st century? Th e 
third period that we have already entered is certainly critical. Th e third period 
(selection and formation of global organization) is currently in the second of its 
preparatory phases (in the –c– phase of cooperation and integration) of this 
major institutional innovation that, on this analysis, will bring signifi cant insti-
tutional change in the next, –g– phase of that process, a century from now. Th at 
(third) period will not be completed for two-three centuries. But we also recall 
that each such period consists of four phases, and in this instance, of four long 
cycles, and would extend over a half-millennium. Since about 1975 we have been 
in the second (integrative, community-building) phase of that third period, and 
that phase might extend to the last quarter of the century. Th at means that this, 
current, phase has several more decades to go.

Th e prognosis is this: the global political system has been, since 1850, in 
transition to global organization, and that means that the US cycle has been 
no mere repetition of the British experience, but was shaped by that fact. We 
are now, at the start of the 21st century, in the second, coalitional, phase of that 
of transition. Th at phase will not be completed until mid-21st century, and will 
determine the coalition that will shape future global organization: will it be the 
global democratic community, or a system of  “multipolarity”? 

One implication of the transition concerns the concept of power. In the 
period of global leadership, global power could be indexed by the ability of 
a nation-state to deploy forces of global reach, principally naval, and air. As 
political globalization consolidates, another, if related, power index grows in 

². In “Leadership” (Modelski : ) the defi ning problem of the second period 
was “Balance of Power in Europe after .” Th e defeat of imperial challengers was in-
deed a primary global problem but it was “global leadership” that was the institutional 
innovation of that period.

³. One of its recommendations (that the Foreign Minister of France was the 
only one to vote against) was the formation of  “democracy caucuses” at the United 
Nations.
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Indeed, in that year a “Community of Democracies” was organized at an inter-
national meeting of ministers from over 100 countries that met in Warsaw.³ A 
second such conference was held in Seoul in 2002, and a third is planned for 
Santiago, Chile in 2005. Maybe a more precise way of expressing that predic-
tion should have taken the form “after 2000…” because the Community is not 
yet “the focus” of international organization; the movement is slow but the idea 
of global democracy is certainly in the air even though its ultimate shape is as 
yet uncertain.

Th e main alternative vision has, since the collapse of the Soviet bloc, been 
that of “multipolarity.” Th at is a notion advocated in France, but also one that at 
various times was also espoused by leaders in i.a. Moscow and Beijing. Lacking 
in detail, it seems to hark back to late-19t century conceptions of balance of 
powers, a time when the European system of states was beginning to line up 
into two opposing camps that ultimately faced off  in World Wars I and II. At 
bottom, it is a counter to “unipolarity” that some see to be emerging on the basis 
of United States predominance. Th e default (but hardly promising) position is 
that of “international community” on whose behalf action is taken by a “coali-
tion of the willing,” within or without the United Nations.

All in all, we are still early in the coalition-building phase, with some two 
more decades to go, and much is yet to happen. But it is also a hallmark of this 
phase that democracies now hold (for the fi rst time ever) a majority position in 
the world,⁴ a condition that favors cooperation and makes war among a large 
portion of the world less likely. Th at is why the odds for the long term do lie on 
the side of a democratic community. In Table 1, we can discern a growth of a 
democratic “lineage” that runs through the second, and plausibly, through, the 
third and fourth eras of the process and that is closely linked to democratiza-
tion (the world-wide spread of democratic practices).

imperia detour?

A rounded conception of the two preparatory phases of a period of global 
leadership would also draw attention to the “lame duck” feature of that season 
of world politics. At a time when the “sitting” world power is past the phase of 
executing its primary agenda, that whose execution placed it in offi  ce in the 
fi rst place, tension and uncertainty arise, prompting projects that amount to an 
“imperial detour.” A case in point, and a signifi cant current example, is the Iraq 

war of 2003. For in the period of transition from global leadership, world politics 
is poised uneasily between “empire” as the historically familiar form of large-
scale organization, and “global organization” as the new, promising but as yet 
untested way of the future. In fact, the major confl icts of that period involve the 
defense of clusters of autonomous states from the designs of imperial powers. 
Th e incumbents of the (only lightly institutionalized) offi  ce of global leadership 
are torn between the future promises of a global organization and the “tradi-
tional” pull of empire. Th eir primary agenda will have tackled the then urgent 
global problems (that included the defeat of imperial challengers) but as these 
problems have been met, they slip into “traditional” patterns and yield to impe-
rial temptation.

Britain, past its second cycle, off ers an illuminating example.⁵ In 1899 a 
Conservative government authorized a war against two small Boer Republics in 
Southern Africa, experienced early reverses, and sustained guerilla insurgency, 
challenges that were met by the deployment of large forces⁶ and at great cost to 
its international standing.⁷ Transvaal and the Orange Free State were annexed 
in 1902 but as early as 1910, under a Liberal government in London, all of South 
Africa became self-governing, soon to be led by the leaders of the Boer com-
mandos, Botha and Smuts. English historian G.M. Trevelyan summed up the 
lessons of that war as follows: “It put an end to the somewhat boastful type of 
Imperialism, which dominated the last years of the Nineteenth century, a spirit 
which…would have made trouble in the dangerous epoch now approaching.”

Th e Boer war was hardly an isolated incident in the aftermath of Britain’s 
second (learning) cycle (1740–1850). By 1858 the British government was ruling 

⁴. In , . percent of the world’s population lived in democracies (Modelski 
and Perry : ).

⁵. Similar patterns can be observed in the “lame duck” phases in each of the 
cycles of global leadership: following the fi rst British cycle of –, (the war of 
American Independence –), the Dutch cycle of – (the Dutch East 
India Company launching the conquest of Java after , to become a territorial pow-
er); and the Portuguese cycle of – (expedition in Morocco ).

⁶. Th e British forces of , included contingents from Australia, India, New 
Zealand and Canada; they suff ered , fatalities.

⁷. Max Beloff  (: ) minimizes the original pretexts for that war, and stresses 
the determination of Alfred Milner (high commissioner for South Africa) and Joseph 
Chamberlain (Colonial Secretary) to “assume political control of the Transvaal, so as 
to prevent trouble elsewhere in South Africa and demonstrate the solidity and strength 
of the Empire.” Both Milner and Chamberlain were part of the “imperialist milieu” in 
Britain at the turn to the t century (Kennedy : ).
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over the entire Indian subcontinent, and in 1877 Queen Victoria was declared 
Empress of India. Th e prevailing foreign policy orientation of Conservative gov-
ernments under Lord Salisbury was one of free hand and avoidance of alliances. 
But the war revealed the dangers of such “splendid isolation”; it was followed, in 
short order, by the Anglo-Japanese alliance (1902), the Entente Cordiale (1904), 
and the Anglo-Russian agreement (1907).

But the war is worth recalling for another reason: it triggered a stream of 
writing denouncing “economic imperialism.” As the hostilities were coming 
to a close, in 1902, J.A. Hobson published Imperialism: A Study, proposing an 
interpretation that was in eff ect a generalization of that war’s experience: war 
driven by special interests, and large fi rms, (Rhodes’) seeking new markets and 
supplies (gold, diamonds), but not benefi ting the national interest. V. I. Lenin 
picked up, and enlarged on these themes in his infl uential 1916 volume (writ-
ten in Zurich). But his prediction, of a collapse of capitalism in its “highest 
stage,” proved wrong. Th e South African experience suggests that the “imperial 
detour” is a structural problem of the “lame duck” phases of the “global leader-
ship” period of global political evolution that is troublesome but not beyond 
remedy.

macrodecision

Looking further ahead we come to the next phase of the current long cycle, 
its “selection” phase of Macrodecision (2026–2050). In the four earlier cycles 
this was the phase that generated global wars, and as their product, new leader-
ship. In “Leadership” (p. 18) I argued that “there is no reason why in the future 
this process could not assume a diff erent form, coming to a decision without 
resort to large-scale violence…such substitutes can in fact emerge from within 
the democratic community.”

We might consider two scenarios: in the fi rst, we see a cohesive global 
democratic community, comprising not only the majority of the world’s popu-
lation, but also the preponderance of its military, economic, and technological 
resources, and a majority “party” within the United Nations. Th is arrangement 
might present such unassailable strength that a direct military challenge would 
obviously be unproductive, if not utterly destructive but it calls for bold struc-
tural innovation in the institution of global leadership. 

Th e second, multipolar, scenario, is more conventional but allows for the 
possibility of alliances between the several poles of that system, and within the 
United Nations, hence also between democratic and non-democratic states. 
Th is alternative might reduce the chances of deep division, but courts the dan-
gers of large-scale military confrontation. 

So much for the form a contested macrodecision might take two-three 
decades from now. As for its substance, we have argued elsewhere that at the 
present time the probabilities favor the re-selection of the United States to a 
second term of global leadership.

emergence of the world system 

Th e social organization of humans today is manifestly more elaborate—
more complex—than it was 5000 years ago (cities, writing, states, great commu-
nities, world trade, etc.). To explain this we postulate a cascade of evolutionary 
processes (Devezas and Modelski 2003) that includes political globalization 
and the long cycle. Th e highest of these is the world system process setting the 
major tasks in each phase of the (world-scale, species-wide) four-phase learning 
process⁸ and describing the world system (or world society) that still is a “work-
in-progress.”

At this level, the four phases of that process appear as the familiar eras of 
world history: ancient, classical, modern and (presumptively) post-modern. But 
viewed as successive elements of a learning algorithm they become part of a gen-
eralized learning process; they each assume a character all their own, defi ned 
by a major theme (characteristic of that phase of the learning process): ancient, 
by creating the learning infrastructure; classical, by socio-religious organiza-
tion; and modern, by the problem of collective organization on a planetary scale 
(for empirical tests, see i.a. Devezas and Modelski 2003). Th e emergence of the 
world system (or world society) might then be seen as if programmed by a four-
phased learning algorithm represented in Figure 1: Logistic curve for the world 
system process.

Where are we now, and what is the prognosis? Figure 1 shows, at 1000, the 
fl ex-point that tips the emerging system toward the selection phase of collective 
(political) organization. Our present position, in about 2000, lies at the mid-
phase of that phase. Th at position also indicates that as much as 80 per cent of 
that great learning project (of populating the planet, and organizing for living 

⁸. We derive the following principles from our theoretical analysis (Modelski 
): the human species is capable of self-organization at multiple levels (including also 
at the species-hierarchical level), over time in a cascade of (autocatalytic) learning algo-
rithms (simple rules in the form of the enhanced Lewontin-Campbell heuristic), and in 
such a manner as to create replicators, and constitute a lineage, assuring continuity.
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processes that yield insights include the course of the current K-wave of eco-
nomic innovation (peaking in the mid-2020s), the trajectory of world democra-
tization (reaching 90 percent saturation by the end of the century), and related 
to it, the processes of equalization (that also characterized earlier eras of the 
world system).

some general considerations

Implicit in this discussion has been the view that world politics holds impor-
tant elements of order that are not so well hidden as to be unknowable, and that 
might lend themselves to systematic analysis. Th e calendar that we have pre-
sented suggests the working of an evolutionary “clock” that in turn raises the 
question whether such analysis implicates general principles or universal laws.

Nineteenth century “philosophies of history” proposed a number of 
schemes that elucidated laws of history or society, and prominent names that 
come to mind include Comte, Spencer, and Marx. Th eir schemes generated 
much attention and much political capital but lost traction in the course of the 
20t century. Th e expansion of the social sciences—which they promoted—and 
the increase in historical understanding that has occurred made them appear 
dated, perhaps lacking in sophistication. But it could not be excluded that they 
also contained important insights when they portrayed large-scale processes as 
shaping portions of the human experience.

A relevant analogy might be derived from the physical sciences. Newton’s 
laws of gravity have been, for centuries, prominent metaphors if not models of 
social organization. But the fabric of the cosmos might be a set of phenomena 
made accessible by two distinct bodies of theory (so far unreconciled). Th ese 
are general relativity, the science of the large that elaborates on gravity, and 
quantum mechanics, that deals with the realm of the small. While general rela-
tivity proposes general laws that govern the universe, quantum mechanics is the 
realm of uncertainty, and probability.

Might it be that the social sciences—that attempt to unravel the patterns in 
the fabric of the social cosmos—might be subject to the same condition? Could 
it be that the evolutionary study of globalization and world system emergence 
will reveal “clocks” that time (or programs that encode) the—possibly—simple 
rules that animate these structural processes? But such rules would also be 
unsuitable if relied upon to deal with the complexities of individual decision-
making or collective behavior.

In 20t century historiography, the debate has been between those who 
favor the search for covering laws, in the Humean-Hempel mode, and others 
who disdain general principles and regard historical writing as the reenactment 

together) might now be complete, the reason being that most of the steep part of 
the learning curve is now behind us. Th at means that the bulk of the construc-
tion of the world system may now be in hand. No revolutionary changes loom 
ahead even if the work of putting the fi nishing touches on this great project still 
lies ahead.

In summary: Guided by the injunction: “to know the future, know the past,” 
this review of  long-term trends in world politics” yields the following fi ndings:

Th e main prediction (in “Leadership”) of a transition from the institution 
of global leadership to a form of global organization is holding up well. But such 
an advance might not take conclusive form for another century.

Th e foundation for such an advance is likely to be the emerging global dem-
ocratic community. Th e “imperial detour” is a structural feature of the institu-
tion of “global leadership” that is unlikely to change the long-term trend just 
outlined. Th e world system as a whole is well underway in the modern era of 
collective organization for world society.

Th is account of trends in political globalization is of course only part of 
what evolutionary analysis can contribute to charting future tendencies. Other 

Figure 1 – The Four-Phased Millennial Learning Process of the World System* 
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percent of completion of the whole process after Devezas and Modelski 2003:856.

(1)  f = { 1 + exp [- ∂/n (t - tο) ] } 

f  is the fraction of the process completed at time t

g  is the number of generations
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of past experience in the verstehen mode. Similar arguments have, in this gen-
eration, pervaded the social sciences. Could it be that both sides of that argu-
ment have merit, depending on what is being investigated? And if we want to 
penetrate the hidden order of large-scale organization of humanity and the 
future of world society, we cannot neglect the search for general, and elegant 
and preferably non-complex, rules that might govern it.
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Chaos or ReOrder? The Future of Hegemony 
in a World-System in Upheaval*

introduction

The latest resurgence of interest in the concept of hegemony¹—in the con-
text of this study understood as the power of a state to exercise functions of 

leadership and governance over a system of sovereign states (Arrighi 1994: 27)—
and empire, both in the popular and academic realm, has been mostly the result 
of a change in the perception of power, specifi cally its sources, application, and 
distribution. But what kind of hegemony? Hegemony over what? And why the 
sudden burst of interest in “empires,” at times used as a substitute for hegemony 
(implicitly or not), but often to describe a new or diff erent kind of hegemonic 
power? More to the point, though: How did such confusion arise, when those 
concepts, especially in the sociology literature, had received plenty of attention 
and scholarship, not only recently but several decades ago? Th ese questions 
make it well worth it to remind ourselves not only of the unfortunate disjunc-

Observing the latest trends of a rise in 
interest in the development of power distribu-
tion in a world-system created and dominated 
by states but increasingly challenged as such, 
this paper takes a deeper look at the histori-
cal evolution of this system, its current trans-
formation, and likely future development. 
After a brief discussion of prevalent concepts 
of world(-)system development and its socio-
political control, this work offers an evolu-

tionary perspective to place current changes 
of power and its distribution in the dynamic 
long-term development of global system for-
mation. It then presents alternative visions of 
the future development of political and eco-
nomic hegemony. It concludes that a further 
rise in instability of global political power dis-
tribution accompanied by a likely challenge 
to existing distributional patterns has a high 
probability of occurrence.

abstract:

* Th e author would like to thank Mark Herkenrath, Claudia König, Hanno 
Scholtz, and Th omas Volken for providing the forum in which this article originated, and 
also extend his gratitude to the anonymous reviewer, as well as William R. Th ompson, 
George Modelski, Volker Bornschier, and Chris Chase-Dunn for their helpful comments 
and suggestions.

¹. “Hegemony” and “hegemonic leadership” are highly contested concepts and defi -
nitions vary signifi cantly (for a discussion on the various defi nitions in this context, see 
Rapkin ; Goldstein , especially chaps.  and ). For the purposes of this paper, 
we use the terms hegemony, hegemonic leadership, and system leader interchangeably. 
We follow thus the Gramscian perception of hegemony as a combination of power in 
form of leadership based on both coercion and consent.
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tion of sociological and (mainstream) political science studies of systemic state 
power but also of the uncertainty within the world-systems literature over its 
current state and future development. Th is article fi rst challenges the arguments 
of discontinuation of the world-system as a result of the decline of states and 
the globalized nature in its current stage, then continues to argue for an analyti-
cal synthesis, not only of the existing sociology and political science literatures 
on the problématique of global hegemony, but also the broad spectrum of the 
social sciences in the form of an evolutionary model, briefl y presenting such an 
approach.²

the rise and decline of hegemony³

Starting in the 1970s, the notion of waning U.S. power, both economically as 
well as militarily, introduced new interest in the discussion of hegemonic power 
status—characterized as having a disproportionate share of power in a social 
and interrelated world system—and the inherent cause for decline that lay in the 
exertion of acting as a “benign” hegemonic power, creating a stable liberal world 
market order (Kindleberger 1996) and thus allowing competitors to rise.

For world-systems students (in the tradition of Wallerstein 1974; Chase-Dunn 
1989; Arrighi 1994; Taylor 1996) and others following the structural world-his-
torical development of the world system during the past centuries (in various 
lengths and variations, but as an interconnected social system, e.g., Frank 1978; 
Hugill 1993; Modelski and Th ompson 1996; Dark 1998; for a summary of the 
literature on long waves, see Goldstein 1988) this was hardly a surprising devel-
opment. In fact, it was to be expected, as the decline from the initial height of 
American hegemony after World War II was merely following past trajectories 
of the rise and fall of actors characterized as hegemons (such as Portugal, the 
Dutch, and the British).

Alongside neorealist structural studies of power distribution in a 
(Westphalian) state system, a new debate emerged about the meaning of what 
constituted power that would enable a state to exert infl uence over others. Th e 
new currency of power was thought to be coined through cooperation rather 
than coercion, as soft power replaced hard power as the critical element in such 
an environment (Keohane and Nye 1977, 1997; see also Nye 2004). Th e future 
issues seemed to be the forms of cooperative power, the eff ects of complex inter-
dependencies on the rules of engagement in a new, transforming and globalizing 
world system, and the rise of regional powers rather than the question of a pos-
sible challenge to the old hegemonic power status of the United States (Keohane 
1984). For these observers, the very concept of the possibility of hegemonic 
power status in the traditional sense (of a mostly coercive nature executed by 
states) seemed to have lost any explanatory or predictive strength. But through 
the introduction of  “new” forms of power, it was thought possible for the existing 
hegemon to lose one kind of power and substitute it with another, thus securing 
its relative share of power. Th ese analytical developments were largely the result 
of a division of labor in political science, where “security” students focused largely 
on an independent system of sovereign states battling over “high politics” (and 
hard power), whereas studies of the international political economy focused on 
the issues of “low politics” (and soft power) in at times overlapping, but mostly 
separate systems. As a result, many political scientists lost interest in the world-
systems-based (and other long-term structural systemic) concepts of hegemonic 
power.

However, the lack of an emergent “new world order” after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall (as announced by George Bush, Sr. but also promoted by Bill Clinton in 
another form) centered around a cooperative, interdependent world of states 
and non-state actors, but most certainly the events surrounding the 9/11 attacks 
muddled the analytical waters deeply and put to rest the “end of history.” Not 
surprisingly, the concepts of hegemony and/or empire have reappeared as a way 
out of this analytical mess in both the academic and more popular treatments of 
the subject (e.g., Hardt and Negri 2000; Chomsky 2003; Ferguson 2003, 2004; 
Rupert and Fitts 2004; Johnson 2005; Merry 2005). While it is true that the con-
stituting elements of an interdependent world have not suddenly vanished, recent 
events in world politics (such as the American but also European responses to 
the 9/11 attacks, and the rise of China as a regional, if not global power) have 
demonstrated the continued role and importance of “traditional” (i.e., coercive) 
capabilities for the establishment and projection of power in the global system.

Th e overwhelming massing of these traditional capabilities in a single and 
similarly traditional unit (i.e., a state) has brought back the analytical focus on 
the need for a thorough understanding of the complex and cyclical system of 

². Th is model has been discussed in much greater detail elsewhere (Rennstich 
b, forthcoming).

³. Th e following review refl ects an extremely broad-brushed image of these devel-
opments and leaves out many more nuanced approaches present in the political science 
literature during these phases. Its purpose is to portray the diff erent paths in the study 
of hegemonic power, or more specifi cally, the power of states to act as predominant lead-
ers based on means of coercion or attraction, to readers who might be less familiar with 
these developments in the political science literature, rather than to paint a nuanced pic-
ture of this very diverse fi eld itself.
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the “ceaseless accumulation of capital,” a feature characterizing “no other histori-
cal system that ever existed before” (Wallerstein 1993: 293). It is important to 
note this diff erence, because this view does not deny the existence of previous 
existing interaction networks. However, they are viewed as so systemically diff er-
ent in their “operating principle” that they need to be analytically categorized as 
separate entities and based on their diff erent organizational principle marked as 
“world-empires” (Wallerstein 1993: 293–294).

From this perspective, the expansion of the world-system into a truly global, 
all-encompassing interaction-network of social, economic, and political rela-
tions, results in a new phase of world-system development, marking, if not the 
end, then at least an unknown outcome of the current state of systemic chaos and 
thus the “end of the world as we know it” (Wallerstein 1999; see also Hopkins and 
Wallerstein 1996). In this view, the source and location of power changes dramat-
ically, as states have lost their previous power status and thus their imprint on the 
world-system they previously shaped so signifi cantly. It is hardly surprising, then, 
to see a renewed interest in the analytical framework of “empires” in the literature 
(as discussed earlier). Th e operational mode of production—and thus the mode 
that created the world-system—has changed, as has the main unit of systemic 
development and control, the state. Th e next logical step is to ask: might this be 
the time now, when the world-system reverts back to a world characterized by 
the proto-capitalist empire-created modus operandus?⁵

Here we argue that an alternative view on the evolution of the historical 
world system (with and without the hyphen) into today’s global system can help 
to clear some of the analytical fog that has characterized the confused state of 
world-system analysis. We agree with Frank and Gills (1993: 303) in that “it is not 
the mode of production which determines the overall developmental patterns 
and outcomes of this game [i.e., world system/world-system development]—but 
the nature of the game itself, of which the various modes are (only) an element.” 
In this view, the driver of all world system history infl uencing the outcome of 
“development” in any particular part of the system is an element of the prevail-
ing conditions of “development” (in particular capital accumulation) of the whole 
world system (Frank and Gills 1993: 302). If one can accept this notion of system 
development, world system development takes on a rather evolutionary charac-
ter: the nature and the rules of Frank and Gill’s “game” do not change as much as 
implied by the world-system view of development. What does change are tech-

hegemonic leadership. However, just as in the political science literature, scholars 
more traditionally associated with the question of global hegemony struggled 
throughout the 1990s to connect the world they seemed to experience with the 
traditional world-system concepts. Wallersteinians (Hopkins and Wallerstein 
1996) declared an age of transition to the world-system (and even the end of 
the world) as we know it, Bornschier (1999) argued for “hegemony without a 
hegemon,” and the predominant question was that of (expected) systemic chaos 
but of a rather uncertain future, characterized by weakened states and a lack of 
alternatives to the structures instilled by the declining hegemonic power.

Here we aim to provide not only a challenge to the view of  “declining” states 
(arguing instead for a change of their roles to the one they occupied in earlier 
stages of the world system understood as an interconnected social network 
structure), and the view of a signifi cantly diff erent and thus in its development 
distinct world-system as the result of its true “globalization” (making the case 
for the need of a broadening of the conceptualization of the world-system as an 
identifi able social unit). We propose an alternative model that allows the inclu-
sion of a wide range of literatures without a signifi cant loss of epistemological 
rigidity in the form of an evolutionary model of what is termed here an evolving 
global system.

world-systems or world system formation – the debate

Beginning with the work of Braudel (1992 [1979]), Wallerstein (1974, 1980, 
1984, 1989) and others, signifi cant steps have been taken toward⁴ an understand-
ing of the development of the world system/world-system in its historical evo-
lution. Th is has expressed itself in the development of a wider range of what 
constitutes such a “world-creating” (following Wallerstein’s [1993: 294] notion of 
the world-system as a system that “is a world”) “set of nested and overlapping 
interaction networks that link all units of social analysis” (Grimes 1999: 30).

For Wallerstein and many others in the world-systems tradition, the diff er-
entiae specifi cae of the world-system born out of sixteenth century Europe was 

⁴. See e.g., Abu-Lughod (); Arrighi (; see also Arrighi et al. ); Boswell 
(); Buzan and Little (); Chase-Dunn (, see also ; Chase-Dunn and 
Hall ); Dark (); Denemark et al. (); Frank (, ); Frank and Gills 
(); Freeman (; see also Freeman and Louçã ); Gilpin (); Goldstein 
(); Kennedy (); Modelski and Th ompson (); Hugill (); Modelski 
(, ); Pomeranz and Topik (); Pomeranz (); Rasler and Th ompson 
(, ); Taylor (); Th ompson (, ); Tilly (); Tilly and Stinchcombe 
().

⁵. For a review of views on diff erent forms of modi operandi in the economic-sociol-
ogy literature, see e.g., Nee and Swedberg ().
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niques of competition, of which the basic modi operandi have in fact been around 
for a considerably longer time than the sixteenth century. Th e actors, however, 
are merely changing positions. From this perspective, systems change in charac-
ter and developmental style and control over much of the past century of world 
history, but not so signifi cantly as to merit a world-system of their own (see e.g., 
Frank 1998; Modelski 1990; Modelski and Th ompson 1996; Hugill 1993).

Both sides of the debate agree on one thing, however: the transformation of 
a (or the) world(-) system into a global one. As argued above, the aim here is not 
to discuss the start of this global system, but rather to focus on the question of its 
current state: has the evolution of the system come to a halt or is the current state 
of systemic “chaos” just part of the regular transformation or maybe of a similar 
transformation than the one that took place with the rise of Europe as its (new) 
center in the sixteenth century? To ask this question is critical if one is to seek an 
answer for the future modus operandus and thus the necessary means of control 
within it, or put diff erently, what constitutes power and who can aim to wield it? 
Does hegemony continue to exert itself in a similar fashion as in the past (a single 
state possessing a disproportionate share of power in a system of states that acts 
as the overarching organizing principle of the world system) or not (new power-
centers striving for the creation of far-reaching systems under their control, i.e., 
a return to empire-systems)?

global system development: an evolutionary approach

Evolutionary models are characterized by a focus on change, dynamics, and 
selection. Change in this view is constant, but never linear in its unfolding—it 
changes pace, intensity, and impact depending on the environment in which this 
change unfolds. In doing so, changes are aff ecting the development of environ-
ments that in turn aff ect them (feedback eff ects). Th e world system constitutes 
such an environment of dynamical change. It follows in its development an “evo-
lutionary logic” that explains the creation of “possibility space” or in other words 
the potential options for change open to the systems and its parts (see Clark 
et al. 1995). Th is evolutionary logic driving the global system process is based 
on the following set of epistemological assumptions of evolutionary economics 
(Andersen 1994), that also build the basis of the model presented here :

• agents (e.g., individuals, groups, organizations, etc.) can never be “per-
fectly informed” and thus have to optimize (at best) locally, rather than 
globally;

• an agent’s decision-making is (normally) bound to rules, norms, and insti-
tutions;

• agents are to some extent able to imitate the rules of other agents (imita-
tion), to learn for themselves, and are able to create novelty (innovation);

• the processes of imitation and innovation are characterized by signifi cant 
degrees of cumulativeness and path-dependency (but may be interrupted 
by occasional discontinuities);

• the interactions between the agents take place in situations of disequilib-
ria and result in either successes or failures of commodity variants and 
method variants as well as of agents; and

• these processes of change are non-deterministic, open-ended, and irre-
versible.

Th us, socio-political and ultimately global system change seen in this light 
is always a historical, dynamic process involving the use as well as the creation of 
resources (as diverse as simple objects, techniques and knowledge, or even entire 
social organizations). Th e evolutionary logic is the result of social interaction 
and thus human agency. Th is agency, however, takes place and is embedded in an 
institutional and technological context. In other words, whereas the driving logic 
(human agency) of this process remains the same, its context changes, constitut-
ing a “social learning algorithm” of evolutionary change that is at work at all levels 
of the global system process (from the individual to the change of the global 
system as a whole). Within the framework presented here, the four mechanisms 
driving the evolutionary globalization process and constituting a “social learn-
ing algorithm” are: (i) variety creation (very broadly: cultural process); (ii) coop-
eration or segregation (social process); (iii) selection (political process); and (iv) 
preservation and transmission (economic process).

Since such a synthesis has to be an ordered one, all world system processes 
have a time-structure that allows for successive optimizations of these mecha-
nisms in a formal-logical “learning sequence” (following the numbered sequence 
above). Global system processes in this view, then, are seen as nested and syn-
chronized (i.e., coevolving) four-phased temporal learning experiments driven by 
a common evolutionary logic inherent in all these processes.

From an evolutionary perspective, the development of the global system as 
we experience it today has been characterized by what McNeill and McNeill 
(2003) describe as a process of intensifying connections of human “webs.” Th ese 
webs were rather diverse in their form, strength of connections, and the areas and 
peoples that they covered. Th rough the gradual amalgamation of many smaller 
webs into a single world web, the global system emerged in the form of the “Old 
World Web” spanning most of Eurasia and North Africa and formed about 
2,000 years ago. With the expansion of oceanic navigation, a more complex and 
extended (both in depth and width) single “cosmopolitan web” emerged out of 
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existing metropolitan (and the few remaining local) webs, creating a truly global, 
single human web.

Descriptions of the development of a global system abound (as discussed 
above). Th e analysis of McNeill and McNeill has been used here in order to high-
light two of the most important aspects of the global system formation, often only 
implicitly acknowledged in the respective analyses: the evolutionary character of 
its development and the complexity of its connection. Th is study is based on and 
extends the empirical analysis of the development of the modern era system (i.e., 
the current global organization phase in the global or world system process) as 
put forward by Modelski and Th ompson (1996) and Rennstich (2003b). Th e 
model developed there takes into account the dynamic processes of the evolu-
tionary drive of the global world system process and the resulting change in the 
overall network structure of the nested, coevolving cultural, social, political, and 
economic processes.

system complexity and world system evolution

To readers familiar with existing long-wave narratives of world system devel-
opment it is important to note the inclusion of the element of system complexity 
in the model presented here. In this view, a crucial aspect in terms of its evolu-
tion from a set of previously loosely related webs or sub-systems into the far 
more interconnected global system of today is the connection between system 
complexity and the “weaving of the global web” as a developmental process. Th e 
advantage of employing an evolutionary model in the analysis of systems even 
on a “world” scale is that it allows us to draw on the important insights of other 
research traditions, employing fi ndings from seemingly unrelated subject mat-
ters, that nonetheless contribute signifi cant theoretical and empirical fi ndings for 
our study of global system evolution. Especially the work of Devezas and his col-
laborators (Devezas and Corredine 2001, 2002; Devezas and Modelski 2003) has 
signifi cant implications for a more thorough understanding of the evolutionary 
processes shaping world system development.

Change in complex systems, whether in the direction of greater or lesser 
complexity, produce a trajectory or “historical path,” limiting future options and 
thus becoming path-dependent in this way.⁶ As a consequence, complex systems 

such as the nested global economic, political, social, and cultural processes under 
study here exhibit a tendency to “self-organization,” that is, the endogenous 
ordering into hierarchies gives them a system-wide form.⁷ Th e way the inter-
relationships between parts of the systems are established—i.e., the weaving of 
the webs or, put diff erently, the structure of the networks making up the global 
system—thus becomes crucial for our understanding of the dynamics of these 
coevolving structures.

Figure 1 illustrates graphically the relationship between the rate of change, 
rising system complexity, and prevalent system network structure or “mode of 
web-weaving” (see Rennstich 2003b, for a more thorough discussion of this argu-
ment). C represents the rate of complexity that rises over time, displayed on the 

⁶. Th is is the result of the structure of complex systems. Whereas in systems theory 
all sub-systems relate to each other, complex systems consist of networks of links of vari-
ous types between all parts of the system, but each part is not necessarily linked with all 
others, in the same way.

⁷. As a result, these complex systems exhibit “morphogenesis” (i.e., the development 
of an organism or of some part of one, as it changes as a species) based on processes that 
are partly independent of agency, although they require agents to both initiate and enact 
them (Dark ).
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Figure 1 – Evolutionary Model of Global System Formation, 930CE–2300CE*

*    Figure 1 graphically summarizes our model of the modern era globalization process that is the basis 
of this analysis. In this view, the global system process is driven by the nested processes of economic 
development (most-inner octagon, labeled Sung, Commercial, Oceanic trade, Industrial take-off, 
Information, and Digital); political development (bullet-shaped boxes, labeled Eurasian transition, 
Atlantic-Europe, and Atlantic Pacific); and social development (rounded boxes labeled Experiments and 
Democracy). Together, they constitute the global system development (represented by the thin-grey box 
framing all other processes).
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Th is structure is mainly the result of the need to cope with a rise in com-
plex decision-making through externalization of the decision-making process.¹⁰ 
However, the more complex the system becomes—that is, the wider the pos-
sibility space extends—the more liable it is to collapse. Th is collapse takes place 
in the form of a selection of best adapted organizational and institutional vari-
ance, as the possibility space for change begins to close and the system becomes 
hypercoherent.

Surrounding the time of this punctuation (starting around the middle of 
the eighteenth century), the global system process is marked by an important 
change in the form of its “web-weaving” or network formation. Rather than seek-
ing to manage the extension between webs, large metropolitan webs aim to turn 
into single, large “mono-structures” with control over the entire web rather than 
mainly the external connections to other webs, manifesting the selected organi-
zational and institutional structures. Th is network-system mode remains largely 
in place, until a new phase of evolutionary dynamic sets in the late twentieth 
century (in the second half of the twentieth century, see Figure 1), bringing back 
the main focus on the organizational control of the connections between existing 
webs or networks.

Point B in Figure 1 represents the point at which catastrophic change into a 
decline mode occurs. Th e network structure of the global system during its initial 
unfolding remains external in nature, bringing with it ever-higher levels of com-
plexity as the webs deepen in both depth and width. During point A, the point 
of hypercoherence, the network structure becomes internally oriented, leading 
to point B, to “catastrophic change” or punctuation (i.e., the selection of a macro 
organizational and institutional model in the global community process).¹¹

x-axis. Th is graphical representation does not aim to portray any “exact” starting 
date from which world system formation sprang up. Th e date indicated (from 
around 930 c.e.) marks instead the fi rst emergence of the system-weaving mode 
(or modus operandus) of the stage in world (and ultimately global) system devel-
opment that characterizes global system development until somewhere in 2300 
c.e., when this developmental stage is expected to take on a new dynamic. Th e 
y-axis label C is short for “system complexity” and represented by the bold-grey, 
wave-like arrow in Figure 1). A indicates the point at which growth in complexity 
will begin to slow, as hypercoherence takes aff ect and the possibilities for change 
(i.e., possibility space) begin to decrease rapidly. Since complex socio-political 
systems (like all complex systems) will inhibit an internal dynamic which leads 
them to increase in complexity, the rate of decision-making must, necessarily, 
keep pace with this increased complexity (see also Devezas and Corredine 2001, 
2002).

Th is system increases in reach and overall complexity until (during the nine-
teenth century) it reaches a state in which the path-dependent system eventually 
runs out of future possible choices, a state also referred to as “hypercoherence”⁸ 
that regularly occurs in any complex system.⁹ In other words, the global system 
experiences a systemic punctuation (also referred to as “catastrophic change”) 
around 1850, resulting in the end of the experimental phase in the global com-
munity process and starting with the democratic phase as the set-up that seems 
the most fi t and effi  cient in the global social system (see Rennstich 2003b).

Decision-making (and thus the process of agency) does not take place in an 
isolated environment but rather a strongly contextual one, marked by high levels 
of feedback eff ects: agency aff ects the environment in which it unfolds, but also 
is formed by it. Th us, it is important not only to focus on the agents (in the con-
text of this work states aiming for systemic leadership or hegemony) but also to 
identify the contextual environment in which this agency takes place.

⁸. Th e terms “hypercoherence” or “catastrophic change” refer not to the overall 
breakdown of the global system process, but rather to the terminology used in chaos- and 
catastrophe-theory. Th ey represent an “option-narrowing” as the result of the selection of 
a new organizational and institutional setting in the global community process. After a 
relatively short period of internal network structure dominance, the system reverts to an 
external system structure, setting in motion a new rise of complexity, bringing with it a 
new phase of externally open systems and consequently in the end leading to a new stage 
of hypercoherence.

⁹. For a discussion of complex-systems theories, see Auyang ().

¹⁰. A good example might be the diff erence in organization of the decision-making 
process in a small four-person fi rm in contrast to the hierarchical structure found in 
much larger enterprises. Th e sheer complexity of the need for individual decisions ren-
ders it impossible for a single person to make all the necessary decisions. Rather, these 
organizations develop mechanisms of delegating decision-making, connecting several 
agents over a number of hierarchies in a joint decision-making network. Th e world as a 
whole also resembles such a joint decision-making network. It permeates from the global 
system process to the nested social and political processes and the inner core of the eco-
nomic process. During this “search phase” of expanding possibility space, the dynamics of 
the system develop best in a relatively (externally) open environment.

¹¹. It is important to note that “catastrophic change” here refers not to a breakdown 
of the global system process, but rather to the terminology used in chaos- and catas-
trophe-theory and represents an “option-narrowing” as the result of the selection of a 
new organizational and institutional setting in the global community process. After a 
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New innovations and technologies and their accompanying institutional 
arrangements or paradigms¹² made it possible to extend the management of 
entire webs rather than just the external network of relationships between exist-
ing webs, the major units of the global web—large, metropolitan webs with their 
respective hinterlands—could now viably seek to extend those hinterlands and 
incorporate large chunks of previously connected but largely independent webs 
into their own domain. As a result, the major mode of network structure creation 
and control switched from an external network-oriented one to one focused on 
the control of internal networks that remained connected with other webs (form-
ing a large global web) but shifted their focus on the internal networks rather 
than the external ones.

Ultimately, however, the control of these systems proved too complex, result-
ing in a state of hypercoherence of the global web (as described above). Since 
the middle of the twentieth century, the global system—again as a result of new 
technologies shifting the focus on control of external network connections rather 
than control over entire webs—has begun a new stage of global system forma-
tion that now incorporates not only the physical domain of human interaction 
but also the “virtual” one that can be captured in a binary (or “digital”) code.

system complexity and world system network structures

To use the image employed by McNeill and McNeill, the punctuation of 
the global system (starting around the middle of the eighteenth century) marks 
a change in the “spinning” of the global system web. Up to this point, webs had 
been extended and newly formed mostly in the form of the establishment of link-
ages between preexisting (metropolitan) webs and in turn creating a larger, single 
web, a process we could describe as “external network” or web extension. What 
changes during this time, is the increasing tendency of “internal web weaving,” 
that is the attempt to extend preexisting large webs internally to create rivaling, 
that is, alternative rather than complementing webs or networks.¹³

Table 1 lists the development of the network structure in addition to the 
coevolution of the economic and political process of globalization, describing the 
leading sectors of each economic Kondratiev- or K-wave and the lead economy 
of each political long wave of global world system leadership.14 Th e roots of the 
three main network systems in existence so far can be found in the evolutionary 
“trials” (as part of the evolutionary development of variety creation) during the 
two Chinese-dominated periods emerging roughly in 900 c.e.¹⁵ Especially the 
Southern Sung period during the eleventh and twelfth century provides many 
elements that are similar to those present in the following maritime network 
system. Given their lineage and the larger evolutionary pattern of development, 
however, it is analytically more sensible to regard them as evolutionary trials 
rather than part of the fi rst external network system.

Observing this process, we are able to mark three distinct network phases 
during the evolution of the modern world system: a maritime commercial phase 
(Genoa, Venice, Portugal, Dutch, England I), an industrial phase (England II, 
US I), and the emerging digital commercial phase (US II). All three phases can 
be divided into two meta-systems of internal and external network phases (as a 
result of leading sectors and the diff erent technological styles, see Table 1).¹⁶ In 
sum, the global system process during the time of the punctuation (from roughly 
the 1740s to 1970s, see Figure 1) changes from a process marked by external struc-
ture connections to one marked by internalizing webs, manifesting the selected 

relatively short period of internal network structure dominance, the system reverts to an 
external system structure, setting in motion a new rise of complexity, bringing with it a 
new phase of externally open systems and consequently in the end leading to a new stage 
of hypercoherence.

¹². See Perez () for an excellent discussion on the relationship between technol-
ogy, capital, and socio-economic and techno-economic paradigms that determine what 
in evolutionary models is referred to as possibility space.

¹³. We do by no means intend to deny a continuing connection between these 
webs—a prerequisite for the argument of a continued development of a single, extending 

global system. What is important in this context is the shift of emphasis from control of 
web connections to one of control over larger sub-webs as a whole. Th is process often in-
cluded the usurpation of smaller, existing webs into a larger “imperial” web with the aim 
to extend the sphere of control of a web, rather than extending the web through external 
connections only through the focus on the control of the connections rather than the 
other webs themselves.

¹⁴. Kondratiev or K-waves describe the emergence and subsequent decline of long-
term economic cycles (roughly  years in length) that are superimposed on shorter—and 
better known—business cycles, describing the “capitalist pulse” of the economic global 
system process. For a discussion of the concept of K-waves in the context of the model 
employed here, see Rennstich (a, b). For a more general discussion on K-waves, 
see Duijn (); Goldstein (); Berry (); Freeman and Louçã ().

¹⁵. Th is work follows the increasing use of c.e. (Common Era) and b.c.e. (before 
the Common Era), which replaces the traditional dating system employing  a.d. and b.c. 
respectively for the same periods.

¹⁶ For a full discussion of these phases, see Rennstich (b; see also Rennstich 
a).
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within and partially over it? Both views discussed earlier might not agree on the 
evolutionary story line of world system(s)/world-system(s) development, they 
do, however, agree upon its most powerful actors. An apparent characteristic of 
hegemonic leadership within the world system (with or without the hyphen) in 
most treatments of the subject seems to be located in the state and is marked by 
the inability of the existing leader to prevent its own decline in relative position 
dominance. Th is shift in the geographical and socio-political location of power 
has been explained as the outcome of the leader’s experience of success in the 
current setting, creating an entrenched institutional setting (in a broader sense) 
that proves adaptive in defending its turf but less so in fostering the rise of new 
leading sectors.¹⁸

Th e regular clustering of innovations (both technological and institutional) 
in space and time leads to the emergence of new leading sectors, thereby marking 
the “pulse” of the global web and determining the speed and form of its weav-
ing. Th ese new leading sectors enable a new way of solving old, existing global 
problems (communication, transportation, production, facilitation of trade, 
social organization, etc.), allowing one particular unit of the global web (here: 
states) to exercise a disproportionate share of dominance and control over the 
global web for a limited period of time, until the advancements made by one unit 
are diff used among the system, laying the foundation for a beat of the pulse to 
emerge. Th is pattern is captured in long-waves of the co-development of eco-
nomic and political advancement and subsequent dominance of particular units 
of the global web and summarized in Table 1.

It is important in this context to keep the evolutionary development of the 
global web in mind: hegemony during the early stages of the weaving of the global 
web requires diff erent capabilities and takes diff erent forms than the exercise of a 
disproportionate share of power in more recent years. As we will argue in the fol-
lowing section, this development also is by no means linear. Being able to exercise 
hegemony in the global web of 2004 does not simply require x-times more capa-
bilities than it did in the 1800s. Rather, we have to diff erentiate between diver-
gent types of capabilities, diff erent meanings of control, and as a result diff erent 
concepts of what establishes hegemony over the global web.¹⁹ Th erefore, we have 

organizational and institutional structures, until a new phase of evolutionary 
dynamic sets in during the late twentieth century.¹⁷

hegemony and world system evolution

Having described the environment that forms what we identify as the world 
and now global “system,” what about the actors that aim at exercising control 

¹⁷. Th e change in the dominant mode of the weaving of the global web is crucial for 
a full understanding of the meaning of “domination” and “control” of the global system. 
Hegemony—as we understand here based on a disproportionate share of power in the 
global web—means quite diff erent things in a system based on external-network control 
or in one that is characterized by hegemonic units controlling entire large webs, focusing 
on internal-network control (see below for an extension of this discussion).

¹⁸. See footnote  for narratives from a wide range of perspectives.
¹⁹. We agree with Arrighi (: ), that “inter-state and inter-enterprise competi-

tion can take diff erent forms, and the form they take has important consequences for the 
way in which the modern world system—as a mode of rule and as a mode of accumula-
tion—functions or does not function.”

Table 1 – Evolutionary Global System Process Model, 930 CE–2080 CE 

Starting
(≈year)

Global

Process

Global

Process

Global Political 
Evolution
(long cycles)

Global Economic 
Evolution
(K-waves)

Network

Republican Genoa
Venice

Commercial / 
Nautical Revolution

external1190

Global Nucleus Calvinist Atlantic Europe
Portugal
Dutch Republic

Oceanic Trade external1430

Liberal Britain I
Britain II

Industrial Take-Off transition
internal

1640

Global Organization Democracy
Democratic
groundwork

Atlantic-Pacific
USA

Information
K17 Electric, steel
K18 Electronics 
Digital
K19 Informational 
Industries
K20 Digital Network (?)

internal
transition
external
external

1850

2080 China (?) K21 (?)

Source: Based on Modelski (2000) and own additions. All years C.E.

Community Structure

Preconditions Experiments
Reforming

Eurasian Transition
North Sung
South Sung

Sung Break-Through build-up,

external

930
transition

System
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to pay special attention not only to the evolutionary character of the unfolding 
of the global web, but also the factors that determine the “type of weaving” of the 
global web, here identifi ed as “internal” and “external network systems.”

internal and external network systems

Th e commercial maritime system is in large part characterized by its 
emphasis on external networks of production and other value-adding processes 
(including the division of labor) and the importance of fl ows within the world 
economic system. Th e leading sectors in this phase are predominately service- or 
fl ow-oriented. Th ese include the Champagne fairs and Genoan Atlantic trade 
and trade in the Black Sea during long cycle three (under Genoan leadership), 
Romanian and Levantine galley fl eets during long cycle four (Venice), the control 
over Guinean gold and Indian pepper (Portugal), Baltic, Atlantic, and later Asian 
trade control of the Dutch, and Amerasian trade control of the British during 
long cycles fi ve, six, and seven respectively (see Table 1).²⁰

It also is important to note that the controlling metropolitan centers of these 
dominant webs during this phase of the global system development remain rela-
tively small in size (in terms of population and geographic extension, including 
their respective hinterlands). Th eir main focus on the control of the external 
web-connections (and internal control over the most profi table new leading sec-
tors) rather than attempting to create entire webs under their control allowed 
them to exercise an extraordinarly high level of control—or hegemony—in the 
expanding global system as a whole. Hegemony in this context therefore refers to 
a disproportionate share of external network control in the global system.

As argued earlier, beginning in the period often referred to as “industrial-
ization,” new innovations and technologies enabled the management (and thus 
centralized control) of far more extended webs, both in institutional depth and 
geographic width. Th e leading sectors that are the basis of the capitalist pulse 
during this period (see Table 1) are marked not only by the enabling of manage-
ability of far more complex systems or webs but also in the dual strategic sig-
nifi cance for military self-suffi  ciency and national economic independence held 
to provide the rationale for the desire to acquire this group of industries (Sen 
1984). 

So-called “great-power states”—the main “web-weavers” in this system—try 
to establish internal rather than external networks, in order to, as Rosecrance 

(1996: 6) puts it, “excel in all economic functions, from mining and agriculture to 
production and distribution.” During this phase the main focus of network-cre-
ation and control is on the internal aspect of the systems. Th is emphasis on self-
suffi  ciency and national economic independence characterizing the industrial 
global economic phase stands in stark contrast to the necessities of an external 
network- and service-based environment as found in the maritime commercial 
and digital commercial systems.

Th e industrial system, in contrast to the maritime commercial system, has its 
main center located in internal production networks. Th e leading sectors in this 
mode are commonly associated with our understanding of  “industrialization”—
Britain’s dominance of cotton and iron production, and later railroads and steam 
during the eighth long cycle, followed by the leadership in steel, chemicals, elec-
tric power, motor vehicles, aviation, and electronics of the United States during 
the ninth long wave (see Table 1).

Whereas previous innovations and technologies that developed into new 
leading sectors dominating the development of the global system were largely 
enablers of external network domination, the leading sectors and their accom-
panying technologies of the industrial phase allowed control of complexity on 
a much larger scale than previous technologies did. Th is transition can best be 
viewed in the structural change of textile manufacturing under British organiza-
tion.²¹

In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, production factories set up by 
companies such as the English East India Company on the (eastern) outer 
realms of the British (and more generally, European) controlled network of the 
world economy spanned entire continents and included a sophisticated system 
of fi nancing and what in today’s terms would be referred to as outsourcing of 
production to external, independent contractors. In the latter half of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth century, this production system was replaced by factories 
organized around individual fi rms in the center of a less externally-oriented, but 
more vertically integrated world-economy with its center in Britain.²²

Starting out in the beginning of the seventeenth century by concentrating on 
Surat and Bantam, it had by the 1680s moved on to Madras and the Coromandel, 

²⁰. Although the earlier Sung periods (especially the second, southern Sung) could 
be regarded as maritime in nature, we view them here as parts of the experimental vari-
ety-creation process inherit in evolutionary systems.

²¹. It is important to note the emphasis on production networks. Trade fl ows re-
mained their mode of expansion, both in volume and reach, throughout the entire pe-
riod, although the center of control and the direction of fl ows changed substantially as a 
result of a change in production patterns.

²². As early as , Unwin (), argued that “one of the largest and most obvious 
aspects of the Industrial Revolution is the change involved in the direction of world trade 
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and, by the end of the century, began to expand its operations in Bengal, Bihar, 
and Orissa, centralizing as much as it could of the Indian supply of piece goods 
through its use of the dadni (i.e., contract) system (Barr 1991). Th e networks of 
procurement and supervision set up by the English far surpassed in volume and 
density those of their predecessors and competitors, characterized by a simulta-
neous commercial and territorial expansion (Arrighi et al. 1999: chap. 2).

Th is marked a signifi cant change from a preference of control over trading 
nodes to a preference for greater control of the production of key commodi-
ties, which involved necessarily greater territorial control as well. Th us, follow-
ing a practice introduced in Bengal in the 1750s, the dadni system, which relied 
to a great degree on outsourcing the production to contracting partners, was 
replaced by an agency system (see Barr 1991). Under this new system, each of the 
company’s factories integrated (“insourced”) production in specialized centers, 
called arangs.

Th is higher level of centralized integration foreshadowed the transition from 
an external-network based production structure to an internal one. By the end 
of the eighteenth century, the regime of factories abroad was “an outdated and 
disintegrating regime…a regime in crisis” out of which a “new regime of factories 
at home” emerged, “which, by the 1830s, had eff ectively supplanted the regime 
of factories abroad” (Barr 1991: 82). Th e concentration of production and major 
reorganization of labor and other factors of production characterized this new 
regime, in new spatial arrangements, and with an increasing emphasis on mecha-
nization of production.

Th e use of the example of Britain’s ability to maintain its central position in 
the global system is not accidental. As argued earlier this period was one of tran-
sition from the external network structure of the maritime commercial system 
to that of internal networks marking the punctuation of the global system as a 
whole. As the example above makes clear, the grounds for Britain’s preeminent 
position in the global system changed signifi cantly during this period: the impor-
tant aspect was, however, Britain’s continuation of dominance when in all previ-
ous pulsations of the global system the location “hegemonic heart” of the system 
shifted in location (see Table 1).

systemic chaos and network systems

Th e notion of systemic “chaos” as the result of the disintegration of the sys-
temic system put into place by the hegemonic leader as an outcome of its waning 
power is present in both Arrighi’s (1994) model (from whom we have adopted 
the term) and Modelski and Th ompson’s (1996) model (using the term “decon-
centration”) and both agree on the importance of the unraveling of the old for 
the creation of the new system. In our synthesis (see Rennstich 2004b for a more 
detailed discussion) we combine Modelski and Th ompson’s notion of hege-
monic crisis and global war as a catalyst for the transition to the new system with 
Arrighi’s concept of systemic transition and chaos. Figure 2 graphically summa-
rizes this model of hegemonic transition.

Th e four boxes with the rounded bottom-part represent the global web as 
a whole (consisting of a variety of subwebs, etc. that are not graphically rep-
resented here) at each step of its development from one hegemonic phase to 
another. Systemic expansion, in this view, allows the development of new clusters 
of innovations that lead to the emergence of new leading sectors and result in 
the emergence of new confi gurations of power in the form of alternative political 
and economic institutions. Th ese developments cause the rise of a new center of 
systemic capabilities and an increased inter-state and inter-enterprise competi-
tion, ultimately laying the foundation for a new commercial and organizational 
arrangement and also the rise of challengers to the existing leader, whose domi-
nation of the system starts to decline.

in textiles. Th e fl ow of piece-goods, which had for a century been westwards from Asia 
to Europe, turned eastwards from Europe to Asia….[T]he new factory system of the 
west displaced, as far as the production of cotton goods was concerned, an older factory 
system, which we may regard as essentially of the east, and of which the English factories 
established in India in the early seventeenth century were representative cases” (quoted 
in Barr : ).
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Figure 2 – Dynamics of Systemic Leadership Transitions?
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a new hegemonic leader, we argue here that the emergence of a new capitalist 
mode as a result from an external network system to an internal one (or vice 
versa) might enable the existing leader to decline and emerge at the same time. In 
such a moment, when a switch in the main modus operandus changes the dynam-
ics of world system evolution, it is conceivable for the existing leader to develop 
dual and alternative (but to some degree complimentary) centers of systemic 
capabilities, causing the development of a diff erent form of “chaos” and allowing 
for the generation of a “phoenix cycle” of renewed leadership out of the ashes of 
its former status (for reasons laid out below). 

Th e process leading to the development of a systemic chaos as depicted in 
Figure 2 is normally driven by the clustering of innovations outside the current 
hegemon’s realm (both in a geographical and technological sense), paired with the 
technological diff usion of core leading sectors technologies (again in a broader 
sense) and the emergence of new leading sectors. Th is triggers the centralization 
of new systemic capabilities in one or two newly new centers, eventually causing 
the rise of a challenger (or challengers) to the existing systemic leader.²⁵

One of the main characteristics of systemic leadership transitions in most 
treatments of the subject seems to be the inability of the existing leader to estab-
lish a similar leadership position in a newly emerging and structurally diff er-
ent commercial and organizational arrangement. Th is shift in the geographical 
and political location of power has been explained as the outcome of the leader’s 
experience of success in the current setting, creating an entrenched institutional 
setting (in a broader sense) that proves adaptive in defending its turf but less so 
in fostering the rise of new leading sectors. However, the case of Britain’s con-
tinued leadership over an extended period of time (and separate long waves) has 
shown that this is not always the case.

In the previous occurrence of a switch from one network system to another—
as a result from the change in the type of capitalist mode of “global web weav-
ing” (commercial maritime, industrial, and digital commercial) dominating the 
global system to a new one—we have witnessed a phenomenon here referred to 
as the phoenix cycle.²⁶ In instances where the systemic chaos is not only driven 

Two types of challengers have to be diff erentiated: catch-up challengers that 
aim to challenge the existing leader in the same “tracks”—staying with Arrighi’s 
metaphor—but with highly improved machinery aiming to overtake the leader 
on its own tracks. A second kind of challenger, however, aims to overtake the 
old leader on an all-together new “set of tracks” as a result of its innovative new 
means, both in technological and organizational terms and aiming to tackle 
global problems in a new commercial and organizational arrangement.²³ After 
the breakdown of the old arrangement results in a systemic chaos (equivalent to 
Modelski and Th ompson’s deligitimation phase), the process of global warfare 
provides the macrodecision that triggers the rise of a new leader, so far always of 
the second “track-changing” kind, who reinforces the transformation of the world 
system through its institutional manifestation (push factor) of the new “tech-
nological paradigm” (Perez 1983: 2002) and experiences further reinforcement 
through the emulation of leader by other states during this phase (pull factor).

So far, we have witnessed one occurrence of hegemonic and systemic transi-
tion (as understood in our model), where the existing leader (Britain) was aiming 
to maintain and strengthen its leadership, and are currently experiencing a simi-
lar transition.²⁴ It is this co-occurrence of hegemonic and systemic transition 
that allows for the development of what we term the “phoenix cycle” of renewed 
hegemonic leadership.

the phoenix cycle

In contrast to Arrighi’s argument that the emergence of a capitalist mode 
(based on the old one, but qualitatively diff erent and novel)—identifi ed in 
Figure 2 as “systemic change”—always seems to fall together with the rise of 

²³. A necessary and more thorough discussion of the challenger process is unfortu-
nately beyond the scope of this paper. We refer for the closest discussion of our under-
standing of the challenger process to the treatment of this issue in Rasler and Th ompson 
(). Similar to Arrighi, Rasler and Th ompson view the divide between territorially-
based and maritime-commercial powers as a crucial divide, and identifi es three major 
challenging strategies, the capture-the-center strategy, an attack on the global network 
and/or the creation of an alternative network, and carving-out-a-subsystem strategy. In 
their challenger model of global leadership they thus emphasize the factors of maritime-
commercial orientation, proximity, similarity, and innovativeness of the challenger in 
comparison with the challenged leader.

²⁴. Th e discussion, as to why China (or rather Chinese leaders) decided against the 
expansion of their lead during the fi rst occurrence of the co-occurrence of a hegemonic- 
and systemic crisis is beyond the realm of this work but increasingly receives more atten-
tion in the literature.

²⁵. A more detailed discussion of this process has been put forward in Rennstich 
(b); for a discussion on the various defi nitions in this context, see Rapkin (), 
also Goldstein (, especially chaps.  and ).

²⁶. For a discussion on the eff ect of these types on rivalries between great powers, 
see Rennstich (b). For a similar account, see Cantwell (; see also e.g., Levathes 
; Pomeranz ; for an alternative account, see Frank ), who distinguishes 
between “merchant capitalism” (pre-s), “industrial capitalism” (s–s), and 
“global capitalism” (post–s).
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by the “normal” process of hegemonic crisis and breakdown (see Figure 2), but 
also coincides with a systemic crisis (emerging out of the rising complexity of the 
system), the existing leader can defend its leadership position in the transform-
ing world system. Th is shift is triggered by a change in the major socio-economic 
interaction mode of the system, leading to a shift in the system meta-structure 
(the “web-weaving”). Only if the parallel development of a new cluster of innova-
tions and the rise of new leading sectors can occur within its domain, may the 
existing leader extend its leadership position (see Figure 2).

As shown by a number of authors²⁷ from various research traditions, past 
success often entails the very ingredients for future demise. Whereas continu-
ous innovation still takes place within the existing leader, adaptation to a newly 
emerging, changed environment (as a result of the rise of new leading sectors else-
where) proves very hard for a society that can (and usually does) become locked 
into economic practices and institutions that in the past proved so successful. 
Powerful vested interests resist change, especially in circumstances when a nation 
is so powerful as to institutionalize its commercial and organizational arrange-
ment on a global level, a change direly needed however to maintain its leadership. 
Gilpin (1996: 413) thus concludes that “a national system of political economy 
most ‘fi t’ and effi  cient in one era of technology and market demand is very likely 
to be ‘unfi t’ in a succeeding age of new technologies and new demands.”

Th e cyclical emergence of new commercial and organizational arrange-
ments as shown by Modelski and Th ompson, Freeman, and others entails such 
an environmental change. Th us, hegemonic transitions usually involve the shift 
from one leader to another due to what Boswell (1999) calls the “advantage of 
backwardness.” If we view the emergence of new commercial and organizational 
arrangements as a largely endogenous process, its emergence also causes an envi-
ronmental shift that can be understood as an exogenous factor as well. However, 
the response of the existing leader to this change is largely driven by endogenous 
factors again.

Th e same can be said for the change from one socio-economic interaction 
mode to another, setting off  the transition from an internal network structure 
system to an external network-structured one (and vice versa). It is the set of 
leading sectors (an endogenous process) that causes—over time—the change of 
the systemic structure and thus a change of the meaning of “fi tness” in the evolu-

tionary selection process. Th e shift from one modus operandus to another, then, is 
also both an endogenous but to some degree an exogenous process.

back to the future? hegemony renewed

One of the main obstacles for any existing hegemon historically has been the 
entrenchment of its own success. Th e institutionalization of its successful strate-
gies creates powerful incentives to “remain on course.” Th ese institutions prove 
not only to be “sticky” (in the sense that they outlast their original intent and aim 
to preserve the existing order rather than adapt to change) but also defensive. 
New ways of doing things are thus less likely to emerge where such entrenched 
resistance exists, a phenomenon we can observe both on the micro- (individuals 
and fi rms) and macro-level (states).

Crucial factors we have to take into account are the kinds of global problems 
the actors are trying to address. In a systemic environment that is driven by the 
same capitalistic mode, these problématiques will be more closely connected than 
in a situation in which the power strategy is based on two diff erent capitalistic 
modes. It is important to keep in mind that the two network systems—internal 
or external—are refl ective of diff erent power strategies. Th e rise of a new com-
mercial and organizational arrangement refl ective of a diff erent network envi-
ronment provides less of a threat to the existing entrenched order and thus will 
be met with less resistance.

We know that the emergence of new leading sectors is a path-dependent 
process. Leading sectors of a new network environment are products of a diff er-
ent path than that of the existing commercial and organizational arrangement 
(despite their co-existence and often to some degree parallel historical trajecto-
ries). Originating in diff erent power-logics, they can be quite complimentary in 
their development, as Nef has shown:

[T]he commercial revolution…had a continuous influence reaching back 
to the Reformation upon industrial technology and the scale of mining and 
manufacturing. But so, in turn, the progress of industry had continuously 
stimulated in a variety of ways the progress of commerce. The former was 
quite as “revolutionary” as the latter, and quite as directly responsible for the 
“Industrial Revolution.” (Nef : )

Th is “compatibility” or even complimentary character is to a large degree the 
result of not only the diff erence in power strategies but also the diff erence in 
commercial strategies. External network arrangements tend to be service-ori-
ented (in today’s economic language) whereas internal network systems tend to 
be production-focused (see also the discussion above on the diff erence between 
internal and network systems).

²⁷. See e.g., Christensen (); Gilpin (); Freeman and Louçã (); Freeman 
and Soete (); Freeman and Perez (); Porter (); Nelson and Winter 
().
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Th us, in the same manner as the commercial supremacy of Britain helped 
it to build up its industrial strength, the U.S. informational technologies and 
digital networking capabilities are based upon the strength of its earlier strengths 
in an internal network environment (i.e., microelectronics, mass production, 
aerospace technologies, and semiconductor production). As a result, the parallel 
development of two centers of systemic capabilities—one rooted in the external 
network power logic, the other in the internal network power—is not only pos-
sible but also complimentary and self-reinforcing.

Another argument regularly put forward for the likely rise of a new hegemon 
is the notion of capital “searching” for new and better opportunities (i.e., higher 
returns as a result of new monopoly rents). For reasons laid out above, these 
opportunities tend to arise outside of the institutionalized setting of the existing 
leader. Th is process usually leads to the fl ow of capital from the existing leader 
to the rising new one. However, in the case of a systemic network structure shift 
and thus the possible development of dual centers within the same “containers of 
power” (Giddens 1987), these capital fl ows can (as in the case of Britain during its 
transition from an external network to an internal network power logic) remain 
internal and simply shift from one center to another but within the realms of the 
existing leader.

We are witnessing a similar process currently in the case of the United States 
where not only internal fl ows are switching from an internal network power logic 
to opportunities arising in the emerging external network power logic driven 
enterprises but also external fl ows are signifi cant for the rise of this new commer-
cial and organizational arrangement. Th is does not only take place in the form 
of “venture-capital” fi nancing, but also to a much larger degree in a shift from 
established institutions of capital distribution to newer forms. Put diff erently, in 
the case of a combined hegemonic and systemic breakdown, the old hegemonic 
leader re-emerges out of the ashes of its crumbling old commercial and organi-
zational arrangement fed by the internal fl ows of its monetary capital (as well as 
that from others) and as a result is able to develop dual centers of systemic capa-
bility. Th e current co-development of dual fi nancial centers within the United 
States may serve as an example of the continuation of this process.

Th us, instead of a disadvantage, the declining leader can use its existing 
institutional setting and capabilities not only to defend its predominance of the 
current commercial and organizational arrangement. At the same time it can 
facilitate these capabilities to its advantage by channeling the increasingly liquid 
capital fl ows not outside, but rather to the parallel developing new center of sys-
temic capability. Th e ashes of its hegemonic decline prove to be fruitful in nur-
turing the rising new center. Th is does not prevent the rise of challengers. And it 
does not preclude the further unraveling of the existing order leading to a hege-

monic breakdown. However, the unique circumstances of a combined systemic 
and hegemonic transition provide the old leader with a signifi cant head start in 
the development of its capabilities in the newly emerging system for reasons laid 
out above.

summary 

Th e model presented here of world (and ultimately global) system devel-
opment as an evolutionary process and the transitions of hegemonic leadership 
characterizing this systemic development hopes to achieve two main objectives. 
First, we hope to demonstrate the need to employ the “big picture” for a frame 
of reference when it comes to questions of global governance. Th e evolutionary 
character of the global system formation makes it essential to base one’s obser-
vations of relatively current developments into the frame of references of the 
more long-term processes of global system formation. Th erefore, we can identify 
the industrialization phase for what it is: an aberration of the general mode of 
web-weaving of the global system rather than the nucleus of a globalized world 
economy. As a result, we have a much clearer picture as to what constitutes 
“hegemony” in a world that is characterized by an increased level of complexity, 
however also by an emphasis on external network-control as the main “capitalist 
mode.” Hegemony in such an environment is based on the control of external 
network connections, rather than aiming for—futile—attempts to dominate 
wide-reaching internal network structures in a build-up of global “imperial webs.” 
Hegemony in a globalized human web as it exists today is therefore diff erent in 
character than previous forms of hegemony during the industrial phase, how-
ever it is not rendered impossible or implausible. And the historical trajectory 
we can identify so far seems to follow that of the previous phoenix cycle with the 
emergence of dual centers of systemic capabilities within the domain of the old 
systemic leader.

Second, this work aims to highlight the need for evolutionary models in the 
study of global governance issues regardless of the scale or questions involved. 
Th e interdependent, coevolving process of economic, political, social, and ulti-
mately cultural dynamics that mark global system development cannot be fully 
grasped if analyzed in isolation. Acknowledging them as part of a larger system 
allows us to use the insights we have gained from more abstract models about 
system-development and system-behavior and tie them to seemingly uncon-
nected areas of inquiry, such as the behavior of states, fi rms, or the role of tech-
nology on social institutions, to name just a few.



Joachim Karl Rennstich234 Chaos or ReOrder? 

references

Abu-Lughod, Janet L. . Before European Hegemony: The World System  a.d. –
. New York: Oxford University Press.

Andersen, Esben Sloth. . Evolutionary Economics: Post-Schumpeterian 
Contributions. London and New York: Pinter Publishers and St. Martin’s Press.

Arrighi, Giovanni. . The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origins 
of Our Times. London and New York: Verso.

Arrighi, Giovanni, Beverly J. Silver, and others. . Chaos and Governance in the 
Modern World System. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Auyang, Sunny Y. . Foundations of Complex-System Theories: In Economics, 
Evolutionary Biology, and Statistical Physics. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press.

Barr, Kenneth. . “From Dhaka to Manchester: Factories, Cities, and the World-
Economy, –.” In Cities in the World-System, edited by R. Kasaba. New 
York: Greenwood Press.

Berry, Brian J.L. . Long-Wave Rhythms in Economic Development and Political 
Behavior. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Bornschier, Volker. . “Hegemonic Transition, West European Unification and 
the Future Structure of the Core.” In The Future of Global Conflict, edited by 
V. Bornschier and C. Chase-Dunn. London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications.

Boswell, Terry. . “Hegemony and Bifurcation Points in World History.” In The 
Future of Global Conflict. edited by V. Bornschier and C. Chase-Dunn. London 
and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Braudel, Fernand. . Civilization and Capitalism, th–th Century. Vols. –. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. [Original edition: ].

Buzan, Barry, and Richard Little. . International Systems in World History: 
Remaking the Study of International Relations. Oxford, UK and New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Cantwell, John. . Technological Innovation and Multinational Corporations. 
Oxford, UK and Cambridge, MA: B. Blackwell.

Chase-Dunn, Christopher. . Global Formation: Structures of the World-Economy. 
Cambridge, MA: B. Blackwell.

________. . The Historical Evolution of the International Political Economy. 
Brookfield, VT: E. Elgar Pub. Co.

Chase-Dunn, Christopher, and Thomas D. Hall. . Rise and Demise: Comparing 
World-Systems. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Christensen, Clayton. . The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technology Cause 
Great Firms to Fail. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Chomsky, Noam. . Hegemony or Survival: America’s Quest for Global Dominance. 
New York: Metropolitan Books.

Clark, Norman, Francisco Perez-Trejo, and Peter M. Allen. . Evolutionary 
Dynamics and Sustainable Development: A Systems Approach. Aldershot, UK and 
Brookfield, VT: Edward Elgar.

Dark, K. R. . The Waves of Time: Long-Term Change and International Relations. 
London and New York: Pinter.

Denemark, Robert A., Jonathan Friedman, Barry K. Gills, and George Modelski, 
eds. . World System History: The Social Science of Long-Term Change. New 
York: Routledge.

Devezas, Tessaleno C., and James T. Corredine. . “The Biological Determinants 
of Long-Wave Behavior in Socioeconomic Growth and Development.” 
Technological Forecasting & Social Change  (): –.

________. “The Nonlinear Dynamics of Technoeconomic Systems: an 
Informational Interpretation.” Technological Forecasting & Social Change  (): 
–.

Devezas, Tessaleno C., and George Modelski. . “Power Law Behavior and World 
System Evolution: a Millennial Learning Process.” Technological Forecasting & 
Social Change  (): –.

Duijn, Jacob J. van. . The Long Wave in Economic Life. London and Boston, MA: 
Allen & Unwin.

Ferguson, Niall. . Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World. New York: 
Basic Books.

________. . Colossus: The Price of America’s Empire. New York: Penguin Books.
Frank, Andre G. . World Accumulation, –. New York: Monthly Review 

Press.
________. . ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian Age. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.
Frank, Andre G., and Barry K. Gills, eds. . The World System: Five Hundred 

Years or Five Thousand? London and New York: Routledge.
Freeman, Christopher. . Long Waves in the World Economy. London and Boston, 

MA: Butterworths.
Freeman, Christopher, and Francisco Louçã. . As Time Goes By: From the 

Industrial Revolutions to the Information Revolution. Oxford, UK and New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Freeman, Christopher, and Carlota Perez. . “Structural Crises of Adjustment: 
Business Cycles and Investment Behaviour.” In Technical Change and Economic 
Theory, edited by G. Dosi, C. Freeman, R. R. Nelson, G. Silverberg, and L. L. G. 
Soete. London and New York: Pinter Publishers.

Freeman, Christopher, and Luc Soete. . The Economics of Industrial Innovation. 
rd ed. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Giddens, Anthony. . The Nation-State and Violence. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.

Gilpin, Robert. . The Political Economy of International Relations. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press.



Joachim Karl Rennstich236 Chaos or ReOrder? 

________. . “Economic Evolution of National Systems.” International Studies 
Quarterly  (): –.

Goldstein, Joshua S. . Long Cycles: Prosperity and War in the Modern Age. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Grimes, Peter. . “Recent Research on World-Systems.” In A World-Systems 
Reader: New Perspectives on Gender, Urbanism, Cultures, Indigenous Peoples, and 
Ecology, edited by Thomas D. Hall. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. . Empire. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Hopkins, Terence K., and Immanuel M. Wallerstein, eds. . The Age of 
Transition: Trajectory of The World-System, –. London and Atlantic 
Highlands, NJ: Zed Books; Pluto Press.

Hugill, Peter J. . World Trade since : Geography, Technology, and Capitalism. 
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Johnson, Chalmers. . The Sorrows of Empire: Militarism, Secrecy, and the End of 
the Republic (The American Empire Project). New York: Metropolitan Books.

Kennedy, Paul M. . The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and 
Military Conflict from  to . London: Unwin Hyman.

Keohane, Robert O. . After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World 
Political Economy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Keohane, Robert O., and Joseph S. Nye. . Power and Interdependence: World 
Politics in Transition. Boston, MA: Little Brown.

________. . “Realism and Complex Interdependence.” In The Theoretical 
Evolution of International Political Economy: A Reader, edited by G. T. Crane and 
A. Amawi. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kindleberger, Charles P. . World Economic Primacy,  to . New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Levathes, Louise. . When China Ruled the Seas: The Treasure Fleet of the Dragon 
Throne, –. New York: Oxford University Press.

McNeill, John R., and William H. McNeill. . The Human Web: A Bird’s-eye 
View of World History. New York: W.W. Norton.

Merry, Robert. W. . Sands of Empire: Missionary Zeal, American Foreign Policy, 
and the Hazards of Global Ambition. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Modelski, George. . Long Cycles in World Politics. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press.

________. . “Is World Politics Evolutionary Learning?” International 
Organization  (): –.

________. . “World System Evolution.” In World System History: The Social 
Science of Long-Term Change, edited by R. A. Denemark, J. Friedman, B. K. Gills, 
and G. Modelski. London and New York: Routledge.

Modelski, George, and William R. Thompson. . Leading Sectors and World 
Powers: The Coevolution of Global Politics and Economics. Columbia, SC: 
University of South Carolina Press.

Nee, Victor, and Richard Swedberg, eds. . The Economic Sociology of Capitalism. 
New Haven, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Nef, John U. . “The Progress of Technology and the Growth of Large-Scale 
Industry in Great Britain, -.” The Economic History Review  (): –.

Nelson, Richard R., and Sidney G. Winter. . An Evolutionary Theory of Economic 
Change. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Nye, Joseph. S. . Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: 
PublicAffairs.

Perez, Carlota. . “Structural Change and Assimilation of New Technology in the 
Economic and Social Systems.” Futures  (): –.

________. . Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital: The Dynamics of 
Bubbles and Golden Ages. Cheltenham, UK: E. Elgar Pub.

Pomeranz, Kenneth. . The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of 
the Modern World Economy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Pomeranz, Kenneth, and Steven Topik. . The World that Trade Created: Society, 
Culture, and the World Economy, –the Present. Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe.

Porter, Michael E. . The Competitive Advantage of Nations. New York: Free Press.
Rapkin, David P. . “The Contested Concept of Hegemonic Leadership.” In 

World Leadership and Hegemony, edited by D. P. Rapkin. Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers.

Rasler, Karen A., and William R. Thompson. . War and State Making: The 
Shaping of the Global Powers. Boston, MA: Unwin Hyman.

________. . The Great Powers and Global Struggle, –. Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky.

Rennstich, Joachim K. a. “The Future of Great Power Rivalries.” In Emerging 
Issues in the st Century World-System. Vol. , New Theoretical Directions for the 
st Century World-System, edited by W. A. Dunaway. Westport, CT: Praeger.

________. b. “Globalization and the Evolution of the Informational Network 
Economy: Past, Present, and Future Technological Change.” Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Department of Political Science, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN.

________. a. “The Future of Hegemony and Global System Leadership.” Paper 
read at the Symposium on the Future of World Society, – June, University 
of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland.

________. b. “The Phoenix-Cycle: Global Leadership Transition in a Long-
Wave Perspective.” In Hegemony, Globalization and Antisystemic Movements, 
edited by T. E. Reifer. Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers.

________. Forthcoming. The Making of a Digital World: The Evolution of 
Technological Change and How it Shaped Our World. New York: Palgrave-
Macmillan.

Rosecrance, Richard N. . The Rise of the Virtual State: Wealth and Power in the 
Coming Century. New York: Basic Books.

Ruppert, M.C., and C.A. Fitts. . Crossing the Rubicon: The Decline of the 
American Empire at the End of the Age of Oil. Gabriola Island, Canada: New 
Society Publishers.



Joachim Karl Rennstich238

Sen, Gautam. . The Military Origins of Industrialization and International Trade 
Rivalry. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Taylor, Peter J. . The Way the Modern World Works: World Hegemony to World 
Impasse. London: John Wiley & Sons.

Thompson, William R., ed. . Great Power Rivalries. Columbia, SC: University of 
South Carolina Press.

________, ed. . Evolutionary Interpretations of World Politics. New York: 
Routledge.

Tilly, Charles. . Coercion, Capital, and European States, ad –. Rev. pbk. ed. 
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.

Tilly, Charles, and Arthur L. Stinchcombe. . Roads from Past to Future, Legacies 
of Social Thought. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.

Unwin, George. . “Indian Factories in the Eighteenth Century.” In Studies in 
Economic History: The Collected Papers of George Unwin, edited by G. Unwin 
and R. H. Tawney. London: Published for the Royal Economic Society by 
Macmillan and Co. [Original edition: –].

Wallerstein, Immanuel M. . The Modern World-System I : Capitalist Agriculture 
and the Origins of the European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century. New 
York: Academic Press.

________. . The Modern World-System II : Mercantilism and the Consolidation of 
the European World-Economy, –. New York: Academic Press.

________. . The Politics of the World-Economy: The States, the Movements, and 
the Civilizations: Essays. Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

________. . The Modern World-System III: The Second Era of Great Expansion of 
the Capitalist World-Economy, –s. San Diego: Academic Press.

________. . “World System Versus World-Systems: a Critique.” In The World 
System: Five Hundred Years Or Five Thousand?, edited by Andre G. Frank and 
Barry K. Gills, London and New York: Routledge.

________. . The End of the World as We Know It: Social Science for the Twenty-
First Century. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. Th ey’ve got Attack Helicopters

We’ve got Mugs
(and over 12,000 unique visits a month)

JWSR needs your fi nancial contributions now more than ever. 
Proceeds are used for future publication of the Journal of World-
Systems Research. Please help us by purchasing a JWSR Mug or making 
a donation today!

store.jwsr.org

http://store.jwsr.org




From World System to World Society?

a world system

The key question of this article is whether the contemporary world system 
is leading to a world society. I argue that we live in a world system as a 

growingly interconnected global order, but that a universal global society—as a 
network of social relations with mutual expectations plus a normative consensus 
refl ected in commonly accepted institutions—does not exist yet. Th e contempo-
rary world is still a system made of societies and nation states. A world society 
cannot be just equated with a world system. What is emerging, though among 
powerful counter-forces, is a global society as a world association of peoples, 
nation states, supranational unions, international organizations and transna-
tional communities, who share a few core values of a cosmopolitan ethics and are 
integrated and regulated by a polyarchic form of democratic global governance. 

We live in an increasingly interdependent world. Th is is the meaning I give 
here to the concept of world system, without entering into the diff erent meanings 
that this concept has acquired in a long lasting and vast intellectual debate. Th e 
vast literature on the many dimensions of globalization provides suffi  cient theo-
retical arguments and empirical evidence for conceptualizing the entire world 
as a single system, although the degree and the quality of interdependence vary 
according to the diff erent dimensions of globalization (it is much greater in the 
economic, technological and social spheres than in the cultural and political ones). 
Skeptics of various schools do not usually deny the existence of global fl ows of 
interdependence, although they often prefer to speak in terms of regional eco-

In the paper, I first argue that we live in 
a fundamentally interconnected global order, 
integrated by complex patterns of exchange, 
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nomic blocs; but they deny the presumed novelty of the phenomenon (Hirst and 
Th ompson 1996). Th ey tend to under-estimate what is new in contemporary glo-
balization because they pay attention only to the economic and fi nancial sphere. 

However, whereas it is true that the world can already be considered as a 
single economic system in the making since the sixteenth century, contemporary 
globalization shows several new, distinctive features. Global interdependence has 
intensifi ed and accelerated through the growing use of information and com-
munication technologies (Castells 1996). We live in a growingly interconnected 
global order integrated by complex patterns of exchange, hierarchy and solidar-
ity among multiple global actors, who show greater capacities to act in more 
complex networks (Martinelli 2003). Th e culture of globalism is also growing, 
i.e. the cultural attitude according to which more and more people have become 
aware of living in the same world, and belonging to a community of fate, mostly 
by virtue of the global media. Th is awareness can be conceptualized in various 
ways: we can conceive of the planet earth as an ecosystem which constitutes the 
common heritage of all living beings; humanity as an endangered species, with 
related concern for the lives of future generations; the peoples of the world as 
a single constituency of individuals entitled with equal rights and responsibili-
ties, and to whom decision-makers must be accountable; the world market as an 
economic space regulated by an international lex mercatoria based on contracts 
that can guarantee not only investors’ rights, but also workers’, consumers’, and 
communities’ rights. 

Growing interdependence and interconnectedness among peoples and states 
are shown by a variety of indicators, which range from the number and types of 
treaties to international governmental institutions, from imports and exports to 
levels of investments, from electronic communications traffi  c to measures of the 
ethnic, religious and linguistic composition of national populations, and from 
military alliances to environmental risks. 

Th e spatial organization of social relations is deeply transformed insofar as 
relations become more stretched and more intensively interconnected. Trans-
continental and trans-regional fl ows and networks of activities, exchanges and 
power relations are generated, with major implications for decision-making pro-
cesses. New patterns of hierarchy and inequality and of inclusion and exclusion 
cut across national borders (Hurrel and Woods 1999). And new problems of 
social integration, global governance and democratic accountability arise, insofar 
as the sovereign power of nation states is eroded and their role in world poli-
tics is reshaped. Globalization does not proceed in a linear and uniform fashion, 
but with accelerations and slow-downs, in unequal ways in various parts of the 
world, more rapidly in certain aspects with respect to others; it sparks very dif-
ferent responses from institutions and individual and collective subjects; it pro-

vokes opposing reactions, like for example the rediscovery of local roots and the 
strengthening of ethnic and regional identities (Held and McGrew 2002). 

Global interdependence does not signify a reduction of the international 
division of labor among units that perform various functions, or of the hierarchic 
ordering of interdependent entities in the world system. On the contrary: even 
if globalization removes or weakens some access barriers to fi nancial and com-
mercial markets, to information and knowledge, and provokes a certain degree of 
power and infl uence redistribution, it requires strategic centers of coordination 
and control —national governments and transnational corporations, as well as 
global cities and international organizations. Fueling processes of growing diff er-
entiation and specialization, globalization creates, in fact, new complex problems 
of systemic integration. 

Modernity has become a global condition spreading all over the world 
(although allowing multiple modernities, i.e. diff erent paths toward and through 
modernity). Globalization expresses the radicalization of the specifi c dynamics 
of modernization (Giddens 1990): the interdependence and intensifi cation of 
relations on a worldwide scale, so that locally-occurring events are shaped by dis-
tant events and vice versa; spatial-temporal distanciation, in the sense that social 
relations do not necessarily depend any longer on the simultaneous physical 
presence of actors in a specifi c place; the uprooting of social relations from spe-
cifi c contexts of interaction and their reorganization in time and space through 
symbolic, universal means of trade and abstract systems of scientifi c-technical 
knowledge; and the refl exivity of individuals and social systems. In other words, 
global interdependence implies changing experience of time and space, where 
time is employed to reduce constraints of space and vice versa. Time shortens 
and space shrinks. Yet one should not draw the (false) conclusion that diff erent 
locations have become interchangeable or even less comparable, from the (true) 
fact of the compression of time and space, and even the annulling of the distances 
made possible by data communication. As Sassen (1991) eff ectively argues, in 
the current age the organization of economic activities is spread out territori-
ally but integrated on a global level. Exactly from territorial dispersion emerges 
the need for a centralization of functions of control and management in the so-
called “global cities” (or better “globalized cities”) like New York, London, Tokyo, 
Shanghai. 

Th ese metropolises are at the same time decision-making and control cen-
ters of the world economy, privileged headquarters of fi nancial fi rms and service 
sector companies, markets for the buying and selling of innovative products; they 
are multi-ethnic and multi-cultural. Th ey provide a fi rst possible clue to what 
a world society is, since they are the concentrated image (microcosm) and the 
constituent units of a world society in the making. 
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Contemporary social theory has maintained this core defi nition, either 
stressing specifi c aspects or adding new ones. Th us, civil society has been vari-
ously defi ned as the public sphere of civic activism, i.e. an institutional setting 
distinguished by openness in communication, the public use of rational critical 
thinking and a focus on the public good rather than simply compromises among 
private interests (Habermas 1985); and as the arena of non-governmental organi-
zations, collective protest movements, and dissident associations of various kind, 
which played a key role in the defeat of authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe 
(Kaldor 2003). 

Th e scope of civil society has become transnational and is becoming global. 
At the world level, a civil society is taking shape, formed by the array of trans-
national communities, international non-governmental organizations, collective 
global movements, thematic networks, international scientifi c and professional 
associations, through which individuals negotiate social contracts and political 
bargains at the global level. Th ey are signifi cant actors in the global arena, where 
they interact with states and international organizations, and can play a signifi -
cant role in the formation of a future world society and be a necessary require-
ment of democratic global governance, fostering an international public space, 
widely shared values and a growing awareness of our common fate as human 
beings. It can be empirically ascertained that the number of actors and the degree 
of their activism are both growing at the world level. 

Civic-minded components do not exhaust, however, the forms of orga-
nized social life between the family and the state at the transnational level. 
Multinational corporations, religious communities, cosmopolitan elites, ethnic 
diasporas are also part of it and some of them are not pursuing cosmopolitan 
projects of peaceful co-existence, social justice, human rights or democratic gov-
ernance, but religious fundamentalism, political domination, economic exploita-
tion. Transnational civil society is confl ict-ridden as much as—and even more 
than—its counterpart at the nation state level, because at the world level there 
are weaker institutional and normative requirements for the non-violent resolu-
tion of confl ict. Most sociologists tend to think that the actors of civil society 
are good by defi nition, since they control state power and resist exploitation and 
domination. Actually, the picture is much more controversial: not only civic-
minded groups, but also religious and nationalist movements, are active between 
and beyond the control of states and families, not to speak of terrorist groups and 
international mafi as, which are also very active in the global arena. But even if we 
adopt a notion of transnational civil society which is limited to civic-minded 
groups committed to the development of a global democratic public space, we 
cannot draw from its growth—which is real—the conclusion that a universal 

Conceptualizing the world as a single system and recognizing the greater 
complexity of world-wide social networks, the global scope of actors’ strategies, 
and the cosmopolitan character of global cities do not imply, however, that a 
world society already exists. Th e creation of one world, that is, the notion that 
the world is becoming more closely linked and integrated by common forces and 
practices, is a necessary condition for the emergence of a world society, but it is 
not a suffi  cient condition. 

A world society cannot be equated to a world system. Th e world system is 
still a system of societies and cultures. And the world polity is still a system of 
nation states. 

different conceptions of a world society

Th e existence of a world system as an interdependent whole does not neces-
sarily imply that a world society exists. Th e contemporary world is still a system 
made of societies. But is there a world society in the making? Th e question 
whether a world society is in the making is much more controversial than the 
question of the world as an interconnected system, and it clearly requires a more 
detailed discussion. Th e answer depends on how we defi ne society (a rather 
ambiguous concept in the language of social sciences) in general, and on what 
this concept means at the world level.

Th e history of the concept of society is a rather complex one, from its etymo-
logical root, the Latin word societas (a group of individuals who voluntarily join 
forces to pursue goals that they are unable to achieve singularly) to the seven-
teenth century English philosophers’ conception of society as an artifi cial negoti-
ated order, to Hegel’s relation between civil society and the state, to Weber’s and 
Toennies’ pair of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft and contemporary sociology’s pair 
of structure and agency. Th is theoretical complexity refl ects itself in—and is even 
increased by—the conceptualization of a world society. 

Some scholars simply equate world society with trans-national civil society. 
Th e classical defi nition of civil society stems from the crucial theoretical innova-
tion of Scottish moralists (Smith, Ferguson, Millar) who conceptualized soci-
ety as at least potentially self-organizing rather than organized by rulers. Hegel 
defi ned the bürgerliche Gesellschaft as “the conquest of the modern age” and treated 
it as a fi eld in which the universal and the particular contended, to be reconciled 
by the state. Marx saw in it “the theatre of history,” where class confl ict took place. 
Liberal theory and republican thought developed the link between civil society 
and the public sphere. What all the diff erent defi nitions have in common is the 
conceptualization of civil society as the complex of institutions and the web of 
social relations that organize social life at a level between the family and the 
state. 
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world society exists, since it is only a component or a dimension of a world soci-
ety in the making. 

Some other scholars conceptualize world society as the trans-nationaliza-
tion of social classes, identifying a world bourgeoisie, a world working class, 
a world peasantry, etc., each with its own forms of political representation in 
transnational organizations and collective movements. But this is not a satis-
factory conceptualization either, since the “global” classes are too heterogeneous 
and fragmented, lacking shared identities and common strategies, not to speak 
of “class consciousness.” A class is a social group, the members of which share 
common interests—related to their position in the division of labor—distinctive 
cultural attitudes, preferences and lifestyles (Bourdieu 1979) and can be politi-
cally mobilized to pursue specifi c interests and policy objectives. Th e empirical 
evidence available does not support the existence of clearly identifi able classes at 
the world level, neither for workers nor for entrepreneurs and managers. Instead 
of a transnational working class we witness a variety of national, local and sec-
toral working classes, with confl icting interests, competing for jobs and with great 
diff erences in terms of wages, working conditions and social security. Although 
international unions exist, their action is limited by the type and stage of eco-
nomic development and modernization, national legislation, patterns of labor 
market conditions, divisive corporate strategies; even the eff ort to set at least 
minimal standard of work safety runs into serious obstacles. Capital can orga-
nize and cooperate across national borders much more easily and effi  ciently than 
labor. Entrepreneurs and managers share a general interest in the maintenance 
of the capitalist market economy; the academic curricula and the professional 
experiences within fi rms which operate in the global market are often similar; 
the organizational structure and strategies of these corporations foster similar 
behavioral patterns and cultural attitudes, there are numerous examples of simi-
lar lifestyles, and frequent occasions of interaction. But all these factors are not 
enough to prove the existence of a truly transnational capitalist class, although 
some authors seem to think so (Sklair 2001). Although its members share to a 
signifi cant extent strategic objectives, common values and language—they are 
divided and fragmented along national and cultural lines and do not act as a 
single political actor. 

Neither a world class struggle nor a world social-democratic compromise 
appear realistic. On the one hand, the national, ethnic, religious, and cultural 
divisions among the oppressed prevent the formation of a united revolutionary 
movement. On the other hand, there is no world polity where political confl ict 
can be generalized and political demands can be transformed into policy deci-
sions, but only separated political arenas—such as international forums of inter-

governmental organizations and summits of world leaders—where movements 
can act and make themselves heard and visible through the global media. 

In other words, the present structuration of world society does not allow the 
repetition at the world level of the virtuous circle of democratization which took 
place within the context of the democratic nation state. In the historical expe-
rience of modern democracies, markets, governments and communities closely 
interacted and contributed both to democratic governance and social cohesion. 
Sovereign states were able to tame and regulate the inherent vitality and tumul-
tuous course of capitalist growth through regulative and redistributive policies. 
In the contemporary global world there is no equivalent of the nation state at 
the world level that could implement fi scal and welfare policies, anti-trust con-
trols, labor and environmental laws aimed at regulating markets and at correct-
ing market failures. Nor is there a world independent judiciary which can control 
and sanction illegal behavior. Nor is there a democratic polity at the world level, 
in which exploited and disadvantages social groups could exchange their loy-
alty to democratic institutions for equal rights and of legal, political and social 
citizenship, and could make their voices heard through their votes for decision-
makers competing for political support. 

A further conceptualization of world society is that of the advocates of cos-
mopolitan democracy: a universal global society held together by an arching legal 
framework of cosmopolitan law and authority and a set of cosmopolitan institu-
tions which disconnect legitimate political authority from its traditional anchor 
in fi xed territories (Held 2002).

Th is conceptualization of the world society is the most rigorous and demand-
ing, since it is based on a defi nition of society as a de facto network of social 
relations with mutual expectations, which requires a de jure normative consen-
sus—that is refl ected in commonly accepted institutions. 

If we adopt this more rigorous defi nition of society we must acknowledge 
that at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century a world society as a universal 
global society does not exist and is not likely to exist in a foreseeable future. 
And yet, shared values and common institutions are gaining ground within a 
growing part of the world population. In fact, we live both in a single system and 
in a fragmented world. Globalization is marked by the tension between global 
economic and technological interdependence and social interconnectedness, on 
one hand, and cultural fragmentation and political division, on the other hand. 
Global cultural trends—from rationalized science and technology to the cul-
ture of human rights—co-exist with local cultures and various forms of cultural 
hybridization; the sentiment of a common human identity and some notion of 
world citizenship are still overwhelmed by national local, ethnic, religious sepa-
rated and sometimes idiosyncratic identities. 
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Global modernization as the spread of a global modern condition continues, 
but it takes the form of multiple modernities, i.e. of diff erent paths toward and 
through modernity in countries marked by diff erent cultures and civilizations 
(Daedalus 2000). In other words, the common problems of industrialization, 
urbanization, social mobilization, cultural change receive culturally diff erent 
responses by diff erent modernizing countries according to the specifi c genetic 
code of a given people and to the specifi c historical phase where the process takes 
place (Martinelli 2005). Th e scenario depicted by Huntington (1996) of a clash of 
civilizations cannot be ruled out, although it looks less likely than the alternative 
scenario of peaceful coexistence and positive cross-cultural fertilization. In both 
cases one must acknowledge a continuing and even growing cultural diversity, 
distinctiveness and diff erence, which the homogenizing trends in world culture 
do not reduce but actually foster and legitimize. 

Given this great cultural diversity, as far as normative consensus is con-
cerned, a world society cannot but be pluralistic. Th e normative order cannot 
be interpreted as a single coherent and idiosyncratic Weltanschauung. A world 
society cannot be conceptualized as a universal global society, as the projection 
at the world level of the modern national societies we still live in, or as the fi nal 
stage in the familiar sequence of growing complexity “clan, tribe, city, state,” but 
as an association of communities founded on the rule of law and commonly 
accepted norms and institutions and united in a global project of mutual respect 
and peaceful cooperation. 

Skeptics argue that this type of normative consensus and institutional 
cement cannot be achieved even on a limited scale, since any sense of common 
identity and solidarity actually requires the existence of others with whom one 
does not identify, a basic distinction between them and us. In spite of the human 
rights charters, actually, basic rights are often violated and strategies for pursuing 
goals coherent with the core values of universalism are often inadequate or even 
utterly opposed by powerful actors on the global scene. 

Other scholars add that it is not even a desirable outcome. Th ey argue that 
a more realistic portrait of the world today is as an association of communities 
founded on the rule of law but not united in any global project (Brown 1995), 
or in other words, “an international society as a practical association” (Nardin 
1983). 

Th ese critics are correct in pointing out the risk that global projects tend to be 
dominated by some powerful actor. Th e full accomplishment of a world society, 
actually runs the risk of generalizing to the whole world the ideological blueprint 
put forward by the political and military might of a superpower—international 
communism with the former Soviet Union in the recent past, or Washington 
consensus at the present. 

But, if a society is a cooperative venture for mutual advantage (Rawls 1971), 
we should expect and welcome the emergence of a worldwide sense of commu-
nity now that this cooperative venture is becoming worldwide in scope. 

A more realistic and less risky conceptualization of world society than that 
of a universal global society is a world association of peoples, nation states, inter-
national organizations, supranational unions and transnational communities, 
integrated and regulated by a polyarchic form of global governance. Th is more 
realistic version of a world society, which is made possible by systemic interde-
pendence and cannot but be pluralistic, requires some degree of normative con-
sensus and commonly accepted institutions at the world level, in order to prevent 
that internal confl icts are not too disruptive and that a reasonable amount of 
trust exists among the “citizens of the world.” But which are these basic normative 
and institutional requirements? Are they present at the world level? Which are 
the factors favoring and opposing them? Th e picture is a mixed one. 

cosmopolitan ethics and transnational civil society

Starting with the factors favoring this conception of world society, we can 
argue very synthetically—given the scope of this article—that a cosmopolitan 
ethics is emerging among signifi cant minorities in the contemporary world, 
which:

• is constructed upon a basic set of common goals—peace, human 
dignity, social justice, individual freedom, cultural pluralism, sustainable 
development—but at the same time allow for multiple projects to be 
pursued, multiple identities and multiple citizenships; 

• stems from a growing awareness of a common fate, i.e., of our common 
human and social rights, our common interests, our common vulnerability 
to global environmental, social, and political crises—such as poverty and 
unemployment, disease and pollution, terrorism and ethnic cleansing—
and the ensuing need to fi nd common solutions and responses based on a 
culture of dialogue and cooperation; 

• grows upon a worldwide sense of community that can be specifi ed in terms 
of four basic types of consciousness: the anthropological consciousness 
that recognizes unity in our diversity, the ecological consciousness that 
recognizes our singular human nature within the biosphere, the civic 
consciousness of our common responsibilities and solidarity, and the 
dialogical consciousness that refers both to the critical mind and to the 
need for mutual understanding (Morin 1999); 
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• the harmonization of national laws in matters regulated by international 
agreements or resulting from court decisions taken in a diff erent 
country; 

• the strengthening of supranational institutions of governance at the world 
level (through a transformed United Nations Organization) and at the 
regional level (through a reformed European Union and similar political 
entities in the other regions of the world); these institutions must obtain 
greater authority, resources, and independence through the voluntary 
giving up of portions of sovereignty, in order to avoid the political chaos 
that the unbundling of the relationships between sovereignty, state power, 
and territoriality may otherwise bring about; 

• the diff usion of modes of solutions to specifi c problems obtained through 
international regimes, and suggested by thematic networks and by the 
defi nition of international standards of good practices;

• the specifi cation of rules of coexistence that are coherent with shared 
principles (starting with the UN declarations of universal human rights), 
and of procedures for making decision making processes with global 
implications accountable;

• the articulation of a cooperative ethos based on principles of transparency 
and accountability and the practice of periodical consultations with all 
actors involved in and aff ected by decisions with global implications;

• the development of self-governing communities as alternative mechanisms 
of social and political organization at the world level, which will foster the 
empowerment of individuals and groups;

• and, last but not least, the spread and consolidation of regional 
supranational unions like the European Union, with mechanisms of 
reinforced cooperation in public policy and the pooling of resources for 
common goals through the voluntary giving up of some sovereignty by 
member nation states. 

factors hindering the growth of the culture and 
institutions of a democratic world society

 Th e growth of a cosmopolitan ethics, the spreading of multiple citizenships, 
the reform of international institutions, the spread and consolidation of regional 
supranational unions, various forms of global collective action leading to more 
accountability of global decision-makers can all contribute to the growth of a 
democratic world society with polyarchic global governance. However, in the 
contemporary world there are also several political and cultural trends which act 

• fosters a cultural attitude of contextual universalism, i.e., the fertile and 
non-destructive encounter of cultures and the according of mutual respect 
among diff erent cultural outlooks, along the lines developed by authors 
like Robertson (1992) and Beck (1997);

• and goes together with the diff usion of the notion of multiple citizenship 
through which diff erent overlapping identities (local, national, regional, 
and cosmopolitan) can defi ne diff erent sets of rights and responsibilities; 
this notion does not imply that an emerging world community would 
require of its members an implausibly high level of cosmopolitan loyalty, 
overriding all other obligations to fellow nationals and those nearest to us; 
but it does imply a sense of common identity through which we should 
not be indiff erent to the suff ering of others, but rather give the interests of 
others equal weight with our own or with those of our loved ones (Nagel 
1986).

Th ese trends toward a cosmopolitan ethics fi nd a breeding ground in sev-
eral components of the transnational civil society that I discussed earlier—such 
as international non-governmental organizations, global collective movements, 
transnational epistemic communities, and cosmopolitan elites—and in the 
emerging transnational public space, which play a signifi cant role in the forma-
tion of a possible future world society and which are necessary requirements of a 
democratic global governance. 

In the transnational civil society and public space all women and men can 
learn to respect and try to understand others’ values and beliefs without renounc-
ing their own, but rather critically assessing and “reinventing” them in a dialogue 
among civilizations; this intercultural dialogue requires two basic methodologi-
cal assumptions:

• the weakening of the link between ethos and ethnos, between a given 
vision of the world and practical knowledge, on the one hand, and the 
belonging to a specifi c community of fate, on the other; and

• the spread of self-refl exive action and thought (although rooted in a 
specifi c culture with its norms, institutions and practices, more individuals 
today have more chances to be responsible actors in the making of social 
reality). 

 the institutions of a democratic world society

 Th ese trends, which are growing albeit very unevenly, can in turn reinforce 
existing processes and foster new institutional processes which constitute basic 
building blocs of polyarchic global governance in a democratic world society 
such as:
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as powerful obstacles and counter-forces. I summarize here what I consider to be 
the most important ones. 

First, most powerful actors on the world stage usually address matters of 
common concern in terms of their idiosyncratic Weltanschauungen and of their 
own specifi c goals and interests, i.e., the interests of what they consider to be 
their constituencies. Th e defense of narrowly defi ned national interests by state 
powers, the pursuing at all costs of profi ts and capital gains by transnational 
corporations and international investors, the diff usion of dogmatic beliefs by 
fundamentalist movements, the defense of bureaucratic privileges by inter-state 
organizations—all are obstacles to international cooperation and contribute to 
the consolidation of old inequalities and hierarchies, the fostering of new ones, 
and the violation of basic human rights and criteria of social justice. 

Second, the strategies, decisions and actual behavior of international orga-
nizations—which by defi nition should have global constituencies—besides 
defending their bureaucratic survival and privileges, are often weighted in favor 
of their most powerful members (such as the Security Council members in the 
UN or the members of the g8). Th ese fi rst two tendencies lead to charges that 
global governance is a Western project designed to spread a kind of “pensée 
unique” of Western values, laws, and institutional arrangements, and to sustain 
the richest countries’ primacy in world aff airs and the expenses of the poorest 
and weakest ones. 

Th ird, also as a consequence of these two tendencies deep inequalities per-
sist among diff erent countries and peoples, fostering legitimate charges of social 
injustice. Deprivation—both as absolute poverty below the threshold of daily 
survival and as lack of the capacity to exert one’s own freedom of choice in order 
to better individual and collective life chances—represents a big obstacle to the 
development of democratic global governance and a breeding ground for aggres-
sive movements and doctrines (more as a way of legitimating violence than as a 
recruiting ground for activists). 

Fourth, the emergence of new forms of fundamentalism, aggressive nation-
alism, and tribalism—which construct people’s identities upon primordial ties 
and dogmatic beliefs—inhibit the growth of democratic citizenship, both at 
the national and the supra-national levels. In today’s world we are witnesses to 
numerous instances of the perversion of local identities, in terms of dogmatic 
closure, intolerances and prejudice, as a reaction to global trends. Fundamentalist 
religious faiths and dogmatic ideological beliefs deny the tension between the 
cultural message and the specifi c cultural code through which the message is 
spread, and pretend to monopolize the message, preaching irreducible truths. 
But in so doing they reduce the message’s reach, tie it to a specifi c time and space, 
and make intercultural dialogue impossible. Fundamentalists and true believers 

live in an eschatological time in which reform projects of betterment of the pres-
ent condition are devalued in favor of future palingenetic redemption. 

Fifth, the declining participation in democratic politics and the reduced 
confi dence in democratic processes and institutions in the developed countries 
with representative governments, as shown by many opinion polls—weaken 
the appeal of democracy and make it more diffi  cult to “export” beyond national 
boundaries and to developing countries with authoritarian regimes. Th e grow-
ing popularity of neo-populist forms of consensus formation, which appeal to 
many “losers” in the globalization process, and the increasing reliance on techno-
cratic elites, which appeals to many “winners,” both reduce the space for demo-
cratic participation and accountability. Neo-populist trends of local closure and 
xenophobic fear of diff erent peoples and cultures have found renewed life among 
political entrepreneurs in several western democracies, including France, Austria, 
Italy, and the Netherlands. 

Sixth, the persistence of authoritarian regimes that repress civil rights 
and political liberties in many developing countries does not contribute to 
strengthening the voices in favor of democratic accountability at the global level. 
Authoritarian leaders of several developing countries reject any critique to their 
rule as undue foreign interference that violates national sovereignty and the 
expression of Western arrogance. International support for critical movements 
and opposition leaders are seen as cunning attempts to impose a neo-colonial 
hegemony through the weakening of their governments. Authoritarian leaders 
often counter the “formal” rules of democracy with the “substantial” democracy of 
their achievements for the well-being of their peoples. In fact, division of powers, 
due process of law, the multi-party system and electoral competition, freedom 
of speech and free information, are not instances of Western ethnocentrism, but 
essential ingredients of democratic life, which can be identifi ed in diff erent his-
torical and cultural traditions and which must be generalized at the world level.

the persistence of nation states and the erosion of 
national sovereignty

Th e six factors briefl y discussed are in various ways and degrees the most 
serious obstacles to the development of the values and institutions of a demo-
cratic world society. A further obstacle is the persistence of nation states which 
compete with each other for power and wealth and are shaped by idiosyncratic 
cultural preferences. Given the resilience of the nation state as the institutional 
embodiment of political authority and a basic source of collective identity, a uni-
versal global society is very unlikely, but a multipolar world regulated by a form 
of polyarchic global governance is possible. 
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state intervention. In the United States the Sarbanes-Oxley law has introduced 
more severe controls on business fi nancial operations and anti-terrorist laws have 
set constraints on the free circulation of people and goods. Th e European Union 
has intensifi ed its anti-monopoly controls and strengthened its action against the 
so called “tax heavens.” In Chinese modernization state control goes hand in hand 
with the growing opening of the economy to world trade. Many national gov-
ernments compete with each other through industrial policies aimed at creating 
the most favorable conditions for foreign investment (friendly corporate law and 
fi scal policy, good infrastructures, fl exible labor force, effi  cient public administra-
tion, etc.), while at the same time maintaining control over basic development 
strategies. We can therefore agree with Rosenau (1997) that the state is not dead, 
but rather has been reconstructed and restructured, and with Keohane (2002) 
that sovereignty is less a territorially defi ned barrier than a resource for a politics 
characterized by complex transnational networks of competitive country systems 
and regional systems. National sovereignty is increasingly challenged by transna-
tional forces, but nation states remain key actors in global governance for quite 
a long time. Most of the policies that can regulate and control market processes 
can be eff ectively implemented only at the national level. Th e role of the judi-
ciary in pursuing illegal market behavior—as in the Enron, Worldcom, Parmalat 
cases—and the role of policy in reducing the inequality of opportunities and 
controlling undesirable outcomes of market processes—as in the unemployment 
provisions of several advanced countries—are eff ective only at the state level or, 
at most, at the UE supranational level. In this respect the nation state is still very 
relevant, although changing. 

Whatever the quality and the extent of the erosion, reconstitution and trans-
formation of state power can be and will evolve in the near future, it is hard 
to deny that nation states still provide the primary source of collective identity 
for most people in the world, as most value survey data show. Just to take into 
account the two most important of them, the World Values Survey (which in 
its last wave of surveys include the opinions of citizens of 80 nations) and the 
Eurobarometer surveys (which analyze the opinions of the European Union 
citizens), both show that most respondents see themselves consistently through 
time as citizens of their nation state rather than members of their local commu-
nity or of a supranational organization or citizens of the world (World Values 
Survey, Eurobarometer, various years). Th ese surveys also show that for all coun-
tries where legitimate élites and/or stable governments exist, the erosion of sov-
ereignty by global forces is compensated by citizens’ demands for a more active 
state role in controlling international movements, negotiating agreements in 
international governmental organizations, coping with social and environmen-
tal problems. In many modernizing countries globalization erodes nation states’ 

Th e institutional embodiment of political authority in modern society has 
been the nation state, i.e., an impersonal and sovereign political entity with 
supreme jurisdiction over a clearly delimited territory and population, claiming 
a monopoly of coercive power, and enjoying legitimacy as a result of its citizens’ 
support. And it still is, in spite of the erosion of its sovereignty. 

Globalization tends to erode the basis of sovereignty and autonomy of nation 
states, but not to the extent that it is often affi  rmed. Scholars of diff erent ideolog-
ical orientation—from Albrow (1996), who stresses the narrowing of choices of 
nation states compelled to adopt neo-liberal economic policies in order to com-
pete in the world market, to Strange (1996), who complains that the impersonal 
forces of world markets are more powerful than the states, to Ohmae (1995), 
Reinecke (1998) and Th urow (1999) who argue that globalization implies the end 
of the nation state as sovereign actor in international relations—have exagger-
ated the demise of the nation state and should be criticized for not distinguish-
ing among states with quite diff erent levels of power and infl uence. Th e erosion, 
loss or diminution of state autonomy and sovereignty is the result of growing 
global interdependence and interconnectedness, and it takes a variety of forms, 
from the permeability of national frontiers to illegal immigrants to the threats of 
transnational terrorism, from the constraints set by international monetary insti-
tutions on the economic policies of national governments, from the impact of 
transnational corporations’ strategies on workers, consumers, and entrepreneurs 
of the countries where they operate, from the problems of coexistence between 
diff erent cultures in increasingly multiethnic societies to the diffi  culties faced by 
authoritarian regimes in fi ltering or altogether banning the images and informa-
tion of the “global village.” Th e shrinking eff ectiveness of major state functions 
such as the control of frontiers, the eff ective implementation of macroeconomic 
and industrial policies and of welfare and redistributive policies is also the prod-
uct of a conscious giving away by states through the partial concession of sover-
eignty to supranational institutions like the European Union. 

Th e erosion of national sovereignty and power is, however, uneven, since 
states diff er very much in terms of economic, political, military and cultural 
power and its extent has been largely overestimated. State power is rather recon-
stituted and transformed, at least in the developed countries and in the most 
powerful developing ones. In reality, because of the multifaceted impact of glo-
balization, nation states are undergoing a deep transformation, as their functions 
and powers are rearticulated and re-embedded in complex transnational, regional 
and local networks. Global fl ows stimulate a variety of adjustment strategies 
through national policies that require a rather active state—neither the neo-lib-
eral minimum government or the waning state, but the “developmental” or “cata-
lytic” state. Recent fi nancial crises and terrorist attacks have favored new forms of 
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sovereignty, but not to the point of preventing governments from being proactive 
agents of development. 

Th e continuing strength of national identities represents the main obstacle 
to the formation of a universal global society, since the latter lacks universally 
accepted identities, values and norms and widely accepted institutions. In reality, 
many people and groups in the contemporary world not only defi ne their identi-
ties in idiosyncratic ways, not only hold values that are antithetical to those of 
others, but seek forcibly to make others’ actions conform to their own preferences. 
Th ere is no world society and there is no global polity. Neither is there a unifi ed 
world state with a single citizenship made of all adult individuals endowed with 
equal rights and duties (something similar to Kant’s world republic), nor a fed-
eral Union of the states of the world, nor a unifi ed empire where member nations 
are hierarchically subordinated to a centralized hegemonic authority do exist 
or are in sight. But a world society as an association of peoples, nation states, 
international organizations, supranational unions and transnational communi-
ties, integrated and regulated by a polyarchic form of global governance, is slowly 
emerging. Given the importance of this model—which consists of the diff usion 
of the values of a cosmopolitan ethics and a set of democratic institutions, which 
I have outlined in previous paragraphs, and in spite of the powerful obstacles, 
which I have also discussed above—I will conclude this article with a sketchy 
picture of this complex entity.

the polyarchic model of global governance

Th e world can be conceptualized as a single system, but a universal global 
society does not exist yet, since there is still little normative consensus refl ected 
in commonly accepted institutions at the world level; although there are signs 
that they are slowly developing. In other words, the existence of a world system 
as an interdependent whole does not necessarily imply that a universal global 
society exists. Th e contemporary world is still a system made of societies, marked 
by the fundamental contradiction between open economy and closed cultures. 
Th e nation state is still the basic unit of political organization in the world polity, 
although its sovereignty is eroded by global fl ows. Th ere is no universal global 
society and there is no single world polity. But, on the other hand, the contem-
porary world is neither just an international anarchy nor simply an international 
system of sovereign nation states. It is a polyarchic, multipolar, multilayered, 
mixed-actor system where the anarchy of sovereign states is mitigated and con-
trolled by a plurality of non state actors: the international governmental orga-
nizations around the United Nations system, the actors of a world civil society 
(non-governmental organizations, collective movements, transnational commu-
nities, ethnic diasporas) and supranational unions like the European Union and 

by the growth of transnational civil society and public space. Th e progressive 
democratization of this polyarchic system through democratic accountability, 
individual and community empowerment, multiple identities, contextual uni-
versalism and deeply reformed international institutions is the major goal to be 
achieved in contemporary global politics. A key role in democratic global gover-
nance can be played by the European Union, both as an active peaceful player 
and as a model for similar global actors in the other regions of the world. 

Th e polyarchic model of global governance—which I outline in a recent book 
(Martinelli 2004)—is a model in the double sense, scientifi c and normative, as 
a creative simplifi cation of a complex reality, and as a blueprint for a peaceful 
global world. It combines some of the key aspects of the various approaches to 
democratic governance into a model of global politics which is both desirable 
and realistic. It is polyarchic in the sense that power and infl uence are shared by 
a plurality of institutional actors—government organizations, market organiza-
tions, and communities—which operate according to the three basic principles 
of authority, exchange and solidarity and whose diverse strategies act as mecha-
nisms of social integration and governance of the world system. It is polyarchic 
because it is multipolar, in the sense that the hegemonic power of the United 
States is counterbalanced by the role played by regional powers—both supra-
national unions like the European Union and nation states like China, Russia, 
India, Brazil—in the various regions of the world. In fact, the United States 
may have the power to exert leadership (although recent failures in the struggle 
against global terrorism cast doubt on it), but its leadership can hardly be con-
sidered as legitimate by, and accountable to, constituencies outside those of the 
hegemonic power and its allies. Global governance can only be multi-layered if it 
is to be eff ective, and can only be democratic in order to be accepted. 

It is polyarchic because it implies a multilateral system of decision-making, 
where major decisions with global implications are taken within international 
organizations—fi rst of all a reformed United nations system—with the partici-
pation of the most signifi cant expression of a transnational civil society in the 
making. And it is polyarchic because it is multi-level in the sense that institu-
tions, rules, regimes regulate and integrate the world system at diff erent levels on 
the basis of a functional specialization and of multiple citizenships which defi ne 
diff erent and overlapping sets of rights and obligations. 

Th e polyarchic model of global governance does not neglect the persistent 
centrality of nation states and the asymmetries of power and infl uence among 
them, but it tends to develop democracy both above them through the forma-
tion of supranational unions on the model of the European Union, below them 
through the development of local self-governing communities, and laterally 
through the growth of non-governmental organizations, collective movements, 
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epistemic communities and the like. Th e nation state maintains its importance as 
a primary source of identity and citizenship, but within a more complex system 
of governance which does not grow in opposition to national sovereignty but fos-
ters the spontaneous giving of portions of sovereignty to higher level institutions 
and the growth of multiple citizenship. Th e polyarchic model acknowledges the 
role of global markets and transnational economic actors, but it stresses the need 
for them to be accountable and regulated and controlled by eff ective interna-
tional laws. 

It recognizes the role of political movements and religious and professional 
communities, local self-governing, transnational diasporas, but looks for the 
proper conditions for them to act according to the principles of cultural plural-
ism and contextual universalism. 

Th e polyarchic model puts a special emphasis on the role of supranational 
unions on the design of the European Union: a political entity where decisions 
are taken both by a body representing the governments of the member coun-
tries and regions and a body representing the peoples of the member countries 
and regions; and a multicultural entity where unity should be achieved through 
diversity, with a core of shared values (democratic institutions, basic human 
rights, civic responsibilities, peaceful coexistence with all people on earth, free 
competition) that are at the foundations of common institutions, together with 
the respect for diff erent cultures, languages and heritages. 

To conclude: more and more people come to live in a single world system; a 
transnational civil society and an international public space are growing; a global 
communitarian culture and a cosmopolitan ethics are gaining ground. But major 
counter-forces are at work; a single constituency of individuals endowed with 
equal rights and responsibilities and to whom decision-makers must be account-
able does not exist yet. And the norms and institutions concerning the organi-
zation and the regulation of social and economic life at the world level are still 
inadequate for pursuing the basic goals of peace, liberty, human dignity, cultural 
pluralism and social justice for all. A universal global society with widely shared 
democratic values and institutions is not yet in sight and at best is very slowly 
emerging. 

What is possible and desirable is a world society as a world association of 
peoples, nations and transnational communities, integrated and regulated by a 
polyarchic form of global governance. Its becoming depends on the conscious 
eff orts of individual and collective actors. Th e alternative to a dystopic future of 
an increasingly confl ict-ridden, inhuman and unjust world is the project of demo-
cratic global governance as a peaceful world with polyarchic patterns of multipo-
lar, multilayered, mixed-actor governance, democratic accountability, individual 
and community empowerment, multiple identities, contextual universalism, and 

deeply reformed international institutions. A key role in this polyarchic system 
of governance can be played by the European Union, both as an active, peaceful 
player in international politics and as a model for similar global actors in the 
other regions of the world.
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The Growth of Transnational Corporate 
Networks: 1962–1998*

introduction

This is a study of the growth of organizational power in the world-economy 
over the past forty years. It takes the position that transnational organi-

zations, more specifi cally transnational corporations (TNCs), are increasingly 
signifi cant actors in the global economy. Some scholars argue that the nation-
state is the appropriate unit of analysis for analyzing the global processes of the 
world economy (Tilly 1994; Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985). Others, 
such as Kindleberger (1969), Leslie Sklair (1995, 2001), William Robinson (2003; 
Robinson and Harris 2000), and Philip McMichael (2000) suggest that nation-
states are becoming increasingly marginalized by transnational corporations. 
Th ey argue that these TNCs control an ever-increasing amount of capital and 
their activities are beyond the control and regulations of any single country, given 
their ability to shift resources at will throughout the global economy. Irrespective 
of which of these two positions is taken, it is evident that transnational corpora-
tions represent a relatively new and worthwhile dimension of study for under-
standing the relationships among nations and the increasing integration of the 
global economy. 

Th ere are few empirical studies of the global impact of TNCs from an orga-
nizational perspective. Most of the work has focused on the impact of national 

This is a study of the growth of organi-
zational power in the world-economy over 
the past forty years. It takes the position 
that transnational corporations (TNCs) are 
increasingly significant actors in the world-
economy, independent of the nation-states 
within which they are located. The goal of 
this work is to identify the expansion, spatial 
distribution, and concentration of this global 
power over time, and to consider its impact on 
the global economy.

The TNC networks are identified by lo-
cating the headquarters and foreign subsid-
iaries of the world’s 100 largest manufacturing 
corporations in 1962, 1971, 1983, 1991 and 1998. 

The distribution of ownership and location 
of these foreign subsidiaries are examined, 
both globally and bilaterally. I find high lev-
els of concentration in ownership of these 
global networks that decrease over time, in 
contrast to a high degree of dispersion in the 
location of these linkages. U.S. corporations 
are clearly the dominant actors from 1962 to 
1971 but decline dramatically through 1998, 
while Japanese and Western European TNC 
control over transnational networks grows 
significantly over this period. An empirical 
measure of economic dominance in the global 
economy is also presented.
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aggregate levels of foreign investment (Chase-Dunn 1975, Bornschier and Chase-
Dunn 1985; Firebaugh 1992, 1996; Dixon and Boswell 1996; Kentor 1998, 2000, 
2001; de Soysa and Oneal 1999; Kentor and Boswell 2003), portfolio investment 
(Manning 2000), or trade dependence (Burns, Kentor and Jorgenson 2003; 
Rubinson and Holtzman 1986).

Empirical studies using corporations as the unit of analysis have examined 
the sourcing, distribution and mechanisms of production of global commodities, 
referred to as “commodity chains” (Gereffi   and Korzeniewicz 1993), or the emer-
gence of a “global elite” that controls these transnational fi rms (Robinson 2003; 
Carroll and Fennema 2002; Kentor and Jang 2004). 

Bergeson and Sonnett (2001) examine the geographical distribution of the 
Fortune Global 500 by industry, in an eff ort to defi ne the geopolitical structure 
of the global economy, and understand the rise and fall of hegemonic nations. 
Th ey fi nd a tripartite distribution of TNCs among the U.S., Europe and Japan. 
Th is study takes a further step. It examines the global networks that are created 
by these TNCs, and considers if and how these linkages may act as conduits of 
power that have independent eff ects on the global economy. 

Th e transnational enterprise is not a new construct. Moore and Lewis 
(2000) trace the emergence of the fi rst recorded multi-national enterprises back 
to Assyria around 2000 bce. Th ese international fi rms were replete with “head 
offi  ces, foreign branch plants, corporate hierarchies, extraterritorial business law, 
and even a bit of foreign direct investment and value-added activity” (ibid.: 31–
32). However, the scope of these transnational fi rms has grown dramatically. One 
statistic is particularly telling: of the 100 largest economies in the world today, 51 
are corporations and 49 are countries (Anderson and Cavanagh 2000). 

Th e primary goal of this paper, therefore, is to chart the economic and spatial 
expansion of these transnational corporations, and explore the implications of 
this growth.

the shifting locus of economic power

Th e central tenet of this work is that transnational corporations, and their 
global networks, represent a distinct locus of power that have a signifi cant impact 
on an increasingly global economy. Th e theoretical basis for this assertion begins 
with Charles Tilly’s (1994) work on the emergence of the modern nation-state 
system. Tilly argues that the current inter-state system is the result of a merg-
ing of coercive and economic power between a.d. 1000 and 1800. Prior to this 
time, economic and coercive, or military, power were separate. Political units, 
such as states, feudal areas and empires, were essentially containers of coercive 
power, used to acquire the necessary goods, and people, to maintain their sys-

tems. Economic power resided within cities, the centers of economic activities in 
these times, and where capital was accumulated by the emerging burgher class. 
As military technology progressed and warfare became more expensive, these 
political organizations were forced to look to cities for the fi nancing of their mili-
tary activities. Th e resulting relationship between state and city, of coercive and 
economic power, solidifi ed over this 800-year period, giving rise to the modern 
nation-states of today. Th ese modern nation-states controlled both military and 
economic power.

During the last few decades of the twentieth century, however, this coales-
cence of economic and coercive power began to fracture, due primarily to the 
emergence of the transnational corporation. Saskia Sassen (1991) describes the 
global dispersion of production that began in the 1970s, as corporations searched 
for lower wages, closer proximity to markets and raw materials, and a way to dif-
fuse the power of labor. Th e corporate headquarter-foreign subsidiary linkages 
that emerged as a result of this process of production dispersion have formed the 
basis for a new dimension of economic power. It has allowed the transnational 
corporation to circumvent, to a signifi cant extent, the regulation of their activi-
ties by the nation-states within whose boundaries they are located.¹

Christopher Ross (1994) provides an additional perspective on these organi-
zational networks. Ross, a human ecologist, studied the structure of city-systems 
within the United States. He argued that cities were essentially containers of 
organizations and city-systems were, therefore, refl ections of organizational net-
works, primarily corporate. Th e hierarchy of these city-systems was determined 
by the relative power of the corporations residing within these cities in terms 
of their control over the economic activity in other cities. Ross operationalized 
these power relationships in terms of corporate headquarter and subsidiary loca-
tions. To the extent that a corporation headquartered in New York, for example, 
has a subsidiary in Pittsburgh, some amount of control or power is acquired by 
New York over Pittsburgh. Th e New York based corporation has an impact on 
employment and capital activities in Pittsburgh, which reduces the control that 
Pittsburgh has over its own economic activity. In other words, it refl ects a loss of 
autonomy for the host location. 

¹.  A key point for Sassen is that this diff usion of production was accompanied by 
the expansion and concentration of certain service functions, primarily producer services, 
which facilitated the coordination and expansion of these manufacturing activities, giv-
ing rise to a new network of  “global cities.” 
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immense in scope. Philip Morris, for example, operates in 170 countries. In 1983, 
corporate revenues of the world’s 500 largest corporations equaled 15 of world 
GDP. By 1998, this ratio had grown to 28 (Kentor 2002). Revenues of the larg-
est 200 corporations now exceed the combined economic activity of 182 nations 
(Anderson and Cavanagh 2000).³ Clearly, these TNCs have become signifi cant 
actors in the global economy, apart from the nation-state system within which 
they are geographically located.

the analyses

As stated earlier, the goal of this work is to describe the economic and spa-
tial expansion of transnational corporate networks over time, in terms of both 
individual countries and the global network as a whole. I employ the methodol-
ogy used by Ross (1996) discussed above, by charting the shifting patterns of 
TNC headquarter-subsidiary linkages for the world’s 100 largest manufacturing 
corporations at fi ve time points: 1962, 1971, 1983, 1991 and 1998. Th ese dates were 
chosen for data availability. Th is study is limited to manufacturing fi rms because, 
as Ross points out, these organizations have the greatest impact on the host 
economy relative to other sectors. Generally, they have the largest fi xed invest-
ments, employ the most workers and have the greatest impact on the environ-
ment. Th e location of each corporate headquarters is identifi ed, along with the 
number and locations of all foreign subsidiaries, for each time period. Hence, the 
specifi c corporations are not constant across periods. 

Th is methodology has two possible drawbacks. First, it is conceivable that 
limiting the data set to the largest 100 industrial corporations could bias the 
sample. Th is methodology would exclude countries with only mid-sized corpo-
rations or those outside the industrial sector of the economy. To address this 
issue, another data set was constructed that includes the largest 250 fi rms in 1998, 
irrespective of the sector within which it is located. Th is list is taken from the 
Fortune Global 500. Th is allows a comparison of network structures, which will 
provide a reasonable indication of the possible bias in the methodology. Second, 
it is assumed that all foreign subsidiaries have the same impact on the host coun-
try. Th ere is no explicit control for subsidiary size, in terms of assets, sales, or 
number of employees. Th ese would certainly be potentially useful data to include 
in the analyses, but are not available. However, there is an implicit control on 

Ross created an organizational matrix to describe the city-system hierarchy 
in the U.S., by identifying the locations of corporate headquarters and their sub-
sidiaries in major metropolitan areas in 1950 and 1980. Ross referred to these 
headquarter-subsidiary networks as “control linkages.” He selected only manu-
facturing corporations for his study, arguing that industrial activity has a greater 
impact on a city’s overall economic activity than primary or tertiary activities.² 
Ross concluded form these analyses that (a) urban systems are pyramidal in 
nature, with a few dominant cities at the top (New York and Chicago) and an 
increasing number of cities at lower levels of the hierarchy, and (b) dominance, 
or power, decreases at lower levels of these networks.

Th is global diff usion of production was facilitated by the emergence of what 
John Meyer et al. (1997) refer to as the “world society,” an ideology that legitimates 
and facilitates the penetration of foreign interests into less developed countries. 
Th is is refl ected in an isomorphism of laws and conventions throughout the 
world-economy concerning foreign ownership of private property, repatriation 
of capital, employee/employer rights and accounting practices that permit trans-
national corporations to locate and operate with consistency and predictability 
within most countries around the globe. 

I extend the above arguments to formulate the following theory of interna-
tional dominance. Th e coalescence of economic and coercive power, which gener-
ated the modern interstate system, has begun to unravel with the global diff usion 
of manufacturing that has occurred over the past forty years. Th e transnational 
corporate networks that have emerged over this period refl ect a distinct locus of 
economic power. I do not suggest that these TNC networks are the sole conduits 
of power in the world-economy. Th ey are only one network structure embedded 
within a series of hierarchical, overlapping networks that includes fl ows of infor-
mation, migration, transportation, culture, and coercion. But they certainly play 
a signifi cant, if not primary, role in the evolution of the world-economy.

empirical evidence 

A brief examination of available data strongly suggests that transnational cor-
porations represent a signifi cant, and growing, dimension of economic power in 
the global economy. In 1962, the world’s 100 largest industrial corporations owned 
1288 foreign subsidiaries. By 1998, the 100 largest industrial fi rms owned nearly 
10,000 foreign subsidiaries. Some of these transnational corporate networks are 

².  Meyer (, ) conducts similar analyses of fi nancial networks in the 
Southern U.S., and South America.

³.  It is interesting to note that while TNC economic activity has grown dramati-
cally over the past forty years, its share of workers has steadily declined. Th e world’s  
largest corporations employ less than one percent of the global work force.
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the size of these subsidiaries, because they are all owned by the world’s largest 
corporations. 

Th e TNC headquarter and subsidiary data used in these analyses have 
been obtained from various years of Moody’s Directories, Dun and Bradstreet, 
Directory of Inter-Corporate Ownership, Th e National Register, Standard and 
Poor’s Register of Corporations, Th e Directory of Multinationals, Th e World 
Directory of Multinational Enterprises and the Directory of American Firms 
Operating in Foreign Countries. Not all of the corporations listed in the top 
100 industrials (or Global 500) had foreign subsidiaries, according to the sources 
listed above. It is unclear, however, whether this indicates there are no subsidiar-
ies, or that these data are missing. In some cases it was possible to contact a spe-
cifi c corporation to confi rm this information, in others it was not. Th e impact of 
these possible missing data would be to underestimate the extent of these TNC 
networks.

results 

Th e expansion of these TNC networks during the 20th century has been 
dramatic. Table 1 presents the ratio of revenues of the 100 largest industrial fi rms 
to world GDP.

Th is ratio grew from .04 in 1912 to .11 in 1991, before declining to .09 in 1998. 
Th is decline refl ects the growth of the service sector. Th e Global 100, which 
include all sectors of the economy, grew from .09 of world GDP in 1983 to .13 in 
1998. Th e revenues of the Global 500 grew from .15 to .28 of world GDP between 
1983 and 1998. Th ese fi gures refl ect the expansion of producer services that arose 
in response to the diff usion of production that began in the 1980s (Sassen 1991). 
Another indicator of the growth of producer services is the ratio of revenues of 
the 100 largest industrial fi rms to the revenues of the Global 500, which declined 
from 60 in 1971 to 46 in 1998.

I now turn to an examination of the distribution of TNC headquarter-for-
eign subsidiary linkages for the 100 largest industrial TNCs from 1962 and 1998, 
as shown in Table 2.⁴ Th ere are two ways to think about these linkages. 

 We can examine both the total number of TNC headquarter-subsidiary 
connections, and the number of dichotomous (country to country) linkages. 
Th ese two aspects of TNC networks have diff erent meanings and diff erent 

impacts. Dichotomous linkages represent relationships between countries. From 
a dichotomous perspective, it is the existence or non-existence of a linkage that 
is important rather than the absolute number of linkages. Whether there are one 
or several linkages between two countries, a whole host of political, economic, 
social (and possibly even military) laws, regulations and norms are required for 
a TNC to be able to locate within a given host country. Th e total number of 
linkages is more clearly a measure of penetration of a host country by transna-
tional corporations. Total TNC headquarter-foreign subsidiary linkages for the 
100 industrial TNCs grew from 1,260 in 1962 to nearly 10,000 in 1998, with the 
sharpest increase occurring between 1991 and 1998. Th e number of dichotomous 
TNC linkages, or country to country connections, grew from 220 in 1962 to 780 
in 1998, with the largest growth occurring between 1971 and 1983. 

Th e distribution of TNC headquarter-subsidiary linkages for the top 250 
fi rms in 1998 is, as expected, somewhat larger. Th ere are nearly twice as many 
total linkages (19,481 / 9988) and approximately 50 more dichotomized con-
nections (1241 / 780). However, the correlation between the two data sets is 
extremely high, both for out and in-degrees (.97 and .91, respectively), suggesting 
that the 100 largest manufacturing TNCs are a reasonable refl ection of the orga-
nizational network as a whole. 

An examination of the distribution of these linkages by country, given in 
Table 2, indicates a high degree of concentration in the ownership of these net-
works, and a dispersion of the location of these subsidiaries.

In 1962, the 100 industrial TNCs with foreign subsidiaries were concen-
trated in only fi ve countries: the U.S., the Netherlands, the U.K., Germany and 
Italy (see Figure 1). U.S. corporations were clearly the dominant fi rms, control-
ling 1040 of the total 1260 subsidiaries.

In other words, U.S. based corporations owned 82 of all foreign subsid-
iaries of the 100 largest industrial TNCs in 1962. Th e position of U.S. TNCs 
strengthened in 1971, controlling 1337 of the 1566, or 86, of all foreign subsidiar-
ies. Dutch TNCs, the next largest group in 1971, owned only 115 (9) subsidiar-

⁴.  Th ese analyses do not directly examine diff erences in revenues among these sub-
sidiaries. However, the parent TNCs (world’s  largest industrial TNCs) are from a 
uniformly high revenue group, which indirectly controls for economic size.

Table 1 – Ratio of TNC Revenues to World GDP 1912–1998

1912 1962 1971 19911983 1998

100 Industrial (IND) 0.04 0.07 0.09 0.110.08 0.09

100 Total 0.09 0.13

500 Total 0.15 0.28

IND 100 / Global 500 60% 46%
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Table 2 – TNC Headquarter: Subsidiary Distribution 1962–1998 

Country Subsidiary Country Subsidiary Country Subsidiary Country Subsidiary Country Subsidiary

1962 Own In 1971 Own In 1983 Own In 1991 Own In 1998 Own In

US 1040 22 US 1337 31 US 1339 121 US 982 298 US 2901 1479

Netherlands 115 17 Germany 80 76 Netherlands 415 98 Netherlands 462 157 Japan 2296 302

UK 57 132 France 49 59 Germany 241 163 France 431 159 Germany 1764 445

Germany 27 56 UK 44 115 Italy 207 87 Germany 328 221 Switzerland 1441 184

Italy 21 25 Netherlands 18 50 UK 174 158 Japan 310 84 Netherlands 441 342

France 0 52 Italy 18 58 France 154 159 Switzerland 289 113 Sweden 354 159

Japan 0 18 Japan 13 35 Switzerland 81 69 Italy 278 118 France 329 451

Australia 0 46 Australia 5 67 Japan 64 62 UK 151 250 UK 176 827

Switzerland 0 35 Switzerland 2 51 Belgium 52 95 Sweden 92 61 Italy 100 311

Belgium 0 19 Belgium 0 46 Sweden 27 55 Belgium 49 110 Korea 78 83

Sweden 0 16 Sweden 0 31 Canada 7 142 Finland 34 24 Canada 43 323

Canada 0 169 Canada 0 168 Brazil 3 102 Spain 29 147 Spain 29 288

Brazil 0 45 Brazil 0 46 Australia 0 133 Venezuela 17 33 Venezuela 16 103

Spain 0 18 Spain 0 37 Spain 0 100 Austria 1 46 Brazil 9 254

Venezuela 0 33 Venezuela 0 47 Venezuela 0 38 Canada 0 136 Belgium 0 190

Austria 0 14 Austria 0 16 Austria 0 33 Brazil 0 118 Finland 0 61

Korea 0 0 Korea 0 2 Korea 0 10 Korea 0 27 Austria 0 167

Mexico 0 42 Mexico 0 50 Mexico 0 67 Australia 0 86 Australia 0 337

Norway 0 8 Norway 0 17 Norway 0 32 Mexico 0 86 Mexico 0 273

Luxemburg 0 5 Luxemburg 0 15 Luxemburg 0 16 Norway 0 39 Norway 0 104

Taiwan 0 0 Taiwan 0 8 Taiwan 0 17 Luxemburg 0 32 Luxemburg 0 30

Finland 0 8 Finland 0 7 Finland 0 18 Taiwan 0 28 Taiwan 0 0

China 0 1 China 0 0 China 0 2 China 0 24 China 0 171

Foreign 

subsidiaries owned 

in other countries 

Foreign subsidiaries 

located within 

country
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4th, owning 18 and 14 of all foreign subsidiaries, respectively.
A useful measure of transnational organizational dominance can be con-

structed from the above data by examining the ratio of the greatest number of 
foreign subsidiaries owned by TNCs from a single country to the number of 
foreign subsidiaries owned by TNCs of all other countries, somewhat analogous 
to the notion of urban primacy (Walters 1985). 

Th is measure quantifi es the extent to which TNCs from a single country 
dominate the organizational networks in the global economy; much like urban 
primacy refl ects the dominance of a single largest city over the entire city system 
of a given country. For example, U.S. TNCs owned the largest number of foreign 
subsidiaries in 1971, 1040 out of 1260, resulting in a ratio of 1040/220, or 4.7. 
Th is means that U.S. TNCs owned 4.7 times as many foreign subsidiaries than 
TNCs from the balance of the world combined. According to this measure, U.S. 
TNC dominance peaked in 1971, with a score of 6.1. Th ere was a dramatic decline 

ies. TNCs in seven other countries owned foreign subsidiaries: Germany, France, 
U.K., Italy, Japan, Australia and Switzerland.

Th ere is a signifi cant decline in the concentration of subsidiary ownership 
after 1971. Th e number of countries with TNC headquarters in 1983 grew 30 
(from 9 to 12), refl ecting a continued diversifi cation of control. TNCs from 
Belgium, Sweden and Canada now own foreign subsidiaries, while Australia 
has been dropped. Th is trend continued in 1991, with the U.S. TNC share of 
ownership dropping to 28.4 (982 out of 3454 total subsidiaries). TNCs from 
14 countries now control foreign subsidiaries, with signifi cant country move-
ment. Finland, Spain and Venezuela have been added, while Canada, Brazil and 
Australia have been dropped. Th e U.S. position stabilized in 1998, now account-
ing for 2901 of 9977, or 29, of total out-degrees (see Figure 2). Japanese TNCs, 
now the second largest group, had the most dramatic growth, controlling 2296 
foreign subsidiaries, or 23 of the total. German and Swiss TNCs ranked 3rd and 

Figure 1 – Distribution of Subsidiary Ownership in 1962
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Figure 2 – Distribution of Subsidiary Ownership in 1998 
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between 1971 and 1983, with global organizational dominance falling below 1, to 
.94, over this 12-year period. Th e decline continued through 1991, dropping to 
.40, and stabilized through 1998. A graph of the change in this measure between 
1962 and 1998 is presented in Figure 3. 

It is important, however, to distinguish between the concentration of control 
of the total number of foreign subsidiaries on a global level and the concentration 
of ownership within a given country. If we look at the concentration of owner-
ship within a given country, a diff erent picture emerges. In 1971, the peak year 
for U.S. TNC dominance, U.S. industrial corporations owned the majority of 
foreign subsidiaries in 86 countries, with an average concentration of 88. Th ese 
countries, listed in Table 3, include nearly all of the developed world; the U.K. 
(96), Canada (95), Japan (91), Germany, Italy, Sweden and Switzerland 
(90) Netherlands (89) and Australia (84), among others.

U.S. industrial TNCs are also dominant in the developing countries of that 
period, including Argentina (89), Brazil (88), Mexico and Taiwan (87) and 
India (58). By 1998, this situation had changed signifi cantly. Th e U.S. industrial 
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Figure 3 – Changes in Global Organizational Dominance 1962–1998 Table 3 – Countries Dominated by US Subsidiaries 1971 (IND 100)

Country Concen.
%

Total Foreign
Subsidiaries

Country Total Foreign
Subsidiaries

Cuba 100 1

Japan 91.2 35

Chad 100 1

Italy 90.9 58

Gambia, The 100 1

Greece 90 11

Sierra Leone 100 2

Switzerland 90 51

Mali 100 1

Sweden 90 31

Jamaica 100 6

Germany 89.6 76

Liberia 100 15

Netherlands 89.4 50

Iraq 100 2

Argentina 89.3 31

Thailand 100 11

Guatemala 88.9 8

Singapore 100 8

Brazil 88.1 46

Korea, Rep. 100 2

Taiwan 87.5 8

Hong K., China 100 8

Mexico 87.2 50

Cameroon 100 2

Chile 86.7 16

Cyprus 100 1

Costa Rica 85.7 6

Luxembourg 100 15

Denmark 85.7 21

Turkey 100 10

Libya 85.7 5

Ecuador 100 10

Peru 84.2 20

Virgin Islands 100 1

Australia 83.8 67

Dominican Rep. 100 4

Ghana 83.3 5

Barbados 100 1

Uruguay 83.3 6

Saudi Arabia 100 2

Colombia 82.9 27

Finland 100 7

Bahamas, The 82.4 14

Norway 100 17

Nigeria 81.8 10

El Salvador 100 3

Niger 100 1

Madagascar 100 1

Kuwait 100 1

Egypt, Arab Rep 100 4

Guinea 100 3

Honduras 100 5

Lebanon 100 4

Malta 100 2

Mozambique 100 1

Samoa 100 1

Tunisia 100 2

Venezuela 97.9 47

United Kingdom 96.5 115

Panama 96.2 26

Canada 95.1 168

Puerto Rico 94.1 16

Philippines 93.3 14

France 93 59

Belgium 93 46

Concen.
%
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fi rms now dominated the foreign subsidiary structure of only 50 countries, with 
an average concentration of 49 percent, as listed in Table 4. U.S. industrial TNCs 
still own the largest number of foreign subsidiaries in many of the same coun-
tries. However, the concentration is substantially reduced: Japan (64), the U.K. 
and the Netherlands (47), Germany (42), Australia and Canada (38) and 
Italy (32). Japanese TNCs, with 22 of total foreign subsidiaries in 1998, domi-
nated the ownership of foreign subsidiaries in only 18 countries, as listed in Table 
5. Th ese include only one developed country, the U.S. (43), along with several 
regional economies; Th ailand and Indonesia (60), Malaysia (50), Taiwan and 
the Philippines (40), China (38) and Singapore (37).⁵

Th e location of foreign subsidiaries has also shifted signifi cantly between 
1962 and 1998. Foreign subsidiaries of the 100 largest industrial fi rms were located 
in 99 countries in 1962 (see Figure 4). Canada was host to the largest number of 
these (169, 13), followed by the U.K. (132, 11), Germany and France.

Only 22 subsidiaries (2) were located in the U.S., and only 18 in Japan. By 
1998 this picture had reversed. Th e U.S. was now the single largest host, account-
ing for 15 (1479 out of 9977) of all foreign subsidiaries. Th e next largest, the 
U.K., accounted for 8 (827) of the total. Japan, however, maintained its lim-

Portugal 80 11

Nicaragua 80 4

Iran, Islamic R 77.8 9

Spain 77.1 5

Trinidad & To. 75 7

Ireland 71.4 14

South Africa 70 26

Austria 68.8 16

New Zealand 68.8 16

Israel 66.7 2

Bermuda 62.5 5

Indonesia 60 7

Pakistan 60 0

India 58.3 14

Netherl. Ant. 55.6 5

Malaysia 55.6 8

Zambia 50 5

Morocco 50 6

United States 45 31

Kenya 44.4 7

Country Total Foreign
Subsidiaries

Country Total Foreign
Subsidiaries

Table 3 (Cont.) – Countries Dominated by US Subsidiaries 1971 (IND 100)

Concen.
%

Concen.
%

⁵.  It is interesting to note that Dutch industrial TNCs, which controlled fewer than 
 of total foreign subsidiaries in , dominated ownership of foreign subsidiaries in 
 countries, with an average concentration of .

Table 4 – Countries Dominated by US Subsidiaries 1998 (IND 100)  

Country Total Foreign 
Subsidiaries

Country Total Foreign 
Subsidiaries

Monaco 100 1 Colombia 40.8 52
Rwanda 100 1 France 39.9 451
Yugoslavia, FR 100 9 Korea, Rep. 38.8 83
Bosnia & Herz. 100 1 Poland 38.6 47
Isle of Man 100 1 Ireland 38.1 98
Israel 94.7 16 Australia 37.6 337

Bahamas, The 75 9 Canada 37.5 323
Puerto Rico 69.2 13 Venezuela 37.3 103
Netherl. Ant. 67.6 34 Austria 37.2 167
Barbados 66.7 9 Chile 35.8 51
Japan 63.9 302 Saudi Arabia 34.6 25
Bermuda 62.5 40 Greece 34.6 50

Cyprus 57.1 7 Honduras 33.3 5
Ecuador 55.2 28 Portugal 32.9 86
Jamaica 54.5 11 Belgium 32.8 190
Cayman Islands 53.8 13 Italy 32.3 311
Mexico 49.8 273 Un. Arab Emir. 31.6 19
Netherlands 47.2 342 Luxembourg 31 30

United Kingd. 47.2 827 Spain 30.1 34
India 43.2 111 Peru 28.9 40
Uruguay 42.9 22 Finland 28.8 61
Germany 42.5 445 Norway 28 104
New Zealand 41.9 95 Denmark 26.8 103
Egypt, Arab R. 40.9 21 Tunisia 26.3 19

Switzerland 40.9 184 Morocco 26.1 24

Concen.
%

Concen.
%

ited role as host to the world-economy, with only 302 foreign subsidiaries being 
located there in 1998 (see Figure 5). 

Th e above analysis has focused on the relationships between developed and 
less developed countries. A more complex set of power relationships emerges 
when we examine the TNC networks among developed countries where there is 
a more equal distribution of control over these linkages, especially for the more 
recent period. 

Tables 6 and 7 are ownership/location matrices of industrial TNC linkages 
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among developed countries for 1971 and 1998. China is included in these matrices 
for discussion purposes only, to highlight the fact that they do not participate in 
these bilateral relationships during these time periods.

Th e rows of these matrices represent the country of ownership and the col-
umns indicate the location of the foreign subsidiaries. Th is format allows us to 
examine the distribution of power among developed countries as bilateral rela-
tionships, rather than aggregate characteristics for a given nation. Th e U.S. main-
tained dominant bilateral relations over all other developed countries in 1971. 
For example, U.S. TNCs owned 109 subsidiaries in the U.K., while U.K. TNCs 
owned only 9 subsidiaries in the U.S. A similar imbalance existed with Germany 
(69 to 0), France (53 to 3), Switzerland (45 to 0), and Japan (31 to 5). By 1998, 
however, many of these relationships had reversed. Th e most dramatic change 
occurred between the U.S. and Japan. Japanese TNCs now own 619 subsidiaries 
in the U.S., compared to 182 U.S. subsidiaries in Japan. German and Swiss TNCs 
also had more subsidiaries in the U.S. than U.S. TNCs had in these countries.

Th e interpretations of these bilateral relationships require two additional 
considerations. First, we need to control for the overall sizes of the two economies 
when considering the relative impacts of foreign subsidiaries. Switzerland may 

Table 5 – Countries Dominated by Japanese TNCs 1998 (IND 100) 

% Owned by 
Japanese TNCs

Total Foreign
Subsidiaries

91.2

60.2

60

56.8

52.9

50

49.7

42.8

42.7

40.4

40

37.7

37

35

35

Country

Liberia

Thailand

Indonesia

Panama

Vietnam

Bahrain

Malaysia

United States

Hong Kong, China

Taiwan

Philippines

China

Singapore

Guatemala

Costa Rica

Kuwait

34

178

126

45

17

6

154

1479

154

0

83

171

184

22

21

9 33.3

Germany
France

Other

Australia

Canada

United Kingdom

Brazil

Mexico

58 / 5%

52 / 4%

132 / 11%

169 / 14%

45 / 4%

42 / 3%

45 / 4%

685 / 56%

Figure 4 – Location of TNC Subsidiaries 1962 

Figure 5 – Location of TNC Subsidiaries 1998
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own more subsidiaries in the U.S. than vice-versa, but the potential loss of U.S. 
subsidiaries in Switzerland would likely have a greater impact on Switzerland 
than the removal of Swiss subsidiaries from the U.S. Second, we need to consider 
the potential impact of the European Union. To the extent that the EU becomes a 
single integrated economy, it may be more appropriate to examine these bilateral 
headquarter-subsidiary relationships between the U.S. and Europe as a whole, 
rather than individual European countries. 

discussion

Th e expanding and shifting organizational networks described above pro-
vide a productive level of analysis for understanding the way in which power is 
concentrated and distributed in the world-economy. Th ese descriptive analyses 
clearly indicate a signifi cant expansion of economic power of transnational cor-
porations, in terms of both dollars and global linkages. We should be careful, 
though, not to overestimate the strength of these transnational corporations vis-
à-vis nation-states (Wolf 2001). It could be argued, for example, that corporate 
revenue is not equivalent to a national gross domestic product. Further, the state 
still holds a monopoly on coercive power. Th ere can be little doubt, however, that 
these giant fi rms wield a signifi cant and increasing amount of power that is, to 
some extent, beyond the control of nation-states. 

One question that arises from this work concerns the value of using the 
number of foreign subsidiaries as a measure of TNC penetration in place of 
the traditional aggregate indicator of foreign capital penetration: foreign direct 

investment as a percentage of GDP. Th ere are several theoretical reasons for 
exploring the impact of globalization from an organizational perspective. It is, 
fi rst, an eff ort to examine these global processes at the level of the operant actors. 
Foreign investment is typically controlled by individual corporations. Th ese cor-
porations determine the place and amount of foreign investment, the transfer of 
technology, access to their international markets, repatriation of profi ts, number 
of employees, etc. Th ese TNCs also control a variety of non-equity items, such 
as licensing agreements. And in less developed countries, these corporations may 
carry signifi cant infl uence on the host country’s political processes. Th e notion 
that “foreign investment” is a homogeneous variable with singular eff ects seems 
increasingly less likely (Kentor and Boswell 2003). Th e more productive avenues 
of research appear to be in examining the components or structures of foreign 
investment. Decomposing foreign investment allows us to understand the multi-
plicity of eff ects, be they positive, negative, or benign.

Th ere are empirical reasons to suggest that foreign subsidiaries may have sig-
nifi cant, independent eff ects. Preliminary empirical analyses indicate that rela-
tively high concentrations of foreign subsidiaries retards economic growth in less 
developed countries (Kentor 2002).

Th ese TNC networks also appear to provide a useful level of analysis for 
examining changes in the international nation-state hierarchy, which we com-
monly refer to as “hegemony.” Th e headquarter-subsidiary data presented above 
seems to refl ect well the apex and decline of U.S. hegemony from 1970 to 2000, 
and the dramatic rise of Japanese and European TNC networks during this 

Table 6 – Ownership and Location of Foreign Subsidiaries of 100 Largest

TNC Headquarters

US

Japan

Germany

Switzerland

France

Netherlands

UK

China

Group Total

%

Subsidiary Location
%

89.2

1.3

.3

.3

3.1

1.5

4.3

0

100

US

5

0

0

3

1

9

0

18

4.6

JAP

31

0

0

0

1

1

0

33

8.4

GER

69

0

0

4

1

2

0

76

19.4

SW

45

0

1

2

1

1

0

50

12.8

FR

53

0

0

0

1

1

0

55

14.1

NL

42

0

0

0

1

3

0

46

11.8

UK

109

0

0

1

2

1

0

113

28.9

CHI

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Group
Total

349

5

1

1

12

6

17

0

391

100

Industrial TNCs in 1971 
Table 7 – Ownership and Location of Foreign Subsidiaries of 100 Largest

TNC Headquarters
Group
Total %

US

Japan

Germany

Switzerland

France

Netherlands

UK

China

Group Total

%

Subsidiary Location
US JAP GER SW FR NL UK CHI

Industrial TNCs in 1998

31.5

27.1

16.4

14.8

5.2

3.1

1.9

0

100

619

259

218

114

65

40

0

1315

34.5

182

35

41

4

13

3

0

278

7.3

188

91

82

26

18

8

0

413

10.9

70

13

51

6

10

5

0

155

4.1

178

52

80

96

11

10

0

427

11.2

154

40

40

36

13

6

0

289

7.6

382

153

129

72

34

0

0

770

20.2

43

63

30

18

1

0

0

0

155

4.1

1197

1031

624

553

198

117

72

0

3802

100
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summary

Th is descriptive study of transnational organizational networks provides a 
new vantage from which to examine the process commonly referred to as “glo-
balization.” It adds to our theoretical understanding of the ways in which power 
is organized and transmitted around the world. It also suggests new ways of 
thinking about the future distribution of power in the world-economy. Peter 
Taylor (1996) has written of the end of national hegemony. He argues that the 
world-economy is so large that a single country can no longer exert dominance 
over it and questions whether future hegemons may be coalitions among several 
countries. Th is may be the wrong question entirely. Global dominance may no 
longer be within the domain of nation-states at all. Th e locus of power in the 
world-economy may be shifting to transnational organizations. Th e implications 
of such a shift are profound. John Markoff  (1996) examines the impact of this 
redistribution of power on democracy. He argues that, to the extent transna-
tional corporations increasingly “make the rules,” democracy is threatened. When 
nations make laws, there are political mechanisms by which these laws can be 
challenged. Th ere are no such mechanisms for challenging the “laws” made by 
transnational corporations.

As noted above, this is a descriptive study of the growth of transnational cor-
porate power, a necessary fi rst step in exploring the expansion of transnational 
corporate power over time. An obvious extension would be to expand this study 
to the Global 500. Th is would provide a more complete picture of foreign sub-
sidiary penetration as well as changes in the sectoral distribution of these sub-
sidiaries. Th ese data would also provide a more comprehensive measure of the 
international nation-state hierarchy. A variety of causal analyses can be generated 
from these data as well, such as the impact of foreign subsidiaries on economic 
growth and inequality. Network analyses of these data could also tell us much 
about changes in the global economy over time, in terms of centrality, density, 
cliques, and other network measures. Finally, these studies could profi tably be 
merged with other aspects of transnational corporate networks, such as inter-
locking directorates.
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Transnational Corporate Ties: A Synopsis of 
Theories and Empirical Findings

introduction

For sociologists and analysts of the world economy, it is certainly a matter of 
fact that transnational corporations are by no means isolated actors in an 

economic “war of all against all” (Th omas Hobbes). Rather, transnational cor-
porations are frequently members of corporate networks, often of global reach. 
Although the literature on globalization emphasizes the increasing economic 
power of these networks and postulates the formation of a transnational capital-
ist class, there is still a lack of empirical fi ndings. Th is article starts with a review 
of theoretical perspectives (resource dependence, social capital, coordination 
of markets, fi nancial hegemony, class hegemony, inner circle, and transnational 
capitalist class) which focuses on the functions and structures of corporate inter-
locks at the national and the transnational level. Th e subsequent section off ers a 
synopsis of studies concerning transnational corporate networks. Th ese analyses 
of corporate ties (interlocking directorates, fi nancial participations and policy 
group affi  liations) suggest the emergence of transnational economic elites whose 
members, however, have not lost their national identity. In the fi nal section, the 
theoretical perspectives will be assessed and some prospects are sketched out. 
Finally, it will be argued that the disintegration of the world society, which is 
considerably driven by rent-seeking corporate networks, can only be restrained 
if a potential global regulatory agency will be anchored in a post-Washington 
consensus.

In general, corporations are not isolated 
actors in an economic “war of all against all” 
but members of corporate networks of global 
reach. Although the literature on globaliza-
tion emphasizes the increasing economic 
power of these networks and postulates the 
formation of a transnational capitalist class, 
there is still a lack of empirical findings. The 
article starts with a review of theoretical per-
spectives (resource dependence, social capital, 
coordination of markets, financial hegemony, 
class hegemony, inner circle, and transnation-
al capitalist class) which focuses on the func-
tions and structures of corporate interlocks at 
the national and the transnational level. The 
subsequent section offers an outline of em-

pirical studies concerning transnational cor-
porate networks. These analyses of corporate 
ties (interlocking directorates, financial par-
ticipations and policy group affiliations) sug-
gest the emergence of transnational economic 
elites whose members, however, have not lost 
their national identity. In the final section, 
the theoretical perspectives will be assessed 
and some prospects are sketched out. Finally, 
it will be argued that the disintegration of the 
world society, which is considerably driven 
by rent-seeking corporate networks, can only 
be restrained if a potential global regulatory 
agency will be anchored in a post-Washington 
consensus.

abstract:

Michael Nollert
Department of Social Work and Social Policy
University of Fribourg
Route de Bonnesfontaines 11
CH-1700 Fribourg, Switzerland
michael.nollert@unifr.ch
http://www.unifr.ch/travsoc/

Michael Nollert

journal of world-systems research, xi, , november , –
Special Issue: Globalizations from ‘Above’ and ‘Below’ – The Future of World Society
http://jwsr.ucr.edu/
issn 1076–156x 
© 2005 Michael Nollert

mailto:michael.nollert@unifr.ch
http://www.unifr.ch/travsoc
http://jwsr.ucr.edu


Michael Nollert290 Transnational Corporate Ties 

theoretical perspectives of national corporate ties and 
networks

Th e analysis of networks of corporate power can be linked to several the-
oretical perspectives which are well known to scholars who address corporate 
ties and networks (cf. Mizruchi 1996; Nollert 2005). Although most of these 
perspectives focus on the national level, there is no a priori argument against 
applying them to the transnational level. On the contrary, even if we accept the 
well-known presumption that globalization leads to a devaluation of the national 
level, none of these perspectives will be falsifi ed when transnational corporate 
ties are increasing. 

Table 1 sorts the theoretical approaches according to their level and their 
units of analysis. Th e theory that postulates the rise of a transnational capitalist 
class is diff erent from other perspectives because it primarily addresses linkages 
across national borders. Th erefore, we will fi rst summarize arguments of per-
spectives focusing on the level of the nation state. 

Corporate ties as an instrument for corporations and managers. Studies which 
focus on the corporation as an actor see networking as an instrument to reduce 
market risks (Pfeff er and Salancik 1978). Th e resource dependence perspective 
assumes that fi rms operate within an insecure environment comprised of other 
fi rms. Hence, fi rms are not seen as autonomous but rather as constrained by 
interdependencies with other fi rms. In order to survive economically, corpora-
tions are thus expected, on the one hand, to control other fi rms and, on the other 
hand, to use interlocking directorates with fi nancial institutes to safeguard the 
supply of capital. Moreover, corporate ties provide a stable means of commu-
nication among interdependent fi rms. Also, the theory expects that linkages 
between non-fi nancial and fi nancial corporations reproduce themselves if a tie is 
broken due to the retirement or death of a linker. 

If the individual person is the unit of analysis, interlocks are regarded as the 
strategy of corporate directors to accumulate social capital. Th us, this perspec-
tive assumes that the social networking of managers at board meetings, in private 
clubs, and in policy groups provides a resource which can be transformed into 
economic capital (Bourdieu 1983). Hence, the social capital theory postulates 
that top ma nagers use their social contacts to get better paid jobs or executive 
com pensations which cannot be justifi ed by market rules (see Bebchuk and Fried 
2004). 

Corporate networks pointing out coordinated markets and fi nancial hege mony. 
A good starting point for the analyses of corporate network structures is still Adam 
Smith’s Th e Wealth of Nations (1979 [1776]) which points out that economic 
actors in general are not adherents of the principle of free markets. Rather, these 

actors fear competition; and therefore they try to coordinate markets by foster-
ing alliances with competitors. 

Th e economic history of the core countries demonstrates that Smith’s 
assumption obviously received a bigger echo in the Anglo-American world than 
in continental Europe. Indeed, whereas corporate networking in the sphere of 
Rhenian capitalism (Albert 1991), and especially in the small countries, was seen 
as a legitimate strategy enabling corporations to strengthen their common eco-
nomic power in world markets, the United States, for example, introduced rigor-
ous legal barriers to prevent collusion and anti-competitive interlocking. 

Hence, Alfred Chandler (1990) distinguished two models of capitalism: the 
competitive one, which is characterized by strict laws on competition and weakly 
coordinated markets, and a cooperative one, in which collusive behavior and net-
working among corporations are tolerated. According to Chandler, the United 
States exemplify the pattern of competitive capitalism in the 20th century because 
the Sherman Act in 1890 prohibited conspirational agreements between compa-
nies, e.g. price cartels. In consequence, Section 8 of the Clayton Act of 1914 even 
prohibited interlocks between fi rms competing in the same markets. Vice versa, 
at the end of the 19th century, Germany clearly represented a model of coopera-
tive capitalism because the 1897 verdict of the Supreme Court (Reichsgericht) 
declared cartel agreements as legally binding and enforceable contracts. Rudolf 
Hilferding (1981 [1910]) also emphasized that representatives of German banks 
on boards of competing industrial companies cemented this system of collusion. 
However, the question whether interlocks between competitors are eff ective in 
promoting collusion is still open. 

In recent years Peter A. Hall and David Soskice (2001) revitalized this dis-
tinction by pointing out the diff erences between liberal and coordinated market 
economies. Th ey argue that in coordinated market economies, fi rms depend 
heavily on non-market relationships, such as networks, to coordinate their rela-

Table 1 – Theoretical Perspectives on Corporate Ties 
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