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Globalization and Modernity: Central Questions

In exploring globalization and modernity, one is presented with highly contested
concepts. Definitions are crucial because they shape our interpretation of social
phenomena and perhaps influence one’s findings. A single definition of globalization
does not exist (for a range of characterizations see Harvey 1989; Giddens 1990; Rosenau
1990; Jameson 1991; Robertson 1992; Scholte 1993; Nierop 1994; Johnston et al. 1995;
Zirn 1995; Albrow 1996; Kofman and Youngs 1996; Held et al. 1999). While scholars
have focused on different aspects of growing interdependence be it economic, cultural,
technological, and the like, at a basic level it refers to growing interconnectedness. Most
definitions suggest a growing magnitude of global flows to a degree that all levels of
human organization are interweaved into one system. Space is being broken down such
that interactions can be increasingly described as interregional or intercontinental in
scale. This should not be taken to mean that the global should be privileged over other
levels of social organization, but rather that these different levels increasingly encounter
each other. Though this grossly oversimplifies the literature, those who have written on
globalization fall into two broad categories; those who find it a useful concept to portray
current events and those who find it lacking (Held and McGrew 2000; Mittelman 2002).

Related to the question of the nature of globalization is a discussion of whether
the world has in fact entered a new, unique historical period. Some have questioned how
global present conditions really are. In the present era, many argue we have not
witnessed an intensification of global interaction, but rather regional clustering of activity
(G. Thompson 1998; Weiss 1998; Hirst and Thompson 1999). In addition, some have
argued that the degree of economic interconnectedness exhibited today does not differ
markedly from the period 1890-1914 (Jones 1995; Hirst 1997). In addition, many see
globalization as a convenient scapegoat for American hegemony (Callinicos 1994; Hirst
1997; Hoogevelt 1997).

There are many, however, who believe globalization represents a genuine
restructuring of social organization. For those convinced we live in a new world, they
find evidence that human activity has reached interregional or intercontinental scale
(Geyer and Bright 1995; Castells 1996; Dicken 1998). The present era of globalization
should be seen in the context of broad historical trends (Mazlish and Buultjens 1993;
Bentley 1996; Frank and Gills 1996; Clark 1997). At the same time, although the
globalization process is a long, historically rooted one, it is not without fits and starts and
is not teleological (Fernandez-Armesto 1995; Geyer and Bright 1995; Zeiler 2001). It
also should not be thought of as Westernization (Giddens 1990). Globalization is a
highly complex interaction of forces producing integration and disintegration,
cooperation and conflict, order and disorder (Harvey 1989; Giddens 1990; Robertson
1992; Barber 1995).



Globalization has led many to explore the relationship these processes have to
modernity (Harvey 1989; Giddens 1990; Beck 1992). Scholars have asked a number of
questions in this regard. Where perhaps many would have equated it with westernization,
the nature of modernity itself has been questioned. What are the traits of social,
economic, and political organization characteristic of modernity? Are globalization
processes fundamentaly changing the relationship of space and time that one can say we
have moved into a postmodern world? Many argue that, yes, the nature of social
organization has changed or is in the process of a fundamental transformation. The
notion of risk is seen by some as a new social response to change (Giddens 1990; Beck
1992, 1999). Old social relations that seem so fundamental from capitalist-labor relations
to the nature of the family are under stress by globalization forces.

Given the magnitude of an event like September 11, a number of scholars have
tried to assess the impact on globalization (Social Science Research Council 2001;
Friedman and Kaplan 2002; Held and Hirst 2002). While it may be argued that the
motivation of the attackers was anti-modern and anti-globalization, preparation and
carrying out the attack were facilitated by globalizing processes. Rather than serve as a
brake to globalization, many contend it will not have much effect or will even enhance
globalizing processes to deal with the threat of terrorism (see, for example, Eichengreen
in SSRC’s After Sept. 11).

In what follows, an attempt has been made to categorize what is a vast literature
on globalization, modernity, and the discontentment with these processes. I have chosen
to divide the literature into political power, economics, cultural impacts, and
discontentment with subdivisions fleshing out some major themes. Admittedly, these
categorizations are somewhat arbitrary. Given the centrality of the notion of
interconnection to the study of globalization, disentangling different forces and processes
is impossible. Scholars recognize this too and often touch on a range of topics. As a
result, recognize that a discussion of citizenship, for example, could easily fit under the
rubric of cultural globalization as it could economics or the nature of political authority.
While efforts have been made to draw links in each relevant section, in the interest of
brevity those links may prove insufficiently strong for some. By no means claiming to be
comprehensive, an effort has been made to highlight some of the recent, important
themes within this extensive literature. This review ends with an extensive, though
incomplete, bibliography for those interested in pursuing any of these issues further.

The Nature of Political Power

Globalization produces unifying and divisive forces. For some, globalization
processes, on balance, represent a tremendous opportunity for prosperity, peace, and
democracy (Fukuyama 1989; Friedman 1999; Giddens 2000). Others, by contrast, see
greater potential for conflict, extreme self-interest, unbridled corporate power, and
disregard for people and entire civilizations (Barber 1995; Huntington 1996; Kaplan
1997; Rodrik 1997; Zakaria 1997; Gray 1998; Herod et al. 1998; Held, et al. 1999;
Hurrell and Woods 1999; Mittelman 2000). These contradictory forces operate not only
between states, but also within them. One of the key discussions within the globalization
literature surrounds whether the nation-state is obsolete as the best form of political
organization. Economic and social processes increasingly fail to conform to nation-state



borders making it increasingly difficult for states to control their territory, a central
component of sovereignty. This raises important questions about the proper site of
political authority. As governance structures are established at the global level to deal
with the growing number of global problems, solutions must be sought to make these
arrangements accountable and democratic. This diffusion of authority also requires an
analysis of the changing nature of citizenship.
Future of the Nation-State

For those who see the state as in danger, they can point to evidence that nations
have existed as we think of them today for a relatively short period of time (Poggi 1978;
Held 1995) or that many states have never existed in the Westphalian sense (Krasner
1995). For many, economic globalization places significant limits on the behavior of
nation-states at present. The growth of multilateral institutions to manage the global
economy constrains state action (Reich 1991; Ohmae 1995; Sassen 1996; Rosenau 1997).
The increasing mobility of capital has led states to pursue increasingly similar policies
along the neo-liberal model (Gill 1995; Strange 1996; Amin 1997; Greider 1997;
Hoogvelt 1997; Scholte 1997; Yergin and Stanislaw 1998; Luttwak 1999). Given the
intensification of global competition, government spending and revenue-generation are
increasingly constrained (Gourevitch 1986; Frieden 1991; Garrett and Lange 1991; Reich
1991; Cox 1997; Greider 1997; Scholte 1997; Gray 1998). While some do not go so far
as to declare the end of the welfare state, many see a worldwide convergence toward a
more limited welfare state (Gourevitch 1986; Rodrik 1997; Gray 1998; Pieper and Taylor
1998). Others find that, while the tasks of the state may be changing, the state very much
remains the key driver of globalization processes (Evans 1997; Garrett 1998). That is not
to say that all states have equal influence in the process. Nor can the outcomes be
reduced to strictly positive or negative because the multitude of processes involved
impact different states in different ways (Mann 1997). Others contend that this national-
global duality at least implicit in these debates is unhelpful and misleading. It is not a
zero-sum game. As will be seen in the discussion of the global cities literature below,
geographical units do not fit neatly as winners or losers in the globalization process. The
same holds true for governments themselves as agencies are empowered or challenged
depending on their area of expertise.
Global Governance

For many, it is increasingly clear that real authority has been transferred to
international organizations and other non-state actors. As such, this raises questions
about how they may be made more democratically accountable. With a hierarchical
international government unlikely anytime soon, scholars have looked to other types of
governance arrangements, such as cosmopolitan democracy (Held 1995; Archibugi
1998). For proponents of cosmopolitan democracy, nodes of authority based on
functional expertise are the best hope for democratic governance at the international
level. This conception, however, does not pay adequate attention to power relations
(Cerny 1999). This optimism is based on the growing power of civil society groups.
Civil society groups have had a growing, yet uneven, effect on nation-states and
international organizations (Meyer et al. 1997; O’Brien et al. 2000). Many have pointed
out, however, that civil society itself does not have strong claims to democratic authority
(Bohman 1999; Gorge and Hirsch 1998). In addition, maintaining their existence may be
at odds with their principles (Bob 2002). Furthermore, as economic interdependence



grows, private governance arrangements are also becoming more prevalent (Reinicke
1998; Picciotto 1996). Because global civil society is seen by some as representative of
an emergent global culture more discussion of civil society groups will follow below.
Technology and Governance

Given the close relationship between globalization and technological innovation,
research has also examined how new technologies will effect our notions of democracy
and citizenship. On the surface, it may seem that these technologies would allow for
greater information availability allowing the oppressed to rise up against authoritarian
governments as well as allowing the disadvantaged to participate on a more equal footing
in advanced industrial democracies. Recent scholarship has taken issue with the
assumption that these technologies are liberating. Some have pointed out that network
technology makes surveillance and control easier (Barney 2000). What is more, even
within the West, access to digital technology remains highly uneven, and is becoming
more so. Within American society for example, rural areas, the poor, and minorities have
less access to the internet (Wilhelm 2000). In addition, the use of technology may run the
risk of destroying social capital, which many see as a vital component of a vibrant
democracy. Sunstein (2001), for example, argues that democracy requires shared
experiences and, as the internet allows us to become increasingly atomized, this will be
lost. In fact, the internet stifles debate by making it easy to customize our on-line
experience to our tastes, thereby making it easier to avoid views in opposition to our own
(Wilhelm 2000; Sunstein 2001).

Economic Globalization

The use of the term globalization in common parlance often refers to economic
activity. For those who see a ‘new world,’ the scale and magnitude of global economic
interaction is unprecedented (O’Brien 1992; Altvater and Mahnkopf 1997; Greider 1997;
Rodrik 1997; Dicken 1998). The volume of capital flows far exceeds that of the past.
Production processes are increasingly dispersed regionally and globally (Gereffi and
Korzeniewicz 1994; Castells 1996; Dicken 1998). Developing countries, too, have
increasingly been a part of global trade and capital flows (Castells 1996; Dicken 1998).
In short, the world has reached a stage in which one can meaningfully refer to one global
economy (Geyer and Bright 1995; Dickson 1997; Dicken 1998; Frank 1998). The trend
of regionalism should also not be considered a counterforce to globalization but a
complement (Anderson and Blackhurst 1993; Dicken 1998). The nature of capitalism
also appears to have undergone change as the world has entered a post-industrial
economy (Castells 1996; Greider 1997; Luttwak 1999). Contemporary patterns of
economic globalization suggest the emergence of a new international division of labor
(Johnston et al. 1995; Amin 1997; Hoogvelt 1997; Rodrik 1997; Castells 1998; Dicken
1998; Mittelman 2000). Economic processes have become so diffuse that even the
strongest states can no longer wholly control them (Gill 1992; Geyer and Bright 1995;
Amin 1996). With states reluctant to cede authority to international actors, some see
economic processes out of control (Ziirn 1995; Giddens 2000) leaving little option but to
accommodate the forces of globalization (Amin 1996; Cox 1997). Others see multilateral
institutions as increasingly important sites in which economic globalization is contested
(Rosenau 1990; Shaw 1994; Cortell and Davies 1996; Hasenclever et al. 1997; Milner



1997; Herod et al. 1998). It is not simply economic interests who are part of the debate,
but civil society actors have an increasingly important, moderating voice (Ekins 1992;
Scholte 1993; Burbach et al. 1997; Castells 1997; Rosenau 1997).

Those who question the uniqueness of present economic activity point to evidence
of their own. First, the magnitude and geographic scale of present day flows of trade,
capital, and people are at much lower levels than occurred in the belle époque of 1890-
1914 (Gordon 1988; Weiss 1998; Hirst and Thompson 1999). For example, many
counties are less open to trade than in the past (Hoogvelt 1997; Hirst and Thompson
1999). In terms of capital flows, gross flows may be unprecedented today, but net flows
are much lower than the prior era (Zevin 1992). In sum, current trends suggest economic
and financial integration has proceeded only in a limited manner (Zevin 1992; Jones
1995; Garrett 1998). Economic flows are also highly concentrated amongst the
wealthiest countries (Jones 1995; Dicken 1998). In fact, three leading centers of power,
the United States, the European Union, and Japan, appear to be carving out their own
regional spheres of economic influence (Hart 1992; Sandholtz et al. 1992; Hirst and
Thompson 1999). Within each region, contrary to the homogenization thesis, important
differences in the structuring of economic life persist (Callinicos et al. 1994; Ruidrok and
Tulder 1995; Boyer and Drache 1996; Hirst and Thompson 1999; Chan and Scarritt
2002). For some who doubt the uniqueness of the present, they argue that countries, at
least the powerful ones, remain in command of the global economy (Kapstein 1994).
Even multinational corporations, seen by many as the prime agents of globalization,
remain tied in significant ways to their country of origin (Ruidrok and Tulder 1995;
Doremus et al. 1998). Deindustrialization in the developed world is more attributed to
technological change, not rising interdependence (Rowthorn and Wells 1987).
Furthermore, the state’s ability to maintain social welfare programs has not been
seriously inhibited by globalization (Garrett 1998; Rieger and Liebfried 1998; Hirst and
Thompson 1999).

Debate has also been waged as to whether globalization will exacerbate economic
inequalities or contribute to advancing the lot of the poorest relative to others. Studies
have pursued whether globalization process have produced wealth convergence and
divergence both within developed countries and developing (Krugman and Venables
1995; Rodrik 1997; Burtless et al. 1998; Dicken 1998; Mahler et al. 1999). While
markets will produce winners and losers, liberals argue that the openness accompanying
globalization will benefit all (Ohmae 1990, 1995; Dollar and Kraay n.d.). Others see the
potential to produce widening disparities (Beetham 1995; Commission on Global
Governance 1995; Gill 1995; Bradshaw and Wallace 1996; Castells 1997; Greider 1997;
Hoogvelt 1997; Gray 1998; UNDP 1999). Given the constraints of the global economy,
it is not clear whether old paths to development are still available to the developing
world. Recent attention has focused on the particular impact globalizing processes have
on women and the environment to name two significant areas of research (Mittelman
2000).

Cultural Globalization

Through the global media and communications technologies, virtually everyone
on earth is exposed to foreign ideas and practices. The scale of global communication



and migration has begun to brake down national identities (Rheingold 1995). The
emergence of NGOs and global social movements as important political actors provide
further evidence for a new culture of global civil society (Ekins 1992; Falk 1995; Kaldor
1998; Boli and Thomas 1999). The creation of a global civil society has become an
increasingly important component of studies of globalization. By most conceptions,
these diverse social movements and NGOs can be considered part of resistance to
globalization because they seek to give ideas of human rights, environmental protection
and the like equal footing with economic efficiency. At the same time, the
interconnectedness fostered by globalization has facilitated their growth in importance.
In addition, speaking of 4 global civil society masks significant differences within the
vast pool of groups, the most general of which is the distinction between civil society
groups from the global North and South.

For many, cultural globalization means Westernization or Americanization. An
important distinction concerning today’s cultural globalization is that it is largely driven
by corporations rather than countries. As such, one of the central concerns is the spread
of consumer culture (Klein 1999). Cultural globalization involves processes of unequal
power, which brings old practices and identities into question raising the potential for
conflict (J.B. Thompson 1995; Robins 1997). For many critics, non-Western culture and
practices are at risk of being overwhelmed by homogenizing ‘McDonaldization’.

Skeptics contend that the erosion of culture has been overstated. Cultural
interactions have taken place for centuries so to argue non-Western cultures are somehow
pristine is naive. In a normative sense, the cultural degradation argument dismisses the
ability of non-Western people to control their destiny and incorporate those attributes
they may find useful. Skeptics point to evidence that local culture remains strong
(Appadurai 1990; Liebes and Katz 1993; J.B. Thompson 1995). There is no global
‘imagined community.” Contrary to those who see nationality as constructed, skeptics
argue that national identities are founded on real differences that have continued salience
(A.D. Smith 1990; Hall 1992; Brown 1995). Other skeptics point to the growth of ethnic
and nationalist movements in the post-Cold War world as evidence that these sources of
identity remain strong. Information technology may, in fact, intensify traditional
identities (A.D. Smith 1990). Intense interaction may make people more cognizant of
difference and lead to conflict (Robins 1991; Massey and Jess 1995; Brewer and Miller
1996).

For those who take a more nuanced view of cultural globalization than an
irresistible force of Westernization or Americanization, globalization processes do
represent significant challenges to our notions of culture. For example, a number of
works explore the nature of migration patterns (Basch et al. 1994; Castles and Miller
1998; Sassen 1998; Mittelman 2000), which have not only economic but also social and
cultural effects. While migration is not unique to the present age, communication and
transportation technologies allow migrants a greater opportunity to maintain links with
their homelands. More porous borders raise questions about notions of citizenship and
identity. Along with the economy being of an increasingly transnational nature,
immigration and identity have also become transnational phenomena. Sources of identity
are no longer attached to place (Sassen 1998). Challenges to national identity come not
only from what some see as an emergent global culture based on non-governmental
organizations. At the same time, globalization may facilitate the triggering of more local,



particularistic identities. The post-Cold War reemergence of nationalism can be
interpreted perhaps as resistance to globalization.

An important literature explores the unique nature of global cities in the evolving
world political geography (Isin 2000; King 1990; Sassen 1991, 1998). A focus on cities
helps reinforce the notion that globalization has uneven affects even within states.
Contrary to those who think space no longer matters, cities remain highly concentrated
areas of activity. Increasingly, these cities have greater ties to each other than to the
nation or region in which they are physically situated. In some ways they serve as
microcosms for the integrating and disintegrating forces that other scholars see at the
global level. Cities serve as centers of diversity and of financial flows. At the same time,
cities contain tremendous poverty. Diversity comes not strictly from the transnational
business elite, but from the poor as well. As a result, global cities, even in the developed
world, have seen the growth of informal economies and urban protest.

Particularly in the wake of September 11, there has been increasing attention to
Islamic fundamentalism. For some, the conflict is a long historical one between Muslim
and Christian civilizations (Huntington 1996; Lewis 2001, 2002). As such, cultural
differences are deemed to be highly resistant to change and increased interaction will
produce conflict. Others see a more complex phenomenon. In the last twenty-five years,
fundamentalist movements have emerged within virtually all of the world’s major
religions indicating perhaps a broader response to modernity (Kepel 1994; Naipaul 1998;
Said 2001; Willis 2001).

Discontentment

Resistance to the forces of globalization and modernity come from a host of
sources (Kothari 1997; Rodrik 1997; Sassen 1998; Mittelman 2000). Nation-states
bypassed by globalization may resent the advancement of others. At the same time,
many critics argue engagement in the global economy is exploitation in itself. For those
who see the retreat of the nation-state, the growing power of unaccountable market forces
and international organizations provokes calls for change (Korten 1996; Khor 1999).
Many NGOS (and global civil society more broadly) can be seen as resisting
globalization. They could generally be divided between those who seek a fundamental
restructuring of the global system and those who want to reform the existing system. For
reformers, amongst the changes they seek are a more equitable distribution of wealth,
attention to the plight to women, and addressing the global environmental crisis
(Mittelman 2000). In the aftermath of September 11, the anti-globalization movement
faces a changed environment which has exposed these divisions within its ranks (Harding
2001; Green and Griffith 2002). For those who see the benefits of greater
interconnectedness, particularly economic openness, anti-globalization protestors have
misplaced their anger (Bhagwati 2002; Graham 2000). For them, the problems the anti-
globalization movement decry arise from relying too little on markets and individualism,
not over reliance. Resistance also comes from ethnic groups and religions who feel
threatened by these processes (Kepel 1994; Mittelman 1996; Castells 1997; Tibi 1998).
This discontentment has gained renewed attention as some see globalization and
modernity as a motivation for September 11 (Fukuyama 2001; Lewis 2002).
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