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Through the 1990s, the leading topic of debate in social science and policy
was globalization. The theme emerging in the 2000s is imperialism. The
obvious question is how does globalization relate to empire? Should we con-
sider imperialism as a phase or a modality of globalization, or as a funda-
mentally different dynamic? In my view globalization is a dynamic of far
greater moment and historical duration than empire. Globalization refers to
the long-term historical trend of greater worldwide interconnectedness;
imperial episodes are part of this trend, so empire is part of globalization.
Globalization also serves as a flag word for concurrent changes that unfold
amid unequal relations of power, and imperialism is but one form that
unequal power relations take. Empires come and go, globalization continues.

But if globalization stays, the question is what kind of globalization?
American capitalism has played a large part in shaping contemporary glob-
alization in its own image, as neoliberal globalization, and this impact may
be more significant than specific imperial interventions. To understand the
present we must revisit the past and to understand empire we must revisit
globalization. The most recent globalization project, neoliberal globaliza-
tion, is the deluxe model of Pax Americana that combined economic unilat-
eralism with political multilateralism.

Is the recent belligerent unilateralism in American policy just an exten-
sion of past policies or a fundamental change of dynamics? It’s intriguing
that imperialism should make a comeback in the twenty-first century.

Introduction
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Although many developments in the United States have built up to this, it’s
not obvious that this avenue should have been taken or that it will endure.
I spent years studying imperialism, and I have been glad to give it up for
“globalization.” Returning to empire feels like time travel. Empire in my
view is part of the emerging configuration but not a necessary part. Given
the still available instruments of neoliberal globalization—financial and
economic discipline—and the massive costs and risks of empire, recourse to
territorial imperialism is likely to be exceptional.

Globalization and imperialism are multidimensional and kaleidoscopic,
so they should be understood in a kaleidoscopic fashion. The segmented
approach to globalization (globalization and the state, culture, political econ-
omy, development, the South, etc.) reflects the disciplinary dispersion in
social science, which is understandable but old-fashioned. I try to overcome
this segmentation by merging and mixing perspectives and themes. Looking
at globalization and American policies not just from the point of view of
political science and international relations, but also in light of economic
dynamics and global inequality, technological changes and military affairs,
and cultural attitudes and discourses, is more realistic than a single discipli-
nary perspective. Understanding real globalization requires both depth,
including historical depth, and breadth. Another sensibility that informs this
book is looking beyond the North to the global South; these inquiries are
inspired by conversations on globalization in many countries and continents.

The first chapter examines neoliberal globalization and focuses in partic-
ular on the role of the American South in reshaping American capitalism
and on the cold war setting in the making of real neoliberalism.

Chapter 2 probes the scenarios that shape the policies of the Bush II
administration and various ways of understanding them. If these policies
are imperial, is it an imperial moment, or an imperial episode? 

Chapter 3 is an analytical intermezzo that discusses the differences
between globalization and empire. This is a controversial question in view
of many arguments that view contemporary globalization as imperialism
all along.

Chapter 4 asks, if present American policies are imperial, what kind of
empire is it? Is American economic unilateralism, which characterized
neoliberal globalization, now being combined with political-military unilat-
eralism? I propose neoliberal empire as a novel historical formation and a
hybrid that attempts to merge the logics of business and war.

Chapters 2 and 4 (and part of Chapter 9) focus on policies of the Bush II
administration. Other chapters probe more deeply the underlying tenden-
cies of neoliberal globalization and address dynamics that matter more or
less regardless of how the recent projects of power unfold. Chapter 5
considers global inequality and the economic ramifications of neoliberal
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globalization for the world majority. The international policy focus on
poverty alleviation coexists with neoliberal policies that widen inequality
domestically and internationally. This chapter examines where the data
depart from the conventional wisdom. The belief that the risks global
inequality poses can be contained in the global margins is contradicted by
the crossborder effects of environmental degradation, migration, transna-
tional crime, and terrorism. The interacting policies of developmental and
financial discipline, marginalization, and containment may be viewed as
part of a process of hierarchical integration, which has turbulence built in.

Chapter 6 looks at conflict and security from the point of view of tech-
nological changes that unfold in the worlds of production, war, and politics.
This chapter concentrates on the background role of technology, asym-
metric conflict, and the geopolitics of globalization. Focusing on technology
serves to shift the attention from globalization events to the infrastructure of
globalization. Considering violence means zeroing in on the dark side of
globalization: how is it that accelerated globalization is so deeply mired in
containment politics? Focusing on conflict and security shows the Janus
faces of globalization. A point where key dimensions—technologies, the
political economy of conflict and security, and geopolitics—intersect is
asymmetric conflict.

Technological changes enhance capabilities for conflict, but these capac-
ities are meaningless outside a cultural context. It requires cultural attitudes
and narratives to produce the will to power or the will to transformation.
Chapter 7 discusses cultural perspectives on globalization North and South.
Existing analytical frameworks and narratives—such as dependency, impe-
rialism, social exclusion, conspiracy theories, clash of civilizations, funda-
mentalism—are not adequate for dealing with uneven globalization.
Several layers of attitudes shield the “chauvinism of prosperity.” It is one
thing to diagnose different conditions North and South, but equally impor-
tant is the relationship between these differences, the articulations across
different conditions.

Chapter 8 asks, if we take seriously the claim to American exceptionalism,
what does this imply for United States hegemony? What does it mean when
a country that by its own account is a historical exception and a special case
sets rules for the world? Key dimensions of American exceptionalism are
free enterprise, political conservatism, Americanism, social inequality, the
large role of the military, and hyperpower status; what do they imply for
American world leadership? Globalization the American way reproduces
the American winner-takes-all pattern on a world scale, producing growing
inequality globally and within societies. American exceptionalism is a self-
caricature and we must consider several counterpoints; yet the present
rapports of force do not enable major changes from within.
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What is the scope for changes from without? The closing chapter probes
alternative options by looking at different capitalisms in Asia and Europe. In
light of the Enron episode in the United States and American belligerence,
can greater Asian-European dialogue and rapport contribute to shaping a
global alternative? The focus is on Asia and Europe but the question
resonates worldwide and concerns the overall direction of contemporary
globalization.
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During the past two decades the dominant approach in policy has been
neoliberal globalization, not in the sense that it is all there is to globaliza-
tion, but in the sense that it became a global regime. Most protest against
globalization concerns neoliberal globalization, and arguably this is the
actual problem, rather than globalization per se. Contemporary globaliza-
tion can be described as a package deal that includes informatization
(applications of information technology), flexibilization (destandardization
in the organization of production and labor), and various changes such as
regionalization and the reconfiguration of states. Since the 1980s, the
growing impact of neoliberal policies add to the globalization package,
deregulation (liberalization, privatization), marketization (unleashing
market forces), financialization and securitization (conversion of assets into
tradable financial instruments), and the ideology of lean government. This
chapter considers how this has come about and focuses on the economic
and political shift within the United States to the South, the connection
between the cold war and neoliberalism, and the Washington consensus.

Studies generally explain the onset of neoliberalism as the confluence of
the economic ideas of the Chicago school and the policies of Ronald Reagan
and Margaret Thatcher. A further strand is the Washington consensus, the
economic orthodoxy that guided the IMF and World Bank in their policies
through the 1990s and turned neoliberalism into global policy.

Adding detail to this account, Adam Tickell and Jamie Peck discuss
the development of neoliberalism in three phases: an early phase of proto-
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neoliberalism from the 1940s to the 70s in which the main ideas took shape;
a phase of roll-back neoliberalism in the 1980s when it became government
policy in the United States and United Kingdom; and roll-out neoliberalism in
the 1990s when it became hegemonic in multilateral institutions.1

Like many accounts this focuses on economic ideas (of the Mont Pèlerin
Society, Friedrich von Hayek, and Milton Friedman) and the policies of
Reagan and Thatcher. But by locating the origins of neoliberalism in the
realm of ideas and the theories of the Chicago school, this overlooks the
actual economic policies that shaped “real neoliberalism” already before the
Reagan era. The low-taxes, low-services regime envisioned by free market
advocates already existed in the American South. Real neoliberalism in the
United States in the 1970s and 80s meant the implementation of the low-
wage, low-tax model of Southern economics. The political muscle of the
Southern conservatives and the welcome mat of the anti-union South for
corporations fleeing the Northeast is what gave the “Reagan revolution” its
depth and punch. Eventually this led to the rollback of the regulatory and
social functions of the state as a national trend.

The material matrix of real neoliberalism is the American South. This is
worth considering for several reasons. Just as we don’t analyze Soviet society
by reading the texts of Marx but by examining real existing socialism, we
should look at the material political economy of neoliberalism and not just
its theoretical claims. Had the American South with its low wages, high
exploitation, and reactionary culture been upheld as the model of economic
growth, it would never have exercised the glossy appeal that the “free
market” did in theory. The Chicago school provided an economic rationale
and intellectual gloss to what was, and remains for the majority, a back-
ward, conservative and impoverished economic condition. Revisiting
Chicago economics in order to understand neoliberalism is, in effect, revis-
iting smoke and mirrors (though neoclassical economists would not agree).
A further omission in most accounts of neoliberalism is that it ignores the
setting of the cold war and glosses over the affinities between neoliberalism
and cold war strategies. Both these elements are fundamental to under-
standing the actual character of neoliberal globalization and its subsequent
metamorphoses.

Dixie Capitalism

American politics has undergone a long conservative trend that has recently
taken an aggressive turn; to understand this trend we must go back several
decades in American history. When in response to stagflation in the 1970s
the U.S. Federal Reserve raised interest rates, it prompted the onset of the
debt crisis in the global South, which led to the IMF imposing its financial
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discipline and eventually the regime of structural reform. Meanwhile in the
United States, corporations sought to retain their profitability by moving to
low-wage areas of operation, which they found first in the American South.

The economic strategy of the American South was “based on low-wage,
labor-intensive, high-exploitation production, and hostility to unions” and
has its roots in the period after Reconstruction. During the New Deal the
agricultural South and West had been modernized through vast state-capi-
talist projects of which the Tennessee Valley Authority is best known. But its
tax structures, labor laws, and institutions did not change and remained as
conservative and illiberal as during the days of post-Reconstruction. In the
1970s its industrial policy consisted of providing “a safe haven for ‘footloose’
capital seeking refuge from the regulatory and industrial relations regime
and tax structures of the Northeast and Midwest.” The South was committed
to low taxes on capital and limited social services and also had “a long tradi-
tion of using the law as a tool to build and protect a racialized political and
economic order.”2

During the liberal sixties and in the wake of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the
expectation was that Fordism would spread southward and this would result
in the “Americanization of Dixie.” What happened instead was the “Dixiefi-
cation of America.” The Southern model not only survived but became the
way out of the 1970s economic crisis and the template for the Reagan revo-
lution: “the economic development policies that we have implemented in
the United States over the past three decades have taken on the characteris-
tics of an up-to-date, modified version of those that have been in effect in
the American South for decades.”3 Southern economics has its roots in plan-
tation economics with rural oligarchies and a low-cost workforce that
performs manual labor—slaves, segregated blacks, rightless migrant workers
from Mexico under the Bracero program, and after 1964, many illegal immi-
grants. According to the economist Stephen Cummings, it is “the export of
Southern and Republican conservative economic values to the nation that
replaced the northern liberal values of the New Deal and the Great Society
programs that set the country on the path to economic insecurity.” “The
South has been a political greenhouse for conservative economic ideas from
colonial times.”4

The Reagan reforms attacked the labor and civil rights movements, weak-
ened workplace and environmental regulations, and cut back public services.
This economic restructuring came with an antidemocratic cultural and racial
backlash that had its beginnings in the 1960s with George Wallace in the
South: “it was no accident that the groups Wallace attacked were the least
powerful in society, such as welfare mothers and aliens—easy targets to
scapegoat.”5 In 1971 the prison population in the South was 220 percent
higher than in the Northeast; now nationwide incarceration rates began to
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approximate those that had long prevailed in the South. Within corporations
management became punitive—all elements that feed into a low-wage, high-
exploitation accumulation strategy. Adopting these strategies offered a way
out of economic crisis and over time became the U.S. standard.

If the American South provided the material template, Chicago school
economics provided the intellectual sheen. At a time of rapid technological
change, a return to neoclassical economics offered a gloss of modernist mini-
malism. Hayek added a cybernetic twist by claiming that market forces
provide superior circulation of information. Friedman’s monetarism
attacked Fordism and New Deal capitalism. The Laffer curve (fewer taxes
stimulate the economy and will yield more tax revenue) provided a ratio-
nale for rolling back government. Deregulation and tax cuts became bywords
for achieving “competitiveness” and “flexibility,” while in effect these changes
converged on creating a low-wage, high-exploitation regime.

The period from 1921 to 1933 may be considered as “the first conserva-
tive era” in the United States: “a period like the present characterized by the
neo-liberal model that dominated the South: tax cuts, anti-unionism, income
polarization, and so on. . . . A combination of democratic rebellion,
economic crisis and globalization in the last three decades of the twentieth
century created the conditions that permitted the nationalization of the
Southern accumulation strategy and its associated racial political ideology
and reasserted the neo-liberal nexus of ‘free economy, strong state.’ ”6 As the
British economist Will Hutton points out, the origin of what became the
Washington consensus lies in a Southern conservative campaign.

By 1979, when the Business Roundtable published its manifesto,
essentially arguing for what was later to be dubbed the ‘Washington
consensus’ (balanced budgets, tax cuts, tight money, deregulation,
anti-union laws), with the Moral Majority and the NRA
campaigning hard on conservative social issues, the conservatives
. . . were on the move. . . . The center of political and economic
gravity was moving to the south and west.7

While this goes some way to explain the profound conservative turn in
American capitalism and society, another variable is Wall Street, which had
played a destructive role in the 1920s, leading to the 1929 crash. The Reagan
administration dismantled the New Deal regulatory structure that had been
put in place precisely to counteract the speculative financial practices of the
1920s, and unleashed the financial sector. As Will Hutton explains in a
detailed study comparing American and European capitalisms, with the
institutional restraints gone, the Wall Street–driven preoccupation with
short-term stock value gradually transformed the character of American
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corporations. Since corporations needed to show profits at the end of each
quarter, the organizational weight within firms shifted to the financial
department and elevated the status of financial over productive operations.
The obsession with earnings led to fraud and eventually culminated in Enron
and the cascade of related scandals.8 Both forms of capitalism, the high-
exploitation capitalism of the South and Wall Street financial engineering,
are essentially predatory and profoundly different from the productive capi-
talism that had been the basis of American economic success.

The Bush II administration adds a Texan chapter to the Southern
magnolia model and reflects an ethos unlike any previous administration.
The Texan approach is an aggressive strain of Southern conservatism; backed
by oil wealth, it has more swagger than generic Southern conservatism.
George W. Bush is the first Southern conservative and the first Texan conser-
vative to be elected president: “thanks to rural over-representation in the
electoral college, the alliance of the country church and the country club
had captured Washington, D.C.” Michael Lind further describes this culture
thus:

Although Bush’s ancestors were Northeastern, the culture that
shaped him was made in Texas—a culture that combines Protestant
fundamentalism and Southern militarism with an approach to
economics that favors primitive commodity capitalist enterprises
like cotton and oil production over high-tech manufacturing and
scientific R&D. . . .9

While this sheds light on the Bush II administration, Lind easily lapses
into schematic judgments, at times essentializes the South, assumes
sweeping continuities over time, dichotomizes Texas elites into modern
and premodern factions, and treats the attitude of part of the Southern
elite as premodern (for instance, “the mentality of the traditional Texan
businessman is that of the premodern ‘seigneurial’ elite”10). The historian
Peter Applebome notes that “the South’s stock in trade has been the myth
and reality of its distinctiveness: the only part of the nation with institu-
tionalized apartheid; the only part of the nation to know the crushing
burden of losing a war.”11

There is an American “Dixie industry” that produces a “Southern
mystique,” which operates as an “internal orientalism” within the United
States. This comes with the usual North-South dichotomies of modern-
traditional, rational-irrational, secular-fundamentalist, urban-rural,
tolerant-racist that are familiar from other regions of the world.12 So while
there is a “Southern exceptionalism” tucked within American excep-
tionalism, this is not a straightforward matter. The South is internally
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differentiated and quite dynamic; for decades it has led the United States in
population and economic growth. (“Between 1950 and 1970, the share of
traditional manufacturing activity in the Northeastern core declined by 3
percent and grew in the Sunbelt by a factor of 56 percent.”)13

Traditional Southern elites represent a different political economy, but to
classify it as “premodern,” as Lind does, is too easy; it may well be consid-
ered an alternative modernity. This means to acknowledge that it has
dynamics of its own and is not simply locked in a premodern pattern. So
assessing the significance of the American South is not simply a matter of
adding up stereotypes and indicators of uneven regional development, but
a matter of navigating representations and deciding what kernels to keep.

While avoiding the trap of “internal orientalism,” a few points stand out
when we seek to understand the ongoing changes in American policies. One
is the empirical circumstance of the American South as a low-tax zone; as
in the boast of a Texan politician, “We are a low-tax, low-service state.”14

The second is the leadership of Southern conservatives in American politics
virtually since the 1970s. While Republicans also lead in the West and North-
west, the demographic center of the GOP is the much more densely
populated South. The third circumstance is that over a long period Southern
conservatives have consistently resisted the politics of the New Deal; they
resisted the New Deal, the Fair Deal, and the Great Society, and their current
politics should be seen in this light. “The Bush II administration,” notes
Lind, “was also the culmination of seventy years of a counter-revolution
against the New Deal, in both domestic policy and foreign policy.”15

It may be an essentializing exaggeration to say, as Lind does, that the
Southern view of economic progress is rooted in the late-medieval planta-
tion economies of Britain and Spain. Yet today the American South “has the
largest concentration of low-wage jobs, its economy is dominated by exter-
nally owned branch plants . . . and is still dependent on natural resources,
particularly oil and gas, just as it was a century ago.”16 According to Lind,
“What might be called ‘Southernomics’ is based, like pre-industrial agrarian
economics, on extensive development, not intensive development.”17 This
is an economy geared to ample resources and cheap surplus labor, and its
traditional response to crisis, rather than innovation or improving produc-
tion methods, is to add either resources or manpower.

The United States has been subject to three decades of nonstop conserv-
ative onslaught coming from multiple sources. Southern conservatives
pushed for dismantling social government and the New Deal, bringing the
country to the low-taxes, low-wages, and low productivity level of the South.
Chicago economics advocated the virtues of free markets and deregulation.
Both agree on the conservative equation that “less regulation = more growth
= more employment.”18 These socially reactionary changes were pushed
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through at a time of rapid technological change and presented as progres-
sive measures, in keeping with the information society. New technologies
were harnessed to achieve a fundamental change in the balance of forces
between capital and labor, duly amplified by the spin of business media, The
Economist and The Wall Street Journal.

In Britain during the Thatcher years, the neoliberal package was
welcomed as an attack on trade union power, and New Labor continued this
realignment. New Democrats in the United States accepted the tenets of the
postindustrial and information society, flexibility and the new economy,
abandoned the commitment to Fordism and the New Deal and went post-
Fordist.19 The Democratic Party moved to the center right and, albeit for
different reasons than the Southern conservatives, accepted major parts of
Reaganomics. The Clinton administration institutionalized strands of
Reaganomics as a bipartisan agenda—business deregulation, welfare reform,
the punitive “three strikes and out” regime—and exported it on an interna-
tional scale. Instead of a democratic approach of stakeholder capitalism,
New Democrats and New Labor adopted a right-wing, authoritarian version
of “flexibility.”20

American liberalism by this account plays a leading role from 1933 and
the New Deal onward and experiences its high tide in the period from the
1964 civil rights act to the Roe versus Wade decision that legalized abortion
in 1973. This also identifies three major American progressive movements:
labor, civil rights, and the women’s movement.

How does Southern economics travel? The low-wage model increased the
number of American families with two wage earners and lengthened
working hours without a proportional increase of incomes. The single-
minded pursuit of short term profits and shareholder revenue eroded
economic capacities to the extent that the main product of leading American
enterprises has become financial engineering or paper entrepreneurialism:
making sure that the books show higher numbers at the end of each quarter.
The conservatives have been so busy dismantling government and the New
Deal that they have paid little attention to the actual American economy,
which has experienced a thirty year decline.

Long-term trends in the American economy include massive deindustri-
alization, decline in research and development, and the growth of service
jobs with low productivity, low wages, low job security, and long working
hours. (“If service productivity had grown in the United States at the same
rate that it grew in Germany between 1972 and 1983, then U.S. service
employment would have grown by only 3.6 million workers instead of the
18.7 million that it actually did.”21) Downsizing corporations has resulted
in employee alienation and low morale. Income inequality has grown
steadily.
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The result of trying to be competitive on the cheap is that American
industries have lost international competitiveness in several sectors.22 This
is reflected in the U.S. trade deficit and growing indebtedness at every level
of the American economy, in households, corporations, cities, states, and
the federal government. The bottom line, in Wall Street language, is a current
account deficit that has grown to unsustainable levels.

From time to time various circumstances have boosted the numbers, such
as recession or financial crisis in other parts of the world (in part as an effect
of American-induced liberalization) and the “new economy” bubble of the
Clinton years. What keeps the American economy going in a structural
fashion is a combination of expansion, government deficit spending, and
the influx of foreign funds. Expansion takes the form of corporations
branching into other areas of business (as in conglomerates, frequently
leading to business failure), waves of mergers and acquisitions (spinning
fortunes in Wall Street while usually leading to less productive combina-
tions), and opening up other markets by means of free trade agreements
that liberalize capital markets and export American financial engineering
overseas. The main form of government funding is the military-industrial
complex. The inflow of foreign funds is a major cornerstone of the American
economy (discussed in Chapter 9). The influx of low-priced goods from
China and Asia (and increasingly also services) keeps prices low as American
incomes stagnate; also significant is the steady inflow of cheap migrant and
immigrant labor, in particular from Mexico.

The Cold War and Neoliberalism 

The postwar period of “proto-neoliberalism” coincides with the cold war
era; during these years the infrastructure of neoliberalism was built in
economic thinking and ideology (free market), think tanks (Heritage Foun-
dation, Cato Institute, American Enterprise Institute, Rand Corporation,
Adam Smith Institute, etc.), and economic policy (the “Chicago boys” in
Chile and Indonesia). In fact, could we consider neoliberalism as the sequel
to the cold war?

Founding texts such as Friedrich von Hayek’s From Serfdom to Slavery
and Walt Rostow’s Take-off to Economic Growth (subtitled An Anti-Commu-
nist Manifesto) were originally anticommunist tracts. Over time
anticommunist critique became “Free World” policy, cold war geopolitics
was converted into a global financial regime, and the erstwhile anti-commu-
nist alliance morphed into a free-market hegemonic compromise. Since the
spoils come to the victor, the kind of capitalism that triumphed was Anglo-
American “free enterprise” capitalism. As part of anticommunism the United
States actively undermined socialist forces throughout the world, pressured
international labor unions, and blocked global alternatives such as a new
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international economic order. European social democracy and Asian state-
assisted capitalism were similarly disparaged.

The affinities between the cold war and neoliberalism take several forms.
The postwar modernization of Dixie capitalism in the non-union Sunbelt
was made possible by military tax dollars, so Dixiefication and the cold war
were tandem projects. The Sunbelt is now the most dependent on military
contracts. The overseas network of security alliances built during the cold
war was reproduced under the neoliberal dispensation with a new inflec-
tion. From the “Washington connection” it was a small step to the
Washington consensus. Now IMF conditionalities disciplined unruly states.
Applied to the USSR, Fred Halliday refers to this process as the “second cold
war.”23 By undermining trade unions and nationalist governments in much
of the global South, U.S. foreign policy helped create a favorable investment
climate for American capital. American capital flight in turn weakened the
hold of the New Deal within the United States, thus establishing an elective
affinity between domestic and transnational hegemony.

During the cold war, economic and security interests mingled in the mili-
tary-industrial complex. If the Soviet Union had been economically
exhausted by the arms race, so arguably was the United States, though this
was masked by economic achievements. For the United States the real
burden of the superpower arms race was its growing path dependence on
the military-industrial complex. American economics, politics, and institu-
tions have been huddled around the military-industrial complex for so long
that it has become a functionally autonomous logic. American militarism
has become entrenched in policy; as Chalmers Johnson notes, this entails the
formation of a professional military class, the preponderance of the military
and the arms industry in administration policy, and military preparedness
as the main priority of government policy.24 The end of the cold war, then,
created an “enemy deficit” for how to sustain this gargantuan apparatus in
the absence of a threat?

With the waning of the cold war, security interests slipped into the back-
ground and the Treasury and Commerce departments became the most
salient government agencies, in cooperation with the international financial
institutions based in Washington. So in the shift from the cold war to neolib-
eralism some elements remained constant—such as a strong U.S. military
and support for strategic allies such as Israel—while in other respects there
were marked shifts of emphasis (see table 1.1).

The Washington Consensus

Postwar American development policies in the global South favored nation
building, “betting on the strong,” Community Development that matched
the American voluntary sector, and instilling achievement orientation—all
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strands of modernization theory in which modernization equals western-
ization equals Americanization.25 Policies such as the Alliance for Progress
interacted with cold war strategies and the “Washington connection.”

The Washington consensus that took shape in the late 1980s as a set of
economic prescriptions for developing countries echoes the core claim of
cold war ideology: the free market and democracy go together. The main
tenets of the Washington consensus are monetarism, reduction of govern-
ment spending and regulation, privatization, liberalization of trade and
financial markets, and the promotion of export-led growth. A difference is
that postwar modernization was a rival project, a contender in the cold war,
while the Washington consensus no longer looks to national security states
to withstand communist pressure or insurgency; at the “end of history” there
was little need for national security states. Hence if modernization theory
was state-centered and part of the postwar governmental Keynesian
consensus in development thinking, the Washington consensus turns
another leaf, to government rollback and deregulation, now elevated from
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Table 1.1 Continuities/Discontinuities between Cold War and Neoliberal Globalization 

Dimensions

Ideology

Key state agencies

Economic center

Pressure on developing
countries

Means of pressure

Agents of pressure

Investments

Security 

Politics of containment 

Allies

Cold War

Free world 
Open door
Anti-communism

Pentagon, CIA

Military-industrial 
complex, MNCs

Join Free World

National security and 
economic incentives 

U.S. government, Pentagon 

Sunbelt

Strong U.S. military 

Military intervention,
covert operations

NATO, Israel, etc.
Religious movements
(Mujahideen, Hamas, etc.)

Neoliberalism

Free market
Free trade
Pro-American capitalism 

Treasury, Commerce

MNCs, banks, Silicon
Valley, telecommuni-
cations, media 

Structural adjustment 

Financial discipline and
economic incentives

IMF, World Bank, WTO

Third World made safe

Strong U.S. military

Humanitarian inter-
vention, nation building 

NATO, Israel, etc.
“Clash of civilizations”:
Islam as opponent



domestic policy to international program. In this sense the Reagan era was
a foretaste and then consummation of American cold war victory, acknowl-
edging no rival, no competition. This imprint shows in the policies of the
international financial institutions: “the end of the Cold War has been asso-
ciated with the increasing politicization of the IMF by the US. There is
evidence that the US has been willing to reward friends and punish enemies
only since 1990.”26

The Washington consensus was implemented through IMF stabilization
lending and World Bank structural adjustment programs. “The IMF and
the World Bank were agreed at Bretton Woods largely as a result of the U.S.
Treasury: the forms were international, the substance was dictated by a single
country.”27 These policies resulted in a rollback of developing country
government spending and the growth of NGOs. The Washington institu-
tions have been governed by the Wall Street-Treasury-IMF complex in
accordance with American economic orthodoxy, so a shorthand account of
neoliberal globalization is American economic unilateralism.28

The 1990s have been described as a time of contestation between
American and Asian capitalism, and American capitalism won.29 Specula-
tive capital and hedge funds unleashed by Reagan deregulation played a
major part in the Asian crisis of 1997 and subsequent financial crises. In the
United States the Asian crisis was hailed as an opportunity for the further
Americanization of Asian economies.30 The export-oriented growth path
promoted by the United States makes emerging markets dependent on
American market access and trade policies. While the Washington consensus
proclaims free trade and export-oriented growth, the actual policies under-
neath the free trade banner range from using trade as a foreign policy
instrument (lifting or imposing tariffs, granting most-favored trading nation
status) to influencing countries’ exchange rates (as in the 1985 Plaza Accord
and the appreciation of the yen), prying open markets, and introducing
legalism into world trade rules via the WTO.

Amid all the criticism of neoliberalism, little attention is given to the
counterrevolution in the United States that prefigured the “counterrevo-
lution in development.”31 Changes in the United States predate and
prefigure those undertaken in the global South in the name of structural
reform; in both, there is an attempt to dismantle the regulatory state. In
the United States government cutbacks were implemented through
Reaganism; on a world scale the drive to liberalize and privatize
economies was implemented by means of IMF stability lending and World
Bank structural adjustment.

Through structural reform the combination of Dixie capitalism and Wall
Street financial engineering has been extrapolated on a global scale.
Southern economics and its depth structure of plantation economics sheds
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light on the realities of structural adjustment in the global South. Real
neoliberalism, on display in the American South, is also known as “the
Haitian road of development.” So it’s no wonder that during neoliberal
globalization, development was a paradox, which is politely referred to as
“policy incoherence”: institutions matter, but governments are rolled back;
capacity building is key, but existing public capacities are defunded; account-
ability is essential, but privatization eliminates accountability; the aim is
“building democracy by strengthening civil society,” but NGOs are profes-
sionalized and depoliticized.

The aim of neoliberalism was to do away with “development economics”
and the idea that developing countries are a “special case”; in its stead came
the unfettered market as the answer to all economic questions. If we would
only consider the economic theories of the free market advocates, there
might be a rationale to this, even if at best half true; enough of a rationale
to serve for a while as the basis of a transnational hegemonic compromise.
During the Clinton years, the WTO became the overarching framework of
neoliberal globalization. But neither structural reform nor multilateral trade
would conceal the actual character of neoliberalism as a high-exploitation
regime. Stepping in as a debt collector for western lenders and investors, the
IMF weakened states in the South. This is frontier capitalism that thrives on
low wages and high exploitation. When neoliberalism in the global South
fails to bring development and produces income polarization, it’s not
because of the failure of neoliberalism but because of its success. It’s not
because of the “politics of structural reform,” but because of structural
reform itself.

While neoliberal globalization means “cheap government” and a weak
public sector, in some respects states remained strong all along: in imple-
menting IMF conditionalities and reforms, imposing cutbacks, and
suppressing popular resistance; but they are weak in economic policy and
in contending with multinational corporations.

Commenting on 9/11, the sociologist Ulrich Beck observes that “The
terrorist attacks on America were the Chernobyl of globalization. Suddenly,
the seemingly irrefutable tenets of neoliberalism—that economics will
supersede politics, that the role of the state will diminish—lose their force
in a world of global risks. . . . America’s vulnerability is indeed much related
to its political philosophy. . . . Neoliberalism has always been a fair-weather
philosophy, one that works only when there are no serious conflicts and
crises.” Naomi Klein makes a similar point: “Americans are finding out fast
what it means to have a public health system so overburdened it cannot
handle the flu season, let alone an anthrax outbreak. . . . In this “new kind
of war,” it becomes clear that terrorists are finding their weapons in our
tattered public infrastructures.’32
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The 9/11 crisis has shaken the “animal spirits” of late capitalism. An
economy driven by replacement demand and consumer spending on status
goods and kept going by marketing mood making, comes tumbling down
like a house of cards once consumer confidence fades. “Hundreds of thou-
sands of jobs disappear in a month. Confidence—and stock market
gains—evaporate in a blink. Companies whose strategies appeared brilliant
are exposed as overreaching, or even fraudulent, the moment times get
tough.’33 Aviation, tourism, retail, stocks, banks, insurance, advertising,
Hollywood, fashion, media—all sectors have been trembling and reposi-
tioning under the impact of 9/11. Global capitalism turns out to be as
interconnected as network analysis has suggested and as vulnerable. To do
their share, Americans have been urged to go shopping. With the exception
of insurance rates, the economic impact of 9/11 has been temporary; the
impact of the Enron episode is probably far more significant.

That neoliberalism is crisis-prone rather than crisis-proof is no news to
most of the world but a novel experience for the United States. There is
glaring inconsistency between federal government support for sectors hit by
the 9/11 crisis—especially airlines and insurance (which incurred a $50
billion loss)—and the Washington consensus, which has been urging all
governments, crisis or no, to liberalize economies and cutback spending. If
the insurance industry would not receive government support, rates would
increase, delaying economic recovery. Countries that have been lectured by
Washington and the IMF on economic sanity may be surprised to learn that
the United States does not follow its own counsel.

This raises the wider question whether the Washington consensus applies
to Washington. The economist John Williamson formulated the Washington
orthodoxy in ten points.34 The first is fiscal discipline. In Washington this
applied during the 1990s but not before or after. (In 2003 Congress raised
the ceiling on government debt by $1 trillion to $7.3 trillion.) The second
point is reordering public expenditure priorities in a pro-poor way. This has
not been a Washington priority since the New Deal. Like the Reagan admin-
istration, the Bush II government uses deficit spending as a political
instrument to cutback social spending. The third point is tax reform towards
a system that combines a broad tax base with moderate marginal tax rates.
The Bush II administration scrapped estate and dividend taxes and gives tax
cuts disproportionally to the very affluent. States and cities are in financial
crisis, and thus cut support for education and services and raise taxes. And
so forth. Of the ten points of Washington orthodoxy, it is practically only
in privatization and deregulation that Washington follows the Washington
consensus.

For some time the neoliberal project has been unraveling and the
Washington consensus faces mounting problems. The IMF handling of
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financial crises has lost credibility even in Washington and on Wall
Street.35 Its reputation is now that of a “Master of Disaster.”36 Congress
has pressed the IMF for reforms of its operations since its failures in crisis
management, from the Mexican peso crisis in 1995 to the Asian crisis in
1997. A report of the General Accounting Office to Congress observes
that IMF forecasting in its World Economic Outlook has been off the
mark more often than not, confirming the critics in their views.37 In 2000,
the Meltzer Commission examined the World Bank on behalf of the U.S.
Congress and found that most of its projects have been unsuccessful and
the bulk of its lending has gone to higher-income developing countries
(which ensure a higher return on investment), so its impact on global
poverty has been close to nil.38 Subsequently the World Bank made
combating poverty its priority, but this does not sit well with the neoclas-
sical orthodoxies of the Treasury, which has pressured the World Bank to
the point of weakening its credibility.39

The WTO is stalled by mounting public criticism and zigzagging
American policies. It is no longer merely a tool of American power but also
monitors the United States (on tax breaks, steel tariffs and farm subsidies).
Growing worldwide mobilization against the WTO, from the battle of Seattle
to the World Social Forum, has made this an increasingly difficult and high-
risk option. Earlier international NGOs blocked the Multilateral Agreement
on Investments.

Arguably there is no more Washington consensus; what remains is a
disparate set of ad hoc Washington agendas. In view of the disarray of the
international financial institutions, the idea of a “post–Washington
consensus” papers over incoherence and improvization.40 In economics, the
neoliberal orthodoxies are no longer broadly accepted; attention has long
shifted from state failure to market failure, the importance of institutions and
themes such as social capital. As a development policy neoliberalism has
been an utter failure—not surprisingly because it is a regime of financial
discipline. After decades of structural adjustment, most developing coun-
tries are worse off (the economic ramifications of neoliberal globalization
are discussed in Chapter 5 below).

Since the Washington consensus followed the compass of American
neoliberalism, its status rises and falls with the success or failure of the
American economy, which has been losing points in its own right. Signals
of failure are the collapse of the new economy followed by the Enron series
of corporate scandals, Wall Street decline, and recession. A reorientation of
U.S. policies would be in the cards at any rate. The decomposition of the
neoliberal order sheds light on the subsequent American turn to “permanent
war,” which is taken up in the subsequent chapters.
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Twenty years of rampant neoliberalism created a culture and habitus of
neoliberalism. An anthropological study of the “meanings of the market” in
western culture finds as the basic assumptions of the market model that the
world consists of free individuals who are instrumentally rational and
operate in a world that consists only of buyers and sellers.41 The peculiar
ethos of casino capitalism that neoliberal globalization unleashed on the
world is ultimately an occidental cargo cult. Its secret rituals include Dixie
capitalism, Wall Street wizardry and cold war strategy.
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We are the indispensable nation. We stand tall. We see farther
into the future.

—Madeleine Albright, 1998

Power is multidimensional and according to the usual template of global
politics, it unfolds on multiple chessboards—political, economic, and mili-
tary. Different ways of combining these dimensions yield various scenarios
of power and options in interpreting them. How to interpret the American
regime change from neoliberal globalization to military globalism? Does it
follow from triumph in the cold war or also from the failure of the neolib-
eral project? Hyperpower status and economic reorientation may both hold
true for different actors. Another obvious question is whether the policies
of the Bush II administration are a blip or a trend; do they represent an
extension of the “unipolar moment” that came in the wake of cold war
victory, or are they part of a long-term imperial episode? Just considering
politics of the moment risks ignoring strategic continuities, while high-
lighting continuities risk essentializing American politics.

Unipolar Moment or Imperial Episode?

The end of the cold war bestowed hyperpower status on the United States,
which inspired triumphalism and a trend toward unilateralism. As soon as

 2
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the “unipolar moment” materialized, so did the desire to “preserve the
unipolar moment” and turn it into enduring American primacy.

In the course of the 1980s, the United States reorganized its armed forces;
to curb interservice rivalries, regional commands were set up, each with their
commanders-in-chief (CinCs) (the Defense Department Reorganization
Bill, 1986). Over time, the four and later five, regional commands grew into
formidable powerhouses, each with considerable resources at their
command, the authority to negotiate bases, weapons deliveries, and training.
The CinCs became far more powerful than U.S. ambassadors or CIA heads
of station and came to be seen as “Pro Consuls of empire.” Foreign policy is
supposed to be conducted by the State Department, but the CinCs and the
Pentagon have far greater resources at their disposal. The Clinton adminis-
tration’s National Security Strategy directed the CinCs to “shape, prepare,
respond all over the globe,” an open-ended mission that reinforced military
role expansion; the military became responsible for “peace time engage-
ment” and at times “foreign internal defense.” This story is told in, for
instance, Dana Priest’s book The Mission. The title refers to the twilight status
of the military: undergoing vast expansion yet uncertain of its mission.1

Thus as the Soviet threat diminished, the United States experienced a
creeping militarization of foreign policy. As Nye, a former undersecretary
of defense, notes: “While Congress has been willing to spend 16 percent of
the national budget on defense, the percentage devoted to international
affairs has shrunk from 4 percent in the 1960s to just 1 percent today. Our
military strength is important, but it is not sixteen times more important
than our diplomacy.”2 The Clinton administration made greater use of force
than previous administrations but drew a line between the use of force and
war. It combined the liberal interventionism of nation building with liber-
alizing international trade via NAFTA, APEC, and the WTO in a policy that
was termed “enlargement.” In trade, “aggressive unilateralism” and aggres-
sive demands for market access had become central to U.S. policy since the
mid-1980s.3

A Defense Policy Guidance that was leaked in 1992 (under Dick Cheney
as defense secretary and drafted by Paul Wolfowitz as undersecretary of
defense) revealed a grand strategy of American primacy: “our strategy must
now refocus on precluding the emergence of any future global competitor.”4

This principle has since become part of security strategy. In other words,
several policies that appear striking under the Bush II administration—the
politics of primacy, the militarization of foreign policy, aggressive trade poli-
cies—were in place long before. A major difference is that previous
administrations combined unilateralism with multilateralism.

The desire to “preserve the unipolar moment” and remain the premier
global power was countered by centrists in the Senate and by a growing aver-
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sion to bearing the cost of this position. So the practical outcome was unilat-
eralism with a multilateral face. Samuel Huntington characterized
international politics at the time as a combination of unipolarity and multi-
polarity: “a strange hybrid, a uni-multipolar system with one superpower
and several major powers. The settlement of key international issues requires
action by the single superpower but always with some combination of other
major states; the single superpower can, however, veto action on key issues
by combinations of other states.”5 An in-between diagnosis is American “go-
it-alone power” with modular coalitions, a formula that matches Operation
Desert Storm, and NATO operations in Kosovo.6

But the calculus continues to change. A 2002 article on “American
Primacy in Perspective” takes a different perspective on the unipolar
moment:“If today’s American primacy does not constitute unipolarity, then
nothing ever will.”7 Pick any measure and, according to the authors, the
United States is dominant: “In the military arena the US spends more than
the next 15–20 biggest spenders combined.” The United States enjoys “over-
whelming nuclear superiority,” it is “the world’s dominant air force” and “the
only truly blue-water navy.” In addition,“America’s economic dominance . . .
surpasses that of any great power in modern history.”“The United States is
the country in the best position to take advantage of globalization,” “the
world’s leading technological power” and “the most popular destination for
foreign firms.” Thus “the United States has no rival in any critical dimension
of power.” There are “no balancing rival coalitions.” Therefore “A slide back
toward multipolarity would actually be the worst of all worlds for the United
States.” “Now and for the foreseeable future, the United States will have
immense power resources it can bring to bear to force or entice others to do
its bidding on a case-by-case basis.”8

In sum, the authors suggest that multilateralism is not in the American
interest nor required. In closing, they take a different turn. “But just because
the United States is strong enough to act heedlessly does not mean it should
do so.”9 In a brief conclusion the authors note that influence matters more
than power and that the world’s overwhelming problems—poverty and the
environment—require international cooperation. Yet the infrastructure of
hubris and the brief for unilateralism has been given. And this unprece-
dented power and capability refers to a window in time that will not last.

This gung-ho assessment doesn’t mention downsides, not even obvious
American frailties; it seems an exercise in marketing America rather than
merely describing it, as if salesmanship will improve the product. The diag-
nosis is biased or outdated in several respects: it ignores the Enron episode
and its ripple effects, it ignores the growing external deficit and trade deficit,
it ignores the structural vulnerability of the American economy (deindus-
trialization, unemployment, failure of the new economy), and makes no
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mention of growing social inequality. Is a consumption-driven economy
capable of handling contraction at a time when deregulation and tax cuts
have undercut government tools of intervention? The economy hinges on
consumer confidence, but what if consumers and businesses are faced with
uncertainty (recession, job insecurity, war)? 

The policies of the Bush II administration can be viewed either as the
unipolar moment extended (or amplified to an imperial moment), or as an
imperial episode. The first argument runs as follows. This administration
undertakes an open-ended war on terror, attacks Afghanistan and Iraq, and
projects its military presence worldwide. It undertakes a monumental expan-
sion of the military budget.10 It is not just pro-business but particularly close
to energy companies, which are the most territorial and geopolitical of all
corporations. With the embrace of energy concerns, then, comes a turn to
empire. And just as the administration leapfrogs over ecological concerns
and civil liberties in the United States, it has little patience with the niceties
of sovereignty, international law, and multilateralism. All this could be scaled
back or turned around by a different administration. A different adminis-
tration could return to multilateralism, renounce preventive strikes, and
trim the military budget.

The alternative case, that this is a long-term project, an imperial episode,
runs as follows. American unilateralism dates back at least to the end of the
cold war. Unilateral demarches such as nonratification of the nuclear prolif-
eration treaty, annulling the antiballistic missile treaty, and opting for a
missile defense system are the purview of the legislature and predate the
Bush II administration. The congressional committees are bipartisan.
American geopolitics implies a long-term horizon; stationing a million
soldiers in 350 bases and 130 countries across the world requires the backing
of foreign relations, armed services, intelligence, and ways and means
committees. Structural parameters of American primacy as perceived by
American elites pertain regardless of a change of the party in government.
Past administrations combined multilateralism and the pursuit of primacy.
A different administration can make tactical adjustments without giving up
strategic objectives. American exceptionalism is longstanding (discussed in
Chapter 8). A common view is that “Whoever is in power in Washington,
unilateralism—or put another way, America first-ism—is here to stay.”11

The case for an imperial episode may be more plausible than an imperial
moment, but still it raises the question of continuity and discontinuity.
While the case for strategic continuity is plain, there is no point in essen-
tializing American policy and ignoring its Wilsonian strands. Besides,
unilateralism is not necessarily imperial, it can also be isolationist. One
interpretation is that until 1941, American foreign policy was stubbornly
extremist and Roosevelt brought the United States into the center of liberal

20 • Globalization or Empire?



internationalism, where it remained through the cold war. With the cold
war over, extremist factions again take hold of foreign policy.

The long-term pattern of American expansion and imperialism dates
from nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny through postwar U.S. hegemony,
but the end of the Bretton Woods system in 1971 initiated an era of multi-
polarity. Neoliberal globalization, shaped by the Wall Street-Treasury-IMF
complex and convergence with the WTO, was unilateralism with a multi-
lateral face.

The two hypotheses, unipolar moment and imperial episode, may
combine in that the Bush II administration may view the present constel-
lation (United States as hyperpower, no significant domestic opposition due
to 9/11, no major international encumbrances, vast military superiority, no
ready rivals or rival coalitions) as a unique window to secure American
primacy for the coming decades or more. This is an imperial episode, then,
in view of the long-term American disposition toward primacy, and an
imperial moment in view of the recent perceived capability to implement
this aim.

Another American Century?

(T)he dominant groups in this Administration have now openly
abandoned the underlying strategy and philosophy of the Clinton
Administration, which was to integrate the other major states of
the world in a rule-based liberal capitalist order, thereby reducing
the threat of rivalry between them.

—Anatol Lieven, 2002.

Neoconservative circles such as the Project for a New American Century
(PNAC) and the American Enterprise Institute, and their lineage in the
conservative thought of Leo Strauss have been extensively investigated,12 so
this discussion deals only with essentials. The PNAC, founded in 1997, builds
on circles in the Reagan administration such as the Committee on the
Present Danger. The PNAC’s Statement of Principles of 1997 notes:

We seem to have forgotten the essential elements of the Reagan
Administration’s success: a military that is strong and ready to meet
both present and future challenges; a foreign policy that boldly and
purposefully promotes American principles abroad; and national
leadership that accepts the United States’ global responsibilities.

The objective is “to shape a new century favorable to American princi-
ples and interests.” On its home page the PNAC describes itself as dedicated
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to these propositions: “that American leadership is good both for America
and for the world; that such leadership requires military strength, diplo-
matic energy and commitment to moral principle; and that too few political
leaders today are making the case for global leadership.”

In many ways the Bush II administration is a Reagan replay. The
Reagan administration was a medley of forces and aims.13 Voodoo
economics sank the federal surplus while scrapping the rules of business;
less government, more market, and evangelical patriotism—Good
morning America, flashback to the American Dream of the 1950s starring
America as liberator and beacon of the world; and aggressive foreign
policy in Nicaragua, Central America, Grenada, Afghanistan, Angola, and
Libya. Forget Vietnam!

The centerpiece of the Reagan program was a tax cut presented as an
economic stimulus (the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981); the major
economic agenda of the Bush II administration—tax cuts for the
wealthy—is likewise presented as a jobs program. As David Stockman, the
head of Reagan’s office of management and budget conceded afterwards,
the administration’s agenda was to jack up the deficit so high that
cutbacks in social spending would be inevitable; a strategy that ultimately
failed for electoral reasons (“the GOP politicians of the Congress will not
take on the 36 million who get the social insurance checks”).14 The Bush
II tax cuts are probably best understood as a political agenda to redesign
government and complete the Reagan counterrevolution by eventually
eliminating social government altogether.15 Rather than tax cuts, they are
a tax shift from federal to state taxes, which as an economic stimulus is
not just ineffective but counterproductive. The affluent don’t need the
extra dollars; the intent is to redirect it away from government and from
welfare recipients who are to fend for themselves. Making tax cuts perma-
nent may permanently attract the (wannabe) wealthy to the Republicans,
structurally undermine the Democrats, and achieve a realignment of
American politics. As states and cities are in financial crisis they cut social
spending and raise taxes, resulting in a double negative outcome for ordi-
nary taxpayers who both lose services and face higher taxes.16 This hard
conservative turn institutionalizes a regressive tax system and further
concentrates wealth and power.

The Bush II government came to power courtesy of Reagan-era Supreme
Court appointees. It builds on the Reagan administration’s judicial appoint-
ments and its conservative turn in politics and civil life. With an
unprecedented concentration of Washington insiders of the Reagan and first
Bush administrations, it builds on accumulated political capital. The Reagan
period was an era of the “shadow government” and episodes such as Iran-
Contra.17 Tucked within the Bush II administration is a shadow government
centered in the Pentagon with its own intelligence capability independent of
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the CIA.18 In the buildup to the Iraq war it provided intelligence that later
turned out to be false.

As with Reagan, the support base of the Bush II administration is the
Christian right, the white South plus a portion of Jewish votes, wedded
through Christian Zionism and the fundamentalist Christian rendezvous
with Israel.19 As in the Reagan years, this administration combines reliance
on military strength with moralist language—the cartoon language of Evil
Empire and Axis of Evil; narcissistic and Manichean provincialism elevated
to globalism.

The National Security Strategy of 2002 parallels the PNAC agenda.20

Recourse to military force recalls the Reagan policy of rollback (rather than
just containment) and its foreign policy of war on terrorism, and continues
the Clinton policy of liberal interventionism. The neoconservatives seek to
provide a new narrative of America’s role in the world that can serve as the
successor to the cold war narrative. American global leadership is to create
an “empire of liberty.” This restates Clinton’s liberal interventionism, but
now conducted unilaterally. Unilateralism’s two components—confidence
in one’s own strength and lack of confidence in allies—involves two moves.
First, power is redefined as military strength rather than as legitimacy or
multilateral leadership; second, allies are disparaged. Thus in Robert Kagan’s
view of power and weakness, “Americans are from Mars, Europeans from
Venus”;21 never mind that this celestial classification doesn’t suggest histor-
ical finesse. Europeans are sissies and multilateralism is a sign of weakness.
Power is force and diplomacy is but a tool of deception; a philosophy that
is appropriate to the German military staff under Kaiser Wilhelm and the
Nazis. These views reckon that success brings might and might makes right:
a utopian Machtspolitik.

In the process, the neoconservatives perform as intellectual spokesmen
who legitimate the role expansion of the military class, which dates back to
the 1980s, and as armchair strategists who legitimate the interests of the
arms industry (Richard Perle’s business connections are instructive).

A neoconservative reaction to 9/11 was that “We are all Israelis now”
and the subsequent change in U.S. policy has been described as the
“Israelization of American foreign policy.” There are close parallels
between current U.S. policies and those of Israel in style, methods and
objectives. In both countries the “war party” leads, military and intelli-
gence are the leading state agencies, and economics takes a backseat;
offense counts as the best defense; diplomacy and multilateralism take a
backseat to the garrison state; politics of fear is institutionalized and stark
stereotypes guide domestic and international policy. In 1996 Richard
Perle and other neoconservatives wrote a policy review for Israel’s Likud
government that advocated abandoning the Oslo peace process for a neo-
realist balance of power politics in the region.22
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The Reagan era drew on nostalgia for America’s unchallenged power of
the 1950s and the PNAC draws on the Reagan legacy. This produces a double
nostalgia that evokes a new American century while looking back to a 1980s
era that looked back to the 1950s.

Scenarios and Analyses

The domestic policies of the Bush II administration are consistent with the
seventy-year conservative campaign to end New Deal economics, but what
about its international policies? How do the various foreign policy designs
fit together—political-military strategies, designs such as “redrawing the
map of the Middle East,” and policies with regard to trade and the world
economy? 

Foreign policy reflects long-term designs and develops in response to
reactions overseas. The two extremes of interpretation are a jam session and
a master plan. The most consistent public voices, the neoconservatives, focus
mainly on the Middle East and make only sketchy reference to economics
(end welfare, privatization, and free market). Long-term planning on the
part of the Pentagon and the commanders-in-chief of the regional
commands is typically classified.

The Bush II administration seems more preoccupied with the domestic
economy than the world economy. Unlike the Clinton years, the Treasury
and Commerce are no longer the center of gravity, and the IMF, World Bank,
and WTO play second fiddle. Policy toward the WTO is opportunistic and
inconsistent, and zigzagging toward the IMF and World Bank.23 On the other
hand, the state-corporate, weapon-petrodollar nexus is stronger than before.

Are the policies of the Bush II administration an ideologically driven
project of conservatives and neoconservatives; a resumption of cold war
geopolitics; a mutation of neoliberalism; or a combination of all of these?
These scenarios are not mutually exclusive; they overlap while appealing to
different political factions and audiences. Scenarios that may fit current U.S.
policies imply theories that might explain them (table 2.1).

In Made in Texas, Michael Lind’s account of the Southern takeover of
American politics, an extreme right-wing cabal has taken over the govern-
ment of the world’s most powerful country and 9/11 has given it carte
blanche. Made in Texas is a Karl Rove scenario. In a coalition of
parochialisms Southern Republicans outflank Democrats and the Christian
right tackles secular cosmopolitanism. As a meticulously calibrated agenda
of domestic hegemony building, biased policies are methodically staged as
serving the common interest (tax giveaways for the wealthy as a jobs
program; curtail civil liberties for security).

Arguably a poststructuralist interpretation would be appropriate for
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unpacking this scenario: the Southern takeover of politics is happenstance,
does not follow a compelling logic or yield a causally predictable outcome.
Dialectics of disaster: without 9/11 this government would be lost.24 But
limitations of this line of interpretation are that by focusing on contingency
(and there is contingency, for instance in the way the administration came
to power) this ignores the long-term rise of Southern political power. While
capturing contingency, this interpretation misses structure, offers presentist
description rather than explanation, and does not account for the lack of
political opposition.

In the cold war plus scenario, the war party leads and the military and
intelligence are back in prime time. During the cold war, the character of
power was geopolitical-military-ideological-economic; during neoliberal
globalization it was ideological-economic with a strong military; and now
by this reckoning, it is again geopolitical-military. From this point of view
the neoliberal episode has been an interruption and the real game is power
on a global battlefield. This scenario seems to match neo-realist thinking
and might be close to practice since this is the theory taught at military acad-
emies. Rather than a theory, should it be considered a self-fulfilling
prophecy?

This account overlooks, however, that neo-realists had developed alliances
with authoritarian regimes in the Middle East, such as that of Saddam
Hussein, for the sake of stability and the flow of oil, and because democracy
would bring radical Islamic groups to power.25 To avoid imperial overstretch,
neo-realists and many in the Pentagon prefer a rule-based international order
and restraint in the use of military force. (Hence the criticisms of Brent
Snowcroft, Lawrence Eagleburger, James Baker, and others of war on Iraq
without UN sanction.) The neoconservatives break with neo-realism,
disparage the international order, advocate taking the offensive, and have
greater confidence in the use of military force and, presumably, greater hopes
for democracy in the Middle East, inspired by the likes of Bernard Lewis. By
capitalizing on 9/11 and targeting the Middle East, they seek to mobilize
patriotism, Jewish votes and liberal hawks (mesmerized by “clash of civi-
lizations” talk). They follow a Gramscian strategy of building domestic
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Table 2.1 Scenarios of Power

Scenarios Priority Theories 
Made in Texas Domestic politics Poststructuralist 
Cold War II Geopolitics Neo-realism 
Neoconservative ideology Domestic and international Gramscian 
Offensive neoliberalism Economics and geopolitics Marxist, Leninist



hegemony and rely on the support of the white and Christian South and the
ideological appeal of the target of war. According to Michael Lind, “The
strategic brains for George W. Bush’s foreign policy were provided by
neoconservatives like Paul Wolfowitz, but the Deep South provided the polit-
ical muscle.”26 However, the alliance of conservatives and neoconservatives
is not seamless. Many conservatives and certainly East coast Republicans
prefer a neo-realist policy of multilateral cooperation.27

Gramscian international relations theory does not apply either for this is
a case of hegemony-in-reverse. Never has so much soft power been squan-
dered in so short a time. An administration that in its first year in office
scraps five international treaties does not seek international legitimacy. Its
recourse to war has prompted the largest demonstration in human history
on February 15, 2003 and, for the sake of the “most unwanted war in history,”
unleashed world public opinion as a “second superpower.” This is a crash
course in how to lose friends and squander influence. Immanuel Wallerstein
notes: “Over the last 200 years, the United States acquired a considerable
amount of ideological credit. But these days, the United States is running
through its credit even faster than it ran through its gold surplus in the
1960s.”28

The neoconservative approach is a provincializing globalism that reads
global trends in line with American prejudices. Accordingly, its military and
intelligence estimates tend to be wrong (as in Afghanistan and Iraq).
American economic supremacy is taken for granted rather than examined.
The specialty of the armchair strategists is threat inflation. The American
military class inflated the threat of the USSR and now inflates the threat of
rogue states and terrorism.

In the scenario of offensive neoliberalism, corporations are center stage,
in particular energy, military industry, and Sunbelt corporations (including
software). In this account, neoliberalism phase 4—following the phases of
proto-neoliberalism, rollback and roll-out neoliberalism, discussed in
Chapter 1—recombines with the military-industrial complex. According to
neoliberalism, “the market rules OK”; and in this dispensation, the market
rules OK by force. David Harvey, for instance, interprets the new wars as
wars of conquest for the sake of “primitive accumulation.”29

What pleads against this scenario is that the Bush II administration’s
economic base is narrow and comprises mainly energy and military sectors.
Its economic policies are biased and contradictory, and tax cuts and deficit
spending are opposed by CEOs, blue-ribbon business councils, and to some
extent even the Federal Reserve, so it is not a typical policy of the “capitalist
class.” Politics trumps economics in that the fundamental calculus appears
to be political (in the sense of party and state-driven) and ideological rather
than economic. Unlike neoliberal globalization, policy is not driven by the
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Treasury, Wall Street, and international institutions.30 Corporate partners
seem to be co-pilots and economic agendas, which are sketchy in the first
place, seem to play a supporting rather than a leading role. The military’s
overwhelming role outflanks other sectors. The risks entailed in a strategy
of offensive war are so momentous that they outstrip corporate capabilities
and horizons. Corporations cannot afford to be risk-takers on this scale. If
we would further try to read this as a “military adjustment of structural
adjustment,” the obvious hurdles are that structural adjustment has not been
faring well and its logic does not lend itself to military adjustment.

Leaf through a courtside report such as Bob Woodward’s Bush at War
and economic decision makers do not even figure among the cast of char-
acters. The problem with viewing war as accumulation is that it takes
propaganda at face value (such as the neoconservative claim that the occu-
pation of Iraq could be paid for by Iraqi oil) and that the cost of conquest
and reconstruction is far ahead of and outstrips conceivable material gains.
Conventional materialist accounts may overrate the determining role of
capital interests—beneficiaries are not necessarily decision makers; ignore
the specificity of political processes—the Southern takeover of American
politics; and loose sight of cultural overdetermination—9/11 patriotism and
the Middle East as target of war. There is no particular “capitalist necessity”
to preventive war.

The Leninist theory according to which “imperialism is the highest stage
of capitalism” fails to explain when imperialism does not occur and there-
fore fails to explain when it does. It declares imperialism a general disposition
of advanced capitalism, which doesn’t match general experience or the expe-
rience of neoliberal globalization. There are no compelling reasons why in
the era of deterritorialized hi-tech capitalism and remote control by means
of financial discipline (and in the case of Iraq a regime of containment and
sanctions), offensive territorial war would suddenly be a bright idea.

If none of these interpretations are adequate by themselves, then what?
The most plausible option to understand the new wars is to combine the
scenarios of geopolitical, state-corporate, regional, and domestic designs.

Bichler and Nitzan distinguish between the tech/merger and
weapon/petrol constellations in the American economy. The years 2000 and
2001 brought several shocks: the collapse of the new economy, Enron, and
September 11. In their argument, the first two signaled that the tech-merger
wave of expansion had run its course. The main worry of the Federal Reserve
and Wall Street now became deflation, not inflation. The administration’s
shift to expanding the military budget and war (fueling replacement demand
for military equipment) served as avenues of reflation. Iraq as the target, in
their reasoning, would serve reflation through the implicit agenda of gaining
leverage in controlling oil prices, and keeping prices high if necessary. 9/11
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provided a political opportunity to merge these agendas. Bichler and Nitzan
recognize that no single motive explains the new wars. But their reasoning
offers some ground for a convergence of interests between geopolitics and
Wall Street; if it doesn’t explain the cause for war, it might explain why Wall
Street didn’t complain more loudly about the turn of affairs.31

This theater of mixed signals has something to go on for different actors
and audiences. All that is required is sufficient coherence for concerted
action, while the meanings of action differ for different players. Different
actors perform in different dramas, which audiences take to be a single
performance. The scenarios converge provisionally. As in Luigi Pirandello’s
play Six Characters in Search of an Author, the characters may take over the
script in the course of the performance. The scenarios play in multiple
theaters—for insider, domestic, regional, and global audiences. Because of
the sound-bite nature of American political discourse, the domestic audi-
ence is conditioned to expect instant results; geared to short-term outcomes,
it is unaccustomed to dealing with long-term projects. Creating a long-term
narrative, like the cold war, takes more than British intelligence reports culled
from magazines and student essays. Regional and global audiences tick
according to different clocks than American audiences.

Capabilities are related to weaknesses. Over time, the United States has
created increasingly Pentagon-heavy governments; military assessments lead
foreign policy—and do so in the language of control and dominance—and
diplomacy trails behind. In the buildup to war in Iraq, the United States
addressed the international community in afterthoughts that were zigzag-
ging, sounded insincere and were continually interrupted by muscular
Pentagon statements. The United States disparages UN authority and then
claims it must attack Iraq to uphold UN resolutions; it must attack Iraq
because of WMD, or because of its nuclear threat; or to remove tyranny,
effect regime change, and democratize the Middle East. “Disastrous diplo-
macy” is no incident but a function of the creeping militarization of
American government.32 In the Bush II administration, former war leaders
are in charge of diplomacy and warmongers in charge of the Pentagon.

In interpreting the new wars, a matter of balance is neither to attribute
too much rationality and coherence nor to dismiss them as right-wing absur-
dity; there is a limit to “making sense.” Rationality of method can go together
with irrationality of values and objectives, and the madness is likely to lie in
the project itself, in the values and vision driving it. The core problem is the
project: who on earth needs another American century? In a speech in
Beijing in 1995, Prime Minister Mahathir of Malaysia declared that in his
view the coming century would not be an Asian century but a global century.
This kind of recognition of interconnectedness is in keeping with the twenty-
first century and this wide spirit of diplomacy and magnanimity is glaringly
absent from the American cult of power.
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Who is the author of these scenarios of power? The usual reading is that
9/11 has been taken as an opportunity by the American war party. But what
if 9/11 was a trap and going to war is taking the bait? In the 1960s, the
Brazilian guerilla leader Carlos Marighella formulated the aims of revolu-
tionary armed struggle as follows: “It is necessary to turn political crisis into
armed conflict by performing violent actions that will force those in power
to transform the political situation of the country into a military situation.
That will alienate the masses, who, from then on, will revolt against the army
and the police and blame them for the state of things.” Chalmers Johnson
quotes this and draws a parallel with the second intifada of 2000 and 2001,
which militarized Israeli policy, and the American reactions to 9/11.33 In
this reasoning, 9/11 has succeeded in unleashing American militarism and
leading the United States on the war path, producing the effect that
Marighella anticipated domestically on a world scale. The United States has
taken the bait. In the words of Jürgen Habermas: “the normative authority
of the United States lies in ruins.”34 In this reading, the United States has
gained itself another Vietnam and walked into a West Bank all of its own.
Whose scenario of power are we in?

Parochial hegemony and transnational hegemony are difficult to recon-
cile. Domestic selling points may be international nonstarters; domestic
strengths, international hurdles. The insular, inward looking and provincial
character of American political debate, culture and education make it diffi-
cult to resonate with transnational trends. Most American politics takes
place in a “cultural cocoon”35 and Southern conservatism is a cocoon within
a cocoon. The Bush II administration builds on learning curves that are
mostly of a domestic nature. Unlike the New Democrats, this administra-
tion speaks to domestic rather than international audiences. It presents war
as liberation and occupation as democracy in a way that might satisfy
compliant media and domestic audiences but troubles the rest of the world.
Since the American idea of going it alone is a fantasy, international cooper-
ation is needed, but American diplomacy has alienated public opinion and
international forums. The policy crafted to produce domestic hegemony is
internationally polarizing, destabilizes the Middle East, and is unacceptable
in the Muslim world, Europe, and beyond.
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“Globalization” was economic, came along information highways, with the
IMF and WTO, government was supposed to be small and corporations
large. Occasionally newspapers cautioned that “grown men don’t moan over
globalization.” Now in the midst of the war on terrorism pundits meditate
on empire. What is the difference, or is there a difference? Is empire the
flavour of the month? Is it the same play performed a different way, or a
different play? 

In the wake of 9/11 the language and conduct of American politics
changed markedly. A steam of articles and books now recommended impe-
rialism: “the logic of neoimperialism is too compelling for the Bush
administration to resist . . . a new imperial moment has arrived.”1 Robert
Kaplan called for Warrior Politics and militant foreign policy. Michael
Ignatieff deemed American imperialism necessary. Robert Cooper, a senior
British diplomat, argued that in addition to “voluntary imperialism” through
the IMF and World Bank,“What is needed is a new kind of imperialism, one
compatible with human rights and cosmopolitan values,” which he gener-
ously referred to as the “export of stability.”2 Until recently imperialism was
a left-wing term, but now empire has become a mainstream theme and
makes a comeback in everyday language.3 In this climate, past empires are
revisited and whitewashed.4

What is the difference between contemporary globalization and empire?
This question could be waved away on the assumption that it is academic
hairsplitting or on the argument that contemporary globalization, no matter
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how it is packaged or phrased, is a form of domination. Yet how it is phrased
does matter in how and to what ends unequal power is exercised and in the
agenda of social movements. If globalization equals empire all along, then
what is different about the recent imperial turn?

The basic question is simple. Contemporary globalization, though
multidimensional, has been primarily economically driven. From the
1980s the dominant project has been neoliberal globalization and empire
would mean a profound break, a U-turn that places state and strategic
interests rather than corporate interests in the forefront. Neoliberal
ideology preaches lean and cheap government (though the U.S. govern-
ment was always a strong security and law and order state) and empire
means big government. Neoliberal globalization hinges on economics
and finance, while empire prioritizes geopolitics and military and polit-
ical power. Neoliberal globalization and hegemony are intrusive, but
empire is intrusive to a much greater degree.

Note an ordinary newspaper report of August 2003: “As one of the 24
senior advisors with the Coalition Provisional Authority, the United States-
led civilian administration of postwar Iraq, Dr. Erdmann is charged with
getting the higher education system back on its feet. While American policy
puts the future of Iraqi academia in its own hands, the 20 universities and
43 technical schools must turn to Dr Erdmann for everything from
rebuilding looted lecture halls to releasing their budgets. . . . Dr. Erdmann,
36, has little experience in university administration . . .’5 And so forth. This
is empire in action; a bridge further than globalization or hegemony. With
the stark innocence of the report’s title, “Righting Iraq’s Universities,” this
illustrates the nitty-gritty of empire.

To provide historic context and explain my use of terms, below is a brief
periodization (table 3.1). In addition, definitions of basic terms, deliberately
conventional definitions, set the stage analytically (table 3.2).

Capitalism = Imperialism?

From some points of view, the difference between globalization and empire
is a non-question to begin with.

Imperial corporations. This refers to transnational corporations that “run
the world.”6 The argument is that the turnover of large transnational corpo-
rations exceeds the GNP of most states and their operations range widely
and across state borders. Joint operations of states and corporations, on the
model of the East India Company, were part of the capitalist infrastructure
of imperialism. The energy and mineral sectors in particular show long-
standing patterns of joint state and corporate crossborder intervention, as
in the case of the interwar oil majors and the postwar cooperation between
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metropolitan states, mineral conglomerates, and arms industries (Aramco,
Alcoa, Bechtel, Rio Tinto, etc.). Agribusiness, telecommunications, and
banks have all been involved in strategic tie-ups of corporate and metro-
politan designs.7 International finance trails international development like
a shadow.

The triad of governments, intergovernmental organizations, and corpo-
rations takes new shape in the UN’s Global Compact, but in fact goes back
to colonial regimes and the postwar development era.8 Agribusiness has
long been involved in international food policies, from American food aid
to the Green Revolution. New technologies such as bioengineering give
corporations a stake in WTO patenting regulations and intellectual prop-
erty rights. The “revolving door” between U.S. government officials and
major corporations and consultancy firms suggests a commonality of inter-
ests. The relative retreat of state regulation has been made up for by a role
expansion of corporations—in the form of corporate self-regulation (an
interesting model is Enron) and in the polite form of corporate citizenship
and responsibility.
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Table 3.1 Phases of Unequal Power Relations 

1400> European reconnaissance and expansion
1600–mid 1900s Colonialism, imperialism, neocolonialism
1960s> Contemporary accelerated globalization
1980–2000 Neoliberal globalization 
2001> War on terrorism, preventive war

Table 3.2 International Unequal Relations of Power

Empire The political control by one polity over the internal and external
policy of another1

Imperialism The pursuit of empire

Hegemony The control of one polity over the foreign policy of another
political entity
In a Gramscian sense: international leadership based on legiti-
macy (agreed upon rules, fair procedures)

Dependency Reliance of a dependent state on economic and political support
of a more powerful state, without formal control over internal
or foreign policy 

1 Doyle, Empires.



Yet, for all these interlocking interests, the idea of “corporate imperialism”
is a step too far and a contradiction in terms, for it implies nonstate actors
undertaking political (not just economic) projects. Political control of the
kind implied by empire is of little economic significance and counterpro-
ductive in view of the responsibility and accountability it entails. Most
transnational corporations can achieve their objectives without control over
sovereignty; economic influence of the type provided by the IMF, World
Bank, and WTO regulations suffices, along with lobbying and sponsoring
political actors. The interests of most corporations (such as financial
services, advertising, pharmaceuticals, software, telecommunications) are of
a nonterritorial nature and those with territorial stakes (energy, mining,
construction, weapons) are relatively few. Most foreign direct investment is
concentrated in North America, Europe, and Japan, and a major preoccu-
pation of developing countries is to attract foreign investment. Countries
that are in high demand by investors can exact their conditions on investor
entry and exit.9 While corporations come and go, witness the Fortune 500,
geopolitics requires a different type of actor and project. The “imperial CEO”
is a figure of speech that refers to executives who expand rather than manage
their firms. To ascribe imperialism to corporations is to trivialize the term,
while disregarding the role of corporations and viewing it solely in economic,
apolitical terms is naive.

Economic imperialism. A common view, almost a collective cliché in the
global South during past decades is that contemporary globalization is impe-
rialism, recolonization or dependency by another name.10 Debt,
conditionalities of the international financial institutions, and in the cultural
sphere McDonaldization all point in this direction. Domination is now exer-
cised through financial and economic regimes. Sanctions on Cuba and Iraq,
the Plan Colombia, and the occasional invasion and bombing are outliers
in this pattern.

Over time the shadow of empire has been gradually lengthening. Some
of the literature on neoliberal globalization since the 1990s reinvokes empire
and this usually involves redefining empire in a looser sense. Thus, for
Chalmers Johnson imperialism refers not to “the extension of one state’s
legal dominion over another” but to “imposing one’s own social system” by
various means. According to Michael Parenti, “By ‘imperialism’ I mean the
process whereby the dominant politico-economic interests of one nation
expropriate for their own enrichment the land, labor, raw materials, and
markets of another people.” In this casual treatment, the actor is “politico-
economic interests of one nation” (not even transnational corporations) and
the target is a people (not a state).11

This builds on a body of literature that dates back to the Vietnam War
and analyzes U.S. hegemony and the cold war as imperialism. It typically

34 • Globalization or Empire?



takes us back to Manifest Destiny and draws a picture of a more or less
continuous aggressive and warlike role of the United States, as in the work
of William Appleman Williams and Noam Chomsky.12 Thus, according to
Howard Zinn, “aggressive expansion was a constant of national ideology
and politics.”13 This homogenizes national ideology, ignores isolationist
currents, and refers to dispositions rather than outcomes. These accounts
are welcome antidotes to chauvinism, but they are not analytically precise;
they are valid but not throughout the whole period. Cultural and post-
colonial studies of a historical and interpretive nature have also renewed the
interest in imperialism.14

The problem is that these views don’t usually distinguish between
economic regimes and formal political control; in Nye’s words,“they mistake
the politics of primacy for those of empire.”15 Control exercised by the Wall
Street-Treasury-IMF complex means control of part of domestic policy and
not foreign policy, and falls short of empire. It’s true of course that the line
between economic and political control is fine. In shaping developing coun-
tries’ economic policy, structural reforms wield incisive political influence;
IMF conditionalities involve political components. Yet this is short of empire
and quite different in terms of the scope of political influence, its legal status
and ideological justification. These accounts overlook the multilateral frame-
work and rules in which the United States operated; neoliberal globalization
is a rules-based order. By overusing imperialism, these accounts are short of
words and reasons if empire does occur.

Economics imperialism. This refers first, in the words of the economist
Ben Fine, to “the colonization of the other social sciences by economics.”16

I think this claim is counterfactual because the influence of economics in
social science has been quite limited (with rational choice in the United
States as a major exception). Economics does dominate policy, but the
blanket metaphor imperialism is more hindrance than help. The charge of
economism is more appropriate and effective. Hazel Henderson has long
argued against economism and notes that “The economism paradigm sees
economics as the primary focus of public policy as well as individual and
public choices.” In her view, “economics, far from a science, is simply poli-
tics in disguise.”17

Empire. According to Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, imperialism
ended in the 1970s and was followed by a new constellation they call Empire:

The concept of Empire is characterized by lack of boundaries:
Empire’s rule has no limits. . . . Second, the concept of Empire
presents itself not as a historical regime originating in conquest,
but rather as an order that effectively suspends history and thereby
fixes the existing state of affairs for eternity. . . . Third, the rule of
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Empire operates on all registers of the social order extending down
to the depth of the social world. . . . The object of its rule is social
life in its entirety.18

Conceptualizing globalization as Empire stretches the meaning of empire to
the point of defining it in contrast to imperialism, which is a little confusing.
This exercise combines features of Foucault (power is everywhere),
Fukuyama (end of history), and Marcuse (hope lies with the multitude).
Encompassing all space and existing outside history, Empire becomes a
metaphysic of power, which is countered by a metaphysic of transcendence
(by the multitude). Hardt and Negri’s account of the Empire of globaliza-
tion as a “smooth space” is thoroughly misleading.19 Besides, if Empire is
everywhere it is nowhere. That this exercise in poetic license has attracted
so much attention testifies to the trendiness of imperialism. Thus, we can
identify several uses of empire as a metaphor (table 3.3).

In these instances, “empire” is used metaphorically, just as Habermas’s
“colonization of the life-world” by capitalist commodification. As a
metaphor “imperial” means domineering, aggressive, and expansive. “Impe-
rialism” is a fighting word that serves mobilizational purposes, but the
question remains what fight, against what and how? Analytical and political
clarity go together. These perspectives reflect two main strands: using empire
as a metaphor and equating capitalism and imperialism.

In the latter view, differences between imperialism and contemporary
globalization fade essentially because of reasoning by similes (capitalism =
imperialism + capitalism = globalization, therefore globalization = imperi-
alism). The equation capitalism = imperialism tells us little because circa
five hundred years of capitalism have not coincided with five hundred years
of imperialism—or, they have but only according to the crudest reading of
history that skips over the nonimperial episodes. Lenin’s definition of impe-
rialism casts a long shadow. Lenin’s classic definition, according to which
the highest stage of capitalism ( = monopoly capitalism) = imperialism,
involves fundamental problems.20 The assumption that empire is under-
taken for the sake of and yields economic gain is simplistic and
counterfactual.21 While economic gain has been a propaganda point in
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Table 3.3 Empire as Metaphor

Corporate imperialism Transnational corporations
Economic imperialism International financial institutions
Economics imperialism Economism dominates policy
Empire (Hardt and Negri) Metaphysics of power



defense of imperialism, it has often been disputed by business interests and
political forces. Equating capitalism = imperialism = globalization = neolib-
eral globalization creates a transhistorical soup in which nothing essentially
changes over, well, two to five hundred years.22 If nothing really changes,
then why bother to analyze at all? 

Dispositional definitions of empire, as Michael Doyle points out, fail to
explain if the outcome (empire) does not come about.23 The bouillabaisse
approach, viewing history as a stew with everything mixed in, and the failure
to use precise terms, makes it impossible to identify different periods,
designs, and configurations. If the new imperialism of the late nineteenth
century, the cold war, neoliberal globalization and present times are all
empire, in what then resides the difference between these periods? At
minimum we would have to define different types of empire, at which point
we are back to square one.

If there were concertation among diverse actors, contemporary global-
ization might yield a new imperialism, but given the diversity of actors this
is unlikely. This is the point of conventional arguments against new empire;
as Richard Haass, the former director of policy planning at the State Depart-
ment points out, the contemporary diffusion of power and resistance, covert
and overt is too great.24 Moreover, a Washington cliché during the Clinton
years was that the cost of major war exceeds its benefits: “war may have
become a luxury that only the poor peoples of the world can afford.”25

Apparently this view has now changed.
Social movements of the 1990s, local and transnational, target neoliberal

globalization, not empire; though they occasionally use the imperialism
metaphor, their aims and methods are fundamentally different from the
decolonization movements. Examples are the Zapatistas and the World
Social Forum. Contemporary globalization, according to the Jamaican econ-
omist Clive Thomas, represents a paradigm shift. Analyzing neoliberal
globalization without invoking imperialism is more effective analytically and
politically.26 This targets unequal relations of power exercised through
economic regimes and ideologies—coinciding with shifts in technology,
production, and politics, implemented through international institutions
and short of political control over sovereignty.

I think the blanket equation contemporary globalization = imperialism
is confusing, but not because imperialism is “directional,” while globaliza-
tion is not.27 Rather globalization too is directional; it is multidirectional
since it involves many actors each with diverse projects. I reject it not
because, as Anthony Giddens argues, imperialism refers to an intentional
and systematic endeavor, while globalization is more complex: “a dialectical
process because . . . local happenings may move in obverse direction.”28

Imperialism too was dialectical and local processes moved in multiple
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directions; thus in the pericentric theory of imperialism, the turbulent
periphery plays a central role29 and real imperialism has a weblike and multi-
centric character. Both imperialism and contemporary globalization are
intentional and involve multiple actors. Yet contemporary globalization is
marked by a greater diffusion of power, including international institutions
and NGOs.

A further argument for rejecting globalization = imperialism is that glob-
alization is plural: globalizations; that is to say, there are multiple
globalization projects and designs—from corporate globalism to feminist
and human rights globalization, and so forth—so that generalizations based
on just one mode of globalization are not tenable. In addition, from taking
a historical angle on globalization it follows that empire is a phase of glob-
alization (as is decolonization). Contemporary globalization means not just
Westernization but also Easternization, as in the influence of Japanese and
East Asian forms of capitalism. Besides, “the West” is not unified.30

In sum, empire is primarily of a political nature, state-centered and terri-
torial and involves central authority, while late-twentieth-century accelerated
globalization is intrinsically multidimensional, involves multiple actors, and
is in significant respects decentered and deterritorial, involving multiple and
diverse jurisdictions (a précis is in table 3.4). Imperialism often sought
(unsuccessfully) to impose a clear division between colonizer and colonized;
in contemporary globalization, the lines of inclusion and exclusion are
blurred.

Can we view contemporary globalization in the light of new combina-
tions of state and corporate designs? In viewing contemporary globalization
as a project (and not merely an open-ended process), Philip McMichael
implies just this. By portraying contemporary globalization as a system that
combines “Golden Arches” (global consumerism driven by American firms)
and U.S. hegemony, the hidden hand of the market and the hidden fist of
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Imperialism Contemporary globalization

State-centric Multiple and diverse actors (corporations, govern-
ment organizations, international institutions, NGOs)

Primarily political Intrinsically multidimensional

Central authority (metropolis) Diffusion of power 

Balance of power (statist) Multipolarity and economic interests

Territorial Nonterritorial



hegemony, Thomas Friedman makes a similar case. So does Immanuel
Wallerstein in viewing contemporary globalization as the modern world
system in another phase.31

Yet neoliberalism and empire make strange bed partners. Both are designs
and dynamics of hierarchical integration. The difference lies in how and to
what ends asymmetric inclusion is exercised. An in-between argument is to
view the current shape of globalization as a hybrid that combines features
of neoliberal globalization and empire, or imperial neoliberalism. In the
next chapter, I argue that this applies to the American imperial turn, which
generates the novel formation of neoliberal empire.
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The United States will use this moment of opportunity to extend
the benefits of freedom across the globe. . . . We will actively work
to bring the hope of democracy, development, free markets, and
free trade to every corner of the world.

—The National Security Strategy 
of the United States of America, September 2002.

It is difficult to deal with a great power that is 
both schoolmaster and truant.

—Joseph Stiglitz, 2002.

The war on terrorism is accompanied by a vast expansion of military and
intelligence budgets and the threat of preventive strikes. It involves the
worldwide projection of American military power and a new phase in fossil
fuel geopolitics. A 2003 headline sums up the drift in U.S. media: “American
Empire, Not “If” But “What Kind.’ ”1

If there is an imperial trend in American policy, what are the character-
istics of this empire? If neoliberal globalization was a regime of American
economic unilateralism, has this been succeeded by or combined with polit-
ical and military unilateralism? This chapter probes the emerging features
of a hybrid formation of neoliberal empire; a mélange of political-military
and economic unilateralism, an attempt to merge geopolitics with the aims
and techniques of neoliberalism. This is examined in relation to govern-
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ment, privatization, trade, aid, marketing, and the occupation of Iraq as a
case in point. A further, more difficult question is what kind of wider strategy
is taking shape amid the turmoil of the new wars.

The Empire of Liberty

Eventually neoliberal globalization began to unravel and faced mounting
failures and opposition. Moreover, neoliberal designs may be too multilat-
eral, unpredictable, and cumbersome to ensure American primacy. After all
the WTO is a “tariff-trading bourse” with a founding document of twenty-
seven thousand pages.2

The opening sentence of the 2002 National Security Strategy declared:
“The great struggles of the twentieth century between liberty and totali-
tarianism ended with a decisive victory for the forces of freedom—and a
single sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy, and free
enterprise.”

Fukuyama’s end of history is probably the quintessential statement of
American cold war victory. Its fundamental premise echoes endlessly, for
instance in President Bush’s statement in a speech at West Point in 2002,
“The twentieth century ended with a single surviving model of human
progress.”3 Thus cold war victory translates into American ideology. That
the United States has achieved a status of historical infallibility has become
an ordinary, almost unremarkable part of American discourse. In a
campaign essay written in 2000, Condoleezza Rice argues that “multilateral
agreements and institutions should not be ends in themselves” and American
foreign policy should refocus on the national interest. She welcomes rela-
tions with “allies who share American values” and notes in passing that
“American values are universal.”4 The only problem is that some countries
still have difficulty catching up with this reality.

The code word for this project is “Freedom.” Freedom is short for
“American values,” short for “free enterprise,” and the cue to the empire of
liberty. The Bush II administration took up empire in the name of liberal
internationalism, echoing Wilson’s pledge to use American power to create
a “universal dominion of right” and practicing “Wilsonianism with a
vengeance.”5 As Immanuel Kant observed, “It is the desire of every state, or
of its ruler, to arrive at a condition of perpetual peace by conquering the
whole world, if that were possible.”6

If the end of history is the definition of self, its supplement is Hunt-
ington’s clash of civilizations, which defines others—for instance in the
outlandish conspiracy theory that claims an Islamic-Confucian alliance is
threatening the West. Next, western allies were cut to size, as in Robert
Kagan’s analysis of power and weakness. In the process the United States
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paints itself into a corner of arrogance of power and increasingly views the
world through a gun sight.

Nothing defines this period as much as the preoccupation with power in
Washington. In Orwellian speak, power too is “freedom.” Robert Kagan
views multilateralism as the power of the weak—a one-dimensional inter-
pretation that by totally ignoring soft power is revealing in its own right.
For the conservative journalist Robert Kaplan, only power counts because
ours are not modern but neomedieval times.7 In relation to Iraq, Pentagon
voices declared that “we are now ten times stronger” than in Operation
Desert Storm; but not ten times stronger in soft power, not ten times more
legitimate. But in mainstream American policy discourse multilateralism
and international law figure as no more than “hot air.”8

The scope of this project, like some classic empires and unlike the cold
war, is universalistic. “Universalistic empires, in their dominant political
culture and/or political practice, do not recognize other polities as legiti-
mate equals.” This is in other words “empire without end” (as Virgil
described the Roman Empire).9 Neoliberal globalization was universalistic
as an economic regime (free markets are the sole effective system); the war
on terrorism is universalistic in giving the United States the exclusive and
combined roles of prosecutor, judge, and executioner.

Major previous empires claimed legal status. That the Roman and British
Empires brought the rule of law was the basis of their claim to constitute a
“Pax.” Neoliberal globalization was rules-based, but the new empire is
founded on the rule of power, not the rule of law. The United States does
not endorse the International Criminal Court, claims preemption from its
mandate for American nationals, and uses this in negotiating trade and aid.
The United States exists in a state of “international legal nihilism” and its
record of breaches of international law has been steadily growing.10

These features are encoded in the Bush Doctrine: “Either you are with us,
or you are with the terrorists”; and the threat of preventive strike, including
nuclear strike. The former sets the terms for universalism and the latter
places the United States outside international law.

This project is kaleidoscopic and deploys the full register of power—
military, political, economic, financial, and ideological. But combining
economic and political-military unilateralism does not make for a
stronger compound. It yields the suspicion that political-military oper-
ations are to make up for failures of the neoliberal project and that war
is a diversion from Wall Street blues. Applying the entire arsenal of instru-
ments of power opens up multiple fronts and as many points of
contradiction. How for instance do freedom and democracy rhyme with
the use of military force? How does the liberal use of depleted uranium
ammunitions square with bringing liberty?
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There are striking contrasts between neoliberal globalization and the
imperial turn. Although the United States avoided international treaties, the
cold war and neoliberal globalization were framed by the collective security
systems of NATO and other alliances. But the war on terrorism is avowedly
unilateral and conducted outside Security Council mandates; while formally
pursuing “common security,” the Bush II administration disdained not just
foes but allies as well.11 The Bush II administration scrapped international
treaties outright and accepts security cooperation only if it can dictate the
terms. Rumsfeld’s “the mission defines the coalition” means that American
military objectives drive international cooperation.12

The post-Powell doctrine of hardliners rejects restraints on the use of
military force and takes the Pentagon back to before the lessons of Vietnam,
back to the cold war; the new willingness to take on “small wars” resumes
the pattern of cold war low-intensity conflict.13 But this administration’s
reluctance to engage in nation building and making scant resources avail-
able for it contrasts with its overseas interventionism, for intervention is
messy and small wars yield large ramifications. The “turbulent frontier” gave
rise to the pericentric understanding of imperialism (i.e. the periphery plays
a central role) and applies also now.14 Sepember 11 as blowback of
Afghanistan and the Middle East, developments in Palestine, Pakistan,
Kashmir, Indonesia, the Philippines, Central Asia, Georgia, Kurdistan,
Liberia, and so on, and Lebanonization in Afghanistan and Iraq, echo this
dynamic.

Past empires such as the British Empire transferred a share of their surplus
to invest in infrastructure overseas, such as railroads and ports. But the new
American empire is not run by a nation on the crest of economic achieve-
ment but by a country undergoing structural economic decline, a
hyperdebtor nation with a massive current account deficit that needs an
annual inflow of $500 billion in foreign funds to keep going, even without
empire (discussed in Chapter 9). This is a deficit empire that, rather than
investing overseas, drains the world of resources on a gigantic scale; it is a
cost-cutting empire that is designed to be cheap, even in such basics as
supplies to its troops on the front.15

Neoliberal globalization was a regime of market conformity (as defined
by the U.S. Treasury) and pressure on developing countries and interna-
tional institutions to conform to market ideology; the Bush II
administration, in contrast, flaunts free-market rules. The new dispensation
is regime change (Pentagon-democracy). Regime change in Iraq diverts
attention from a war on terrorism that is going nowhere, or is unwinnable,
and converts asymmetric conflict to the familiar terrain of symmetric (inter-
state) conflict—except that the war reverted to an asymmetric guerilla
conflict.
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No wonder the United States finds itself in a quandary in Afghanistan
and Iraq. General Sanchez, the U.S. commander in Iraq, offered a new ratio-
nale for war:“Every American needs to believe this: that if we fail here in this
environment, the next battlefield will be the streets of America.” Paul Bremer,
head of the American civilian command in Iraq, concurred: “I would rather
be fighting them here than fighting them in New York.’16 American power
has been greater, of longer duration and greater cultural affinity in the
Caribbean and Central America, yet “with how much certainty and confi-
dence is the term “liberal” even today applied to states and societies such as
Guatemala, Honduras and Haiti? . . . What reason is there to suspect that
America will do better in Afghanistan than it has in Haiti?’17 The empire of
liberty is on display in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Osmosis of Neoliberalism and Empire

While neoliberalism and empire are wide apart, what matters is not merely
the contrast but also the osmosis of neoliberal globalization and imperi-
alism, or how they fold into one another. The new policies unfold within a
structured setting. The rapid succession from a neoliberal to an imperial
project yields a combine of American economic and political-military unilat-
eralism and a novel formation of neoliberal empire. Neoliberal empire twins
practices of empire with those of neoliberalism. The core of empire is the
national security state and the military-industrial complex; neoliberalism is
about business, financial operations, and marketing (including marketing
neoliberalism itself). The IMF and World Bank continue business as usual,
though with less salience and legitimacy than during the Clinton years; so
imperial policies come in addition to and not instead of the framework of
neoliberal globalization. Neoliberal empire is a marriage of convenience
with neoliberalism, indicated by inconsistent use of neoliberal policies, and
an attempt to merge the America whose business is business with the
America whose business is war, at a time when business is not doing so great.

The combination of business and coercion is not new; the cold war also
combined military power and free enterprise. But the habitus of neoliber-
alism that has taken shape during past decades is more pronounced than
cold war free market rhetoric. The neoliberal regime and the imperial turn
have in common that they are doctrinaire and involve vast military spending
and spin and marketing. Viewed from the United States, continuities
between neoliberal globalization and neoliberal empire include:

• State-corporate relations and state intervention in favor of corpo-
rate interests (fiscal policy, deregulation of finance, environment,
labor, zoning) 
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• Free market ideology conceals redistribution towards major 
corporations

• Conservative ideology of authoritarian moralism
• Defunding social government (welfare reform, workfare) 
• Funding punitive government (‘three strikes and out,” Patriot Act)
• Privatizing government functions (prison industry, security tasks) 
• Threat inflation, massive defense contracts, militarism
• Marketing and spin
• Internationally: structural adjustment and aggressive trade 

policies.

Government. Merging neoliberalism and empire yields peculiar outcomes.
One of the fundamental contradictions of neoliberal empire concerns the
role of government. Neoliberal ideology pleads for small government—
though the U.S. government is strong in law and order and regulates by
deregulating, which is difficult enough to balance. The neoliberal mindset
may be summed up in House Majority speaker Dick Armey’s favorite saying,
“The market is rational; the government’s dumb.” But empire requires big
government; does this mean that the imperial turn brings dumb govern-
ment in charge?

The accomplishments of neoliberalism—lean, cheap government—
turned out to be liabilities in the war on terror. It was the frailty of its public
infrastructures that made the United States vulnerable in the 9/11 attacks,
the anthrax scare, and air traffic security. Big government returned in the
form of a huge Homeland Security Department, military and intelligence
expansion, new surveillance and security systems, propaganda policies, and
government support for industries at risk. Establishing the Homeland Secu-
rity Department, the largest reorganization of the federal bureaucracy in
half a century, was initially supposed to be “budget neutral.” In line with
neoliberal expectations, it was to be cheap, efficient, and flexible (redeploying
labor across departments without union restrictions), while matching impe-
rial standards it was to be monumental. Cost-cutting exercises in homeland
security were kept from the media. The Pentagon also sought expansion
while reorganizing its workforce along flexible lines.18

The tension between small-government ideology and big-government
reality manifests in economic policy. The Concord Coalition, a budget
watchdog group, warns against “a schizophrenic pursuit of small-govern-
ment tax policies and big government spending initiatives.”19 Neoliberal tax
cuts and imperial expansion of military budgets are contradictory moves
from an economic point of view (tax cuts and war don’t mix)—but not
necessarily from a political standpoint.

Privatization. The politics of privatization is that dismantling govern-
ment means dismantling accountability; the politics of neoliberalism is to
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treat politics as a business proposition, or money politics, making it as unac-
countable as business itself. The Bush II administration took privatization
to new heights. G.W. Bush, the only MBA to occupy the Oval Office, is
described as “the GOP’s CEO” with the “mentality of a successful CEO.”20

The CEO approach to governance involves reorganizing government itself,
as in Berlusconi’s CEO government in Italy. Bypassing government bureau-
cracies—in education, the environment, judicial process, fiscal policy,
government contracts, intelligence gathering, warfare, and so forth—comes
naturally to this kind of administration; the campaign to rollback govern-
ment is conducted by government. The No Child Left Behind education
policy set standards that schools must meet to receive accreditation and
funding so high that failure rates may be as high as 70 percent; which means
that students are no longer obligated to attend the schools in their district
and can opt for private schools, which will then receive government funding.
In effect this introduces the controversial system of “school vouchers”
through the backdoor and erodes the public education system. Logging and
drilling for oil in nature reserves such as the Arctic National Wildlife Reserve
also occur by bypassing existing regulations and institutions.

The nation’s shift to combat mode in the wake of 9/11 facilitated the
authoritarian concentration of power, silenced criticism, and widened the
umbrella of “security.” Neoliberal practices of outsourcing (to focus on core
business) now extend to security and war. Business conglomerates built up
during the neoliberal regime cashed in on empire. Examples are the Carlyle
Group in defense contracts and Halliburton and Bechtel’s contracts for
building U.S. bases and the reconstruction of Iraq.21 Under the security
umbrella, government contracts for rebuilding Iraq were allocated without
public accountability, or accountability was outsourced—to the companies
themselves.22 Bypassing the CIA, FBI and Defense Intelligence Agency, circles
within the administration set up their own intelligence units such as the
Office of Special Plans in the Pentagon.23 Passing the blame for intelligence
failures regarding 9/11 and Iraq to the agencies—which had just been
bypassed—weakens the agencies and maximizes executive privilege. The
habitus of cooking the books Enron-style now extends to policy in intelli-
gence, security, the economy, and the environment. Fudging data and
deception become standard operating procedure. The judicial process in
relation to suspected terrorists is politicized by reference to security.
Terrorism Information Awareness means unlimited surveillance with limited
accountability. Security voids the Freedom of Information Act.

Security operations are increasingly outsourced to private military
contractors such as DynCorp and MPRI, some of which are subsidiaries of
Fortune 500 firms. The annual global market in private military contracts
is estimated at $100 billion. These services include training foreign troops,
low-intensity conflict overseas, security for president Karzai in Afghanistan,
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airport security, and military recruitment. While these mercenary forces are
paid for by the American taxpayer, they don’t operate under military rules,
are unaccountable and “allow the administration to carry out foreign policy
goals in low-level skirmishes around the globe” without attracting media
attention.24 This turns overseas conflict into another business proposition—
just as prisons in the United States have been privatized and turned into a
“prison-industrial complex.”25 Thus neoliberal empire extends profitable
domestic practices overseas.

The accounts of terrorism for the public and for insiders differ markedly.
In the media, terrorism is duly presented as the archenemy of “freedom,”
routinely viewed through the lens of Jihad and clash of civilizations. But the
Rand Corporation, a Pentagon subcontractor, in testimony to congressional
intelligence committees presents an entirely different view. Here Bin Laden
is “a “terrorist CEO,”

essentially having applied business administration and modern
management techniques learned both at university and in the
family’s construction business to the running of a transnational
terrorist organization. . . . Just as large multinational business
conglomerates moved during the 1990s to flatter, more linear, and
network structures, bin Laden did the same with al-Qa’ida. . . . Bin
Laden has functioned like the president or CEO of a large multi-
national corporation: defining specific goals and aims, issuing
orders and ensuring their implementation. . . . And as a venture
capitalist: soliciting ideas from below, encouraging creative
approaches and “out of the box” thinking. . . .26

One view is a Jihad stereotype while the other assimilates al Qaida into the
neoliberal mindset as a decentralized transnational enterprise. The account
of terrorism for insiders is businesslike: in this view, essentially two business
empires compete, using similar techniques. Meanwhile both perspectives
ignore the opponent’s politics.

A vivid example of neoliberal empire was the plan for a futures market
in political instability in the Middle East. It was set up at a Pentagon website
on the principle of using market signals as a source of information on polit-
ical trends; it was a mutually advantageous combination of online betting
and intelligence gathering, for isn’t the market the best source of informa-
tion? Revoked within days under pressure of Congress, it illustrated the novel
possibilities of neoliberal empire and war as business.

Neoliberal empire is a tricky project. Neoliberal globalization sought to
establish accountability transnationally via political-economic principles
(transparency, accountability, good governance); the Bush II administration
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shows decreasing transparency (empire requires secrecy), accountability
(empire requires broad executive privilege), and good governance (civil liber-
ties and due process impede the concentration of power).

Remote control via remote sensing satellites, unmanned drones, and
airborne surveillance is sufficient for containment (such as maintaining no-
fly zones), but empire requires on-the-ground control involving ground
troops and special forces. Universal empire yields imperial overstretch,
including military overstretch and the overcommitment of American troops.
Forsaking UN authorization in Iraq means that the “coalition forces” consist
mainly of GI boots; preparing for war and not for peace means that policing
falls to coalition boots rather than UN peacekeepers; and relying on hi-tech
rapid deployment means that boots on the ground are thin. This has
stretched American forces so much that deployment in Iraq outlasts mili-
tary morale and National Guards and Reserves are deployed overseas
contrary to their expectations. In summer 2003, twenty-one of the Army’s
thirty-three combat brigades were overseas, though normal doctrine calls for
the deployment abroad of one brigade in three while the other two retrain.
While the Pentagon contemplates expanding its troop size (a very costly
proposition), it outsources security tasks to private military contractors. Law
enforcement in Iraq was outsourced to DynCorp International in a $50
million contract.27 But if privatization has trouble keeping electricity flowing
in the United States, would it be more reliable in providing security and
services in a war zone?

By another account, the United States suffers from “imperial under-
stretch” because it does not have the capabilities that empire requires.
“Neither the public nor Congress has proved willing to invest seriously in
the instruments of nation building and governance, as opposed to military
force. The entire allotment for the State Department and the U.S. Agency
for International Development is only 1 percent of the federal budget.”28

Neither does the United States have the cultural mentality and outlook that
empire requires. Unlike the British during their imperial career, Americans
have no desire to stay overseas; “when Americans do live abroad they gener-
ally don’t stay long and don’t integrate much, preferring to inhabit Mini Me
versions of America, ranging from military bases to five-star ‘international’
(read: American) hotels.”29

During the Vietnam War, the budget squeeze of Johnson’s Great Society
and the war effort led to a major slump; now a scarlet deficit economy faces
a budget squeeze between monumental tax cuts, expansion of military
spending, and the cost of war and occupation. The expansion of military
spending marks a shift from a gigantic to a colossal military force. In a glob-
ally wired economy with a large service sector and a failing new economy, a
transition to a war economy is not as easily achieved nor as rewarding as
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during the cold war. It breaks with the long-built American strategy of
achieving primacy by promoting free market policies, which are less
rewarding since the United States has turned into a consumer and service
economy.

Trade. The opportunism of the Bush II administration in macroeconomic
policy does not help bring about a new international coalition. Proclaiming
free trade while imposing steel tariffs and adopting a farm bill with hefty
subsidies to American farms demonstrates that the United States favors free
trade only if it does not damage its interests, which is nothing new, but the
signal is louder than before and clashes with WTO rules.

Increasingly free trade, a core tenet of U.S. hegemony for decades, is polit-
ically driven. U.S. trade representative Robert Zoellick is a signatory of the
PNAC; in his view, “Trade is more than economic efficiency. It’s about
America’s role in the world.”30 Although the rules were biased, neoliberal
globalization was nevertheless a rule-based international system of “institu-
tional envelopment.” The global trade regime “institutionalizes closed
markets in rich countries, coupled with rapid liberalization in developing
countries.”31 Agricultural subsidies in Europe and America run at $1 billion
a day, six times annual aid flows to developing countries. Europe imposed
higher tariffs than the United States, but this changed with the Bush II
administration. “In the past several months the United States has compiled
a long record of violating trade rules and has single-handedly blocked an
agreement to provide medicines for the world’s poorest nations.”32 The WTO
awarded Europe the right to impose $4 billion worth of trade sanctions
against the United States for giving tax breaks to American exporters. The
American steel tariffs and the farm bill (increasing agricultural subsidies by
10 percent to $20 billion per year) were calculated to secure a Republican
victory in the 2002 Congressional elections. An analyst commented: “The
most important trade negotiator is Karl Rove. . . . He really made the call on
steel and on farm. He counts the votes.”33 Thus, domestic votes took priority
over multilateral trade; politics trumps international economics. Progress
on agriculture, textiles, and garments—the promise of the WTO Doha
round—stalled. According to William Finnegan, free trade as pursued by
the Bush II administration is a “complex and sophisticated agenda” and “a
system of control.” “We practice free trade selectively, which is to say not at
all, and, when it suits our commercial purposes, we actively prevent poor
countries from exploiting their few advantages on the world market.”34

With WTO negotiations stalled, the U.S. government opts for what Robert
Zoellick calls “competitive liberalization” via bilateral or regional trade talks.
The Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) faces opposition from social
organizations and Brazil and other countries. Bilateral free trade agreements
have been completed with Singapore—a strategic bridgehead in Southeast

50 • Globalization or Empire?



Asia,35 and Chile—a bridgehead in Mercosur at a time when the FTAA faces
opposition. Free trade talks are underway with Morocco, an unlikely
American trade partner but a bridgehead in North Africa and the Arab
world. The wider plan is to create a U.S.-Middle East free trade zone by 2013,
stretching across a region of twenty-three nations in North Africa and Asia.
Free trade talks are also ongoing with Thailand, India, and South Africa. But
conducting trade negotiations simultaneously at WTO, regional and bilat-
eral levels weakens the influence of the WTO.36

Marketing. Regime change in Iraq came on the administration’s agenda
soon after 9/11. Andrew Card, Jr., the White House chief of staff, explained
why the rhetorical campaign on Iraq started suddenly in September 2002:
“From a marketing point of view, you don’t introduce new products in
August.”37 Thus neoliberal marketing principles carry over into government
operations.

Neoliberal empire comes with marketing campaigns worthy of corpo-
rate causes. In 2001 the White House hired Charlotte Beers, a Madison
Avenue top brand manager who was formerly with J. Walter Thompson and
Ogilvy & Mather advertising agencies, to rebrand the United States: “to sell
the U.S. and its war on terrorism to an increasingly hostile world” (she has
since resigned). In the Arab world the reaction was disinterest; as the editor
of the Egyptian newspaper Al Ahram remarked after a meeting with Beers,
“she seemed more interested in talking about vague American values than
about specific U.S. policies.”38 The crux is that the United States treats “anti-
Americanism” as a communications problem and not as a reaction to its
policies. Rather than change policies, the idea is to repackage and
market them.

Long before the Iraq war started it was carefully marketed as a “blow for
freedom.” Operation Iraqi Freedom followed Operation Enduring Freedom
in Afghanistan. Keywords sustained the campaign narrative such as regime,
coalition forces, war of liberation, thugs, death squads, terrorists.39 A by-
product of marketing policy, rather than just consumer products, is that
authoritarian ideological drill is hammered down daily by all communica-
tion channels.

The Rendon Group was responsible for public relations in the Gulf War
and produced the horror fantasy of Iraqi soldiers ripping babies from incu-
bators in Kuwait. They worked for the CIA to boost the image of the Iraqi
National Congress, the U.S.-backed Iraqi opposition group; John Rendon,
the head of the group, came up with the name.40 The Rendon Group was
probably responsible for the choreography of tearing down Saddam’s monu-
ment in Baghdad. “Saving Private Lynch” was another Rendon product,
delivered just when a feel-good news story was welcome; afterwards the
whole story turned out to be fake.
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In the wake of 9/11, the Pentagon strengthened its ties with Hollywood.41

The American military has increasingly become a marketing operation
replete with slogans and fluff: full spectrum dominance, dimensional hi-
tech operations. The military’s main new asset, ICT, is a commercial Silicon
Valley product, so the Pentagon carries the flag of new economy marketing.
Major new weapons systems are untested. The Pentagon may turn into
another Enron. Military victories in Afghanistan and Iraq are elaborately
staged media operations. Even a supporter such as Thomas Friedman
observed that the real situation in Iraq “underscores how much the
Pentagon’s ideological reach exceeds its military grasp.”42 Neoliberal busi-
ness is characterized by an inverse relationship between marketing and
product, with more effort and quality going into marketing than the product.
Customers are supposed to buy the marketing rather than the product; and
salespersons often begin to believe their own story.

Table 4.2 compares neoliberal globalization (1980–2000) and neoliberal
empire (2001> ).

Occupational Hazards in Iraq

The Bush team has now created the very monster that it conjured
up to alarm Americans into backing a war on Iraq.

—Maureen Dowd, 2003

The American and British occupation of Iraq is a highly unusual episode in
the annals of conquest. I know of no other occasion in history where a
conquering force did not merely purge the top leadership but shut down the
entire country. Iraq’s entire government and civil service, armed forces,
police, firefighters, hospital staff, teachers, and faculty were sent home and
all production facilities stopped. Governance at all levels was shut down on
the assumption that the Baath party penetrated everywhere; which might be
true but doesn’t carry the demonic meaning that U.S. officials attribute to
it. The invaders came with a minutely detailed war plan but without a peace
plan other than protecting oil and other critical facilities. For the people of
Iraq the outcome was unprecedented chaos, total breakdown of governance,
security, services, production, employment, and wages. What forestalled total
disaster is that before the onset of war the UN Oil for Food program had
distributed basic food supplies to the population to last for several months.

The conduct of the war itself was unusual. First the country was brought
to its knees by twelve years of sanctions. It was later disclosed that the reason
why bombardment at the onset of war, the phase of Shock and Awe, was so
brief was that in reality the war had begun months earlier; under the pretext
of reacting to Iraqi violations of the no-fly zone, U.S. and British forces had
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been bombarding Iraqi strategic sites and communication facilities for
months. The guerilla war that has ensued suggests that Iraqi forces have
opted for tactical retreat.43

In Afghanistan, the CIA bought the Northern Alliance with millions of
dollars to act as their proxy in an inhospitable land (just as the United States
had funded the Mujahideen to act as a proxy against the Soviets, and
produced the Taliban regime). The United States bought victory at a price
that divides Afghanistan for a long time to come, turns it into “warlordistan”
and cedes influence to the Northern Alliance previous supporters, Russia,
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Table 4.1 Continuities/Discontinuities between Cold War and Neoliberal Globalization 

Central arena 

Key actors 

State

Key state agency

Interests 

Project 

U.S. foreign policy

Trade 

Ideology 

Media 

Style 

Conflict management

Neoliberal globalization 

Economics and finance

Wall Street-Treasury-IMF,
World Bank, WTO

Lean government 
(except military)

Treasury, Commerce 

Nonterritorial 
Market share

Shareholder capitalism 

Uni-multipolarity
Market conformity 
Financial and market 
discipline

WTO, regional and 
bilateral

Universalistic (free market
for others, at home if
convenient)

Advertise global brands;
propagate free market

Corporate marketing, spin 

Humanitarian intervention
Collective security

Neoliberal empire 

Geopolitics 

U.S. government, Penta-
gon, military industries 

Big government 

White House, Pentagon,
intelligence

Territorial as well
Political-military control

Empire of liberty

Unipolarity
Regime change
Military discipline and 
economic incentives

Tariffs, bilateral free trade,
WTO

Universalistic (U.S.
primacy)

Propagate fear and boost
U.S. military

Government marketing
policy, the Pentagon 
marketing war

Preventive war
Permanent war



Iran, and India. Since the warlords have been appointed governors, all that
victory in Afghanistan produces is a mayor of Kabul and an upsurge of
crime, opium production, human rights abuses, and instability in the south.
Afghan warlords have a lasting stake in controlling the pipeline territories,
which ensures the enduring segmentation of the country. Over the years the
United States has merely shifted its support from southern to northern
Afghanistan. Meanwhile American media present swift victory in
Afghanistan and Iraq as major triumphs.

In May 2003 the Security Council authorized the creation of the Devel-
opment Fund for Iraq, controlled by the United States with advice from the
World Bank and IMF. A presidential executive order issued in May exempts,
on the grounds of national emergency, all companies, contracts, and
proceeds relating to Iraqi petroleum products from suits of practically any
kind. The U.S. Export-Import Bank has come forward to act as guarantor
for companies doing business in Iraq and explained in a release that “The
primary source of repayment is the Development Fund for Iraq, or another
entity established under the auspices of the Coalition Provisional
Authority.”44 Thus, the threat-profit, war-business nexus works on both
ends. At the front end, no-bid contracts are awarded under the shelter of
security; at the rear end, risks or losses are written off to the Development
Fund for Iraq and any wrongdoing or environmental damage is granted
sweeping immunity beforehand. Thus for companies doing business in Iraq
a no-risk situation has been created; the game is rigged and unaccountability
institutionalized such that corporations can only win. Thus regardless of
the outcome of the war for the United States—it has been called “a mone-
tary Vietnam that already accounts for around 15 percent of the U.S. annual
budget deficit”45—the corporations come out as major winners. In neolib-
eral empire, conflict is a business proposition. When financial engineering
runs into roadblocks at home, with growing scrutiny in the wake of Enron,
war becomes an alternative source of “serious money.”

The matrix for the new Iraq that the U.S. government envisages is essen-
tially the neoliberal model of a minimal-state country. U.S. options in Iraq
“revolve around the privatization of all state enterprises within 18 months
and the creation of an independent central bank—an institution that exists
in no other country in the region. It seems that the U.S. vision is of a “state-
free” Iraq.”46 A former U.S. energy secretary proposed to “make Iraq our
new strategic oil reserve”: “In one blow, the U.S. can free itself from OPEC,
be repaid for the war and create jobs for Iraqis.”47 Another proposal is to
distribute Iraq’s oil revenues in a way that bypasses state institutions.

U.S. officials are weighing the merits of a provocative proposal to
distribute a portion of Iraq’s petroleum wealth to its 24 million citi-
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zens by sending periodic oil revenue checks to every Iraqi house-
hold. Similar in concept to Alaska’s Permanent Fund, which last
year paid $1,540 to every man, woman and child who met residency
requirements, the proposed Iraqi fund would represent a radical
departure from traditional state control of oil revenue.

Cheerleading comments suggest,

“It’s an economist’s dream,” said Robert Storer, executive director
of Alaska’s Permanent Fund. “You distribute money to each indi-
vidual in Iraq, and they use it in whatever way best suits their
purposes. It’s a great way to deal with the rebuilding of the Iraqi
economy.” . . . “The worst thing for the United States as the steward
of Iraq is to be seen as keeping all the debt-holders whole and
pumping a lot of money into oil refining, while the public gets
nothing,” said Stephen Clemons, vice president of the New
American Foundation, a centrist think tank that is promoting the
concept. “That kills us on the hearts-and-minds side.”

When critics argue that this deprives the state of funds to finance public
health, education, and transportation needs, the rejoinder is: “That’s one of
the reasons you set it up. . . . You don’t want politicians using all those funds.
That’s democracy, and I love it.”48

Thus dismantling the Iraqi state is cast as an American hearts-and-minds
triumph. These proposals suggest an Iraq without a state other than for law-
and-order and security purposes. This would stunt the Iraqi government
regardless of which political forces would emerge from the occupation. It is
an Iraq without a collective purpose or identity and with minimal infra-
structure, a caricature of the economies that the IMF and World Bank have
sought to implement in developing countries and the transition economies
of Eastern Europe. The experience of postcommunist Europe suggests that
if a one-party controlled economy is instantly opened up to unregulated
capitalism, patronage networks rapidly turn into organized crime. The
attempt to keep senior Baath party members from holding office recalls a
cautionary lesson from the experience of developing countries: it doesn’t
work to first eliminate a country’s social, political, and cultural capital (by
imposing modernization as westernization) and then to count on people’s
“entrepreneurial spirit” to take over from scratch and create a middle-class
society. The reason this has failed everywhere is that it is based on an ideo-
logical misreading of the experience of the West and the United States itself.

Guerilla war in Iraq places the U.S. for a dilemma. One option is to inter-
nationalize the occupation, but other nations would join only under UN
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authority and mandate. For the United States, this would mean sharing
power and a steep climb down from hyperpower altitude. International
accountability would mean opening the books of war as business and wider
United States strategies in the region. An alternative is to indigenize policing
and security, but Iraq’s managerial capacity is implicated with the Baath
party or its exiled opponents; training juniors to police the country builds
cadres that can later challenge U.S. authority and are difficult to give secu-
rity clearance. For a host of reasons, the American capacity to manage this
process is short. At the time of the Gulf war, President Bush I said,“We have
more will than wallet.” The Bush II administration had still more will and
less wallet.

Strategy Matters

The strategic mind is readily identified and, on the whole, rather
simple as well as straightforward. It is drawn uncontrollably to
any map of the world, and this it immediately divides into
spheres of present or potential influence.

— J. K. Galbraith, 1979

How to characterize this configuration? Aggressive unilateralism brings us
back to the unipolar moment of the 1980s. The National Security Strategy
of 2002 introduced the doctrine of preemptive strike; but since this only
applies to imminent and ongoing threats, the appropriate terminology in
international law is preventive war. Since, in addition, the assessment of
future threats depends on unverified intelligence that may turn out to be
false or exaggerated—as in the case of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction
and nuclear preparations—the actual terminology is offensive war (or “war
of choice”). Another heading is the war on terrorism. But the Iraq war was
not motivated by combating terrorism (claims linking al Qaida and the
Saddam government were unfounded). The occupation of Iraq is imperial,
but Iraq is a country of geostrategic, geo-economic and regional impor-
tance, so this may be an exception rather than a pattern. Afghanistan, left to
its own devices with pipelines and warlords, and Liberia demonstrate that
the United States, not surprisingly, is not interested in empire per se. Empire
then is part of the configuration but not a necessary part; so imperialism is
not a foregone conclusion and the term should be used provisionally. Given
the available instruments of neoliberal globalization, recourse to territorial
incorporation and formal empire is likely to be exceptional.

An element that is constantly hammered on in all administration state-
ments is that war—against terrorism, rogue states, for the sake of regime
change or freedom—will be open-ended. Days after 9/11, secretary of
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defense Donald Rumsfeld interpreted the war on terrorism thus: “Forget
about “exit strategies”; we’re looking at a sustained engagement that carries
no deadlines.”49 According to Rumsfeld, “the nation must be prepared to
defend itself ‘against the unknown, the uncertain, the unseen, and the unex-
pected’ and must prepare its forces ‘to deter and defeat adversaries that have
not yet emerged to challenge us.’ ” This requires “spending billions building
a military that will be capable of meeting any threat, anywhere, at any
time.”50 The Pentagon has adopted the doctrine of permanent war and is
developing a new generation of weapons systems that bear no relation to
the war on terror.

Ralph Peters, a former army intelligence officer assigned to future war,
formulates the philosophy of “constant conflict” in these terms: “We are
entering a new American century, in which we will become still wealthier,
culturally more lethal, and increasingly powerful. We will excite hatreds
without precedent. . . . The de facto role of the U.S. armed forces will be to
keep the world safe for our economy and open to our cultural assault. To
those ends, we will do a fair amount of killing.”51 The assumptions of perma-
nent war include superior information management and software, cultural
self-confidence, and, apparently, the anticipation of worldwide hatred.

The Pentagon is now planning “a new generation of weapons, including
huge supersonic drones and bombs dropped from space that will allow the
U.S. to strike its enemies at lightning speed from its own territory. Over the
next 25 years the technology would free the U.S. from dependence on
forward bases and the cooperation of regional allies, part of the drive towards
self-sufficiency spurred by the difficulties of gaining international coopera-
tion for the invasion of Iraq. The weapons are being developed under a
program codenamed Falcon (Force Application and Launch from the Conti-
nental U.S.).” Global-reach missiles are planned in two stages, a small version
that is to be ready by 2006 and a larger program that will be ready in 2025.52

Several elements are striking in these developments. One is the reliance
on technology—which is taken up in Chapter 6. Second is the shift back to
a war economy; defense spending in 2003 again stimulates the U.S. economy.
Third, what underlies and sustains the prospect of “permanent war” is a rigid
posture of cultural alienation from the rest of the world—a theme that is
taken up in Chapter 7. The reliance on technology and nimble expeditionary
forces counts without the real ramifications of conquest. The Iraq war shows
that U.S. forces need to be on the ground much longer than expected. While
force transformation is supposed to mean less is more (i.e. less troops, more
technology), the U.S. army now requires more troops. Being strangers in a
strange land involves unanticipated pitfalls of its own.

The axis of evil doctrine has been widely ridiculed; there is no axis and
“evil” is Sunday sermon talk. There is a tendency to make light of current
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U.S. policies. They may be viewed as “inarticulate imperialism”53 or light-
weight improvization politics, narcissistic and impervious to contradictions
because the American leadership is confident it can afford the price. But
long-term planning underlies at least some current policies. Being “misun-
derestimated” and in some respects made light of allowed the administration
to proceed with less scrutiny than if it ponderously set forth its plans. But
a state does not station a million soldiers in 350 bases and 800 military facil-
ities in 130 countries across the world to have a jam session. Spending on
armed forces for many years in excess of all conceivable rivals combined at
40 percent of world total defense spending would suggest strategic plan-
ning. It is in the nature of strategic planning that it should not be fully
disclosed to either domestic or foreign audiences. Have $400 billion mili-
tary, will travel.

According to Leo Strauss, the maître of the neoconservatives, some are
fit to lead and others to be led, as in Plato’s Republic. Deception of the ruled
is a basic policy tool of rulers, as in Plato’s “noble lie.”54 According to Robert
Kaplan, deception is part of imperial policy and the U.S. government should
operate “in the shadows and behind closed doors,” outflanking Congress
and the media.55 The neoconservatives were casual about the public reasons
given for war in Iraq and inferred wider strategic objectives (as Wolfowitz
conceded, the threat of weapons of mass destruction was presented as the
cause for war only for “bureaucratic reasons” because this was what all parties
could settle on). The intelligence scandals that erupted in Britain, the United
States, and Australia reflect casualness on the part of the rulers and reluc-
tance of the ruled to play their part.

The Iraq war was supposed to be an opening move toward “redrawing the
map of the Middle East,” which at times was presented as a Wilsonian project
for reshaping the region. Never mind that the means contradict the end.
Another objective may be Central Asia. In the oil industry, Caspian basin oil
and gas reserves are regarded as so vast that they dwarf those of the Middle
East. In this setting of energy geopolitics, Afghanistan and Pakistan figure
not just in their traditional role of military buffer states but as “Pipelines-
tans.” Iran, China, and Russia are contenders for influence in the region; this
is where new U.S. bases in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and Tajik-
istan fit in.56 If these reserves need up to ten years to come on stream,
leverage in Iraq and the Middle East gives the United States advantage in the
intervening time. Control of Iraqi oil means leverage in controlling oil prices;
avoiding the shift in oil trading from the dollar to the euro may be a further
consideration.

United States bases in Egypt, Djibouti, and Yemen secure the Red Sea.
Relocating U.S. bases from west Europe to the “new Europe”—Poland,
Bulgaria, Rumania—creates a chain of United States bases and military
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alliances that runs from Poland to Turkey and from Central to South Asia,
slicing through the Eurasian landmass and through any potential or
emerging geopolitical rapport between the European Union and Russia and
possibly China. This may serve as the infrastructure of another American
Century. Gradually the contours of a plan emerge that combines coercion
of unruly states with economic incentives; the components include:

• Experiments with neoliberal empire in Iraq and Afghanistan.
• Fossil fuel imperialism, i.e. resource-based international leverage.
• A global grid of U.S. bases, to be supplemented or substituted by

global-reach missiles and space-based weapons.
• Security assistance in regional instability and terrorism.
• Bilateral and regional free trade agreements.
• Protection of U.S. patents through the WTO.
• Aid on condition of accepting U.S. conditions.

Economic incentives involve the IMF and World Bank as gatekeepers of the
international financial system, aid, and trade access. The fine print of U.S.
aid (for instance $15 billion for HIV victims in Africa) is that receiving coun-
tries exempt American nationals from the International Criminal Court,
accept Genetically Modified Food (GMF), and cooperate in the war on
terror. The GMF condition alone makes it practically unacceptable for
African countries because it would exclude them from European markets.
This agenda ranges from the “imperialism of free trade” to formal empire.
The international financial institutions and banks are part of the infra-
structure of hegemony, as before; the new icons of neoliberal empire are
airbases and pipelines.

By the turn of the nineteenth century at the height of the “new imperi-
alism,” western colonial powers occupied 97 percent of the world’s landmass.
Now if we collate the areas that are targets of American coercion or under
different types and degrees of American control, we almost arrive at a similar
total. It includes those classified as rogue states (Iraq, Iran, North Korea) or
accused of harboring terrorism (Sudan, Syria, Somalia), American protec-
torates and satellite states, failing states, and developing countries under the
regime of the international financial institutions. But twenty-first century
empire differs from past empires precisely because of contemporary accel-
erated globalization. This is a blowback world and “All around the world
today, it is possible to see the groundwork being laid for future forms of
blowback.”57

Neoliberal globalization involved international institution building and
“institutional envelopment” that claimed legitimacy—even if it rested on
the ideological grounds of market fundamentalism. It could boast appeal in
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view of the alleged success of Anglo-American capitalism (never mind that
social inequality was rising steeply) and its pull in international financial
markets, thus giving countries a stake in the project while leaving them little
choice. The project of endless war is short on all these counts—legitimacy,
appeal, and closure. With the United States placing itself outside interna-
tional law and international institutions and surrendering even the pretense
of legitimacy, what remains is rule by force. This is not just empire but naked
empire and global authoritarianism, in the process dismantling the inter-
national institutional framework that the United States has helped build
over decades. American capitalism now commands as much appeal as Enron
does. There is no charm to American hard-line policies and unwillingness
to revise policies, particularly in the Middle East. By disregarding allies and
international institutions, the United States gives countries an exit option.
They cannot opt out of international financial markets and credit ratings,
but they can opt not to take part in an exercise of power that does not
include them.

Control Risks, a U.K.-based international security consultancy in its Risk
Map 2004 report describes American foreign policy as “the most important
single factor driving the development of global risk.” It notes that many in
the private sector “believe that US unilateralism is creating a security
paradox: by using US power unilaterally and aggressively in pursuit of global
stability, the Bush administration is in fact precisely creating the opposite
effect.”58

One of the implications of neoliberal empire is that distinctions between
public and private domains have eroded; the public domain has been priva-
tized. What matters is not merely the link between threat and profit and war
and business, but what kind of business: privileging military contractors
means that the U.S. economy has become uncompetitive. The military
industrial complex has been a major source of distortion (as in the economic
shift from the Frost Belt to the Sunbelt and the consequent rise of the conser-
vative South) and structural inequality in the American economy and
politics. The growing role of private military contractors who operate
outside national and international law implies that private actors can unleash
global instability or global crisis.
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The data on contemporary human inequality are dramatic and widely
known. Now about a third of the world population—1.3 billion people—
live on incomes of less than one dollar a day. Taking two dollars per day as
the poverty line, 2.8 billion out of 6 billion people lived in poverty in the early
1990s.1 The UN Development Program (UNDP) reports:

Consider the relative income shares of the richest and poorest 20%
of the world’s people. Between 1960 and 1991 the share of the
richest 20% rose from 70% of global income to 85%—while that
of the poorest declined from 2.3% to 1.4%. So, the ratio of the
shares of the richest and the poorest increased from 30:1 to 61:1 . . .
by 1991 more than 85% of the world’s population received only
15% of its income.2

Overall discrepancies in income and wealth are now vast to the point of
being grotesque. The discrepancies in livelihoods across the world are so
large that they are without historical precedent and without conceivable
justification, economic, moral, or otherwise. Several circumstances with
regard to global inequality stand out. While global economic integration
has grown over the past decades, global inequality has increased. In a clear
rupture with the pattern over previous decades, global inequality has
increased sharply since the 1980s. The growth of extreme poverty coincides
with an explosion of wealth over the same period. Conventional arguments
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to explain global inequality have been losing their validity over time, rapidly
so in light of the recent widening of global inequality. Economists lead the
way in global poverty research and operational research and technical
analyses predominate. Research and policy focus on global poverty rather
than global inequality. While international institutions set the agenda in
world development their institutional maneuvering room is restricted. Does
this explain why current approaches to reducing global poverty are funda-
mentally incoherent?

The main concern in this chapter is to look beyond measurements of
global poverty to global inequality. This prompts the question of what light
growing global inequality sheds on the conventional arguments that explain
inequity and inform policy. The closing section examines contemporary
perplexities from the viewpoint of political considerations.

Global Inequality 

The emergence of global inequality as a theme implies a horizon that is
global and adopts human equality as a norm. Equality as a general sensibility
has come with liberalism and socialism,3 though it has deeper religious roots.
As a theme global inequality goes back by and large to the mid-twentieth
century. As a global sensibility, it is part of the postwar era shaped by the
United Nations and the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. UN agencies such as the UN Development Programme, UNRISD,
UNICEF, and UNESCO have done much to monitor world-scale inequality.
As part of the creation of global order and representing a worldwide
momentum that places all nations on a common platform, UN agencies
embody and have educated the world to a global sensibility, while being part
of the international power structure.

Global inequality evokes what has been termed the “second great trans-
formation,” the transformation from national capitalism to global capitalism.
Themes that ring familiar from the time of the first great transformation—
the “social question,” the “victims of progress,” the divide between rich and
poor—are now amplified on a world scale. Domestic differences endure and
now come back as global differences, too. Yet, the global setting is quite unlike
the national settings in which these questions were first faced.

One hurdle is that while in domestic society the good life can be discussed,
the international domain has long been viewed as an anarchic, Hobbesian
domain. Within societies there is a social contract, but on a world scale?
There are crossborder rights, such as the right to development, but is there
a crossborder social contract? Solidarity has deep cultural and national roots
but so far, according to many, thin transnational roots. The question “can
egalitarianism survive internationalization?” elicits profoundly different
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answers. Some perspectives take the viewpoint of moral obligation and
others that of risk; there are egalitarian and nonegalitarian perspectives on
global inequality.4 With regard to social justice, the spectrum of views ranges
from distributive statism to distributive cosmopolitanism, with moral feder-
alism as an in-between position.5 These wide disparities match the uneven
character of international relations. Andrew Hurrell signals a “combination
of density and deformity” in international society:

There is now a denser and more integrated network of shared insti-
tutions and practices within which social expectations of global
justice and injustice have become more securely established. But, at
the same time, our major international social institutions continue
to constitute a deformed political order, above all because of the
extreme disparities of power that exist within both international
and world society.6

Measuring Global Poverty 

Humans measure what they treasure.

—Hazel Henderson, 1996

When the first major overall gap in human inequality emerged in the wake
of the industrial revolution the differences were not yet large. They have
been widening ever since, though not in a steady fashion. Estimates of the
income gap between the fifth of the world’s people living in the richest
country and the fifth in the poorest are as follows:7

1820 3 to 1
1870 7 to 1
1913 11 to 1
1960 30 to 1
1990 60 to 1
1997 74 to 1

The earliest measure of world-scale inequality, Gross National Product,
was followed by GNP per capita. The Gini coefficient that measures
inequality within societies (0 means that all share equally and 1 means that
one individual receives all income and wealth) applies on a global scale as
well. A conceptualization that was prominent in the 1980s, basic human
needs, has been virtually abandoned in poverty research.8 While the
consensus is that poverty refers to lack of resources, the most common
measure remains income poverty. The UNDP uses the notion of human
poverty, measured in terms of education, health, housing, and income.9 A

Global Inequality • 63



further yardstick is capability poverty, which “reflects the percentage of
people who lack basic, or minimally essential, human capabilities,” and gives
rise to a capability poverty measure.10

Initially the unit of analysis was typically the nation (matching the UN
frame of the world) and what was taken as global inequality was an aggre-
gation of national statistics. Subsequently, differences within societies—rural
and urban, gender, regional, ethnic, ecological—have been taken into
account. Reports now also often recognize the difficulties of adequately
measuring poverty.

Major sources of data such as the World Bank’s World Development
Reports and the Human Development Reports of the UNDP set forth global
poverty data in language as plain as the business pages with easily assimi-
lated graphs and diagrams and occasional striking comparisons. This finding
found its way into many newspapers: “Today, the net worth of the world’s
358 richest people is equal to the combined income of the poorest 45 percent
of the world’s population—2.3 billion people.”11 Another recent study finds
that the richest 1 percent of the world have income equivalent to the poorest
57 percent.12

Statistics on global poverty are now abundantly available; it would not
be difficult to fill this chapter entirely with data, along with laments on
difficulties of measurement and hand-wringing policy perspectives. The
measures and data are problematic indeed. A handbook of poverty
research identifies the following underresearched areas in national
poverty research: the power structure and its implications for poverty,
the control and manipulation of statistics, and the structural framework
of primary research.13 These gaps also apply to global poverty research.
Power relations are entirely absent from the leading accounts; the manip-
ulation of statistics makes for an interesting subtext of global poverty
research;14 and macroeconomic research tends to be concentrated in the
international institutions.

Global poverty, a late-modern notion, implies an economic turn and
brings us into a world of economic statistics. With this comes an air of
matter-of-factness that is quite unlike older ideas and measures of differ-
ence (along the lines of religion, race, civilization, or nation). The terrain of
poverty and inequality is dominated by economists and empirical sociolo-
gists and defined and communicated by means of numbers. That with regard
to poverty we inhabit a statistical universe is not unusual; numbers lead the
way in studies of development, population, and environment. From the way
global inequality is conceived it follows that economists do the primary
research. The salience of economics is appropriate in that without economic
data we could not map or conceive of world-scale poverty; yet it implies that
the parameters of debate in economics frame the perceptions of global
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inequality.15 Much debate concerns econometrics and technical questions
of measurement—which are appropriate measures, purchasing-power
parity, by actual exchange rates, according to which US dollar value, weighted
by population, whether and how to draw the poverty line, and so forth?16

With regard to poverty research in the United States, Mishra observes, “The
near-obsessive concern with the definition and the count of the poor is
clearly driven by the ideology and politics of social welfare” and by disputes
between conservatives and liberals,17 and to some extent this holds true for
the global situation.

What is missing is a problematization of poverty itself. Economists tend
to use culturally flat definitions of poverty, as if monetary income measures
hold universal validity. Wolfgang Sachs distinguishes a wide register of
frugality, as in subsistence economies; destitution, which arises when subsis-
tence economies are weakened through the interference of growth strategies;
and scarcity, which arises when the logic of growth and accumulation takes
over and commodity-based need becomes the overriding logic.18 Of course
it is possible to capture this under “poverty,” but is it insightful?

Data on global poverty have become part of a new conventional backdrop.
In the course of the 1990s and in the wake of the 1995 World Social Summit
in Copenhagen, poverty alleviation became an international policy focus.
Declarations on the part of intergovernmental institutions and governments
to reduce poverty by half by 2015 are common fare of fin de millennium
international politics. This policy objective exists alongside the neoliberal
policy framework in an awkward cohabitation—bien étonnés de se trouver
ensemble.

The emphasis in research and policy is on poverty rather than inequality.
In most societies, poverty is a politically sensitive theme while inequality is
not. Inequality is a relatively safe theme for after all there are many posi-
tions, philosophical and political, in relation to inequality. It may be viewed
as necessary, inevitable, or even beneficial in relation to a particular mode
of progress. A classic liberal view holds that inequality of outcomes may be
acceptable as long as there is equality of opportunity. Poverty, on the other
hand, is politically sensitive and challenging for it undermines social cohe-
sion; hence how to conceptualize and measure poverty are matters of
political dispute.19

On a world scale, arguably, it is the other way round. Here poverty is a
safe theme: the numbers are worrying, but isn’t poverty mostly concentrated
in distant lands? Has unequal development not been the rule of history
particularly since the industrial revolution? Doesn’t technological change
make poverty inevitable? Of course developing countries are lagging behind,
particularly in Africa and South and Southeast Asia, but the rising tide of free
trade and global economic integration will eventually lift all boats.
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Global inequality is a different kind of theme for it measures not just the
condition of the world’s majority but the gap, and the growing gap, between
them and the prospering minority. In that global inequality maps relative
deprivation it challenges the legitimacy of world order in a way that mere
poverty statistics, accompanied by benevolent policy declarations, do not.
According to Robert Wade, “New evidence suggests that global inequality is
worsening rapidly. There are good reasons to worry about that trend, quite
apart from what it implies about the extent of world poverty.”20 Phrased in
a different way, “The non-poor and their role in creating and sustaining
poverty are as interesting an object for research on poverty as are the poor.”21

Economists and the international institutions that employ them routinely
ignore differences of power; by prioritizing poverty over inequality power
relations, and the responsibilities they entail, are eliminated from the picture.

Examining Global Inequality 

On the assumption that knowledge and power interact it would stand to
reason that the findings on global inequality cannot be neatly separated from
the world order that produces global inequality. One way to enter into the
core of global inequality is to ask where the data depart from the conven-
tional policy wisdom.

First, a general assumption is that inequality within countries is largest
in the poor countries. The figures however bear out that the steepest
inequality is within the United States and United Kingdom. Considering the
comparative degree of income inequality within countries, Bob Sutcliffe
observes, “It is common to read disparaging references in the Western press
to the inequality in a country such as India, so it is salutary to note that . . .
inequality in the UK and in the USA is much greater than in India . . . in the
richest country of all, the USA, the poorest part of the population are poorer
than in almost any other developed country.”22 “The per capita income of
the poorest 20 percent in the United States is less than one fourth of the
country’s average per capita income—in Japan it is nearly half.”23

The second steepest social inequality is documented for the United
Kingdom where inequality has been increasing since the mid-70s. In the
United States the Gini coefficient began to rise in the 1970s. “In the period
1977 to 1990, the Gini coefficient for distribution by individuals of dispos-
able household income in the United Kingdom rose by some 10 percentage
points, from around 23 per cent to around 33 per cent . . . this increase is
21/2 times the increase in the United States over that period.” Since the 1980s,
the trend of growing inequality is being observed throughout Europe, also
in staunchly egalitarian societies such as Scandinavia and the Netherlands.24

Second, the conventional assumption is that neoliberal globalization and

66 • Globalization or Empire?



free trade lift the tide so all boats rise. However, those countries and time
periods where this policy has been most consistently implemented show the
steepest increase in inequality: the United States, United Kingdom, and New
Zealand in the 1980s to 1993.25

This effect is being replicated the world over. An overall growth rate of 5
percent during the postwar “golden age” of capitalism (1950–73) was accom-
panied by decreasing inequality between and within societies. There has
been a sharp break in this pattern—except in East and Southeast Asia. “For
the majority of the developing and transitional economies, the North-South
and East-West income gap in the late 1990s is higher than it was in the 1980s
or 1960s.” Since the early 1980s income concentration has risen virtually
everywhere: “this trend towards an increase in inequality is perplexing and
marks a clear departure from the move towards greater egalitarianism
observed during the 1950s and 1960s.”26

All reports and analyses document the same pattern. “Between 1987 and
1993 the number of people with incomes of less than $1 a day increased by
almost 100 million to 1.3 billion.”27 Taking the 1985 U.S. dollar standard,
the number of persons who live on less than one dollar per day “rose from
1.2 billion in 1987 to 1.5 billion today and, if recent trends persist, will reach
1.9 billion by 2015.”28 Robert Wade concludes that 

the bulk of the evidence on trends in world income distribution
runs against the claim that world income inequality has fallen
sharply in the past half-century and still faster in the past quarter-
century . . . world income distribution has become much more
unequal over the past several decades and  . . . inequality acceler-
ated during the 1980s, whether countries are treated equally or
weighted by population. . . . [W]orld income distribution became
markedly more unequal between 1988 and 1993. . . . World
inequality increased from a Gini coefficient of 62.5 in 1988 to 66.0
in 1993 . . . the share of world income going to the poorest 10% of
the world’s population fell by over a quarter, whereas the share of
the richest 10% rose by 8%.29

Thus thirty postwar years of growth with improving equality have been
succeeded by twenty years of growth with increasing inequality.

Third, the “East Asian Miracle” is often presented as a major turnaround
in international development. While East and Southeast Asian countries as
a whole deviate from the pattern of increasing global inequality, inequality
within these societies has increased: “In some economies, including China,
Hong Kong, Malaysia and Thailand there have been significant increases in
inequality, especially in the past ten or fifteen years,” associated with differ-
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ences between high and low-skill groups, between rich and poor regions and
rural-urban differences.30

Fourth, to growing global inequality there are two sides at least. The least
developed countries lag more and more behind and within countries the
number of the poor is growing; on the other side of the split screen is the
explosive growth of wealth of the hyper-rich. The world’s 7.3 million
millionaires (2003) include 512 billionaires and 58,000 “ultra-high net worth
individuals” (with assets of more than $30 million).31 The wealth of the
world’s three richest men is now greater than the combined gross national
product of all the least developed countries, with a total population of 600
million.32 It makes sense to contemplate extreme poverty and extreme riches
side by side, for this alone explains world economic growth occurring simul-
taneously with growing poverty; this is brought out by focusing on global
inequality, not just global poverty.33

Fifth, the nexus between global inequality and domestic inequality is
insufficiently examined. The general tendency is for global and domestic
inequality to move in tandem, so that increasing global inequality is grosso
modo accompanied by growing domestic inequality.34 Specifically, a
common view is that “increased wage dispersion in the OECD countries is
due to increased competition from low-wage economies,”35 while “global-
ization of capital gives business a great deal of leverage in vetoing national
policies.”36 Pressures on wages, productivity, labor conditions, and trade
unions in advanced countries have been rationalized by referring to labor
discipline in low-wage countries, particularly in East and Southeast Asia.

But there are more subtle interconnections as well. Inequality in advanced
countries (even growing inequality as in the United States and United
Kingdom) may seem acceptable in light of glaring and growing global
inequality. Perceptions of poverty in Britain used to be shaped by the images
of the Depression but are now more shaped by images of Third World
poverty.37 Televised images of extreme poverty in Africa and Asia may work
not merely as a compassion wake-up call but also as a domestic pacifier.
Global inequality, then, tends to sustain power structures and inequality
within countries, overtly as well as covertly, and helps privileged strata to
maintain their status.

Sixth, the risks that global inequality poses are discussed with increasing
frequency, also in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. Economic failure according
to Jeffrey Sachs raises the risk of state failure. “Failed states are seedbeds of
violence, terrorism, international criminality, mass migration and refugee
movements, drug trafficking, and disease,” and this “significantly affects US
interests in military, economic, health-related, and environmental areas.”38

Robert Wade mentions another angle: “The result is a lot of unemployed
and angry young people, to whom new information technologies have given
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the means to threaten the stability of the societies they live in and even to
threaten social stability in countries of the wealthy zone.”39 A conventional
assumption is that it is possible to contain these risks within the global
margins and that a combination of “aid governmentality,” tactical sorties
and enhanced border security can control their spillover effects.40 Yet, envi-
ronmental degradation doesn’t recognize borders and neither do migration,
transnational crime, and terrorism.

Seventh, conventional wisdom holds that free markets and democracy
advance together. But how does democracy function in the face of growing
inequality? One consideration is that “democracy has made income gaps in
regions such as Latin America more visible and looks more and more like
an accomplice in a vicious circle of inequality and injustice.”41 John Gray
observes that in societies that follow neoliberal policies middle classes are
falling and working classes are being “reproletarianized.” “Meanwhile, the
overclass increasingly plants itself behind the high walls of suburban devel-
opments, Latin-American plantation style, where private funding, not
taxation, covers all services. The whole picture of democracy and free
markets advancing together, of free-market capitalism sprouting bour-
geoisies all over the world, is generally false in today’s world.”42 The
Washington consensus assumption that civil society acts as a countervailing
power and democracy keeps government in check cannot apply if official
corruption is sustained by transnational corporations and forces beyond the
reach of the domestic public.

Eighth, conventional wisdom focuses on poverty, but inequality is
different in that it brings political dynamics to the foreground. For instance,
comparing data across countries, “It is interesting to observe that some
middle-income countries with relatively similar GNP per capita (Poland,
Malaysia, Venezuela, Brazil and South Africa), are characterized by very
different degrees of inequality . . . the Gini coefficients of Brazil and South
Africa are much higher than those of Poland and Malaysia.”43 By focusing
on poverty such findings escape economists.

Conventional Wisdom for Beginners

Global inequality trails the career of modern development policy as its dark
shadow. During this career that stretches well over fifty years standard argu-
ments that have conventionally served to neutralize findings on global
inequality have been losing their validity and recent increases in global
inequality don’t help.

According to Simon Kuznets’s classic argument, income inequality in
developing countries would first rise as workers left agriculture for
industry and then fall as industrialization would take hold, so inequality
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would follow an inverted U pattern, the Kuznets curve. This has been
applied on a world-scale as a global Kuznets curve. “The global economy
would be viewed as having weak stratification if there is significant
‘mobility’ of nations between groups of nations changing rank or catching
up.”44 In other words, the prediction is that of long-run economic conver-
gence. Subsequent World Bank research qualifies this as conditional
convergence, conditional upon investments in human capital, and research
and development.45 But the sharp increase in global inequality from the
late 1980s belies this expectation.46

Another conventional argument goes back to classical political economy
and the early catch-up strategies in Central Europe and the Soviet Union:
through modernization and industrialization, late-comers to development
will be able to catch up. Modern development theory adapted these expec-
tations and dependency theory challenged them: the timing and geopolitical
setting of catching-up matter and entrenched patterns of dependence and
structures of power intervene. With hi-tech and the information revolution,
arguments centered on technological change go through another cycle of
high expectations and dim outcomes. The scope for “associated dependent
development” through technology transfer by means of foreign direct invest-
ment is limited by the assembly and maquiladora type of low-wage
industrialization and by patenting arrangements through which transna-
tional corporations control technological innovation and dissemination.47

Do the newly industrializing countries break out of this pattern? In spite of
their efforts at industrial upgrading, East Asian tiger economies such as Korea
continue to be technologically dependent on advanced countries and
transnational corporations.48 Information technology does not essentially
change this equation and the scope for technological leapfrogging is limited;
witness the global digital divide.49

An argument that has been stubbornly repeated throughout the career of
international development is that the best anti-poverty strategy is economic
growth, with some variations on how best to achieve this; in a word, the
blessings of trickle-down. On this ground, “economists who espouse the
cause of the poor” are routinely accused of “becoming unwitting accom-
plices in the perpetuation of poverty.”50 The real friends of the poor are
market forces and market friendly policies (a “pull-up approach,” according
to Bhagwati).51 However, growth may be a necessary but is certainly not a
sufficient condition for improving inequality. What matters is not simply
growth but how growth is achieved. Second, what matters is the quality of
growth; a major contribution of human development economics has been
to build the case for pro-poor growth as the most efficient growth. Third, the
trend of widening global inequality in tandem with world economic growth
refutes this expectation at a general level, while ample country experiences
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discount it as well. Fourth, more significant still is the widening inequality
in advanced countries, occurring again in conjunction with economic
growth. If trickle-down does not occur in these robust democracies and in
the world’s richest country middle classes live in “fear of falling” and the
minimum wage is not a living wage,52 then on what grounds is this supposed
to deliver in the weaker polities of developing countries and on a world scale? 

Economic growth, industrialization, and conditional convergence are far
too generalizing to be useful and on the whole falsified by several decades
of accumulated experience. If these conventional views seek to explain
economic convergence, how then do we explain the actual experience of
divergence? 

Current discussions signal various causes of growing inequality, some
that were in effect before the 1980s (faster population growth in developing
than in developed countries and deteriorating unequal terms of trade) and
others that are specific to the recent period, in particular technical change
and financial liberalization.53 Cornia attributes the increase in income
inequality to a rise in earnings inequality and emphasizes as the main expla-
nations skills-based technical progress (reducing demand for unskilled
labor), the impact of trade liberalization, IMF policies generating recessions
(which adversely affect income distribution), financial deregulation, and
enlargement of the financial sector (resulting in a shift to non-labor
incomes) and the erosion of labor institutions (greater wage flexibility,
reduced regulation, erosion of the minimum wage, dilution of trade union
power, and higher labor mobility).54 Apart from technical change, most of
these factors are the outcomes of neoliberal policies. The effects of technical
change can be channeled by means of industrial policy interventions, as in
most newly industrializing countries, but neoclassical policy prescriptions
delimit this option. Liberalization and deregulation bet on the strong, priv-
ilege the privileged, help the winners, expose the losers and prompt a “race
to the bottom.”Although this is a broad stroke representation, it is plausible
to view neoliberal policies as the central dynamic in widening domestic and
global inequality since the 1980s.

The perception that global inequality is more threatening a theme than
poverty holds widely, yet it may be less pertinent in the case of the United
States. The United States has greater tolerance for inequality than any
advanced society: materially and socially, as the most unequal among devel-
oped societies, and in terms of political culture and development philosophy.
In the United States,“the Reagan administration replaced the war on poverty
with a war on the poor. . . . Not poverty as such but pauperization, i.e.
dysfunctional and deviant behaviour on the part of the poor was now iden-
tified as the main problem of the 1980s, and the early 1990s reflected this
shift in agenda from a concern with poverty to a concern with the poor.”
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“From this viewpoint, then, poverty is no longer an issue. The social prob-
lems confronting Americans are now those of welfare dependency, out of
wedlock births, criminality and other dysfunctional behaviour on the part
of the lower strata of the population.”55 This discourse blames the victims,
defines welfare dependency as the problem, and views welfare cutbacks as
the remedy. Inequality of outcomes is taken as matter of course and poverty
is seen as an enemy in that it shows up the cracks in the culture of success.
This deeply embedded strain has been reinforced in recent years.56

Transposed on a world scale this entails a policy of slashing foreign aid,
upheld by Congressional majority, in a nation that ranks already as the
world’s stingiest foreign assistance donor (the United States transfers circa
0.1% of GNP to developing countries annually while the internationally
agreed UN target is 0.7% of GNP). As part of a relentless campaign for
corporate deregulation, conservative think tanks rail against “foreign
welfare” on the same grounds as welfare is blamed in the United States:
“economic assistance impedes economic growth.” International welfare does
not work, Congress should eliminate aid, adopt a long-term policy for elim-
inating development assistance and instead adopt policies to promote
“economic freedom” (read: free market) in developing countries.57

Thus, while international institutions declare reducing world poverty a
global priority, in the host country of the headquarters of most of these
institutions poverty does not rank as a viable political issue. The interna-
tional institutions are part of an institutional power grid whose global
impact and dynamics they measure and report on and as such are subject
to ample political pressure. They are intermeshed with and politically and
financially dependent on the international political and economic balance
of forces. The international institutions based in the United States depend
on congressional budget allocations, Treasury backing, directors and trustees
appointed by the U.S. government, and commercial financial infrastructures
and credit ratings (the World Bank is a bank with triple A rating). Subject
to multiple pressures from the Treasury, Wall Street, and American neocon-
servatives—as well as from critical NGOs and social forces in the South—the
international institutions have little room to maneuver. A way out of the
crossfire is to depoliticize the global situation and agenda as much as possible.
By this logic, the object of concern is not global inequality but global poverty,
the instrument of analysis is economic data processing, and the bottom-line
remedy is freeing up market forces, now with a human face.

Consequently, a general trend in policy and discourse is towards hege-
monic compromise and papering over significant differences in approach on
the part of powerful stakeholders, in particular by using the same terms with
different meanings.58 Bemoan outcomes and confine discussion of causes
to technical analyses. For international institutions this translates to intri-
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cate balancing acts between signaling concern without rocking the boat.
UNDP typically follows a two-track approach, addressing “aid fatigue” on
the one hand (so it’s necessary to demonstrate success) and urgency on the
other, for instance: “human development over the past 30 years is a mixed
picture of unprecedented human progress and unspeakable human
misery—of human advances on several fronts and retreats on several
others.”59

In poverty research in North America, Mishra distinguishes between
social engineering and social structural approaches, which matches differ-
ences between economic and sociological approaches. The former “tends to
concern itself with research problems closely related to issues of policy and
administration. It could also be described as ‘operational’ research. . . . [It]
tends to abstract the problem of poverty from the larger social structure and
sees it largely as an administrative problem that can be solved by policy
makers by applying ‘rational’ methods.” The social structural approach, in
contrast, is not policy oriented; the focus is “on broader structural issues and
their relationship to poverty.”60

In relation to global inequality the social engineering approach prevails,
as it does in development thinking generally. “Operational research” is the
overriding tendency in development studies that are dominated by the same
international institutions that produce and supply the economic data,
embedded and enframed in their institutional discourses. The development
industry is to a significant degree a subcontracting industry of the interna-
tional institutions and their intergovernmental infrastructures. Their
apolitical disposition is passed on to development studies in various ways.
The international institutions exercise their influence not merely directly
(by subcontracting research, funding NGOs, etc.) but through their agenda-
setting influence, much like the haute couture houses set the tone in another
fashion conscious industry. Development studies focus on questions of
regional, national, or local development; when it comes to the global level,
“world development” is hardly on the map beyond the macroeconomic data
of the IMF, World Bank, UN, OECD, and WTO. The research capacity to
address world development tends to be concentrated in the international
institutions.

The human development approach, which is currently the most influen-
tial synthesis in development thinking, centers on capacitation, enablement,
and empowerment. This is part of a wider “capabilities turn” from devel-
opment economics to business management, and one of the responses to the
massive increase in global inequality.61 Empowerment is now upheld across
the world as a magic wand to dispel growing inequalities. Capacities however
do little to alter unequal relations of power. The old saying is give a man a
fish and he will eat for a day, teach a man how to fish and he will eat always.
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But nowadays in many places by the time people have learned how to fish,
they will likely find their shores emptied by large hi-tech fishing vessels from
Japan or the West, under contract with their own governments. Govern-
ments North and South hammer on education and training as today’s magic
charm. But training, in poor neighborhoods, doesn’t solve the problem of
employment growth.62 In business management, empowerment means skill
upgrading for lower cadres so that with the downsizing of middle manage-
ment they will supervise themselves and junior staff. Capabilities, skills, and
education are resources and forms of power themselves, but there is more
to poverty than a deficit of skills.

It helps to put this in historical perspective. Paul Bairoch notes that
around 1750 the share of the Third World, China included, in world indus-
trial production stood at about 73–78 percent, dropped to 17–19 percent in
1860, and to a minimum of 5 percent in 1913. Technological change alone
does not explain this precipitous decline, which is not intelligible without
political intervention of the kind usually summed up under the heading
imperialism.63 In view of this historical backdrop, to account for contem-
porary unequal development chiefly in terms of unequal capabilities is
shallow; or more precisely, if capacities matter, so do unequal relations of
wealth and power, which are capabilities magnified.

The poverty reduction strategies proposed by international institutions—
such as economic growth, good governance, “building democracy by
strengthening civil society,” empowerment—are welcome in themselves; yet
in the absence of scrutiny of macroeconomic policies and international
power dynamics, they exonerate the powers that be and, at the end of the
day, abide by the conservative cliché that the poor are to blame for their fate.
These approaches now come in standardized packages such as the World
Bank’s Sourcebook on Participation and UNDP’s Overcoming Human
Poverty.64 These treatments seem to address a parallel universe in which
there are no major powers—transnational corporations, banks, Western
governments, international trade barriers and institutions—that produce
and reinforce poverty and inequality. Detailing microeconomics while
ignoring macroeconomics, probing micro-politics while skipping macro-
politics, they are profoundly apolitical texts. Good governance, democracy,
participation? How about good governance, democracy, and participation
in the IMF and World Bank? How about transparency and accountability of
Wall Street, the U.S. Treasury, the IMF, and World Bank?65 Does combating
poverty in retail while leaving it alone wholesale make sense? If these policy
recommendations were matched by inquiries into the role of corporations
and governments in the North, by advocating changes in international stan-
dards and law, they might be credible; without it they come across as fig leaf
exercises in hegemonic compromise.
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Thomas Pogge draws attention to the international borrowing privilege—
regardless of how a government has come into power it can put a country
into debt; and the international resource privilege—regardless of how a
government has come into power it can confer globally valid ownership
rights in a country’s resources to foreign companies.66 In view of these prac-
tices, corporations and governments in the North are accomplices in official
corruption; thus, placing the burden of reform solely on poor countries only
reinforces the existing imbalance.

To gain deeper insight we must turn to social structural approaches.
Attempts to conceptualize global inequality in terms of conventional frame-
works in sociology face several difficulties. Global stratification67 has
fractured into analysis of gender, race, and ethnicity; class analysis trans-
posed on a transnational scale presents problems of its own. The
contemporary dispersal of capital, the complex interweaving of capital,
finance, and governance and the intermediary role of international institu-
tions defy the conventional instruments of class analysis. The idea of a
transnational capitalist class68 usually refers to a trans-Atlantic, Fortune 500
class and excludes East and South Asian capital, faces methodological prob-
lems and falls short of an overall global stratification analysis.69

Several frameworks that sociologists have typically brought to bear on
global inequality have gradually been relegated to the margins or over-
shadowed by other themes. World system theory posited world inequality
as a major theme.70 But this approach itself is tied to macroeconomic
data, particularly the long wave (the Kondratieff cycle) and in the end
follows economistic lines of analysis, verging to a capitulation of soci-
ology to evolutionary economics, or rather bookkeeping on a world scale.
Analyzing global stratification by core, semi-periphery, and periphery
countries71 does not yield data that differ much from the stratified data
sets used by the international institutions (such as high-, middle-, and
low-income developing countries). Dependency theory has been side-
lined by the development of newly industrializing countries and emerging
markets, and has been overtaken by the debate on globalization that
dominates in sociology as elsewhere. Sociology, anthropology, and geog-
raphy make distinctive contributions to migration, labor markets,
ecological and cultural changes, and gender, race, and class dimensions
of global inequality. Several of these concern the downstream conse-
quences of macroeconomic policies; they reflect that the main strength
of sociological methodology and theory remains the “society,” while
transnational sociology is not as well developed. Similarly, while the nexus
between poverty and migration, poverty and violence and political insta-
bility examined in political science72 and geography is relevant, it fails to
penetrate the core issue of global inequality.
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We can consider several studies that straddle transnational political
economy, sociology and political science and probe dimensions that depart
fundamentally from the dominant economic approaches to inequality.
Next, by combining them a plausible perspective emerges. Moving from
the general to the specific, this suggests the following lines and levels of
inquiry:

1. At a structural level, examine inequality of power between and
within states.

2. At a general procedural level, examine how inequalities of power
affect decision-making processes.

3. Examine the institutional location and workings of major inter-
national institutions.

4. Examine policy frameworks and policies.
5. Examine decision-making processes on a case-study basis.
6. And examine policy outcomes.73

The upshot of these analyses is to bring politics back in and to zero in on
unequal power relations as a major factor in growing global inequality.

Politics of Perplexity 

What kind of world economy grows and yet sees poverty and global
inequality rising steeply? The foregoing analysis suggests several obser-
vations. (1) Neoliberal policies are largely responsible for rapidly growing
global inequality in the past decades. (2) Most research and policy
accounts are of an operational nature. They tend to be ahistorical and
apolitical; in view of overreliance on neoclassical economics they are athe-
oretical as well. Their matter-of-factness is impression management only;
under the surface are many conflicts about measurements and their impli-
cations. (3) The growing density of international networks (such as the
“associational revolution” and intercultural connections) generates
growing pressures for global reform. International power structures and
institutions however are tied in with neoliberal policy frameworks, either
because of profound commitments (in the United States and to some
extent Britain, home of the nineteenth-century Manchester school), or
through hegemonic compromise (European Union, Japan, OECD). What
ensues is fundamental policy incoherence between neoliberal policies that
widen global inequality on the one hand, and attempts to reduce global
poverty on the other.

According to John Ruggie, what is needed is “a new embedded liberalism
compromise.”74 Proposals for global reform such as a “global third way,” a
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global new deal and global social policy are increasingly widely discussed.75

But the contemporary international conditions of density and deformity,
referred to above, both account for (density) and delimit (deformity) these
contributions.

In 1979, Thomas Rowe distinguished four different approaches to poverty
domestically and internationally: socialization, integration, isolation, and
revolution. It is interesting to reflect on how these come across when juxta-
posed to current approaches to global inequality.

• Socialization: “Deprived must acquire the values and behavior that
bring rewards to the more privileged in the dominant system.
With self-help and aid from the privileged the shortcomings of
the deprived must be eliminated.”76 Here the basic source of the
problem is viewed as internal to the deprived. This describes the
thrust of current mainstream development policy; it is a discipli-
nary approach in that aid is conditional.

• Integration: “Deprived must be allowed to participate as equals in
the system. Exclusive attitudes and behavior on the part of the
privileged and dependent and exploitative relationships between
deprived and privileged must be broken.” Here the basic source of
the problem is viewed as external to the deprived. This describes
the critical approaches of dependency theory, the New Interna-
tional Economic Order, and contemporary global justice.

• Isolation: “Deprived must reclaim or develop the values and
behavior necessary for the good life. . . . [T]he values and behavior
derived from the dominant system are inherently destructive and
must be rejected.” Rowe focuses on isolation “from within,” by
radical social movements of a traditionalist or “fundamentalist”
kind. This also describes voluntary delinking or dissociation from
the dominant system, or localism, as in post-development
approaches. In addition, isolating the deprived is also a policy
imposed from without—as politics of containment and concen-
trating the poor in ghettoes and, internationally, in the “global
margins.”

• Revolution: “Escape from inequalities requires fundamental
change in the dominant system.” Revolutionary approaches have
been waning after the end of the Soviet and Chinese alternatives.
Growing differentiation in the global South has further under-
mined joint collective action. Most armed struggle movements in
the South have shifted from the bullet to the ballot77 with the
exception of separatist struggles, armed Islamic groups from
Algeria to the Philippines, and insurgency in Nepal and Peru.
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Presently, more than two decades hence, three of these approaches are being
implemented side by side by the same and by different actors; a précis,
updating and expanding on Rowe’s categories and with brief notes on
contemporary outcomes, is in table 5.1.

Policies of isolating the deprived, or “others,” go back a long way. “Beyond
the pale” is an old expression. In the 1960s, Maurice Duverger spoke of the
metropolitan world “slipping into a comfortable and mediocre civilization
of consumption, a sort of air-conditioned Late Roman Empire . . . in which
the essential is to hold the barbarian beyond the lines.”About the same time,
J. M. Albertini saw the industrialized world, both capitalist and socialist,
becoming “islands of prosperity which can maintain their position only by
atomic power.”78 The zones of prosperity and deprivation are now also iden-
tified as zones of peace and of turmoil, which is taken up in the next chapter.

Between the zone of peace and the zone of war, there is no peace. The
borders are ever turbulent. They are the site of enhanced border security,
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Table 5.1 Four Approaches to Global Inequality

Approach

Socialization 

Integration 

Isolation 

Revolution

Prescriptions 

Deprived must con-
form to standards
set by the privileged

Deprived must be
treated on equal
terms 

Deprived must stay
apart, or be kept
apart; contain the
effects of poverty 

Achieve break in
global system

Policies

Modernization,
human capital,
empowerment,
good governance,
civil society 

Foreign aid, foreign
direct investment,
democracy, partici-
pation 

From without,
contain:
• migration
• conflict
• disease

From within:
• Delinking,

localism
• Separatism
• ‘Fundamentalism’

Armed struggle in
favor of delinking or
radical change

Outcomes 

Capacitation does
little to alter the
overall structure 
of power and 
privilege

Aid is decreasing,
FDI is concentrated
in the North, inter-
national institutions
are not democratic

Strong borders,
migration restric-
tions, “humanitar-
ian intervention,”
war on terror 

Neonationalism
remains attractive,
yet delinking is a
dead end 

Waning after end of
Soviet alternative;
shift from bullet to
ballot



rising visa restrictions, human trafficking. Instability and conflict in the
zones of poverty—and dreams of greener shores79—create refugee streams,
asylum seekers, and human smuggling. At the same time, declining fortunes
and “fear of falling” amid the depressed middle and working class in the
advanced countries fosters the rise of right-wing political forces, as in several
European Union countries, and an association between immigration and
crime. The human rights of those who cross the border between zones don’t
rank high on their profile. Australia’s policy of detaining refugees, in effect
for ten years, is a case in point. Their remote location, deep in the interior
in Woomera, confined and kept from inspection is telling in itself.80 On one
side of the border, in the global margins, there is discipline—the financial
and developmental regimes of the international institutions and conditional
aid, or coercive intervention in case of turbulence (as in Sierra Leone,
Somalia, Bosnia). In the ghettoes, banlieux and favelas, another discipline
and surveillance is in operation—the punitive discipline of “zero tolerance”
policing, racial profiling and incarceration. Those who cross the border zone
do so at their peril, facing humiliation, disenfranchisement, punishment,
and risking death.

Three of the four approaches outlined by Rowe are now simultaneously
in effect. In addition they interact in several ways, so they could be viewed
as three modalities of the same approach. Socialization has increasingly
become the imposition of disciplinary regimes, as in IMF conditionalities,
World Bank structural reform, and WTO stipulations. Integration into the
world order takes the shape of the “safety net” that comes with structural
reform on a conditional basis. Isolation, or social exclusion, then, comes in
only as part of a wider picture: the same areas and people that are being
marginalized (cordoned off by low credit ratings, trade barriers, security
measures, immigration rules) have first been incorporated into disciplinary
regimes of debt repayment, stabilization lending, and aid governmentality.
Together, these policies could all be viewed as different modalities of a single
process of conditional, asymmetric integration. Thus, global apartheid and
global integration, scenarios that are usually viewed as being wide apart, are
being practiced simultaneously, with the note that integration refers to hier-
archical integration. It goes without saying that these processes of asymmetric
inclusion are internally contradictory. Cultural and political globalization
promoted by transnational enterprises, media, and intergovernmental
arrangements, militates against isolation policies. Disciplining, democrati-
zation, and containment are out of step with one another. Thus global
hierarchical integration has turbulence built-in. It is against this dramatic
and turbulent backdrop that we consider the main perspectives that now
underlie policies in relation to global inequality: global risk management
and global justice.
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During the golden age of the postwar capitalism, a guiding principle in
international policies was mutual interest. In the 1960s and 1970s this was
the leitmotiv of international cooperation for social democratic, socialist,
and developing countries: helping developing countries achieve develop-
ment and equal status is in the interest of advanced countries, which stand
to benefit from a growing and balanced world economy economically and
in terms of political stability. This inspired proposals for a new international
economic order, the Brandt Commission, and the North South Commis-
sion. This outlook has gradually faded for several reasons. The new
international division of labor and investment in low-wage economies
turned with wages rising in newly industrializing countries, the share of
labor cost in production decreasing due to technical change, and concen-
tration of investments in the advanced economies and selected emerging
markets; transnational corporations can achieve growth without investing
in the least developed countries. The end of the cold war and developments
in military technology lower the security risk from poor countries. Yet, some
risks have increased. Accordingly risk assessment and management have
moved up on the international policy agenda.

After spelling out the risks global poverty poses to the interests of the
United States, Jeffrey Sachs pleads for “a strategy of foreign assistance that
is commensurate with U.S. strategic interests.” This involves income trans-
fers to poor countries, which don’t have to be large: “small amounts of help
at crucial moments can tip the balance toward successful outcomes.”81 In
other words, this is a plea for the status quo, now no longer as muddling
through but with the novel dignity of a “strategic approach.”

Risk management raises many questions. Who defines risk? Risk to
whom? In this example, risk is defined solely by reference to national interest
and so is in effect a realist balance of power approach. This ignores global
risk. Alongside global inequality, environmental risk, international finan-
cial and economic instability, conflict, transnational crime and terrorism,
and migration are the most salient global problems. These cannot be prop-
erly understood from a “national interest” point of view. This awareness
underlies current discussions about a new architecture of international
finance and the provision of global public goods. Yet, multilateral coopera-
tion is but one way to manage global risk; unilateral policies are another. In
promoting the interests of American corporations worldwide, the United
States actively promotes globalization, yet it views the risks this entails only
from the standpoint of national interest. For security, a missile defense
shield; to contain “rogue states,” preventive strikes; to contain local conflict,
humanitarian intervention. In relation to wider risks, the United States pulls
out, as it did with environmental risk when it pulled out of the Kyoto
protocol.
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As part of contemporary flux, considerable mentality changes are
underway. The justice claims of developing countries are widely perceived
as legitimate. Yet they are being neutralized by international institutions that
translate development needs into disciplinary regimes, or are kept from
acting on more critical assessments by the existing international rapports de
force. Media personnel in the advanced countries who have seen their
personal fortunes improve keep a considerable moral investment in the
overall system.

Global justice, the normative approach of social movements, global ethics,
and human rights, is a profound dimension of contemporary dynamics. It
recognizes that the global rendezvous is not just a large numbers game but
a matter of human engagement and solidarity; the world is more intercon-
nected also emotionally and morally. Economic and empiricist views in
being morally flat deny the fundamental interconnections that exist between
the poor and privileged, and in doing so commit the fallacy of misplaced
realism. They overlook, for instance, that global environmental problems
require cooperation between rich and poor nations, which is unlikely to
come about in the face global injustice.82

Engaging global inequality and global poverty is morally right. “The new
global economic order we impose aggravates global inequality and repro-
duces severe poverty on a massive scale. On any plausible understanding of
our moral values, the prevention of such poverty is our foremost responsi-
bility.”83 It is economically beneficial, as human development economics
and growth and equity analyses demonstrate. Global poverty reduction
meets the mutual interest of stakeholders. It confers strategic benefits by
contributing to political legitimacy and stability and reduces the risk of
conflict. Besides it is doable: “For the first time in human history it is quite
feasible, economically, to wipe out hunger and preventable diseases world-
wide without real inconvenience to anyone—all the more so because the
high-income countries no longer face any serious military threat.”84 Why,
then, in the face of moral, economic and strategic considerations—each
weighty and together overwhelming—is there no significant action to
address global poverty? If we discount the conventional argument according
to which economic growth is the antipoverty strategy as falsified generally
and a fortiori by recent trends, the sole plausible remaining reason is of a
political nature (using “politics” in a wide sense).

In the twentieth century many more people have died from poverty than
from violent conflict. “The few years since the end of the Cold War have
seen over 200 million deaths due to poverty-related causes,” far more than
the deaths due to violence.85 Yet conflict management ranks much higher
on the agenda than combating poverty. Why are western governments “doing
so very little toward the eradication of severe poverty abroad even while they
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are prepared to spend billions on other humanitarian initiatives, such as the
NATO bombing of Yugoslavia?” A cynical answer, according to Thomas
Pogge, is that “helping the world’s poorest populations emerge from poverty
tends to strengthen their states and thus to weaken our own, while bombing
Yugoslavia tends to reinforce the existing power hierarchy.”86 Addressing
global poverty will affect global inequality, which in turn will affect domestic
inequality and thus reduce the manoeuvring room of dominant political
and economic elites. This suggests that we must consider global inequality
as part of the balance of power, and global poverty as part of the price being
paid for maintaining global inequality.

Balance of power is not meant here in a realist sense as interstate balance
of power, but as rapports de force, a loose constellation of interwoven polit-
ical and economic interests and cultural habitus that is not unified or
homogeneous but has yet, so far, sufficient momentum to deflect alterna-
tives. Nor is the assumption that this is a conscious strategy or design, at any
rate in its overall outcomes, but rather the outcome of many diverse acts of
self-interest and risk avoidance on the part of privileged actors. If many
among the privileged abhor poverty, they blame the poor and rely on
economic growth as the remedy, and if these beliefs fail, they may still desire
privilege, or fear losing it, more than they abhor poverty. The self-serving
orthodoxy of neoclassical economics, the trappings of privilege, the charms
of power, and the cult of celebrity, all concur to maintain the overall balance
of power. And so the world’s hyper-rich and the poor majority are inter-
twined in a joint rendezvous, mirrors to one another—but at quite a remove,
which is about the size of the planetary field.

The combination of density and deformity in international conditions
makes for fundamental instability, witness global justice movements from
Seattle onwards. The global justice approach has hurdles to spare. If social
justice and ethical standards don’t apply domestically, the likelihood of their
prevailing transnationally is even less. Isn’t it a strange expectation that
poverty elimination worldwide could conceivably succeed at a time when the
middle class and working class in developed countries see their incomes
stagnating or falling and are increasingly exposed to risk in their job secu-
rity, social benefits and pensions? If socioeconomic inequality is on the
increase in developed countries, what would be the prospect of its dimin-
ishing on a world scale? Yet this may be one of the most sensitive pressure
points in the global situation. If global injustice is being neutralized by
clichés and passé economics, this is not the case with domestic injustice.
Growing inequality in advanced countries cheek by jowl with stupendous
wealth from financial transactions and rising remuneration of CEOs, even
as their companies collapse, leads to growing disaffection.

The policies that are now in place are fundamentally incoherent. Neolib-
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eral policies widen the global inequality that poverty reduction strategies
seek to mitigate. International financial institutions count on “conditional
convergence” while inhibiting the required conditions from materializing.
International institutions urge state action while trapping states in struc-
tural reform. Human capital investment is deemed essential but structural
reform requires government spending cutbacks. Hence, not surprisingly, the
expectation is that the objective of reducing global poverty by half in 2015
will not nearly be met. “There is no strong evidence supporting any trend
towards greater income equality across countries.”87 According to the 2003
Human Development Report, many regions will not meet the goals set for
2015 for several decades or in some cases not until the next century.

Perhaps revolution does come in, but in quite a different fashion than the
old state-centric notions of revolution. A contributor to a discussion on the
implications of technological change notes: “Poverty is a choice the world
has made. It is a political choice. The information revolution will be another
instrument to implement that choice. Only a governance revolution would
represent a real change. And to link the information revolution with democ-
ratization is naive in the extreme, parallel to the current leap of faith linking
democratization and open markets.”88 John Gray strikes a different note: “I
fear that, given the strength of the project of a global free market, it will take
some significant economic upsets and some significant political turmoil for
social thought to be sufficiently reworked so that the operation of the world
will be more compatible with vital human needs.”89 This is a reasonable
agenda for the next chapters.
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Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, over 4 million people
have been killed in violent conflicts. An estimated 90 per cent of
those killed are civilians, primarily women and children.

—Mass Violence Is Not Inevitable, 1998

The truth is that many conflict areas today are closer than our
vacation destinations.

—Adolf Ogi, federal defense minister 
and president of Switzerland

Glossy advertising for travel and consumerism is one way in which the brave
new world of globalization is taking shape. Technology gives instantaneous
access across the world. Credit cards open any doors and platinum cards
open doors even wider. International brand name goods are available every-
where, frontiers are fading, borders are for crossing, mobility is unlimited,
consumer choice growing, and communication instant.

On the other side of the split screen, poverty and inequality are subsumed
under “development” and delegated to international agencies such as the
World Bank, which translate development into disciplinary regimes. As to
violence, opinion articles offer “the Golden Arches theory of conflict preven-
tion” according to which “No two countries that both had McDonald’s had
fought a war against each other since each got its McDonald’s.”1

 6
Conflict

Technologies of Work, War, and Politics
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With regard to the means of violence as with production, the state no
longer has the preeminent position. Economies no longer necessarily hinge
on the national market and states no longer hold a monopoly on the means
of coercion. Criminal organizations and paramilitaries also organize flex-
ibly, embrace the free market and source internationally for contraband,
weapons, and profit. They too represent the “magic of the market place.”
Urban gangs, rural militias, and warlords replay the game of states. The
creeping privatization of security arrangements shows how unfettered
market practices erode the public sphere also in crime and conflict. Flexible
technology enables minor states to afford weapons of mass destruction. As
the nuke race between the superpowers draws to a close, other chains of
conflict unfold involving biochemical weapons, environmental warfare, and
niche conflicts.2 The nation state has become one institutional domain
among several and state authority is making place for a multiscalar network
of governance structures from the local to the global, which operates on
uneven premises and leaves glaring gaps. The nexus between profit and taxa-
tion as it used to exist is no more, hence the fiscal crises of states and the
privatization of services. This institutional interregnum is often described
under the shorthand “globalization.”

What is the relationship between globalization and conflict? How does the
leading script of contemporary globalization, neoliberalism, affect the poli-
tics of violence and conflict? Let’s signal some paradoxes or anomalies of
contemporary globalization and conflict. Globalization brings increasing
bordercrossing and borderlessness, but there is no let up in border conflicts.
Borderlessness for capital, communication, travel, and consumption, but
borders for labor and border policing to contain migration and conflict.
While new technologies carry the gloss of the borderless world in the
making, they do double duty in border control, containment, and surveil-
lance. Neoliberal globalization weakens state capacities and in weak states
conflict and crime proliferate. Globalization shrinks the world, but leading
political accounts (“Jihad vs. McWorld,”“clash of civilizations,” etc.) portray
a deeply divided world. The need for supranational governance is growing
in order  to manage conflicts, but multilateral institutions are being weak-
ened. Under no-nonsense capitalism, unprofitable sectors have been
shrinking throughout the world—typically health care, education, social
services—while conflict and security are growth industries. “Transparency”
in international finance and development suggests a world of visibility, legi-
bility, and accountability, but transparency is mostly one-way.

So globalization is a unified field for some and thoroughly partitioned for
many. What else is new? The sunny side of globalization is rapidly expanding
mobility and the ideology of borderlessness; and the dark side is an all-too
familiar world of poverty and growing cleavages and conflict. How do the
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two sides interact? Refurbished politics of containment and preventive war
seek to keep the two sides apart.

Globalization and conflict involve multiple dimensions. Technologies
enable accelerated globalization. In security and politics as in economics,
globalization is a package deal; transnationalization both requires and
prompts informatization and flexibilization. Conflict and security are also
economic sectors, as in the arms industry, crime networks and paramili-
taries in developing countries.3 Conflict and security have become growth
industries—the erstwhile war economy reborn as part of the post–cold war
economy. Trend-spotters recognize the opportunities for profitable invest-
ment in privatized security; the “Criminal-Industrial Complex” is anticipated
to be a “major growth industry.”“The $70 billion hypersafety industry (1995)
will continue to grow at 9 per cent per year through the turn of the century.”4

In local arenas, new interests interplay with vested security interests. Cold
war blowback feeds local and regional conflicts while new dynamics emerge.
Thus, the need for interoperability between NATO and former Warsaw Pact
countries prompts East European countries to release outdated weapons
(and explosives such as Semtex) on the global arms market, which feeds into
local conflicts and terrorist networks.

While a distinction is often made between the cold war era and contem-
porary globalization, common to both is modernity, which raises the wider
question of the relationship between conflict and modernity, between mili-
tary technologies and progress. After all, modernity through most of its
career has been modernity at war.5

How globalization and politics of conflict and security interact is too wide
a field to be adequately surveyed in a single chapter, so this discussion
concentrates on three themes: technology, geopolitics, and asymmetric
conflict. Focusing on technology serves to shift the attention from global-
ization events (its histoire événementielle) to the infrastructure of
globalization. Focusing on violence is to zero in on the dark side of global-
ization; conflict and security reveal the Janus faces of globalization. A point
where these dimensions—technologies, the political economy of violence,
geopolitics—intersect is asymmetric conflict, or conflict across technology
gaps. This includes humanitarian intervention, which is also termed human-
itarian militarism.6 The central riddle is how is it that the era of accelerated
globalization is so deeply mired in politics of containment? 

The first section of this chapter argues that economic and military
technologies change in tandem and correlate with political changes.
Contemporary globalization exhibits institutionalized schizophrenia—
relative borderlessness within the world of Ronald McDonald and borders
without. It follows that the key problem is conflict that takes place at or
beyond this dividing line, as in Thomas Friedman’s Golden Arches theory.
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The two faces and two worlds of globalization meet in the new politics
of containment. The closing query is if the worlds of accelerated global-
ization are managed and policed by politics of containment and
remote-control technologies, are there counterpoints that signal different
forms of engagement?

Technologies of Work and War

The principle that technologies of work and war move in tandem is well
established. Historically, economic progress and arms races often went
together. Thus the emergence of modern capitalism in Northern Italy was
accompanied by rival military improvements.7 Economic and military lead-
ership often go together and are intertwined in notions of international
hegemony. The stage for the military-industrial complex was set in the nine-
teenth century when military production was the industrial locomotive in
France, Germany, Russia, and Japan. The twentieth-century military-indus-
trial complex extends to high tech, witness the affinities between IBM and
the Holocaust and between the Pentagon and the Internet and Silicon Valley.
“The connection between war and technoscience has long been intimate;
now it is integral.”8 Military, intelligence, and space technologies are inti-
mately interwoven in the development of information and communication
technologies.

Speed differentials have always been essential to military strategy. With
flexible technology this has moved into overdrive. The Iraq war set the
latest standard of “smart warfare.” Flex tech has become the basis of
contemporary strategy. Rapid deployment forces have become a general
strategic formula. Military equipment has literally become lighter.9. Lean
multitask mobile forces and smart military outfits follow the same prin-
ciple as the automation of production: “using knowledge so that less
capital and labor may have to be expended.”10 The soldier in electronic
warfare, like the multitask worker in flexible production, becomes a multi-
skilled operator, a software soldier. Parallel trends in the organization of
production are flexible system production, just-in-time manufacturing
or Toyotism.

Like production and business, warfare has become knowledge intensive,
to the point of “knowledge warfare” in which “each side will try to shape
enemy actions by manipulating the flow of intelligence and informa-
tion.”11 Information management, “info doctrine,”“knowledge strategy”
along with policies of “knowledge procurement,” simulation and cyberwar
are part of this reorientation. Command and Control, C2, has become
Command, Control, and Communication, C3 (C3I with Intelligence) and
next, Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence,
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Surveillance and Reconnaissance, or C4ISR.12 As military endeavour
becomes a network effort, connectivity is crucial and includes shielding
software and communication lines from hackers and enemy infiltration.
C4ISR is multiscalar and involves the decentralization of coordination
tasks. Like flexible production, war involves a network of global and local
coordination efforts: globally via satellites, locally via on the spot deci-
sion-making, and just-in-time assembly and delivery of custom-made
threats.

Force modernization or the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) is to
bring the armed forces in line with information technology, build a knowl-
edge-intensive smart military force, and scale back cold-war type heavy
equipment.13 This is a long-term project that also applies to NATO forces.14

It means a greater role for technology in combat—such as unmanned
drones, satellite-guided missiles, precision-guided munitions, and advanced
ICT. In addition, Rumsfeld wants the entire military to be “speedier and
deadlier, the hallmark of the Special Operations forces.”15 Special forces
played a major part in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Surveillance technologies in civilian and military spheres follow parallel
tracks. Closed-circuit television monitoring in security-sensitive public areas
and production sites, satellite remote sensing (Geographical Information
Systems), automatic vehicle location systems, and cell phone monitoring
add up to “total tracking” capabilities. Employee productivity and work
habits can be monitored through computer use. Remote sensing can be auto-
mated with in-built trigger alerts in response to anomalies; financial and
currency markets also partly operate via computer-set trigger thresholds.
The Terrorism Information Awareness project of the U.S. department for
homeland security seeks to merge extant databases.

To inform C4ISR it takes flexible intelligence. Conventional intelligence
followed standardized techniques such as the indiscriminate “electronic
vacuum cleaners” of electronic intelligence gathering, the equivalent of mass
production. What is needed now is precision-targeted information.
According to a CIA analyst: “To tailor routine intelligence to particular
consumers” interests, we need the ability to produce different presentations
for each key customer. We envision final assembly and routine finished intel-
ligence at the ‘point of sale.’ ”16 In other words, just in time (rather than
just-in-case) intelligence.

According to the Pentagon’s Joint Vision 2020, U.S. forces must have
“access to and freedom to operate in all domains—space, sea, land, air and
information” and achieve “Full Spectrum Dominance”—“to defeat any
adversary and control the situation across the full range of military opera-
tions.”17 In information war, communication, media and education policies
become part of overall military strategy. A country’s information structure
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is essential in national competitiveness and is relevant from a military point
of view. According to an intelligence analyst, “The essence of Information
Warfare and Information Operations is that the aim of conflict should be
to manage the perceptions of an enemy leadership. . . . An integrated IO
strategy would therefore incorporate covert action, public affairs and propa-
ganda, diplomacy and economic warfare.”18

Collective security operations, as in the Gulf War and the Balkans, are
being succeeded by “modular coalitions as crises arise” or “temporary
plug-in/plug-out alliances,” which “parallels the efforts of the world’s
largest corporations to form ‘strategic alliances’ and ‘consortia’ to compete
effectively.”19 Thus similar transnational combinations of cooperation
and competition emerge in business and war: network capitalism and
network war. Just as production technologies influence war, war shapes
business. Management and the organization of labor in industry have
long been profoundly influenced by military examples.20 Business and
competition are now often likened to warfare, boardrooms make
increasing use of war games, and studies of war strategy are summer
reading for CEOs.21

RMA entails several points of tension. The economic spin-offs of this
type of military expansion are likely to be much less than the military
Keynesianism of the cold war economy. The cost is higher and the spin-
off lower because it relies on commercial sources of information
technology that depend on international markets.22 Technology is often
viewed as a silver bullet or a general-purpose snake oil; but applying new
technologies gives rise to anomalies. For instance, throughout history a
key military concern has been to augment combat force and lethal capa-
bility, but now in several arenas the problem is excess military capability.23

An American private comments from Iraq:

A lot is made of our military’s might. Our Abrams tanks, our
Apache helicopters, computers, satellites, this and that. All that
stuff is great, but it’s essentially useless in peacekeeping ops. It is
up to the soldiers on the ground armed with M-16s and a
precious few words of Arabic.24

Applying high tech requires the reorganization of force structure lest
there is a mismatch between cutting-edge technology and cumbersome
command and control lines. The paradox of RMA is that to implement
it requires a centralization of command, which force modernization seeks
to overcome. A problem in joint operations is that collective security
operations require a coordination of C4ISR that may not be attainable
politically.
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Technologies of Politics

The interdependent world looks more and more like the weather
system described by chaos theory; influenced by millions of vari-
ables, its causality does not follow a linear model, and
consequences are not proportionate to causes.

—Jean-Marie Guéhenno, 1998

Since war is the continuation of politics by other means we must also
consider the technologies of politics. Technologies cannot be divorced from
politics; they embody a politics and their application is thoroughly polit-
ical. Parallels between power and technology are an old theme. As every
analysis of power confirms, different forms of power (political, economic,
ideological, and military) are interdependent and change in parallel ways.25

In sociology, connectivity has given rise to the notion of the network
society.26 A related notion is “network capitalism” and to characterize the
public-private partnerships in the politics of aid and intervention Mark
Duffield speaks of network war.27 Geoff Mulgan makes a further argument
on the relationship between technology and politics. In his view, the heavy
technologies of industrialism in the mass production phase were paralleled
by heavy command-and-control politics; standardized production was
matched by standardized administration and regulation, standardized poli-
tics, and coalitions. These involved top-down hierarchical relations between
government and the governed, and within bureaucracies, parties, and trade
unions. Light touch-button technology, on the other hand, correlates with
lateral relations and information flows within organizations and light
network politics. Thus technologies of social cooperation in production,
governance and collective action tend to move in parallel ways.28

One need not look at technology to arrive at similar observations. Laclau
and Mouffe describe contemporary politics as “hegemonic” and character-
ized by unfixed identities and fragmented space in which nodal points
nonetheless matter. In hegemonic politics, political coalitions are not stable
as in old-time politics because the subjectivities are not as stable.29

It has been argued that the technologies of domination and emancipa-
tion are structurally similar in that both concern capabilities, while the
difference lies in the values, objectives, and methods that guide action.30

Since the Enlightenment and the model of the bourgeois revolution, progres-
sive politics has been sprinkled with pleas for unity. The desire to forge a
grand coalition of opposition forces leads to a search for a central counter-
point that would unite all dissident social forces. This may reflect nostalgia
for “old politics” characterized by clearly divided camps and neat ideolog-
ical boundaries. But increasingly the case for a “convergence of radicalisms”
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fails to persuade because in such pleas the interests and subjectivities involved
tend to be taken as given and static, rather than as being constructed and
reworked in the process of political articulation. Analyses of collective action
and social movements, then, confirm the observation that politics, from
above and below, has become more “flexible.”

Alvin Toffler argues that in military technology “the new communica-
tions networks favor democratic nations.”31 They depend on “the ability to
exchange information, to swap data, and to promote a free flow of infor-
mation around the network, so that people can assemble the tactical pictures,
they can relate their stuff together. . . . Societies that freeze the flow of
communications, the free flow of ideas and data, will not, by definition, be
able to make much use of such systems.” In fact, the “soldier and the civilian
are informationally intertwined.”32 According to Rand Corporation analysts,
the best way of fighting terrorism is “netwar”;33 but netwar requires decen-
tralization of command and control.

This would give a different twist to the conventional Washington
consensus that links the free market and democracy—with some ifs and
buts. “Democratization is inimical to imperial mobilization.”34 War and
democracy don’t go well together and media manipulation and information
war are not all that helpful to democracy either.35 Besides, the new tech-
nologies obviously favor information-intensive societies.

Technologies of work, war, and politics are intertwined but their interre-
lations are uneven within and across countries. Just as not every industrial
production system is up to flexible system production, so “not every army
in the world is culturally or politically (let alone technologically) capable of
using” the information-intensive C4 systems.36

ICT leapfrogs across the conventional boundaries between modes of
production. Masai herdsmen in Kenya now use mobile phones and wireless
radio to manage their herds. Such technological crossings are not new—as
in plantations organized on industrial basis and trends such as agro-industry,
“miracle seeds,” and biogenetic engineering. ICT enables long-distance
nationalism such as Tamils in Toronto and London sponsoring the Tamil
Elam struggle in Sri Lanka, or Kurds in Germany rallying against the Turkish
government. Alternative or rival globalization projects, such as Islamic glob-
alisms,37 are likewise made possible by ICT. ICT also enables criminal
organizations and terrorist networks to operate flexibly over larger terrains
and to cooperate transnationally more effectively than previously.38 In police
methods, crossborder policing and transnational information exchange are
viewed as achievements of the knowledge society.39

The situation is contradictory in several respects. That we are heading
towards a borderless world is one of the familiar ideologies of globalization.
At the forefront of economic change this is supposed to be a time of deter-
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ritorialization, or even dematerialization.40 In politics, sovereignty has
become increasingly decentered. Yet, in the view of strategy analysts, “Most
wars are still about territory. . . . The key requirement for military force
remains the ability to take and hold strategically important territory, or at
least to control those that live there. Air and sea strategies must therefore
always be assessed in terms of their impact on land strategy. This is as close
a constant as we are likely to have in the study of war.”41 It is as if Napoleon’s
saying that “the policy of a state lies in its geography” still holds.

This applies even more if we consider regional politics than if we take a
big-picture approach to geopolitics. In most regions we find that the reports
of the death or retreat of the state are exaggerated and territorial politics
driven by “national interest” is quite alive. For instance, Israel’s politics in the
Middle East is thoroughly “Westphalian.” Egypt’s relations with Sudan are
a regional eco-politics shaped by its interest in the Nile waters. Similar
considerations apply to the relations between Turkey and Greece, Russia and
China, China and Japan, India and Pakistan, the Balkans, and so on. In most
regions countries continue to behave according to national interests that
include territorial considerations.42

While territory matters and we cannot understand conflict and security
otherwise, territorial considerations themselves are embedded in and criss-
crossed by economic, ecological, and cultural politics. Obviously the United
States’ commitment to the Washington consensus cannot be understood
within a territorial or Westphalian framework. The French politics of fran-
cophonie, in Africa and on issues of international trade in services and the
WTO transcends Westphalian interests. Indeed, territorial considerations
themselves are profoundly structured by national narratives and imaginaries.
They are shaped by cultural fictions that can become “fighting fictions.”43

Milosevic’s take on Kosovo is a case in point. Israel’s Westphalian strategies
are meaningless outside the framework of Zionism and the “Jewish state,”
or what Avishai Margalit calls “the kitsch of Israel.”44 The same applies to
relations between India and Pakistan, and the Kashmir question. It gener-
ally holds for conflicts of the type referred to as “ethnic,” as in the Balkans,
Sudan, or Tamil Elam in Sri Lanka: they are culturally overdetermined.45

In strategy analysis, perspectives that combine culture and strategy have
a considerable lineage.46 According to a recent account, “Strategic behav-
iour cannot be beyond culture”;“Adversity cannot cancel culture”;“Strategic
culture is a guide to action”; “Strategic culture can be dysfunctional”; and
the conclusion is that “all dimensions of strategy are cultural.”47 If “culture
rules” in strategy, then what about international affairs? According to the
constructivist turn in international relations theory “ideas and discourse
matter.”48 This brings us from realism to “cultural realism” and the post-
structuralist turn in international relations theory takes this further.49
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These considerations come back with a twist in Jean-Marie Guéhenno’s
observations on contemporary political leaders. “Their political agenda
is vague and while they may define their objectives in very broad terms,
their identity and goals may be more accurately described as a style than
as a program. . . . [S]trategy then is no more than a pattern of action,
linking together situations that are otherwise disjointed. . . . Just as corpo-
rations compete to create ‘brands,’ political actors try to establish a
‘style.’ ”50 This understates political economy and interest: what underlie
brands are market positions, and presumably what underlie leadership
styles are interests. It’s just that interests cannot be separated from
cultural narratives just like products can no longer be separated from
their brand images. “In diplomacy, style is often substance.”51 What then
would be the element of coherence in such strategic “styles”? Interest,
ideology, image, style, or all of these?

The old saying that “language is a dialect with a navy and an army”
confirms the significance of linguistic and discourse analysis. “Hate
speech” from Rwanda to Serbia, and in slick packaging by NATO and the
Pentagon, is a case in point. Divergent perspectives on the role of
discourse and images in conflict52 do not necessarily contradict one
another but can function at different levels of awareness, all feeding into
the role of media in conflict.53 Media, then, are an integral part of network
and conflict politics. In Lebanon, Hezbollah aimed television broadcasts
in Hebrew at Israeli soldiers. Information war changes the politics of
protest: “information wars tend to be public-relations battles for Western
attention, hence the adoption of English as the universal language of
protest. It is assumed that the way to Western decision-making is through
the media and public opinion.”54

The question of style suggests furthers parallel between the technolo-
gies of work, war, and politics. All along the military has also been an
aesthetic and sign-intensive domain actively concerned with impression
management and the “politics of appearance.”55 The American missile
defense program or “Star Wars” has found its way under fluffy headings
such as “future imagery architecture.” With the increasing importance of
marketing and media, economics has become sign and design-intensive56

and so has politics.57 Thus, work, war and politics are all also semiotic and
aesthetic projects, tied up with libidinal economies. A précis of interre-
lations between technologies of work, war, and politics is in table 6.1.

Technology Matters, But

The upshot so far is that modes of production and modes of destruction
interact. Accordingly, technology may serve as a crosscutting angle from
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which to view the patterning of human affairs—not merely looking from
production to social relations and from production relations to politics (as
in Marxist accounts), but all the way across, from technology to production,
politics, and war. Technology then may be viewed as a deep structure of the
rhythm of history made visible.

So no doubt technology matters, but is this a matter of technological
determinism? An alternative view is that it is not technology as such that
determines but the capabilities of which technologies are an expression.
What underlies technology is human capability: technology is encapsulated
human skill, or crystallized labor, in the Marxian frame. Technology is social
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Table 6.1 Technologies in Diverse Domains

Technologies

High tech

ICT 

Flexibilization 

Informatization 

Information 
circulation

Information 
management

Aesthetics 

Organizational
structures

Space

Work

Flexible production 

Connectivity 

Just-in-time

Knowledge intensity

Multi-task worker

“Learning 
organization”

Marketing,
branding, logo

Sign & design 
intensity 

Concentration &
decentralization

Network capitalism 

Mergers & acquisi-
tions, joint 
ventures

Deterritorializing

Bordercrossing

War

Smart war

C4ISR

Rapid deployment

Information war

Software soldier

C4ISR vs. command
structures

Information 
Operations

“Spectacular war”

Concentration &
decentralization

Network war

Modular coalitions

Territorial 

Border control

Politics

Governance 

Connexity 

Interactive decision
making

Deliberative 
democracy 

Empowered citizen

Lateral politics,
e-government,
referendum

Spin, style 

Media politics

Decentralize,
regionalize,
internationalize 

Network society

Coalition politics
Plug-in/plug-out
alliances

Neo-medievalism,
“electronic 
feudalism”

Border negotiation



relations made durable, packaged and routinized, a form of “social
mapping.”58 Thus, production, politics, and war all reflect growing human
capabilities in diverse domains, socialized in forms of cooperation and social
practices, and exteriorized in the form of technology. Technology, then, is
an enabler and a necessary but not a sufficient condition for action. If
anything, what would be at issue is capabilities determinism. But that’s not
quite true either.

The other major component, besides ability, is will; technology is only
half the story, the other half is political will or motivation. According to
Henry Kissinger, defeat in Vietnam was due to a failure of American will
power, a “failure of nerve.” In the war on terror it is said again,“Our vulner-
ability is in our political will.”59 At times this is referred to as morale. Adolf
Hitler put it boldly:

Any resurrection of the German people can take place only by way
of regaining external power. But the prerequisites for this are not
arms, as our bourgeois “statesmen” always babble, but the forces of
will power. . . . The best arms are dead and useless material as long
as the spirit is missing which is ready, willing, and determined to use
them. . . . [T]he question of regaining Germany’s power is not,
perhaps, How can we manufacture arms, but, How can we produce
that spirit which enables the people to bear arms.60

Indeed, not just technology but also political will is changing in the brave
new world. One wonders, for instance, where the spirit of sacrifice is to come
from in conditions of high affluence. And what of the kind of national cohe-
sion that is required to “produce the spirit of war” in an era of
multiculturalism and transnationalism? This suggests that propaganda and
politics of representation acquire crucial importance at every step of the
way. That warfare itself has become a multilevel spin operation we see in the
Gulf War, the Allied Force Operation in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and the Iraq
war, where media manipulation is a crucial component of strategy.61 These
information operations are embedded in narratives and representations that
explain how the brave new globe is divided, which is taken up in the next
chapter.

Asymmetric Conflict 

The politics of violence draws on competitive advantages of weapons,
organization and information. Business is a play of margins—drawing
rents from temporary advantages in technology, production, marketing,
and distribution. Likewise violence involves playing margins of protec-
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tion.62 The world circumstance ranges from agricultural and industrial
to knowledge societies. Include indigenous peoples and the spectrum
runs from the Paleolithic to the post-industrial. The politics of violence
involves a play of technology or capability differentials across terrains
and social contexts. In the nineteenth century colonial armies could
control large populations by means of simple technological leverage—
“We have got the Maxim gun/And they have not.”63 By virtue of the same
principle, warlords with access to modern weapons can now destabilize
states. Even small arms, which are in plentiful supply, make a lot of differ-
ence. “In Uganda, an AK-47 can be obtained for the price of a chicken.
In Swaziland, the same weapon has sold for $6.”64

The Westphalian state system assumes a level of technology that
enables states to effectively monopolize the means of coercion within
their borders. In many countries this kind of control is no longer avail-
able; state sovereignty can no longer be guaranteed by force of arms
internally. In weaponry as in economics, flex tech alters the relation
between regions and nations, between the local and the global.
Complexity and uncertainty characterize the environment of foreign
military intervention.65 Part of this equation is asymmetric conflict,
which ranges from the classic repertoire of small wars and counterinsur-
gency to episodes such as the traumatic intervention in Somalia.

In this setting the information advantage of advanced societies may be
of limited purchase, as demonstrated in Iraq, Bosnia, and Kosovo:
“Modern sensors come into their own when observing a conventional
order of battle, but have more trouble monitoring urban militias, rural
guerrillas or crude mortars on trucks.”66 ICT is the wave of the future,
but to what extent does information really constitute an advantage on
the ground? 

In general, high-quality information systems work best when
they are linked to a physical capacity to attack enemy assets, or
to defend one’s own. The focus on information systems as targets
misses the point that, today, information is easily stored, repro-
duced and accessed. . . . [I]t is therefore important not to
exaggerate the West’s information advantage.67

If this forms part of the security dimension of global risk society, what
are the trends in risk and conflict management? Conflict management
now refers to the overall spectrum of conflict prevention, conflict trans-
formation, conflict resolution, humanitarian action and intervention, aid,
and postconflict rehabilitation. Western countries are keen to be active on
either end of this spectrum, in conflict prevention or postconflict reha-
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bilitation, rather than in the middle, for that requires real engagement
with local affairs.68 Here the trend is to subcontract to NGOs and regional
and Third World security forces.

Another trend is to recycle the national security apparatus that has
been underemployed since the end of the cold war, by redeploying
conventional organizations and techniques of control and surveillance.
This applies to the way intrastate conflicts in third states are managed as
well as to policies against terrorism, crime, and drugs.

In relation to drugs, the main trend remains the War on Drugs, even
though drugs are part of consumerism, “prohibition” type policies are
out of synch with contemporary levels of individualization and social
and consumer choice, and with present technologies such a war is not
winnable. Legalizing drugs would be more realistic; it would give room
to social choice and decriminalize the drugs trade. It would imply
accepting a greater degree of individual and collective risk management.
Prohibition policies achieve the reverse and are a boon to both crime and
police organizations. “Zero tolerance” in urban policing is another
instance of command-and-control politics.

Phrased differently, if due to, among other things, technological
changes, we are experiencing a miniaturization of conflict—so that armed
conflict, more than before, is no longer the prerogative of states but acces-
sible to groups within states—the appropriate response would be a
flexibilization of conflict management. Westphalian balance of power
politics and the doctrine of preventive war are out of step with techno-
logical, political, and cultural processes. While there is a place for state
politics (no doubt a larger place than is granted in “retreat of the state”
arguments), it needs to be supplemented with more flexible and imagi-
native approaches to conflict management.

New Politics of Containment

The key work on strategy lessons learned from the Vietnam War in the
United States is Harry Summers’s On Strategy. It concluded that the
Pentagon should only go into war with the backing of congress and should
avoid “quagmires,” so there should be an exit strategy. The Pentagon can no
longer afford fighting wars that are undeclared, have no legitimacy and no
public support.69 In the era of media warfare, body bags erode public
support; Operation Restore Hope in Somalia is a case in point.

The fact that the first requirement of intervention in a conflict is
now a credible exit strategy, like a debt-collector venturing into a
rough neighborhood, is symptomatic of a lack of confidence.
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Another symptom is the search for ways to influence events from a
safe distance, especially through air power. This fits with the notion
that we are dealing with criminal elements who must be punished
if they cannot be coerced.70

This involves a historically novel notion of conflict management without
risk to life, without sacrifice, without tears. This may be termed a “postheroic
style of warfare” or fighting and killing without dying.71 Airborne warfare
and smart technology seem to make the dream of clean risk-free warfare
come true. The 78 day air war against Yugoslavia in 1989 yielded zero
American combat casualties. Conflict management without body bags: isn’t
there a parallel between LAPD helicopters circling over risky neighborhoods
of Los Angeles and NATO planes bombing targets in Serbia and Kosovo
from a safe altitude? Yet at some point ground forces have to come in, in
Kosovo as in Los Angeles.72 A showcase moment in Los Angeles was police
beating Rodney King, a black truck driver. A showcase moment in the clean
war was Srebrenica July 1997.73 How to provide safe havens for a popula-
tion under threat if the terms of engagement are no risk to the lives of the
peacekeepers?

Smart war without tears is made possible by global and long-distance
optics and cartography. Jim Scott’s Seeing like a State refers to a gaze “from
above,” an engineering and managerial gaze that shapes nature (as in scien-
tific forestry and huge dams) and society (as in urban and development
planning), which he contrasts with local optics.74 Macroeconomics exhibits
similar features, and military parallels include what Paul Virilio calls “seeing
from the air”75 and seeing from space. They all represent the essential tech-
nological illusion: the illusion of control.76

The circumstance that distinctions between military and civilians often
can’t be made from the air and smart weapons aren’t all that smart is made
up for by overall lack of involvement in the local stakes, whether it concerns
Iraq, Kurdistan, Bosnia, Kosovo, Rwanda, Somalia or Sudan. Not to mention
Sierra Leone, Liberia, or Burundi. Casualties on the other side don’t count
and are not even counted or reported. This matches the view of the world
split into an advanced zone without major conflict and a backward zone of
“Iraqs and Ruritanias” where “small wars” continue. This outlook often
involves the reification of “fundamentalism” or ethnicity, the objectification
of ethnic conflict, and the perception of combatants and their conflict as
somehow irrational, savage. In caricature and cartoon fashion—and isn’t
this cartoon politics?—this adds up to a picture of supermen in the air, or
airborne angels, and savages on the ground and we recognize the profile of
the Angel of Progress.

This optics comes with a global panopticon view that sees the world in
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terms of geopolitical objectives, strategic resources (oil, strategic minerals,
diamonds, gold), and military choke points. In this view, relations across
zones—nicely bifurcated as advanced and backward—are reduced to
strategic and corporate interests, and threats and obstacles to these inter-
ests. Global panopticism comes with 

• representations that proclaim globalization divides (à la 
Huntington),

• which require politics of containment,
• which are enabled by remote-sensing technologies
• and operationalized in policies, such as 
• regime change (Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine, Liberia, Iran),
• embargoes and sanctions (Cuba, Libya),
• blockade (West Bank and Gaza),
• humanitarian intervention (Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo),
• aid governmentality 
• and immigration control (visa restrictions, border policing).

Downstream consequences are that containment politics inadvertently
creates or fosters totalitarian control (as in Iraq, warlord territories in
Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, etc.) and authoritarian politics and rent seeking
within the contained zone.77 It increases military vulnerability in border
control (witness Israel) and fosters seeking loopholes and crime (as in the
upsurge in human trafficking). It mixes up military and police functions (or
deterrence and compellence).78 The objective of containment is not to settle
or resolve conflict but to contain security risk, and arguably containment
politics sustain conflict. The underlying motif is that there is no interest, no
motive, no capacity, and no political tools for engaging local realities. This
matches the politics of hopelessness of neoliberalism, a politics of betting
on the strong without providing for the losers. A parallel in the United States
are the twin phenomena of ghettos and gated communities. Fifty years hence
a perspective on neoliberal globalization may be that it produces world-scale
American capitalism, fosters a technologically and economically driven
growth, as in turbo capitalism, and is fundamentally unable to address
inequality.

Let’s try to pinpoint the contours of the new politics of containment more
accurately. Also during the cold war, containment was but a headline and not
a full account of what was going on, which included interventions across the
dividing line, such as corporate joint ventures, building political alliances,
covert operations, and rollback interventions. Now likewise, containment is
only part of the register, part of the security dimension, along with other
forms of engagement such as stabilization lending, development coopera-
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tion, foreign direct investment, and so forth. A schematic comparison of cold
war and accelerated globalization politics of containment is in table 6.2.

The predecessor of current containment politics is the policy of dual
containment of the close of the cold war, aimed against communism and
“extremism.”79 Yet the globalization divide differs from the cold war in
several ways. There is no clear enemy. The terrain of capitalism versus
communism has made place for capitalisms with Anglo-American capi-
talism in the lead. The East bloc policy of confinement (“the wall”) is no
more. But the globalization divide is no more fluid than the cold war divide.
Now walls emerge on the other side, to keep intruders out (as in Israel’s
fence, U.S. borders and air traffic security, EU visa requirements). And if
the overall axis of difference has shifted from East–West to North–South,
differences within North and South are as large as or larger than those
between North and South. So while the security apparatus of the globaliza-
tion divide builds on existing security structures, the terrain, the stakes and
the policies are radically different.

The cold war was won; is the globalization divide winnable? And what
would winning mean? Can the new politics of containment work? September
11 suggests that it doesn’t. The U.S. defense system distinguishes between A
category threats to national survival, B threats to national interest, and a C
category of minor conflicts.80 September 11 promoted a C category threat
to A level. Do the politics of divided globalization and containment inspire
a politics of subversion and resistance? Cliché spillover factors are transna-
tional terrorism and crime. Do the technologies that enable the new
containment also enable its subversion? Graffiti on the Islamic university in
Gaza read: “Israel has nuclear bombs, we have human bombs.”81
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Table 6.2 Politics of Containment

Dimensions Cold War Contemporary Globalization

Ideology Free World vs. Communism Clash of civilizations, etc.

Boundaries East–West North–South

Ideology, political system Development indicators, poverty

Alliances “Culture”

Threat Communism Rogue states, terrorism, crime

Risk Domino theory Economic crisis: contagion theory

Politics: “new barbarism”

Infrastructure National security states Modular coalitions



Containment or Engagement?

How to shore up anchor states while satisfying disadvantaged
minorities is a huge challenge for international diplomacy at a
time when the US Congress seems determined to cutback aid and
multilateral institutions.

—B. Slavin, writing in USA Today

A connected world defies the rules of zero sum games, where an
advantage for someone else means a disadvantage for me.

—Geoff Mulgan, 1994

Scratch the kitsch of globalization and there is glaring inequality, misery,
and conflict. In the early 1990s, U.S. national security advisors conceded
that “extremism” is born out of “exclusion.” According to the 2002 National
Security Strategy, the greatest danger lies “at the crossroads of radicalism
and technology.”82 Now along with the political economy of “permanent
war,” novel features are a globalized social Darwinism and a development-
security nexus.

Long-distance optics and remote-control technologies create, maintain,
or enhance the illusion of separation between conflict managers and combat-
ants, which at the same time is being dispelled by live media reporting that
brings long-distance suffering close to home (but suppressing civilian casu-
alties and “collateral damage,” as in Afghanistan and Iraq). Thus one set of
technologies enables dualistic engagement while another ambiguously
suggests solidarity or reflexive engagement. Remote sensing presents the
paradox of distant engagement.

Connexity is a two-edged sword that separates (by enabling surveillance
and inflicting injury over long distance that separates perpetrators from
victims) and unites (by establishing a moral nexus between actions and
consequences, reporting and public awareness, engagement and responsi-
bility). Enhanced technological capabilities inevitably involve enlargement
of responsibility. This dual track applies to technologies of war as it does to
other technologies—such as the capacity to build large dams that can anni-
hilate hundreds of villages or their livelihood, to biogenetic engineering or
genetically modified food. The present juncture is part of a historical cross-
roads.83 The essential problem of contemporary globalization is that
technological capabilities and economic changes are ahead of institutional
and political capacities: growing capacities, also for conflict, coupled with
inadequate institutions.

Is it too much to expect coherence between politics of containment and
politics of engagement? The idea of a world split in advanced and backward
regions may look superficially valid in view of the different stakes, weapons,
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and methods of conflict in diverse theatres, but since it overlooks western
complicity in conflicts and the spillover effects of conflicts, it is ultimately
Mickey Mouse politics. The role of western powers in conflicts the world
over includes colonial legacies and blowback of the cold war, financial and
economic regimes, double standards, arms exports,84 appetite for strategic
and valuable resources, and state-corporate alliances that sow the seeds of
conflict (as in Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo).

When considering perspectives on conflict and security what matters also
is how they construct reality and the policy framework they imply.85

Constructivism applies not only in past and present but to the future too;
the way realities are constructed may hold a reconstructive potential as well.
Both the way in and the way out are matters of perspective and representa-
tion. Since in security issues threat-inflation and worst-case scenarios
predominate the margins for progressive scenarios seem slim.

One scenario is that neoliberal empire will not have a long career and
U.S. policy will revert to unilateralism with a multilateral face. An alterna-
tive scenario is two spheres, one under U.S. unilateral control and another
governed multilaterally under the International Criminal Court. At any rate
it is necessary to think ahead. We need enabling diagnoses and scenarios but
could only enable democratic trends if we would recognize them. This is
not taking a normative leap but taking stock of trends that are already in
motion. Of course, if the new grows within the womb of the old, new trends
are intermeshed with current malpractices. If we don’t heed the complicity
of actors in the configuration we misread the unfolding drama; if we don’t
consider the innovations that are taking shape we miss the contours of
change. While recognizing that to each coin there are at least two sides, let’s
signal several ongoing trends.

• A counterpart to the business of war is the “Business of Peace,” that
is partnerships with the private sector in conflict prevention and
transformation.86 An example is efforts to restrict trade in
diamonds and other resources from conflict zones. Thus a coun-
terweight to network war is network peace.

• Ongoing changes in understanding sovereignty should not merely
be viewed as a loss, as “perforated sovereignty,”87 but also in a
forward sense. Thus the international recognition of sovereignty
has become de facto conditional on respect for the human rights
of the population.88

• This ties in with trends towards postnational citizenship. Borders
offer protection, but one of the causes of conflict is “hard sover-
eignty,” along with winner-takes-all nationalism. A forward
option is to experiment with forms of shared sovereignty such as
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transborder human rights regimes.89 In the Great Lakes region of
Africa, for instance, such arrangements would enable people
fleeing warlords in one state to find refuge in another without
immediately being categorized as “refugees.” Eventually this could
evolve in the direction of “regional sovereignty.” Related notions
are Sakamoto’s civic regionalism, Ulrich Beck’s “cosmopolitan
state” and the idea of cosmopolitan justice.90

• “Make law not war” or strengthening the international legal
order.91 Trying human rights violations and war crimes under
international legal standards, as in the War Crimes Tribunals of
Rwanda and Yugoslavia, is becoming established practice. These
tribunals do not make up for the absence of international forces
when the conflicts occurred, yet they set precedents for interna-
tional law. Other reforms are restrictions on the trade in
conventional arms92 (though the elimination of nuclear weapons
is more remote than ever).

• The role of NGOs. The range of organizations active in complex
emergencies involves relief and development agencies, medical
organizations, international institutions, human rights organiza-
tions, legal offices, military outfits and police organizations
coming together in novel combinations. This is the oft-criticized
new governmentality of aid; yet it also means an extension and
deepening of the international public sector that acquires an
increasingly transnational character. Linking relief and develop-
ment strengthens a developmental approach to complex
emergencies that may involve a more participatory approach and,
at least, a chance for local empowerment.93 The involvement of
NGOs (diverse as they are) makes for a different organizational
mix and may contribute different ways of relating to actors on the
ground. At times the role of NGOs expands in multitrack and
people-to-people diplomacy.94

• The reform of international institutions is part of the wider
agenda of international governance. Reform of the UN, the Secu-
rity Council, and the international financial institutions to make
these more responsive bodies from the point of view of planetary
citizenship has long been on the agenda.

This is a time when global networks exist but not global society. Global
communications and instant live reporting on violence in far-off places,
even if filtered through stereotypes, involve ripple effects and awareness of
long-distance suffering as well as political and ultimately legal ramifications.
Early warning imposes obligations. According to the Geneva Convention,
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preventing genocide is a moral and legal obligation that overrides all inter-
national norms. Arguably we are experiencing the gradual emergence of a
de facto global moral economy in real time, which generates new demands.
Early warning necessitates early response; hence the preoccupation with
conflict prevention. On a broad canvas these dilemmas form part of human
evolution: the networks of social cooperation gradually widen over time
while the institutions lag behind. In history when new inventions and oppor-
tunities emerge, conflict usually predates cooperation and cooperation arises,
in part, in order to regulate conflict.
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A major feature of the global condition is the glaring hiatus between wealth
and poverty. One would like to say it is a feature of global experience, but
for how many of us is it a matter of experience? Worlds of experience are
segmented and representations across the fence are coded. Global poverty
is routinized—“the poor will always be with you.”Aid fatigue is periodically
interrupted by emergencies that prompt selective media attention and out
of the sky relief campaigns. Refugees are objects of charity, asylum seekers
objects of scrutiny, illegal immigrants are criminalized along with drug traf-
fickers, crime syndicates, and terrorists. Wealth and poverty are both relative
and contextual, and according to the soap stories that make up the comfort
zones of capitalism “the rich also suffer.” The steady succession of develop-
ment fixes and failures is papered over by global economic management;
poverty alleviation and development are being outmaneuvered by macro-
economic management in the vague expectation that a rising tide will lift all
boats.

One of the features of collective reflection today is the profound discrep-
ancy between perspectives North and South. On either side, representations
in media and social science are schematic and together make up a stylized
encounter of stereotypes and off-the-shelf knowledge. Since global
inequality is a major part of the collective condition, it would loom large in
collective reflection, but does it? The wide discrepancies between the worlds
of experience of the world’s poor majority and the world’s privileged
minority in the North are echoed in media and social science. Social science

 7
Globalization North and South
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in the North takes itself to be at the forefront of collective understanding,
while it is mostly too self-engrossed to take into account the experiences and
perspectives of the world majority. Whether it concerns modernity, global-
ization, or history, it tends to represent narrow western or northern views.

The North is often better known in the South than the South is in the
North. Yet in the South the engagement with northern perspectives is often
out of context, out of touch with their historical context and cultural vari-
ations. New Age scientists in the North are foraging mystical and shamanic
traditions worldwide without much understanding of the actual variations
in philosophy and practice. In the South, scholars seeking to negotiate
modernity scrutinize the European Enlightenment—Kant, Hegel,
Habermas—without adequate understanding that rationalism was a
program, not a reality, that to the Enlightenment there was also a dark side,
and the romantics were part of the Enlightenment too (Herder, Carlyle,
Nietzsche).

Lack of depth and nuance, lack of experience and understanding on either
side. Schematic understandings North and South of modernity, capitalism,
poverty, development, religion, cultures. The North–South hiatus in expe-
rience and reflection has us living in a cardboard world, making gestures to
cut-outs rather than real figures. No wonder that émigrés from the South in
the North have been so influential in fiction and social science, for they—
along with migrants, transnational activists, and NGOs—bridge the different
worlds of experience.

North–South inequality runs very deep, n’en déplaise globalization and
the “deterritorialization of poverty” (the rich in the South and the poor
in the North). This involves not only material differences and differences
in power, but also different cultures and perceptions. It relates profoundly
to world images and perceptions of globalization that are held also among
the middle class in the South.1 Of course, the South is in the North and
the North is in the South, and privilege and poverty are no longer neatly
geographically divided. Yet the overall distinction between North and
South, crude as it is, still makes sense. In demographic terms they are the
minority and majority world. They are worlds because they make up
complete life worlds. The division does not simply run between middle
class and underclass—as if globally these share similar consumption
patterns, life styles, and values. In some respects they do, but obviously
class and status are not the only variables. Thus the middle class in the
South shares many of the majority’s economic and political frustrations
and in varying degrees identifies with the culture, the nation. The poor
majority and the middle class in the South suffer domestic political
incompetence and corruption, Western double standards, geopolitics, and
share national and regional destinies.
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Existing analytics—such as dependency, imperialism, exclusion,
conspiracy theories, clash of civilizations—are not adequate for dealing with
the new relations that come with contemporary globalization. Representa-
tions “across the fence”—such as judgments on ethnic politics, Islam and
terrorism—interact with changing security designs. Rather than the inter-
play of modernities and capitalisms, they project a segmented world.

Thus, the economics of dependency overlooks reverse dependency, such
as the dependency of deindustrializing regions in the North (Wales, Scot-
land) on investors from East Asia (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan). The notion
of boomerang effects—such as the debt boomerang (indebtedness in the
South curtailing demand for products from the North)—is too blunt to
monitor and capture the multiple links and their ramifications. Risk analysis
and the globalization of risk can be relevant tools, but risk to whom? What
about the risk to the global majority of the excess consumption of energy
and resources by the privileged minority? Another account of contemporary
globalization refers to the exclusion of the majority of humanity who are
kept from life in the fast lane. But exclusion is too blunt a terminology to
grasp the new uneven links that are developing in the framework of accel-
erated globalization.2

Globalization evokes much anger and anxiety in the South and tends to
be experienced as yet another round of northern domination and concen-
tration of power and wealth. In the slipstream of hundreds of years of weary
experience, the common metaphor for globalization in the South is impe-
rialism or neocolonialism revisited. Analytically this is mistaken, as argued
in Chapter 3. But we cannot neatly distinguish between accounts and condi-
tions, perceptions and realities. Perceptions make up realities, subjectivities
and conditions are interwoven, and how situations are evaluated is part of
their reality. Constructivism as a common premise in social science means
taking seriously the politics of representation at every step of the way,
including the representation of representation. While the metaphor of impe-
rialism doesn’t apply, nevertheless the widespread feeling that this is another
round of domination is a political reality. What is common to both impe-
rialism and contemporary globalization is the sense of powerlessness and
frustration on the part of the global majority; only now the dynamics of
deprivation are different.

So are the geopolitical circumstances. The world of the 1970s is no more.
Then the momentum of decolonization was still in motion, the Nonaligned
Movement was strong; the East bloc provided a counterbalance and alter-
native scenarios such as the new international economic order seemed to
make sense. But during the last thirty years, in the wake of the recycling of
petro-dollars and the ensuing debt crisis, globalization has come with a new
hegemony of finance capital, resembling in some respects Hilferding’s turn-
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of-the-century epoch of finance capital. Open space is shrinking. Delinking
as an option was overtaken by the new international division of labor in the
1970s and localism in the sense of building alternative enclaves has little
future. This is why the “new protectionism” is a loser strategy. Counter-
vailing power is now located in the diffuse realm of global civil society, civic
organizations, and NGOs.

In addition there are regional anxieties, such as double standards in the
Middle East, India’s worries about rivals in the region and Southeast Asian
concerns about the fragility of Indonesia; along with border disputes and
secessionist struggles.

Frustration fosters paranoia and conspiracy theories are a convenient
shortcut. Lashing out against “Jewish financiers” and George Soros, as the
Malaysian prime minister Mahathir Mohamed did, is not of much use. A
popular conspiracy theory in the Middle East centers on Zionism in league
with the United States because of the Jewish American lobby.3 In parts of
Africa, the Caribbean, and among many African Americans, the main
conspiracy is white racism and its machinations. If we enter into the minu-
tiae of international development politics the argument makes sense
enough.4

Part of cultural and symbolic violence is the hegemony of western
institutions and politics of representation. In the absence of an alterna-
tive coalition that is strong enough, western notions are the ruling
notions. On McPlanet, even dissent, as Ashis Nandy notes, has become
standardized and western forms of dissent and notions of rights and
justice set the tone.5

These perspectives in the South are mirrored by conspiracy theories in
the West—such as Jihad against McWorld, the clash of civilizations, the
Islamic bomb. Conflicts in the South are trivialized as remote skirmishes,
as in Fukuyama’s end of history, or yield doomsday perspectives, as in
Kaplan’s end of the world.6 Illegal immigrants, criminal organizations,
terrorists and drug traffickers threaten the citadels of civilization. The
issue is not that these phenomena don’t exist; the issue is politics of repre-
sentation.

Representations of Global Divide

For the foreseeable future, the world will be divided between a
post-historical part, and a part that is still stuck in history. . . .
Clearly, the vast bulk of the Third World remains very much
mired in history, and will be a terrain of conflict for many years
to come.

—Francis Fukuyama, 1992
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Collective history is a mirror and prism of existential dilemmas and
cultural leanings. Usually the way out is to try and identify trends that
seem broad and structural enough to generate a minimum of consensus.
Until recently a cliché among strategy analysts was that, in the words of
Michael Mandelbaum, major war while not impossible is “obsolete in the
sense that it no longer serves the purpose for which it was designed.”7

Mandelbaum views this as part of a wider trend of “debellicization” or
“warlessness.”

Warlessness is the product of developments that have their origins
in the West over the last 200 years and that have gained strength in
recent decades: the decline of orthodox communism . . . and the
concomitant spread of democracy . . . the expansion of commerce,
making war between and among trading partners, if not wholly
irrational, at least increasingly expensive; the reduction in the
average size of Western families . . . making each son more valuable
and less dispensable; and perhaps even the waning of religious faith
and with it the collapse of confidence in the existence of a world to
come, placing a higher premium on remaining alive as long as
possible in this one.8

This is a variation on the classic argument that “well-established republics
do not fight their own kind.”9 Since this diagnosis is confined to the western
world it recalls Fukuyama’s end of history thesis that splits the world in an
advanced part where war has gone out of fashion (the cost are too high and
the risks too great in relation to the gains) and a backward part where small
wars proliferate.

Some time ago Hillel Schwartz predicted that “the 1970s would see
the Politics of Despair, the 1980s the Politics of Desperation, the 1990s
the Politics of Catastrophe, and that the 21st century would be the Era
of Annihilation.”10 At the turn of the millennium, the apocalypse retail
trade has been especially active and offers ample choice in apocalyptic
scenarios. One that stands out is the new barbarism thesis. This argues
that these are times of ethnic pandemonium, as in Robert Kaplan’s neo-
Malthusian accounts of violence and mayhem in Africa and the Balkans.
In this view, the deterritorialization of economies is being matched by the
reterritorialization of identities. Identity politics and multiculturalism,
in the conservative view, are part of a syndrome of intensifying niche
conflict, neo-tribalism, and social fragmentation. Scholars skilled in
arithmetic inform us that about ten thousand societies are tucked within
180 nation states.11 In this perspective, ethnic fragmentation is a counter
scenario to universalist politics. The new barbarism thesis (or
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“Kaplanism”) matches a definition of conflict management as risk
containment and a “creeping coup” scenario of conflict management.

“Kaplanism” posits the need for a more authoritarian approach
to global governance . . . we will start thinking in terms of
“humanitarian sorties,” rather than participatory distribution
systems. If the military take on this role and, in effect, take on
partial governance of “failed states,” without consent or invita-
tion, one must conclude that a process that could be described as
a creeping coup is indeed under way, filling the policy vacuum
created as the United Nations developmental agencies are aban-
doned as an expensive failure.12

Other chilling scenarios are Huntington’s clash of civilizations and Barber’s
Jihad versus McWorld. What these views share is that the assumption of
progress and the evolutionary trend of gradually widening circles of social
cooperation turns into reverse, to ever narrowing modes of cooperation and
standards of action—from universalism to particularism, from secularism
to communalism, from nationalism to ethnicity, from cosmopolitanism to
localism.

Considered more closely, two fundamentally different perspectives on
the causes of conflict vie for prominence. One view emphasizes the politics
of difference—hence growing conflict; another emphasizes growing homog-
enization, courtesy of corporate globalism and McDonaldization—hence
alienation, inequality and conflict. If these diametrically opposite frames
of explanation are both deemed plausible and are both pessimistic, then
let’s step back and also reflect on pessimism itself as a taken for granted
common sense.

Paranoia comes natural and easy, has definite survival value, and is thor-
oughly familiar to the brain. Evolutionary psychology holds that the roots
of paranoia go back to primeval hunting times. In politics and social science,
paranoia analytics have a formidable lineage; besides, new technologies also
inspire paranoid scenarios.13 But for all its superb analytics, is paranoia also
fertile soil for identifying constructive ways forward? If we need to organize
the future because that’s where we will spend the rest of our lives, then on
what premises do we organize the future?

There is a pessimism of the right as well as of the left and sometimes it’s
not easy to keep them apart. Pessimistic scenarios on the right offer dim
diagnoses of trends past and present. The prediction that “the world stag-
gers toward inevitable war” annuls the “peace dividend” and justifies
rearmament.14 Both the pessimism of the left and the right is based on a
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bleak view of human nature, a pessimistic anthropology. But while the
pessimism of the right fears the forces of insubordination and instability,
left-wing pessimism fears the forces of domination and the way the wheels
of power turn. New technologies are ever used for narrow ends and domi-
nation by capital now comes in the shape of multinational enterprises and
the WTO.

The two hypotheses of why globalization creates conflict, growing
homogenization and growing particularism, come together in Amy Chua’s
account of rampant global market forces that set the World on Fire.15 Since
market forces are culturally embedded, growing inequality unfolds along
ethnic lines and inflames “long suppressed ethnic hatreds.” Her central case
is the Chinese minorities in the Pacific Basin, from which she generalizes to
worldwide cleavages. Chua produces another version of ethnic pandemo-
nium, now caused not by insufficient modernization but by global economic
integration. The problems of her thesis are that she reckons mainly with the
top stratum of ethnic Chinese and not with the many who are assimilated
into Southeast Asian cultures; she generalizes the scenario of ethnic polar-
ization worldwide, and in the process reifies ethnicity and ignores or
downplays interethnic relations.

Discourse serves multiple purposes, not necessarily in logical ways,
and I don’t mean to give a functionalist account; yet we can distinguish
several layers of discourse that sustain the empire of liberty. A general
framework of discourse shields and sustains the “chauvinism of pros-
perity.” With 5 percent of the world’s population, the United States
absorbs vastly disproportionate amounts of the world’s energy, capital,
and commodities. The United States, for instance, has more cars than
registered drivers. To naturalize and justify this spectacular imbalance,
discourses such as Fukuyama’s end of history argue that others are back-
ward and mired in history (and might catch up, without mentioning that
global catching up is an ecological impossibility). With 5 percent of the
world’s population, the United States spends 40 percent of world’s total
military spending. Threat assessments provide specific rationales; at a
broader cultural level, various discourses project assorted global divides,
all variations on the classic theme civilization versus barbarism. Within
this general setting one set of discourses addresses internal frontiers. With
5 percent of the world’s population, the United States has 25 percent of
the world’s prisoners. Blaming the victims as in the neoconservative “war
on the poor” provides discursive order. All these accounts suggest a world
that is deeply divided, along different lines, while it is globalizing (a brief
précis is in table 7.1). In fact most depictions of world politics are char-
acterized by a “two worlds” thesis.16
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Ethnic Politics?

Specific accounts that split the world from the viewpoint of the West are
“ethnicity” and “fundamentalism.” Consider one example. During three
months in 1994 in Rwanda close to 1 million people were killed and 2 million
displaced in a conflict between Hutus and Tutsis. Another ethnic conflict,
another manifestation of ethnic mayhem. Except that this was not an ethnic
conflict; it was primarily a political conflict between well-organized factions,
in particular the Akazu or small house around the Habyarimana regime and
the Rwanda Patriotic Front whose position in Uganda had become precar-
ious.17 This is just an example of how ethnicity is being banded about as a
signifier of mayhem, inspires sweeping generalizations and speculations on
primitive human nature and archaic solidarities, and in the process functions
as a new imagery and code of racism. Civilized peoples have nationalism
while “others” indulge in ethnicity.

Representations of ethnicity—as of “fundamentalism”—are replete with
references to irrational crowd behavior, mass pathology, and “evil leaders.”18

They are variations on the theme of the “bestial crowd,” a recurrent motif
from Plato to Freud: “the crowd as swinish multitude, as many-headed-
hydra, as wild beast.”19 In this regard the barbarism thesis of the left mirrors
the new barbarism thesis on the right and the right-wing view of ethnic
conflict through the lens of moral turpitude, anomie, and decadence.
“Socialism or Barbarism” has a long lineage in left-wing thinking, from
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Table 7.1 Representations of Global Divide

Theme Keywords for “others” Source

Clash of civilizations “Islam has bloody borders,” Huntington

“the age of Muslim wars”

McWorld Jihad Barber 

Lexus, Golden Arches Olive tree Friedman

“Kaplanism” New barbarism Kaplan 

Ethnic pandemonium Moinyhan 

Market-dominant minorities Ethnic polarization Amy Chua

End of history Small wars Fukuyama 

Warlessness Mandelbaum

Liberalism Terror Paul Berman



Friedrich Engels through Rosa Luxemburg to Samir Amin and others.20 This
thesis combines cultural prejudice with economic determinism and an
underlying assumption of popular disorganization and cultural and polit-
ical entropy.

An alternative perspective is that generalizing about ethnicity is of little
use because ethnicity is plural and refers to a wide variety of expressions. We
can distinguish different types of ethnicity, and to each type there are strands
of domination and emancipation. Are those who are suspicious of ethnicity
also suspicious of nationalism? Nationalism is ethnicity writ large and
arguably the core problem is the politics of nationalism rather than ethnicity,
for the other side of the story is that every form of ethnic conflict without
exception arises from nationalism taking the form of monocultural
control.21

What is termed “ethnic politics,” rather than archaic and anarchic
expressions of popular emotion, identity politics gone berserk, is often an
orchestrated, methodical and opportunistic mobilization of cultural
differences. The problem of ethnic conflict, notes Maynes, “is less one of
bad leadership than of inadequate structures.”22 A complex and dynamic
understanding of “ethnic politics” means engaging the “hidden economies
of armed conflicts”23 and the deep political economy of violence. It
means entering the labyrinth of local politics. Conflict situations usually
involve a layered crisis that cannot be simply reduced to a single set of
problems.

Beyond Blowback

In American media the 9/11 attacks have been routinely interpreted
through the lens of the “clash of civilizations”;24 as if Huntington’s thesis
was the prophecy and 9/11 its fulfillment. “Jihad 101” led the media inter-
pretations, as part of a configuration  that Timothy Mitchell refers to as
“McJihad.”25 Just as routinely, American media avoid discussion of United
States policies in the Middle East and avoid using the dreaded P word for
Palestine.26

An approach to 9/11 that does take into account American policies is
blowback. This reiterates how during the cold war the United States
supported conservative religious organizations as a countervailing power in
the fight against communism. The United States supported the Mujahideen
during the Afghanistan war of 1979–89, the way Israel sponsored Hamas in
the Occupied Territories as a counterweight to al Fatah and leftwing Pales-
tinian groups. As part of anti-Soviet operations in Afghanistan, the United
States—and allies including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, China, and
Israel—inadvertently created networks of violent Islamic groups that have
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since been active in Algeria, Egypt, Yemen, Bosnia, Kashmir, the Philippines,
and elsewhere. In the Middle East the returnees from the Afghan front,
trained and armed by the CIA and others, are known as “Arab Afghans.” In
this view, Bin Laden and al Qaida are part of cold war dialectics and an
outgrowth of anti-Soviet policies.27 Since they are also an extension of Saudi
oil wealth, Middle East policy is part of the equation. For decades the United
States and others relied on oil supplies from the Middle East while sustaining
oligarchies, pouring oil revenues into the region while politically alienating
it, particularly through virtually unconditional support of Israel. Thus
American policies created the resources, capabilities, and motives for polit-
ical antagonism in the region. During the cold war the imbalance of
economically strengthening and politically alienating a strategic region was
compensated for by the struggle against communism; the United States,
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and others conducted joint operations from Afghanistan
to Zaire. As part of its own balancing act Saudi Arabia supported both anti-
communism and conservative Islamic movements. When the cold war
unraveled, so did the alliance. The Afghanistan Mujahideen established the
Taliban regime. Meanwhile the Gulf War brought American military bases
into Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the Gulf Emirates.

The implication of blowback, originally a CIA term, is unintended conse-
quences of past security operations. While this implies admission of past
involvement, it takes politics out of ongoing events by treating them as the
unanticipated consequences of past actions. The same organizations that
the United States promoted in the eighties were declared the new enemy in
the nineties, renamed fundamentalist, with the clash of civilizations serving
as the new enemy doctrine. Yesterday’s freedom fighter literally became
today’s terrorist. The “clash of civilizations” is primordialism warmed over
that blames the victim and takes politics out of the equation: yesterday’s
allies were created and then recast as today’s enemies.

The Interplay of Modernities and Capitalisms

The global divide as represented by Huntington, Bernard Lewis, and others
suggests that the new threats are a matter of failed modernity or resistance
to modernity. An alternative explanatory framework may run as follows.
Ours is not a world of simple modernity or simple capitalism that exists in
varieties of more or less, further or earlier, differentiated along a single-track
path. That was the old panorama of evolutionism, progress, developmen-
talism, modernization, Westernization. Part of the problem is that the
language of social science and politics invites the use of the singular—
modernity rather than modernities, capitalism rather than capitalisms,
industrialization rather than different types of industrialization. This gener-
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alizing language is in use across the political spectrum, right to left, and is
inhospitable to nuanced thinking.

It is tempting to conceive of modernity as a single historical sphere, to
which there may be different roads but which is ultimately a singular expe-
rience. What matters in that case is only a before and after: pre- and
postmodernity. Of course, within modernity differences run between early
and advanced, high, radical, neo modernity, and at the edges of modernity
there are variations as well—peripheral, failed, truncated and hybrid moder-
nities, but these all refer back to more or less of a single modernity. On the
other hand, from here it would be a small step to recognizing spatial-
temporal variations—such as European, American, Japanese, Asian
modernities, and variations within each of these (such as West, Southern,
Eastern, and Central European variants). Another argument is to distinguish
among different sequences in modernization processes, as is common in
Asian perspectives. The idea of different modernities is now widely accepted;
a similar case can be made with respect to different capitalisms (discussed
in Chapter 9).

Multiple modernities and capitalisms are each shaped by historic and
geographical circumstances and take on a different character on account of
different modes of fusion and articulation. Acknowledging the geographical
and historical differentiations of modernity, capitalism, industrialism is one
issue; analyzing their interrelations is another. What is the relationship
between difference and sameness, between the variations and the theme?
These are not different realms that are neatly separated—modern and
premodern, North and South, and so on. Besides the different modernities
in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, the Americas, and Europe, there is the inter-
action of modernities and capitalisms. Understanding this interplay is a
major key to contemporary dynamics. “We live in a world in which compe-
tition is not only a feature of inter-firm relations, but of the relations between
different capitalist economic systems.”28

The theme of post-Fordism, for example, brings together discussions on
capitalism and industrialization, but is usually discussed as if it concerns
dynamics in the advanced economies of the North only. Yet the actual
options available and directions taken are likely to be more influenced by the
interactions among different modes of capitalism than is indicated by merely
examining varieties in the North, as if these represent the front end of capi-
talism (which is not tenable in view of the rise of Pacific Asia) and as if the
front end would not be affected by the rear. For instance, if “national vari-
ants of Fordism” include peripheral Fordism (Mexico, Brazil), hybrid
Fordism (Japan), and “primitive Taylorization” (Southeast Asia),29 the ques-
tion is how are they related?

While post-Fordism and postmodernity are important analytics, for a
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complete understanding we should consider the relations between post-
Fordist economies, newly emerging markets, and developing countries.
Consider for instance the ramifications of the East Asian economies. East
Asian firms have been new investors in deindustrializing regions of the North
and in Eastern Europe, thus affecting regional uneven development in the
North. Labor standards in newly emerging markets (lower wages, longer
working hours, less unionization) affect labor standards in multinational
corporations in their operations North and South. The bogus rhetoric of
less government intervention in newly emerging markets is being used to
reinforce structural reform globally and government rollback in the North.
Financial crises in emerging markets—the Tequila crisis, Asian crisis, Latin
American crisis—reverberate worldwide and have led to reconsidering the
architecture of the international financial system. It has generated the notion
of contagion as a successor to the cold war domino theory. Thus, links
between economies in the North and the newly emerging markets affect
developments North and South. This unfolds at the level of material
exchanges and economic and financial regulation and at the level of images
and discourse. These diverse spaces are not simply stray parts and add-ons
in a random arrangement but part of a structured, dynamic, and self-
reflexive configuration. The articulation of different capitalisms and
modernities is being processed and channeled through the nodes of global
capitalism and global hegemony.

Imperial continuities—the British Empire succeeded by U.S. hegemony—
have shaped the global career of capitalism. Nesting in the interstices of
empire and hegemony and carried on its waves, Anglo-American capi-
talism—the least regulated of all forms of capitalism—has become the
dominant form of global capitalism. Its economics, neoclassical economics,
has become the norm of economic thought. As part of global hegemony,
differences are erased in the terms in which they are being acknowledged—
as more or less of the same, early and late along the same course.
Globalization has overtaken development or, more precisely, developmental
globalism has become the successor to developmentalism; structural adjust-
ment has become the successor to modernization. Both refer to alignment
in the global ranks, the subsumption of differences under a single standard
set by the center.

The clash of civilizations was originally a funding proposal that Samuel
Huntington wrote as director of the center of strategic studies at Harvard
University. It turned out to perfectly serve the purpose of a new postwar
enemy doctrine. It echoes the American sense of geographical and histor-
ical distance from other continents. In other cultures that have been
intimately interacting crossculturally for ages, the exaggerated perceptions
of difference with other cultures to the point of a worldwide clash of
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civilizations, are often viewed as a bizarre premise. This contributed to the
rapid dissolution of worldwide solidarity with America in the wake of 9/11.
When the United States adopted a binary mode (either with us or with the
terrorists) it projected its continental island mentality on the world.

The “two worlds” matrix belies the interplay of modernities. Stereotypes
conceal ongoing interactions. Each culture uses reified images of others to
sustain its internal status quo. Orientalism in the North and Occidentalism
in the South are mirror operations. Conspiracy theories in the North serve
the purpose of threat inflation; in the South they shield governments and
elites from criticism. In both they conceal the actual interactions that take
place—which to maintain the paradigm of difference are treated as excep-
tions to the rule.
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Today’s era is dominated by American power, American culture,
the American dollar and the American navy.

—Thomas Friedman, 2000

Discussions of globalization often focus on Americanization and many
discussions of Americanization focus on popular culture, media and
consumerism, as in the familiar litanies of Coca-colonization, McDonaldiza-
tion, Disneyfication, and Barbie culture. These are all highly visible, within
many people’s range of experience and easily communicated, so they receive
overwhelming attention. But the focus on culture belies the significance of
American influence in economics, politics, and security, though it is less
visible on the street. Besides, American cultural influence and what Joseph
Nye calls “soft power” is rarely adequately linked to the other dimensions of
American influence,1 yielding an approach that is culturalist and ignores the
relations between soft and hard power. This chapter combines the themes
of American exceptionalism and American international influence and in the
process seeks to correct the culturalist approach to “Americanization.”

If we take global problems seriously and thus the need for global reforms
(such as global environmental regulation and regulation of international
finance) and then turn to their political implementation, we naturally arrive
at the door of the United States. Progressive social forces and international
institutions the world over make proposals for global reform, and their list
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is considerable and growing, but without American cooperation they stand
little chance of being implemented. In this regard the world’s sole super-
power is also the world’s major status quo power. The world leader, then,
turns out to be a global bottleneck and in this light American conditions
and problems become world problems.

The thesis of American exceptionalism in American social science holds
that the United States is a special case. If we take this claim seriously what
does it imply for U.S. leadership? What does it mean when a country that
by its own account is a historical exception sets rules for the world? This
chapter revisits the arguments of American exceptionalism and asks how
this spills over into the international arena.

This is not meant as another round of anti-Americanism; that would
take us back decades and onto conservative terrain. We may appreciate or
admire American society for its many contributions—its cultural mix as
an immigrant society, the vitality of its popular culture, its technological
and economic achievements—and yet be concerned about the way it
relates to the rest of the world. In the words of the British historian
Timothy Garton Ash, “I love this country and I worry about its current
role in the world.”2 This discussion seeks to take a clinical, matter of fact
look at American conditions and their consequences for global condi-
tions. The argument under examination is whether American
exceptionalism is important for understanding contemporary globaliza-
tion and accordingly, whether the margins of political change in the
United States hold implications for global change.

Furthermore, the aim of this discussion is not to revisit the globalization
as Americanization thesis. That is a variation on the modernization = West-
ernization = globalization thesis and an extremely narrow take on
globalization. I view globalization as a long-term historical process of
growing worldwide interconnectedness, far more diverse in nature and far
longer in duration than modern American influences. Thus globalization
also involves Easternization and South–South flows.

This treatment overlaps with the hegemony literature in international
relations but differs by taking into account American domestic politics. It
also differs from the conventional cultural imperialism thesis; overall
American impact may be largely a matter of what Johan Galtung called
“structural imperialism”: shaping other societies through structural leverage,
rather than just through direct political intervention,3 which includes but
goes beyond the cultural industries. Economic policies, international poli-
tics, and security too are “cultural,” but covertly rather than overtly so, and
less visible in everyday life.

American laissez-faire has promoted a worldwide shift from stakeholder
capitalism to shareholder capitalism; world economic management led by
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Washington-based institutions and neoliberal globalization have brought
increasing global inequality; and in world politics, the United States blocks
the formation of global public goods and institutions unless they can serve
as instruments of American power.

The literature on the world’s largest and foremost developed country is
vast and multivocal; this treatment is pointed, focused on American excep-
tionalism and global ramifications. Difficulties in this inquiry are to avoid
taking American ideologies for realities and to both heed American excep-
tionalism and problematize it. The closing section criticizes American
exceptionalism as a self-caricature and considers counterpoints. The first
part of this exercise is easy in that there is ample literature on American
exceptionalism, mostly from American sources, and the key themes are
familiar; this part is a précis organized in brief vignettes. The second part
probes the international ramifications of American exceptionalism. This is
less widely talked about, more controversial and tucked into specialist liter-
atures (such as on transnational enterprises, international politics, and
military affairs).

American Exceptionalism

The profile of American exceptionalism (AE) is fairly familiar. Its origins
lay in “the merger of the republican and millennial traditions that formed
an ideology of American exceptionalism prominent in American historical
writing.”4 Another familiar line of reasoning follows Werner Sombart’s ques-
tion of 1906, “Why is there no socialism in the United States?” AE is a
controversial thesis also in the United States. Thus it is argued that “because
of American heterogeneity we have not had a singular mode or pattern of
exceptionalism.”5 (Chapter 1 discussed exceptionalism within American
exceptionalism and the role of the American South and Dixie capitalism.)
Nevertheless, AE remains broadly endorsed by influential American thinkers
across a wide spectrum, in history, labor studies, and race relations; in polit-
ical science it has taken on salience through a major work by Seymour Martin
Lipset.6 American exceptionalism of a kind has also been signaled abroad,
often with admiration, from de Tocqueville to Gramsci, Ralf Dahrendorf to
Jean Baudrillard.

There are wider differences of opinion on accepting or rejecting AE, espe-
cially among American historians, than on the components of AE itself.
Major strands of AE such as laissez-faire ideology and the power of business
have been fairly continuous over time. Lipset notes that “Prolonged post-
war prosperity refurbished the classic American anti-statist, market-oriented
values,”7 which have been further reinforced under the Clinton and Bush
administrations. The decline in trade union membership has been ongoing
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and corporate hostility to organized labor and illegal corporate tactics against
organized labor have increased over time.8

This treatment is not a critique of AE; the focus is not AE per se but its
international ramifications. To a certain extent AE is understandable in rela-
tion to American fundamentals: a vast, resource rich continent without
foreign wars on its territory; a history of settler colonialism and a recent
modernity; a nation of immigrants and a huge interior market; the fourth
largest population and the first among developed countries. By the same
token this is a warning light that the American Sonderweg reflects funda-
mentals in which others cannot follow. As a Bostonian remarked to de
Tocqueville,“those who would like to imitate us should remember that there
are no precedents for our history.”9

Yet we cannot avoid problematizing AE. AE serves a double function as
a summary account of American historical and geographical particulars and
as an ideology. In its former role AE is widely referred to, yet contentious;
and as an ideology AE is a self-caricature that is as old-fashioned as the weary
stereotypes of “national character” in other nations. As such AE itself is a
form of “Americanism” and part of what it purports to describe; I detail crit-
ical points in the concluding section. It’s quite difficult then to draw a line
between AE as social fact and as ideology. On the premise of social construc-
tivism (or the idea that societies are constructed on the basis of people’s
beliefs and common sense) it makes sense to assume that both spill over into
the international arena. So AE as ideology may be as significant as actual
American deviations from historical patterns.

The long stretch of American hegemony places its stamp on societies the
world over and contemporary globalization is the latest installment. The
ongoing changes associated with contemporary globalization are partly of
a structural nature—technological changes, the information society, flexi-
bilization, individualization—and inflected by, among others, American
influence. To probe the question what kind of globalization American hyper-
power produces means to reexamine U.S. society.

Other countries are also often referred to as exceptional—such as the
German Sonderweg and Japanese uniqueness (Nihonjiron), the exception-
alism of Britain, France, Scandinavia, Europe, East Asia, China, Australia,
and so forth. But in most of these cases exceptionalism is single-issue (such
as British labor and French dirigisme) rather than multidimensional; it does
not also perform as a popular ideology (except in Japan and until recent
times Germany); and most important, these nations are not superpowers.
Any country would look odd if its historical idiosyncrasies would be ampli-
fied on the world stage. This is the real problem and not American
exceptionalism per se. Being the sole superpower is exceptional too; Hubert
Védrine as French foreign minister used the term hyperpower (“a country
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that is dominant or preponderant in all categories”). Superpower status is
not merely a condition but also a mentality, an outlook, so hyperpower
exceptionalism emerges as a theme in its own right.

Major strands of American exceptionalism are free enterprise and laissez-
faire ideology, the relative power of business and limited role of government,
the ideology of “Americanism,” and social inequality. To this familiar profile
I add the character of American modernity and the role of the military.

Free Enterprise Capitalism

The usual cornerstones of AE are laissez-faire side by side with a weak
state and weak labor organization. But none of these, except the last, is
unproblematic in a factual sense. The United States has a lower rate of
taxation and many fewer government-owned industries than other indus-
trialized nations.10 It is “the only industrialized country which does not
have a significant socialist movement or labor party.”11 The U.S. federal
government behaves like a minimal state but is also strongly regulatory
and strong in defence and security. Thus, mixed economy or John
Ruggie’s “embedded liberalism” is a more apt description than laissez-
faire. All along laissez-faire has been embedded in and tempered by
government interventions such as Fordism, party machines, the New
Deal, military Keynesianism, export credits, local investment incentives,
the “war on poverty,” and affirmative action. Unlike European social
democracy, American Fordism was based more on worker productivity
and pay rates than on worker rights, more on corporate designs than
government policy. Johnson’s Great Society was aborted by the burdens
of the Vietnam War. The United States is a residual welfare state and
increasingly a workfare state, but still a welfare state.

The implementation of laissez-faire in the United States has been partial,
discontinuous and opportunistic; deviations from posture occur anytime
political expedience requires. The actual deregulation of business increased
sharply in the 1980s. But while practice has been uneven, the ideology of free
enterprise has been virtually constant. Key features of American capi-
talism—free enterprise, minimal state, an advanced degree of possessive
individualism—are anomalous by international standards, but more anom-
alous still has been American laissez-faire ideology. Yet this ideology has
been consistently upheld as international posture: “Hardly anyone acknowl-
edged or addressed the contradiction between practicing a mixed economy
at home and promoting a laissez-faire economy globally.”12 As Paul Krugman
observes,“policymakers in Washington and bankers in New York often seem
to prescribe for other countries the kind of root canal economics that they
would never tolerate here in the USA. . . . My advice would be to stop
listening to those men in suits. Do as we do, not as we say.”13
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Political Conservatism

That government governs best which governs least

—Thomas Jefferson.

Less government is better government
—Ronald Reagan.

The era of big government is over
—William J. Clinton, 1996.

According to Lipset, the enduring values of American exceptionalism—
liberty, egalitarianism, individualism, populism, and laissez-faire—have
made the United States “the most anti-statist, legalistic and rights-
oriented nation,” “the most classical liberal polity” and “the great
conservative society.”14 A common description of American minimal
government is the “night watchman state”; Nettl goes further and refers
to the “relative statelessness” of the United States as a society in which only
the law is sovereign.15

Familiar features of the American political system are constitution-
alism, checks and balances and the presidential system. Constitutionalism
yields a law centered polity and is the foundation of what over time has
become an exceptionally litigation prone society16 and a “legal-rational
culture”: “In no other industrial society is legal regulation as extensive or
coercive as in the United States.”17 The 800,000 American lawyers are
one-third of the world total of practicing attorneys. Since the 1970s the
law profession has grown three times faster than the economy and litiga-
tion has increased at seven times the rate of the growth of population.18

The American republic was designed as a weak state with a divided form
of government. The antagonism to the state originates in the American fight
against a centralized (monarchical) state and derives from the American
Revolution. It follows, according to Lipset, that there is no tradition of
obedience to the state or law. An example is the failure of the U.S. govern-
ment to impose the metric system, which is official by law but not being
implemented.

The American separation of powers allows and even encourages
members of Congress to vote with their constituents against their
president or dominant party view. . . . American legislators,
including Congressional leaders, have voted against and helped to
kill bills to carry out major international agreements in response to
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small groups of local constituents. . . . As former House speaker
Thomas P. (Tip) O’Neill once put it, in Congress, “all politics is
local.”19

The country’s large size, federalism, and checks and balances make for a give-
and-take system of spoils in Congress: cooperation at a federal level is
obtained through regional and special-interest deals and redistribution. This
makes it difficult to pass progressive measures in Congress, which in turn
holds implications for American world leadership. A result is that what is
rightwing in most countries is the political center in the United States.

The exclusion of a third party in framing American political debate is
one of the features of American democracy. According to William Greider,
“The decayed condition of American democracy is difficult to grasp, not
because the facts are secret, but because the facts are visible everywhere.”20

The facts include mass voter absenteeism, campaign financing problems,
and sound bite political debate.

Social Inequality: Winner-Takes-All

“As the purest example of a bourgeois nation, America follows the compet-
itive principle of the marketplace in unions, management and other
relationships.”21 Relations between management and labor are adversarial
and the income spread is the widest among industrialized nations. J. P.
Morgan followed the rule that executives in his firms could not earn more
than twenty times what blue collar workers earned. In 1998, CEOs at major
companies earned 419 times the average pay of blue collar workers and this
gap is widening. The bottom fifth of U.S. households receives less than 4 per
cent of the national income while the top fifth takes home almost half.22

Tying CEO remuneration to stock performance has seen CEO pay rise
proportionately to the decimation of full-time jobs as downsizing increases
shareholder value.23 The economists Frank and Cook attribute the emer-
gence of the winner-takes-all system to competitiveness in combination with
changes in communication technologies that privilege winners—in corpo-
rations, finance, entertainment, sports, and education.24

Compared to other advanced countries the United States is marked by
greater equality of opportunity and greater inequality of outcome. Robert
Merton’s classic argument suggests that the differential between opportunity
and outcome accounts for the high U.S. crime rate, as aspirations are socially
shared but not the means for attaining them.25 American popular culture
reflects this tension.

The United States has greater tolerance for inequality than any advanced
society, in terms of political culture and development philosophy (as
discussed in Chapter 6). Social inequality has increased markedly since the
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1970s. Thirty million Americans live below the poverty line and 43 million
are without health insurance. The life expectancy of an African-American
male in Harlem is less than that of a male in Bangladesh. That foundations
and charities—a “thousand points of light” and faith-based organizations—
don’t make up for government failure is well-documented.

Americanism

Because of its size, the United States, like some other large countries, tends
to be culturally parochial and inward looking. Geographical insularity is
another factor. The United States is in many ways self-absorbed and
engrossed in collective narcissism. One indicator is the dearth of reporting
on foreign affairs. After the end of the cold war foreign reporting declined
and foreign correspondents were cutback at a time when the US role in world
affairs was increasing, creating the peculiar situation that the people least
informed about foreign affairs is the world’s most influential. Another indi-
cator is lack of interest in foreign literature and far fewer translations of
books in other languages than in other countries.

The United States according to Michael Harrington, is “a country united
not by common history but by ideology—the American Creed, or Ameri-
canism, which also serves as ‘substitute socialism.’ ”26 Americanism
combined with exceptionalism yields a fervent nationalism that is excep-
tional among contemporary societies, huddled around the Constitution, the
presidency, an unusual cult of the flag, and a pop culture of America Number
One.

In pioneering the use of electronic mass media and mass consumer
culture the United States sets standards in commodity fetishism. Its large
internal market makes it less dependent on and less sensitive to other coun-
tries, so there is little economic incentive to take on foreign horizons.

Shallow Modernity

Through the centuries Europe experienced tribal and peasant cultures,
empire, feudalism, monarchy, and absolutism—an Old World indeed. Here
modernity is a stratum arising from and interspersed with other historical
layers. Continental modernity arises from this historical depth and so the
outcome is a complex modernity. Broadly the same applies to social forma-
tions in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. In Europe the central role of the
state derives from the combined legacies of imperial history, feudalism,
monarchy, and absolutism, while the revolutionary correction of feudalism
and absolutism also required a centralized state. Social market capitalism and
the continental welfare state bear the imprint of the moral economy and
entitlements of feudal times, when lords ruled in exchange for providing
economic and military protection to their bondsmen.
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In contrast, American modernity is based on the experience of petty
commodity production, and slave production in the South, followed by
industrialism and Taylorism. In the United States there are “no traditions
from before the age of progress,” it is a “postrevolutionary new society.”27

Since American independence coincided with the Enlightenment the
country was founded on the basis of rational progressivism. Scientism along
with religious dissidence and Protestant idealism combined to produce
Manifest Destiny and the “Angel of Progress.”28 Gramsci viewed America as
“pure rationalism” and Ralf Dahrendorf interprets the United States as the
country of the “applied Enlightenment.” In the absence of a deep classical
tradition, American culture is characterized instead by the “reconciliation of
mass and class,” which entails the “deradicalization of class.”29

The absence of dialectics with older strata (neolithic, feudal, absolutist)
makes for unmitigated innovation unburdened by history: the unbearable
lightness of America. It makes for “rupture” as gospel. Conquest and settler
colonialism and immigration too make rupture with history and geography
a part of American collective experience. Key features of U.S. capitalism are
ramifications of American thin modernity, which in turn shapes America’s
role in the worldwide interplay of modernities.

Preponderance of the Military

The military apparatus plays a remarkably large role in American politics,
economics, and social life. The U.S. government is a minimal state except
when it comes to law and order and security. The only area in which the
government practices industrial policy is in defense; the one area in which
the Reagan administration engaged in long-term planning was defense and
the space missile defense shield.30

The military enjoys broad popular and bipartisan support. The armed
forces are the nation’s best funded public institution and enjoy the public’s
greatest trust and confidence—greater than universities, churches, the
Supreme Court, corporations, and any other American institution, even in
the wake of the Vietnam War.31 The military serves as an avenue of social
mobility for lower classes, which is one of the wheels of military Keyne-
sianism and makes up for a class-biased educational system.32 Right after
the party conventions, presidential candidates first address the Veterans
League and invariably propose more resources for the military—making
sure that “the American armed forces are the best equipped and best trained
in the world.” The moral status of the military is popularized and upheld
through frequent reiteration of its role in World War II in the media (typi-
cally skipping over episodes such as Vietnam and Iran-contra). Military
metaphors and desensitization to violence pervade in the entertainment
sector. The Pentagon and Hollywood are close; a sizeable share of Holly-
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wood production is devoted to military themes and parallels the phases of
the projection of American power.33 Just to illustrate the pervasiveness of this
influence: the choreography of Broadway musicals was originally based on
military drill and introduced by James Busby, a drill officer who had made
his reputation in World War I.34

The role of weapons industries in American industrialization is not excep-
tional by historical standards; building military strength has been the
locomotive of industrialization in advanced countries the world over, partic-
ularly in the late nineteenth century. What is exceptional is the enduring
role of the military-industrial complex, in line with America’s superpower
status. Since the late 1940s the Pentagon has consumed $12 trillion in
resources and continues to spend $300 to $400 billion yearly.35 After the end
of the cold war, “conversion,” and the peace dividend have not paid off.
Instead the inclination has been to keep the security apparatus occupied, to
upgrade equipment and weapons, provide opportunities for testing and
military careers with recurrent budget expansion, and mammoth projects
such as Plan Colombia. The conventional war economy thesis may no longer
be tenable;36 the economic rationale of a vast security force may now be
overshadowed by political rationales and a regional spoils system that
distributes government contracts and military facilities. But the monu-
mental expansion of the military budget of the Bush II administration brings
the war economy back.

In FY 2003 military spending makes up 49 percent of the discretionary
spending in the budget and education makes up 7 percent.37 The increase
of the military budget by $48 billion as part of the war on terrorism brings
the 2003 military budget to $380 billion. This exceeds the total military
spending of world’s nineteen largest military spenders. Meanwhile deep tax
cuts favoring the wealthy go together with cutbacks in spending on infra-
structure, education and social services. By 2006 the U.S. military budget
would be $450 billion annually.

The constitutional right of citizens to bear arms, the influence of the
National Rifle Association, and “gun culture” on the streets and in media,
echo American roots as a settler colonial conquest society in which pioneer
farmers act as frontier soldiers. A revisionist argument is that the origins
of gun culture are not the pioneer West but 1840s industrialization and the
civil war.38 These legacies find expression in a culture in which force and
coercion serve as political and economic tools.39 With over two million
citizens behind bars (2.2 million in 2002) the United States achieves the
greatest civilian incarceration in history and outranks all nations in the
number of prisoners; China is second. The prison population is America’s
“internal gulag.”40 The United States is alone among wealthy countries in
its extensive use of the death sentence. The recourse to force interacts with
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profit motives. Throughout the United States new prisons are an answer
to local economic depression and privatized prisons constitute a prison-
industrial complex.41 Gated communities and video surveillance are part
of the privatization of security: “from night watchmen and bodyguards to
virtual private armies, the security services industry is booming, while the
trade in firearms is breaking all records.”42

To recapitulate table 8.1 gives an overview of major dimensions of AE.

Globalization as Americanization?

The whole world should adopt the American system. The
American system can survive in America only if it becomes a
world system.

—President Harry Truman, 1947

Americans who wanted to bring the blessings of democracy,
capitalism, and stability to everyone meant just what they said—
the whole world, in their view, should be a reflection of the
United States.

—Stephen Ambrose, 1983

There is no doubt that features of American exceptionalism shape contem-
porary globalization; yet developing this argument involves several hurdles.
First, inherent in “Americanization” is an element of methodological
populism. To which unit of analysis does this apply—to which America,
whose America? The United States is the fourth largest country in size of
population, quite heterogeneous and local differences play a significant part.
American corporations with decentralized headquarters and offshore tax
reporting cannot be simply identified with the United States either. Besides,
transnational flows do not just run one way but in multiple directions; there
are also trends of Europeanization, Asianization, and Latinization of
America, economically and culturally (in foreign ownership, management,
style, consumption patterns). Diasporas have changed the character of
“America” all along and this bricolage character is part of its make-up. What
then is the actual unit at issue; is it a set of “organizing principles” that remain
continuous over time, as Lipset would have it or, at another extreme, is
America a site, a place of transnational synthesis and bricolage? Since waves
and layers of diasporas, from the Irish to the Latino, have been shaping
“America” it doesn’t work to just refer back to the founding fathers in order
to diagnose American fundamentals. It would not be productive either to
rework the “American challenge” kind of argument (à la Servan-Schreiber);
that would place the argument in a setting of national competitiveness à la
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Michael Porter. This kind of national focus is overtaken by accelerated glob-
alization and not appropriate to an analysis of the relationship between AE
and globalization.

A second problem is to accommodate historical variation in American
politics. AE doesn’t neatly match the actual profile of U.S. administrations
and is not necessarily intrinsic to American politics; to argue otherwise
would be to essentialize American politics. Wilsonian internationalism is
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Table 8.1 Dimensions of American Exceptionalism

Dimensions Keynotes

Free enterprise capitalism “Business in the U.S. has historically enjoyed an unusual
degree of political power.”1 Ideology of reliance on
market forces 

Political conservatism Institutional Minimal state. Constitutionalism.
Extreme separation of powers.

Weak working class organization.
Unusual power of corporations

Political process Populism. Voluntary associations.
Weak role of parties (state and local,
rather than national)

Values Individualism. Privatized ethics.
Transparency, social engineering

Ideology Americanism, patriotism

Minimal state “the most anti-statist, legalistic and rights-oriented
nation” (Lipset)

Weak working class “increase in the extent of illegal employer resistance 
organization to unions”2

Race relations Race as a substitute for working class solidarity. White-
ness as substitute privilege. Chronic ghetto poverty,
incarceration, death penalty

Voluntary associations De Tocqueville to Putnam, voluntarism, charity. And
gated communities.

Shallow modernity The country of the applied Enlightenment

Americanism As celebration of the absence of historical burdens. The
“meaning of America” served as a surrogate for history.3

Culture “in the US there is no long-standing traditional establish-
ment of culture on the European model.”4

1 Kammen, “The Problem of AE,” 5.
2 Ibid.
3 Howe, 25 Years of Dissent; Kammen, “The Problem of AE.”
4 Mills, The Sociological Imagination.



also part of U.S. foreign policy and American contributions to world order
include the establishment of the UN and Bretton Woods system, the Marshall
Plan, support for European unification, and policies in favor of human rights
and democracy. While these contributions are disputed, they show there is
greater variation to American foreign policy than just the profile of the past
decades. In the latter days of the Clinton administration there were changes
(mitigation of the embargo on Cuba, settlement of arrears in UN dues,
endorsement of the International Criminal Court), some of which were
reversed by the next administration.

In situating the transnational role of the United States it helps to distin-
guish several levels of analysis:

• Structural dynamics. This includes scientific and technological
changes pioneered by and exported from the United States. Ulti-
mately, these represent an intercivilizational heritage.

• Fundamental dynamics that are general to industrialized countries.
Here the leading package offered by the country that pioneers
these trends affects all; yet these dynamics are not necessarily
peculiar to that country. This brings us to the convergence thesis
of modernization theory according to which industrial societies
would eventually become similar. Trends such as mass produc-
tion, mass consumption, mass media, suburbanization, and
information technology are not “American” per se but since
the United States was the first comer they carry an American
gloss.

• American corporations and cultural industries seek to draw
monopoly rents from their temporary lead “by means fair or foul.”
This is a common business practice with ample precedent in
history. The British destroyed the Indian textile manufactures and
trade and sabotaged incipient industrialization in Egypt, Persia,
and the Ottoman Empire.43 Similar contemporary machinations
belong to the domain of “Americanization” proper.

• Through international leverage (international financial institu-
tions and WTO) and regional arrangements the US government
seeks to institutionalize the advantage of its multinational corpo-
rations.

• The war on terrorism and the imperial turn adds a geopolitical
agenda.

This suggests that the core questions of global Americanization are the last
three points: drawing monopoly rents, their institutionalization through
hyperpower leverage, and the geopolitics of “permanent war.”
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That the line between domestic and international politics is blurring is a
familiar point. Often the emphasis falls on the international influencing the
domestic; this query asks how the domestic influences the international:
how does American politics influence the international domain and the poli-
tics of other countries?

Table 8.2 gives a big-picture sample of how AE translates into policies
that affect contemporary globalization. Literature on each of these is exten-
sive; this discussion focuses on two themes as faces of AE on the world map:
American laissez-faire and its role in shaping capitalism and world politics.
The Washington consensus and international development politics are a
major part of globalization the American way and have been discussed in
Chapter 1.
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Table 8.2 American Exceptionalism and International Ramifications

Dimensions of AE Contemporary international ramifications

Free enterprise capitalism • US capitalism as the norm of capitalism
• Washington consensus, structural adjustment, IMF

and World Bank conditionalities
• Global model of polarizing growth: growing inequality
• Deregulation of international finance
• The dollar as international currency; dollarization
• The role of American MNCs
• Spread of American business standards, law and MBA
• Promotion of offshore economies 

Free trade • Trade policy as foreign policy instrument; Section 301
• WTO and neoliberal global trade rules
• NAFTA, APEC, and Free Trade Agreements

Minimal state and • Arrears in UN dues
political conservatism • Nonparticipation in international treaties and ICC

• Noncompliance with International Court
• Double standards in regional affairs (Middle East)
• Promotion of procedural form of democracy
• Government rollback in development policies

Weak working class • Conservative influence of AFL-CIO (in ICFTU)
organization • Little support for ILO (e.g. labor standards)

Residual welfare/ • Rollback of social sectors in development
workfare state (health, education, social services)

Voluntary associations • “Fostering democracy by strengthening civil society”
• Promotion of NGOs (USAID new policy agenda)

Individualism • Promotion of NGOs along lines of professionalization,
depoliticization, and political fragmentation

Thin modernity • Transnational social engineering through legal means
• Alignment of accounting systems to U.S. standards
• One-way transparency (Treasury, IMF, WB)
• “Seeing like a hyperpower,” global panopticism



Laissez-faire
From the early-twentieth century, a major U.S. export has been its brand of
capitalism, as in Taylorism, Fordism, high-mass consumption, free trade,
and American corporations and business practices. Since the 1980s under
the auspices of the Washington consensus, privatization, liberalization, and
deregulation have been added to the repertoire.

American hegemony is part of a series: the rise of U.S. influence followed
the era of British hegemony. Manchester liberalism, neoclassical economics
from the 1870s and its neoliberal resumption from the late 1970s, form a
historical sequence. Its momentum cannot be divorced from the period of
approximately 170 years of Anglo-American hegemony (from approximately
1830 onward and interrupted by periods of hegemonic rivalry).44
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Table 8.2 American Exceptionalism and International Ramifications (continued)

Dimensions of AE Contemporary international ramifications

Hegemony of military • Cold war spillovers (regional intervention legacies)
within US • Embargoes, sanctions

• Militarization of foreign policy
• Recurrent war metaphor: war on drugs, war on crime,

war on poverty, war on terrorism
• Promotion of enemy images (rogue states etc.)
• Mammoth projects for military-industrial complex
• “Humanitarian militarism” and intervention
• Grid of military bases and intelligence surveillance
• Redeployment of intelligence monitoring (Echelon)
• Covert operations, private military contractors
• Nuclear proliferation (nonratification of NTBT 1997)
• Health and environmental hazards of military 

operations (DU in Gulf War, Balkans, Afghanistan,
Iraq, and U.S.)

• Arms sales, training, and fostering regional arms races
• Militarization of borders (U.S.-Mexico model exported

to Israel, South Africa)

Americanism • Unilateralism; acting outside UN mandate
• Refusal to serve under UN command
• Presenting other states as deviant
• Promotion of the “American way”

American culture • High consumption and resource use
• Automobile culture, fossil fuel dependence
• Marketing as dominant cultural style
• Star and celebrity system
• McDonaldization, Disneyfication, Barbiefication
• CNN effect and sound bite culture
• Internet, Microsoft, dot.com
• African American culture (jazz, hiphop)
• Abstract expressionism, pop art



By world standards, Anglo-American free enterprise capitalism is an
anomaly. Mixed economies and social market capitalism have been the
majority practice throughout Europe, Asia, and the developing countries,
and central planning prevailed in socialist countries. Also in the British and
American experience, free enterprise was part posture and program and
only part reality: the self-regulating market was implemented late, partially
and intermittently, and the reality was embedded liberalism. Differences
between continental European and Anglo-American varieties of embedded
liberalism are matters of degree that turn into principle at several junctures;
they concern the role of industrial policy, labor regulation, management,
banks, venture capital, and stocks. Looking at the U.S., the differences are
significant though not quite as large as free enterprise ideology claims them
to be. From a European point of view, American influence consists of the
ongoing shift from the stakeholder model to the shareholder model of capi-
talism; or the incorporation of the political economy of social contracts into
the political economy of corporations, financial markets, and stock
exchanges; and an overall shift from social contracts to legal-rational
contractualism. This process is furthest advanced in countries where stock
markets are most developed.45 American laissez-faire economics is being
relayed internationally through the workings of stock exchanges, American
multinational corporations and their influence on corporate governance,
international ratings of creditworthiness and competitiveness, the Wash-
ington consensus, foreign investment in the United States and the pull
exercised in financial markets when the U.S. economy was dynamic.

American World Leadership

The United States fails to exercise world leadership in environmental, finan-
cial, and economic regulation because its political institutions would not
permit it to do so (in view of institutional gridlock, special interests, and
local politics in Congress) and presumably because its interests, as they are
perceived in leading circles, would not benefit from regulation. While in
many terrains the United States fails to exercise world leadership, it doesn’t
permit other institutions to fulfill this role either. Arguably, American inter-
ests are a beneficiary of lack of regulation or disarray. The American failure
to exercise world leadership then is a matter both of lack of capacity (polit-
ical institutions) and lack of will (political and economic interest). For
instance, the United States is the only developed country that has not rati-
fied the UN Convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination
against women (CEDAW), because doing so would override the authority of
state law in family law.46 Similar constraints apply to the many other treaties
in which the United States is the only outsider among advanced countries.

The United States treats the United Nations as a rival for world leader-
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ship. For the United States to recognize and strengthen the UN would imply
stepping down from its pedestal of world leadership. In the 1980s power in
the UN shifted from the General Assembly (one country one vote) to the
Security Council and its permanent five members, with the United States as
the hegemonic force: the New World Order in brief. The United States
defunded critical UN agencies such as Unesco and the UN system generally
by chronically withholding its fees; it fails to empower the International
Labor Organization, exercises political pressure on the UNDP and other
agencies, and bypasses the Security Council when convenient, as in the case
of Kosovo and the Iraq war. Instead of empowering the UN, the United
States prefers to act through the IMF and World Bank which operate on the
basis of financial voting rules. These agencies the United States can control
and the outcome has been the Washington consensus.

There are multiple layers and currents to American attitudes toward
multilateral institutions. The United States has been in the forefront of the
creation of international institutions: the International Court goes back to
an American initiative in 1899; the League of Nations and then the United
Nations and the ILO have been conceived or pushed by the United States at
a time when these institutions served as counterweights to European colo-
nial power. Reisman distinguishes multiple U.S. roles in relation to
multilateral institutions (prophetic-reformist, organizational, custodial, and
domestic pressure-reactive) which are repeatedly in conflict with one
another. This “puts the U.S. among the most avid supporters of multilateral
institutions, and yet, in different circumstances, pits it against the members
and administration of some of those same institutions.”47

American reformism reflects “the desire to engage in major international
social engineering. . . . The symbol of law is extremely important. Law is to
play as large a role in international politics as Americans believe it plays in
their own domestic processes, and judicial institutions . . . are deemed
central.” Accordingly, the “institutional modalities the U.S. helped put into
place” are legalistic.48 This inclination toward international social engi-
neering centered on law reveals America’s thin modernity and its
Enlightenment complex turned inside out.

To American isolationists, American globalists respond that they want
international engagement but not under the UN. The UN is perceived as
un-American in that it follows a different conception of world order, or as
anti-American in view of the Third World majority in the General Assembly
and its criticisms of American hegemony. Countries in the South have been
the target of stereotyping by American media and political elites who treat
the world majority and its concerns as political lowlife. Kissinger saying that
the world south of Paris and Bonn has no political relevance doesn’t help
multipolarity. The Jacksonian or “Joe Six-Pack” approach to international
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affairs is another strand of American foreign policy.49

As a function of American narcissism, American media tend to prob-
lematize all countries except the United States. In a casually hostile vision,
countries are branded as “loony tunes” or “rogue states,” nationalist leaders
are deemed “crazy,” developing countries or whole religions are backward,
the European Union suffers from “rigidities of the labor market,” and Japan
is guilty of economic nationalism. The absence of self-reflexivity or a sense
of humor and irony in viewing America’s place in the world seems to be a
part of collective habitus.

The U.S. Senate has not ratified the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and
the Bush II administration develops the national missile defense system and
global-reach missiles. Underlying the failure to ratify the nuclear test-ban
treaty is the “desire to keep all political and military options open, and,
indeed, broaden their scope.”50 The space shield program completely undoes
the architecture of arms race control built over many years; the 2002
Congressional Nuclear Posture Review and the idea of using nuclear deter-
rence against up to forty countries shows what is meant by “keeping options
open.”

Noteworthy is not AE, but other countries by and large following
American leadership without much question. Among OECD countries
France is the major exception;51 other counterweights are Russia and China.
Russia has been severely weakened by Washington politics under the guise
of the IMF; China has been neutralized through the process of accession to
WTO membership. U.S. strength is a function of the weakness or the lack
of coherence of other political constellations. European and Asian lack of
coherence match American opportunism in international affairs; hence the
global stalemate.

Hegemonic stability theory, formulated by Kindleberger and elaborated
by Krasner, Keohane, and Ruggie, holds that “in the absence of a world
government the global economy can be stabilized when a powerful nation
plays the role of flywheel,” performing several stabilizing functions.52 This
refers to a policy of carrots rather than sticks. Along the lines of hegemonic
compromise, EU countries and Japan grosso modo accept U.S. policies in
the context of the G8, OECD, WTO, and IMF because they share overall
benefits, such as concessions on trade and agricultural policies in the case
of the EU, find shelter under the U.S. military umbrella and benefit from
American economic growth. This does not rule out disputes but the differ-
ences are not large enough to upset the applecart.

International relations theories may impute more coherence than exists
and at times rationalize what may be political improvisation. What of hege-
monic stability in view of recurrent crises (Tequila, Asian, Russian, Turkish,
Latin American crises, Argentina, Brazil), enduring stalemate in the Middle
East and American recession? What of hegemonic stability in view of preven-
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tive strike and “permanent war”? By privileging overt politics over covert
politics and underplaying strategy and geopolitics, international relations
theories may put a systemic gloss on policy processes that, at times, may be
better described as absurd.

Beyond American Exceptionalism?

American exceptionalism has affected contemporary globalization in
several ways. American laissez-faire transposed globally fosters a world-
wide shift from stakeholder capitalism to shareholder capitalism. The
American twin, “private wealth and public squalor,” is gradually being
transferred to the global domain. In three decades of economic manage-
ment by Washington-based institutions, global inequality has doubled. In
world politics, the United States blocks the formation of public goods
and international institutions unless they can serve as instruments of
American power.

There are various options in assessing AE. One is the view of Timothy
Garton Ash: “Contrary to what many Europeans think, the problem with
American power is not that it is American. The problem is simply the power.
It would be dangerous even for an archangel to wield so much power.”53

This view strips American power from its American imprint, which is unre-
alistic because the character, scope, and magnitude of American power are
not intelligible outside the frame of American dynamics. This option is
attractive in that it sidesteps the burden of anti-Americanism. Anti-Amer-
icanism is so boring and old-fashioned that one response may be to take
American conservatism for granted, like the weather, or appreciate it for the
sake of difference and sheer American resilience. The strident conservatism
in most American media from CNN to talk radio is so habitual that one
hardly notices anymore. But a consequence of this line of thinking is that it
means taking the global effects of AE for granted. Besides, if anti-Ameri-
canism is old-fashioned, so is Americanism.

Another option is to take AE at face value. This means yielding to essen-
tialism and conservatism in American self-representations, which is the
impression one comes away with from Lipset’s work. According to Lipset,
“the dark side of American exceptionalism” are “developments which, like
many of its positive features, derive from the country’s organizing princi-
ples. These include rising crime rates, increased drug use, the dissolution of
the American family, sexual promiscuity, and excessive litigiousness.”54 This
essentialism of thinking in terms of principles and values ignores processes
and politics. Moreover, this diagnosis is coined in strikingly moral terms, like
a neoconservative litany; it overlooks more structural and troubling trends
such as the persistence and rise of inequality, the ballooning military and the
decline of American democracy.
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American exceptionalism is an old-fashioned self-caricature that ignores
the other America of the civil rights movement, “1968,” social movements
from the anti-Vietnam War to the battle of Seattle, and the polls that register
majority positions on labor rights, women’s rights, the environment, and
other issues that are usually far more progressive than those held by media
and political elites. This is also a country of vibrant multiculturalism; a
country where Michael Moore’s Stupid White Men goes through nine print-
ings in a week and ends up as the number one bestseller for months on end.
Lipset’s AE refers to a quasi-existing fantasyland like a Walt Disney model
town, ruled by a country club government and Stepford media. The funda-
mental problem of Lipset’s assessment is that it homogenizes American
exceptionalism, buys into a narrow version and ignores the political processes
through which a kind of AE is being produced.

Both extremes of ignoring AE or taking it for granted are simplistic. A
middle course is to recognize that AE is a self-caricature that is upheld and
reproduced politically and culturally. American fundamentals and dynamics
are distinctive, but on this basis, diverse policies, domestic and international,
can follow and have followed in the past, such as Wilson’s multilateralism,
Roosevelt’s New Deal, and Jimmy Carter’s human rights internationalism
(leaving aside the dark sides).

Lipset’s assessment is also completely inward-looking and ignores the
external ramifications of AE, so it is itself a form of narcissistic Americanism.
By world standards, the dark side of the current form of AE is that the
American way is not a replicable and sustainable model of development. The
free market and democracy made in U.S.A are no shining example. American
consumption patterns are not replicable—they are not even replicable within
the United States. Not everyone in this world will or can have a two car
family, a suburban home, a college education. Of course, not everyone in the
United States does either, but the standard is not in dispute. America’s
ecological footprint—its excessive use of energy and other resources—is not
replicable. The problem with AE is that it drains the world of resources, so
Americans suffer from obesity as the national disease, while the rest of the
world subsidizes American indulgence and conservatism. Globalization the
American way yields winner-takes-all globalization that increasingly mirrors
American conditions of glaring inequality, phony marketing culture, and a
punitive approach to deviations. This pattern has gone into overdrive in the
American permanent war project.

In considering how American institutions affect world politics, what
matters is not just what happens but also what doesn’t. A prominent discus-
sion concerns the deficit of global public goods;55 but in fact, “global public
goods” itself is a U.S. enforced euphemism for “global governance” is a
nonstarter in conservative American circles. What are possible counterpoints
to the current scenario of globalization the American way?
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There are essentially two options: internal and external change. As to the
former, there is “another America” and it is not to be underestimated, but
the present rapports de force do not suggest major changes. Another
America is possible, but not now. A new American political movement such
as a green party is constrained by the institutional features of the American
political system. The commercialization of American culture means that
public space has been privatized; the media are corporate and the margins
of info-tainment are slim. As if in a vast operation of self-colonization,
Americans have surrendered their forums of public engagement. The reac-
tion to the Enron episode and corporate scandals and the Iraq war illustrates
the power of the status quo. So if there is to be meaningful change in the
current direction of globalization, it is to come from outside the United
States, which is explored in the next chapter.
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There are many rooms in capitalism’s house.

—Saburo Okita, 1993

This discussion follows four steps. One is to retrieve the varieties of capi-
talism from the propaganda that claims There Is No Alternative to free
market capitalism. Second is to examine the status of American capitalism
in light of Enron and related episodes. Third is to consider the tipping points
of American capitalism in view of economic trends and military aspirations.
Fourth is to probe the scope for alternative capitalisms and the articulation
of alternative capitalisms. Looking forward, one option is a substantive
dialogue between Asian countries and the European Union with regard to
the direction of globalization and contemporary capitalism. This line of
argument functions at two levels, as opening up thinking about globaliza-
tion and probing the scope for choice, and as a broad-brush policy direction.

Continental European welfare states and Asian developmental states,
Rhineland capitalism and the state-assisted capitalism of East and Southeast
Asia are varieties of coordinated market economies that are characterized by
large government intervention and are relatively egalitarian (repeat: rela-
tively). This resembles the type of capitalism in most developing and transi-
tional economies. Together these represent the majority form of capitalism.
In contrast, Anglo-American capitalism arose from very particular historical
conditions; it is a minority form of capitalism and a global bottleneck when
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it comes to international reform. Asian and European capitalisms, without
essentializing or idealizing them or underestimating the ongoing influence
of neoliberal globalization, may share enough chracteristics to represent the
potential for a global alternative direction.

Varieties of Capitalism

Now that the confrontation between capitalism and socialism lies behind
us, the new pressing issue is the difference between capitalisms. The French
economist Michel Albert set the tone with Le capitalisme contre le capitalisme.
In institutional economics, the varieties of capitalism are variously charac-
terized as liberal market economies (U.S., U.K., Australia, New Zealand) and
coordinated market economies (most others). Alternative terminologies are
competitive managerial capitalism (U.S.), cooperative managerial capitalism
(Germany), and bureaucratic capitalism (Japan); stock market capitalism
and welfare capitalism, and so on.1

Let’s note the disarray of discourses: while varieties of capitalism are an
ordinary and widely discussed theme in institutional economics, interna-
tional political economy, development studies, and analyses of firms and
business cultures, it hardly figures in sociology, and most political and policy
discourse continues to either preach or target “capitalism.” Sources such as
The Economist and Wall Street Journal refer to capitalism in the singular,
assuming free markets to be the telos of modern economics. Social activists
often use capitalism in the singular, too. Yet the diversity of capitalisms, and
whether it is a lasting difference or they are converging, and the scope for
reform, are crucial points of dispute.

The diversity of capitalisms is not just a matter of a different set of bullet
points; they represent different forms of regulating market relations that are
deeply embedded in historical dynamics and particulars of culture and geog-
raphy. And they represent different modernities with all the intricacies this
entails. The way we view and comprehend alternative modernities is shaped
by the modernity we are affiliated with politically and epistemologically.2

Stereotyping self and others, positive and negative imaging, are inherent in
the politics of representation of modernities.

Not just the differences among capitalisms and modernities matter but
also the ways in which they interrelate (as discussed in Chapter 7). The
interaction of capitalisms can be viewed in terms of competition or comple-
mentarity among different country capabilities and their specializations in
economic sectors or phases of production,3 and in terms of diversity or
growing convergence. Essentially three scenarios are available in relation to
multiple capitalisms: lasting diversity, convergence, and mixing.4

Diversity. Richard Whitley offers a typical expression of the view that
divergence among capitalisms is lasting:“Convergence to a single most effec-
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tive type of market economy is no more likely in the twenty-first century
than it was in the highly internationalized economy of the late nineteenth
century.’5 The diversity of institutional settings may be reinforced by foreign
investment strategies that have been termed “institutional arbitrage.”6

Accordingly, what matters is not just quantitative data on foreign invest-
ment but in which sectors they occur and how they affect corporate
organization and governance. For example, leading foreign investors in Brit-
tany in 2002 are Italian, American, and German,7 but that tells us little about
the direction of corporate governance in the region.

Convergence. Susan Strange disputed the idea of lasting difference between
capitalisms because it ignores American structural power as both a market
force and a political force.8 The convergence of capitalisms hinges on
economic and political dynamics. It involves economic logics in that the
most successful form of capitalism exercises the greatest pull in financial
markets. One of the forces driving marketization and a dynamic through
which capitalisms interact is financialization and the growth of financial
services.9 “The processes of money movement, securities management,
corporate reorganization, securitization of assets, derivates trading and other
forms of financial packaging are steadily replacing the act of making,
growing and transporting things.”10

Convergence is also politically driven and promoted by relentless propa-
ganda about the superiority of the “free market” which claims that this is the
real logic of capitalism in the singular. Particularly since the era of Reagan
and Thatcher, American capitalism has been upheld as capitalism tout court,
as the norm of capitalism, even as American capitalism itself underwent
drastic changes (as discussed in Chapter 1). Deregulation created a system
characterized by aggressive deal making, high public disclosure (by American
accounting standards), CEOs as culture heroes, and winner-takes-all
outcomes. The influence of American capitalism occurs at the confluence
of several factors. Some are of a general nature: the overall changes associ-
ated with accelerated globalization and post-Fordism; some are geopolitical:
U.S. hegemony and cold war victory; and some are specific to the United
States: low-wage Dixie capitalism and new economy innovation.

The influence of neo-American capitalism over past decades has been
characterized as a shift from stakeholder to shareholder capitalism: stake-
holder values (of employees, suppliers, creditors, customers, communities)
are shortcut in order to increase shareholder value.11 The rise of Wall Street
and the Dow Jones, foreign investment flowing into the U.S. economy
(helped by tax incentives accruing to foreign owners), the value of the dollar
and the influence of American-style financial services and business prac-
tices demonstrate the appeal of this system.

A left-wing version of convergence is the transnational capitalist class
argument. This tends to homogenize capitalist interests and essentialize capi-
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talism, to ignore the “biodiversity” of capitalism12 and the differentiation of
the kind presented by microeconomic and institutional comparative analysis.
“Crisis of capitalism” theses, likewise, imply convergence and tend to under-
estimate the extent to which the flexibility of capitalism derives from
capitalisms and regional variation. The crisis of overproduction—which
looms beneath the frailties of American capitalism—while serious enough,13

does not take adequate account of regional variation; on the wider canvas
what matters is not just overproduction but maldistribution. The question
is not just whether there is life after capitalism but also whether there is life
during capitalism.

In the interaction between capitalisms and modernities, there is no ideo-
logically neutral airspace. Talk about “the West” (in relation to culture,
civilization, modernity, history, religion, capitalism, security) glosses over
the differences between Europe and North America. On either side of the
Atlantic, “the West” is a flag of convenience. In the United States, talk of
convergence easily turns to looking down on Europe in terms of economic
dynamism (rigid labor markets) or security (weak-kneed). Meanwhile anti-
Americanism provides entertainment throughout the world.

Mixing. The third scenario of mixing and institutional hybridization, in-
between lasting difference and convergence, rarely comes up as such in
political economy. This scenario may well be the most plausible, yet it is also
vague; for while it’s easy to point out instances of institutional blending, it’s
difficult to assess the relative magnitudes and the terms under which mixing
occurs and therefore the overall direction. It is easy to make a case for
hybridization but difficult to assess the politics and political economy of
hybridity.14

Recent signals—the dot.com bust, the collapse of Enron, the burst of the
Wall Street bubble, vast expansion of military spending, war, and deep tax
cuts—shed a different light on American capitalism and its international
standing. How do these signals affect the three scenarios of capitalist futures?
If convergence hinges on economic and propaganda appeal, these precisely
have been undermined. American military and political clout remains, but
is less effective when the U.S. economy is frail and shrinking.

Enron in Wonderland

If you can’t trust the numbers, how can you allocate capital
correctly?

—Paul Volcker, former chair of the Federal Reserve Board, 2002

The collapse of Enron and the ensuing corporate scandals reveal more than
“a few bad apples.”15 The Enron episode shows the impact of deregulation,
financialization and marketization, reveals Washington money culture, and
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coincides with the failure of the new economy. Enron machinations underlie
the California energy crisis and the privatization of energy markets in devel-
oping countries. Enron executives created an “accounting hall of mirrors,”
transferring losses to partnerships that showed profits on investments in
Enron stock that was sold to them at a discount. As discussed in Chapter 1,
it is a small step from financial engineering to cooking the books.

The previous remedy—manager ownership or stock options for execu-
tives—becomes an ailment when executives acting on insider knowledge sell
their stocks and disclosure requirements are lax. An analysis of the 1990s
Savings and Loan collapse concluded: “Bankruptcy for profit will occur if
poor accounting, lax regulation, or low penalties for abuse give owners an
incentive to pay themselves more than their firms are worth and then default
on their debt obligations.”16 Permissive accounting that does not show the
costs until years later and Wall Street’s short-term orientation create a system
in which it is rational for executives to loot their companies.17

This is made possible by institutionalized lack of oversight and account-
ability on the part of CEOs and chief financial officers, accounting firms
(doing double duty as consulting firms from which they derive 90 percent
of revenue), banks, lawyers, market analysts, media, and the Securities and
Exchange Commission. The failure of oversight institutions yields steep
inequity in the distribution of risks. Accountants act as consultants, invest-
ment banks recommend the worthless stocks of major client firms, analysts
find it easier to talk stocks up than down, media talk up the market, indi-
vidual investors’ savings seep like water through their hands, and insiders
walk away with multimillion gains. Between March 2000 and summer 2002,
the stock market lost $7.7 trillion in value and retirement plans and savings
for college vanished.

If 9/11 was a godsend to the hawks, Enron, the “economic equivalent of
Watergate,” is “a scandal so good that it hurts.”18 It exposes the stratification
of opportunity and risk exposure—“the rich know when to leave”—and
institutionalized insider trading. Sixty percent of American households
invest in stocks but stock market democratization (people’s capitalism)
hinges on reliable information. Circles of privilege are networks of infor-
mation, social insiders in Manhattan and the Hamptons share information;
social capital and economic capital overlap, taking on plutocratic and even
dynastic forms.19 That markets are imperfect because information is asym-
metric is not an occasional circumstance but a structural condition.

Yet reform in the United States is likely to be limited. The Business Round
Table, the Democratic Party (the business-friendly “party of economic
growth”), and mainstream economists oppose drastic reform. The key
players have all gained their stripes in an ambience of advocating deregula-
tion. The 2002 corporate reform bill imposes stiff penalties and jail sentences
for defrauding executives, but fraudulent intent is virtually impossible to
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prove. Mainstream American economists prefer tweaking deregulation to
abandoning it; they opt for combining deregulation with regulation in the
form of stiffer monitoring and accounting rules.20 This glosses over deeper
problems. The consequences of the Reagan administration’s deregulation
of business and finance are now becoming visible—Enron is the tip of an
iceberg of corporate malpractice. In the wake of deregulation, corporate
malpractice has multiplied while stakeholders have much less legal recourse.
Beyond deregulation lies a culture of corporate impunity in which the
bottom line matters more than how it is achieved; success matters more than
process because arcane accounting rules and lax oversight make the process
inscrutable. A culture in which corporations pay no taxes: “taxes are for
suckers.” Congress itself is tainted because of Washington money politics in
“the best democracy that money can buy.”21

The international ramifications of “Enronitis” may be greater than the
domestic spillover. The almost worldwide shift from stakeholder to stock-
holder capitalism, from worker participation in management to worker
participation in stocks (through privatization of social security, pensions,
and pension funds) hinges on the reliability of accounting and the compat-
ibility of accounting rules. Contemporary globalization hinges on
institutional cohesion and an aura of legality and probity. If it doesn’t deliver
equity and fairness, at least the winners are real winners. The corporate scan-
dals put an end to this story. While neoliberal ideology proclaims the
self-regulating market, real neoliberalism shows the political and insider
manipulation of markets, disguised as liberalization and market logic. The
logic in growth differs from the logic in contraction: contraction shows the
cracks in the mirror.

The Asian crisis of 1997 was blamed on crony capitalism in Thailand,
Korea, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia, made possible by poor
financial reporting. Crises in Latin America yielded similar diagnoses. In
the Middle East, from Egypt to Turkey, scrutiny shows that neoliberal market
gains have actually been the result of financial engineering and political
manipulation.22

Crisis in the United States means “cracks in the mirror of the future.” The
Treasury/IMF prescription in times of crisis is fiscal austerity and deflation,
but in the wake of 9/11, the Treasury spent billions to bail out airlines and
insurance industries. The American way preaches free trade but practices
protectionism. The taskmaster of neoliberal orthodoxy is now exposed as
crony capitalism USA. The mirror that globalization the neo-American way
holds up to the world is CEO enrichment combined with deepening social
inequality. IMF jobless, IMF homeless, and IMF riots are bywords in many
countries; now homelessness in the United States is on the increase.

What remained of the new international financial architecture that was
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discussed in the wake of recurrent crises was “transparency,” advocated by
the Treasury and IMF and included in the World Bank’s good governance
package. All along it really meant the alignment of accounting systems to
American standards, so Wall Street and the Treasury could read the books;
a one-way transparency. American accounting standards are now exposed
as “standards of greed” and “accounting reports are worth no more than the
paper they are written on,”23 so the United States has lost the high ground
of legal probity. If its own rules are bogus, can it serve as the international
rule maker? “Around the world, the architects of the global economy are
rethinking the idea that the United States should be the undisputed standard-
setter for everything from executive compensation to accounting. They point
to the dark side of a Western-style capitalist system that rewarded greed and
short-term gain and turned high-flying chief executives into celebrities.”24

The foundation of transnational neoliberalism is a hegemonic compromise
that increasingly operates by default rather than conviction in the absence
of a cohesive enough alternative coalition.

The Enron episode may turn out to be a tipping point. Is this what awaits
at the end of the road of deregulation? Is swindle capitalism the next chapter
after casino capitalism? The tipping point occurs if deregulation and no-
nonsense capitalism drive the U.S. economy down. No-nonsense capitalism
has gradually removed so many safeguards—accountability, transparency,
legal recourse against malpractice by corporations, accounting firms, and
market analysts—that eventually the economy and its infrastructure itself
may decline.

Tipping Points

What are the points of vulnerability of current U.S. policies? A major
undertow is the lack of legitimacy of the present policies. But in the theater
that matters for practical purposes in the short term, the United States, the
public institutions, from media to political parties, hardly function. The
media are corporate and serve as cheerleaders. So a legitimacy crisis does not
manifest and rarely translates into political consequences. In the Enron
episode, the losses were colossal but the consequences minor and the correc-
tions cosmetic. With docile media, even if more scandals erupt the
administration is practically buffered from their political consequences.
Public uproar abroad can be dismissed as “anti-Americanism.”

The main arena in which the U.S. administration is not sheltered from
adverse publicity and its consequences is the economy. Southern conserva-
tives may have political capital to spare, but Southern economics does not
travel well even in the United States and now comes with rising unemploy-
ment, Wall Street decline, and receding foreign investment. The military-
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industrial complex is no longer the growth engine it was in the past. At the
same time as adopting deep tax cuts in 2003, Congress raised the national
debt limit to $7.4 trillion. This allows the federal government more deficit
spending, but states and cities are required by law to balance their budgets.
Given Wall Street losses, recession and the cost of counterterrorism mea-
sures, states (indebted by $78 billion in 2003) and cities will further cut social
and education spending (by $75 billion in 2002 and 2003), and while services
are declining federal tax cuts will have to be compensated for by raising state
and local taxes. The shift from social and entrepreneurial government to law-
and-order government that is being effected at the federal level is thus being
reproduced at the state and local level.

In addition, the reach of Southern economics is not global. Enron and
Washington’s belligerence have ruptured the American aura of growth,
dynamism and innovation on which foreign investment, the status of the
dollar and the appeal of American cultural exports depend. Since early
2003, China has overtaken the United States as the prime place for foreign
investment.

The American current account deficit—what the United States owes the
rest of the world because of trade and financial imbalances—is the largest
in world history. It consists for about 80 percent of the trade deficit, the
excess of imports over exports. Catherine Mann, a former U.S. chief econ-
omist, asks: “The U.S. current account deficit, driven by the United States’
widening trade deficit, is the largest it has ever been, both as a share of the
U.S. economy and in dollar terms. How much longer can the United States
continue to spend more than it earns and support the resumption of global
growth?”25 In the early 1980s, the United States was a net creditor to the rest
of the world; it is now the largest net debtor. According to the congressional
budget office, the current account deficit is anticipated to rise from $420
billion in 2002 (4.1 percent of GDP) to $480 billion in 2003 and $730 billion
in 2006 (5.9 percent of GDP), bringing the deficit over 2004–13 to $1.4 tril-
lion. Financing the present deficit requires a capital inflow of $1.9 billion
each trading day.26 “On a flow basis, the U.S. is now attracting more net
capital than all the developing countries combined.”27

A Financial Times report observes that “the U.S. is protected by its ability
to borrow in its own currency and to attract inward direct investment and
equity purchases.” Yet it concludes, “What makes the claims relatively safe
for the U.S. also makes them risky for foreign investors. As U.S. assets
become a bigger component of their wealth, they must become nervous
about the currency and valuation risks.”28 The growing deficit and increasing
debt service weaken the dollar, which stimulates U.S. exports, but also makes
U.S. securities and dollar assets less lucrative for foreign investors. In 2002,
Europeans were net sellers of U.S. securities and Asians became the largest
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overseas investors in U.S. assets.29 Japan alone holds $386.6 billion in U.S.
Treasury bonds (per April 2003) and China has become one of the world’s
five largest holders of Treasury securities.30 Asian central banks own more
than $1 trillion of U.S. Treasury bonds. “Asian investors are in into the dollar
so deep, in fact, that they would have trouble bailing out, even if they wanted
to. Their own dollar sales would drive the currency’s value into a tailspin
before they could liquidate their holdings.” Yet they could distribute more
of their reserves at home to spur domestic consumer spending and reduce
their reliance on exports.31

When foreigners cease to supply the $500 billion that the U.S. economy
needs each year, the U.S. government will borrow on the domestic finan-
cial market and compete with private borrowers, which according to
textbook economics will drive up interest rates and slow down economic
growth.

What is in the cards is a profound reordering of the world economy,
which is difficult because of the high degree of transnational financial and
economic interconnectedness. Asia and Europe have such large dollar
holdings that liquidating them would endanger their financial position
and an American economic crisis would damage their exports. The
Federal Reserve reckons that a “steep cliff ” for the dollar is not in the
international economic interest; so the U.S. government continues on its
path of deficit spending. Washington’s preoccupation with American
primacy and permanent war is not only provincialism turned inside out
but also out of step with economic realities. As Will Hutton notes, “The
multilateralism that Bush scorns is, in truth, an economic necessity.”
American military might “is a strategic position built on economic
sand.”32 Anatol Lieven observes,

Given its immense wealth, the United States can afford a military
capable of dominating the earth; or it can afford a stable, secure
system of social and medical entitlements for a majority of its aging
population; or it can afford massive tax cuts for its wealthiest citi-
zens and no tax raises for the rest. But it cannot afford all three,
unless it can indefinitely sustain them through a combination of
massive trade deficits and international borrowing. This seems most
unlikely, especially in the midst of a global economic downturn.33

Given the structural weaknesses of the American economy, relying on the
military-industrial complex and permanent war are like adding to the Titanic
rather than changing its course; as a large-scale pyramid scheme, they post-
pone the day of reckoning. U.S. military might is Goliath with feet of clay.
Part of the Goliath complex is the repeated assertion of being number one.
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Essentially, American military might and permanent war are made possible
and paid for by the flow of dollars from the world’s surplus countries, espe-
cially in Asia and Europe.

An Alternative Rapport

In this light, it is important to recover the ground that European and Asian
capitalisms represent, analytically and politically. What is at stake is the shape
and direction of globalization at a time when the American way has become
a global bottleneck. Asian-European and intercontinental dialogue may
probe the scope for an alternative rapport—not always looking at Wash-
ington but following an alternative course.

Major international agreements have come about without American
cooperation—such as the Kyoto protocol, the International Criminal Court,
the ban on anti-personnel mines, the cleaner energy plan, the UN agree-
ment to curb the international flow of illicit small arms, the UN biological
and toxic weapons convention, the UN convention on the rights of the child,
and the UN covenant on economic, social, and cultural rights. These agree-
ments have not been anti-American; they don’t exclude the United States,
the U.S. excludes itself. Economies and technologies are now so interwoven
and America’s military lead is so dominant that an anti-hegemonic coalition
is neither feasible nor desirable; but there is scope for an alternative coali-
tion that the United States is welcome to join but that operates independent
of the American orbit.

It would be important to extend these forms of multilateral cooperation
to international finance, development, and trade policies. Substantive
dialogue and rapport between Asian countries and the European Union can
contribute to setting a new agenda. Newly industrialized countries in Asia
and Latin America and developing and transitional countries share a
common interest in stable multilateral institutions, regulation of interna-
tional finance and, arguably, reorientation towards a social and democratic
capitalism. Global justice movements such as the World Social Forum and
international labor organizations make essential contributions to shaping
the transnational reform agenda. A coalition of Asian, African, European,
American, and Latin American progressive forces could redirect and reshape
the course of globalization. Rather than complain about neoliberalism and
Washington policies, let’s turn the picture around and consider the resources
and resilience of alternative capitalisms. Let’s consider some of the issues at
stake in a European-Asian dialogue, mixing pros and cons along the way.

Economies and multinational corporations are now so interwoven across
regions that delineating European, Asian, and American spheres, each with
their autonomous room of maneuver, no longer makes sense. The notion
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of regional blocs and interregional rivalry is not a valid description of
contemporary dynamics. Yet, the next step along this logic, that states are
powerless in an increasingly borderless world, takes matters too far. So the
present argument pertains to the in-between zone of public policy where
state (and local government) and regional policy (such as by the EU) do
matter. Some time ago, Ronald Dore outlined the possible ramifications of
a Wall Street decline:

. . . just as the 1930s depression prompted the postwar attempts at
the social regulation of capitalism, so, if the coming bursting of the
Wall Street bubble is more cataclysmic than a “correction” and real
depression in the dominant economy gives enough backing to
“global capitalism in crisis’ talk, things could change. There could,
once again, with Japan and a German-led Europe in the vanguard,
be various attempts to reassert the nation-state’s power in the name
of society, to “embed” the economic activity within its borders in
norms and social structures that amount to something more than
mere monitoring of free and fair markets.34

Clearly, however, this kind of reconstruction cannot be confined within
national borders.

But is there sufficient internal and regional cohesion that can serve as a
basis for interregional cooperation? Varieties of capitalism should not be
essentialized; they are ever in flux and internally contested and international
links do double duty as domestic props. The interaction between capitalisms
and modernities is a minefield of ideologies and stereotypes, which prompts
caution when it comes to Asian-European dialogue. Which Asia, which
Europe? Internal diversity is too extensive for “Asia” and “Europe” to serve
as meaningful units. The idea of an East Asian or Tiger “model” is disputed.
Diversity in Europe is likewise profound. The United Kingdom is part of
the European Union but follows Anglo-American rather than Rhineland
capitalism. Yet in each sphere, the spectrum of debate is typically wider than
in the United States and this pluralism is a major resource in Asian-Euro-
pean and intercontinental dialogue. America’s weakness is that it is
dominated by single orthodoxy, while pluralism elsewhere retains the biodi-
versity of capitalism.

Indicators and accounting standards define the way firms and economies
are rated. There are large gaps between, say, the Human Development Index
of the UNDP and the Competitiveness Index and the ratings used by market
analysts to assess country creditworthiness. Stock market capitalism,
according to Ronald Dore,“means an economy centred on the stock market
as the measure of corporate success and on the stock market index as a
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measure of national well-being, as opposed to an economy which has other,
better, more pluralistic criteria of human welfare for measuring progress
towards the good society.”35 A dialogue between Asian and European coun-
tries can contribute to setting more meaningful and pluralistic international
standards.

In European accounting principles, “substance prevails over form” while
in American accounting “form prevails over substance.” American
accounting rule books are twice as thick as European ones, but since what
matters is the letter rather than the spirit of the law, lawyers can always find
new loopholes. Cultural differences underlie the difference in systems, which
are ultimately a matter of different modernities: American applied Enlight-
enment and shallow modernity underlie its legalistic culture, in contrast to
the complex and historically textured modernities of other civilizations. So
what underlies the present contestation over accounting rules is so to speak
a clash of modernities—by way of a tongue in cheek variation on the clash
of civilizations. The European Commission decided in 2000 that by 2005 all
companies in the EU must report according to International Accounting
Standards Board; it now urges the United States to internationalize its
accounting standards and adopt the European rules.36

In 1997, the IMF blocked the formation of an Asian Emergency Regional
Fund proposed by Japan. Thailand has recently proposed an Asian Bond
Fund.37 Asian-European dialogue could discuss redirecting Asian and Euro-
pean development funds from Washington-based institutions to regional
institutions, such as an Asian Fund, regional development banks, or UN
institutions.

Concerns in Asia are that Asian capitalisms need to become more
democratic, less patriarchal, more ecologically sustainable, and socially
responsive. Reconstruction in the wake of the Asian crisis is an opportunity
for renewal in this direction.38

In Asia, memories of European colonialism still linger. If American influ-
ence has shown mixed results, would it now make sense to lean over to
European perspectives? Why not just go it alone? The options include an
Asian renaissance, Pacific Century, or a global century. A rejoinder is that
transnational interaction takes place anyway and radio silence is not an
option. The same applies to Europe. The Maastricht Treaty positions the
EU amid competing capitalisms, transnational financialization, and stock
market capitalism, which all affect transnational capital flows. Absent alter-
natives, the EU goes along with standards of neoliberal capitalism in the
OECD and international forums; in WTO negotiations, European demands
for lifting trade barriers have often been more draconic than American ones.
The present argument favors Europe changing its course internally by
strengthening its social charter, and externally, by being less self-absorbed
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and engrossed in the EU process of integration and enlargement, and more
outward looking.

The “East Asian Miracle” was appropriated by the World Bank as a
demonstration of free market, export-oriented economic growth, in Sinic
Asia as a success story of Confucian ethics, and in Japan as a demonstration
of the importance of education and human capital.39 European conserva-
tives, British Tories, and American neoconservatives held up the East Asian
mirror to put pressure on trade unions and welfare state claims. European
conservatives and social democrats alike bestowed praise on East Asian
welfare systems as models of lean and effective government. In this view,
East Asian welfare systems subordinate welfare to economic efficiency, are
low cost, create incentives for hard work and use available social resources
rather than state dependency. But their downsides have not been as widely
considered: Asian welfare systems burden the family and especially women;
they reproduce inequalities, lack of institutional integration, and authori-
tarian political legacies.40 Likewise, the Asian crisis has been hijacked by
parties of all ideological stripes to prove their various points.

The European Union leads the way in regional institutional integration
and there is no Asian equivalent.41 At any rate, both Asia and Europe suffer
from democratic deficits in governance. The new people’s regionalism in
Asia can play an important part in transregional dialogue; social movements
and transnational NGOs such as Third World Network, Focus on the Global
South, Arena, and others play a major role in articulating criticisms of the
WTO, APEC, bio-engineering, Genetically Modified Food, and ecological
concerns.

Interregionalism can serve as a clearinghouse for global multilateral
forums, in the sense that multilateral negotiation becomes a staggered
process.42 In the WTO, it can mean Asian and European pressure for inter-
nationally equitable trade rules. In international development, it can mean
redirecting development efforts outside the orbit of the IMF and World Bank
and strengthening regional development institutions instead. In interna-
tional finance, it can mean backing for a Tobin tax accord.

A familiar hurdle is Asian resistance to Western or European insistence
on human rights. The emphasis on human security in Asian perspectives
places social concerns above individual rights, unlike human rights.43 This
offers a basis for dialogue with European social democracy more than with
American individualist leanings. The human development approach has
been inspired by East Asian experiences and resembles some forms of Euro-
pean social democracy, so it offers a further Eurasian meeting ground.44

Most Asian economies are deeply entangled in American technology,
investments, markets, security cooperation, and culture. China’s room of
maneuver is limited by its WTO membership. From the viewpoint of Asian
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countries, diversifying external relations may provide room of maneuver in
relation to the United States. Preemptive transregionalism has been in the
air for some time. APEC owes its existence to keeping Europe’s role in Asia
restricted and the Asia-Europe Meetings (ASEM) have been a response to
this maneuver.45 From European viewpoints, there may be as much to gain
from strengthening relations with Asia as there is from American points of
view. If in the American case, the bottom line is market access and geopol-
itics, the spectrum of interests and engagement in the case of Europe is likely
to be wider.

A European concern, besides integration, is the renewal of social democ-
racy. The welfare state cannot be rebuilt on a national basis but must be
rebuilt on a European and possibly on a transnational scale.46 Keynesian
demand management as the basis of the welfare state may lead to welfare
dependency (and the familiar neoconservative allegations) and should be
redirected toward social distribution with an emphasis on skills and capa-
bilities, on education, health care, and housing, as in the Scandinavian and
human development approaches. American economic dynamism led to the
allegation of Europe’s “rigidities of the labor market,” but many new jobs in
the United States don’t come with a living wage and social inequality is rising.
The renewal of social democracy is essential, in turn, for reshaping European
identity and addressing the crisis of multiculturalism. Rolling back the
welfare state at a time when immigration is increasing and more investments
in education, housing, health, and social services are needed to accommo-
date growing social demand, has contributed to a right-wing swing in many
European countries. The stalemate of the European welfare state and the
crisis of multiculturalism interact.47

The Rhine tortoise may yet overtake the American hare, to follow the
metaphor of Michel Albert. It would be ironic if two targets of American
disdain because of their deviation from free market norms, Asia and Europe,
would converge and set an alternative social market standard.

Eurasia

Europe, according to Paul Valéry, is the “cap d’Asie.” Ancient routes over
land and sea such as the Silk Roads connect the two. Eurasia dreaming is too
poetic a theme for our times of earnest political economy discussion. Never-
theless, Eurasia has inspired many dreams, claimed in turn by the Persian
Empire, Alexander, the Mongol Empire, the Ottomans, Napoleon, and the
Russian empire. Eurasia resonates with undercurrents of Russian
populism—Russian soul bridging Asia and Europe—and plays a part in
Turkish imaginaries. The idea of a “new Silk Road” goes back some time.48

A recent Eurasian dream was an anti-hegemonic coalition of Russia and
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China, which never materialized because for both it would have meant exclu-
sion from American investments and technology.

The latest claimant to Eurasia is the United States. In American geopol-
itics, Eurasia ranks as the world’s heartland: “he who controls Eurasia
controls the world.”49 In Zbigniew Brzezinski’s panorama of American
geopolitical objectives, Europe figures as America’s “democratic bridgehead”
and Japan, Korea, and Taiwan as American protectorates. Today’s most
coveted stretch of real estate is Central Asia, whose oil and gas reserves dwarf
those of the Middle East. Andre Gunder Frank reminds us of the latent
theme of the “centrality of Central Asia,”“truly the missing link in Eurasian
and world history.”50

A familiar account of the international order is a global triangle with
North America, West Europe, and East Asia as its poles and governed in the
spirit of multilateralism.51 Washington’s permanent war weakens this triad.
In addition the United States has long been a bottleneck in reform towards
a more equitable, accountable and sustainable global order. A Eurasian
rapport might help to strengthen moderate forces within the United States.

U.S. policy has long aimed to forestall a coalition between France,
Germany and Russia, which the Iraq war is bringing about. The logical
American countermove is to build an alternative coalition with Japan and
China.52 But China also opposes the Iraq war. Russia, China, and the five
Central Asian states now cooperate in the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion. This is part of the geopolitical and geo-economic setting of Eurasian
dialogue.

If Eurasian dialogue focuses primarily on economic and social policy,
what about defense and security? American military spending is at such a
level that no country or region can or would conceivably wish to compete.
American strategic investments represent a global lead that is not recover-
able; they suggest an inhospitable world that increasingly reflects American
alienation. Here the objective of Eurasian dialogue is to promote interna-
tional stability through multilateralism and to strengthen international law
and multilateral institutions that circumscribe the impact of American
geopolitics.

Over past decades, the world majority has been gradually moving towards
strengthening international law and developing constructive multilateral
norms and institutions. In many instances, the United States is virtually the
only country or the only developed country that has not joined the new
accords. For decades, the United States has concentrated on building the
free market regime of the Washington consensus, which is now crumbling,
and military power, while withholding cooperation from other international
agreements, particularly those that would restrict its exercise of power or
legal system. The American refusal to take part in multilateral agreements

Capitalisms • 157



is no incidental stubbornness but embedded in hyperpower exceptionalism.
For some time the United States has been marching to a different drummer
than the rest of the world. This “city on the hill” is “a place apart, protected
by its oceans,”53 so indifference to the consequences of military interventions
other than those that significantly affect the balance of power, is not a
farfetched assumption. This is why at this stage correction has to come from
outside the United States.

Coda 

As discussed in the first chapter, American capitalism has played a large part
in shaping contemporary globalization in its own image, as neoliberal glob-
alization. The global shift from stakeholder to shareholder capitalism looks
risky when the American model itself is at risk, as the Enron episode illus-
trates. By over-rewarding upper strata and underpaying lower and middle
strata, neoliberalism undermines its own foundations. Dixie capitalism has
not been merciful to Americans (30 percent of the American workforce does
not earn a living wage; 43 million go without medical insurance; “the rich
get richer and the poor get prison”). Wal-Mart, the country’s largest com-
pany and the world’s largest retailer, doesn’t pay a living wage. Most goods
sold in Wal-Mart are cheap imports, particularly from China. Over the years
the United States has been deindustrializing, deskilling and consuming to
such an extent that its trade deficit and job loss are structural.54

A fundamental part of American neoliberalism is the military industrial
complex, which has deep roots, as discussed in several chapters, and major
ramifications—such as the economic shift from the Frost Belt to the Sunbelt,
the rise of the Southern conservatives and their right-wing Christianity and
culture of militarism. This America undertakes neoliberal empire, a project
that is not sustainable militarily, politically or economically. If neoliberal
globalization was a theater of the absurd in which global inequality has
grown steeply, neoliberal empire is a theater of the grotesque. The world-
wide concern and antagonism that the United States now elicits consists of
several layers. It consists of anger over neoliberal globalization and its conse-
quences for the livelihood of the world majority, over “McDonaldization”
or the influence of American consumer and marketing culture, its opting out
of multilateral cooperation and reform, and American regional policies,
particularly in the Middle East. The United States harvests accumulated
disaffection. The most recent anger concerns the Iraq war. But the Iraq war
is but an expression of a deeper problem, part of which is the Pentagon’s
planning for permanent war. War is not the answer to the world’s problems,
but 5 percent of the world’s population that spends 40 percent of world mili-
tary spending, probably has no other answers to give.
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With so much of the national treasure spent on the military, why is there
no serious, sustained national conversation and public debate in the United
States about this spending and its purpose, and its consequences for the
American economy and society? Privileging military contracts means that
the U.S. economy has become uncompetitive. Reflecting on the situation
deeply, perhaps the essential problem is that the United States has been
spoiled by several generations of economic success. This underlies the funda-
mental weakness of American institutions. Empowerment for Americans
would mean a return to a New Deal type of economic regulation. The New
Deal took shape in response to economic crisis, and short of economic crisis
a return to New Deal politics is unlikely. The United States has long been
marked by a greater preponderance of business over labor than any advanced
country. The Southern conservatives are adamantly opposed to New Deal
politics and are also strongly invested in the military-industrial complex and
the authoritarian culture of threat inflation and stereotyping of the “rest” of
the world that comes with it. Liberals who buy into threat inflation and
endorse empire also endorse, knowingly or not, American authoritarianism
and the disempowerment of Americans, for that is the price of primacy. For
fear of global instability, they legitimate and unleash an American militarism
that is itself globally perceived as a destabilizing force.

For Americans the cost of pursuing primacy is that the United States has
become an authoritarian, conservative society. Overinvestment in the mili-
tary has incapacitated the country in many other spheres. The country is
undereducated, culturally backward and inward-looking, and economically
on its knees and dependent on foreign borrowing. The continually reiter-
ated drone of the world’s wealthiest, richest, most powerful country in fact
refers to the world’s largest debtor nation with unsustainable levels of debt.
The exercise of unrestrained power will have the usual unanticipated conse-
quences. Its foundations are growing economic weakness, reduced
manufacturing capacity and an external deficit so large that it is unsustain-
able. The grand strategy of permanent war signals the beginning of the end
of American power.
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