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In order to analyse the dynamics of global civil
society (global politics, global capital, global
c u l t u re, global inequalities), we need a methodo-

logical shift from the dominant national pers p e c t i v e
to a cosmopolitan perspective. A cosmopolitan
f rame of re f e rence calls into question one of the
most powerful beliefs of our time concerning society
and politics. This belief is the notion that ‘modern
society’ and ‘modern politics’ are to be unders t o o d
as nation state organised society and nation state
o rganised politics; in other words, the concept of
society is identified with the national imagination
of society. When this belief is held by social actors ,
I call it ‘national perspective’; when it is held by
scientific observers, I call it ‘methodological
n a t i o n a l i s m ’. This distinction between the
p e rspective of a social actor and that of the social
scientist is important because there is n o l o g i c a l
connection between the two, only a common origin. 

The Principles of 
Methodological Nationalism

Methodological nationalism equates societies
with nation-states societies and sees states
and their governments as the cornerstones

of social science analysis. It assumes that humanity
is naturally divided into a limited number of nations
which organise themselves internally as nation-states
and set external boundaries to distinguish themselves
from other nation-states. It goes even further: this
outer delimitation as well as the competition between
nation-states re p resents the most fundamental
category of political organisation. Much social science
assumes the coincidence of social boundaries with
state boundaries, thus presupposing that social action
o c c u rs primarily within, and secondarily across, these
divisions. 

F rom a social science perspective, the cosmo-
politan question is not primarily normative; that is to
s a y, it is not what a ‘cosmopolitan society’,
‘cosmopolitan democracy’, ‘cosmopolitan state’ or
regime ought to be. Rather it is whether there is a

clear sociological alternative to the national
mystification of societies and political ord e r. Is there
an actually existing cosmopolitanism, a reality of
( re)attachment, multiple belongings or belonging
from a distance? In fact, to belong or not to belong:
that i s the cosmopolitan question (Favell 1999; Beck
2002). Is global civil society part of this reality?

A sharp distinction should be made between
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l nationalism and n o r m a t i v e n a t i o n a l-
ism. The former is linked to the perspective of the
social sciences observer whereas the latter refers to
the perspective of political actors. Normative
nationalism holds that every nation has the right to
determine itself within the frame of its cultura l
distinctiveness. Methodological nationalism assumes
this normative claim as a given and simultaneously
defines the conflicts and institutions of society and
politics in these terms. These basic tenets have
become the main grid through which social scientists
see the world.

Indeed the social scientist’s stance is rooted in
the concept of the nation state, his or her sociological
imagination dominated by a nation-state outlook
on society, politics, law, justice and history. Social
scientists are, to a large degree, prisoners of the
nation-state. 

These premises also structure empirical research;
for example, statistical indicators are almost always
exclusively national. A refutation of methodological
nationalism from a strictly empirical viewpoint is
therefore difficult, indeed nigh impossible, because
many statistical categories and processes of
investigation are based upon it.

Comparative analyses of societies, international
relations, political theory, a significant part of history,
and jurisprudence are all essentially based on
methodological nationalism. Indeed, most positions
in the contemporary social and political science
debate over globalisation can arguably be
systematically interpreted as tra n s - d i s c i p l i n a r y
reflexes linked to methodological nationalism. It is
t h e re f o re very important for the future development
of social science that methodological nationalism,

Chapter 3
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as well as the associated categories of perc e p t i o n
and institutional discipline, be theore t i c a l l y,
e m p i r i c a l l y, and organisationally dissected and
reassessed.

Methodological nationalism includes the following
principles: 

1 the subordination of society to the state; which
implies 

2 that there is no singular but only the plural of
societies, in contrast to Niklas Luhmann’s (2002)
argument that there is only one society, that is
‘world society’;

3 a territorial notion of societies with state-
constructed boundaries, that is, the territorial
state as container of society; 

4 the principle of reciprocal determination
between state and society: the territorial
nation-state is both creator and guarantor of
individual citizenship rights, and citizens
organise themselves to influence and legitimise
state actions;

5 both states and societies are imagined and
located within the dichotomy-between the
national and the international, which up to
now has been the foundation of the dominant
ontology of politics and political theory;

6 the state as the guarantor of the social order
provides the instruments and units for the
collection of statistics about social and
economic processes that empirical social science
requires; indeed, the categories of the state
census have come to be the main operational
categories of empirical social science, and this is
true even for most ‘global’ data, which are
based on nation-state statistics and exclude
transnational ‘networks’, ‘flows’, and ‘scapes’;

7 in membership and statistical representation
methodological nationalism operates on the
either-or principle, excluding the as-well-as
principle: either ‘us’ or ‘them’, either ‘in’ or ‘out’.

T h e re is, however, a problem with the term
‘methodological nationalism’. It can be thought of as
a sort of prejudice, a ‘belief’, an ‘attitude’, and
t h e re f o re something that can be eliminated fro m
modern enlightened thought in the same way that we
eliminate other attitudes such as racism, sexism, or
religious bigotry. But the crucial point of
methodological nationalism is that it is not a matter
of values and prejudices, but rather of science and

s c h o l a rship and informed expert opinion. To be
p recise, methodological nationalism re f e rs to a set of
beliefs that are statements about empirical reality,
statements that mainstream social scientists, using
highly sophisticated empirical re s e a rch methods,
accept as true, as propositions supported by ‘the
facts’. Methodological nationalism is therefore very
difficult to understand. We have to ask on what
g rounds we reflect upon and criticise methodological
nationalism. And is there an alternative? Why should
one accept it?

The Cosmopolitan Perspective

The critique of methodological nationalism should
not be mistaken for the thesis about the end of
the nation-state. Nor is it necessarily the case

that in criticising methodological nationalism one is
p romoting the elimination of the nation. Nation-
states (as all investigations have shown) will continue
to thrive or will be transformed into transnational
states. What, then, is the main point of the critique
of methodological nationalism? The decisive point
is that national organisation as a structuring
principle of societal and political action can no
longer serve as a premise for the social science
o b s e r v e r. In order to understand even the re -
nationalisation or re-ethnification trend in the USA
or in western or eastern Europe one needs a
cosmopolitan perspective. How to move away from
this underlying methodological bias in the social
sciences is primarily an analytical and empirical
p roblem, but it is also a normative and political issue.
In this sense, social science can react to the challenge
of a global civil society only if it manages to overc o m e
methodological nationalism and to raise empirically
and theoretically fundamental questions within
specialised fields of research so as to elaborate the
foundations of a cosmopolitan social and political
science.

This paradigmatic reconstruction and re d e f i n i t i o n
of social science from a national to a cosmopolitan
p e rspective can be understood and explained as a
‘positive problem shift’ (Lakatos 1970) in the sense of
a broadening of horizons for social science re s e a rch: 

When politics and society are de-bounded, the
consequence is that the labels ‘national’ and
‘international’ can no longer be separated.
Considering the fact that to an increasing extent
governing takes place in de-bounded spaces, the
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increasingly problematic distinction, but which is
typical of the field- between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’
politics, as ‘national governmental politics’ and
‘international relations’ becomes definitely obsolete.
Thus it is not only a matter of integrating national
explanation factors in the analysis of international
political processes, or of re-evaluating the
international determinants of national political
processes, as was pursued in numerous approaches
over the past years. Rather, it is a matter of
questioning the very separation between ‘inside’ and
‘outside’. (Grande and Risse 2000) 

To sum up, traditional conceptualisations of terms
and construction of borders between ‘national’ and
‘ i n t e r n a t i o n a l ,’ domestic and foreign politics, and
society and state are less and less
a p p ropriate for tackling the
challenges linked to the global age. 

One implication is that the
national and the cosmopolitan pers p-
ectives understand sovereignty dif-
f e re n t l y. In the national pers p e c t i v e
we find it easiest to think about
globalisation as a simple alternative
to or negation of the modern state or
the system of modern states. This
f raming is often articulated as an
opposition between political re a l i s m
as a celebration of the necessity of state interests and
a political idealism that celebrates the potentiality of
some kind of univers a l i t y, some global or human
c o m m u n i t y. But the cosmopolitan perspective is not
concerned with the fall (or rise) of the nation-state in
the global age in the same way as the national
p e rspective. The cosmopolitan perspective offers a
way of analysing the whole global power game in
which states are redefined as one class of actor among
o t h e rs. The either/or of realism and idealism does not
make sense in a cosmopolitan perspective. In this
either/or game, either the state exists, albeit only as
an essential core, or it does not exist at all; either
t h e re is national sovereignty—that is, a zero-sum game
between national and international competence—or
t h e re is no sovereignty at all. In the cosmopolitan
p e rspective, ‘realism’ is a kind of political n o n -re a l i s m
because it neglects the second great transformation of
the whole global power game. A concept of
c o s m o p o l i t a n R e a l p o l i t i k is necessary in order to
u n d e rstand the positive-sum game of pooled
s o v e reignties. In an era of global crisis, national

p roblems can be solved only by tra n s n a t i o n a l - n a t i o n a l
c o o p e ration and state networks (Beck 2002). 

The horizon opened up by the distinction between
methodological nationalist and cosmopolitan per-
spectives reveals a new configuration of the world.
P re v i o u s l y, the national cosmos could be clearly
decomposed into ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. The nation-
state-governed order was established between the
two. In the inner experiential space, the centra l
themes of work, politics, law, social inequality, justice,
and cultural identity were negotiated against the
background of the nation, which was the guarantor
of a collective unity of action. In the international
realm, that is, in the outer experiential field, the
c o r responding concept of ‘multicultura l i s m ’
developed. Multiculturalism, by delimiting and

excluding the foreign, mirrored and
crystallised the national self-image.
Thus, the national/international
distinction always re p resented more
than a distinction; it actually func-
tioned as a permanent self-fulfilling
prophecy. 

Against the background of
cosmopolitan social science it
becomes suddenly obvious that it is
possible neither to clearly distinguish
between the national and the
international nor, in a similar way, to

convincingly contrast homogeneous units. National
spaces have become denationalised so that the
national is no longer national, just as the
international is no longer international. New re a l i t i e s
are arising, a new mapping of space and time, new
c o o rdinates for the social and the political which
have to be theoretically and empirically researched
and elaborated. (This is the research agenda of the
‘Reflexive Modernization’ Research Centre at Munich
University; see Beck, Bonß, and Lau 2003.) What we
a re talking about is a paradigmatic shift as illustra t e d
in Table 3.1.

The paradigmatic opposition between (inter)-
nationalism and cosmopolitanism does not establish
a logical or temporal exclusivity but an ambivalent
t ransitional coexistence, a new concurrence of
phenomena that are not concurrent. 

Institutions and organisations focusing on a form
of cosmopolitan social science research have a long
history and have competed with the ‘self-
confirmation circle’ of nation-state data and
knowledge production. First of all, it is the scientific
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ethos that bases itself on the higher quality of nation-
state data. In parallel, one witnesses, along with the
f e a red ‘cosmopolitan turn’, the return of either
metaphysics or the non-scientific, and often both
of them, to the centre of academic social science.
F u r t h e r m o re, methodological nationalism acquire s
its superiority from the prevalent conviction of
philosophy and political theory that Western values—
d e m o c ra c y, the rule of law, social justice—are possible
only in the shapes and contexts provided by the
nation-state. This leads to the conclusion that the
cosmopolitan opening betrays and endangers the
democratic ethos. 

In both these scenarios the major mistake is based
on two oversights. On the one hand the interpre t a t i o n
of the classical re s e a rc h e rs and their nation-state
p remises has been a-historicised and set as an
absolute. Whoever lauds the classical re s e a rc h e rs
masks her or his mental sterility, and forces herself or
himself to assume the existence of a copyist, a fact
which has already been the case for some time. On
the other hand one re p roduces the mistake accord i n g
to the old principle of ‘es darf nicht sein, was nicht
sein soll’ (‘it cannot be, what ought not to be’) of
sacrificing curiosity about reality to institutionalised
convictions about values. Even the most demanding
of data from the methodological point of view can b e

blind and lead to us being surprised and overwhelmed
by the return of the suppressed cosmopolitan re a l i t y. 

Global civil society actors can be understood as the
agents of a cosmopolitan perspective, even though
the phenomenon of global civil society encompasses
a diversity of cross-cutting beliefs, prejudices, and
assumptions. To put it another way, global civil society
could be re p resented as one element of actually
existing cosmopolitanism. To grasp the meaning of
global civil society, social science must be re -
established as a transnational science of the reality
of denationalisation, transnationalisation, and ‘re -
ethnification’ in a global age—and this on the levels
of concepts, theories, and methodologies as well as
o rg a n i s a t i o n a l l y. The fundamental concepts of
‘modern society’ must be re-examined. Household,
f a m i l y, class, social inequality, democra c y, power,
state, commerce, public, community, justice, law,
history and politics must be released from the fetters
of methodological nationalism and re - c o n c e p t u a l i s e d
and empirically established within the framework of
a cosmopolitan social and political science which
remains to be developed. This is quite a list of
u n d e rstatements. But nevertheless it has to be
handled and managed if the social sciences are to
avoid becoming a museum of antiquated ideas. 
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Political action

National perspective Cosmopolitan perspective

Nation-state-centred Globalisation seen from within the
Methodological understanding of society nation-state: under which conditions
nationalism and politics in both political do actors change from a national to a

practice and political science. cosmopolitan perspective? Actually
existing cosmopolitanism.

Opening up of the nation-state- The cosmopolitan society and
Methodological centred society and politics, its enemies: what does a cosmopolitan
cosmopolitanism sociology and political science: new society, state, and regime mean?

critical theory with a cosmopolitan
intent; redefinition of basic notions
and frames of references from a
cosmopolitan perspective.

Table 3.1: Paradigmatic change from a national perspective to a cosmopolitan social science
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The Invisibility of Global
Inequalities

In the second part of this chapter I would like to
a d d ress a theme, as well as a re s e a rch area, which
has remained central but has until now received

little attention from the cosmopolitan perspective. I
focus on the sociology of social inequalities in order
to both test and illustrate the relevance of a new
critical theory and its empirical claims by using a
c o n c rete example. The World Bank’s (2002) re p o r t
on the financial situation of developing countries
can be read like a an official written accusation fro m
child rights organisation Terre des Hommes against
the ignorance of wealthy countries. The falling prices
of raw materials on the world market, the commerc i a l
p rotectionism and the economic slump in
industrialised states, and the decline
of worldwide tourism after 11
September 2001 have all dramatic-
ally increased the destitution of the
w o r l d ’s poorest regions. The world
has become a dangerously unequal
place—and this is true even for the
rich in Western metro p o l i s e s .
T h rough debt repayment alone,
$US200 billion dollars is tra n s f e r re d
annually from the South to the
North. In parallel, private capital
investment flows to the South have
shrunk for the fifth successive year
and have now stabilised at less than
their 1997 value. While 1.2 billion
people, almost a fifth of the world’s
population, must make do with less than a dollar a
day, state development aid has decreased by 20 per
cent since 1990 (World Bank 2002: 1, 11). How can
one explain the contradiction between the growing
poverty of ever-increasing sections of the population
and the growing ignorance about this problem?

In Germany, many members of the Bundestag
belong to the generation which 30 years ago pledged
a form of ‘international solidarity’, were active in
T h i rd - World initiatives, or fought against poverty
during ecclesiastical action days, and stood for the
needs of ‘One Wo r l d ’. Now it appears that the policies
of this generation have transformed Germany into
one of the laggards of development politics. Can this
be adequately explained by the impotence of
politicians? Or is the fading out of global injustices
s t r u c t u rally conditioned? Is there a principle that

can account for the contradiction whereby global
inequalities grow while from the sociological point of
view they are legitimised? There is now a growing
global justice movement, sometimes known as the
anti-globalisation or anti-capitalist movement, that
tries to draw attention to these inequalities. This
movement, described in Chapter 4, is probably the
most active component of global civil society at the
moment. Yet its voices do not translate into concre t e
policies or generalised public concern. Why not?

T h e re are at least two possible answers to the
question of what legitimises social inequality: the
merit system and the nation-state principle. The firs t
has been carefully elaborated and criticised, since it
derives from the self-understanding of the national
p e rspective and is related to internal, intra - s t a t e
inequalities. The second can be derived from the

cosmopolitan perspective and is
related to the ‘legitimisation’ of social
inequalities. The bigger blind spots—
and sources of error—of methodo-
logical nationalism linked to re s e a rc h
on inequality can be revealed only
by means of a systematic switch fro m
the national to the cosmopolitan
p e rspective. A new critical theory of
social inequalities is needed which
p rovides a scientific expression of the
cosmopolitan perspective alre a d y
held by parts of global civil society.
Only on the basis of such a theory
can the fundamental asymmetry of
i n e q u a l i t y, which is re i n f o rced by a
p e rception trapped in the national

viewpoint as well as in the social and social science
p e rspective, be unravelled. Such a theory would
d e m o n s t rate that the ‘legitimisation system’ of the
nation-state rests on the fact that attention is
exclusively focused on the inside, thereby excluding
global inequalities from the field of vision of the
( relatively) privileged.

From a purely spatial point of view, it is possible
to distinguish between big inequalities (which can
further be divided into transnational, supra n a t i o n a l ,
international, and global inequalities) and s m a l l
inequalities. Small inequalities are those found within
the nation-state. They appear big to the people or
g roups concerned and this for the most obvious
reasons, but from a cosmopolitan perspective they are
small. The merit system both explains and legitimises
i n t ra-state inequalities. The appropriate metaphor
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for this phenomenon is the exam: all enter as equals
but come out unequals (with different positions in the
h i e ra rchy of needs). Under the merit system, incomes,
for example, can be characterised as both unequal
and legitimate. When we say that the nation-state
principle ‘legitimises’ social inequalities, we mean
that the lens through which the nation-state observes
national inequalities blocks out global inequalities. Big
inequalities are thus removed from the national
p e rspective, and can there f o re both grow and be
‘legitimised’ within a form of institutionalised
irrelevance and non-reality. How is this possible? It
is because the national perspective functions like a
m i c roscope. By focusing on small internal inequalities
it leaves out the bigger, global ones. In other words,
the preoccupation with small national inequalities
legitimises big inequalities.

The ‘law’ of nation-state exclusion of global
inequalities is obviously a case in point. The national
particularism of the state does not necessarily exclude
u n i v e rsal principles and perceptions. Nevertheless, it
does appear that the nation-state perspective pro v i d e s
a ‘liberation’ from the misery of the world. It functions
a c c o rding to the model of double exclusion: it excludes
the excluded. Global inequalities have grown: ‘the
a v e rage income in the richest 20 countries is now 37
times that in the poorest 20. This ratio has doubled in
the past 40 years’ (World Bank 2003: 7). It is surprising
how the big inequalities which are suffered by
humanity can be continuously legitimised through a
silent complicity between the state authority and the
state-obsessed social sciences by means of a form of
o rganised non-perception. 

Principles of the Construction 
of Non-reality

While the merit system provides a p o s i t i v e
legitimisation of small inequalities, the
nation-state principle produces a negative

‘legitimisation’ of big inequalities. ‘Positive’ legit-
imisation means that the merit system validates a
reflexive and reciprocal legitimisation, that is, social
inequalities can in principle be tolerated by the
underprivileged. In contrast, the legitimisation of the
nation-state principle is ‘negative’ because it is
c h a racterised by n o n- reflexivity and n o n- re c i p ro c i t y,
meaning that it cannot be tolerated by the
underprivileged and the excluded. The nation-state
principle is based on non-reflection, not on re f l e c t i o n ,
as in the case of the merit system. Thus, negative
legitimisation through institutionalised silence or
blindness precludes acceptance by those whose
acceptance is most needed, that is, the poor, the
humiliated, and the excluded. The nation-state
evidently does n o t legitimise global inequalities.
R a t h e r, the n o n-legitimised global inequalities are
hidden from view and thereby stabilised. Historically,
this means that the European nation-state re p re s e n t s
the institutionalised forgetting of colonialism and
imperialism, both of which fostered its development. 

In elaborating this ‘legitimisation through silence’,
I should like to identify four principles of nation-
state irrelevance and non-reality construction.

1. The fragmentation of the world into nation-
states removes accountability for global inequalities.
As long as there is no global jurisdiction or monitoring
institution to survey global inequalities, these will
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Matrix of social positions

Large (global) inequalities Small (nation-state level) 
inequalities

National perspective Irrelevant, non-existent Merit system

The nation-state principle The nation-state principle
Cosmopolitan perspective excludes the excluded and makes can only explain inequalities

global inequalities invisible within the nation-state.

Table 3.2: Sociology of social inequalities: national and cosmopolitan perspectives
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remain disaggregated into a motley pattern of
nation-state inequalities. Because there are appro x i-
mately 200 states, there are approximately 200
d i f f e rent frames of relevance and observation for
small social inequalities. But the sum of these
re c o rded inner, single-state inequalities does not
c o r respond to the larger global inequalities, because
the logic of the national perspective is not the same
as that of the cosmopolitan perspective. In particular,
national self-ascription and the endogenous causal
suppositions linked to it contradict the cosmopolitan
viewpoint, which stresses the fact that tra n s n a t i o n a l
i n t e rdependences, power relations, and causalities
also contribute to the explanation of ‘intra-nation-
state’ inequalities.

In the South Commission (1990:
2) report it is argued that: ‘if
humanity were a single nation state,
the current North-South split would
t ransform it into a politically explos-
ive, semi-feudal unit, the stability of
which is threatened by internal
c o n f l i c t s .’ This is both right and
w rong: it does not recognise that
the nation-state world ord e r
s t r u c t u rally ignores and there f o re
‘legitimises’ global inequalities.

The nation-state principle ex-
plains why the connection between
globalisation and poverty has been so seldom
re s e a rched. As long as the national perspective re i g n s
in both political action and in social science analysis,
poverty and wealth will continue to be localised in
the national context as a matter of course. Even the
mere possibility that the problematic consequences
of globalisation materialise in various historical
contexts—in the shape of growing inequalities,
e roding incomes, the over-exploitation of natura l
re s o u rces, and the undermining of democra c y —
remains analytically excluded. Thus, as far as social
science inequality re s e a rch is concerned, the principle
of nation-state fragmentation is linked to a major
source of error: the danger of a misguided ‘nation-
state-oriented’ conclusion . Global or transnational
i n t e rdependences, processes, power re l a t i o n s ,
causalities easily fade away or are misinterpre t e d
within the closed circle of a national pers p e c t i v e .
The crucial point is that this big mistake can be
neither unravelled nor avoided using a national
p e rspective; only a cosmopolitan outlook can pro v i d e
a way out of the deadlock.

2 . The perception of social inequalities
p resupposes equality norms. Within the nation-
state perspective, the stability with which major
inequalities can be excluded rests on the validity of
national equality norms, whether they be cultura l l y,
e t h n i c a l l y, legally, or politically defined. The
objectivity of global social inequalities is politically
i r relevant as long as these inequalities remain in
the shadow of institutionalised equality norms.
Within the national paradigm, at least in
Westernised welfare states, equality norms rest on
the formal equality of the citizen: income
d i f f e rences between men and women, places of
residence, and so on, do not justify a differe n t i a t e d

citizen status. All individuals within
a nation have the same rights and
duties. In this context, a differe n-
tiated citizenship status is there f o re
unacceptable. This legally sanc-
tioned citizen equality corre s p o n d s
to the nation-state guiding
principle of cultural homogeneity
(same language, history, cultura l
t raditions). The national principles
of inclusion and exclusion thus
determine and stabilise the bound-
aries of the perception of social
inequalities. This leads to:

3 . The impossibility of comparing
social inequalities between nation-states. The
national perspective and the ‘functional capacity’ of
the nation-state to legitimise global inequalities re s t s
on the fact that politically relevant comparisons can
be completed only i n t ranationally and not
i n t e rn a t i o n a l l y. Delegitimising comparisons again
presuppose national equality norms. In that sense,
income differences between, for example, Nigerians
and Germans, South Americans and Finns, Russians
and Chinese, Turks and Ko reans—even where they
have similar qualifications and functions—can be
very important. But the delegitimising potential of
these comparisons is felt only if they take place
within a common framework of perception of
institutionalised equality. This can be achieved
t h rough belonging to a particular nation or to a
globally active corporation. To some extent, it also
begins to be achieved through global civil society:
international NGOs, for example, or Diaspora links.

This raises the interesting question of how far one
can and will be able to legitimise the international
wage differences within the European Union by means
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of the principle of non-compara b i l i t y. As European self-
consciousness grows along with the institutionalisation
of European self-observation, will inequalities which
w e re previously ignored because they were international
also be perceived as i n t ranational inequalities, and will
new equality norms have to be developed? To the extent
that barriers enforcing the international non-
c o m p a rability of inequalities dissolve (for whatever
reason), the states of the European Union—even when
facing so-called ‘fixed’ inequality relations—will pro b a b l y
experience considerable turbulence. 

Nevertheless, the role of the nation-state is not
confined solely to a so-called legitimisation function
within the system of global inequalities. 

4. The ‘fading out phenomenon’
legitimises inaction, or rather it
legitimises those actions which
i n c rease big inequalities because so-
called ‘external’ effects, from the
national perspective, are pre c i p i t a t e d
into a form of pre-determined non-
reality or political irrelevance. The
exclusiveness with which social
inequalities are thematised as inner
inequalities thus facilitates a global
redistribution politics whereby risks
a re externalised, that is, they are
imposed upon weaker developing or
e m e rging countries, while profits are
maximised within the rich countries
of the ‘We s t ’.

While western politicians were busy extolling the fact
that we had reached a decade of unexpected peace
and wealth, a growing number of countries were
becoming engulfed in debts, unemployment, and the
decline of health and social services as well as urg e n t l y
needed infra s t r u c t u res. What has proved profitable for
Western corporations in terms of the strict enforc e m e n t
of deregulation, privatisation, and flexibilisation in
developing countries often turns out to be a disaster for
o rdinary people in these countries. To take just one
example: the World Bank, in its role as implementation
agent for the G-7 states, supported contracts with
private energy suppliers both in Indonesia and in other
countries. ‘These contracts obliged the public sector to
buy great quantities of electricity at very high prices’
(Stiglitz 2002: 71). The international corpora t i o n s
pocketed the profits while the risks were imposed on the
‘anyway already’ poor states. 

The U.S. Department of Finance and the World Bank
became renowned for precisely this type of private
commercial activity. That is already bad enough. But
when the corrupt governments of these emerging
economies were overthrown (cf. e.g. Suharto
(Indonesia) in 1998 …), the U.S. administration put
pressure on the new governments to honour the
contracts, instead of releasing them from their
obligation to pay or at least re-negotiating
conditions. Indeed, there is a long list of unfair
contracts, the honouring of which western
governments achieved by exerting pressure through
oppression. (Stiglitz 2002: 71)

To sum up these principles: the
nation-state world order fragments
global inequalities, national equality
norms exclude global inequalities,
and intranational comparability of
inequalities ensures international
n o n - c o m p a ra b i l i t y. The pre d e t e r-
mined irrelevance of big inequalities
enables powerful and wealthy
nation-states to burden poor states
with risks that flow from their
policies. Additionally, these policies
are confirmed and strengthened by
the methodological nationalism of
the social sciences in rich countries.
Inequality re s e a rch based on this

p e rspective greatly re i n f o rces national myopia; it
also depicts both itself and its object of re s e a rc h
within the framework of a nation-state science which
endlessly gives birth to itself. What is normally seen
as problematic from a scientific point of view, that is,
re s e a rch which re i n f o rces the re s e a rc h e rs’ own
p remises, is extolled here as a methodological
principle. At best, this form of national autism is
extended into an international comparative autism.
But this comparative methodological nationalism
remains bound by methodological nationalism. The
nation-state is a state of mind. Walls hindering
p e rception are erected and fostered, and are justified
and cemented by the knowledge generated by a
social science that bases itself on methodological
nationalism. However, this social and social-science
creation, that is, the non-reality of growing global
inequalities, is proving increasingly problematic.
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Cosmopolitan Realities Intrude

Nevertheless, there is a growing awareness of
the mistakes and contradictions of the
national perspective, for several reasons.

F i rst of all, boundaries have become permeable,
and interdependences which transcend all bord e rs are
g rowing exponentially. Take for example the obvious
c o n t radictions in which restrictive immigration policies
a re trapped. On the one hand, the rich Northern
countries are currently plagued by a spectacular
d e m o g raphic re g ression, with ageing populations that
t h reaten to overwhelm pension and health systems and
re i n f o rce political conservatism. On
the other hand, these very countries
a re busy building ramparts to ward
off both the feared and the re a l
i m m i g ration flows from the poore r
South. In parallel, military, economic,
and political interdependences are
g rowing worldwide, leading to new
flows of migrants and refugees. Every
m e a s u re in this field is damned: it
leads to side effects that can be
anticipated and often proves utterly
c o u n t e r p roductive. Thus, in the
aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2 0 01, the political desire to control migration flows,
especially in the US but also in European countries, has
been strengthened and sharpened. But it is pre c i s e l y
this re p ressive impulse that undermines the necessary
readiness to authorise more immigration, which could
counter falling demographic curves and re j u v e n a t e
the population.

A second reason has to do with the processes of
inner globalisation of nation-state experiential spaces.
Several developments play a role in this evolution.
Human rights are increasingly detached fro m
citizenship status and are no longer bound by
national contexts. Examples of this trend include
international education curricula, the gro w i n g
number of bi-national marriages and families, as
well as increasing transnational work and private life
connections. The national perspective is also
imperilled by the growing mobility of communication,
information, cash flows, risks, products, and services.
Even indigenous groups that have remained immobile
are being transnationalised within their experiential
capacities through mass communication, publicity,
and so on (Held 1999: 374). More o v e r, supra n a t i o n a l
institutions such as the World Bank, UNESCO, or

various NGOs systematically provide data which
publicise big inequalities worldwide, thus questioning
the mechanisms of the national non-reality-making
process.

T h i rd, new methods and patterns of differe n t i a t i n g
between inclusion and exclusion have gained
considerable significance. Increasingly, mechanisms
of inclusion and exclusion no longer follow the
classification of inequality into strata which end at
the national border: a feature typical of the nation-
state. New central patterns of inclusion and exclusion
are being developed along the lines of, for instance,
(1) supranational trade agreements (European Union,

N A F TA, and so on), (2) Diaspora
c u l t u res which follow ascriptive
c h a racteristics: for example, ‘Black
Atlantic’ (Gilroy 1993), or (3) the
conditions of everyday life in global
cities (Sassen 2001; 2002; Castells
1997; Albrow 1996; Eade 1996;
2000). 

G a r ret Hardin, in ‘Living on a
Lifeboat’ (1977), p rovided an early
and famous defence of the national
p e rspective and a critique of the
cosmopolitan outlook. He compare d

nation-states with diversely equipped lifeboats in
which the survivors of a shipwreck find refuge. Hard i n
argued that every one of these boats is free to offer
a seat to the many survivors who are struggling
against the wild sea. But this possibility cannot be
t ransformed into a duty since the taking on of
castaways disre g a rds the very security re g u l a t i o n s
of the lifeboat, thus endangering all the passengers
on board.

This ‘lifeboat ethics’ (‘the-boat-is-full’) arg u m e n t ,
which is still very effective today, is especially
i n a p p ropriate because the nation-state lifeboats
suggested by the national perspective have become
fewer and fewer. This is no longer a moral issue but
an empirical argument. The real current post- and
t ransnational inequality situations, forms, and
causalities are being misinterpreted. It is uncovering
the misdiagnosis of the national perspective, not a
m o ral critique of it, which constitutes the essence of
the cosmopolitan outlook and substantiates its
superiority.

Fourth, the distinction between big and small
i n e q u a l i t i e s — o r, put differe n t l y, between the
cosmopolitan and national perspectives—has itself
become questionable. We are increasingly confro n t e d
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with an internationalisation of national models of
i n e q u a l i t y. Competition within and between national
spaces increases along with the permeability of
national boundaries. Corre s p o n d i n g l y, it entails a
distribution of globalisation winners and losers
a c c o rding to production sectors that are either
shielded from the market or exposed to it. Last but
not least, the nebulous concept of ‘globalisation’ is
often used in the struggle between national and
t ransnational elites, who fight over positions and
resources within national power spaces.

F i n a l l y, the view-obstructing walls are also
d i s i n t e g rating in relation to the international
situation. At least since the terrorist attacks it has
become more difficult to exclude the excluded: the
i n c reasing poverty of the world
population is also perceived as a
p roblem inherent in the wealthy
Western countries, but its practical
consequences remain to be defined.
On the one hand, the danger of
t e r rorism, which defies national
b o rd e rs, undermines the nation-state
vision boundaries behind which
global inequalities continue to grow menacingly. On
the other hand, the emergence of global movements
opposed to war and linked to the global justice
movement introduces a cosmopolitan perspective on
inequality. 

T h e re is no doubt that these developments
o v e rs t rain nation states. They have not developed
the capacity to intervene to re d ress large inequalities.
Indeed, they do not even possess the capacity to
survey or monitor large inequalities, let alone do
anything about them. This is the explanation of the
central paradox of a new cosmopolitan orientation.
To the extent that the boundaries between big and
small inequalities become more permeable and no
longer correspond to national bord e rs, the mental
wall—that is, the institutionalised non-perception of
big inequalities—does not lose its significance; on
the contrary, it is further buttressed. Why? Because
it is only thus that the growing asymmetry between
demands for intervention addressed to states and
the actual capacity of these states to intervene can
be bridged.

Conversely it can be inferred that, if the nation
state ‘legitimises’ global inequalities according to the
Brechtian principle that ‘we don’t see those who are
in the dark’, this legitimisation breaks down with the
‘cosmopolitisation’ of the state. The cosmopolitan

state which (however selectively) integrates cultura l
Others lets loose—even in the most optimal case of
stable inequalities—an avalanche of legitimisation
p roblems as a side effect. Why? For the simple re a s o n
that it abolishes the boundaries of the non-
comparability of social inequalities. In other words,
cosmopolitisation actually increases the seductive
potential of re-ethnification and re-nationalisation
of both society and politics. Precisely because
boundaries are no longer fixed, the mental wall which
hinders perception is cemented anew. 

Can one or must one say now whether the nation-
state principle is a trap? Whatever the answer, it is
clear that the non-reflective unity between both the
s t a t e ’s and the social sciences’ capacities to make

global inequalities invisible affects
political and scientific actors in
c o n t rasting ways. Whether or not
the national perspective can be
attributed to ‘functional perform-
ance’ of the nation-state, it perverts
the social sciences. These are grad-
ually trapped into an incre a s i n g l y
obvious contradiction with their

scientific reality mission and ethics. Indeed, they base
themselves (often imperceptibly and unintentionally)
on the generation of non-reality within reality. The
silence of social science concepts on the subject of
global inequalities is a scandal.

A New Critical Theory

In this new era, a new critical theory with a
cosmopolitan intent has a crucial task. It must
breach the fixed walls of category systems and

re s e a rch routines of the methodological nationalism
used by the social sciences in order to, for example,
bring big equalities back into the field of vision. The
established intranational maps of social inequalities
a re elegant, depicted in detail, and thought to be
generally sufficient to manage politically the more
privileged part of the world population. But the
d ragons of the large, unknown, completely inad-
equately re s e a rched worlds of global inequalities are
no longer just simple decorative motifs adorning the
b o rd e rs. The nation-state belief, the national nar-
ratives, which dominate both public commentaries
and academic re s e a rch certainly cannot be overlooked
or ignored. At least since the 11 September terrorist
attacks it has become clear to many people that the
view through the wall that separates small
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inequalities from bigger ones goes straight down the
barrel of a gun. 

The new critical theory is also a self-critical theory.
Its main claim is that, first of all, the cosmopolitan
viewpoint, linked to various realities, detects the
c h a s m s that threaten the beginning of the twenty-firs t
c e n t u r y. Critical theory investigates the c o n t ra d i c t i o n s ,
dilemmas, and the unseen and unwanted (un -
intentional) side effects of a modernity which is
becoming increasingly cosmopolitan and draws its
critical definition power from the tension between
political self-description and the observation that
social sciences make of it. The main thesis is then that
the cosmopolitan perspective opens up negotiation
spaces and strategies which the national viewpoint
p re c l u d e s. The cosmopolitan contradicts the arg u m e n t ,
often accepted by national political actors and social
scientists, that there are no alternatives.

In the debate on globalisation the main point
does not revolve around the meaning of the nation-
state and how its sovereignty has been subord i n a t e d .
R a t h e r, the new cosmopolitan perspective of the
global power field pushes new actors and actor
networks, the power potentials, strategies, and
o rganisation forms of de-bounded politics, or in other
w o rds global civil society, into the field of vision.
This is why the cosmopolitan critique of nation-state-
c e n t red and nation-state-buttressed politics and
political science is empirically and politically crucial. 
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Introduction

Reconsidering neoliberal hegemony

Dieter Plehwe, Bernhard Walpen and Gisela Neunhöffer

It’s true that many people do not know where certain ideas come from, but the

important thing is that they agree with them.

Michael Joyce, Bradley Foundation (http://exile.ru/118/finktanks.php)

Current world politics are marked by a manifest paradox: The triumphal pro-

cession of global neoliberalism seems to have come to an end in the new mil-

lennium. Utopian neoliberalism’s pain-free, non-cyclical ‘new economy’ has long

been transformed into real existing ‘slow growth’ Enron-style crony capitalism.

Neoliberalism has been under constant attacks from the left (new social move-

ments, communitarian social democracy) and right (cultural nationalists), from

activists and academics, unwilling to continuously affirm prevailing neoliberal

consent. At the same time, the post-9/11 Realpolitik of US security measures and

anti-terror unilateralism are widely regarded to contradict the ‘new con-

stitutionalism’ of the disciplinary neoliberal global order (Gill 1993: 11). But in

spite of these challenges, a wide variety of neoliberal policies and projects, at both

the national, regional and global levels, remain on the political agenda. Exam-

ples of the former include Agenda 2010 – a program designed to reform the

‘sclerotic’ German welfare state, courtesy of the country’s Social Democratic and

Green Party leadership. At the regional level, negotiations for a Free Trade Area

of the Americas (FTAA) continue, as the primary thrust in the effort to institu-

tionalize a free trade regime stretching from Alaska to Argentina. Europe’s

increasingly neoliberal Union does count 25 members since the first wave of

accession of mainly Eastern European countries of the former socialist camp.

Efforts continue to bring a wide range of services within the WTO framework

and attest to the ongoing persistence of core aspects of neoliberal hegemony at

the global level. Margaret Thatcher’s TINA (There Is No Alternative) thus has

not lost much influence in economic and social policy making even in countries

openly rebelling against Neoliberalism such as Brazil.

Most of the contributions to this book argue that a range of stabilizing factors

attest to the profound transformation of the social agenda that these various

projects represent. Our central argument is that neoliberal hegemony must be

understood not as a fait accompli, but rather as an ongoing process of struggle

and compromise through which the meaning of neoliberalism is both re-examined



and reaffirmed. In particular, the various analyses gathered here suggest that we

need to take seriously the social practices and discourses of neoliberalism, and

the way in which these have become deeply entrenched in civil society, if we are to

understand the consolidation of neoliberal hegemony. We contend that various

social and political struggles which might be read as contestations of neoliberalism so

far should rather be seen as part of its evolution. Accordingly, these challenges have

contributed to the simultaneous reproduction and transformation of neoliberal

hegemony, rather than to its imminent demise. In short, it is our belief that the

death of neoliberalism has been greatly exaggerated.

To better understand why neoliberal projects and practices do not vanish in

spite of the growing challenges they face, we need to revise our understanding of

two concepts central to this debate: neoliberalism and hegemony.

� With regard to neoliberalism, we understand neoliberal philosophy itself as a

‘plural’ set of ideas rather than as a singular ‘pensée unique’ (Ignacio Ram-

onet). Much like social liberalism and ‘Keynesianism’ (Hall 1989), we argue

that neoliberalism cannot be understood as a singular set of ideas and policy

prescriptions, emanating from one source (Kjær and Pedersen 2001). Neoli-

beralism is frequently equated with market radicalism and anti-statism, but a

number of core principles developed by self-conscious neoliberals not only

express their belief in the superiority of market-driven competition as the

best mechanism of economic allocation, or in the privileging of property

rights (above, say, democratic rights) as a foundational condition of liberty.

Social minimum standards, for instance, are held to be compatible with

neoliberalism if welfare schemes are designed in ways ‘not inimical to

initiative and the functioning of the market’ (Statement of Aims, Mont

Pèlerin Society 1947, reprinted in Hartwell 1995: 41–2). More fundamen-

tally, the architects of post World War-II neoliberalism distanced themselves

from the laissez-faire liberalism of their intellectual ancestors by maintaining

that some degree of governmental oversight was a sine qua non of con-

temporary capitalism. Thus, the challenge for them was not to eliminate the

state, but rather to reduce its scope and redefine its role vis-à-vis the market

(see Plehwe and Walpen in this volume).

� Efforts to offer a comprehensive definition of neoliberalism are frustrated by

the plurality of views that exists within this philosophical and political camp.

Based on a range of common principles that form no more than a smallest

common denominator, a diverse group of academics and intellectuals have

succeeded in establishing and developing a family of neoliberalisms, includ-

ing the Austrian and Chicago Schools, Ordoliberalismus as well as Liber-

tarianism, some of which have been accommodated in quite diverse political

systems and by now inform the positions of both advocates and critics of

neoliberalism to a greater or lesser extent (Walpen 2000). In addition, influ-

ential contemporary paradigms that claim to be critical of neoliberalism (e.g.

communitarianism) display a certain amount of overlap and compatibility

with neoliberal philosophies.
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� With regard to hegemony, we need to deconstruct a global (in the sense of

universal) and overly harmonious understanding thereof, in favour of an

approach that seeks to identify what we call hegemonic constellations.

According to Antonio Gramsci (1975), hegemony cannot be exercised

exclusively by force and repression, even though these aspects of power have

to be at the disposal of the ruling classes in case of need. Hegemony requires

the active consent and participation of the ruled and thus finds expression in

coalitions and compromises designed to integrate diverse social forces into

(asymmetrical) historical power blocs. Instead of a global, homogeneous

neoliberal hegemony, we thus need to think of potentially quite distinct neo-

liberal hegemonic constellations, which may be constructed at national, transna-

tional, world-regional and global levels. Neoliberal historical power blocs

inevitably feature distinct characteristics and constituencies, although inten-

sified ‘globalization’ insures some important overlap. Over time, new histor-

ical power blocs may be formed through political struggle and these can

alter the orientation and content of earlier hegemonic paradigms, but this

process of change will be circumscribed by the achievements and institu-

tional legacies of the previous social forces who were successful in establish-

ing patterns of order and disorder that circumscribe tensions and social

conflict leading to new dynamics. We thus propose to study the rise, main-

tenance and transformation of neoliberal hegemony by way of distinguishing

different neoliberal hegemonic constellations in comparative perspective

with the aim of identifying both commonalities and differences across space

and time.

The contributions in this book aim to shed light on a wide range of actors,

networks, organizations, social forces, discourses and processes which are crucial

to understand neoliberal political practices in various countries and suprana-

tional polities, in institutions, organizations and associations, and in policy arenas

and discourse fields. We maintain in particular that larger political and economic

structures, institutions and interests need to be better connected to social rela-

tions in the realm of knowledge, discourse, ideas and interpretation (Guzzini 2000;

see Germain 2000 on ‘globalization’). Peter Haas’s (1992) concept of ‘epistemic

communities’ informs our analysis of the ideational aspects of neoliberal hege-

mony, although the scope of our project demands the more inclusive (i.e. beyond

agenda setting capacities) notion of a comprehensive ‘transnational discourse com-

munity’ (see Bislev et al. 2002 introducing ‘transnational issue area discourse

communities’ involved both in agenda setting and implementation strategies).

We believe that far too little attention has been paid to the political dimensions

of discourse communities imagining, nurturing, promoting and sustaining Neoli-

beralism – both in mainstream and heterodox contributions (see literature review

below for detail). While neo-Gramscian scholars in particular have skilfully

examined the capacity of and intellectual effort in elite forums such as the Con-

gress for Cultural Freedom, the Trilateral Commission or the World Economic

Forum to forge ‘compromises’ and ‘consensus’ expressive of ‘historical blocs’ of
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social forces, little attention has been paid so far to the relatively independent

role of ‘traditional’ intellectuals (i.e. ‘universalistic’ rather than organically tied to

social classes) in attacking and transforming an existing consensus, to the issue of

intellectual politics that cannot be reduced to the role of ‘organic intellectuals’

closely allied with dominant forces in the social relations of production. While

neo-Gramscian scholars are thoroughly critical of simplistic ideas of structural

determination, students of hegemony frequently pay little attention to intellec-

tuals as agents of change, more often than not limit themselves to ideology cri-

tique of individual intellectuals, rarely examine in closer detail competing

organized intellectual forces of the centre and right, tend to emphasize the role of

intellectuals as technocratic ‘legislators’ and ‘legitimators’, and frequently associ-

ate neoliberal ideas and knowledge politics closely with the work of ‘organic’

intellectuals of the business class (compare Cafruny and Ryner 2003 and Bieler

2000 for example).1 Organized efforts of neoliberal intellectuals who successfully

challenged the prevailing social liberal consensus and subsequently developed

and promoted a hegemonic intellectual agenda, therefore, are still not well

understood.

Thus to further promote the neo-Gramscian research project, we aim to nar-

row this gap by way of indeed taking serious one of the crucial insights of Anto-

nio Gramsci: ‘the relationship between the intellectuals and the world of

production is not as direct as it is with the fundamental social groups but is, in

varying degrees, ‘‘mediated’’ by the whole fabric of society’ (Gramsci 1971: 12).

Under contemporary conditions of globalizing social relations of capitalist pro-

duction engendering certain forms of state internationalization and concomitant

transnational processes of civil society formation (see Gill’s 1993 argument and a

corresponding outline of a research agenda), it is our contention that this ‘med-

iation’ process ‘by the whole fabric of society’ differs dramatically from the way it

worked before the Second World War. These transformations require a careful

effort to both further explore the historical work of Gramsci with regard to the

status of the transnational sphere in the analysis of capitalism2 and to address

contemporary hegemonic constellations with an approach similar to Gramsci’s

efforts to further develop a critical theory and social practice, an unorthodox

approach driven as much by historical experience as by a commitment to inde-

pendent thinking (see Morton 2001a responding to challenges posed, among

others, by Germain and Kenny 1998). Specific forms of translating rather than

simply applying Gramsci’s approach to the study of hegemony are required to

confront the historically unprecedented rise of think tanks and other civil society

organizations involved in contemporary struggles for hegemony within and

across borders since this new layer of ‘hegemony apparatuses’ complementing

and competing with traditional knowledge organizations constitute one of the

key aspects of a transformed ‘global knowledge power structure’ (Strange 1988).

The conscious build up of vast infrastructures in support of both national and

transnational neoliberal knowledge politics in particular must be explored as a

crucial aspect of contemporary mediation processes affecting the role of intellec-

tuals (see Fischer 1996 on a similar argument of political technocracy in the US).
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Consequently, one of our primary goals is to offer a more detailed compara-

tive assessment of the different roles of intellectuals in the creation and dis-

semination of neoliberal ideas and practices, while also underscoring – and here

we share the disagreement of neo-Gramscian scholarship with idealistic approa-

ches that want to single out ideas as causes – the way in which these intellectual

social forces are themselves socially structured, thence partake in the social rela-

tions of production and connect to other collective actors, networks, channels of

communication and organizations that occupy crucial positions in various

important political arenas of society beyond the narrow sphere of the state.3

While originally there was a distance of neoliberal intellectuals in many places

around the world to the power centres in the social relations of production that

should not be underestimated, the transformations occurring with the crisis of

Fordism led to a far-reaching realignment and helped to forge closer links, indeed

transformed many ‘traditional’ neoliberal intellectuals into ‘organic’ intellectuals

of the new ruling classes.4 However, even under conditions of neoliberal hege-

mony, a relative independence from business forces is carefully guarded by highly

self-conscious intellectual leaders such as Edwin Feulner of the Heritage Foun-

dation (Feulner 2000). While a lot of common ground can be detected between

the family of neoliberalisms and business elites, neoliberal and organic intellec-

tuals cannot be simply identified because each side maintains a selective

approach to the other based on partly diverting agendas and interests. A societal

approach (Strange 1996) to contemporary problems of neoliberal hegemony in

effect emphasizes the need to improve understanding of the diverse whole of the

political, economic, social and cultural spheres which together account for an

‘ensemble of social relations’ (Marx) marked by complexity and many aspects of

conflict, co- and cross-determination.

By drawing a distinction between neoliberalism and hegemonic constellations

we thus stress the need to analyse the world of ideas beyond traditional intellec-

tual history, especially their modes of production and distribution, in order to

better understand the materiality of ideas, i.e. their social aspect.5 The analysis of

the interrelation of conceptual and social aspects within today’s capitalism is

important to better understand neoliberal hegemonic constellations.6 A critical

assessment of the contemporary state of neoliberal hegemony must account for

flexible combinations of both ideational and material elements across time and

space within a common neoliberal matrix taking precedence over preceding

frames of social liberalism. We argue that neoliberal discourse communities are

crucial with regard to establishing the contemporary pluralism that exists today

within neoliberal confines. They were indeed extraordinarily influential and

instrumental in the original effort to forge neoliberal power blocs that eventually

replaced or helped to reorient previous social liberal coalitions and alliances, but

the structural power position of neoliberal discourse communities was strength-

ened subsequently when many of the erstwhile right-wing outsider positions

entered a widely accepted mainstream. Such mainstreaming eventually helped to

obscure the very influence of former heretics. At the same time a neoliberal

hegemonic constellation can persist even if a particular group of originally key
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neoliberal actors or a particular neoliberal school of thought is pushed to a

marginal position of the public discourse at a later point in time, depending on

what type of policies are actually pursued.

Furthermore, even if elements of neoliberal hegemonic constellations and his-

torical power blocs weaken due to the electoral defeat of a neoliberal government

or due to an economic (or financial) crisis, we argue that a range of internal and

external stabilizing factors beyond political and economic power complexes can

serve to defend, to maintain and to adapt neoliberal hegemony to new circum-

stances. Challenges to a neoliberal hegemonic constellation can and almost cer-

tainly will be reinterpreted by neoliberal forces who aim to deflect opposition and

do indeed not fully trust in government or business to accomplish the task.

Insofar as these efforts are by and large successful, a major realignment of social

forces is considered unlikely. Most of the contributions to this book argue that

this is the case, at least at present. Our purpose is not, however, to assert the

immutability of the current world order. Rather we argue that social forces

attempting to challenge neoliberal hegemonic constellations still need to develop

a better grasp of the core features of these constellations, and in particular the

way in which they adapt and respond to changing circumstances and criticism.

We will proceed considering three bodies of literature that offer different per-

spectives on the problem of global hegemony – namely, the state power, trans-

national class, and more recent ‘private authority’ approaches. We will stress the

relevance and contribution of these approaches to our project, while also

underscoring their limitations. In the penultimate section of this introduction, we

outline our (the editors’, not necessarily the contributors’) neo-Gramscian per-

spective (Morton 2001b) to the study of emerging transnational civil society as an

arena critical to the formation and articulation of hegemonic constellations. We

conclude with a brief overview of the chapters and summary of the key findings

that emerge from these contributions.

Three approaches to studying (neoliberal)
hegemonic constellations

State power relations, transnational capitalist class

and ‘private authorities’

State power relations

Neo-realists posit the determining role of state power relations in world politics

(Gilpin 1987: 25–6), and thus express concern about the re-emergence of

imperialism and conflict due to the decline of US hegemony. Their efforts to

explain both the maintenance and shortcomings of hegemony in the current

world order focus on the role of the United States as the sole superpower. While

the US enjoys an unprecedented military superiority vis-à-vis the rest of the world

(see Easterbrook 2003), the risks of military overstretch (Kennedy 1987) threaten

a future deterioration of America’s global dominance. To put it simply, the US

may be able to wage wars, but can it pay for them? New imperialism pundits also
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maintain that the transatlantic partnership between the US and Europe has been

transformed into a new rivalry, with Europe vying for the hegemonic power

position that the US can no longer maintain (Kupchan 2002; Kagan 2003).

European emphasis on multilateral negotiation and problem solving, combined

with a somewhat greater willingness to commit resources to environmental and

social problems, are either interpreted as evidence of the coming battle for global

supremacy, or as part of the effort of constructing a European identity in the

wake of the United States’ decline (Habermas and Derrida 2003; cf. the critique

voiced by Dahrendorf and Ash 2003).

However, despite the fact that disagreements over the Iraq question before

and during the US-led war in spring 2003 arguably constituted the most serious

rift in the transatlantic alliance since the Second World War, all the parties

involved sought to defuse tensions shortly after the war began, appearing rather

keen to rebuild a transatlantic consensus. At any rate, reading the debate over

Iraq as a transatlantic battle is inaccurate, since the US’s closest allies in North

America – Canada and Mexico – supported the French-led effort against the

war, whereas the UK, Italy, Spain, the Netherlands and the Eastern part of ‘new’

Europe backed the US position.

While in times of crisis, the increased use of state force (both in the form of

war and domestic repression) enables the dominant countries and classes to

secure their position, this iron law of power does not suffice to explain hegemony.

Hegemony, as proposed by Gramsci, relies to a large degree on the consent of the

ruled rather than on sheer force. In his famous and concise definition of civil

society, Gramsci writes: ‘the notion of civil society (in the sense that one might

say that State = political society + civil Society, in other words hegemony pro-

tected by the armour of coercion)’ (Gramsci 1971: 263).7 If consent is waning

and force needs to be used, hegemony must be endangered. At the same time,

the ability to successfully use coercion may enable the dominant power to sup-

port rebuilding a consensus.

In any case it turns out that the central explanatory variable of state power

relation theories do not tell us much about what Joseph Nye (2002) calls ‘soft

power’. Worse still, neo-realists try to explain variations in global orders and the

existence or absence of hegemonic stability across history with the same indica-

tors of economic and ultimately military strength, without regard to the changing

social and material content of such orders. Ruggie (1983) argued instead that

international consensus regarding the content of international regimes allows for

the construction of relatively stable institutions, even in a multi-polar world such

as the one that has emerged in the wake of the relative decline of US hegemony

following the crisis of Fordism (see Murphy 1994 on the historical transformation

of international regimes). In fact, neoliberal hegemony was on the ascendance

right at the time when many indicators pointed to the relative decline of the US

hegemonic position, and ‘Thatcherism’ preceded ‘Reaganism’. The US decline

in fact coincided with the expansion and strengthening of the GATT turned

WTO regime, and international cooperation on many issue areas has reached

unprecedented levels due to the collapse of the Soviet Union (e.g. in the field of
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nuclear safety). While the reluctance of the US to embrace the Kyoto protocol

and the International Criminal Court indicates hegemonic struggles typical of a

multi-polar order, the US has recently rejoined several United Nations programs,

following the neoliberal turn of a United Nations which is now featuring corpo-

rate partnership programs in virtually every issue area (see Paul 2001 on the UN

‘global compact’). In short, neo-realist hegemonic stability theory has a lot to say

about the rise and decline of a superpower. It has little to say about the rise and

decline of neoliberal hegemony. The rise of neoliberalism, and its subsequent

reproduction, cannot be explained by the role of the United States in the world-

system.

Still, even if neo-realist theories cannot fully explain hegemonic (in)stability

and are not interested in neoliberal content, their emphasis on state power, and

particularly the importance of military force, nevertheless highlights factors

which clearly remain important in the international political economy, as recent

developments around the war on terrorism have made apparent. Even if force is

not enough to secure hegemony, Gramsci certainly understood that consent

alone (without the military threat securing compliance) only suffices in a global

regulated society (as he called communism). As for now, state and military power

relations clearly are an important factor in world order, but they cannot be singled

out as the only or even primary explanatory variable in the study of neoliberal

hegemony (compare the alternative account for American imperialism and

Eurocapitalism by Panitch and Gindin 2003).

Transnational capitalist class analysis

Transnational capitalist class approaches have recently attracted attention from

authors looking to challenge the dominance of the neo-realist paradigm in the

field of international political economy. Different versions of transnational capit-

alism and class analysis, such as those represented by members of the Amsterdam

School (e.g Kees van der Pijl, Otto Holman and Henk Overbeek), and Leslie

Sklair’s more sociological effort to investigate the contemporary formation of a

transnational capitalist class, predominantly stress the structural power of trans-

national capital, with an eye to allies in politics, the professions and the media-

culture complexes. While Overbeek (1993) and van der Pijl (1998) as well as a

series of recent neo-Gramscian contributions on European Integration and

Enlargement (Bieler 2000; Bieler and Morton 2001; Cafruny and Ryner 2003)

emphasize the regrouping of dominant transnational capital factions in their

analyses of neoliberal hegemony, Leslie Sklair (2001) focuses on the formation of

a historically unprecedented transnational capitalist class centring around trans-

national corporations, which according to him only now are increasingly

detached from their countries of origin (see Robinson 2004 for a comprehensive

theoretical statement on global capitalism and the chapter by Carroll and Carson

in this volume for a further discussion of the transnational capitalist class debate).

Van der Pijl understands neoliberal hegemony as a comprehensive concept of

control, which has successively replaced the preceding paradigm of corporate

8 Dieter Plehwe, Bernhard Walpen and Gisela Neunhöffer



liberal control (1998: 4). In his reading, during the Fordist era, transnational

industrial capital constituted the most powerful transnational bloc supporting the

US-led global system, which Ruggie has described as ‘embedded liberalism’

(Ruggie 1983). The crisis of Fordism led to the rise of financial and speculative

business interests in the 1970s – politically enabled by measures to liberalize

financial markets (Helleiner 1994) – that in turn resulted in a realignment of the

dominant capitalist class faction. Compared with the corporate liberal compre-

hensive concept of control, neoliberalism is characterized by an open hostility to

trade unions, corporatist style decision-making, state interventionism, progressive

taxation and other efforts to redistribute income in favour of the working classes.

However, class and power relations in the different industrialized countries

require and result in specific compromises (Overbeek 1993).

While van der Pijl’s research provides rich historical detail of the alliances

between business factions and political forces that cooperate closely in corporate

planning groups (such as the Bilderberg Group and the Trilateral Commission),

factors other than dominant business interests are not given much independent

weight. The definition of the control concept eventually reveals a fair amount of

functionalism.8 The insistence on comprehensiveness leaves little room for var-

iations likely to result from specific power relations in (and between) countries,

and for ambiguous, even contradictory aspects of control and participation

characteristic of rather stable hegemonic constellations (e.g. many elements of

continuity during the social liberal and neoliberal age of capitalism).

Leslie Sklair (2001) instead constructs his argument around what he regards as

historically new structural features of transnational operating capital, and speci-

fically changes in foreign direct investment practices. In so doing, he combines a

structural analysis with attention to the dynamics of identity formation among

members of the emerging transnational capitalist class. He distinguishes four

class fractions, namely corporate, state, technical and consumerist parts.

Although analytically separate, the different constituting groups are understood

to closely cooperate on the basis of institutionalized relations. Although Sklair

does not operate with a narrow understanding of class formation, the corporate

fraction (heads of transnational corporations and their subsidiaries) receives

much greater attention than the globalizing bureaucrats and politicians, profes-

sionals (e.g. lawyers and accountants) and merchant and media leaders making

up the other three fractions. His analysis of the formation of a ‘class for itself ’ is

based on the development of global corporate concepts such as best practice,

benchmarking, and corporate citizenship. The proposal of neoliberal solutions to

global problems such as global warming, for instance, is predominantly tied to

corporate planning groups acknowledging the ‘sustainability’ discourse that has

emerged as one response to the environmental pressures of global capitalism.

The business nexus of the culture-ideology of consumerism, finally, may be con-

sidered the most important pillar of transnational class power. According to

Sklair it provides the single dominant lifestyle concept characterizing the con-

temporary world-system, with the only possible challenge coming from some

versions of religious fundamentalism (see Jameson 1998: 64).
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While Sklair thus presents a straightforward and systematic analysis, some

manifest contradictions of a single transnational class concept are easily detect-

able. For instance, Sklair emphasizes that the Business Council for Sustainable

Development has successfully replaced obstructionist business strategies in the

ecological battlefield. Thus, the business forces behind the US efforts to block the

Kyoto protocol (the Global Climate Coalition, for example) would have to be

identified as members of a national capitalist class faction in Sklair’s framework,

regardless of the size and investment patterns of such companies and regardless

of their countries of origin. But many a big business leader representing giant

capital interests which clearly fall in Sklair’s category of transnational enterprises

both outside and inside the US supports the US position rather than the argu-

ably more enlightened position of the Business Council. A concept of transna-

tional (capitalist) class formation, which allows for a less universalizing perspective

and is more aware of the tensions between competing factions, might also better

illuminate the link between political and economic power, as suggested by the

relationship between various capitalist factions and regionalization projects such

as the European Union and NAFTA (Gamble and Payne 1996). Such a relational

class formation perspective with an eye on competing forces would also help to

make better sense of contradictions within Europe that led Cafruny (2003) to

suggest that ‘Neoliberalism does not provide an adequate economic or ethico-

political basis for the further development of the monetary union or of a trans-

national European capitalist class’. ‘Neoliberalism’ may indeed not provide for a

basis of further development of a class, but it is unlikely to not influence further

class formation processes more likely than not to contribute to patterns of (dis)-

order. Finally, a more nuanced understanding of parallel and possibly competing

transnational class formation processes and projects might help to avoid what

appears as a form of economic determinism in Sklair’s argument, despite the

strong emphasis he places on cultural and ideological aspects of class formation

in his theoretical framework.

Still, transnational capitalist class approaches must be considered indis-

pensable to the study of global neoliberal hegemony. Unlike state power relations

theories, these insist on historically specific explanations, and they provide a way

to make sense of the link between structural economic power and the neoliberal

content of present hegemonic constellations. As much as state power approaches

remind students of the importance of military power, transnational capitalist class

approaches remind us of the importance of economic power structures (of

industry and finance, in particular) and resources that must figure prominently in

the study of hegemonic struggles.

‘Private authorities’

A third and fast growing literature addresses questions related to what can be

considered ‘privately’ exercised authority in the international political economy,

involving a wide variety of actor groups, and rapidly rising channels of transna-

tional influence. There is an overlap with transnational capitalist class approa-
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ches since arguably the most significant group discussed with regard to interna-

tional ‘private authority’ is constituted by multinational companies and orga-

nized business interests (Cutler et al. 1999; Greenwood and Jacek 2000). Private

authority approaches and transnational capitalist class approaches share an

interest in understanding the sources and structures of power in international

politics beyond the state, but the former has given greater attention to a wider

range of private actors beyond corporations, including social movements, trade

unions, churches, NGOs and think tanks. Many of the actors discussed in the

private authority literature are at least relatively independent from private busi-

ness (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Higgott et al. 2000; Brühl et al. 2001; Josselin and

Wallace 2001). In spite of the structural power of capital, business forces are also

frequently found to react to challenges arising in the wide labyrinths of civil

society (see for example Paul 2001 on battles in and around the UN system).

One of the most stimulating contributions to this literature documents the rise

of ‘transnational advocacy networks’. According to Keck and Sikkink, these net-

works in various issue areas (e.g. human rights, environment, feminist, develop-

ment, peace, etc.) build ‘new links among actors in civil societies, states, and

international organizations’ and thereby ‘multiply channels of access to the

international system’ (1998: 1). Keck and Sikkink argue that non-governmental

organizations have succeeded in gaining influence due to their ability to gather

and report reliable information (information politics), to dramatize facts (symbolic

politics), to effectively exert material pressure by linking the issues to money, trade

or prestige (leverage politics), and to exert moral pressure by publicly scrutinizing

the extent to which institutions and organizations meet principles they have

endorsed (accountability politics). Successes and failures of transnational advocacy

networks are duly compared and (mainly) explained with reference to the parti-

cular characteristics of networks and issues, as well as leverage opportunities and

‘target vulnerabilities’ (e.g. Mexico being sensitive to human rights accusations

due to NAFTA negotiations, the Nestlé corporation being sensitive to a con-

sumer boycott due to the fact that many of the Nestlé products bear the company

name). Due to the undeniable direct or intermediate influence of civic organi-

zations, the authors suggest, ‘that scholars of international relations should pay

more attention to [transnational] network forms of organization – characterized

by voluntary, reciprocal, and horizontal exchanges of information and services’

(200).

While their empirical findings lead them to reject the notion of an emerging

global civil society (compare Anheimer and Themudo 2002), Keck and Sikkink

opt for an understanding of civil society ‘as an arena of struggle, a fragmented

and contested area’ (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 33). In elaborating their concept of

civil society, they cite Hurrell and Woods, who argue, ‘the politics of transna-

tional civil society is centrally about the way in which certain groups emerge and

are legitimized (by governments, institutions, and other groups)’ (1995: 468).

Although Keck and Sikkink appear to recognize that there are top-down and

side influences on (transnational) civil society actors, their own research emphasis

on bottom-up organized networks fails to adequately consider the weight of other
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transnational actors and the extent to which transnational advocacy networks are

indeed shaped by institutionalized political and economic power relations. By

drawing too sharp a line between business and business-related actor groups and

civil society actors (which are effectively identified with non-profit or third sector

groups), Keck and Sikkink fail to recognize the extent to which a broader range

of ‘private’ actors and neoliberal forces in particular have contributed to the

transformation of transnational civil society.

Dezalay and Garth (2002), for example, have described in great detail how the

internationalization of organizations promoting human right and public interest

law lags behind the internationalization of organizations promoting professional

economics and corporate law in Latin America. This uneven development sug-

gests not only the still relatively marginal position of global social movements at

present (Rucht 2003), but also indicates structural imbalances accounting for

differences in the internationalization process across issue areas. Furthermore,

the extent to which the transplantation of norms and practices in the field of

human rights has to be considered an element of what Dezalay and Garth call

‘top-down participatory development’, designed to secure legitimacy for neo-

liberal capitalism, suggests that a more critical reflection on transnational advo-

cacy networks in particular, and global social movements in general, is in order.9

Due to their emphasis on the transnational network form of organization,

Keck and Sikkink only marginally consider important transnational private

actors such as foundations, think tanks and research organizations, media, trade

unions and churches as possible participants in issue networks. An arguably even

more important blind spot in a (transnational) civil society concept that reserves

this terrain to non- or even anti-business forces is the lack of attention paid to

authority exercised by private firms and corporate-related or corporate-sponsored

organizations outside the sphere of business proper. This, however, is easily

balanced by a great number of recent volumes, which are almost exclusively

devoted to the issue of private business authority (see Cutler et al. 1999 for a

typology of various forms of business authority) and their contribution to the

(in)stability of the global international economy (see Sinclair 1999 on rating

agencies and the financial crisis in South East Asia).

For example, the pivotal role of business associations in the shaping of eco-

nomic as well as political dimensions of free trade agreements and regional

integration projects such as NAFTA (Jacek 2000) and the EU (Apeldoorn 2000;

Greenwood 2000) is well documented. Matthews and Pickering (2000) have

provided a detailed comparison of the relation between sectoral business strate-

gies and evolving rules in the European single market. The proliferation of

regional integration projects (Gamble and Payne 1996) in turn can be considered

the institutional pull factor with regard to the proliferation of business (and other)

interest groups (Plehwe and Vescovi 2003).

Globalization processes in general and regionalization processes in particular

have contributed to a far-reaching restructuring of firms, which in turn has

helped to supplement, if not undermine, traditional, nation-state centred business

associations and ‘private interest governments’ (Streeck and Schmitter 1985).
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More recently formed transnational alliances of firms and associations tend to

sideline traditional (national and multi-national) associations and account for

some of the strongest forces with regard to the pressure to continue neoliberal

projects at global and world regional levels (see Sell 1999 and 2000 on the field

of intellectual property rights and Plehwe and Vescovi 2003 on transport and

postal services). Transnational business alliances and associations thus play a

pivotal role in the ‘new regionalism’ (Spindler 2002), which is crucial to under-

stand the transnational transformation of economic, political, and civic dimen-

sions of neoliberal capitalism. New regionalism is characterized by a systematic

pattern of intensified interaction between private (predominantly transnational

business) and public authority predominantly designed to strengthen micro-

economic competitiveness.

The ‘private authority’ literature can thus be divided into a not for profit/

third sector and a private business research interest with certain amounts of

overlap. Grouped around the highly significant issue of knowledge, which is fre-

quently emphasized as a crucial surplus value generated by diverse private

groups and thus constituting a core factor enabling (or restraining) the exercise of

some sort of private authority, a third research interest centres around actor

groups, networks and organizations that are more explicitly involved in the task

of knowledge production. Both with regard to Eastern Europe’s transformation

processes (Bockman and Eyal 2002) and the transition of import substitution

development towards export orientation (Babb 2001) scholars have examined the

background of professional economists and their roles with regard to the dis-

cursive and ideological dimensions of neoliberal hegemony, its transformation,

and reproduction. Diane Stone (2000b) provided us with a detailed empirical

overview of the proliferation of think tanks around the globe (see also McGann

and Weaver 2000). These organizations occupy a crucial position in the infor-

mation and knowledge processing business. Think tanks frequently are private,

not for profit organizations and can be considered among the most interesting

organizations to understand the interconnections between the corporate and

‘third’ sector. Stone however fails to examine critical links between think tanks

and other social, economic, political, and intellectual networks, as well as between

these think tanks. The resulting impression of a pluralistic landscape of all sorts of

think tanks does not help us to see in which ways neoliberal partisan think tanks

in particular play an increasingly important role in the ideological class struggle,

which is being waged in national and transnational civil society. An impression of

think tank pluralism also fails to account for the enormous financial and more

general power gaps among think tanks, for instance between neoliberal and

progressive organizations. Looking at the extent to which many think tank and

other civil society projects are financed and guided by US philanthropic foun-

dations of corporations in particular, Roelofs (2003) quite convincingly speaks

about a ‘Mask of Pluralism’. Due to her predominant focus on US foundations,

however, Roelofs tends to overrate this aspect of ‘Americanization’.

‘Private authority’ research nevertheless has come a long way in establishing

a wide range of cooperating and competing ‘private actors’ in civil society as
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subjects to be more fully considered in the contemporary transformation of the

international political economy, and the creation and transformation of neo-

liberal hegemonic constellations. Private groups are shown to contribute to (glo-

bal, regional, sectoral, etc.) order in their own right and, more frequently than

not, in close interaction and even institutionalized interrelation with public

authority. The literature has shed light on the many conflicts and struggles that

accompany such processes of the transformation of governance patterns. Crucial

aspects of hegemonic struggles with regard to ‘global governance’ can be clarified

by way of distinguishing ideal types of ‘old’ and ‘new’ multilateralism. ‘Old

multilateralism’ is characterized by efforts to reinforce the prevailing state and

economic system dominance in international relations by way of extending the

influence of inter-governmental organizations which seek to co-opt oppositional

forces ‘thus securing their socialisation into the dominant market liberal ideolo-

gical mode’ (Higgott et al. 2000: 4). ‘New multilateralism’ in contrast is con-

sidered a contending philosophy, which ‘attempts to ‘‘reconstitute civil societies

and political authorities on a global scale, building a system of global governance

from the bottom up’’’ (4, citing Cox 1997). Civil society in the latter framework

again carries a strongly normative, positive, participatory and positively pluralist

connotation. A critical political analysis of the reality of transnational civil society,

however, has to carefully navigate between the effort to understand what (trans-

national) civil society (in formation) truly is, as well as what kind of private and

public authority it helps generating, and the desire to contribute to a new

understanding of what civil society ought to be. The binary opposition of ‘top

down’ and ‘bottom up’ may turn out to be less convincing a guide for progressive

politics once due consideration is given to other than progressive organization

efforts in the realm of civil society. In particular, a more complete understanding

of the formation of transnational civil society urgently requires a recognition that

bottom up organizing activities are not the exclusive prerogative of progressive

and anti-business forces and advocacy networks.

Towards a more comprehensive understanding of
transnational civil society

Neo-Gramscian approaches to International Political Economy and the ‘private

authority’ research community that emphasizes corporate actors and business

related forces as key constituencies of civil society (Cutler et al. 1999; Higgott et al.

2000) take issue with a substantial distinction between public and private

authority since ‘the state’ (the traditional notion of authority) cannot be confined

to the public sphere. The theoretical perspective of an expanded state (Gramsci)

regards politics as the combination of political (the state in the narrow sense) and

civil society with the latter sphere being considered critical for the exercise of

hegemony rather than merely rule, for the organization of consent rather than

simple control. Both political and civil society is thus understood as a ‘complex,

contradictory and discordant ensemble of the superstructures’ which reflects ‘the

ensemble of the social relations of production’ (Gramsci 1971: 366). Hegemony
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can only be achieved if a relatively stable historical bloc is formed which con-

stitutes the underlying source of power (though not merely in the economic or

material sense) for the specific ensemble of superstructures. A sharp dichotomy

between public and private, or a sharp distinction between state, market, and

civil society, consequently misses the point, and a narrow and predominantly

normative approach to civil society actors (i.e. NGOs) must be considered

inadequate.

In order to assess the internal relationship between the two, states and

markets have to be understood as two different expressions of the same

configuration of social forces. States and markets are integrated ensembles of

governance involving firms, the NGOs of ‘civil society’, and traditional

INGOs [international non-governmental organizations]. A neo-Gramscian

concept of an ‘historic bloc’ throws light on this communality. Various social

forces may attempt to form an historic bloc in order to establish an order

preferable to them.

(Higgott et al. 2000: 6)10

Instead of continuing the debate of public versus private authority, research

directed at the issue of neoliberal hegemony has to focus on diverse, albeit inter-

related social forces which constitute historical blocs. Because we are interested

in exploring neoliberal hegemonic constellations instead of offering a definition

of a universal neoliberal hegemony, we want to examine the way in which those

constellations are formed through various combinations of public and private,

with state, business and other civil society forces as key actors. Higgott et al. have

gone further than others in clarifying the reformist character of the observed

transformation of state authority:

The fact that state authority is passed on to firms, INGOs and NGOs does

not mean that states lose and non-state actors gain authority. Rather, it sig-

nifies a new way of sustaining capitalist accumulation in an era of global

structural change. What appears at first sight as a competition for authority

turns out to be a strategy for the continuation of the same system of eco-

nomic production, only under new conditions.

(Higgott et al. 2000: 6)

What is missing in this literature so far is a clear focus on the neoliberal con-

tent of shifting forms of governance and a more comprehensive focus on actor

groups and organizations, which may be considered producers, visionaries and

guardians of such neoliberal content. While many contributions to the ‘private

authority’ literature emphasize aspects of the importance of ‘knowledge’ to the

social construction of reality, the changing composition and configuration of

transnational discourse communities, and the rise of neoliberal discourse com-

munities in particular, has not been subject to systematic scrutiny. Neoliberal

forces are starkly misrepresented and underestimated if they are equated with
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‘systemic forces’ of the ruling elites or classes, or if the bottom up reproduction of

neoliberalism on the terrain of civil society escapes attention. It is this gap in the

literature that the present volume seeks to help fill.

A wide range of neoliberal associations, organizations, networks, social and

cultural forces and even movements as well as their corresponding transnational

civil society forces currently ‘in defense of global capitalism’ (Norberg 2001) has

not received the attention they warrant in studies of neoliberal hegemony. Our

efforts to do so are inspired by Susan Strange’s (1988) work, which identified the

global knowledge system as the fourth and final primary power structure deter-

mining the International Political Economy. We regard her outline of the global

power structure of knowledge as complementary to and congenial with neo-

Gramscian conceptualizations of knowledge and power. Whereas Robert Cox

(1996) argues against postmodern relativism to explore conditions for specific

ways of post-hegemonic knowledge and communication (based on a knowledge

ontology of a workable set of hypotheses rather than absolute truth), Susan

Strange emphasizes organizational structures and processes crucial not only with

regard to what is and can be known, but also to what will be obscured in more or

less systematic ways (applied postmodernism one might say and think of the

extremely skilled art in deflecting what cannot be denied by a contemporary

superpower administration). While both state power relations and transnational

capitalist class approaches are indispensable to account for the uneven distribu-

tion of power and wealth within the contemporary world system, the hierarchy of

knowledge and ideology characterizing neoliberal hegemonic constellations, as

well as the ongoing ideological class struggles and the transformation of common

sense belief systems which are predominantly formed in civil society spheres,

need to be subject to comparative research in an effort to better understand both

the reach and the limits of neoliberal hegemony.

The private authority literature has helped to establish a transnational civil

society dimension and perspective in the field of international political economy

and comparative capitalism. It already provides us with crucial insights into the

contribution of a wide range of civil society forces in the transformation of order

and hegemonic constellations, and can therefore be deepened by way of focusing

on a range of hitherto neglected organized actors and processes, namely the

straightforward and self-conscious production of neoliberal knowledge and

ideology which we consider crucial to understand a wide range of discourses

prevalent in society. We seek to establish firstly to what extent the class of self-

conscious neoliberal intellectuals, knowledge entrepreneurs, and partisan orga-

nizations such as think tanks that have developed into sophisticated hegemony

apparatuses serve at the core of prevailing historical blocs, and how they express

themselves in different socio-geographic spaces, policy and discourse fields.11

Since hegemony in a neo-Gramscian understanding inevitably incorporates

compromises which will be reflected in the prevailing order of ideas,12 second,

we seek to establish the relations between self-conscious neoliberal and other

interpretations, be they neoliberal if not self-conscious, quite distinct from neoli-

beralism but compatible, or more fundamentally diverse.
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Our working hypothesis can be described as follows: with reference to the

global power system of knowledge, the ensemble of neoliberal (or right wing liberal

if you wish, see Bobbio 1994 and Anderson 1996) orientations has strongly

influenced the mainstream, and thus by and large replaced preceding social-

liberal orientations characteristic of the Fordist era. While we readily observe cer-

tain centrifugal processes with regard to the overall consensus of the ruling classes

and historical power blocs in recent times, and a resurgent ideological class

struggle in which new global social movements in particular challenge neoliberal

paradigms, contemporary good and global governance debates, the revitalization

of communitarianism, traditional social liberal and other belief systems are held

to contribute to the reform of contemporary neoliberal hegemonic constellations

rather than to their demise. Furthermore, the radical, self-conscious neoliberal

forces and networks should not be prematurely dismissed, since they are better

positioned than ever before in their history to engage in these debates.13 That this is

the case should not be surprising, as a wide range of economic, political and cul-

tural transformations characterizing the neoliberal era are well embedded in

contemporary social configurations. Even if radical neoliberal voices appear to be

more marginal now compared to say the 1980s and early 1990s, it is thus crucial

to shed more light on neoliberal actors, networks and discourses in order to bet-

ter understand the next stage of neoliberal hegemonic struggles around the globe.

The outline of the book

The present volume aims to contribute to a deepened understanding and shar-

pened critique of neoliberalism, first by way of improving knowledge about neo-

liberal discourse, corporate planning, and neoliberal policymakers, academics and

writers, and second, through comparisons of ‘real existing neoliberalism’ in differ-

ent socio-geographic spaces, policy debates, and discourse arenas. While authors

were free with regard to their individual contributions, we asked each participant to

consider the role of what we consider a core agency of self-conscious neoliberalism,

namely neoliberal intellectuals (organized since 1947 in the Mont Pèlerin Society)

and think tanks closely associated with members of said global network of intellec-

tuals. All of the authors have made an effort to weave this common thread, but the

thickness is different in each chapter depending on available sources and empirical

relevance. In some chapters the discussion of this neoliberal actor group is thence

more marginal compared to other (neoliberal) forces than in others. However, with

this source of neoliberal power hitherto almost systematically neglected, the book

sheds considerable light on neoliberal laboratories, which are in turn indispensable

for understanding neoliberal hegemonic constellations.

Global neoliberal projects

Two contributions to the first part of the book introduce and analyse hitherto

much neglected neoliberal networks of intellectuals and think tank organizations

(Plehwe and Walpen), and shed new light on some of the arguably most influential
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corporate planning groups (Carroll and Carson). Both contributions emphasize

that neoliberal doctrines cannot be reduced to a single idea, but have to be regar-

ded as different members (some more radical, others more pragmatic) of neoliber-

alism’s discursive family. Central to the understanding of neoliberal hegemonic

constellations is the shift of the dominant debates from social liberalism and soci-

alism versus (neo)liberalism to a pluralistic mainstream within neoliberal confines,

which is strongly influenced by transnational neoliberal discourse communities.

Plehwe and Walpen provide a systematic overview over the origins and the

development of organized neoliberals from the humble beginnings in the Collo-

que Walter Lippmann organized in Paris in 1938 (where the term ‘neoliberalism’

was adopted) to the more successful launch of the Mont Pèlerin Society in 1947

to the present day. Close attention is paid to the global composition of the Mont

Pèlerin Society and its close links to more than 100 partisan think tanks and

foundations supplementing the primarily academic forum with a more direct

opportunity to intervene in public policy and general debates.

Carroll and Carson engage in the transnational class debate with their corporate

network analysis of five corporate planning groups, the International Chamber

of Commerce, the Bilderberg Conferences, the Trilateral Commission, the World

Economic Forum and the Business Council on Sustainable Development. While

the different transnational policy planning groups can be sorted into three varieties

of neoliberal orientations – free market conservative, neoliberal structuralist and

neoliberal regulationist – the analysis of corporate-policy group interlocks reveals

that a few dozen ‘cosmopolitan’ leaders primarily from Europe and North America

knit the network together: Neoliberal pluralism practiced in the academic net-

works must be regarded as an important feature of the corporate family as well.

The chapter by Weller and Singleton complements the focus on global neo-

liberal projects with an analysis of the nexus between the US administration and

neoliberal civil society with regard to reform proposals for the international

financial institutions, the IMF and World Bank. While radical neoliberal reform

proposals originating from within the networks of organized neoliberals have not

been implemented by the Clinton administration, the widespread mobilization of

neoliberal discourse communities successfully influenced the terms of the debate,

and much of the advice of the Meltzer Commission has been heeded in the for-

mulation of President Bush’s ‘millennium challenge account’, which is deliberately

designed to sideline the global financial institutions. While organized neoliberal

agents certainly attempt to gain maximum influence, the contemporary power of

neoliberal discourse communities may be better grasped by understanding their

role in influencing the terms of the debate and as guardians of what has been

termed ‘new constitutionalism’ and ‘disciplinary neoliberalism’ (Gill 1998).

Neoliberal hegemonic constellations in the (semi)periphery:

transnational and domestic roots

While the domestic roots of neoliberalism in capitalist core countries have been

the subject of previous comparative research (see Overbeek 1993), international
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financial institutions and other external forces are usually credited with the rise of

neoliberal hegemonic constellations in the developing world. Adopting neoliberal

agendas of export orientation reversed a century-old pattern of developing coun-

try strategies and developmental (to a certain extent protectionist) ideologies vis-

à-vis leading industrial producers. Did developing countries indeed succumb to

purely external powers and ideologies? In chapters on Poland (Bohle and Neun-

höffer), South Korea (Berger) and Mexico (Dussel Peters), the authors explore the

domestic and transnational roots of neoliberal hegemonic constellations in coun-

tries close to the capitalist core. Their analyses suggest that these are deserving of

greater attention than they have received, even if external institutions and con-

straints can hardly be overestimated (see Hay 2000 for a useful distinction between

internally generated and externally institutionalized (monetary) constraints).

The former socialist bloc is clearly a crucial example of a seemingly para-

doxical situation: the establishment and persistence of neoliberal hegemony

despite numerous critiques and questionable results. Still, there is little analysis of

an important feature of this ‘success’ – namely, transnational networks as crucial

agents. Bohle and Neunhöffer forcefully argue the importance of East/West

relations for the development of neoliberalism on both sides of the iron curtain in

the course of the crisis and breakdown of state socialism in their study of Poland.

There exists a specific Polish twist on the question, why neoliberal hegemony?

Why and how could the neoliberal transformation succeed despite Poland’s long

market-socialist tradition and a strong, rather socialist-democratic movement,

namely Solidarity? Bohle and Neunhöffer carefully trace the parallel develop-

ment of Solidarity and initially informal neoliberal networks and show that the

two were only partially aligned against a common enemy, namely the Polish

Communist Party. Brought to ministerial power on the back of Solidarity’s mass

movement, neoliberal economists successfully utilized the historical opportunity

to administer shock therapy, which not only locked the country into a neoliberal

reform trajectory, but also tore the erstwhile alliance between the trade union

movement and neoliberal intellectuals apart. The influence of organized neo-

liberals did not wane under conditions of frequent government crisis, however,

since neoliberal think tanks in Poland provided neoliberals a sheltered space and

continuous public access.

While South Korea was celebrated throughout the 1980s and early 1990s for

its stellar economic performance and sound development strategy, this country

also seemed to be a likely stronghold against a more complete implementation of

neoliberal economic policy doctrines. Mark Berger explains that this situation

changed when, in the aftermath of the East Asian financial crisis, South Korea

lost the preferential status that allowed it to combine an export orientation with a

considerable degree of state intervention in its domestic economy. Although

Berger shows the nexus of external and internal neoliberal forces, his analysis

underscores the external influence of neoliberal development experts such as

MPS member Peter Bauer, and structural aspects extending neoliberal hegemony

to a newly-industrialized country that had been hailed as one of the four ‘Asian

tigers’ just a decade earlier.
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Enrique Dussel Peters traces the story of transnational networks of economists

promoting export orientation in explaining Mexico’s decision to embrace a far-

reaching program of economic reform and restructuring. His chapter provides a

detailed analysis of Mexico’s liberalization strategy and the implications of the

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in particular. The major find-

ing is a sharp polarization in the Mexican economy and rising inequality. While

he insists on a narrow concept of neoliberalism in the Latin American context –

defining the term as the odd mix of authoritarianism and radical free market

economics prevalent in Chile under General Pinochet – his findings nevertheless

resonate with the Polish and South Korean stories that round out this part of the

book. Continentalism and the legal framework of NAFTA must be regarded as

crucial aspects of North American hegemonic constellations, developed and

shaped to a certain extent by (transnational) intellectual agency. Peter Bauer

again deserves mentioning here since his principled neoliberal opposition against

development aid finds literal expression in the preamble of the NAFTA treaty

stressing ‘trade, not aid’, as the means to development.

Neoliberal discourse relations: dissemination, diffusion, and

adaptation

Neoliberal intellectuals fought their battle for hegemony not only by spreading

their world views geographically, but also by disseminating them across various

discursive fields. To analyse the influence of neoliberal ideas and the impact of

neoliberal intellectual networks is the aim of the third part of the book. It opens

with a chapter by Richard Hull tracing the emergence of the notion of ‘knowl-

edge as a unit of analysis’ in the economic discipline, which emerged in the

intellectual battles of Marxist and (future) neoliberal intellectuals in the 1920s

through the 1950s in Budapest, Vienna, London and Manchester. Apart from

Karl Mannheim’s development of a sociology of knowledge and his notion of the

true intellectual as a free floating individual in response to Georg Lukács turn

towards scientific socialism, key members of the Mont Pèlerin Society such as

Friedrich August von Hayek, Ludwig von Mises, Michael Polanyi and Karl

Popper laboured untiringly to attack academic efforts to ground socialist calcu-

lation and economic planning on scientific grounds. Concepts such as ‘tacit

knowledge’ and a general scepticism towards positivism not only succeeded in

establishing a general neoliberal theory of knowledge, but helped pave the way

for other versions of post-positivism as well.

While Hull’s chapter shows how the intellectual debates between Marxist and

neoliberal thinkers of the first half of the twentieth century influence the philo-

sophical, economic and political debates of our time, the next chapter traces the

rarely considered ways in which neoliberal ideas are diffused to broader publics.

Peter Mühlbauer’s pioneering chapter focuses on popular science fiction litera-

ture which has been strongly inspired by libertarian and ‘objectivist’ thought (in

particular the work of Ayn Rand). Major features akin to core elements of neo-

liberal doctrines include ‘frontier thinking’, narratives of adventure capitalists
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and merchant heroes, anti-bureaucratic and anti-statist tales, which are shown in

turn to inspire many neoliberal thinkers such as Milton Friedman. Mühlbauer’s

chapter helps to better understand otherwise ‘invisible’ dimensions of popular-

ization and dissemination of neoliberal ideology to mass audiences.

Turning to more recent developments, Oliver Schöller and Olaf Groh-Samberg’s

chapter bridges the worlds of intellectuals and corporations with their study of

how corporate think tanks facilitate neoliberal problem solving in a single policy

field. The role of the Bertelsmann Foundation, one of the most important think

tanks in Germany, in forging a neoliberal alliance to reform higher education in

Germany provides an excellent example of the manufacturing of neoliberal

consent. The Bertelsmann Foundation managed to stimulate a new higher edu-

cation agenda by way of forging alliances that include radical neoliberal networks

of intellectuals and think tanks as well as traditional constituencies of social lib-

eralism. As a result, the recent debate about how to reform the German system

of higher education has been dominated by a set of ideas which can be con-

sidered pragmatically neoliberal, a compromise between radical neoliberal and

traditional social liberal concepts on neoliberal terms, that was originally devel-

oped by a private corporate think tank connected to one of the world’s largest

media conglomerates.

Susanne Schunter-Kleemann and Dieter Plehwe’s chapter is another case

study on the reconfiguration of debates and policy approaches in a particular

issue area. The emergence and application of the new concept of ‘gender main-

streaming’ is scrutinized to ask if gender mainstreaming provides an effective

policy tool to overcome gender-based inequality. Locating the origins of the

concept in the human resource literature on ‘managing diversity’, the authors

argue that ‘gender mainstreaming’ was pushed by European elites in an attempt

to shore up women’s support for the European Integration project, which many

women were viewing with increasing scepticism due to its neoliberal policy

orientation. The analysis documents that gender mainstreaming is a highly

ambiguous concept. While gender mainstreaming is at odds with more radical

neoliberal concepts such as ‘individualist feminism’ which are more outrightly

hostile to any sort of state intervention to improve the position of women vis-à-vis

men, policies developed under the umbrella of gender mainstreaming have not

yielded the promised impact and may in fact undermine institutional positions

won by more autonomous feminist movements of the past.

Major hegemonic battle lines

In the concluding part we focus on contemporary ideologies that claim to chal-

lenge neoliberalism and present themselves as alternatives. First, Hans-Jürgen

Bieling explores the relationship between neoliberal and communitarian forces

and discourses. While communitarians clearly diverge from neoliberalism in

perceiving unfettered market relations as one cause of the weakening and dis-

solution of social community structures, they share with neoliberals the rejection

of a centralized and bureaucratic state, which is regarded as an impediment to
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both free markets and self-organized community structures. If the discourses con-

verge on the issue of anti-statism, third way concepts inspired by communitarian-

ism attempt to synthesize neoliberal and communitarian thought. In conclusion

Bieling stresses the power of neoliberalism to absorb and neutralize potentially

counter-hegemonic forces and ideas, like some strands of communitarianism.

Cultural nationalism is often presented (and presents itself) as a countervailing

force to neoliberalism. Cultural nationalist forces on the one hand draw support

from this apparent opposition, and proponents of neoliberalism gather support

from people who are suspicious of the fundamentalist tendencies of various cul-

tural nationalisms. Opposed to this view, Radhika Desai argues in her chapter

that there are important and systematic ideological, socio-economic and political

linkages between neoliberalism and cultural nationalism. She identifies the

characteristics of the New Right, which make it distinct from previous political

formations on the right, and, in that context, explores the relationship between

cultural nationalism and neoliberalism to tease out connections between them

that have hitherto been neglected in the study of the right.

Finally, Ulrich Brand focuses on the movement that arguably most forcefully

challenged neoliberalism in the last decade – the so-called anti-globalization

movement. His chapter starts by reviewing some controversial interpretations in

the movement itself about its forms and contents. He then examines why the

heterogeneous movement constituted itself and under which conditions it acts,

using the insights of regulation and Gramscian hegemony theory to highlight

some key ambivalences of the movement(s). Pointing to the inherent dangers of a

movement that is threatened to share the fate of global NGOs that were inte-

grated into, and swallowed up by, neoliberal discourse and policy procedures, the

chapter aims to support a more principled stance against both neoliberal think-

ing and policy formulation.

At the end, Brand stresses not only the need for critical self-reflection of

social movement intellectuals, but the importance of critical intellectuals reflect-

ing on and being part of social movements as well. Our goal for this book, and

for the conference from which it emerged, was to gather critical intellectuals to

contribute to a better understanding of the rise of neoliberalism in various hege-

monic constellations, as well as its contestation, transformation, and, we argue,

largely successful adaptation and stabilization which requires a heightened

awareness of the continuing need for principled opposition in what amounts to

an ongoing war of position in a neoliberal and transnational civil society. We

understand this analysis as a contribution to the larger goal of clarifying per-

spectives with regard to neoliberal hegemonic constellations and, on this basis, of

searching for ways to more comprehensively challenge neoliberal hegemony in

the medium and long run.

Notes

1 See Scott-Smith (2002) for an excellent introduction to Gramscian perspectives on
intellectuals and hegemony. While Scott-Smith underlines the importance of the
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‘perception of the technocrat-intellectual as part of a vanguard, having the potential
to play a vital role in the transformation of society’ (26) his emphasis on the ‘con-
sensus’ building effort fails to more fully account for the tension between social liberal
and neoliberal activists in the Congress for Cultural Freedom. While the success of
the Congress during the post-war era expressed the hegemony of social liberalism, it
included right-wing neoliberal activists such as MPS members Hayek, Michael Pola-
nyi and Raymond Aron among others, who did not subscribe to the ‘end of ideology
consensus’. The neoliberals in fact re-conceptualized technocracy as a problem to
henceforward politicize technocracy. Their work in the important intellectual-cultural
arenas of social liberalism in fact is most interesting with regard to their subsequently
rising fortunes as key intellectuals of neoliberal hegemonic constellations.

2 While Gramsci certainly emphasized and focused on the relation of ‘national ’ political
and civil society, already an eclectic reading of the Prison Notebooks reveals the extent
to which Gramsci was aware of the importance of transnational aspects of the ana-
lysis of capitalism in general and of transnational aspects of civil society in particular.
He took note of the need to examine transnational links in a prospective examination
of conservative catholic forces (azzione catholica) in the first notebook and certainly
inspired van der Pijl’s (1998) detailed historical analysis of early transnational class
formation processes centring on the freemasons with his notes on the role of organi-
zations such as the Freemasons, the Rotary Club, or the YMCA. He emphasizes their
educational activities designed to establish and promote new cultural norms and
moral values as well as economic practices within specific countries as well as across
borders. Gramsci also provides a historic account of freemasonry to show how it
became one of the most effective forces of the state in civil society (Gramsci 1975: NB 19,
º 53). At the same time we agree with Bieler and Morton (2001: 12) on the need to
clarify ‘shortcomings involved in the task of theoretically and practically translating
Gramsci’s work as a framework for contemporary analysis’.

3 See Campbell’s (2001, 2004: Ch. 4) useful distinction between cognitive and norma-
tive, foreground and background levels of the knowledge/idea complex and his cor-
relation of the different levels with specific actors.

4 Gramsci already at this time took notice of conscious efforts of intellectuals to sepa-
rate from the ruling class ‘in order to more intimately unite, to become a true
superstructure rather than an unorganic and non-differentiated element of the
structure-corporation’ (Gramsci 1975: NB 5, º 105, 659; our translation).

5 To avoid misunderstanding it is necessary to explain the differences between the
English and the German concerning the term ‘material’. The English ‘material’
designates the German ‘materiell’ as well as ‘stofflich’. The latter captures the physi-
cal aspect of an ‘object’. Since the Theses on Feuerbach (1845/46) Marx distinguished
between ‘materiell’, which designates the ‘social’ part or the ‘form’, and ‘stofflich’
(physical). His concept of capital in Capital represents a social relation and therefore
cannot be reduced to ‘stofflich’ even if capital is invested in production centres. In
Marx’s approach capital is always ‘materiell’ however, and he thus would be at odds
with today’s talking of ‘immaterial capital’. Financial capital or capital in the service
sectors likewise are social relations and therefore ‘materiell’. Capital is not a ‘thing’
which one perceives with the senses. A materialistic analysis of the ‘role of ideas’ is
beyond the western dualisms of consciousness versus being/existence (Sein vs.
Bewusstsein), idea versus materiality, etc. (see Walpen 2004: 354, note 55). In this
perspective ideas matter because they are an inseparable part of the social.

6 The frequently close association of ideational or ‘material’ aspects with the whole
story has been the cause of many debates and misunderstandings of neoliberalism. If
scholars primarily look at neoliberal rhetoric, they tend to emphasize the departure
from previous social liberalism, and speak about neoliberalism in revolutionary
terms. When students of neoliberalism mainly look at institutional change and lar-
ger patterns of societal transformation, the emphasis tends to highlight continuities
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with regard to the preceding social liberal era and incremental change at best (see
Hay 2001).

7 See especially in this context the state theories developed by Nicos Poulantzas 1978
and 2001; Leo Panitch 1998; Joachim Hirsch 2001; Bob Jessop 2001a and 2001b;
and Mario Candeias 2004: 42–55.

8 Concepts of control, then, are the projects of rival political alliances which on
account of their appropriateness to deal with current contradictions in the labour,
intersectoral/competition, and profit distribution processes, as well as with broader
social and political issues, at some point become comprehensive, crowding out the others
by their greater adequacy to a historically specific situation – until they themselves
unravel in the course of further development and struggle (van der Pijl 1998: 4).

9 Despite the great achievements of human rights organizations in the north and the
south in mobilizing new legal rights and institutions against the dictatorships of
the 1970s and 1980s, the organizations – in contrast to many of those who had been
active in them – did not succeed in becoming important actors once the state was
transformed. Business law firms, in contrast, have taken root and have started to
thrive in the new economic and political environments (Dezalay and Garth 2002:
248).

10 C. Wright Mills (1956: 288f.) certainly contributed a lot to such an understanding
with his introduction of the categories of ‘in-betweens’ and ‘go-betweens’ designed to
capture individuals who belong to and express different parts of (military, political
and economic) power elites simultaneously and consecutively, respectively.

11 In his analysis of the role of intellectuals in the emerging Fordist constellation,
Gramsci underlined that a new type of intellectual was separating from the ruling
class in the United States (unlike in Europe) in order to better unite with it, namely to
be able to provide the necessary analysis and develop appropriate strategies (see Note
4). We observe a similar, albeit better-organized, separation and eventual re-unifica-
tion of neoliberal intellectuals in the post-war period, this time not confined to the
United States (see Plehwe and Walpen in this volume).

12 ‘The philosophy of an epoch cannot be any systematic tendency or individual system.
It is the ensemble of all individual philosophies and philosophical tendencies, plus
scientific opinions, religion and common sense’ (Gramsci 1971: 455). The unifying
moment is the distinctiveness of such an articulation of varieties of belief systems
compared to previous or subsequent epochs (Jacobitz 1991: 18).

13 It is indeed characteristic of the common-sense utopianism and zeal of self-conscious
neoliberals that they think along lines analogous to Trotsky’s permanent revolution:
‘Our fight will never end’ (Martino 2001: 84).
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Nancy Fraser
Social Justice in the Knowledge Society:
Redistribution, Recognition, and Participation

In c hoosin g th e phra se “knowl edge soci et y” to name t hi s co nf ere nce, th e or -

gani zer s suggest t hat we st and to day a t t he brin k o f a maj or so cial tr ans i -

tion . I ag r ee wit h t his sugges t io n. Ev en if we  cannot yet  be su r e h ow bes t

to c har act eriz e t he over all ch ange, it  i s c l ear t hat sever al ep ocha l shif t s

are underw ay. One im port ant sh i ft is  f r om a ford i st phase of ca pita l is m,

cent ere d on mass pro duct i on, st ro ng labor  unions , and the  nor mat ivi t y of

the f ami ly wag e, t o a postf ord i st phas e, pr emise d o n niche p r oducti on, d e-

clin i ng un i oni zat i on, and i ncr eas ed fe mal e  labo r -force partic ip ati on.

Anot her , r elat ed shi f t i s f r om an indu st r ia l soc i et y, prem i sed on t he manu-

fact uri ng t ech nol ogi es o f t he sec ond i ndust r ial r evol ution , t o what th e or -

gani zer s call a knowl edge soci ety , pre mi sed on  t he in f ormat i on t ech nol ogi es

of t he t hi r d. Sti l l anot her sh i ft is  f r om an int er nat i onal o r der of s o-

vere i gn na t ion-st at es to a  glo bal i zing order  in w hic h huge t r ansnat i onal

flow s of capit al undercu t nati onal sta t e st eerin g c apaciti es.

I ta ke all the se pro cess es t o be part of th e ide a o f a shi f t to a  knowl edge

soci ety . And I  bel ie ve a l l of t hem are c onnected t o yet an ot her key fe atu r e

of t he pre sent co nst ella t io n: t he incr eased sali ence of cu l t ure in  t he

emergin g or der . This new sa l ie nce of  cul t ur e can b e seen i n a number of

ways : i n t he e nhance d vi s ib i li t y of “symbolic  wor kers” (in contrast  to fa c-

tory wo r ke r s) i n t he glo bal in f or matio n e co nomy; in the dec li ni ng c ent r al i -

ty o f l abor vi s-à-vis r el ig i on an d eth ni cit y in t he consti t ut io n of ma ny

peop l e’ s socia l i dent iti es; in he i ghte ned awaren ess of cul t ur al plu r al i sm

in t he wak e of in cre ased im mig r at i on; i n in t ensi f i ed cultu r al hybri diz at i -

on, pro mote d not onl y by fa ce-to-face tr ansc ultu r al contac t s bu t al so by

elec t ro nic ally me dia t ed communi ca t ion; i n t he pr ol i fe r atio n a nd rap i d di f -

fusi on of i mages by visu all y-orient ed g l obal mass e nt ertai nment and ad ver -

tisi ng; an d fi nal l y, as  a cons equence of al l these shifts,  in a new re f l e-

xive aw are ness of “oth er s,” hence  i n a  new stres s o n i dent i t y and d i ff e-

renc e.

What mo st i nte r es t s me, howeve r , i s th e e ff ect o f c ul t ure’ s n ew sal i ence on

poli t ic s–and t hus on the pr osp ect s for s oci al ju st i ce . Thus, I  want to su g-
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gest th at a fu r th er defi nin g f eat ure o f t he know l edge soci et y i s th e wi -

desp r ead polit i ci zat i on of cul t ur e, es pecia l ly i n s tr uggle s o ve r id ent i ty

and dif f er ence–or , as I shal l cal l the m, st r uggl es fo r rec ognit i on.  Such

stru ggl es have ex plo ded i n r ec ent years.  Today, i n f act, c l ai ms for rec o-

gnit i on dr i ve many of th e worl d’s most i nte nse s oci al conf l i cts—from ba t -

tles ar ound mul ti cul t ura l is m t o st rugg l es over g ender and  sexual ity , f r om

campaig ns f or nat i onal s ove r ei gnt y and s ubnation al au t onomy t o newl y ener -

gize d move ment s f or i nte r nat io nal huma n r ig hts. These stru ggl es are he t er o-

gene ous , t o be su r e; the y r un t he gamu t f ro m the p ate ntly emanc i pat ory to

the downri ght r epr ehensi ble . Neve r thel ess, such wi des pread r eco urse to a

common gra mmar is st r iki ng, su ggesting an  epocha l sh i f t in  t he poli t ic al

wind s: a massi ve r es urge nce of th e pol i t i cs of  st at us.

The f li p s i de of t hi s re sur gence i s a cor re spond i ng declin e i n t he pol i ti cs

of c l as s. Once th e hegemoni c gr ammar o f p ol i tica l c ont esta t i on, cla i ms fo r

econ omi c equal i ty a re le ss sal i ent tod ay in the  knowl edge socie t y t han in

the f or dis t heyday of th e Keyn esi an we l f are stat e. Po l itic al pa r tie s once

iden t if i ed wit h pr oj ects of eg ali t aria n r edi stri but io n now e mbr ace an el u-

sive "t hir d way"; wh en t he l at t er has  genui ne em ancipatory subs t ance, i t

has mor e t o do wi t h r eco gni t io n t han r edi st r ibut i on. Meanwhi l e, soc i al m o-

vements th at n ot l ong ago bold l y demanded an equ i t abl e sha r e of res our ces

and weal th no  l onger typ i fy th e spirit o f t he ti mes. They have not whol ly

disa ppeare d, to  be sure; bu t t hei r imp act has be en gr eatly r educed. Ev en i n

the bes t cases , more over , when st r uggl es fo r red i st ri butio n a re not ca st as

anti t het ic al t o st ru ggle s f or r ec ognit i on, t hey t end t o be  di ss ocia t ed fr om

the l at t er.

In g ener al , th en, th e kn owl edge soc ie t y i s gener at i ng a  new g ra mmar of p o-

liti cal cl aims-ma ki ng. I n t his co nstel l at io n, th e c ent er o f g ra vity ha s

shif t ed fr om r edi str i but i on to re cogni t i on.  How s houl d we  eval uate th i s

shif t ? What ar e i t s i mpl i ca t io ns f or s oci al just i ce?

In m y vi ew, the pr os pect s ar e double-edged. O n t he on e hand, th e tu r n t o

reco gni t io n re pre sent s a  br oadeni ng of  poli t ical c ont estat i on and a  new un-

ders t andin g of so cia l ju sti ce. No long er re stric t ed t o the a xis of  c la ss,

cont est ati on n ow enc ompasse s ot her axe s o f subordination, in clud ing ge nder ,

“rac e,” et hnic i ty , sexua l it y, r el i gion , a nd nati onali t y. T hi s r epre sent s

clea r pr ogr ess ov er r est r ic t iv e f ordis t p ar adigm s t hat margi nal i zed cl aim s

not cent ra l ly r el ate d to la bor an d its c ompensat i on. Conse quent l y, soc i al

just i ce is no  l onger res t ri cte d t o quest i ons of di str i buti on, but n ow e n-

compass es i ssu es of r epr ese nta t io n, id ent it y, an d d if f eren ce. The r esu l t i s

a ma j or ad vanc e over red uct i ve ec onomi st i c parad i gms t hat had di ffi cul t y
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conc ept ual i zin g harms ro ote d, not in  pol i tical econ omy, bu t i n i nst i tu t i o-

nali zed va l ue hie r ar chie s.

On t he oth er h and, i t is by no me ans c l ear t hat st r uggles f or r ecog nit i on

are ser vin g to su ppl ement , compli cate, a nd enric h s tr uggle s f or ega l it ari an

redi str i but ion . Rath er, i n t he co ntext o f an ascendant neo l ibe r alis m, t hey

may be ser ving to di spla ce t he la t ter. I n t hat c ase, t he r ecent gai ns i n

poli t ic al cult ure wo uld be ent win ed wi t h a  t ragi c l os s. In st ead of  arr i vi ng

at a  br oader, r ic her par adi gm t hat cou l d en compass bo t h re di str i but i on an d

reco gni t io n, w e woul d have t ra ded one  t r unc ated par adi gm f or an othe r –a

trun cat ed econ omi sm f or a t r uncat ed cu l t ura l ism. T he r esul t w oul d b e a

clas sic ca se o f combi ned an d unev en de vel opment: t he r emarkable rec ent

gain s on t he a xis of  rec ogni ti on would c oin cide with sta l le d pr ogre ss i f

not out r ig ht l oss es on t he axi s of dis t r i but ion.

That , i n any c ase , i s my re adi ng of cu r r ent tren ds. I n what f ol l ows, I

shal l outl i ne an appr oac h t o t he knowl edge socie t y th at re sponds to th i s

diag nos i s and aim s t o fo r es t al l i t s full rea l i za t i on. What I ha ve t o say

divi des in t o t hre e parts , each of whic h c or r espo nds t o a mor e speci f ic wo r -

ry a bout t he c urr ent tra j ec t or y of the k nowl edge s oci ety. Fi r st , I shal l

cons i der t he w orr y t hat r ec ogni ti on st r uggl es ar e d is placi ng re dist r ib ution

stru ggl es, ins t ead of enr ic hin g and co mpl ic ating t he l atte r . In res ponse t o

this wo r ry , I shal l prop ose an  analysi s o f socia l j us t ice t hat i s b r oad

enou gh t o hous e t he f ull ra nge of conc er ns i n th e k nowledg e s oc i ety , i ncl u-

ding cl ass ine qual it i es as well as s tat us hi erar chi es . Second, I sh all co n-

side r t he worr y t hat the cu r re nt f ocus o n cultur al po l itic s i s r eif y in g so-

cial id ent i tie s and promoti ng r epr essi ve co mmuni t ar ia nism. I n r espo nse to

this wo r ry , I shal l prop ose a  non-identit ari an c oncept ion of recognition

that is ap prop r ia t e t o t he knowle dge s oci et y, on e t hat  pr omote s in t era c-

tion ac r os s di f fe r ences and sy ner gizes w i th redi st r ib ution . T hi r d a nd f i -

nall y, I shall ex ami ne t he wor r y t hat gl obal izat i on i s under min i ng sta t e

capa cit i es to  r edr es s in j us t ices of bot h ty pes. I n re spons e t o t his wo r ry ,

I sh all pr opos e a mu l ti-tiere d c oncept i on of sov er eig nty t hat decen t er s t he

nati onal f r ame. I n every ca se, th e con cepti ons I  pr opose w i l l be ro ote d i n

emancip ato r y p ote nti als now un f ol ding wi t h t he e mer gence o f the knowledge

soci ety . And t he combine d r esu l t will be th e out l i nes of  a p oli t ica l pr o-

ject ai med at  pro mot i ng soc i al ju stice i n t his s oci et y.
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1. Countering Displacement:
A Two-Dimensional Conception of Social Justice

One t hr eat to  soc i al jus t ic e i n t he knowledge so ciet y is  t he re sult of an

hist ori cal iro ny: th e sh i ft fr om r edis t r i but ion t o re cogni t i on i s o ccu r ri ng

desp i te (o r because of) an acc ele r atio n o f econo mi c gl obal i zati on. Thus,

iden t it y confl i ct s have ach i ev ed parad i gmat i c st at us at pr eci se l y t he mo-

ment wh en an a ggr ess i vel y gl obali z ing U. S.-led capita l is m i s ra dica l ly ex a-

cerb ati ng econ omi c i nequali t y. As a  re sul t, the  t ur n t o re cogni t ion ha s do-

veta i le d al l t oo neat ly wit h a he gemoni c ne olibe r al is m tha t w ant s n oth i ng

more th an t o r epr ess the me mor y of social i st ega l i t ar i anis m. In thi s co n-

text , st ru ggle s f or r eco gni t io n ar e se r vi ng less  t o supple ment, com pli cat e,

and enr i ch red i st r ib utio n st ru ggl es th an to marg i nali ze, e cl i ps e, a nd di s-

plac e t hem. I hav e calle d t his the problem of displacement.

Disp l ac ement t hre ate ns o ur abi l it y to envis i on s oci al just i ce i n th e know-

ledg e soci ety. To av oid t ru nca t in g our v i si on of e mancipat i on, and unwi t -

ting l y col l udi ng wit h neoli ber ali sm, w e n eed to r evis i t th e c oncept of j u-

stic e. What is ne eded is a  bro ad and c apaci ous conception,  whi ch ca n acco m-

modat e at l eas t t wo sets of co nce r ns. On th e one h and, suc h a  conce pti on

must en compass th e t r adi t io nal co ncern s o f t heor i es of dis t r i but ive j u-

stic e, esp ecia l ly po vert y, exp l oi t atio n, in equal i t y, and c l ass diff ere nt i -

als. At  th e same t im e, i t must al so en compass co ncern s rec ent ly hig hli ght ed

in p hil oso phie s of r ecog nit i on, especi al l y disre spect , cul t ur al imp eri a-

lism , and stat us hie r arc hy. Re j ec t ing secta r ian f or mul atio ns th at c ast di s-

trib uti on and r ec ogni tio n as mutu ally i ncompatible understa ndi ngs o f j u-

stic e, suc h a concept ion mu st acc ommodat e both. As we shal l s ee, th i s r e-

quir es t heoriz i ng ma l dis t ri but i on and  mi sre cogni t i on by re f er ence t o a co m-

mon nor mat i ve  st andard, wi t hout r educ i ng ei ther o ne t o th e o th er. The r e-

sult wi l l be a two-dimensional conception of justice. Only such a co nc ept i -

on c an compreh end th e fu l l magnit ude o f i nj ustic e i n t he k nowle dge soc i et y.

Let me exp l ain . The appr oac h I pr opose r equi res vi ewi ng so ci al bifo cal l y,

simu l ta neously th r ough t wo dif f er ent l enses . Viewed thro ugh o ne len s, j u-

stic e i s a mat t er of fai r di st r ib ution ; v ie wed t hr ough the o t her , i t i s a

matt er of r eci pro cal rec ogni ti on. Each l ens brin gs in t o fo cus an im por t ant

aspe ct of soci al j us t ice , but nei t her al one is  suf f ic i ent. A fu l l u nder -

stan din g becomes ava i lab l e onl y when t he tw o len ses ar e su per im pose d. At

that po i nt , ju sti ce appears as a  conce pt th at sp ans t wo di mensi ons of s o-

cial or der i ng, th e di mensio n of distribution and the di mensi on of recogni-

tion.
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From th e di str i but iv e per sp ect i ve , inj ust ice  appea r s in t he gu i se of

clas s-l i ke ine qual it i es, ro ote d i n the e conomic st r uc t ure of so ciet y. Her e,

the qui nte ssen t ia l i njus t ic e i s maldis t r i but ion, u nder stoo d b ro adly , t o en-

compass no t onl y i nc ome i nequal it y but a l so expl oi t at i on, depri vati on, an d

marg i nal iz atio n or exclu sio n f r om labo r m ar kets. T he r emedy, ac cord i ngl y,

is r edi str i but i on, al so unders t ood bro adl y, to  encompass n ot on l y i nco me

tran sfe r s, but  al so r eor gani zi ng t he d i v i si on of  l abor , tr ansfo r min g t he

stru ctu r e of p r opert y owner shi p, and democratizi ng t he pro cedur es b y whic h

inve stment dec i si ons are ma de.

From th e r ecog nit i on per specti ve, in  cont ra st, i nj ust i ce a ppear s in th e

guis e of st atu s subor din ati on, ro oted i n in stitu t i onal ized h i er arch i es of

cult ura l value . The para dig m i nju stice h ere is  misrec ognit i on, whic h must

also be br oadl y under sto od t o enc ompass c ul t ural d omi natio n, no nrec ogni t i -

on, and di sres pec t . The r emedy , accord i ngly , is r ecognitio n, un ders t ood

broa dly as wel l , so as t o enco mpass no t o nl y ref or ms aimed a t upwar dly r e-

valu i ng di sres pec t ed ide nti t ie s and th e c ul t ural p r oducts of ma l ign ed

grou ps but als o ef fo r ts t o r ec ogni ze, and valori ze, di vers i t y, on t he one

hand , and effo r ts to tra nsf orm th e symbol ic orde r , de const r uct t he t er ms

that un der l ie exi sti ng s t at us dif f eren t i ati ons, and thus  ch ange eve r yo ne' s

soci al i dentit y, on t he oth er.

From th e di str i but iv e per sp ect i ve , the n, ju stice r equi res a p ol i tic s of r e-

dist r ib uti on. Fro m t he r eco gni t io n, pe r spec t ive, i n contra st , j usti ce r e-

quir es a polit i cs of rec ogni ti on. The  t hr eat of displacement a ri ses wh en

the t wo pe r spe cti ves on  j us t ic e ar e vi ewed as mu t uall y inc ompat i ble . Then,

reco gni t io n cl aim s become deco upl ed fr om re distr i buti on cl ai ms, eve ntu all y

ecli psi ng t he l at t er .

When th e t wo j ust i ce per specti ves are  super i mposed, however , the risk  of

disp l ac ement c an be defu sed. Then, jus t i ce emerges as a  tw o-dimensional c a-

tego r y, wh i ch enc ompasse s cl ai ms of bo t h ty pes. Fr om t his bi f oc al p ers pec-

tive , i t i s no lo nger neces sar y t o cho se be t ween t he polit i cs of re cognit i -

on a nd t he pol i ti cs of red is tr i but ion. W hat is  r equir ed, o n t he con t ra r y,

is a  pol it i cs t hat encompas ses bo t h.

The emer gence of t he kno wle dge so ciety m ake s suc h a politi cs po ssib l e i n

prin cip l e–and nec ess ary. In th i s socie t y, as we saw, i dent i t y i s no lo nger

tied so  ex clus i vely t o l abor , and issu es of cult ur e ar e in t ense l y p oli t ic i -

zed. Ye t economic eq uali t y r emain s rampant, as  a n ew globa l i nf ormat io n

econ omy is  fue l in g major pr oce sse s of c l ass reco mposi t ion. M ore over , t o-

day’ s di ve r sif i ed po pula t io n of symbol i c wo r kers , s er vice workers, man ufa c-

turi ng wor kers , and t hos e suff eri ng fr om so cial exclu sion i s hi ghly co n-
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scio us of mult i pl e st atu s hi er arc hies, i ncl uding t hos e of gender , “race,”

ethn i ci t y, sex ual i ty , and r eli gio n. In  t his cont ext , neith er re duct i ve ec o-

nomi sm nor vul gar cultur al i sm i s v iabl e. On the  contr ary, t he only adequat e

pers pec t iv e is a  bif ocal pe r sp ect i ve e ncompassin g b ot h rec ognit i on and di s-

trib uti on.

Combi ni ng r edi str i but ion an d r eco gniti on is no  easy matter , h owever , as i t

requ i re s br ing i ng th e tw o di mensi ons o f justice u nder a  co mmon normati ve

measure . What i s needed i s a s i ngl e no r mati ve pr i ncip l e th at ca n encompas s

both ju sti f ied cl aim s fo r r edi str i buti on an d jus t i f ie d cla ms fo r re cognit i -

on, wit hout re duc i ng eit her on e t o the o t her . Fo r t hi s pur pose, I  pr opose

the pri nci ple of parity of participation. Accordi ng t o thi s p ri ncip l e, j u-

stic e r equi res so cia l ar r angement s tha t p er mit a l l (a dult) m embers of s o-

ciet y t o i nter act wi t h o ne anot her as peers. For part i c i pat or y pari t y t o be

poss i bl e, at l eas t t wo c ondi ti ons must  be s at isf i ed. First , t he dis t ri but i -

on o f mate r ial re sour ces mu st be such as to ensu r e pa r tici pants ’ in depen-

denc e and “v oi ce.” Th is I call th e “objectiv e” condition of p ar t ici pat ory

pari t y. It pre clu des for ms and le vels of ec onomi c d ependen ce an d in equality

that im pede par it y of par ti c ip ati on. P r eclu ded, t here f ore, a r e soci al a r -

rang ements tha t i nst i tut i onali ze depri vat io n, ex pl oit ation , a nd gro ss di s-

pari t ie s i n wealt h, i nco me, an d l eisur e t im e, th er eby deny i ng some people

the means and opport unit i es to interact wi t h oth er s as pee r s. I n co ntr ast ,

the sec ond con dit i on for  par ti c ip atory p ari t y is  “intersubject iv e.” It r e-

quir es t hat in sti t ut i ona l iz ed pat t erns o f cultur al va l ue e xpr es s equal r e-

spec t f or all par t ic i pan t s and en sure equal oppo r t uni t y fo r a ch i eving s o-

cial es t eem. T his co ndit i on pr ecl udes i nsti t utio nal iz ed va l ue patte r ns th at

syst emat ic ally de pre ciat e some ca t egor i es of peopl e and th e q ual iti es ass o-

ciat ed wit h th em. Pr eclu ded, t her efore , a re inst i t uti onali zed value pa t -

tern s t hat den y some peo ple the  stat us of f ull p ar t ner s in  i nte r act i on—whe-

ther by bu r den i ng th em wi th ex ces sive ascri bed “difference” or by failing

to a ckn owl edge th eir dis t in cti veness.

Both co ndi t ion s ar e nece ssa r y f or part i c i pat ory par it y. Ne i t her alo ne i s

suff i ci ent . The f i rs t br i ngs into  f ocu s c oncerns t r adi tion al l y asso cia t ed

with th e t heor y of di str i but iv e j ustic e, es pecia l l y concer ns pe r tai nin g t o

the eco nomi c s t ru ctu r e o f soci ety and  t o ec onomi cal ly defi ned cl ass di f f e-

rent i al s. The sec ond bri ngs in t o f ocus c onc erns r ecent ly h i ghlighted in the

phil oso phy of  r ec ogni tio n, esp eci ally conce r ns p er t ai ning t o th e st atu s or -

der of soc i ety an d t o cu l tu r al l y defin ed hi erarc hi es of st at us. Yet ne i th er

cond i ti on i s m ere l y an e pip henomenal e f f ect of  t he ot her. Rat her , e ach ha s

some re l at i ve i ndep endence.  Thus , nei t her can b e a ch i eved w hol l y i ndi -

rect l y, vi a re f or ms addr ess ed exc l usiv el y t o the o t her . Th e r es ult i s a
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two- dim ens i ona l conc epti on of j us t ice t hat encompasse s both redistribution

and r ec ogni tio n, wit hout re duc i ng eith er on e to t he ot her.

This ap pro ach ser ves to  counte r t he ri sk of disp l acement. By co nstr uin g r e-

dist r ib uti on a nd r ec ogni t io n as t wo mu t uall y irr educi ble d i mens i ons of j u-

stic e, i t broa dens t he u sual under stan di ng t o en compass in j usti ces of bot h

stat us and cla ss. By sub mit t ing both  di mens i ons t o th e ove r ar ch i ng nor m of

part i ci pat ory par i ty , mor eover , i t sup pl i es a  si ngl e normat i ve stan dar d f or

asse ssi ng both th e economic st r uc t ure and t he st at us order . T hus, i t co n-

stit ute s t he b r oad under sta ndi ng of ju st i ce that i s needed i n the knowledge

soci ety .

2. Countering Reification: A Non-Identitarian Conception of Recogni-
tion

A se cond t hrea t t o socia l j ust i ce in  t he kn owled ge so ciety a r is es a s a r e-

sult of  anothe r hi st oric al i ro ny: stru ggl es for  r ecognitio n a re pro l if er a-

ting to day despit e ( or b eca use of ) inc r ease d tra nscul t ural i nte r act i on an d

communi cat i on. Th ey occu r , t hat i s, ju st as acce l er at ed mi gr ati on a nd gl o-

bal medi a f low s ar e f rac t ur i ng an d hyb r i diz i ng a l l cu l tura l f or ms, i ncl u-

ding th ose exp eri enc ed a s pr ev i ously " i nt ac t ." A ppropriately, s ome r ec ogni -

tion st r uggles se ek t o a dapt i nst i tuti ons t o thi s c onditio n o f i ncr eas ed

compl ex i ty . Yet many oth ers ta ke t he f or m of a c ommuni tari ani sm tha t dr a-

stic all y s i mpl i fi es and r ei f ie s gr oup i dent i ties . I n such f or ms, st r uggle s

for r ec ogni tion d o not p r omote re spect f ul i ntera ct i on acro ss di f fer enc es i n

incr eas i ngl y m ult i cu l tur al cont ex t s. T hey t end, r at her , to  enco urag e sepa-

rati sm and gro up enc l ave s, chauvi nism and i ntole r ance , pat r i arc hali sm and

auth ori t ar i ani sm. I  have ca l le d t his the problem of reification.

Like di spl acement , r eifi cat i on th r eate ns ou r abi l i t y t o en vi sio n so cia l j u-

stic e i n t he k nowl edge s oci ety . To def use t his t hr eat , we need t o r evi s it

the concept of re cogniti on. Wh at i s ne eded i s a  non-identitarian con ce pt i -

on, whi ch disc ourag es re i fi cat i on and  pr omot es i nt era ction a cro ss d i ff ere n-

ces. Th i s means r eje ctin g st andar d int er pre t atio ns of reco gni ti on.

Usual ly , r ecog nit i on is  v ie wed th r ough t he l ens of id entit y. Fr om t his pe r -

spec t iv e, what re qui r es r ec ogni ti on is  gr oup-specific c ul tural identit y.

Misr eco gni t ion co nsi sts i n t he de preci at i on of  such i denti t y by the dom i -

nant cu l tu r e a nd t he con sequent damage t o gr oup member s' s ense of s elf . Re-

dres sin g t his har m r equi r es en gagi ng i n a politi cs of reco gni ti on. Suc h a

poli t ic s ai ms t o r epair in t ern al self-dislocat i on b y conte st i ng the dom i -

nant cu l tu r e's de meaning pi ctu r e of on e' s gr oup. M embers o f m is r eco gni zed

grou ps mus t re j ec t such pic t ur es i n fa vor of new s elf-representatio ns o f
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thei r own maki ng. Ha ving re f as hio ned t hei r colle ct i ve identity,  moreov er,

they mu st disp l ay it pub l ic l y i n order t o gain t he re spect a nd este em of

the soc i et y-at-la rg e. The r esu l t, when s ucc essfu l , is  "rec ognit i on, " an un-

dist ort ed r ela t io n t o onese l f. On the  i dent i ty m odel, then , t he pol i ti cs of

reco gni t io n means i denti t y pol i ti cs.

With out do ubt, th i s i den t it y model con t ai ns some  genui ne i nsi ght s c once r -

ning th e psych olo gic al e f fe cts of raci sm, sexism , c ol oniza t i on, and cu l t u-

ral i mperi alis m. Yet it  i s def i ci ent o n a t l east t wo major c ount s. Fir st,

it t ends t o re i fy g ro up i denti t ie s and t o obscur e c ro ss-cutting axes of

subo r di nat i on. As a  r esu l t, it of t en r ecycl es st er eot ypes about gro ups ,

whil e pr omotin g separ ati sm and re press i ve communi t ari anism . S ec ond, th e

iden t it y model tr eat s mi sre cognit i on a s a f r ee-standing cultural harm . As a

resu l t, it obs cur es t he l at t er ’ s l inks t o maldis t r i but ion, t her eby i mpedi ng

effo r ts to com bat bo t h a spects of inju st i ce simu l t aneously.

For t hese r eas ons , I hav e pr opose d an al t er nativ e c oncepti on of rec ogni t i -

on. On my acco unt--cal l i t "the  st atus m odel "--recognition is a que sti on of

social status. What r equ i re s r eco gniti on in  the knowl edge socie t y i s not

grou p-s pec i fic id ent i ty but th e st atus o f i ndivi dual group m embers as f ul l

part ner s i n so cia l i nter act i on. Mi srec ognit i on, accor dingly, does not me an

the depr ec i ati on and def ormati on of gr oup i denti t y. Rather , i t means soci al

subo r di nat i on i n t he sen se of bei ng pr event ed fr om pa r tici pat in g as a peer

in s oci al l ife . To r edre ss t he in j usti ce re quire s a politi cs of rec ogni t i -

on, but th i s does  not mean i denti t y po l i t ic s. On  t he statu s m odel, r at her ,

it m eans a pol i ti cs aime d at over comin g s ubordin at i on by  est abl i shi ng t he

misr eco gni zed par t y as a  fu l l member o f s oc i ety, c apable o f p ar t ici pat i ng

on a  par wi th oth er members.

Let me exp l ain . To app l y th e st at us mo del r equir es ex amini ng in stit uti ona-

lize d patt erns of cu l tur al val ue f or t hei r effec t s on the  r el at i ve standing

of s oci al acto r s. If  and wh en suc h pat t er ns cons t i t ut e act or s as peers,

capa ble of par t ic i pat ing on a  par with  one anoth er in  social life, t hen we

can speak of reciprocal recognition and status equality. When, in co ntra st ,

inst i tu t io nali zed pa t ter ns of cul t ural v alu e con st i tu t e so me ac t ors as i n-

feri or, ex clud ed, wh olly ot her , or sim pl y i nvisi bl e, hence a s l ess t han

full pa r tn ers in soc i al i nt era cti on, t hen we must s peak of misrecognition

and status subordination. On the s tatu s m odel, t her ef ore, mi sre cogn i ti on i s

a so cia l r elat i on of sub ord i nat io n rel ayed t hrou gh institutionalized pat-

terns of cultural value. It  occur s when s oc i al institutions  r egulat e i nte r -

acti on acc ordi ng t o cult ura l norms tha t i mpede p ar i ty of  par t ic i pat i on. Ex-

ampl es i nc l ude ma r ri age l aws t hat excl ude same-sex partner ship s as  i ll egi -
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tima t e and per ver se, soc i al-welfar e pol i c ie s tha t s ti gmati ze si ngle mo t her s

as s exu all y ir r es ponsibl e scro ungers, and polici ng pr actic es su ch a s "r a-

cial pr ofi l ing " t hat ass oci ate ra ciali zed person s w it h cri mi nal i ty. In ea ch

of t hes e cases , i nte r act i on is re gulat ed by an  i nst it ution al i ze d pat te r n of

cult ura l value th at cons t it ute s some categories of s ocial act or s as no r ma-

tive an d ot her s as defic i ent or i nferi or . I n eac h c as e, th e r es ult i s t o

deny so me members of soc i et y t he statu s o f f ull par tn ers i n i nt erac t io n,

capa ble of par t ic i pat ing on a  par with t he r est.

On t he sta t us model, fin ally, mis r ecog ni t io n con st i tu t es a  seri ous vio l at i -

on o f j ust i ce. Wh ere ver and ho wev er it  occu r s, a  c l ai m for r eco gnit i on is

in o r der . But not e pr eci sel y what this m eans: ai med not at  valo r izi ng gro up

iden t it y, but r at her at  ove r co min g sub or din ation , c la i ms for recognition

seek to es t abl i sh th e su bor din ate d par t y as a  fu l l pa r tner i n socia l l i fe ,

able to in t era ct wit h ot her s as a peer . T hey aim , t hat is, to deinstitutio-

nalize patterns of cultural value that impede parity of participation and

to replace them with patterns that foster it.

The sta t us mod el of r eco gni t io n consti t ut es a  re sourc e aga i nst r eif i ca t io n

in t he knowled ge soc i ety . Focu sed not  on gr oup i denti t y, b ut on the ef f ec t s

of i nst i tu t ion ali zed nor ms on capaciti es fo r int er act i on, i t av oids hyp o-

stat i zi ng cult ure an d su bst i tu t in g ide nt i ty-engineerin g f or s oc i al change.

Like wis e, by r efu sin g to pr i vi l ege remedi es for  mi sre cogni t i on t hat va l or i -

ze e xis t in g gr oup id enti t ie s, i t avoid s e ss entia l i z in g cur r ent conf i gur a-

tion s and f ore clo sin g hi sto r ic al chang e. Finally, by e stab l i shi ng p art i c i -

pato r y par i ty as a normat iv e st andard, t he statu s m odel su bmi ts cla i ms fo r

reco gni t io n to de moc r ati c pr oc ess es of  publ i c ju st i fi catio n. Th us, i t

avoi ds t he aut hor i ta r ian mo nol ogi sm of  t he polit i cs of aut henti c ity ; and i t

valo r iz es t ran scu l tu r al i nt era cti on, a s o pposed t o se parat i sm and g r oup en-

clav i ng. Far f r om en cour agi ng r epr essi ve co mmuni t ar ia nism, t hen, th e st at us

model mi li t ate s agai nst i t.

In g ener al , th en, th i s a ppr oac h f oster s t he sort o f politi cs of rec ogni ti on

that i s ne eded in th e kn owl edge societ y.

3. Countering Misframing: A Multi-Tiered Conception of Sovereignty

Ther e i s al so a t hir d th r eat t o social j ust i ce i n t he know l edge soc i et y.

Like di spl acement an d re i fi cat i on, thi s o ne, too , i s t he r esult of  an h i -

stor i cal ir ony : t he knowl edge soc i ety i s em ergin g d es pite ( or becau se of)

the dec ent erin g of t he n ati onal f r ame. I t i s occ ur r in g, th at is , ju st as i t

is b eco min g in cre asi ngly im pla usi ble t o p os i t th e n at i onal s t at e as th e so-
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le c ont ain er, are na, and re gul ato r of social just i ce . Unde r t hese c ondi t i -

ons, it is imp era t iv e to po se question s a t t he r i ght l evel : o ne mus t dete r -

mine wh i ch mat t er s ar e g enui nel y natio nal , which l oca l , wh i ch r egio nal , and

whic h gl obal. Yet cu r ren t conf l ic t s of t en assume a n i nappr opr ia t e f r ame.

For exa mpl e, n umer ous movement s ar e se eki ng to  secure ethn i c en clav es at

prec i se l y t he moment whe n i ncr eas ed mi xi ng of po pul at i ons i s re nder i ng su ch

proj ect s ut opi an. An d so me def enders o f r edi stri but io n are t urn i ng pro t ec-

tion i st at pre cis ely the mo ment when econ omi c gl obali zatio n i s maki ng Key-

nesi ani sm i n o ne country an im pos sibil i t y. I n su ch ca ses, t he ef fec t i s not

to p r omote par i ty of par t ic i pat io n. It  i s r ather t o exacer bat e disp ari t ie s

by f orc i bl y im pos i ng a  nati onal f r ame on pr ocess es th at ar e i nherently

tran snat io nal. I  shal l c all th i s the problem of misframing.

Like di spl acement an d re i fi cat i on, mis f r ami ng th r eate ns ou r a bi l ity to e n-

visi on soc i al j us t ic e in th e knowl edge s oci ety. To de f use t hi s t hre at, we

need to re visi t t he prob l em of th e fra me. What is  need ed i s a multi-tiered

conc ept i on tha t dece nter s t he nat i onal f r ame. On l y su ch a conce ptio n can

acco mmodat e th e f ull ran ge of soc i al p r oces ses t hat cr eate d i sp arit i es of

part i ci pat i on i n t he kno wle dge so ciety.

The need f or a  mul ti-tier ed co nce ption arises bec ause of  mi smat ches of sc a-

le. For ex ampl e, many of th e economic pr oce sses gover ning di str i but i on ar e

clea r ly tr ansn ati onal . Y et t he re distr i buti ve me chani sms we i nherit fr om

the f or dis t per io d ar e n ati onal i n sca l e. Thus, t here is  a c l ear mi smat ch

at p r es ent bet ween t hem. Gr ant ed t rans nat io nal i nst it ution s s uc h as th e Eu-

rope an Uni on p r omi se to  hel p c l os e the g ap. But  t hey t oo s uf f er fro m seve r e

just i ce de f ici t s, bo t h i nte r nal ( i n th ei r neolib er al procl i v i ti es) and e x-

tern al ( in the i r t endenc y t o erect For t re ss Euro pe) . Apart f r om sca t te r ed

campaig ns f or a Tobi n Tax and an uncon di t io nal U ni ver sal B asi c I nco me, th e-

re i s l i tt l e o n t he hori zon at  pr esent t hat prom i ses t o ov er come th i s mi s-

matc h of scale.

Like wis e, many of th e cu l tu r al pr ocess es th at ge nerate distinc ti ons of st a-

tus are no t co nfi nabl e w i th i n a nation al fr ame, as th ey in cl ude glo bal

flow s of s i gns an d i mages, on t he one  hand, and  l ocal prac t i ces of  hybr i -

diza t io n and a ppr opr i ati on, on th e oth er . Yet he r e, t oo, t he me chan i sms f or

redr ess i ng stat us su bord i nat io n ar e la r gely hous ed wi t hin count r ies or , as

we u sed to cal l t hem, nat io n-states . Thus, here t oo, we en count er a  mi s-

matc h. Gra nted , emer ging ne w t r ansnati onal mecha ni sms for  i nsti t uti onal i -

zing hu man rig hts , such as t he Wor ld C r i min al Co urt, hold out s ome p ro mis e

for c lo sin g th i s gap. But t hey re main r udim entar y a nd subj ect t o pr ess ure

from po wer f ul sta t es . In an y case , suc h o rg aniza t i ons are  pr obably t oo gl o-
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bal, an d t oo o r ie nte d to un i ve r sa l s, t o d eal wit h t he many c ase s of st atu s

subo r di nat i on t hat ar ise fr om cul t ural f l ows tha t a re more “glocal”  in sc a-

le.

In a ddi t io n, t her e i s no on e f r ame tha t f it s all i ssu es of  j ust i ce i n t he

knowl edge soci ety . As we sa w, j us t ice her e means r emoval o f i mpedim ent s t o

pari t y of part i ci pat i on. Ye t , as we also saw,  t her e ar e at l eas t tw o di ff e-

rent ty pes of  i mpedi ment , mald i st r ibut i on and mi sr eco gniti on, which do no t

map neat ly ont o one anot her . Thus , the r e is no  guar ant ee t hat a fra me a p-

prop r ia t e t o o ne dim ensi on of j us t ice wi l l also bef it the  ot her . On th e

cont r ar y, t her e ar e many ca ses in whic h r ef orms f r amed fro m one per specti ve

end up exa cerb ati ng i nju sti ce i n t he o t her.

Fina l ly , t he n eed fo r mul ti ple fr ames i s ef f ecti vel y built i nto the id ea of

part i ci pat ory par i ty . That pri nci ple c annot be  appl ie d, after all, unless

we s pec i fy the ar ena of  soc i al pa r tici pat io n at i ssue and  t he set o f part i -

cipa nts ri ghtf ull y entit l ed to pa r ity wi t hi n it. B ut t he n or m of par ti c ip a-

tory pa r it y is me ant to  appl y t hr ougho ut th e whol e of soci al li f e. Thus,

just i ce re quir es parity of p ar t ic i pati on in a  mul t i pl i city o f i nter act i on

aren as, in clud i ng la bor mar ket s, sexua l r el ation s, fa mily l i f e, pub l ic

sphe r es , and v olu nta r y a sso cia t io ns in  c i vi l soc i et y. In  each ar ena , howe-

ver, pa r ti c ipa t io n means so met hin g dif f er ent . Fo r e xa mple, participation  i n

the l abor mark et means s omet hi ng quali t at iv ely d i f f er ent f r om parti c ip ati on

in s exu al r ela t io ns or i n c i vi l societ y. Th us, t he me aning o f parit y must

be t ail ore d to th e k i nd of par t ic i pati on at issu e. In each a r ena, t oo, th e

set of par t icip ant s r igh t fu l ly en t itle d t o parit y i s diffe r entl y del im i te d.

For exa mpl e, t he set of  t hose ent i tled t o parity i n l abor mar ke t s m ay wel l

be l arg er t han th e set e nti t le d t o par i t y wi th a  gi ve n vol unt ar y as soc i at i -

on i n c i vi l so cie t y. Thu s, t he sc ope o f t he principle’ s appl i ca t ion mu st be

tail ore d t o th e ar ena in qu est i on, It f ol lo ws th at no sing l e fo r mul a, quan-

tita t iv e or ot her wis e, c an suf f ic e for e ver y cas e. Mu l tipl e f ra mes are th e-

refo r e r equire d.

In g ener al , th en, no sin gle fr ame or  l evel of so ver ei gnty can suffice to

hand l e all que sti ons of  j us t ic e i n the k nowl edge s oci ety. What i s r equi re d,

rath er, is  a s et of mult i pl e f r ames an d a multi-tiered conc ept i on o f so-

vere i gnt y. As  a r esu l t, t he qu est i on o f w hen and w her e to apply whi ch f ra me

beco mes un avoi dable. Hencef ort h, every d i sc ussio n a bout ju st i ce mus t i nco r -

pora t e an expl i ci t r efle cti on on t he p r oble m of t he f r ame. F or ever y i ssu e,

we must as k: w ho pre cise l y are th e rel evant subj ect s of ju st i ce ? Who ar e

the soc i al act ors am ong whom pari t y of  part i cipa t ion is require d?
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Earl i er , befor e t he curr ent ac cel erati on of glob al i za t ion, t he answers to

such qu est i ons we r e l arg ely ta ken for  gr ant ed. I t w as assu med, usua l ly w i -

thou t expl i cit di scu ssio n, t hat sphere s o f j usti ce we r e co ext ensive wi t h

stat es, he nce t hat those ent it l ed to  consid erati on we r e fe l l ow citi zens.

Today, however , t hat ans wer ca n no lon ger go wit hout sayin g. Gi ven t he i n-

crea sed sa l ien ce of both tr ans nat i onal a nd subna t i onal pro cesse s, t he coun-

try can no lon ger se r ve as t he so l e un i t or cont ai ner of  justice. Rat her ,

notw i th sta ndin g i t s cont i nui ng im porta nce, t he c ountr y is one f r ame among

othe r s i n an e mer gin g new mult i -leveled st r uctur e. In this s i tu atio n, del i -

bera t io ns abou t i nst i tut i onali z in g jus t i ce must t ake care t o po se q ues t io ns

at t he r ig ht lev el , dete r mi nin g which mat te r s ar e g enuinel y n at i ona l , whi ch

loca l , whi ch r egi onal , a nd whi ch globa l . Th ey mu st de l imit v ari ous are nas

of p art i ci pati on so as t o mark ou t the s et of pa r t i ci pants r i ght ful l y e n-

titl ed t o pari t y wit hin eac h.

In g ener al , ex plicit dis cus sio n of the f r ame sho ul d pl ay a  cent r al r ol e i n

deli ber ati ons about j ust i ce . Only such e xpl i cit di scu ssion c an defu se t he

risk of mi sfra min g i n th e knowl edge so ci ety.

4. Conclusion

All t hr ee prob l ems—rei f i cat i on, di spla cement , an d m is f rami ng—are extremely

seri ous . Al l t hre ate n so cia l j ust i ce i n t he know l edge soci et y. I nso f ar as

the str ess on  r ec ogni tio n i s di sp l acin g r edi stri but io n, it  may actu all y

promote ec onomi c i nequal i ty . I nso f ar a s t he cult ur al t urn i s re i fyi ng col -

lect i ve id enti t ie s, i t r i sks sanc t i oni ng vi olati ons of human ri ghts an d

free zin g t he v ery an t agonis ms i t purpo r t s t o medi at e. Inso f ar , f ina l ly , as

stru ggl es of a ny t yp e ar e mi sf r ami ng t r ansn ation al pr ocess es, t hey r is k

trun cat i ng the sc ope of  j us t ic e and ex cl udi ng re l evant soc i al actors.

In t his le ctur e, I have pro pos ed t hree c onc eptua l s tr ategi es fo r def us i ng

thes e r i sk s. F i rs t , t o c ount er th e thr eat of dis pl ace ment, I pr opos ed a

two- dim ens i ona l conc epti on of j us t ice, w hic h enc ompas ses n ot on l y r eco gni -

tion bu t al so dis t ri buti on. Second,  to co unt er t he th r eat of re i fic ati on, I

prop ose d an ac count  of  t he po l it i cs o f r ec ognit i on t hat d oes not l ead to

iden t it y polit i cs . Third , t o count ert t he t hreat o f mi sfra mi ng, I  pr opose d

a mu l ti-t ie red co nce ptio n of sove r eign t y th at de cente r s th e n ational frame.

All t hr ee prop ose d conce pti ons we r e ro ot ed i n em er gin g fea t ur es of  t he

knowl edge soci ety.

Take n t oget her , t hes e th r ee co nce ption s c onstitu t e at leas t a porti on of

the concept ual re sour ces we ne ed i n or der t o beg i n an sweri ng wh at I  ta ke t o
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be t he key pol i ti cal que sti on of our d ay: How ca n w e devis e a coher ent

stra t egy f or r edr ess i ng i nj ust i ce s of bot h statu s a nd clas s i n t he knowle d-

ge s oci ety ? How can we i nte gra t e t he b est of the p oli t ics of re dist r ib uti on

with th e best of t he pol i ti cs of r ecognition s o as to chal l enge inj ust i ce

on b oth fr onts ? I f we fa i l t o ask this q ues t ion, i f we cli ng in stea d t o

fals e anti t hes es and mis l eadin g ei ther / or di chot omi es , we wi l l miss th e

chan ce t o envi sio n socia l ar ra ngements t hat can  r edre ss ma l di st r ibu t io n and

misr eco gni t ion si mul t aneous l y. On l y by  unit i ng b ot h object i ves i n a  si ngl e

effo r t can we  meet t he r equi re ment s of  j ust i ce f or al l in t he knowl edge so-

ciet y.

Nancy Fr as er: Soc i al Jus t ic e i n t he Kn owl edge So ci ety : Redi st ri buti on, R e-

cogn i ti on, and Pa r ti c ipa t ion

Beit r ag zu m Kongr ess "Gu t zu Wi ss en", Hei nr i ch-Böll-Stiftung, 5/ 2001
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CHAPTER NINE

FUTURES TRANSCENDED 

Introduction

With this book we have sought to lay foundations for approaches to 
the future that are appropriate to their contemporary context of future 
making. While we fully appreciate that there is much work still to be 
done, we are also aware that this exploration has enabled us to make 
the future tangible, render the invisible visible. Th is in turn aff ected the 
way we understand our role and our implication in potential eff ects. 
How we see our actions, knowledge and responsibility has irreversibly 
changed. Moreover, there is no going back. Just as we cannot re-enter 
the pre-linguistic world of the infant after we have acquired speech, so 
we cannot return to a two-dimensional futures world of space and mat-
ter after we have begun to integrate temporality and futurity into our 
knowledge practices*. As readers you have joined us in this endeavour, 
which means that you too have passed a point of no return. Your world 
too has irrevocably changed and these changes reach deep. Th us, for 
example, once temporality and futurity are explicitly encompassed in 
our knowledge practices, their negation becomes a consciously willed 
act. Similarly, any denial of implication in potential outcomes and the 
exclusion of latency periods* from horizons of concern will require active 
eff ort. Th e designation of either as unreal will be based on choice rather 
than ignorance. What used to be implicit and taken-for-granted has 
become illuminated, explicated and transformed into subjects of refl ec-
tion. And with this shift in standpoint and perspective the foundations 
are laid for new knowledge practices: each one of us is charged to help 
create on these foundations structures that are appropriate to both their 
base and their contemporary context. 

Since the laying of these foundations has been a joint eff ort involv-
ing authors and readers, the resulting structures will diff er greatly, as 
each must suit not only its unique context but also its inhabitants, 
who have their own diverse biographies and needs. Every participant in 
the exploration will have drawn diff erent inferences from the processes 
we investigated and the stories we told, will have identifi ed diff erent 
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priorities and mapped out diff erent solutions. As authors we set out to 
fi nd, mark and map access points for change. Making changes, however, 
requires context-specifi c practices that will inescapably diff er not only 
with the level at which action is conducted, the competence and the 
skills applied but also with the associated sphere of infl uence. None-
theless, despite our awareness as authors that every reader will need to 
appropriate the insights gained for their own purposes, construct the new 
buildings according to their requirements and make changes appropriate 
to their context, there is still one knowledge domain that requires our 
further attention. Th ere is a need to re-visit the conceptual tools we 
have touched upon throughout this text and focus once more on the 
relationships between them. Th e tools in question are the concepts and 
frameworks of meaning that constitute the scaff olds for this undertak-
ing. Not quite enough has been said about the relations between the 
components to consider this part of the exploration adequately covered. 
Some of the conceptual issues already addressed we would like to 
develop further, others we would like to weave together to give them 
additional strength and solidity. Appropriate conceptual tools, we want to 
argue, are essential for re-building approaches to the future. Th e further 
development of such tools is therefore the endeavour with which we 
want to bring this book to a close. ‘Tools’ sounds frightfully utilitarian 
and technical, yet the objective is not technical upskilling. Rather, the 
purpose is one of relating and integrating, of binding into a coherent 
whole the fragmented domains of action and being-becoming that have 
been sketched in previous chapters. 

Taken-for granted assumptions are invisible. Th ey belong to the world 
of know-how rather than explicit knowledge. If, as ‘common sense’, 
they act invisibly as barriers to desired change then we fi rst need to 
render them visible. Once habits of mind* are brought to the forefront 
of consciousness and we learn to ‘see’ them, we can begin the diffi  cult 
task of changing those deeply sedimented ways of knowing. As with all 
the other issues we discussed in this book there are two key insights. 
Th e fi rst is that things could and can be diff erent. Th e second is that our 
extensive thought traditions are not lost but enfolded in who we are and 
what we know. It is up to us therefore to recover these traditions and 
consider their (in)appropriateness for contemporary future matters. We 
should ask whether and in what way they might be usefully adapted 
for our contemporary context, and what diff erence it might make if 
parts of this enfolded ancient knowledge were unfolded, recovered and 
adapted for responsible future making. Again, this is not about going 
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back. Rather, it is about moving forward with an expanded conscious-
ness, emboldened by the knowledge that the industrial way of life is not 
destiny: there have been and still are other ways of living our lives.

In the fi rst section of this fi nal chapter we reconnect what has come 
adrift during the industrial way of life: the production of futures, 
knowledge of futures and our responsibility for potential outcomes. Th is 
means relating action, knowledge and ethics. Since everyone has diff er-
ent competencies in these domains of the future, we explore a number 
of access points where improvements could be achieved and consider 
what these might entail. Next we revisit key assumptions that tend to 
predispose current knowledge practices towards a lack of concern for 
long-term eff ects of contemporary future making. We focus on deeply 
sedimented habits of mind and, in some cases, trace their cultural 
roots. Our aim is to identify openings for change, ones which may 
produce approaches to the future that are adequate to our contemporary 
timeprint*. What we want to transcend, therefore, are not futures but 
contemporary perspectives and approaches to futures and futurity.

Action, Knowledge, Ethics

In the course of this investigation one thing has becomes obvious: mak-
ing futures is easy. Everyone does it all the time and with great facility. 
Knowing these futures with all their impacts and ramifi cations as they 
stretch across time and space, in contrast, is impossible for all but the 
most repetitive of actions and events. Th is disjunction between action 
and knowledge has implications for the way responsibility for future 
eff ects is approached. As long as responsibility is tied exclusively to 
known outcomes of policies, actions and inactions and excludes impacts 
that are shrouded in uncertainty, futures will continue to be produced 
with impunity. See Figure 2.

Th e three interconnected elements of action, knowledge and r espon-
sibility do not play equal roles in our contemporary relations to the 
future. Often they are treated quite separately, having come adrift in 
our world of compartmentalised knowledge. If we can agree that those 
three spheres belong together and that future making ought to be done 
knowledgeably and with r esponsibility then we need to understand the 
reasons for the disconnections as these may help us to fi nd ways of re-
connecting what has become separated with the industrial way of life 
and re-align the three elements in accordance with specifi c contexts.
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In the fi rst two chapters of this book we suggested that it makes a 
diff erence to our action potential whether the future is conceived as 
pre-given and actual, as empty* possibility, or as process* realm of latent 
futures in the making*.   Who owns the future, we argued further, has 
knock-on eff ects for the way it is perceived, the nature of the knowing 
and the anchoring of responsibility.  Th us, eff orts to know the future 
are more likely to involve discovery, disclosure and interpretation of 
destiny, fate and fortune if the future belongs to god(s).  If it is tied to 
the cosmos, in contrast, then calculation, prediction and extrapolation 
of planetary movements and auspicious moments for change may be 
involved. But, if the future is seen as ours for the making and taking, 
then imagination may be employed for conjecture, creation, colonization 
and control. With respect to the interdependence of action, knowledge 
and ethics we argued that once people’s approach to the future shifts 
from seeing themselves as recipients to understanding themselves as pro-
tagonists and agents of change, the locus of responsibility changes too. 
Th e onus is then on the new future makers to know their productions 
together with their potential ramifi cations. Th is, however, is far easier 
to demand than it is to achieve since the changing locus of control is 
accompanied by massively increased uncertainty. Th at is to say, when 
the future is no longer thought to pre-exist but is approached instead 
as a realm to be shaped by human will, then potential outcomes are 
continuously shifting and changing.  

Th us, the modern drive towards innovation and progress* has produced 
fundamentally diff erent constellations of action, knowledge and respon-
sibility from those arising from traditional responses to the challenges 

Figure 2: Ethics Based on Knowledge

Action

Knowledge Ethics
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of the future. Contextuality and e mbeddedness have been displaced by 
decontextualised, disembedded* r elations in order to produce a world 
of pure potential where anything is possible, thus subject to our design. 
Having divested the future of content and rooted human freedom in 
nothingness we fi nd that knowing futures of our making and taking 
r esponsibility for them take place under altered conditions: freedom and 
the committed pursuit of progress are accompanied by an inevitable rise 
in uncertainty and loss of control.  It is here that we encounter the major 
paradox  of the pursuit of progress and the assumption that freedom 
issues from an o pen future: as owners of the future we also carry the sole 
r esponsibility for the outcomes of our future-creating actions. Th is makes us 
inescapably responsible for that which we cannot know. 

One way to deal with the openness and uncertainty of the future has 
been to create social rules and regulations that bound and d elimit the 
production of what is unbounded and interactively open. Th is entailed 
creating laws and regulations on the one hand and institutions that 
enforce social rules on the other.  In addition, knowledge systems emerged 
that predicted the uncertain future with new and innovative methods, 
shifting focus from individual and unique outcomes to aggregate phe-
nomena. Th e distinction between f acta and f utura* was established in 
the knowledge spheres of science and economics where pronouncements 
were consequently based not on future ‘fact’ but probability*.  

 A second way of dealing with the uncertainty of the open future was 
to treat the temporal realm as if it was spatial and material.  Th is meant 
approaching it technologically with the tools of material fabrication. 
As we showed in Futures Traversed, this involved bracketing the open, 
interactive and transactional aspects of the processes involved.  When 
processes and futurity were thus placed outside the frame of reference 
and concern, highly paradoxical situations ensued: much of what was 
externalised emerged from the shadows  and dramatically increased the 
unintended eff ects of carefully planned strategies and actions. In this 
modern future-making context it was no longer possible to retain the 
triple constellation of action, knowledge and ethics in its unity. Th e 
interdependencies were severed in line with a growing diff erentiation of 
knowledge spheres and academic disciplines whose objects were studied 
in abstraction from their contexts: the three key elements of the social 
relation to the future drifted apart.  See Figure 3.

Th e result is a contemporary situation where actions extend over 
ever longer time spans into the future whilst the sphere of knowledge 
is reduced to the past and extended present.   Since ethics is tied to 
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knowledge of outcomes, re sponsibility too is restricted to the extended 
present.  On the basis of the taken-for-granted understanding of this 
relation, environmental economist Michael Ja cobs argues that, given we 
cannot know the future, we should encompass a perspective and duty 
of care that extends to one generation hence.

As long as each generation looks after the next (say over a period of 50 
years) each succeeding generation will be taken care of. Of course, if an 
eff ect in the further future can be foreseen, then it too can be taken into 
account. (Ja cobs 1991: 73)

We can see here a number of broken interdependencies that are of 
interest to this discussion. First, there is no sense that action, knowledge 
and ethics form an inseparable unity. Secondly, irrespective of how long 
into the future the eff ects of our actions may last, Ja cobs implies that 
we cannot be expected to take them into account if we cannot know 
about them. Th irdly, when responsibility is tied to knowledge in contexts 
where the future is seen as open potential, and thus as unknowable, 
such purely arbitrary cut-off  points are encouraged for the suggested 
horizon of socio-political concern. And since, fourthly, these proposed 
periods are arbitrary and disconnected from their ti meprint, that is, their 
future-making actions and associated consequences, they can be debated 
ad infi nitum without ever coming to an agreement. It means, fi nally, 
that we are at liberty to continue producing futures without social and 

Figure 3: Broken Interdependencies
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ethical bounding, with no one to hold us to account for the long-term 
consequences of our decisions, actions and inactions. 

In the light of such situations, Jay Gr iffi  ths (1999: 227) notes critically 
that the contemporary future of industrial societies “is a blank absence 
of elsewhere: there is a Tefl on coating between today and tomorrow. It is 
an attitude so implicit it is all but invisible and one merely masked by 
forecasts, plans and futurism”. As  no-man’s-land, we argued in Futures 
Traversed, the future is approached as a realm where poisons can be 
deposited for thousands of years, where resources evolved over millennia 
can be used up or depleted in a single life time, and where our atmosphere 
and stratosphere can be altered. Th ose aff ected by our future making 
and future taking have no means of redress. Without voice or vote they 
are simply at the receiving end of our ignorance. Th is surely cannot 
and must not continue. Finding ways to reconnect action, knowledge 
and ethics is a pre-condition to being able to accompany our actions to 
their time-space distantiated* eff ects and to take re sponsibility in ways 
that are appropriate to our socio-environmental ti meprint.

Hannah Ar endt’s work is once more of relevance to the issues we 
are addressing here. Human aff airs, Ar endt (1998/1958: 183–4) insists, 
exist in ongoing webs of mutually aff ecting relationships. As such they 
are unbounded in space and time which makes their eff ects unpredict-
able in principle.  As we showed in previous chapters, the bounding of 
action has been achieved culturally through the creation of social rules 
and laws, rituals and institutions. Unpredictability, in contrast had been 
reigned in and stabilised through the production of artefacts. However, 
the perspective of fabrication has turned out to be no panacea for the 
unpredictability of social action and socio-technical practices since action 
ineluctably expands into its networked consequences, and thus cannot 
be abstracted from its context or reduced to a single deed. When this 
is attempted, problems occur, as we showed in Futures Transformed 
and Futures Traversed. Ar endt identifi es pr  omise and fo rgiveness as social 
responses to, respectively, the unboundedness and uncertainty of actions 
and their irreversible and unknowable impacts. 

In Futures Tamed we showed that the power of promise works on the 
basis of bringing the future into the present. Th is entails, as Ar endt 
(1998/1958: 245) explains, disposing “of the future as though it were 
the present, that is, the enormous and truly miraculous enlargement of 
the very dimension in which power can be eff ective”. Th e creation of 
an extended pr esent based on pr omise, as we have shown, is of course 
very diff erent from the one that arises with the economic trading* of 
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futures.  While promise works in contexts where it can be relied upon, 
the economic treatment of the future, in conjunction with the va lo-
risation of speed,* negates the very processes that were set up on the 
basis of covenant. Moreover, we identifi ed discord between private and 
public modes of being. Our private lives, we suggested, are embedded 
in unbroken chains of ob ligation and ca re that allow us to identify 
with future generations in a way that is more diffi  cult to achieve in the 
public domain of instrumental (largely economic) relations where those 
chains are broken and the frontier spirit* d ominates.

 Fo rgiveness, Ar endt’s strategy to counterbalance the irreversible conse-
quences of actions, works in a very diff erent way and on the basis of 
unrelated principles. While pr omise brings the future into an expanded 
present, recognition of our dependence on fo rgiveness has the potential 
to place us in the fu  ture present* of others. It allows us to connect 
open-ended outcomes of deeds to their eventual impacts on the lives 
of unknown successors. For Ar endt it links us to the planned futures 
of predecessors through their impacts on our lives today.

Forgiving serves to undo the deeds of the past [. . .] Without being forgiven, 
released from the consequences for what we have done, our capacity to act 
would, as it were, be confi ned to one single deed from which we could 
never recover. (Ar endt 1998/1958: 237)

 Arendt thus identifi es the future-binding covenant and the importance 
of  forgiveness for deeds of predecessors as two social tools to tame the 
unboundedness, irreversibility and unpredictability that arise with the 
freedom of social action. In the contemporary industrial way of life, 
however, neither is still adhered to in the sense that  Arendt elaborated 
for classical antiquity. Yet, both strategies can provide us with pertinent 
food for thought. 

When we apply  Arendt’s insights to the issues addressed in this book, 
the need for contexts of social stability where promises can be relied 
upon is self-evident, if not easily achieved, when progress, speed and 
economic profi t are pursued with such vehemence. Th e need for  for-
giveness,  Arendt’s second means of redemption, is less obvious. Arendt’s 
focus on  forgiveness is past-oriented. We forgive predecessors for their 
deeds and legacies: the cancer-producing radiation, hormone disrupting 
chemicals, climate-changing fossil fuels. From our futures perspective, 
however, there is no barrier to extending the temporal orientation of 
 forgiveness to the future. Th at is to say, we can equally know ourselves 
to be acting in a context where we not only forgive predecessors but 
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require  forgiveness from successors for our future making. Th is turn to the 
future inescapably embeds us in relations of indebtedness with not-
yet existent others, which in turn tempers the frontier  spirit  and the 
improvidence with which their presents and futures are spoilt by us 
and or eliminated altogether. Knowing ourselves to be acting within 
unbroken webs of obligation, and appreciating that our deeds will 
require  forgiveness, places us almost by default in positions of increased 
care and concern. 

As we identifi ed in our discussion on non-reciprocal*   care in the pre-
vious chapter, this is the position of, for example, parents or guardians 
who act in what they think is in the best interest of their children and 
charges when they choose a particular godparent or a special school. 
Parents and guardians know that should these turn out to have been bad 
decisions, they will require their charges’ forgiveness for those decisions 
and the unforeseen problems that arose with them. It would not occur 
to parents or guardians to insist that they cannot take  responsibility for 
their actions because they could not be sure of the outcomes. Equally, 
they would not turn solely to past-based scientifi c knowledge for help to 
either reduce the uncertainty of the situation or make better decisions. 
What we have here is an occurrence where action is directly linked to 
 responsibility in contexts of uncertainty . It works. We know how to do it 
at the everyday level, where we are extremely accomplished at linking 
those two domains of future making. In our daily lives non-knowledge 
neither incapacitates us nor does it lead to irresponsible action. In 
contexts of obligation and care, action and  responsibility are routinely 
coupled without giving much thought to the matter. Clearly, what is 
possible in the private domain ought to be possible also in public life. 
Important here is fi rst the recognition that  responsibility in contexts 
of uncertainty is possible and second an appreciation of the conditions 
in which such responsible action can fl ourish: that is, non-reciprocal, 
non-instrumental relations of care which are embedded in chains of 
obligation . Of further relevance is an understanding of the barriers to 
social relations of care that exist in public life together with strategies 
designed to break  down those obstacles and facilitate the restoration of 
temporally extended relations of care to the public realm. Much of this 
has been addressed in the preceding chapters.

Th e creation of social contexts where promises can be relied upon 
requires social will. Redemption through  forgiveness in contrast is a 
question of attitudes and values that connect our actions with their 
eff ects on future generations. When we approach future making with 
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an attitude that recognises our inevitable indebtedness, it is likely that 
socio-technical hubris will be tempered. For either of these responses 
the action- knowledge-ethics relation is held together as a coherent unit 
but its domains are constituted diff erently. Where the future can be 
relied upon due to socially constituted promise, knowledge of outcome 
is available. In such contexts we can be held to account for our actions. 
In contexts of non-knowledge, in contrast, this is no longer the case. 
Here, knowing ourselves to be dependent on  forgiveness from successors for 
the unintended consequences of our actions becomes important as it induces 
an approach to the future that is tempered by  responsibility to others as 
yet unborn. Acting in the knowledge that we require  forgiveness is an 
important step towards relating what has come adrift, acknowledging 
interdependence and our implication in time-space distantiated eff ects, 
and widening our horizons of concern, obligation and  responsibility.

A further step has to be achieved through conceptual renovation. 
Th is entails not simply the recovery of enfolded wisdom but requires in 
the fi rst instance that we make visible historically sedimented habits of 
mind. Some of these ways of knowing have become inappropriate and 
are thus in urgent need of change. Others, which had been displaced, 
have become relevant once more. Th us, their recovery and subsequent 
adaptation to the contemporary context become pertinent. At this point, 
therefore, we want to reconsider some unquestioned assumptions that 
have been naturalised as ‘truths’, bring some of their key features to 
the fore and explore openings for change. Th is process is important, we 
argue, since a new way of understanding future making and the relation 
between action, knowledge and ethics is a precondition for change at 
the level of both individual action and public policy.

Th roughout this book we have worked with the assumption that 
knowing is intimately connected to doing, theory to practice, that 
understanding which is inappropriate to the contemporary condition is 
therefore tied to equally inappropriate action. To stress the performa-
tive nature of knowledge Marx worked with the concept of praxis. We 
have mostly used the term  knowledge practice to express this active and 
constitutive side of knowledge and to convey our conviction that trans-
formed understanding and new knowledge aff ect our action potential, 
enhance our capacity for change. Th e point of troubling taken-for-granted 
assumptions therefore is to open up spaces for doing things diff erently. 
We can here only select a few of the most pertinent assumptions we 
encountered in our exploration. Where we have dealt with problem-
atic presuppositions in depth in the text already—the ‘empty’ future, 
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the future as ‘spatial territory’ and the future as a ‘free resource’, for 
example—these will not be revisited here. Instead, we will address the 
reality status of the future and its moral standing. Pinpointing some of 
the key inadequacies allows us to open up spaces that enable us once 
more to consider alternatives appropriate to our context and sphere of 
infl uence. Some of the summaries that follow are more black and white 
than we would wish but sometimes such simplifi cation and contrast are 
necessary to achieve a measure of (artifi cial) clarity before complexity is 
reinstated to its rightful place.

Troubling Facts

In this section we explore the reality status of the future. Th is takes us 
into the realm of presuppositions that are deeply embedded in western 
cultural history and associated with the rise of science to dominant 
knowledge system. Today,  mechanistic science’s way of understanding 
the world has become the unquestioned western norm for evidence-
based practice. It is used, defended and legitimated by the governments 
of industrialised nations. It is deferred to in the media and in courts 
of national and international law. Its assumptions have become deeply 
embedded habits of mind that are diffi  cult to unsettle and even harder 
to displace.1 Th e diffi  culty, however, should not deter us from trying. 

When pared down to the bare bones of its temporal logic,  mechanistic 
science deals with facts and its operational domain is the present. Th ese 
facts refer to past events: done, achieved, completed and thus amenable 
to empirical investigation . Facts can be established as evidence. Th e 
future, in contrast, is that which has not yet come about, something 
non-factual which will become fact only after it has occurred. While 
the one has already taken (unalterable) form, the other is still open to 
infl uence. Moreover, as we showed in Futures Traversed, facts belong 
to the realms of space and matter. Th e non-factual future in contrast is 
associated with mind and the realm of ideas. It is desired, anticipated, 
expected, planned and projected . 

1 As noted in the Prologue, we are here not discussing the activities and assumptions 
of contemporary scientists but rather the reductive use of science in everyday public life 
with its associated taken-for-granted expectations about what science is and can do. Our 
critique therefore is not of modern science but rather of the unquestioned public use 
and abuse of mechanistic science for purposes of legitimation. On the role of science 
in legitimating practice, see for example Haack (2005).
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Th is understanding, which has become an unquestioned ‘fact’ within 
the western tradition of thought, was cogently expressed by St  Augus-
tine in the fourth century AD.2 To live life as a human, St  Augustine 
thought, involves the interaction and integration of past memory, present 
perception and future anticipation. He concluded that only the present 
exists while past and future are aspects of the mind only. St  Augustine’s 
understanding of the past, we need to appreciate, has been partially 
abandoned and replaced. Th us, today we no longer think of the past as 
an exclusive domain of memory. Instead, we acknowledge that the past 
has also left records and traces. It is on this basis that we can know 
the invisible past as fact. Moreover, our methods of accessing those 
hidden traces are still developing, so that today, with carbon dating, 
for example, we can know a ‘factual past’ that extends over millennia. 
St  Augustine’s view on the future, in contrast, has survived unscathed 
in its original form. Here, there has been no equivalent development 
for gaining access to ‘factual processes in the making ’, to futurity that 
extends into the long-term future , which has not yet congealed into 
phenomena. Today, as we have shown, past, present and future interleave 
and futures are not merely planned or imagined but set on their way. 
Th e assumption and associated distinctions therefore no longer hold. 
Th e ancient perspective on the future loses its grip. After 1600 years 
of adhering to the non-factual understanding of the future it is time for 
a change. Contemporary contexts where past and present futures* are 
already in progress require that we grasp as real latent processes that 
set future presents in motion  . 

Th e important point for this discussion on habits of mind is that 
currently only outcomes of processes are accorded reality status. Where 
processes take a long time to congeal and eff ects cannot be linked 
causally to an origin, the invisible process domain tends to be negated, 
placed outside the scientifi c frame of reference. Th e  mechanistic  scientifi c 
perspective tends to lack conceptual tools, an appropriate methodology 
and adequate explanations to grasp time-space distantiated processes in 
progress. Th is is a problem since today a great number of the products 
of science, such as chemical,  nuclear, genetic and nano-technologies, for 
example, are characterised by processes of extensive  time-space distantia-
tion, that is, the stretching of eff ects across time and space where the 
latency period is vast and eff ects cannot be linked unambiguously to 

2 See Bourke (1983); for a brief summary see Adam (2004: 52–4).

ADAM_F10-161-187.indd   172 8/3/2007   3:42:43 PM



 futures transcended 173

their causes. We can therefore say that the relevance of factual under-
standing that accords reality status only to processes that have congealed into 
matter is decreasing proportionally to the increase in technologies marked 
by long periods of latency. Th is situation too is clearly in urgent need 
of change. 

How, then, is this deeply ingrained set of assumptions to be troubled 
and opened up for change? We can, as we have done in this book, amass 
examples from the breadth of social action that show its inappropriate-
ness for the contemporary condition. It is, however, still a big step from 
recognizing the inadequacy of trusted sets of assumptions to changing 
them. Th e alternative to the status quo not only has to be able to do 
what could be done before but also has to do more and do it better. 
In other words, it has to be an all-round improvement. Moreover, the 
concepts chosen as replacements have to resonate with experience at the 
everyday level and do the job that is required of them. 

Let us begin by considering the concept of process in the English 
language. Th e diffi  culty can be appreciated when the English notion 
is compared respectively to a Latin and German pair of concepts that 
encompass the process world. In Latin we have the distinction between 
natura naturata*, the world of factual outcomes and  natura naturans*, 
the active process world of nature in the ma king.3 Th e former is factual, 
fi nished and fi nite. Th e latter is temporal, transient and transformative. 
 Natura naturans thus refers to the activity and creativity of naturing, to 
nature in the process of its production. In Germany, Jakob von  Uexküll 
and Georg  Kriszat (1983/1934) have worked with the related distinc-
tion of  Merkwelt*, which is the factual world amenable to perception, 
and  Wirkwelt*, which is the active, creative and productive world of 
processes. Th e  Wirkwelt is largely invisible. It is marked by projective 
interiority and depth. It is oriented, yet without simple or fi xed location. 
Its formative activity is below the surface, inaccessible to the senses and 
thus beyond the grasp of empirical science. Th is means that its activi-
ties and processes need to be intuited and unfolded. Inaccessibility to 
factual investigation, however, does not diminish the importance of the 
 Wirkwelt, its productivity or its reality status. Rather, all the power of 
activity and production of impacts belongs to the  Wirkwelt rather than 
the visible world of outcomes. Th e  Wirkwelt is the domain of lived* 

3 Baruch Spinoza, in his Ethics (1992/1677) is generally credited with having drawn 
attention to this important distinction.
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and  living* futures, discussed in the previous two chapters, while the 
 Merkwelt signifi es the fi nished product, the process-world congealed 
into material form, surface phenomena occupying space and amenable 
to quantifi cation. 

Th roughout the previous chapters we have argued that past and present 
facts are the bounded products and congealed form of processes, nature 
in its phenomenal form, snapshots of the ephemeral world of change. 
Th is means we have worked with the distinction between products or 
outcomes of processes (past and present) and processes that  produce 
outcomes (futures). Th e diffi  culty is that in the English language the 
concept of process lacks some of the power of both the Latin and the 
German characterisations respectively, which stress the active, creative 
and transformative character of the process domain, thus emphasise its 
futurity. Th is defi cit in the English concept of process makes it that 
much harder to grasp the reality of futurity with reference to invisible 
and latent processes which may not materialise as symptoms for a very 
long time.4 To our knowledge there is no ready-made equivalent pairing 
in the English language. In order to achieve the distinction between 
accessible, temporally bounded outcome and inaccessible, temporally 
unbounded, transformative futurity we therefore would like to propose 
phenomenal reality* for  Merkwelt and eff ecting reality for  Wirkwelt.5 

Gilles  Deleuze and Félix  Guattari’s ( e.g. Deleuze 1994/1968) theo-
rization of the  virtual and its ‘halo’ of potential, discussed in Futures 
Th ought, does much of the work we feel is necessary to accord reality 
status to the realm beyond empirical grasp. Th eir use of ‘the virtual’ as 
the key concept for this re-conceptualisation, however, is unfortunate 
as the term itself has many inappropriate terminological associations. 
Th rough its everyday usage—for example, as ‘virtual reality’ in the world 
of computers—it is infused with unreality and even the best theoretical 
argument will not overcome this problem of association. Th e second, more 
profound diffi  culty with the concept of the virtual is its a-temporality 

4 For an extended discussion on these matters see  Adam (1998) where the distinctions 
are fi rst discussed on pages 33–35 and then applied to socio-environmental phenomena 
throughout the book.

5 In our search for appropriate English terms we consulted colleagues and would like 
to express our thanks to them here: Dr Rachel Hurdley for the helpful excursions into 
Latin grammar to better illuminate the distinctions between natura naturata and natura 
naturans as well as facta and futura; Dr Jan Adam for our in-depth discussions of the 
German terms Merkwelt and Wirkwelt that led us to the English distinction between 
‘phenomenal reality’ and ‘eff ecting reality’.
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in everyday usage, which provides us not even with a hint of process, 
let alone futurity or creative, eff ecting power.  It is static and decontex-
tualised, its location everywhere and nowhere. In conjunction with the 
simulation of animation heroes fi ghting it out in the world of computer 
games, the virtual becomes unusable as an alternative to the assumption 
of a factual present and a mind-based, thus fi ctional, future. Finally, 
in everyday usage the opposite of virtual is real. Since every concept 
is co-defi ned by its other, the everyday opposition between the real 
and virtual makes the virtual unreal by default. On these three counts, 
therefore, we fi nd the concept of the virtual unhelpful for the task of 
grasping as real the eff ecting, processual future in progress. Th is means 
we need to take on board  Deleuze and  Guattari’s important theory of 
futurity (expanded by our conceptualisation of lived and  living futures), 
retain its reality status but abandon the terminology of virtuality for its 
problematic everyday imagery and inappropriate associations.

In this book we have developed the idea that the future is both  lived 
and  living. It is lived, we argued, at every level of reality. As futurity it 
is lived by humans as social beings, always ahead of themselves, extend-
ing to what they and others will be and become, to the horizon of 
individual and collective death as well as the legacies they leave behind, 
which will grant them immortality. As futurity the future is lived also at 
the level of organised organic and inorganic matter, albeit in degrees of 
receding consciousness. Even matter such as sand and stones are ahead 
of themselves, extending temporally and interactively to future states: 
in conjunction with water and wind, for example, the stone will turn 
to sand and, depending on context, the sand may turn to sediment 
at the bottom of the ocean or form dunes and grow plants where its 
nutrients live on in chains of other life forms. Context dependence 
makes this future like all others both predictable and unknowable. 
Futurity is ‘Being ahead of itself ’, to use  Heideggerian language, and 
potential for novelty. It encapsulates the inescapable reaching out from 
an ever-changing present. 

Th e idea of the  living future, in contrast, has a diff erent location within 
the time-space-matter continuum. It is to be found in the interactions, the 
patterns, processes and rhythms of change and evolution beyond individual 
perception. It is rooted in the wider ecological give-and-take that extends 
from the beginning to the end of time within which our interactions 
and socio-technical products are embedded and where we partake as 
participants and contributors across the levels of being. It designates a 
continuum of variable pasts and futures, extending in unbroken chains 
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of interactions to origin and destiny. It is the basis on which we can 
know ourselves as star matter. Th e idea of the  living future, therefore, 
can off er the crucial active and  creative ingredients to the eff ecting world 
of futures in the ma king which is entailed in the German  Wirkwelt but 
lac king in the a-temporal English concept of process. 

Finally, we have distinguished present futures from future presents*. 
Th e  present future refers to the standpoint of the present. As such 
it encapsulates both the factual approaches of science and economics 
and process-based perspectives on futurity and the lived future. Th e 
concept of future presents, in contrast, encompasses the future as both 
an eff ecting process and/or as living. Moreover, the standpoint of the 
  future present positions us with reference to potential impacts of present 
actions on future generations who have to cope with the consequences of 
our inventions and interventions. Th at is, it relates us to deeds and pro-
cesses already on the way.6 Th rough their diff erent positioning, present 
futures and future presents off er greatly divergent options not only for 
knowledge but also for action and ethics. Only the standpoint of the 
  future present, we need to appreciate, enables us to accompany our 
actions to their potential destinies and know ourselves as responsible 
for their time-space distantiated impacts. To encompass future presents 
and to take that standpoint, however, requires that we fi rst understand 
as real and living these invisible, eff ecting process futures in progress. 
Th is prior move is essential if we seek an approach to the future that 
brings into a coherent unity action, knowledge and ethics. While we 
have moved quite a way in that direction already, there are, however, 
still a number of hurdles to overcome. Prominent amongst these is the 
widespread practice of reductionism.

Complexity with Futurity

Looking across the thought traditions of western cultures, we can recognise 
that reductionism in its various guises has facilitated socio-technological 
development and control. In fact it has been central to the successes of 
the industrial way of life as well as its excesses. Admittedly, in this book 

6 As we have explained previously and show in the Glossary, Niklas  Luhmann (1982) 
based the distinction on the diff erence between mentally represented utopias, which 
open up present futures, and the technology-based reality of future presents, which 
close down options for both present and successor generations.
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we have concentrated on showing interdependences primarily with regard 
to the excesses rather than the successes of this way of life. Th us, in a 
number of previous chapters we have shown how reductionist approaches 
to reality have been implicated in the fragmentation of social existence 
and knowledge on the one hand and pose signifi cant barriers to a 
futures perspective that seeks to re-unite action, knowledge and ethics 
on the other. Th e shift from multiplicity and interactive complexity to 
abstracted simplicity, from the interplay of exteriority and interiority 
to surface phenomena, from the complex interpenetration and mutual 
implication of time, space and matter to matter in space are just some 
of the reductions we encountered in this exploration. 

In today’s world of rising complexity and interdependence this kind 
of reductionism is being questioned. Across the knowledge spheres from 
physics to philosophy emerge discussions about the need to embrace 
complexity, multiplicity, context and the temporal world of process and 
change.7 Th ese eff orts are at advanced stages of development and writ-
ings on the subject have begun to proliferate from the last part of the 
twentieth century onwards. Th e detailed debates and distinctions are 
not at issue here. What is of importance, instead, is the potential of 
this sweep of conceptual changes for transcending contemporary rela-
tions to the future. Since the complexity perspective across disciplines 
is hailed as the solution to reductionism, we need to establish whether 
or not it helps us to reinstate the active, creative and eff ecting process 
domain of futurity. Does it enable us to accord reality status to futures 
in the ma king, we need to ask, no matter how vast their  time-space 
distantiation? 

Fritjof  Capra (2003), in a key text on  complexity theory across the 
knowledge domains, proposes that the social dimensions of matter, space, 
time and meaning need to be brought into a coherent relation. Material 
structure, spatial patterns of networked relations, temporal processes of 
becoming and the cultural meanings these hold, he argues, need to be 
given equal weight in our analyses. Th e spheres of matter, space, time 
and knowledge have to be seen as mutually implicating rather than 
mutually exclusive. Moreover, when they are integrated in one analytical 
framework, context becomes an important consideration. As such, the 

7 See for example Beinhocker (2006),  Bohm (1983), Briggs and Peat (1989),  Byrne 
(1998),  Capra (1996),  Gribbin (2005),  Hayles (1990), Law and Mol (2002), Luhmann 
(1982), Nowotny (2001),  Prigogine &  Stengers (1984),  Th rift (1999),  Urry (2003), 
 Weick and  Sutcliff e (2001), Wynne (2005).  
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complexity perspective unsettles tried and trusted schemas for coping 
with the unknown. It questions the perspective that has habituated us 
to expect certainty, depend on simplicity and trust past-based evidence. 
Importantly for our discussion here, it allows for changes to the way 
the future has been handled for the past three hundred years, that is, 
to  the historically tempered deep structure of cultural engagement with 
the not yet and the unknown.8 

In  Capra’s fourfold constellation of  complexity theory each aspect 
implicates all the others. When, in addition, we infuse  Capra’s perspec-
tive with futurity, as developed in this text, then new possibilities for 
understanding open up and the frozen world of facts springs into life. 
A brief summary of  Capra’s complexity constellation, which we have 
extended to encompass temporality, shows the potential of  complexity 
theory for knowledge practices that seek to embrace futurity. 

Matter,  Capra’s fi rst domain, is our physical world—the earth we 
live on, the soil that feeds us, the air we breathe, the water we depend 
on, the body we inhabit, the landscapes and cityscapes we dwell in, 
the other beings we co-evolved and co-exist with and the socio-cultural 
world of artefacts (buildings, books, tools, machines, vehicles, computers, 
power stations, and laboratory products). From a futures perspective, 
however, this matter is to be understood not just spatially as frozen 
in time but also temporally as extended and enduring, interacting and 
regenerating, decaying and leaving a record, projecting and entailing 
for-ness, that is, futurity.

Form,  Capra’s second part of his fourfold constellation, encompasses 
patterned and networked relations of family and friends, work and play, 
with domesticated and non-domesticated other species. It covers all infra-
structural aspects of social life, such as institutions and communication 
systems as well as political, economic, religious and knowledge-based 
associations. From a futures perspective this form is to be expanded. 
It is to be grasped not only synchronically as structured pattern but 
also diachronically: form as forming and historically formed, network 
as networking, pattern as patterning.

Process,  Capra’s time dimension of complexity, focuses on the temporal 
aspects of the world of space, matter and networks. It relates to the 
way this world is produced and to emergent properties arising from 

8 For a working paper that elaborates on the temporal perspective on complexity, 
see  Adam (2005). 
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interactions. From a futures perspective this world to has to be extended 
to further encompasses ‘for-ness’, extension into the future, futurity. It 
needs to include understanding of the dynamics of change and creativ-
ity, stability and novelty, continuity and discontinuity, evolution and 
history, a dynamic that produces not just emergent presents but entire 
 futurescapes of  past futures and future pasts, present futures and future 
presents, processes and their products as well as lived and  living futures. 
It has to acknowledge a world where much of the on-goings and their 
eff ects are stretched across time and space, therefore often latent and 
invisible until they materialise as symptom—sometime, somewhere. 

Meaning, the fourth feature of  Capra’s complexity perspective, involves 
the processes and products of refl ective consciousness as well as socially 
constituted knowledge such as language, values and beliefs, which tend 
to be tied to the present or the a-temporal realm of ideas. From a 
futures perspective, however, meaning is projective and action-oriented. 
Knowledge is performative and transformative, hence we prefer to use 
the concept of knowledge practices to that of meaning. In their tempo-
ralised form, knowledge practices resonate with process and becoming, 
with form as historical and projective forming. Th is understanding in 
turn needs to acknowledge the contextuality of meaning and recognise 
knowledge practices as embedded and interdependent with the entirety 
of our world thus not abstractable from their networked relations. It 
places each one of us in the position of responsible social agent and 
future maker and thereby leaves behind the ‘view from nowhere  ’ that 
allowed us to act with impunity.  Heidegger’s  Dasein*, as discussed in 
Futures Th ought and Futures Tended, is to be conceived no longer as 
merely individual but also social and collective . 

From the above we can see that the complexity perspective requires 
non-linear thin king, that is, understanding of networked interdependen-
cies and processes in a refl exive, autopoietic, non-sequential, non-linear 
way. In its non-temporalised form, however, there remain some major 
obstacles to utilising the potential of  complexity theory for a futures 
perspective. Central amongst these is the way  linear causality has been 
retained without the necessary adaptation to the requirements of the 
complexity viewpoint. Th is is particularly troublesome from a futures 
standpoint. As we have indicated in earlier chapters, our understanding 
of causality is linear, sequential, reductive and past-based, which has 
signifi cant consequences for our concern with futurity, future presents 
and the process world of  living futures. 
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In Futures Th ought, we noted that  Aristotle conceptualised   aition, 
which is generally translated as causality, with reference to four inter-
dependent elements. From our futures perspective these four elements 
appear to perfectly parallel the quadruple complexity proposed above, 
as long as meaning is temporalised and thus conceived as transformative 
knowledge practice: 
 
Aristotle’s causes Complexity dimensions
Material cause Matter
Formal cause Form
Eff ective cause Process (past-based)
 Final cause Meaning (projective knowledge practices), futurity

In the course of their historical development the natural sciences have 
reduced  Aristotle’s fi rst three causes to one general physical cause where 
action produces subsequent eff ects in a linear fashion from past to 
present and future. Th e idea of a ‘ fi nal cause’ as both for-ness and the goal 
or end towards which organisms develop has been eliminated altogether. 
With this simplifying move the temporal has been reigned in and futurity 
eff ectively shielded out from scientifi c causality. In its place, the past 
and the a-temporal present have been installed as exclusive sources of 
the scientifi c meaning of causality. 

From the above we can see that the complexity perspective provides 
us with the potential to transcend that reductionist, linear, a-temporal 
understanding and take account instead of the complex, interdepen-
dent, temporally extended social realm of matter, relations, processes 
and knowledge practices that produce time-space distantiated material 
eff ects. It is because our knowledge practices have impacts, which extend 
materially, spatially and temporally, that we need to explore ways that 
allow us to accompany the consequences to their eventual, potential 
destinies: tomorrow, in one hundred, even one thousand years’ time. 
For this we need a causal understanding that transcends a  mechanistic 
science perspective. Th e new complexity conceptualisation of causality 
needs to achieve the following: fi rst, it has to implicate each of the other 
dimensions in any one aspect explicated. Secondly, it has to extend not 
just from past to present and future but also from future to present and 
past. Th irdly, this future-to-present direction needs to be not merely an 
aspect of mind, that is, of our imagination, but also a materially con-
stituted eff ecting reality. We need to know it as for-ness and as deeds 
under way, as lived and  living futures, as futures in the ma king that 
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cast shadows  from the present to the future and back again, not yet 
congealed into matter but material nevertheless. And this is precisely the 
point: future-oriented and future-creating knowledge practices produce 
 living futures that reverberate through the entire system of physical, 
biological and cultural relations and processes.  Aristotle’s four causes, 
therefore, provide us with a base from which to start our reconceptu-
alisation of causality in a way that is consistent with the futurity and 
temporal complexity we seek to encompass in our understanding. Th us, 
we can say, when complexity is complemented by temporality and futu-
rity then the active, creative and transformative domain of futurity is 
encompassed in the understanding and futures in the ma king become 
visible in their eff ecting materiality. 

With the four-fold understanding of complexity and causality we can 
appreciate what was inaccessible before. Our knowing becomes refl exive. 
When we grasp that knowledge practices are neither isolated nor isolatable 
from their networked connections, that our deeds reverberate through 
the system, activating responses that stretch across time and space and 
are therefore not necessarily proportional to their initial ‘cause’, then 
we are also bound to recognise that we are implicated participants that 
cannot escape their  responsibility. Th e complexity perspective deprives us 
of the comfortable position of external, uninvolved observer. It divests 
us of the ‘view from nowhere’ that allowed us to act with impunity. It 
therefore demands that we acknowledge ourselves as future makers and 
understand our responsibilities accordingly. Here too, however, we fi nd 
that deeply engrained habits of mind stand in the way of taking that 
responsibility seriously and prevent us from relating action, knowledge 
and ethics in a meaningful and coherent way. 

Beyond Certainty

When we shift emphasis from assumptions associated with knowledge 
of the future to assumptions about the  responsibility part of the action-
knowledge-ethics relation, as we have done in the previous chapter, the 
fi rst thing to note is that both legally and morally we feel exonerated 
from  responsibility when outcomes could not be foreseen at the time of 
action. With respect to the  nuclear industry, for example, we fi nd that 
the people who counselled governments on whether or not to establish 
a  nuclear capability, and who happened not to include in their consid-
erations associated problems of safety, were and still are not being held 
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legally responsible for either the resulting health hazards or the economic 
burden of the billions of dollars required for the decommissioning of 
power plants and the management of radio-active waste. In the  nuclear 
case we fi nd that installations are covered by limited liability only, which 
means that society is expected to foot any bill that might arise with 
accidents or leakages. Th is explicit recognition of the (non)knowledge-
 responsibility link is even enshrined in law. Th us, the  Price-Anderson 
Act was introduced in the USA in 1957 specifi cally to limit the liability 
of  nuclear power plant operators in the event of an accident.9 It has 
been renewed several times since, and now limits the amount of liability 
for each site to $300 million. Th us, whether formally or informally, 
non-knowledge as well as unintended and unforeseen consequences all 
absolve us from personal and public responsibility. 

Yet, for some socio-technological unforeseen effects the tide is 
turning. Th alidomide, asbestosis, smoking-related diseases and similar 
technologically produced hazards are cases in point where companies 
are being held responsible for the harm produced by their products. 
Th us far, however, such apportioning of  responsibility for time-space 
distantiated eff ects applies predominantly to cases where causal chains 
can be established over the life times of individuals. It is not clear as 
yet, what happens to  responsibility in situations where eff ects do not 
materialise as symptoms for hundreds and even thousand of years. Th e 
contemporary problem is that we link  responsibility to knowledge in 
contexts where increasingly non-knowledge is  becoming the dominant 
feature and thereby create ever-increasing spheres of ir responsibility. Th is 
is an unsustainable situation in desperate need of change. Since, however, 
the underpinning assumptions reach back in western cultural history to 
Greek antiquity, a change in these deeply embedded habits of mind is 
complex and involves not one but a number of suppositions and beliefs. 
In Futures Tended we have built on Hans  Jonas’ (1984/1976) work, 
locating these beliefs and their impacts in the wider cultural setting. 
Here we want to briefl y highlight them, show their inappropriateness 
for the contemporary condition and identify some of the key features 
that would need to change for these moral presuppositions to become 
appropriate to contemporary future-making practices.

In models of morality with roots in Greek antiquity,  responsibility 
is generally thought of as pertaining to relationships between living 

9 See Shrader-Frechette (1993: ch. 2).
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individuals. Actions involving non-human things such as artefacts and 
technological products, in contrast, were not considered of ethical signifi -
cance. Moreover, virtuous moral action was to be achieved in the here-
and-now world of politics. Th is meant that moral action and matters of 
ethics were defi ned by close proximity, thus limited in time and space. 
Th e long-term future, in contrast, was associated with fate, providence* 
and destiny. It was the realm of gods, and was not subject to human 
planning, debate and moral action. As such it was outside the sphere of 
human  responsibility. Th is present-based morality was counterbalanced 
by an ethical orientation to  eternity, regarding the good and the beauti-
ful, truth and virtue, ideas and ideals.  Responsibility of individuals and 
political leaders was consequently defi ned by eternal values, which were to 
be enacted in the present by members of particular communities. 

In contrast to the Greek model, obligation towards a technologically 
produced, long-term future arises with the age of science. It emerges 
fi rst with the capacity to create futures that outlast their originators, 
secondly with the human potential to threaten not just individual exis-
tences but the continuity of our species and life as we know it, and thirdly 
with the pursuit of progress which destabilizes eternal values and ren-
ders them historical. Th is context for responsibility is new. Today, the 
foundations for responsibility have shifted from an exclusively individual 
to a collective base, from predominantly local to global eff ects and 
from primarily present impacts to actions that may not materialise as 
symptoms for a very long time. Th e common-sense ethical assumptions, 
which we have inherited from the Greeks, therefore no longer hold for 
the contemporary condition. Let us explain by once more using nuclear 
technology as our example.

Beyond Immediacy: the eff ects of today’s socio-technical, socio-economic 
and political processes are no longer spatially or temporally bounded, 
this is nowhere more pertinent than in the case of nuclear technology. 
Radiation, although most dangerous in the immediate vicinity of any 
leakage or accident, permeates outwards in space, spreads inwards in 
matter, organisms and bodies and extends temporally into the long-
term future. Moral principles grounded in the immediacy of the here 
and now, therefore, need to be adjusted to the timeprint of potential 
outcomes. Such expansion of responsibility to the potential reach of 
actions places us in a diff erent position with respect to what can and 
cannot be known, done and controlled. Th is means that responsibility 
can no longer be routed via knowledge. In contexts of extensive time-
space distantiation (and the associated predominance of non-knowledge), 
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therefore, a direct link has to be established between action and ethics, 
ethics and action. See Figure 4.

Beyond Individual Responsibility: through the ages responsibility had 
been associated with individuals and their deeds. While this still holds 
good today, especially in the application of our laws, for example, 
technological activity in general and the policies associated with nuclear 
power in particular have the potential to aff ect the living conditions of 
all people now and in the future. Th is is not to suggest that the impact 
of decisions regarding radioactive waste management, for example, will 
be equal across time and space, but simply to point out that the time-
space dispersal of eff ects is no longer encompassed by a moral code 
focused on the actions of individuals. Th e changed context means that 
the ethical project of modernity has to be expanded beyond individual 
responsibility to encompass collectives at the national and international 
level. Th us, for example, in recognition of the trans-boundary nature of 
radiation, nuclear policies have to become a cosmopolitan endeavour. 
Moreover, since liability for associated costs continues to be increas-
ingly externalised to society at large, it is society who needs to come to 
decisions about the nuclear present and future. Not politicians whose 
mandate expires after their period of offi  ce, not scientists who build and 
maintain the installations, not insurance companies who cover limited 
liability but the general public who are liable will have to debate the 
pros and cons of that for which they are held responsible and for which 
they will require forgiveness from successors if their decisions lead to 
disasters sometime, somewhere. 

Figure 4: Uncertainty and Future Making

Action

EthicsNon-
Knowledge
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Beyond Anthropocentrism: the transformative power of humans has 
always been extensive. In the industrial age, however, this capacity has 
reached undreamt of heights and fundamentally changed our relation-
ship to nature. Today, nature is no longer the mere backdrop to human 
action but is subject to scientifi c intervention and invention. Flora and 
fauna, mountains and valleys, riverbeds and oceans, the biosphere and 
atmosphere—all are infl uenced by scientifi c practice and its technologi-
cal applications. As such, nature in all its facets has become ethically 
signifi cant, without, however, having its ‘interests’ represented in the 
socio-environmental polity of today. Instead, human interests grounded 
in the short-term politics of the here and now, arbitrated by science 
and justifi ed on the basis of economic arguments are the primary 
determinants for decisions that impact on the long-term future of our 
environment and fellow beings. In the light of this mismatch between 
ethical assumptions and the reach of socio-technical eff ects we are charged 
to rethink our traditional anthropocentric responses and produce prin-
ciples more appropriate to our ecological footprint and timeprint. Th is 
requires opening up ethical concern to encompass, as our responsibility, 
the sphere of impact, which extends beyond humanity to all of nature 
and the physical bases of our existence.

Beyond Certainty and Control: while the future has always been uncer-
tain, humans were not called upon to take responsibility for what was 
considered the realm of gods or God. Th ey were merely required to 
act responsibly in and towards the realm that did not belong to them. 
In a secular social world, which is understood to be (to a large extent 
at least) the outcome of human action, in contrast, the unknown and 
unknowable futures of our making become our responsibility. Th at is 
to say, uncertainty of potential outcomes cannot absolve producers of 
long-term, open-ended impacts from responsibility to those aff ected in 
remote futures and places. Th e diffi  culty confronting us, as we have 
shown, is that the indeterminacy of unbounded eff ects makes reliance 
on scientifi c prediction and economic risk calculation inappropriate and 
presents us instead with questions about justice, rights and possible harm 
to future beings that have to be addressed. Despite the extensive scale of 
potential eff ects and inevitable uncertainty we need to accept therefore 
that responsibility extends to the reach of our actions. Th is principle 
applies irrespective of whether or not the aff ected and affl  icted are able 
to hold us to account. However, once we accept this general principle, 
as we have argued above, we need to fi nd ways of connecting action 
to responsibility without routing it via knowledge. For a timescale of 
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action where outcomes can no longer be tied reliably to their sources 
and where knowledge becomes inescapably fuzzy, therefore, it is not 
past-based knowledge but social debate on what is right and just which 
will need to arbitrate between competing plans, decisions and interests. 
When we accept, in addition, that decisions may require forgiveness from 
successors, we act in a social context of indebtedness and this in turn 
helps to temper economic rationality and present-oriented self interest. 
It means that relations between action, knowledge and ethics need to 
be organised fl exibly rather than uni-directionally. See Figure 5. How 
the interdependence is conceived and socially constituted, however, will 
depend on specifi c contexts of action and their attendant timeprints. 

Refl ections

In this book we have placed contemporary approaches to the future 
in a wider historical frame in order to give us a base from which to 
make comparisons, to identify diff erences and appreciate continuities. 
From this expanded perspective we could begin to understand what 
had been gained and what lost on the path to modernity . We could see 
some of the impacts associated with the major shift that has occurred 
in the  ownership of the future, that is, people taking charge of the 
temporal domain that had previously been the preserve of gods. We 
could recognise a number of paradoxes that have accompanied the 
results of this transformation and appreciate some of the underpinning 

Figure 5: Reconnecting Interdependencies
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interdependencies. In the course of reading the book possible openings 
for change became tangible and in the previous two chapters these 
were identifi able at the level of theory and ethics. In this chapter the 
potential for doing things diff erently became apparent at the level of 
implicit assumptions and naturalised habits of mind. Transcendence of 
contemporary approaches to the future becomes a real possibility once 
action, knowledge and ethics are reconnected and placed in relation to 
each other. Knowing that things could and can be diff erent empowers 
us to infuse future ma king with concern and responsibility appropriate 
to our  timeprint.
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improve research capacities at the national level. The 
production of knowledge supposes adequate institutional 
infrastructures, access to funding, and integration into 
scientifi c communities. This points to the existence of three 
levels of capacity: the individual level, the organization level 
and the overall system level. The degree of coordination 
between these three dimensions of research capacity 
determines the scope for capacity improvement of social 
science research systems.

Identifying and addressing knowledge defi cits in social 
sciences research capacity is a priority for regional social 
science associations and councils, such as the Arab Council 

Understanding what research capacities in social sciences 
are, and what limits them, is crucial for the development of 
an appropriate strategy for their improvement. Govern-
ments often equate building research capacities with 
training. To improve research capacities in social sciences, 
they establish graduate and postgraduate courses in social 
sciences, send students abroad, and in some cases facilitate 
international exchanges, through twinning programmes 
with fi rst-rank international universities. These efforts 
focus on reinforcing the methodological and theoretical 
skills of individual social scientists, and providing better 
access to international research. But training large 
numbers of social scientists does not in itself suffi ce to 

Section 3.1 examines the social science research capacities 
at three levels – the individual, the organizational and the 
system levels – and argues that overcoming the limitations 
of research capacities calls for coordinated action at each 
of these levels. Section 3.2 examines the dramatic impact 
in some countries of consulting fi rms, private research 
institutes and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) on 
research capacity in social sciences. Section 3.3 discusses 
the effects of brain fl ows on these capacities. The last 
section reviews the experiences of countries that have 
improved their research capacities, and examines promising 
practices such as networks in social sciences.

Drivers such as differing levels of capacity, the privatization 
of research, brain fl ows and national strategies for the 
improvement of research are not specifi c to social sciences, 
and they are not limited to the global South. One problem 
facing anyone working on these issues, as the following 
articles repeatedly show, is the scarcity of data needed 
for the comparison of research capacities and for the 
assessment of strategies in different parts of the world, 
especially in the social sciences. There is an urgent need for 
data-gathering to support these comparisons and analyses.

Several papers in Chapter 2 referred to a decline in the 
quality of teaching and research in social sciences that 
has occurred in some countries in recent years; several 
also mentioned that there are large inequalities between 
countries and between institutions in the nature and quality 
of the social science research they carry out and the know-
ledge they produce. Knowledge production as measured 
by the number of publications in peer-reviewed journals 
is also very unevenly distributed across countries and 
regions (Chapter 4). Disparities in the volume, quality and 
visibility of social science research, and the continued 
supremacy of American–European social sciences, result 
in large part from disparities in research capacities. But 
how can capacities in social sciences be developed and 
improved? Governments, regional organizations and 
international agencies, UNESCO included, have been 
engaging with this issue for years. Strategies have been 
developed and attempts made to redress the divides, with 
varying degrees of success. Chapter 3 comes back to these 
issues, assesses some of these experiences, and addresses 
the challenges raised by the divide in social science 
research capacities.

Chapter presentation 

3.1  Dimensions of capacities 
 in social sciences
Introduction
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research capacity. They emphasize the training of individual 
researchers, provide refresher training in different research 
methods, facilitate contacts and exchanges with peers 
within the region, convene biennial conferences (AASSREC), 
produce refereed journals (CODESRIA) or develop regional 
research databases (CLACSO)

Kenya is a good illustration of the effect of lack of capacities 
at the three levels. Kenya is home to one of the oldest 
universities in Africa and one of its biggest producers of 
social science publications. Yet the effect of individual 
training on the country’s research capacity in social science 
remains partial, because limitations at the institutional 
and system levels are not addressed. Consequently social 
scientists in that country face serious diffi culties in carrying 
out their work and in the end do not publish in international 
peer-reviewed journals (Mweru).

for the Social Sciences (ACSS), the Latin American Council 
of Social Sciences (CLACSO), the Association of Asian Social 
Science Research Councils (AASSREC), and the Council 
for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa 
(CODESRIA). Within each region there are broad disparities 
in countries’ research capacities, according to their size, 
funding capacity, institutional infrastructure and access to 
national, regional and international research communities. 
Larger countries tend to have bigger research communities 
and generally better infrastructures (AASSREC). Yet 
shortcomings in social science training, lack of fi nance 
and infrastructure, and low access to information tend to 
reduce the ability of social sciences to inform society and 
policy in many countries. In some countries researchers are 
subject to political manipulation, leading to low-quality 
social science research (ACSS).

With some variations, all the social science associations and 
councils are developing strategies to combat disparities in 

International development agencies such as the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Organis-
ation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and the World Bank have long been concerned 
with the development of country capacities, without 
which sustainable development cannot take place. They 
analyse the problem at three levels: the individual, the 
organizational and the system level. This distinction applies 
as well to the issue of research capacities. When assessing 
national or regional capacities to conduct social science 
research, it may be useful to separate the three levels.

The individual level
Have enough researchers the necessary education and 
professional skills to conduct research, using quantitative 
or qualitative research methods? Do they have the ability to 
identify research themes that are relevant to society, and to 

Assessing research capacity 
in social sciences: a template
What are the main components of research capacity? How can it be strengthened? 
What are the main challenges that will become priorities for action? This template was 
sent to ISSC partners as a background document for their own assessment of existing 
research capacity in their region.

develop research questions? Increasingly also, researchers 
are requested to develop research proposals: do the 
researchers have the necessary skills to do this? Can they 
lead research teams, and can they communicate research 
results to improve public understanding, inform debate 
and advise policy?

An assessment of capacity development challenges at 
this level would look at the number of researchers, how 
they have been trained, their roles and the quality of the 
research they produce, the defi nition of which depends on 
the type of research promoted.

The organizational level
Well-trained researchers cannot do research unless 
there is demand for their skills, and unless they work in 
reasonably resourced organizations. Are there enough 
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and challenges at this level would need to consider four 
specifi c elements.

The fi rst element concerns research policy. Is there a 
national policy that defi nes priority areas? Are there any 
indications of genuine interest in research on the part of 
the authorities or wider society?

The second element concerns the working conditions of 
researchers and their salary levels. The latter are generally 
linked to the salaries of the overall civil service, and cannot 
be modifi ed by a single organization or even ministry. Do 
researchers have suffi cient incentives to continue carrying 
out research rather than joining the private sector, or 
leaving their country? These include monetary incentives 
but not only. Are salaries suffi cient for people to work full-
time instead of looking for consultancies, moonlighting and 
working in other institutions, or leaving research to join the 
private sector or go abroad? Another series of questions 
relates to the incentives that may exist to encourage 
researchers to publish.

The third element concerns the country’s overall level of 
stability and security. 

The fourth element concerns the degree of academic 
freedom: freedom to teach, freedom to publish and 
freedom of the press. What tradition of academic freedom 
does the country have, if any?

Unsatisfactory conditions in any of these areas may reduce 
the scientifi c production, and may tempt academics to leave 
the country. When designing strategies to build capacity, 
certain negative conditions are easier to overcome than 
others. It is easier to train individuals than it is to retain them, 
and easier to create an institution than to create a community 
of researchers, or to maintain an enabling environment. 
But for success, all the elements have to be addressed.

research positions available to form a critical mass or a 
community of researchers in one or more institutions? How 
many and which institutions are suffi ciently well funded 
to offer adequate infrastructure and an enriching research 
environment? The infrastructure necessary to do research 
in the social sciences is not as elaborate or as expensive as 
in the natural sciences but it includes computers, internet 
access, library and access to databases, journals and books. 
Is funding suffi cient to allow fi eldwork, recruitment of 
assistants, attendance at conferences and workshops, 
spending time abroad, and publishing?

The assessment of challenges at this level would look at 
issues like the type of research organizations (universities 
versus research centres and institutes), their status (are 
they centres of excellence, are they considered world-class 
or not?), their track record in terms of managing research 
programmes and publishing, their staff (are they stable, 
committed and available in suffi cient numbers?), the 
quality of the infrastructure, the way they are fi nanced, and 
last but not least, the opportunities they provide to publish 
and to collaborate and exchange information with other 
researchers at national, regional or international level.

Funding is a central issue, and needs to be considered from 
several angles. Do researchers bid for grants from national 
funding agencies? How dependent are they on funds from 
international agencies? How accessible are such funds? Is the 
level of fi nancing suffi ciently stable to allow research projects 
to be carried out over several years? What mechanisms of 
peer review and accountability are employed, and how does 
this impinge on capacity development?

The research system level and the overall 
national and regional contexts
Of concern here are the broader policy framework and 
socio-political context within which social science research 
operates. An assessment of capacity development problems 

wssr_projet1_final.indd   103wssr_projet1_final.indd   103 14/06/10   20:4714/06/10   20:47



World Social Science Report      Chapter 3      Unequal capacities

 C
hapter 3

104 

Euro–Arab space, and globally to address specifi c, usually 
developmental, issues.

Despite the diversity of the region, Arab countries generally 
share certain common features. These include:

  Poor quality of education, particularly in the social 
sciences. Governments have given priority over the years 
to educational quantity at the expense of quality.

  Limited attention to, and marginalization of, the social 
science disciplines, while giving priority to natural, 
professional, and business and management studies, 
which are identifi ed with modernity and development. 
Private higher education institutions barely pay attention 
to the social sciences.

 As a result of these factors, social sciences have a 
diminishing role in response to societal problems and 
public interest, and only a modest role in informing policies 
and effecting social change.

These three features are a consistent challenge to the 
development of the social sciences, whether in countries 
with established educational traditions but modest 
resources or in wealthy countries with a limited history of 
higher education. It is along these main axes that the newly 
established Arab Council for the Social Sciences seeks to 
make itself visible and effective.

At the individual level, much needs to be done to redress 
the shortcomings in social sciences training. This means 
addressing ‘pipeline’ issues (ensuring the supply of 
talented students into the social sciences) and curriculum 
and pedagogy weaknesses at university departments, 
especially given the increasing diffi culties in accessing 
graduate training outside the region. Second, there 

The Arab Human Development Report (UNDP, 2009) 
describes the Arab region as suffering from a ‘knowledge 
defi cit’. This is true but is also too broad a criticism, 
subsuming a number of complex defi ciencies at the 
individual, institutional and systemic levels. The challenges 
are too big for small and fragmented regional research 
programmes to redress. They require a concerted and 
wide mobilization of resources as well as the thoughtful 
identifi cation of capacity-building modalities to respond 
to various needs. Addressing the development of capacity 
regionwide means taking into account the huge disparities 
between the size and quality of the social science 
communities of the countries in the Arab region. It must 
also heed disparities in fi nancial resources and allocations 
to social science education and research. Major capacity-
building targets ought to include the enabling of learning 
and the exchange of experiences within the region and the 
coordination of scientifi c and research policy across the 
region, as well as focused interventions for specifi c needs 
in different localities.

Existing interventions have oscillated between capacity 
building for individual disadvantaged but promising 
researchers, and enhancing the capacities of highly 
specialized centres. This has been done by promoting new 
mechanisms for training and career opportunities, and by 
providing incentives for further education, fi eld research 
and publication. A few endeavours have also targeted 
advanced graduate students to help them with dissertation 
writing and completion. On the other hand, little has 
been done in the past decade to either enhance existing 
institutions’ capacity, or to create new ones specifi cally 
geared towards excellence in the social sciences or one of 
its branches. There are, however, an increasing number of 
networks that bring researchers together as individuals on 
a regional Arab level across the Mediterranean or in the 

Capacity development challenges 
in the Arab states
Seteney Shami and Moushira Elgeziri for the Arab Council for the Social 
Sciences (ACSS) www.arab-council.org

Current challenges in the Arab region require a concerted and wide mobilization of resources as 
well as the thoughtful identifi cation of capacity-building modalities to respond to various needs. 
Major capacity-building targets ought to include the enabling of learning and the exchange of 
experiences within the region and the coordination of scientifi c and research policy across the 
region, as well as focused interventions for specifi c needs in different localities.
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only be fi nancial, but also infrastructural and related to 
building a benefi cial research environment. NGOs tend to 
receive much of the international funding for research, but 
given the pace and burdens of contract research, issues 
such as research ethics, methodology, critical discussion 
and publication are neglected. Finally, the research 
community across the region suffers from a lack of access 
to information, including both offi cial information, such as 
statistical surveys, archival materials and documentation, 
and ‘private’ information and grey literature collected by 
consulting fi rms and contract research organizations. 
Researchers abroad often have better access to such 
sources than researchers within the region.

Finally, Arab elites and states generally share a distrust 
of research and a desire to manipulate it. An important 
challenge is to build trust with policy-makers, especially 
those who might positively infl uence research policy 
and resources for higher education, while at the same 
time maintaining the independence and integrity of 
research and freeing researchers from the control of Arab 
governments. It is also crucial for the public to understand 
the social sciences’ role in analysing their problems and 
improving their lives. If they fail to identify themselves with 
the public interest and public good, the social sciences in 
the Arab region risk reinforcing the image of research as an 
unnecessary luxury.

is a need to bolster scholars’ sense of themselves as a 
research community by promoting collaborative research 
and scholarly exchanges. This community encompasses 
researchers within the region, but extends too to scholars 
in the diaspora, who contribute invaluable expertise and 
resources and wish to reconnect to their homeland and re-
engage with its problems.

Arab researchers undoubtedly recognize the main chal-
lenges facing Arab societies, but are hampered by serious 
defi ciencies in methodological training and by isolation 
from international debates and knowledge production. 
This applies most notably to the younger generation, who 
have suffered most from the deterioration in education. 
To redress these problems, it will be necessary to work 
on several fronts at the same time: training to increase 
skills, research and publications to produce knowledge, 
and networking to enhance the visibility and empower 
the voice of the region. The challenge is to carry out these 
tasks while not losing sight of, and promoting, established 
centres of social science teaching and research.

On the institutional level, we should recognize the diversity 
of institutions engaged in social sciences, including 
universities, research centres and research-oriented NGOs. 
These have differing research capacities and access to 
resources. Furthermore, the obstacles they face may not 

Seteney Shami and Moushira Elgeziri

Seteney Shami is an anthropologist from Jordan who works on the topics of ethnicity, nationalism and diaspora. She is Programme 
Director at the Social Science Research Council in New York, where she directs the programmes on Eurasia and the Middle East 
and North Africa. She is also Founding Director of the newly formed Arab Council for the Social Sciences. She has also been a 
consultant for a number of organizations, including UNICEF, ESCWA and the Ford Foundation.

Moushira Elgeziri, from Egypt, has degrees in political science and is pursuing her Ph.D. in Development Studies the Netherlands. For 
many years she managed MEAwards, a programme for enhancing research skills in population and social science in the Population 
Council’s Cairo office. She works as a consultant for the Arab Council for the Social Sciences.
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of collaborators. These tend to be large nations with 
strong economies. Others have very limited resources. 
But in all cases, the infrastructure and other support 
available to social science researchers are a fraction of 
those provided to scientifi c and technological researchers 
in spite of the various and very evident human and social 
problems facing these governments. While the research 
capacity of the combined AASSREC nations is marked, 
their governments’ grasp of emerging issues is not. Social 
scientists in developed and developing nations are equally 
frustrated that their knowledge is not quickly translated 
into improved well-being for their people. Social scientists 
in small, less developed nations may struggle to have any 
effect at all.

Challenges in developing research 
capacity in Asia
The nature of the research capacity divide in the various 
Asia Pacifi c nations is varied, complex, and in some cases 
currently diffi cult to deal with. Considering the three 
general elements contributing to overall capacity – human, 
infrastructure and funding, and connectivity – it should be 
possible to conceive a simple but informative matrix for 
the AASSREC nations. Such a matrix would convey a 
capacity assessment of each country at the individual, 
organizational and research system levels. Some nations 
have exceptional scholars who suffer from pitiable 
infrastructure support and little connectivity. Other 
nations may have numerous researchers and suffi cient 
infrastructure support, but lack the connectivity to remain 
informed about sophisticated research methodologies 
and advances in their international colleagues’ thinking. 
India, China, New Zealand, Australia and Japan have well-
developed social science linkages with Europe and the 
Americas. Yet social scientists in most other AASSREC 
nations mostly have impermanent individual relationships 

For the purposes of this discussion, AASSREC and other 
Asia Pacifi c nations’ social science research capacity (which 
includes its impact capacity) can be regarded as the sum of 
the following elements:

 Human capital: the numbers of educated, trained and 
employed social scientists plus the postgraduate and 
undergraduate social science student population who will 
provide a sustained national research effort.

  Infrastructure and research funding: the buildings, facilities, 
archives and libraries, support staff and information 
technology that provide researchers with space and 
facilities. Here infrastructure includes direct or indirect 
fi nancial support from governmental or other agencies.

 Connectivity: social science research is an important part 
of enhancing the public good, and research results must 
be made public through dissemination in publications 
or by other means. Connectivity also includes direct and 
unimpeded access to collaboration with government 
agencies, public institutions, industry, private individuals 
and organizations, international peers and professional 
bodies for the purpose of sharing ideas and information.

The research capacity divide in Asia
By the research capacity divide, we mean the distance 
between the aspirations of social science practitioners 
and administrators, and the actual conditions under which 
they attempt to contribute to the national good. It can be 
thought of as the degree of disjuncture in the three points 
above, particularly how infrastructure and connectivity 
consistently lag behind human capital irrespective of the 
degree of national economic development. Asian nations 
vary widely in this regard. Some enjoy relatively large and 
well-developed support for social science research capacity 
from government, industry and an international network 

Social science research 
capacity in Asia
John Beaton for the Association of Asian Social 
Science Research Councils (AASSREC) www.aassrec.org

The Association of Asian Social Science Research Councils (AASSREC) comprises fi fteen 
member nations that enjoy differing degrees of social science research capacity. Some 
rapidly developing countries such as India and China have very large and well-funded social 
science resources, while others are developing capacity as their circumstances allow. Besides 
grossly inadequate funding, their comparative isolation from regional peers and wider-world 
associations also impedes the progress of some Asian nations in the social sciences.
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with their peers. Connecting organizations, such as 
AASSREC, provide nations with developing social science 
research capacity with the best opportunity to engage with 
their regional colleagues.

The challenge of understanding the bewildering com plex-
 ity and interaction of social, economic and political systems 
in an ever-changing world has inspired social scientists 
in Asia and elsewhere to embrace the promising, but 
challenging, guiding principle that large-scale problems 
demand multi- and cross-disciplinary social science 
approaches. Furthermore, these problems require 
approaches that cross sectoral boundaries to the natural 
and physical sciences, engineering and the humanities.

India and China invest very signifi cantly in publicly funded 
social research, while most other developing Asia Pacifi c 
nations are slowly improving their research capacities 
and are not well connected to international trends and 
developments in social science disciplines. Census and 
other macro-scale data is not generally well-supported 
and researchers may have limited access to data banks. 
This means that inter-regional comparative analyses suffer. 
Collaborative approaches by social scientists need greater 
and stronger opportunities to provide the knowledge 
that institutions and governments can use to help resolve 
diffi cult issues.

Most, but not all, Asia Pacifi c nations have peak asso-
ciations for individual social science disciplines and 
collective organizations, such as social science research 
councils. Learned academies or discipline-based societies 
are numerous but not universal. A persistent problem 
in the region is the lack of meeting opportunities. The 
fi fteen-member AASSREC convenes biennial conferences 
to promote mutuality and information exchange. These 
conferences reveal a commonality of social science issues, 
many of which focus on building harmonious societies 
characterized by equity, trust in institutions, meaningful 
employment, educational opportunities and access to 
health and social services. These issues are universal 
and there are opportunities for collaboration between 
Asia Pacifi c researchers and the developed social science 
institutions of Europe, the Americas and elsewhere.

or weak institutional arrangements overseas. A couple 
of AASSREC nations have almost no connections beyond 
their own borders.

The individual level
Higher education must provide young minds with informed 
and stimulating mentoring. There is a threshold size 
for a viable research community, whose members can 
only be provided by higher education institutions, or by 
government research units. Opportunities for employment 
and promotion in Asia correlate with a nation’s population 
size and research infrastructure investment, thus disad-
vantaging smaller nations.

The organizational level
Organizations must provide social scientists with 
infrastructure and also with opportunities to make their 
contribution to the national interest. Research systems 
in Asia are improving the connectivity that researchers 
require to engage internally and internationally with 
others, through information technology but also by 
face-to-face meetings at which effi cient and meaningful 
understanding is achieved. A rare good news story is 
that thanks to the information revolution, researchers 
will now have the opportunity to leapfrog the previous 
infrastructural limitations. This will particularly benefi t 
those in small countries who have suffered a lack of research 
support materials. Ready electronic access to research 
communications, including current debates, publication 
opportunities and research fi ndings, will be a watershed 
in capacity development. This advantage will greatly 
enhance opportunities for all social scientists in AASSREC 
nations and others, especially the previously disadvantaged 
smaller countries

The research system level
It is in the interests of regions, as well as countries, to 
support a well-networked system of collaborating scholars 
and practitioners in the social sciences. Economic, political, 
ethnic and other social issues are rarely, if ever, unique to a 
single country. In a globalizing world, issues and potential 
diffi culties can spread across national boundaries with 
exceptional ease and speed. To some degree, all social 
scientists in Asian nations suffer from an inability to share, 
compare and analyse their data, experiences and thoughts 

John Beaton 

Is Executive Director of the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia and secretary general of AASSREC.
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requires an appropriate regional institutional environment. 
This goal has been one of the greatest challenges taken 
up by CLACSO over the period since 1970. It has done so 
by forming the largest network of social science research 
institutes in the region. This network brings together 259 
research and higher education centres from 25 countries, 
including the largest and best-known regional state 
universities and NGOs devoted to social science research. 
These knowledge production and dissemination centres 
operate in historically and geographically heterogeneous 
environments which shape their actions. So one of the 
network’s central priorities is to empower centres from 
relatively less-developed countries and areas by ensuring 
their social scientists’ participation in the network, which 
itself contributes to capacity development.

The capacity-building core includes a group of interrelated 
activities geared towards:

  fi nancing social science research with a critical thinking 
approach

  linking such research to postgraduate education at the 
regional level

  facilitating information and scientifi c research availability 
and dissemination by means of new technologies

  promoting actions targeted at relatively less-developed 
social sciences areas in order to ensure full participation in 
the network of regional scientists.

These actions focus on social, economic and political 
interest issues. They address the major problems facing 
Latin American societies, such as inequality, poverty, 
education, culture, democracy, environment, social 
movements, labour, social confl ict, development and 
regional integration. Specifi cally, a regional programme of 

Building capacity in social science can be an extended pro -
cess. It involves the establishment, expansion and streng-
thening of institutional, operational and organizational 
resources capable of generating relevant knowledge for 
society at the local, national, regional and international level. 
This process tends to produce a greater understanding of 
the main problems that society or groups within it face by 
developing actions or policies to address them.

One of today’s greatest challenges is to link social sciences 
and action. This need was explicitly acknowledged by 
UNESCO at its 2006 International Forum on the Social 
Science–Policy Nexus, which scientists and policy-makers 
from more than eighty countries attended. One of the main 
outcomes of the so-called Buenos Aires Forum was a call 
for the redefi nition of the relationship (‘nexus’) between 
social science and action, which could be considered the 
primary goal of evaluating Latin American social sciences’ 
capacity development. The question, still current, is: how is 
that goal to be achieved?

CLACSO was an active participant at the Forum. In 
striving to answer the question above, CLASCO aims at a 
redefi nition of research design in social sciences. One aim 
of such a redefi nition is to permit translatable results to 
be turned into policies serving the needs of progress and 
social change. In this regard, CLACSO’s unchanging critical 
thought can be considered a crucial tool in the capacity-
building process. This type of scientifi c thinking, which 
to some extent applies the critical theory approach, is 
intended partly to help understand or explain social reality, 
but also to identify the areas for improvement and the 
means to achieve it.

Promoting a way of thinking which is capable of relating 
social sciences to urgent social problems in Latin America 

Social science capacity-building 
in Latin America
Alberto D. Cimadamore for the Latin American Council of Social 
Sciences (CLACSO) www.clacso.org

Promoting a way of thinking that is capable of relating social sciences to urgent social 
problems in Latin America requires an appropriate regional institutional environment. 
This goal has been one of the greatest challenges over the past forty years. One of 
CLACSO’s central priorities is to empower centres from relatively less developed 
countries and areas by ensuring their social scientists’ participation in the network, 
which itself contributes to capacity development.
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funding for these issues by organizing international 
seminars and postgraduate courses, both face-to-face and 
by distance teaching, in which the participation of young 
scholars, social representatives and decision-makers is 
promoted.

poverty and inequality research studies addresses the most 
important social, economic, political and ethical problems 
affl icting Latin American and the Caribbean countries. 
While it is true that this is a regional programme, it focuses 
on relatively less-developed countries and offers research 

Alberto D. Cimadamore 

Has a Ph.D. in international relations. He is Professor at the School of Social Sciences at the University of Buenos Aires and a 
researcher for the National Council of Scientific and Technological Research, Argentina. He is CLACSO ś Coordinator of 
International Relations.

Dominican Republic 
© UNESCO/G. Solinis
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Participants noted that the lack of time was a major 

contributing factor to the limited number of publications. 

Overcrowded lecture halls, an excessive number of exams to 

grade, numerous university meetings, and serving on various 

university committees were all cited as taking up any extra 

time that could otherwise have been used to write journal 

articles. Furthermore, senior faculty members complained 

about having to supervise up to twenty Masters’ and doctoral 

students’ projects and theses. Little time was left for research 

and publishing. In addition, those interviewed stated that if 

they did fi nd some extra time, it was spent on teaching extra 

classes in private universities or colleges to supplement their 

incomes. Low faculty wages were therefore seen as a major 

hindrance to research and publication.

Low salaries were also mentioned in connection with research 

and fi eldwork. In the absence of research funding and grants, 

academics use their own personal resources, which often 

results in less research time and thus fewer research fi ndings to 

publish. Low salaries also mean that academics cannot afford 

journal access fees. They accused some journals of charging 

such exorbitant publishing fees – including for online access 

– that they could not keep up to date with current literature 

and research fi ndings. A number of academics were unsure 

whether their research areas had already been covered, or of 

the latest research fi ndings in their fi eld.

In addition, the interviewed academics related the dis-

couraging comments that they received from journal 

reviewers. In certain cases, reviewers suggested such major 

changes on the submitted articles that their authors simply 

did not take the trouble to resubmit them. Reviewers 

also called on the authors to read further and include 

more current literature, and as we have just seen, limited 

resources made it particularly diffi cult to do so. Certain 

participants also felt that the underlying reasons behind 

these reviews lay in a negative attitude towards sub-

Although publishing in international peer-reviewed 

journals can be viewed as a source of credibility and 

authority in an area of specialization, an examination of 

most of the highly ranked journals reveals that few, if any, 

articles are published by academics from sub-Saharan 

African universities. This is the case even when the article’s 

main topic directly relates to issues relevant to sub-Saharan 

Africa. So it seemed appropriate to investigate this matter. 

Kenya was chosen as the country for our investigation. The 

study aimed at explaining why Kenyan academics do not 

publish in international refereed journals, taking into account 

academics’ own viewpoints on how to increase their number 

of publications in international refereed journals.

The study site was one of Kenya’s main public universities, 

located in Nairobi. In-depth interviews and focus group 

discussions were organized to collect data from faculty 

members who had not yet published a journal article or who 

had only published one article in the past three years. There 

were fi ve focus group discussions which brought together 

twenty-fi ve faculty members teaching in fi ve different 

university departments. Each focus group discussion 

consisted of fi ve individuals, ranging in rank from tutorial 

fellow to professor. Interviews were also conducted with 

the fi ve chairpersons of the fi ve university departments. 

The notes made during the interviews were transcribed 

and transferred on to a document summary sheet. This 

information was then analysed according to themes.

Factors involved in limited publications
The following factors stand out in the data:

  lack of time and low salaries

  diffi culties in obtaining recent and relevant books and 

journal articles

  negative reviews of submissions to journals

  the attitude of the university’s administrative services

  the attitude of faculty.

Why Kenyan academics do not publish 
in international refereed journals
Maureen Mweru

An examination of most of the highly ranked journals reveals that few, if any, articles are published by 
academics from sub-Saharan African universities. This is the case even when the article’s main topic 
directly relates to issues relevant to sub-Saharan Africa. The study outlined here aimed at explaining why 
African, and specifi cally Kenyan, academics do not publish in international refereed journals, and at taking 
into account academics’ own viewpoints on how to increase their number of publications in such journals.
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of what a ‘well-written’ journal article looks like. Junior 
faculty members also pointed out that they needed better 
guidance from their superiors on how to write for scientifi c 
journals, notably by getting them involved in research 
projects and writing up research fi ndings.

Concluding remarks
Several measures need to be taken in order for the number 
of publications to increase. The creation of a positive climate 
for research (as mentioned by Proctor, 1996) is one of them. 
Research has to be valued, and greater time and effort 
must be devoted to it. Universities in sub-Saharan Africa, 
including Kenya, ought to provide greater support to their 
faculty staff. Although many universities in resource-poor 
countries such as Kenya might not possess the necessary 
funds to subscribe to international journals, they could 
support their faculty by identifying and subscribing to a 
few key journals.

Research funding also represents a critical factor. It has 
been widely acknowledged that without funding, research 
cannot proceed adequately (Proctor, 1996). However, in the 
current context of global recession, academics in developing 
countries are not always able to rely on developed countries 
in order to gain access to the funds they need. Perhaps it 
is time for sub-Saharan-based scholars to seek alternative 
sources of funding for their research. Faculty members 
also need to take steps to help themselves and each other, 
for instance through self-help groups in which they can 
exchange advice and guidance, including feedback on 
drafts of articles. This could also reduce the number of harsh 
reports they receive from reviewers. Self-help groups have 
been found to increase scholarly outputs in countries such as 
the USA (Pottick, Adams and Faulkner, 1986).

If Kenya, and sub-Saharan Africa more generally, are 
to become active members of the global intellectual or 
scholarly community, they will have to take note of the 
fi ndings reported here. I would therefore insist on the need 
to encourage more research and publications by academics 
from developing countries by outlining the positive and 
lasting impacts their research fi ndings could have on society. 
Senior faculty members must fulfi l their responsibilities as 
role models to their junior colleagues and students. In other 
words, they have to produce quality research and publish 
their fi ndings in international, peer-reviewed journals.

Saharan-based scholars and their research, and a disregard 
for the issues that were addressed in the articles that were 
submitted. This is particularly interesting in view of the 
supposedly anonymous nature of articles when they are 
presented to reviewers.

University administrative services were accused of not 
doing enough to encourage publishing by faculty members. 
Academics who published in international journals, for 
instance, were not rewarded. Academics also felt that 
the administration did not place enough emphasis on the 
importance of publishing. Individuals needed to have pu-
blished only three articles within a space of three years to be 
eligible for promotion from lecturer to senior lecturer. Many 
faculty members did not feel the need to do the extra work 
involved in publishing, and therefore stopped writing articles 
from the moment that they had published the necessary 
number of articles for promotion. A few of them argued that 
they were content and were not really interested in promotion, 
since the university employed them on a permanent basis. This 
air of resignation or fatalism could also be witnessed among 
junior faculty members, who pointed out that they had never 
been taught or guided on how to write journal articles.

How to increase the number of 
publications
A number of those interviewed felt that the university 
administration could support the effort needed for publishing 
by moderating class sizes as well as teaching and non-teaching 
assignments. Two suggestions were made in order to increase 
the quality and quantity of output: greater recognition for 
prolifi c academics, and a requirement that all faculty members 
publish at least one journal article per academic year.

Salary increases and the provision of research funds were 
regarded as potentially positive measures. They would mean 
that academics would no longer have to teach extra classes 
to increase their income. They could then spend a greater 
amount of time on research and publication. In addition, 
higher salaries would allow them to afford the publication 
fees demanded by certain journals. Differentiated journal 
access fees were also mentioned as a way of supporting 
and encouraging African and developing-country scholars, 
improving their access to current literature and existing 
research. Junior faculty members who gained greater 
access to peer-reviewed articles would get a clearer picture 

Maureen Mweru 

Lectures in the Educational Psychology and Early Childhood Studies Departments of Kenyatta University in Kenya. She teaches 
various courses including courses on research methodology. Her research interests are on issues affecting the education and research 
sector. She has also written articles on issues affecting research funding in Africa.
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3.2 Marketization of research
Introduction 

The case of Kenya presented above highlighted how low 
incomes induce scholars to combine teaching at university 
and ‘moonlighting’, thus drastically diminishing their time 
for academic research and endangering the quality of 
their teaching. Funding scarcities in Africa and elsewhere 
often lead scholars to work as consultants and to stock-
pile short-term research contracts. Social sciences have 
gained visibility and some popular legitimacy as a result 
of these developments. But consultant-led research can 
nevertheless be problematic in problem-rich and resource-
poor environments. Traditional university and institution-
led research has various mechanisms in place to check the 
quality of the work produced. In contrast, consultancies 
are mainly responsive to the market and a specifi c client 
base. Quality control is often absent. Financial incentives 
encourage researchers to shift rapidly from one topic to 
another, a practice which increases the atomization of 
knowledge rather than thorough understanding of entire 
problematics (Richter and de Kadt).

In some regions, donor agencies have become the main 
source of research funding, with decisive outcomes for the 
kind of research undertaken. In the Arab East, for example, 
agencies fi nance research centres outside universities 
(such as NGOs and consultancy fi rms), in conformity with 

conceptions stressing the need to develop and empower 
civil society (Hanafi ; Shami and Elgeziri). This has led to 
the formation of new elites, NGO leaders enjoying easier 
access to funding agencies. Again in line with international 
priorities, new research themes, such as gender, poverty, 
democracy and governance, have mobilized researchers. 
The research fi nanced by agencies favours the collection of 
large data sets, privileging the production of quantitative 
indicators over qualitative and critical analyses, and over 
any understanding of the root causes of poverty (Hanafi ).

The mushrooming of consultancy fi rms and NGOs drawing 
on a large number of social scientists amounts to an 
internal brain drain, which is no less problematic than the 
external brain drain, even if it is less talked about. How 
widespread these practices are, and how they impact on 
research, needs further attention. The fi rst, paradoxical 
indications we have, however, suggest that the growth 
of these bodies does not result in as big an improvement 
of knowledge as might be expected. Instead of boosting 
research capacity and orienting quality knowledge 
production toward relevant policy issues, funding practices 
by agencies deplete them, by privileging short-term studies 
which do not facilitate the accumulation of knowledge and 
theorization.

wssr_projet1_final.indd   112wssr_projet1_final.indd   112 14/06/10   20:4714/06/10   20:47



The development of consultancies in South Africa     Linda Richter and Julia de Kadt 

113 

 C
hapter 3

Social science has certainly gained enormous visibility 
and popular legitimacy as a result of these developments, 
making fi ndings more acceptable and the fi eld more 
attractive to graduates. But the growing role of consultants 
creates problems at the same time, particularly regarding 
quality control and the development of a reliable body of 
knowledge. In order to become infl uential in universities 
and research institutions, researchers need doctoral de-
grees and multiple, peer-reviewed publications, criteria that 
help build skills and ensure quality. In contrast consultants, 
particularly in the African context, are not necessarily 
equipped with the training or inclination to review 
existing literature thoroughly and build on existing work. 
Peer review is not required, and consultants frequently 
move between topics, resulting in the atomization of 
knowledge. Finally, the growth of consultancy is primarily 
constrained by market responsiveness. If a consultant’s 
work is valued by a client, additional and increasingly well-
paid assignments are likely to follow. These incentives 
differ signifi cantly from those that promote excellence in a 
traditional academic environment.

The combination of the practices and pressures shaping 
consultant-led research, its high visibility and its public 
legitimacy, all mean that it is particularly vulnerable to the 
generation and repetition of ill-formed and even incorrect 
ideas, often with substantial implications for policy and 
practice. This has been particularly well illustrated by the 
emergence and concentration of global attention on the 
‘AIDS orphan crisis’.

Paediatric HIV cases were documented in the earliest days 
of the epidemic, although it was only in the late 1980s 
that the care needs of children infected with or affected 
by the virus began to receive serious attention (Gurdin and 

Social science has witnessed a surge in problem-
oriented, context-specifi c and transdisciplinary research. 
Although this form of research is attractive because of its 
immediate relevance to real-world challenges and complex 
contemporary social problems, concerns have been raised 
about the empirical validity, conceptual strength and 
political susceptibility of its fi ndings. Nonetheless, the 
popularization of this form of knowledge production has 
encouraged governments, intergovernmental organiza-
tions, aid agencies and donor groups, among others, to 
insist increasingly on its use in shaping and evaluating 
development practice and policy. These growing demands 
for research are increasingly being met by independent 
consultants.

Particularly during the 1990s, reductions in public funding 
for research in Africa crippled the capacity of academic 
institutions, rendering them incapable of responding 
to growing research demands. Instead academics, pro- 
gramme offi cers from aid and development agencies, and 
recent graduates were drawn by fi nancial incentives to 
migrate increasingly towards problem-oriented research 
and to respond to requests for technical assistance by 
working on their own instead of via established institutions. 
Many of these individuals had relevant practical experience, 
but limited and fairly narrow research expertise (Waast, 
2002). From the requisitioning agencies’ point of view, 
stand-alone professionals can take on commissions at much 
lower prices than institutions with overhead costs, training 
commitments and the like. The resulting growing reliance 
on consultant-led research in the social sciences in Africa 
is now evident in professional associations and networks, 
particularly regarding monitoring and evaluation, and in 
the growing roles played by market research companies in 
the social policy and development domains.

The development of consultancies 
in South Africa
Linda Richter and Julia de Kadt

Although attractive because of its immediate relevance to real-world challenges, 
problem-oriented research has raised concerns about the empirical validity, conceptual 
strength and political susceptibility of its fi ndings. Governments, intergovernmental 
organizations, aid agencies and donor groups insist increasingly on its use in shaping 
and evaluating development practice and policy. These growing demands for research 
are more and more often being met by independent consultants.
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the near absence of stringent, discipline-informed research, 
resulted in increasingly rigid perceptions and practices. The 
idea of AIDS orphans as the primary face of the epidemic’s 
impact on children, shaping the use of so much of this 
funding, became increasingly diffi cult to challenge.

It took nearly twenty years for these simplistic ideas to 
be questioned by systematic reviews of academic work 
(for example, Bray, 2003), critical appraisal of predicted 
outcomes (for instance, Meintjes and Giese, 2006), and 
careful re-examination of oft-quoted data (for example, 
Richter, 2008). This re-evaluation originated in academic 
contexts, and guided substantial revisions of the ideas 
that had long shaped policy, programmes and research 
on children affected by HIV and AIDS. It is now clear that 
children are affected in multiple ways by their experiences 
of HIV/AIDS, and by the impoverishing effects of the 
epidemic on their families and communities. We have 
also learned that children who lose parents are unlikely 
to become unsocialized threats to society. Furthermore, 
the vast majority of so-called AIDS orphans actually have 
a surviving parent. Therefore, to be effective, assistance 
needs to reach not only orphans, but many other affected 
children. Interventions need to target vulnerable families 
and address the poverty that lies at the heart of the 
deprivation associated with HIV and AIDS.

While the work of consultants helped bring children 
and AIDS into the public view, generating widespread 
interest and support, it also led to the acceptance of 
underdeveloped ideas and data, and caused resistance to 
change in response to new evidence.

Anderson, 1987; Beer, Rose and Touk, 1988). The focus 
shifted in 1997, when estimates suggested that there were 
millions of AIDS orphans (Hunter and Williamson, 1997; 
UNAIDS, UNICEF and USAID, 2002). As ideas evolved 
through the grey literature, such as meeting reports and 
consultancy reviews, the discussion of the impact of HIV 
and AIDS on children narrowed to an almost exclusive 
focus on orphans, understood as children who had lost 
their parents and were dependent on a charitable world for 
assistance. The interventions envisaged in response were 
mostly limited to the provision of psychosocial support for 
the affected children.

In retrospect, it is perplexing that a complex, long-term 
and global phenomenon, with multiple ramifi cations for 
children and families, could be reduced to such simplistic 
ideas. Children will obviously be affected by adult illness 
in the home long before the death of their parents, and by 
asset loss and destitution after it. Children are also affected 
by ambient conditions, such as poverty, dislocation and 
confl ict. However, these complexities were lost in the sheer 
size of the projected orphan numbers. Data were recycled 
through reports, primarily produced by consultants, 
and concerns about child-headed households and skip-
generation families fl ourished. These developments 
occurred within a context of dramatically increased fi nancial 
resources. International funding for HIV/AIDS, excluding 
increasing resources specifi cally for research, shot up from 
US$1.2 billion in 2002 to US$7.7 billion in 2008, a great deal 
of it directed to the worst-affected countries in southern 
Africa (Kates and Lief, 2009). The very success of the AIDS 
orphan image in fundraising and advocacy, together with 
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this period coincided with the 1991 Gulf War and the onset 
of the Madrid peace talks, which reconfi gured Palestine’s 
geopolitical status and recast the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
as sites of ‘peace-making’.

Second, the new political economy of aid in favour of NGOs 
created new internal forms of social and political capital in 
the region. This led to the nurturing and founding of research 
centres at the expense of aid to universities, which were 
perceived as public institutions rather than as part of civil 
society. Although the international actors recognized the 
institutional pitfalls of moving research outside universities, 
they highlighted the benefi ts of supporting research within 
small-scale units which were unhampered by university 
bureaucracy and therefore more fl exible and effi cient. In 
respect of the Palestinian territory, they argued that these 
units could also sustain research when universities closed 
down as a result of internal political confl icts and curfews 
imposed by the Israeli occupation forces.

Third, local NGOs’ entry into the aid channels led to 
the formation of a new elite. These were NGO leaders 
who positioned themselves locally within development 
channels and networked globally to become what Hanafi  
and Tabar (2005) call a ‘globalized elite’ who are familiar 
with the world of aid agencies. Intellectual entrepreneurs, 
expert sociologists and consultants emerged, becoming 
part of the donor agencies’ networks and familiar with 
the cognitive code of donor agencies in the research 
fi eld (Kabanji, 2005). Their actions were essentially based 
on debates, development paradigms and international 
standards not bound to their local context.

This new situation was marked by changes in aid policy, 
the emergence of NGO-funded research centres, and a 
three-dimensional crisis for national research systems 

The growth of the number of research centres in the Arab 
East is related to the proliferation of NGOs. Within this area, 
almost 122 centres involved in research activities emerged in 
the context of the political transition in the Palestinian territory 
and Lebanon and the economic transition of Egypt and Jordan. 
This abundance of NGOs is not specifi c to this region, but is 
also found in any developing country where the international 
community provides aid for promoting local civil society.

This contribution focuses on the region’s research structure 
and production. I raise the following questions: Why have 
consultancies and NGO-based research developed? What 
impact do they have on the quality of the produced research 
and knowledge?

Aid system and the emerging 
NGO research centres
In the region, research centres off university campuses 
– whether private profi t-making consultancy fi rms or 
NGOs – are fl ourishing. There are two specifi c reasons 
for this: the promotion and implementation of the peace 
processes in Lebanon (after the 1989 Taif Agreement) and 
the Palestinian territory (after the 1993 Oslo Accords), and 
the advocating and monitoring of economic liberalization 
in Jordan and Egypt. The donor community’s keyword in 
these processes was the ‘empowerment’ of civil society.

This transformation of the donor agenda was linked 
to three complex processes. First, since the early 1990s, 
a fundamental shift in favour of NGOs has occurred in 
the political economy of aid. Internationally, this moment 
coincided with a change in the sources of aid to NGOs. global 
Northern and Southern NGOs’ mutual, solidarity-based 
support withered. This support was replaced by bilateral 
and multilateral relations between global Southern NGOs 
and governmental and development agencies. Regionally, 

Consultancies and NGO-based 
research in the Arab East: challenges arising 
from the new donor agendas
Sari Hanafi 

Since the Washington consensus in 1989 and its recommendations for the support of civil society, the 
international community has contributed to the creation and subsidizing of research in centres outside 
national universities. The production of social-scientifi c knowledge in the Arab East (Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon, the Palestinian territory and the Syrian Arab Republic) cannot be understood without reference to 
the genesis of social sciences in this region since the colonial era and the political economy of the aid system.
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live, so-called ‘poverty mapping’, and suggesting different 
measures of ‘poverty alleviation’. Having discovered that the 
poor occupy certain neighbourhoods, specifi c interventions 
were proposed without examining why the poor live in these 
neighbourhoods or assessing the root causes of poverty, 
such as the role of the state in the distribution of resources 
and the negative impact of structural adjustment policies. 
Many of these studies have been carried out, sponsored and 
published by UN agencies, leading to action research and 
interventions that NGOs later implement. The sponsoring 
organizations often emphasize the collection of demo -
graphic data. The surveys that they sponsor are therefore 
descriptive in nature, based on assessing consumption 
and income levels, life expectancy, child mortality and 
literacy levels. A thorough analysis of this raw data and 
its interpretation on the basis of broader sociological, 
anthropological and historical studies is usually not on the 
agenda.

Conclusion
This paper has  attempted to discuss the problematic 
development of research in the social sciences in the Arab 
East as carried out with external funding in research centres 
outside universities. It is argued that even though social 
research has recently fl ourished in the region, the studies 
tend to lack critical depth. This kind of donor-driven research 
(in the sense of Bourdieu) is developed and carried out by 
competing research entrepreneurs seeking contracts, rather 
than being structured by researchers refl ecting different 
sensibilities in terms of historical analysis, social class or 
ideology. Many such projects are nothing but a succession of 
one-year initiatives meant to produce policy research. These 
research projects lead to too much quantitative research, 
including opinion polls, and aimed at identifying research 
questions that are often conceived without theories to 
support them. Such research does not enable its readers, 
and other citizens, to be critical of their society.

The most salient issue in the changes discussed above is the 
kind of funding available to research. The scarcity of public 
funds, the lack of fi nancial support from the (sometimes) 
wealthy local community and the exclusive reliance 
on foreign funding hinder the research centres’ ability 
to accomplish long-term planning and to hire suitable 
personnel. The atomization of research sites makes them 
vulnerable to attacks by political and security authorities as 
well as by different political and religious groups.

(fi nancial, institutional and one of self-confi dence) (Waast, 
1996). New forms of knowledge production emerged. The 
consultancy fi rms and NGO research centres cherished by 
donors readily accepted the transfer of new activities and 
methodologies. They were supported by project funding, 
rather than by the long-term funding of coherent research 
programmes. This trend had serious negative consequences 
for the accumulation of knowledge and specialization, 
which is necessary to ensure good research.

New methods and areas of research
Since the 1990s, gender has become an important lens 
through which societies are studied in the Arab East, as in 
the rest of the world. Funding supports specifi cally favoured 
themes related to gender, such as the democratization of 
the Arab world, school curricula, the oral history of women’s 
experience, and, more abstractly, patriarchal and semi-
patriarchal domination. However, most of this research 
was not developed by undertaking a ‘mainstream gender 
analysis’, which is typical of research in the North and some 
parts of the South. Hence it remained somewhat superfi cial.

Funding organizations favoured fact-fi nding research 
projects based on unambiguous quantitative indicators. 
This ‘fetishism of the quantitative’ has been devoid of critical 
analysis and interpretation.

Eight research centres in the Palestinian territory and fi ve in 
Jordan, for example, have been asked to centre their activities 
on the production of opinion polls on political issues and 
sample surveys on social issues. This is linked to the new 
notion of satisfying differentiated ‘publics’. Citizens need to 
be satisfi ed with the government’s actions and with donor 
interventions in the social and political spheres. Surveys and 
polls are used as scientifi c tools to measure and monitor the 
introduction of systems defi ned on the basis of preconceived 
models which are, in turn, based on experiences tested 
elsewhere, as well as to legitimize interventions (Bocco et 
al., 2006). NGOs’ research centres in the region claim that 
the new citizens accept these monitoring, assessment and 
evaluation methods, thereby indicating the superiority of 
their analysis over universities’ in-depth comparative analysis.

The study of poverty is another example. Poverty studies 
conducted in the Palestinian territory and Egypt have been 
directed towards surveying the ‘poor’, identifying where they 

Sari Hanafi  
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Measuring brain drain and brain circulation is complex. 

Are social scientists migrating more or less than natural 

scientists? According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

(UIS), students in social sciences are less mobile than 

students in other disciplines, and tend to return home in 

larger numbers (Jeanpierre). On the other hand, there are 

students who move out of social sciences to study business 

or management studies because they expect to increase 

their chances of fi nding a position abroad (Khadria).

Several countries are trying to reduce the negative impacts 

of brain drain, and put in place incentives to stimulate 

graduates to come back after they receive their degree 

in a foreign university. Such incentives can include the 

guarantee of a position (for example, China, Mexico), 

or the establishment of international networks and 

collaborations with national researchers working abroad 

(Argentina, Colombia, China, the Philippines). But the 

effi ciency of these measures remains limited as long as 

working conditions do not improve signifi cantly in the 

sending countries (Didou Aupetit).

The discussion over brain drains and their effects has shifted 

recently, from a perspective stressing their negative impacts 

for sending countries to one identifying positive outcomes. 

An increasing number of researchers and agencies speak of 

brain gain and brain circulation to underscore the positive 

outcomes of brain migrations for sending countries. 

The Philippines is one country that has known constant 

migration fl ows of professionals and scholars since the mid-

1960s, but the effect of this migration is not considered 

negative. The diaspora is central in building cooperation 

with scholars in their country of origin, thus helping their 

integration into international research networks (Miralao). 

Brain circulation is in fact a component of the broader 

circulation of ideas (Didou Aupetit).

The following papers all stress either explicitly or implicitly 

how thin the databases are that could allow international 

comparisons of professional migrations in social sciences, 

and their outcomes in different countries. International 

data on brain drain and brain circulation in social sciences 

need further development.

Brain drain is the term for the long-lasting migration 

of highly skilled people from a less to a more developed 

country. More than 5 million people cross a border 

every year to come and live in a more developed country 

(UNDP, 2009); what share of this number is made up of 

social scientists looking for better research capacities and 

incomes is unknown. Many smaller and poorer countries, 

although the phenomenon is not limited to them, express 

deep concern that their investments in educating and 

training social scientists benefi t other countries instead. 

Africa is particularly concerned, as a high proportion of 

well-trained African scholars, including many of the best-

known, have left their country (Olukoshi). Brain drain, like 

any migration, occurs mainly for economic and political 

reasons. It is exacerbated by students completing graduate 

and postgraduate degrees abroad, and integrating into 

research institutions there rather than returning home. 

How serious is the phenomenon as far as social scientists 

are concerned? Is the effect of brain drain essentially 

negative or can it have some positive effects?

The phenomenon of brain drain can be analysed from a 

historical point of view. European brain drains contributed 

largely to reshaping the social sciences in the USA and 

granting them a defi nite pre-eminence over other academic 

disciplines (Jeanpierre); a similar process occurred, though 

to a smaller extent, in Latin America (Didou Aupetit). It was 

again troubled political situations – dictatorships in the 

Southern Cone – that later led to the migration of Latin 

American social scientists (Vessuri and Sonsiré López in 

Chapter 2).

The migration of scientists can be analysed from the 

perspective of the receiving countries (brain gain) or 

of the sending countries (brain drain). Large numbers 

of researchers are still leaving their country every year, 

attracted by better working opportunities, income and 

research conditions. On the other side, competition exists 

to attract students and researchers from neighbouring 

or developing countries. Beside the USA – the largest 

receiving country today – and Europe, other poles of 

attraction have developed, and have resulted in new North/

North, or South/South movements, as well as in circular 

fl ows (Jeanpierre).

3.3 Brain drain or brain circulation?
Introduction
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Reasons for migrating are diverse. Scientists may fl ee 
political upheavals and wars in their home countries, or may 
be part of voluntary migration fl ows. Most of the scientifi c 
literature on the topic of scientifi c migration fl ows is 
concentrated on these human capital push and pull factors, 
and on their consequences for ‘receiving’ and ‘sending’ 
countries. This literature often offers more policy-oriented 
and normative, rather than descriptive, information, since 
keeping and attracting researchers and skilled workers 
have become an essential element of national economic 
policies.

Two patterns of migrations within a 
highly asymmetrical global structure
The history of the social sciences, however, gives us some 
indication of the international migration patterns of social 
scientists (Heilbron, Guilhot and Jeanpierre, 2008). Two 
directions are apparent in these transnational fl ows. Social 
scientists migrate from the main academic centres to the 
periphery in order to teach, export their skills, or do research 
and gather data. Franz Boas, who had left Germany for the 
USA in 1899, contributed to creating the fi rst institutions of 
anthropological research in Mexico. French social scientists, 
like the historian Fernand Braudel, had some impact on the 
development of the social sciences in Brazil through their 
positions at the University of São Paulo during the interwar 
years. Favouring the entrance of foreign academics after 
1954 helped Germany reintegrate with the international 
scientifi c community and become an important source of 
international co-authorship for the USA (Jöns, 2009).

In the opposite direction, talented young social scientists 
tend to leave a peripheral position for academic centres in 
order to be trained or work with the most eminent scholars. 
In anthropology, Bronislaw Malinowski left Poland for 
London in 1910, and in 1938 left the London School of 

It is estimated that between the 1960s and the 1990s, 
around 1  million scholars and students moved from 
develop ing countries to Western centres (Kallen, 1994). 
Global fl ows of scientists and highly skilled workers have 
since increased. In 2001, nearly one in ten tertiary educated 
adults in the developing world lived permanently in North 
America, Western Europe or Australia (Lowell, Findlay and 
Stewart, 2004). The fi gure is several times higher for some 
countries in Latin America, Africa and the Caribbean, as 
well as for the developing world’s population of people 
trained in science and technology: 30 to 50 per cent of them 
live in the West (Meyer and Brown, 1999; Barré, 2003). In 
2007, there were approximately 2.8 million international 
students studying abroad and, in principle, intending to 
return to their country of origin after completing their 
degrees. All these international migrations of highly skilled 
workers, researchers and students play an important role 
in the distribution of national research capacity. Under 
specifi c social conditions, they may also contribute to the 
internationalization of scientifi c disciplines. Nevertheless, 
given the current lack of consistent and comparable 
national and international data, it is impossible to weigh 
these two types of consequences and describe the overall 
fl ows of social scientists around the world.

A few national administrations (for instance, the US National 
Science Foundation), NGOs (for instance, the Institute of 
International Education) and international organizations 
(such as OECD, UNESCO, the International Organization 
for Migration [IOM] and the European Commission) have 
recently made efforts to accurately capture the international 
mobility of students, scientists, engineers and highly skilled 
workers, but these efforts do not offer a breakdown by 
fi eld of study. The data also vary considerably between 
regions, and are not in an appropriate format for social 
science researchers.

The international migration 
of social scientists
Laurent Jeanpierre

This paper describes recent efforts by national administrations, NGOs and 
international organizations to capture accurately the international mobility of 
students, scientists, engineers and highly skilled workers, and shows that the data vary 
considerably between regions and are not in an appropriate format for social science 
researchers. It also looks at some policies and initiatives developed to overcome the 
negative outcomes of brain drain.
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from Europe and from developing or ‘emerging’ countries 
to the USA. It has increased signifi cantly over the past two 
or three decades (World Bank, 2006), and the differences 
between voluntary migrations and forced migrations are 
sometimes blurred. In Turkey, Morocco, Central America, a 
number of African countries and the Caribbean, one-third 
to two-thirds of university-educated citizens have left their 
home countries. More African scientists and engineers 
work in the USA than in their home continent. The leading 
countries of the so-called global knowledge society draw 
on human resources worldwide. This is, however, no longer 
a North/South phenomenon; it also alters North/North and 
South/South relations.

The contemporary migration 
of students
The international migration of students is one of the most 
important issues in the current international competition 
for human capital. The number of international students 
has doubled in the past twenty years and is still increasing 
rapidly. Their international migration is partly due to 
wider access to higher education worldwide but also to a 
voluntary policy of international exchanges, especially in 
Europe. It is related to bad or worsening working conditions 
for scholars and students in their home countries, a 
lack of university places, and their perceptions of better 
career opportunities. With 595,900 overseas students, 
25 per cent of them from China and India (in 2005), the 
USA is the largest recipient country. The UK, Germany, 
France and Australia are the next most attractive countries 
for foreign students. It should be noted that countries 
in which English is not spoken but which still offer low 
tuition fees continue to play an important role as recipient 
countries. China, India, the Republic of Korea and Germany 
are the most important sending countries. The main 
destinations of Chinese overseas students are the UK, the 
USA, Australia, Germany, Canada, France, Japan and the 
Russian Federation. Asian students represent 45 per cent 
of the overseas students in OECD countries. Intra-European 
fl ows of students are the second largest in the world after 
the fl ows from Asia to the USA.

Host countries benefi t from these infl ows as stay rates are 
often high. In 2003, more than half of the temporary visa 
holders who had received science and engineering (S&E) 
doctorates from US universities in 1998 were still working 
in the USA (Finn, 2005). Stay rates depend on country of 
origin. Between 1990 and 1999, the average stay rates of 
foreign S&E Ph.D. graduates in the USA were high among 
students from China (87 per cent), India (82 per cent) and 
the UK (79 per cent) (OECD, 2002). European Ph.Ds have 
a much higher stay rate than their counterparts from the 

Economics for Yale University. In the past, imperial and 
colonial political structures provided a highly asymmetrical 
framework for such voluntary migrations, reinforcing 
the scientifi c creativity and productivity of the centre at 
the expense of the periphery (Brisson, 2008). Yet these 
migrations are not always voluntary. They may also depend 
on the social and economic conditions of researchers, on 
the status of academic and research positions, and on 
political constraints on scientists’ freedom of speech. After 
the 1960s, intellectual migrations of social scientists to the 
USA had more critical consequences. The new legitimacy of 
cultural studies, the renewed development of area studies, 
and current interest in transnational topics are doubtless 
an effect of some transnational trajectories of prominent 
intellectual exiles in the USA (such as Arjun Appadurai, 
Homi Bhabha and Edward Said).

Some academic centres in the social sciences also attract 
scholars on a regional scale, as is often the case with 
the most prestigious South African, Indian, Japanese 
and Mexican universities today. There is an important 
intraregional migration of the highly skilled in Europe, the 
Americas and Asia. However, transnational disciplinary 
spaces of exchange show a highly asymmetrical structure, 
where Western countries, primarily the USA, generally hold 
a hegemonic position.

The scientifi c hierarchy of academic centres and national 
traditions is not the only explanation for the direction of 
transnational migration. During the twentieth century, 
most of the migration fl ows of scholars from Europe to 
North America refl ected the US job market’s relative 
openness to productive foreign social scientists.

Since it often resulted in a long-lasting integration abroad, 
forced migration contributed more than the voluntary form 
to the world geography of social science research capacities 
in the twentieth century. The most important of these 
migrations took place after 1933, with the exile of professors 
and researchers – a majority of them Jewish – from Germany 
and occupied countries in Europe. Several hundred scholars 
who already were or eventually became professional social 
scientists emigrated from Europe to the USA between 1933 
and 1942. Their intellectual impact has profoundly reshaped 
and ‘denationalized’ North American social science, and was 
an important factor in consolidating its long-lasting global 
supremacy in the twentieth century (Fleck, 2007).

The expression ‘brain drain’, that is, the long-lasting 
migration of highly trained people from some countries to 
wealthier ones, was coined in the early 1960s to describe 
the rapidly increasing numbers of scientists emigrating 
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Of the immigrant scientists and engineers in the USA, 
14.2 per cent arrive with their highest degree in the social 
and related sciences, compared with 21.6 per cent from the 
engineering sciences (Johnson and Regets, 1998). Between 
1993 and 1999, the most important sending countries for 
students graduating in the USA with a highest degree in the 
social sciences were India (with almost 27,000 graduates), 
Germany, Canada, the UK, China, Mexico, the Republic of 
Korea and Japan (with a little more than 12,000 graduates). 
Table 3.1 shows that foreign-born social science Ph.Ds from US 
universities are also less numerous than those from other fi elds. 

Republic of Korea and Japan. According to China’s Ministry 
of Education, 24.7 per cent of the 700,000 students and 
scholars who left the country between 1978 and 2003 
returned. Within this general picture, stay rates in any 
country are generally lower for graduates in economics and 
other social sciences than in any other disciplines.

It also appears that social sciences are not the most 
attractive disciplines for mobile students (see Figure 3.1).

Less numerous among the mobile students, future social 
science degree holders are also more numerous among 
those returning to their home country. The use of natural 
instead of formal languages in the social sciences may partly 
explain the lower rate of international migration in these 
fi elds. In any case, it is fair to assume that the brain drain is 
less important in social sciences than it is in physical and life 
sciences, business and engineering. A closer analysis of the 
case of the USA seems to support this result.

The case of the USA
The USA is the fi rst country of destination for mobile students 
and scholars, but is also the country whose researchers 
and students are the least mobile internationally. It is the 
only country with a positive (temporary and permanent), 
migration balance with all other countries. For all these 
reasons, it is the centre of today’s world system of scientifi c 
migration. It is thus interesting to focus more specifi cally on 
its foreign social scientists, since there are specifi c data on 
this knowledge domain.

Figure 3.1 — Distribution of tertiary enrolment by fi eld of education and origin of students, 2007
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TABLE 3.1 > USA: share of foreign-born doctorate holders in 
the national labour force by selected fi eld, 2003 (per cent)

Field %

All fi elds 34.6

Social sciences 16.9

Economics 31.5

Political science 24.2

Psychology 9.8

Sociology/anthropology 13.6

Note: These fi gures are underestimates.

Source: National Science Foundation, Division of Science Resource Sta-
tistics, Scientists and Engineers Statistical Data System (SESTAT), (2003). 
The data presented in this section came from NSF’s SESTAT Integrated 
File database, which contains the results of three surveys conducted 
among people with college or graduate degrees living as permanent re-
sidents in the USA. http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/seind06/c5/c5s2.htm
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2004). In the case of the Republic of Korea, the brain drain 
has been transformed into a ‘brain gain’. In contrast, in 
countries where education policies favour techno-scientifi c 
knowledge over social-scientifi c knowledge, return rates 
are low among social science researchers.

In a number of countries, policies have been designed to 
improve the return rates of students and scientists (such as 
Austria, China, Germany, Finland, Canada, India, Japan and 
Singapore), or to promote immigrant and diasporic net- 
works (for instance, in Colombia and South Africa). Policies 
have also been formulated to foster information fl ows 
between host and donor countries, and to build trans-
national intellectual networks. In 1999, 41 knowledge 
expatriate networks were identifi ed (Meyer and Brown, 
1999), their sizes varying from a few hundred to 2,000 
members. NGOs and international organizations are 
also involved in similar initiatives (for example, the RQAN 
programme developed by the IOM to help African 
professionals to return to their home countries).

Whether these policies and initiatives will have the 
desired effect on the asymmetrical structure of national 
research capacities, and transform the directions and the 
importance of the fl ows of researchers and students in the 
social sciences, remains an open question.

Among them, holders of doctorates in economics and political 
science are more often foreign than those from other social 
science disciplines.

Overcoming the brain drain: some policy 
responses
Despite this general structure of scientifi c migration 
fl ows, all is not lost for origin countries; in some cases, 
there are positive side-effects of the brain drain (Gaillard 
and Gaillard, 1997; Meyer, Kaplan and Charum, 2001; 
Barré, 2003). Scientifi c socialization in one of the world 
centres has sometimes contributed to the reinforcement 
of national scholarship in the migrant’s country of origin. 
For example, Florian Znaniecki was one of the pioneers of 
academic sociology in the USA but also one of the founders 
of sociology in his home country, Poland. The emigration of 
the highly skilled may also create an incentive for education 
in the sending country, and it may enhance international 
scientifi c collaboration. There is a positive correlation 
between the presence of foreign-born US Ph.Ds in the 
USA and the level of internationally co-authored articles 
with the USA (Regets, 2007). Indian diasporic scholars 
in the humanities and the social sciences have played 
an important role in the development of postcolonial 
studies, with positive effects for the humanities and the 
social sciences in their home country (Assayag and Bénéï, 
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and engineers of Latin American origin represented 

15 per cent of the foreigners employed in the science and 

technology sector, including the social sciences. But among 

qualifi ed migrants, proportionally more Latin Americans 

hold a Ph.D. or occupy research positions in the social 

sciences than is the case for international migrants as a 

whole. In the USA the social sciences, as a space of learning 

and professionalization, attract more Latin Americans than 

other nationals even though in certain disciplines, the USA 

competes with other developed countries (with France in 

sociology, for instance).

In the absence of more detailed data, it is diffi cult to answer 

two crucial questions regarding social legitimization and 

academic evaluation in the social sciences: have they a 

strong international component or do they continue to be 

closely anchored in their local territory? And has the brain 

drain altered their structures and agendas by encouraging 

deterritorialized research and foreign collaborations?

The internationalization of the 
social sciences in Latin America: from 
politicization to professionalization
In the twentieth century, Latin American universities 

attracted political refugees: Spanish Republicans, Jews 

from Germany and Eastern Europe, anti-Nazis, American 

victims of McCarthyism, and refugees fl eeing military 

dictatorships in the Southern Cone. These new arrivals have 

contributed to the exchange of ideas and the advancement 

of knowledge. Today, these universities depend on the 

permanent or temporary return of researchers who have 

gone abroad, and on the transfer of knowledge through 

structured or informal networks. If we take into account 

the wider context (insecurity, violence, poverty) as well as 

the low university wages, poor working conditions and 

Latin American and Caribbean 
academics in the United States of 
America: the invisible migration
Even though the fl ows of qualifi ed migrants have diversifi ed 

in terms of their actors and destinations, in Latin America 

they remain primarily oriented towards the USA. The USA 

offers numerous job opportunities, competitive wages, a 

high-quality research system and a good work environment. 

The existence of close-knit communities facilitates the 

integration of fi rst-time arrivals. At the regional level, the 

USA is the most attractive centre for higher learning and 

graduation. In 2007, a total of 229 Mexicans, 180 Brazilians, 

141 Argentinians and 121 Colombians obtained their Ph.D. 

in the USA.

The data also indicates that apart from Brazil, the doctoral 

apprenticeships of Latin American elites continue to be 

characterized by a high degree of international and bilateral 

dependence, in spite of the consolidation of national 

opportunities. This situation is particularly irritating for the 

countries of origin, because learning opportunities abroad 

tend to facilitate professional integration in the country of 

arrival. In addition, a number of those who work abroad 

have pursued their entire education in their country of 

origin. Governments in the global South increasingly feel 

that investment in the higher education system has been 

partially ineffective. This feeling is exacerbated by the 

fact that immigration rules are less restrictive for qualifi ed 

individuals who wish to work in the most developed 

economies.

In 2003, naturalized and non-resident individuals con-

stituted 19 per cent of the doctors and engineers employed 

in the USA and 16.7 per cent of those in the social sciences 

(Tsapogas, 2006). In the USA in 2001, 494,000 scientists 

From brain drain to the attraction of 
knowledge in Latin American social sciences
Sylvie Didou Aupetit

The heterogeneity of qualitative analyses of the brain drain from Latin America suggests that coherent 
information on this subject is hard to fi nd. There is no consensus when it comes to defi ning the phenomenon: 
should it include graduates who have jobs in a different country from their place of origin? Should it only 
concern those who have a Ph.D? In this paper, we consider the latter. We shall try to demonstrate that, in the 
case of the Latin American scientifi c elites, the move abroad is just one aspect of a much larger phenomenon of 
international mobility.
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diplomas that have been obtained overseas in the overall 
current structure of academic elites. For 2009, for instance, 
the data shows that there was a double dynamic of mobility, 
which echoes past policies at the intra-regional and extra-
regional levels. Mexico has had a long tradition of open 
doors to political refugees at the regional level. It has also 
had a policy of sending students abroad with fairly long-
term scholarships, to countries such as the USA, the 
UK, Spain, France and Germany. In the social sciences, 
41.2 per cent of Mexican or foreign members of the SNI 
obtained their most advanced diplomas abroad (the system-
wide average is 36 per cent). The choice of universities 
or research institutes often refl ects historic trends. For 
example, a large proportion of social science professors 
at the Autonomous Metropolitan University traditionally 
attend the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales 
(EHESS) in Paris.

We also notice that while only 35.7 per cent of re-
searchers obtained their higher-level degrees abroad in 
the lowest category of the SNI, the proportion reaches 
57.5 per cent in the highest category. When it comes to the 
internationalization of elite learning in the South, a similar 
tendency can be observed both in terms of destinations 
and of the similarities between research areas (Didou 
Aupetit and Gérard, 2009).

Conclusions
While Mexico is not representative of Latin America, 
an analysis of models of academic mobility there points 
to a growth in the number of short- and long-term 
multidirectional movements in the social sciences, and 
in other domains as well. The social sciences do not have 
irreducible particularities. As in other research areas, 
brain drain in the social sciences is just one aspect of a 
wider process that is characterized by a general ization of 
exchanges both physical and virtual. In order to understand 
this process, more multi disciplinary comparative and 
qualitative research will be necessary at the continental 
level.

heavy bureaucracy, it is no wonder that few people (in 
either the research community or government) believe in 
their capacities of attracting ‘grey matter’ into the region, 
especially in a context of increasing global competition 
(OECD, 2008).

In the 1990s, programmes aimed at encouraging the 
return of competencies were developed and strengthened 
through a series of complementary and targeted actions.1 
Systematic evaluations of the costs and benefi ts of these 
measures by country and by discipline are necessary. 
These evaluations will probably only produce signifi cant 
changes if they are accompanied by a re-evaluation of 
research positions and better working conditions. This can 
be obtained through bilateral policies of research and staff 
capacity reinforcement, and by the simplifi cation of project 
funding, management and evaluation procedures. The 
risk, if nothing is done, is of seeing the brain drain process 
continuing and getting worse.

Elite researchers in the social sciences 
in Mexico: from political exile to 
professionalization strategies
We do not know how many Latin American social science 
researchers are currently working abroad. In Mexico, the 
National Council for Science and Technology (CONACYT) 
has estimated that between 1980 and 1991, approximately 
12 per cent of students with diplomas in the social sciences 
and humanities and 5 per cent of those benefi ting from 
a Master’s or doctoral fellowship were studying abroad. 
These tentative statistics, however, have not been updated 
since (Remedi, 2009).

However, CONACYT’s National System of Research (SNI) 
database makes it possible to measure the number of 

1.  Guatemala, Jamaica, Mexico, Panama and Peru among others 

have set up repatriation and reintegration programmes for 

qualifi ed individuals. Argentina, Colombia, Mexico, Uruguay 

and Venezuela have developed networks for talented 

individuals.
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Although 80 per cent of highly qualifi ed migrants from 
India have continued to choose the USA as their ultimate 
destination for more than a decade – as have most migrants 
from Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka – Canada is the 
second choice in North America and a route to the USA. 
The post-9/11 restrictions on immigration to the USA have 
made a few EU countries preferred destinations, with the 
UK regaining some of its lost ground. Australia and New 
Zealand attract South Asians to the Pacifi c region.

At the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, hordes of Indian 
IT professionals returned home when the IT bubble 
burst in the wake of the American recession. They were 
eventually absorbed by the emergence of business process 
outsourcing (BPO), which triggered a wave of return 
migration. However, unexpected events such as the present 
global meltdown, which caused a panic of layoffs in the 
BPO sector in India, bring into question the sustainability 
of return migration to India. The fi nancial crisis of 2008 
onwards could even trigger aspirations that might drive 
fresh waves of emigration from South Asia.

Underlying these transitions and counter-transitions, 
there has been a consistent shift from source-country 
determinants of migration to destination-country 
determinants. In the twenty-fi rst century, migration fl ows 
could become compellingly demand-driven and worker-
seeking due to the OECD’s requirement for workers. This 
contrasts with South Asia’s oversupply of workers during 
most of the twentieth century, which made its migration 
supply-driven and work-seeking. As a result, the migration 
of the highly skilled from these South Asian countries tends 
to be thought of as a one-sided game of loss or gain. It is 
seen as an exodus in the twentieth century which is later 
transformed into brain circulation when the migrants return 

A little over forty years ago, the International Encyclopaedia 
of Social Sciences (1968) carried an entry on ‘migration’ 
by Brinley Thomas. He wrote, ‘The political, economic, 
and racial confi guration of the US today is very much the 
outcome of three transoceanic migrations – the Pilgrim 
Fathers and their successors, the slaves from Africa, and 
European masses in the twentieth century.’ Immediately 
thereafter, following the 1968 implementation of the 
landmark 1965 Amendments to the US Immigration and 
Nationality Act, a fourth wave of developing-country-born 
‘knowledge workers’ began, which was the brain drain of 
the late twentieth century.

India, the largest country of the Indian subcontinent, 
which comprises the whole of South Asia, has contributed 
noticeably to the migration of social scientists – supposedly 
led by economists – to the USA. The following passage by 
Bryant Robey, cited in the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service Yearbook 1990, bears testimony to this:

America’s immigrants… are not what they used to be.
The farmers and laborers from Ireland and Italy

who fl ocked to the shores
early in the century have grown old.

In their wake are physicians from the Philippines,
economists from India,

and entrepreneurs from Korea.

By the end of the twentieth century even this picture 
became passé. These immigrants were replaced by a fi fth 
wave of migrants from India: the IT professionals endowed 
with generic information technology skills. The high-skill 
exodus from India and also from Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Sri Lanka (the other major South Asian source countries) 
to the OECD countries is undergoing a silent change. 

Brain drain and brain circulation 
in South Asia
Binod Khadria

Neither the debate nor the literature on brain drain and brain circulation has paid 
much attention to the question of how the shift from source-country determinants 
of migration to destination-country determinants impacts on social science research 
capability in South Asian countries. There is not enough data available. However, 
one signifi cant point worth considering is how the shifts in the global labour market 
have distorted the educational and career choices of tertiary-level students in South 
Asian countries.
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grouped the strategic variables into three generic types: 
Age, Wage and Vintage.

The fi rst, Age, involves neutralizing changes in age 
structure. This is being achieved in destination countries 
by attracting younger cohorts of temporary migrants, who 
replace the older cohorts that are sent back home.

Wage refers to the comparative advantage gained or lost 
by the country of destination or origin through the younger 
migrants being more cost-effective as they receive lower 
wages, perks and pensions, while the older returnees add 
to the cost of production.

Vintage implies the accumulation or loss of state-of-the-
art know-how and skills occurring in the countries of 
destination or origin respectively. These skills are embodied 
in the younger generations of tertiary-level student 
migrants with their access to the latest curricula.

Given these emerging scenarios, there could be an 
interesting array of social science research in South Asia 
on the subject. Surveys on various Indian Institutes of 
Technology suggest that the opportunity of jobs or study 
abroad infl uences the kind of studies that people undertake 
at the undergraduate level. This may affect social science 
research in South Asia up to the doctoral level, given that 
65 per cent of the costs of tertiary education abroad that 
families bear need to be recouped once the students enter 
the labour market after their graduation.

Practically speaking, innovations in South–South co-
operation can also further the overall social science 
research capacity of South Asian countries. Intra-
South Asian cooperation in social science research 
can be fostered by migration and dual citizenship for 
South Asians in other Southern countries such as Brazil, 
China and South Africa. One prerequisite for such 
innovation would be for the countries to abandon their 
‘stereotype cocoons of sovereignty’ and think about 
alternative forms of transnationality. The outcome of the 
2009 G-20 summit at Pittsburgh could be indicative of 
progress in this area.

temporarily and then re-migrate, or a brain gain when they 
return permanently and stay in the home country in the 
twenty-fi rst century.

Neither the debate nor the literature has paid much 
attention to the question of how these shifts impact on 
social science research capability in South Asian countries. 
There is simply not enough data available. However, one 
signifi cant point worth considering is how the shifts in the 
global labour market have distorted the educational and 
career choices of tertiary-level students in South Asian 
countries. There is a visible move away from the social 
sciences (and to a lesser extent even from natural sciences) 
towards commerce, computer science and management-
related studies beyond school level. This shift has been 
visible in the enrolment of school-leaving students, who, 
at the college level, have to choose one of three streams: 
arts, science or commerce. Colleges advertise the number 
of vacant places that remain unfi lled in sciences and social 
sciences after certain cut-off dates.

The collective ranking of choices has also altered in line 
with this trend. Foreign universities hold regular education 
fairs to enrol potential students, while multinational fi rms 
fund placement cells and carry out campus visits to recruit 
trainees and entry-level managers. These attract students 
with the high salaries available on the global labour 
market. This gives rise to a silent brain drain of potential 
social scientists. It involves the diversion of individuals to 
alternative education specializations even before they 
arrive at university, thus eroding the social science research 
capacity of these countries of origin.

At the macro level, the push and the pull factor stereotypes 
have not necessarily been the true drivers of the transitions 
and counter-transitions between brain drain and brain 
gain in South Asian countries. Instead, the main factors 
steering highly skilled people’s future migration need to be 
identifi ed. Furthermore, these factors need to be grouped 
in a generic classifi cation based on what I would like to 
call an ‘economics of strategic interests’, which replaces 
the traditional ‘economics of cost–benefi t analysis’. I have 

Binod Khadria 

Is Professor of Economics at Zakir Husain Centre for Educational Studies, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru University, 
New Delhi, and Project Director of the International Migration and Diaspora Studies (IMDS) Project. He has been a visiting professor 
at universities in various countries and is a member of the Editorial Board of the Asian and Pacific Migration Journal. He is also the 
General Editor of the annual India Migration Report, launched in December 2009.
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In the following decades, the shift in global labour market 
demand towards higher skilled and talented workers 
meant an increase in what is conventionally thought of as 
the brain drain, including in the social sciences. Although 
the statistics maintained by various government agencies 
do not provide suffi cient information on the qualifi cations 
of migrants and do not allow good estimates of recent 
brain fl ows, many developments in the country’s migration 
environment tend to negate the basic assumptions and 
interpretations of the brain drain.

Reinterpretation of brain drain 
in the 1990s
The fi rst such development is the temporary nature of 
much contemporary migration. Most foreign fellowship 
programmes employ moral persuasion, or require a return-
service contract, which helps ensure that foreign study 
fellowships lead to a ‘brain gain’. A second development 
has to do with the responsiveness of Philippine colleges and 
universities to the demands of the global labour market. 
They are skilled at producing precisely the graduates 
whom other countries need. The brain drain assumption 
that outfl ows of skills and expertise create persistent local 
labour shortages seems even less true today than before. A 
third, related development has been the absence of a large 
domestic employment demand for the country’s university 
graduates, and the role of the state in brokering their 
hiring and employment in countries where the demand for 
professional labour is high. Critics of government may fi nd 
the state policy tantamount to encouraging a brain drain, 
but other groups may regard it as sound in terms of higher 
remittances and the possible transfers of knowledge via 
Filipinos returning from abroad. A fourth development 
has to do with the late return of known scholars who 
were studying abroad during the declaration of martial 

Concerns about the brain drain in the Philippines grew from 
the mid-1960s under the joint impact of new immigration 
policies in countries such as the USA, Canada and Australia, 
which opened their doors to highly skilled immigrants, and 
the imposition of martial law in the Philippines in 1972. 
The term ‘Philippine diaspora’ is used to describe the 
resulting outfl ow, estimated to stand presently at 8 to 
9 million workers (or some 10 percent of the overall 
population) spread across more than 190 countries on all 
the continents.

Early concerns over brain drain
It was in the mid-1960s that brain drain came to be 
regarded as costly for the Philippines. It was seen to be 
draining human resources at a critical stage in the country’s 
development, and wasting precious public investment in 
education and in citizens’ skills formation. But evidence on 
the brain drain in the 1960s and in the next two or three 
decades shows that the brain drain was less important 
for the country as a whole, and for the Philippine social 
sciences in particular, than the public’s perception of the 
phenomenon might suggest. Data is scarce on the number 
of experts living abroad. A 1967 study by the Institute 
of Philippine Culture concluded that the brain drain 
represented less than 18 percent of college graduates who 
went abroad to study, and was not causing a ‘critical loss of 
personnel’. There are reasons to believe that at that time, 
the brain drain in the social sciences may have been even 
lower than these overall national estimates.

A 1987 paper by the Research Institute for Mindanao 
Culture identifi ed the main constraints on the development 
of the social sciences as lying in insuffi cient capacity, low 
salaries, and inadequate libraries and research facilities, 
particularly in universities outside Metro Manila.

Rethinking the brain drain 
in the Philippines
Virginia A. Miralao

It was in the mid-1960s that brain drain came to be regarded as costly for the Philippines. It 
was seen to be draining human resources at a critical stage in the country’s development, 
and wasting precious public investment in education and in citizens’ skills formation. But 
evidence on the brain drain shows that it was less important, and for the social sciences in 
particular, than the public’s perception of the phenomenon might suggest.
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To conclude: contrary to the earlier talk of the Philippines’ 
brain drain losses due to emigration, there is increasing 
reference today to the country’s ‘diasporic dividends’, from 
remittances as well as from brain drain and gains. However, 
attempts to analyse and understand the evolving nature 
and consequences of Philippine social scientists’ overseas 
migration are hampered by a lack of data. Filipino social 
scientists can lend their expertise to efforts to improve 
the country’s migration databases and to research the 
many different impacts that the migration of highly skilled 
scientists, and specifi cally social scientists, have on research 
and development.

law or left because of it. A fi fth development concerns 
the growing number of Filipino professionals who divide 
their professional time and practice between their country 
of destination and the Philippines. And fi nally, we cannot 
ignore the role of associations such as the Philippine–
American Academy of Science and Engineering (PAASE) 
and the International Conference on Philippine Studies 
(ICOPHIL) in developing exchanges. Quite a number of 
these exchanges result in collaborative research or projects 
between expatriate academics and their colleagues in 
the homeland. All these developments demonstrate how 
cross-border movements can potentially translate into a 
brain gain for the Philippines.

Virginia A. Miralao 

Is a sociologist and fellow of the Philippine Social Science Council (PSSC), currently working on Philippine migration and education 
issues. She was PSSC Executive Director from 1996 to 2009 and Secretary-General of the Association of Asian Social Science 
Research Councils (AASSREC) from 1996 to 2005.
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Other strategies, which are not referred to in the following 
papers, have to do with the new forms of distance education, 
such as e-learning and collaborative tools in digital social 
sciences. One such initiative built on new web technologies 
is provided by New Zealand’s Building Research Capability 
in the Social Sciences (BRCSS) project, which is designed to 
increase inter-university collaboration by the use of audio-
visual technologies (Peace, in Chapter 2).

Networking is another crucial component in developing 
capacity in social sciences. Several regional networks aim 
at promoting research and disseminating knowledge, 
drawing on some regional traditions of scholarship 
(Olukoshi; see also Shami and Elgeziri; Cimadamore; 
Beaton). Different networks of this kind exist in Africa, 
supported by international agencies. Regional initiatives 
aimed at improving research capacities in social sciences 
range from training and mentoring programmes to 
the production of joint teaching materials, enhancing 
connectivity and collaborations involving diaspora and 
local social scientists. Networks in the European Union play 
a similar role in enhancing collaboration between social 
scientists from Europe and other regions. National, regional 
or international disciplinary associations contribute similarly 
to the circulation of ideas and knowledge.

As Olukoshi makes clear, such networks and initiatives can 
only be successful if universities are strengthened.

This section analyses strategies developed to overcome 
the capacity divide in large as well as in smaller countries. 
Different countries have used different strategies to build 
research capacity. Some common features include sending 
students abroad while capacity is built locally in selected 
universities, and providing support for institutions and 
researchers through a range of different networks.

If growing numbers of departments, Ph.D. graduates and 
publications are meaningful indicators of research capacity, 
Brazil and China are two cases of large countries that have 
succeeded in bolstering research capacity in social sciences. 
A comprehensive and well-resourced long-term policy, 
involving the implementation of postgraduate degrees in 
top-level universities, scholarships for studying abroad, 
programmes aiming at repatriating students with a degree 
from a foreign university, international fellowships allowing 
professors to spend sabbatical leave in foreign universities, 
as well as incentives to publish in international peer-
reviewed journals, has been crucial in achieving this success 
in Brazil (Gusmão). In China a comparable voluntaristic 
policy was associated with a late 1970s change in economic 
policy in response to the social challenges then developing.

But small countries can also develop and sustain research 
capacity. Palestinian capacity in social science was built by 
training students abroad in some of the best universities 
and maintaining a vibrant community of researchers around 
the world. The diasporas and the internationalization of 
social science production explain the quality of Palestinian 
universities and research centres. 

3.4 Overcoming the capacity divide
Introduction 
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Development of research capacities 
in the social sciences in Brazil
Regina Gusmão

The number of students in Masters and doctoral programmes at Brazilian universities has 
increased more than tenfold and the number of Masters and doctoral degrees granted per 
year nearly tripled in the past 10 years. Whereas the number of doctorates conferred in Brazil 
in the late 1980s had only been 3 per cent of those conferred in the USA, in 2005 Brazil was 
among the top ten countries in the world with regard to the number of Ph.Ds conferred.

Within this context over the past two decades, the stock 
of human ST&I resources has risen dramatically. The 
number of students in Masters and doctoral programmes 
at Brazilian universities has increased more than tenfold 
and the number of Masters and doctoral degrees granted 
per year nearly tripled in the past ten years, with a total of 
33,360 M.As and 10,711 Ph.Ds conferred in all disciplines 
in 2008. Whereas the number of doctorates conferred in 
Brazil in the late 1980s had only been 3 per cent of those 
conferred in the USA – the world leader in this respect – this 
fi gure had risen to 21 per cent in 2005. In that year Brazil 
was among the ten top countries in the world with regard 
to the number of Ph.Ds conferred (Viotti, 2008).

The social sciences1 currently account for 33 per cent 
of students working towards their Master’s degrees 
and 26 per cent of those studying for doctoral degrees. 
The number of doctorates granted in these areas had 
climbed to 2,730 by 2008; this is more than three times 
the 1998  fi gure. Among the social science disciplines, 
education stands out (with about 660 Ph.Ds, or 24 per cent 
of the total), distantly followed by history, psychology, 
sociology and law (approximately 270 doctorates each). In 
the same period, the number of university professors at 
the postgraduate level in Brazil nearly doubled, reaching 

1.  In accordance with the source consulted, the social sciences 

are taken to include the so-called applied social sciences 

(administration, architecture and urbanism, urban planning, 

information sciences, communications, law, demography, 

economics, social services and tourism) and the humanities 

(anthropology, archaeology, political science, education, 

philosophy, geography, history, psychology, sociology and 

theology). Note that languages, literature and the arts are 

not included in the universe covered by the analysis (CAPES, 

Higher Education Information System. See: http://www.

capes.gov.br/estatisticas).

The current structure of the Brazilian science, technology 
and innovation (ST&I) system is relatively new. Most of the 
higher education and research institutes now in existence, 
as well as most of the funding agencies, have emerged since 
the 1950s. Only in the mid-1980s did a complex, multi-
institutional, consolidated structure begin to take shape; 
one capable of performing the tasks of coordinating, 
implementing and promoting government activities in the 
sphere of ST&I.

The systematic fi nancing of ST&I dates back to 1951 and 
the creation of two federal agencies: the National Council 
for Scientifi c and Technological Development (CNPq) and 
the Ministry of Education’s executive agency for higher 
education training (Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento de 
Pessoal de Nível Superior, CAPES) dedicated respectively 
to fostering scientifi c and technological research and to 
preparing human resources to undertake such research. 
In 1967, the National ST&I System was consolidated into 
the National Innovation Agency (FINEP), which stimulates 
innovation in both the academic and the productive sector 
and currently serves as the executive organ of the National 
Fund for Scientifi c & Technological Development (FNDCT).

In Brazil, the public sector has historically been the primary 
source of fi nancing for ST&I. Since their foundation, 
CNPq, CAPES and FINEP have played key roles in creating 
and maintaining the country’s research infrastructure. All 
three federal agencies work in close cooperation with 
the Ministry of Science and Technology (MCT), which is 
responsible for defi ning national policy in conjunction with 
other ministries. These federal efforts are complemented 
by state efforts, especially in the more developed regions 
of South-east and southern Brazil, which have come to 
assume an increasingly important role in fi nancing the 
sector (Landi and Gusmão, 2005).
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strengthening the ties between the academic community, 
the national ST&I system and the productive sector. During 
the preparation of the Fourth PNPG, which for various 
reasons was never published (Hostins, 2006), discussion 
was focused on the need to diversify the model and 
incorporate professional training courses. Finally, the Fifth 
PNPG (2005–2010) proposes expansion of the system 
along four lines:

  the training of teachers for all educational levels, including 
basic education

  the training of staff and specialized professionals for non-
academic markets

  networking to offset regional disequilibria in the supply of 
postgraduate courses and to meet the demands of new 
areas of knowledge

  stimulating universities to cooperate at the international 
level, including capturing resources from international 
agencies (CAPES, 2004).

In brief, the Brazilian postgraduate policy was from the 
outset based on an effective medium and long-term 
policy and planning guided by a strategic perspective 
and maintained by different governments. This approach 
appears to have been fruitful, as indicated by the results 
presented in the sections that follow.

Creation and expansion of postgraduate 
programmes
Whereas there were only 57 doctoral programmes in Brazil 
in 1970, there were more than 300 in 1985, in addition to 
approximately 800 at the Masters level. By 2008, the total 
number of Masters and doctoral programmes had risen 
to 2,568,5 of which 54 per cent were federal, 26 per cent 
were state or municipal and 20 per cent were private. In 
social science, the number of postgraduate programmes 
has risen to 692, a fi gure 2.4 times higher than in 1998. 
However, 70 per cent are still offered at universities in 
the south and south-east of the country. At the doctoral 
level, this regional concentration is even more evident, 
with 53 per cent of the current 295 programmes in social 
science offered at universities located in only three of 
the 27 Brazilian states, all of which are in the south-east: 
São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais.

Recently, efforts have been made to decentralize post-
graduate education in the direction of the less-favoured 
regions of the country. These efforts have proven effective: 

5.  This fi gure includes Masters, professional Masters and doctoral 

programmes in all disciplines. Data from CAPES, GeoCapes 

Portal (see http://www.capes.gov.br/estatisticas).

47,5002 in 2008; of these, 25 per cent (approximately 
12,000) were in the social sciences.

In sum, thanks to the government having strengthened its 
efforts and investments in human resource development, 
the number of researchers in the social sciences nearly 
tripled in the 2000s. They now represent approximately 
32  per  cent of the researchers engaged in the national 
higher education and research system, or 37,500 from a 
total of 118,000.3

Evolution of Brazilian policy for the 
training of human resources and the 
enhancement of research capacity in 
the social sciences
The nationalistic ideal of turning Brazil into a world power 
– widely supported at the height of the military regime in 
the early 1970s – led the government to align its efforts 
with those of the scientifi c community to modernize the 
Brazilian university system and the national scientifi c and 
technological sector. The result was the defi nition of 
policies that had transformational effects. The large volume 
of resources made available through the new government 
funding agencies (CAPES, CNPq and FINEP) made it poss-
ible to professionalize the university system by allowing the 
full-time, exclusive dedication of teaching staff, as well as 
the implementation of a consistent postgraduate policy. 
The evolution of this policy is directly associated with the 
development of the National Postgraduate Programmes 
(PNPG) adopted in 1974 (Hostins, 2006).4

The objective of the First PNPG (for the period 1975–1979), 
which was linked to the First National Development Plan, 
was to structure the national postgraduate system and 
institutionalize it within the sphere of the university system, 
thus guaranteeing stable fi nancing. Its outstanding feat-
ures included the training of university professors, and an 
increase in the number of Masters and doctoral programmes 
and in the number of places on these programmes. In 
the Second PNPG (1982–1985), the emphasis was on the 
quality of higher education. The expansionist goals of 
the fi rst plan gave way to the institutionalization of the 
system, which provided a framework for monitoring and 
evaluating programmes. Only in the Third PNPG (1986–
1989) were postgraduate programmes fi rst considered 
as being integrally linked to academic research activities. 
The Third PNPG therefore contained measures aimed at 

2.  Including permanent, visiting and contributing professors.

3.  Data from CNPQ, Diretório Grupos de Pesquisa-Censo 2008 

(see http://dgp.CNPQ.br/censos).

4.  Hostins (2006) presents an interesting and complete analysis 

of the various plans formulated since the mid-1970s, as well as 

of their impact on the Brazilian postgraduate system.
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offered directly to the approved candidates, began to 
change in the late 1970s and was wholly revised in the years 
that followed.

Of the grants for postgraduate studies offered by CNPQ 
in 1980, the social sciences received only 11 per cent for 
Masters studies and 13 per cent for doctoral studies. 
By 1991, the corresponding fi gures had risen to 34 and 
25 per cent respectively. The other agency, CAPES, already 
directed 39 per cent of its grants for Masters studies and 
32 per cent for doctoral studies to social science in the 
period 1980 to 1984 (Velho, 1997).

From 1998 to 2008, the number of grants offered by 
the two agencies for Masters, doctoral and postdoctoral 
studies in all areas increased by an average of 82 per cent 
(from approximately 33,000 to around 60,000 per year).7 
With respect to the social sciences, the number rose 
by 40 per cent over the brief period 2003 to 2008 to 
approximately 13,000 per year, 22 per cent of the total for 
all areas.

Sending students and professors abroad

The Brazilian policy on funding for research capacity 
development does not limit training to domestic 
programmes. Since the 1980s, major efforts have been 
made to send students abroad to study at different 
academic levels and in numerous fi elds of knowledge. 
During the 2000s, the number of grants the two agencies 
offer for postgraduate studies abroad rose by 75 per cent, 
from 2,100 in 1998 to 3,700 in 2008, with increasing 
emphasis on the postdoctoral level in recent years. In 2008 
alone, 1,100 grants were granted to study social sciences 
abroad, mainly in France, the USA, Spain and the UK.

In the late 1990s, the scholarship grants for doctoral studies 
abroad also took the form of a sandwich programme, which 
allowed Brazilian Ph.D. students to take advantage of a more 
comprehensive cross-fertilization. These grants lasted from 
four to twelve months, with mandatory periods in Brazil 
before and after the period abroad, hence the ‘sandwich’. 
The grantees have the status of visiting research scholars 
under the supervision of local researchers. Since 2005, 
the number of grants offered in sandwich programmes is 
higher than the number of full Ph.D. grants, and the gap 
is widening. Opportunities for sabbatical leave abroad for 
professors supported fi nancially by the government were 
also developed.

7.  Data from Ministry of Science and Technology (MCT), 

Indicadores Nacionais de Ciência e Tecnologia (see http://

www.mct.gov.br).

whereas more than 90 per cent of the Ph.Ds were granted 
in the south-east in 1998, the fi gure, though still high, had 
dropped to 69 per cent by 2008.

In Brazil, as in most Latin American countries, the 
postgraduate system remains essentially public. However, 
the number of programmes at private universities (mainly 
at the Masters level) has risen sharply in recent years. In 
the social sciences, these institutions now grant 35 per cent 
of all the Masters and doctoral degrees, with a signifi cant 
concentration in three areas: administration, law and 
education.

Since the 1980s, Brazil has systematically evaluated the 
postgraduate programmes offered in the country. This 
has signifi cantly contributed to raising the quality of the 
courses offered and strengthening the institutions involved. 
In addition, this evaluation has provided inputs for the 
selection of candidates and the distribution of postgraduate 
grants. Programme evaluations – rated on a scale from 1 
to 7 – are conducted every three years according to the 
system set up and operated by CAPES. Furthermore, the 
evaluations are based primarily on the scientifi c output of 
the programmes’ teaching staff, researchers and students. 
Programmes assigned ratings of 6 or 7 offer doctorates 
of excellent quality, equal to the degrees conferred by the 
most important centres of learning and research in the 
world, and are characterized by high levels of insertion 
into the international community. Conversely, programmes 
attributed ratings of 1 or 2 perform poorly, failing to meet 
the minimum standards required.6 Under the terms of the 
legislation now in effect, programmes assigned ratings 
of 3 or higher will continue to be offi cially recognized by 
the National Council of Education for the next three-year 
period, but those receiving lower ratings will not.

In 2008, 17 per cent of the doctoral programmes in  the 
social sciences received ratings of 6 or higher, and 
58 per cent received ratings of 5 or higher. At the other end 
of the scale, only 2 per cent were assigned ratings of 3 or 
lower, whereas 10 per cent had been assigned such ratings 
in 1998.

The outcomes of a bold grant policy
The social sciences have traditionally received less funding 
from the federal agencies than other subjects. However, 
the situation regarding postgraduate grants, which are 

6.  Programmes rated 5 have a ‘high level of performance’, which 

is the highest rating for programmes that offer only Masters 

degrees. A rating of 4 indicates that the programme has a ‘good 

performance’, while a rating of 3 means it has an ‘average 

performance’, or meets the minimum standards required.
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2008, but only 4 per cent of those published in periodicals 
with an international circulation. Social sciences did, 
however, account for 49 per cent of the academic books 
and 41 per cent of the book chapters produced in Brazil. 
In absolute terms, social sciences output has evolved quite 
positively, and articles in both national and international 
periodicals increased more than fourfold between 2000 
and 2008.

New context, new challenges
Brazilian postgraduate policy has successfully contributed 
to the formation of a great number of well-qualifi ed 
professionals in a wider range of fi elds than before. 
However, this expansion was not guided by a real 
appreciation of the labour market’s demands – in terms of 
neither specialization nor the academic level demanded. 
In the past, the postgraduate programmes themselves 
absorbed almost all of the newly formed professionals, but 
this is no longer true.

A full understanding is yet to be gained of the employability 
of those who hold an M.A. or Ph.D. A recent pioneering 
study charts the key employment characteristics of those 
who received Ph.Ds in Brazil between 1996 and 2003 
(Viotti, 2008). It shows on a preliminary basis that in 2004, 
66 per cent of those who received Ph.Ds were employed at 
educational institutions, while another 18 per cent were in 
public administration, national defence or social security. 
Only 1.2 per cent were employed by the manufacturing 
industries. The study shows that holders of doctorates in 
the so-called ‘applied social sciences’ had higher rates of 
formal employment, as well as higher average wages than 
the others. According to Viotti (2008), this may indicate 
that the labour market most values individuals with 
doctorates in law, administration and economics. These 
are among the fi elds in which postgraduate programmes 
in Brazil, especially in private universities, have expanded 
most rapidly in recent years.

The target of the National Postgraduate Plan 2005–2010 
(CAPES, 2004) is to award 16,000 Ph.Ds in 2010. However, 
for this goal to be achieved and to have truly positive 
and lasting effects, in-depth knowledge of job char-
acteristics and of the sectoral demand for doctorates 
would be useful.

Impact of the new policy on the 
organization and productivity of 
research in the social sciences
This growing investment in research infrastructure and 
research-oriented human resources in various fi elds of 
knowledge has had a strong impact on the organization, 
development and dissemination of research in the country. 
According to the biannual survey conducted by CNPq, the 
number of active research groups in Brazil has increased 
fi vefold over the fi fteen years to 2008.8 Between 2000 and 
2008, the number in the social sciences alone rose from 
2,600 to nearly 7,000, which is 31 per cent of the total. Of 
all the social sciences, education, with its 1,710 research 
groups – more than twice the number surveyed in any of 
the other areas – has the leading position.

The expansion and diversifi cation of the active research 
groups, as well as the incentives associated with a good 
rating, are among the factors that have contributed to 
the progressive rise in Brazilian researchers’ productivity. 
Within a ten-year period, Brazil has become one of the 
countries in the world with the most scientifi c publications. 
According to the Thomson ISI database, the country moved 
from twenty-third position in 1999 to fi fteenth in 2008. 
This is an increase of 8 per cent per year (Bound, 2008).

The Brazilian publications in the World of Science database 
are concentrated in the areas of agriculture, biology, 
Earth sciences and space sciences. In contrast, articles 
concerning the social sciences represented only 3 per cent 
of the national output between 1997 and 2006. Since 
approximately 32 per cent of the researchers in the country 
are in the social sciences, it can be concluded (as have various 
authors) that unlike their counterparts in the hard sciences, 
Brazilian social scientists have yet to follow the world trend 
of publishing articles in English in internationally indexed 
periodicals. They continue to disseminate the greater part 
of their works in the form of theses or books written in 
Portuguese, which are not included in the ISI database. 
Indeed according to national databases (CNPq, 2008), 
social sciences articles represented 27 per cent of all the 
articles published in national specialized periodicals in 

8. This fi gure excludes active research groups in private 

enterprises (from CNPq, Diretório Grupos de Pesquisa-Censo 

2008, http://dgp.CNPq.br/censos).

Regina Gusmão 
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workshops in sociology. The fi rst three gathered a total of 
about 100 participants who attended lectures by scholars 
from the USA and Hong Kong. The new, voluntaristic, policy 
toward social sciences in the early 1980s also led to the 
opening of departments of sociology in universities (eleven 
would be opened by the end of the decade), and some 
graduate programmes.

Research produced during this phase focused on the 
challenges facing Chinese society, but suffered from 
theoretical and scientifi c defi ciencies. These gaps were fi lled 
progressively, and sociology in China improved remarkably 
from the 1990s onward, fostered by international exchanges, 
the sending abroad of promising graduate students and 
participation in international scientifi c dialogue. China’s 
research capacity in social sciences was expanded to the 
point that the country counted 159 departments of sociology 
in higher learning institutions in 2007, with close to 2 million 
students. Today Chinese sociology enjoys an international 
reputation of its own.

Flash
Building sociology in China

The introduction of sociological studies in China in the 
late nineteenth century stimulated thinkers in this country 
to explore groups and society in new terms and with 
methodologies previously unknown to them. Signifi cant 
studies were made, but the many wars in the following 
decades hampered the development of sociology. Then the 
reorganization of disciplines and faculties three years after 
the 1949 revolution abolished sociology, deemed ‘erroneous 
science’. From then until 1978, when the policy of economic 
reforms led to its reintroduction, research and teaching in 
sociology vanished from universities.

After that date, however, the chairman of the Communist 
Party of China, Deng Xiaoping, underscored the necessity to 
train sociologists again. The new challenges facing Chinese 
society, such as modernization, rural development, worker 
migrations and the relations between cities and rural regions, 
had given rise to a need for studies in social sciences. The 
rapid creation of the Chinese Association of Sociological 
Research and of the Institute of Sociology, both headed by 
senior sociologist Fei Xiaotong, allowed the organization of 

Flash
Developing social science capacity in Palestine

The fi rst research on Palestine was conducted by Palestinian 
agencies located outside the Palestinian territory. Generally 
associated with the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), 
these research centres began operating in the 1960s from 
Jordan, Lebanon and New York. They were mostly staffed 
by Palestinian refugees from the diaspora who had no 
physical access to Palestine. In 1967, the Israeli invasion of 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip triggered the foundation 
of local Palestinian universities in both these territories. Since 
Palestinian youths could not travel to other Arab universities 
or have access to Israeli universities, six Palestinian universities 
were set up in the Occupied Territories in the 1970s.

The fi rst Palestinian social scientists had generally received 
their secondary education in English during the British 
Mandate. Their command of English – as well as their 
relative wealth – enabled them to join US universities in 
the post-1948 period after the creation of Israel. A number 
of them were the fi rst to staff social science departments 
in the newly founded Palestinian universities in the West 
Bank and Gaza. Subsequent generations of Palestinian 
social scientists received their secondary education in the 
Occupied Territories before going on to graduate from 
foreign, mostly Western, universities. Since none of the 

Palestinian universities had, and they still do not have, a 
Ph.D. programme in the social sciences, and since a Ph.D. is 
mandatory in order to hold a professorship, there has been a 
noticeable internationalization of Palestinian social scientists.

Ten social science departments or faculties, and numerous 
other research centres, currently operate within the 
Occupied Territories. In 2007, they employed 68 Ph.Ds in 
sociology, political science and anthropology. Of these, 
60 hold a Ph.D. from a Western university and only 8 from 
other Arab countries. These fi gures point towards an early 
and resilient dynamic of internationalization within the social 
sciences thanks to associations with eminent international 
scientifi c institutions which have allowed local coercion 
to be bypassed.

Vincent Romani 

Is professor in political sciences at the Université du Québec 
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interests touch on postgraduate education and violence in the 
Arab world.
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The decline of the African higher 
education systems
The collapse of African libraries and laboratories threatened 
the infrastructure of the higher education community, 
and led to the decay of the environment for learning and 
research. The decline in the quality of instruction was 
compounded by the collapse of the tutorial system which, 
in turn, was a fallout from the collapse of many universities’ 
internal academic staff development programmes. Student 
unrest became frequent and increasingly violent. Many 
universities experienced ‘blank years’ during the course 
of the 1980s and 1990s, shutting down for prolonged 
periods, which resulted in the cancellation of entire 
academic sessions. Associational life on most university 
campuses and in most countries also suffered a sharp 
decline when disciplinary networks for staff and students 
could no longer be sustained. Likewise, local scholarly 
journals and other scientifi c outlets fell on bad times. The 
stage was set for an exodus of qualifi ed personnel from the 
higher education system. This exodus was further spurred 
by concurrent outbreaks of political repression and civil 
war in many African countries at different times between 
the 1980s and the fi rst few years of the new millennium.

Brain drain hits Africa severely
The brain drain from the African higher education system 
occurred in waves and consisted of different elements. In 
the fi rst instance, there was an exodus of senior and mid-
career nationals who, unable to cope with the unending 
crises in the national economy and the higher education 
system, or the outbreak of political violence and civil war 
in some countries, exercised a variety of options. A number 
of them simply left the system in order to enter the local 
private sector where they felt they could both exercise 

Historical retrospective
The fi rst decade of African independence witnessed a 
massive public resource investment in the development of 
a higher education system which incorporated universities, 
polytechnics, and an assortment of specialized research 
and training institutions. But the pattern of rapid growth 
and all-round expansion that characterized African higher 
education in general, and the social sciences in particular, 
during the 1960s and most of the 1970s was interrupted 
at the end of the 1970s and in the early 1980s as African 
countries began to slide into a prolonged economic crisis. 
This crisis, and the responses fashioned to deal with it, led 
to an unrelenting decline for the higher education system 
of most African countries which persisted for nearly thirty 
years. These decades spanned the years from the early 
1980s to date.

Any hope that the cuts which African governments in-
troduced in higher education funding as part of their 
homegrown economic crisis management strategy would 
be short-lived was dashed by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank’s introduction of stabiliza-
tion and structural adjustment programmes. The thrust 
of these programmes was essentially defl ationary, which 
meant that public expenditure continued to be squeezed 
and the higher education system was to be the worse for 
it. This was all the more so as the Bank encouraged a policy 
preference for basic education in Africa. Matters were not 
helped by acute shortages of foreign exchange, which 
saw imports of books and equipment virtually dry up. An 
infl ationary spiral also took hold and real incomes collapsed 
as prices were decontrolled, national currencies were sub-
mitted to repeated rounds of devaluation, subsidies were 
removed and public-sector wages were frozen.

The contribution of social science networks 
to capacity development in Africa
Adebayo Olukoshi

The all-round expansion that characterized African higher education in general, and the social sciences in 
particular, during the 1960s was interrupted at the end of the 1970s as African countries began to slide into 
a prolonged economic crisis. This crisis, and the responses fashioned to deal with it, led to an unrelenting 
decline for the higher education system of most African countries which persisted for nearly thirty years. 
In the face of the multiple problems thus created for the social sciences, the role of social science networks 
became critical.
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Among these was an incentives system which encouraged 
universities to generate income through consultancy 
services and executive degree programmes that did not 
favour the social sciences and the humanities. In turn, this 
resulted in higher education administrators deciding to 
rationalize courses. This saw the closure of some academic 
departments and the merger of others. Disciplines such as 
history, archaeology, philosophy, linguistics and classics 
were endangered in many countries. It was and still is not 
uncommon to fi nd universities where social science and 
humanities departments have no professorial-level staff 
and are led by junior researchers, who sometimes only hold 
a Masters degree or have just obtained a doctorate.

The role of social science research 
networks
In the face of the multiple problems created for the social 
sciences by the brain drain in the higher education system, 
the role of social science networks became critical. This was 
especially true of those operating on a pan-African scale. 
The most prominent of these networks are CODESRIA 
in Dakar, the African Association of Universities (AAU) 
in Accra, the Organization for Social Science Research in 
Eastern and Southern Africa (OSSREA) in Addis Ababa, 
and, to a lesser degree, the Kampala-based Centre for Basic 
Research (CBR), and the Africa–Arab Research Centre in 
Cairo. The African Association of Political Science (AAPS) 
in Harare and Pretoria and the Southern Africa Political 
Economy Series (SAPES) Trust, which were active through 
the 1980s into the 1990s before they experienced a decline, 
must be added to these. Most of these networks were 
established to serve as sites and fora for the production 
and dissemination of advanced research knowledge, 
drawing on the best traditions of scholarship available on 
the African continent.

The regional social science networks also felt the effects 
of the discipline crises and the dearth of experienced 
scholars as the brain drain took its toll. The vitality of the 
regional networks and the kinds of activities they felt they 
could perform refl ected the disciplines’ state of health 
and the quality and experience of the researchers at the 
national and campus levels. In the 1980s, with senior and 
experienced staff leaving the higher education system 
in increasing numbers and the quality of instruction 
and training declining, it became clear that these 
regional networks could not presume that those who 
participated in their programmes were suffi ciently drilled 
in the basic rules of scholarship to contribute effectively 
to their missions. This necessitated a revamping of the 

their talents and earn a better income. Many went into the 
fi nancial services sector, which was experiencing a mini- 
bubble on the back of the privatization and liberalization 
measures that governments had introduced as part of the 
IMF or World Bank market reform programmes. Others 
opted to remain in the public sector, but left the university 
system to take up senior political or administrative posts in 
government, especially against the backdrop of civil service 
reforms that were being carried out and the restoration of 
multi-party politics that was underway.

A further component of the brain drain from the higher 
education system, and perhaps the most serious aspect, 
comprised the senior and mid-career scholars who left to 
pursue their careers outside Africa. They took up positions 
in the USA, Europe, and even the Middle East and Australia. 
Estimates from a variety of sources have suggested that an 
average of 20,000 highly qualifi ed professionals left Africa 
annually from 1990 onwards as part of the brain drain. 
Nigerian academics working at universities and colleges 
in the USA alone numbered about 10,000 at the dawn of 
the new millennium. During the course of the 1990s, it was 
estimated that 35 out of every 100 Africans sent to study 
abroad did not return to the continent, and the number was 
rising (IOM, 2005; Mutume, 2003; UN, 2002; Teferra, 2000).

The diffi cult conditions with which the academics who 
remained on the continent – either by deliberate choice 
or otherwise – had to grapple meant that they had no 
option but to augment their incomes from outside sources. 
Such strategies continue to be practised, but they are not 
always conducive to the pursuit of academic excellence 
or the development of a longitudinal research interest. 
Moonlighting and consultancy activities disconnected 
from scientifi c endeavour may have provided an income 
supplement, but they were also energy-sapping and 
distracting. The licensing of private universities, which had 
begun in earnest in the 1990s and which expanded mas-
sively in the new millennium, gave scholars opportunities 
to be mobile and even to advance their careers. However, 
these private universities resorted to offering permanent 
employees of public universities part-time contracts to act 
as the bulk of their teaching staff. This raised concerns that 
fee-charging institutions were continuing the erosion of 
higher education, as they did not seem prepared to invest 
in their own staff development.

The brain drain from the African higher education system 
affected all disciplines. But it is also arguable that the social 
sciences were particularly badly hit, for a variety of reasons. 

wssr_projet1_final.indd   135wssr_projet1_final.indd   135 14/06/10   20:4714/06/10   20:47



World Social Science Report      Chapter 3      Unequal capacities

 C
hapter 3

136 

  the fi nancing of senior scholars to produce textbooks that 
could be used in teaching across the continent

  the organization of a range of mentorship programmes 
targeted at younger scholars with an interest in remaining 
in the university system

  the facilitation of scholar exchange programmes and 
individual fellowships whose recipients could spend 
dedicated time undertaking research projects or as 
understudies to an outstanding scholar

  the organization of summer schools on social research 
themes that cover a range of conceptual and empirical 
concerns

  the funding of fi eld research and thesis writing for advanced 
postgraduates in African universities

  the mobilization of diaspora African social scientists in 
local and regional initiatives designed to mentor and 
support junior scholars, rebuild library collections, teach 
core courses in visitors’ programmes, and network senior 
scholars internationally.

These regional social science networks are critical for the 
generation of African researchers born and nurtured in the 
years of economic crisis and decay in the higher education 
system. And yet, the networks also understand that their 
role can only be a supportive one, complementing what 
must remain the duty of the quintessential university: 
offering high-quality instruction in a stimulating en-
vironment that enables students and staff to build and 
renew and enhance their capacities. This means that the 
struggle for the restoration of the African universities 
must continue. They are the essential element in long-
term capacity development. It is in the strength and 
vitality of the universities that the social science networks 
will ultimately fi nd the energy to make a decisive and 
targeted difference.  

programmes and activities of these networks to take 
cognizance of the changed context of research and training 
in African higher education.

The reform of these regional social science networks was 
designed to achieve a multiplicity of objectives. These 
centred on the upgrading of the skills of a new and 
inexperienced generation of scholars graduating from 
African universities and taking up positions, and were 
intended to keep the system running against a variety 
of odds. Embracing this new generation called for new 
approaches to research networking and knowledge 
production which took full cognizance of the conditions 
under which they had been trained and the circumstances 
in which they tried to work. It was a redefi nition of strategy 
that focused on training in research skills, the creation of 
networking opportunities, the building of longitudinal 
research cultures, and the facilitation of interaction 
within and across various boundaries, whether national, 
disciplinary, gender, generational or linguistic. These were 
roles that the social science research networks assumed on 
an increasing scale from the mid-1980s onwards.

Key roles in capacity development and enhancement 
which the regional social science research networks have 
promoted since the mid-1980s have included:

  supporting the mobility of African scholars within and 
outside their countries and campuses in a period of crisis

  the promotion of multidisciplinary networking among 
African scholars

  the provision of refresher training, particularly in 
quantitative, qualitative and comparative research 
methods and scholarly writing and publishing skills

  the production of refereed journals that offer credible 
outlets for the publication of research fi ndings

Adebayo Olukoshi 
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