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Summary 

This chapter is about the relationship between globalization and international politics. 
The first section makes a presentation of the reciprocal influence that characterizes this 
relationship. The second section concentrates on the extension of the number and kinds 
of the international actors and on the appearance of non-state actors, like NGOs, in 
world politics. This change, caused by the process of globalization, is extremely 
important in the definition of the global political system and the agenda of the 
sustainable development. The third section analyses the agenda of the global system and 
the institutions and procedures supplied by the state system to the global system in order 
to deliver political regulation to the global problems. The last section informs about the 
reaction of the International Relations theorists to the challenge posed to the knowledge 
of international politics by the globalization process. It reviews two great groups of 
theories: the pluralist school, which has been the most responsive school to the 
perception of the change of the international life, and the school of international 
democracy, which covers the analysis of a wide spectrum of problems and answers to 
important transformations which are affecting politics at the state and inter-state level. 
 
A generic way of understanding globalization is to consider it as a process of creation of 
a worldwide system in which no event, process or important action remains 
circumscribed within the geographic area in which it was born. In the same way, events, 
processes and actions of the global level have an impact, either deliberately or 
involuntarily, on all the local levels. However, the predominant image of globalization 
is constructed on the basis of the second meaning – namely, the impact of the global on 
the local - because we are instinctively led to assume that the subjects which are in a 
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privileged position in the global system are by nature stronger than the local. Therefore, 
the term globalization is considered the synonym of homogenization, uniformization 
and also westernization or Americanization. This image generates negative attitudes in 
relation to globalization because it becomes the synonym of the leveling of the social 
world. Against this vision, there is a more balanced vision according to which the global 
system and the local systems have their own origins and determinant factors and are the 
object of the same material and ideological factors that produce their existence and 
complementarities. The same material and ideological causes that accelerate the process 
of globalization produce the process of individualization because the single subject – the 
individual (man/woman, microgroup, region, nation, state, culture, civilization) – is 
enabled by material factors and legitimated by ideological factors to promote its own 
autonomy and self-organization. Uniformity in the globalized world is confronted with a 
high number of opportunities to move and communicate. Individuals can use these 
opportunities to defend and promote their rights and identities. Uniformity is, therefore, 
accompanied by singularity, discontinuity, decentralization and other characteristics of 
the present world which are synthetically named as factors of fragmentation to 
emphasize the hostile reaction and barriers that individuals create against the 
uniformization. Inevitably the reaffirmation of individuality goes hand in hand with 
context and competition but also with emulation and the coming together of the 
individuals in the global system. 
 
The material factors of globalization – i.e. the technical advancements in transportation, 
communication and economy – have evolved in leaps and bounds in human history. The 
last leaps and bounds have been the first, second, third and today the fourth industrial 
revolution, the electronic revolution. Since the French revolution, the ideological factors 
of the globalization process (i.e. the spreading of human and people rights) have also 
evolved in leaps and bounds. These material and ideological factors have an effect in 
the world as a whole and also within the single country. They have generated the 
expansion of a world-wide economic market. They have created the same demands to 
face the same problems (environmental, social, etc.) with political decisions. This 
chapter is about the relations between the globalization process and international 
politics. Our interest concentrates on the analysis of the adaptation of the organization 
of the international system to globalization and the analysis of the institutional 
procedures supplied by the state system to the global system in order to provide political 
regulations of the global problems. 
 
1. Globalization and International Politics 
 
The long process of globalization has been strictly associated with processes taking 
place in the international political system. Clark (1997: 24-26) highlighted five 
explanations of the dependence of globalization upon international politics. The first 
explanation interprets globalization as “an expansion of Europe” and its most powerful 
states. The political unification of the world is the product of the exportation of the rules 
and institutions of the European states system to the whole planet. Bull and Watson 
(1984) have produced a wide-ranging presentation of this process of expansion of the 
European international society to the rest of the world and of the transformations 
undergone by the Asian, American and African systems in their adaptation to European 
expansion. Others - like Jones (1981) – have examined the reasons behind the 
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“European miracle”, i.e. the reasons why Europe has the upper hand over the other parts 
of the world when Europe and the other parts of the world have entered more 
intensively into relations among themselves, i.e. at the beginning of the modern age. 
The second school relates the globalization process to the fluctuation of international 
power. Confronted with recession and politico-economic crisis, the great powers have 
tried to regain international power by extending their competition to the rest of the 
world. The third school also interprets globalization in harmony with the logic of 
international power. However, it adopts the hegemonic theory rather than the theory of 
the balance of power. A hegemonic power created the global system taking the role of 
the basic provider of security in long distance relations and flows (Gilpin, 1981; 
Modelski, 1987). Milward (1992) presents the fourth international politics explanation 
of the globalization process. According to him, the contemporary international process 
of integration in a single world-wide economy is the result of the strategy of the nation 
state to keep its role as the principal political system. The fifth way to interpret the 
dependence of globalization upon international politics is that of Cox (1987; 1992) and 
Chase-Dunn (1989). The organization of the world-wide economy is guided by the 
forces of the market but it is never isolated from the action of the governments. On the 
contrary, it is supported by the military action of the states every time the great powers 
recognize the need to keep it forcefully in favor of their own internal economic 
interests. 
 
The causal effects of international politics on the globalization process exclude neither 
globalization’s retroactive effects on international politics nor the causal effects on 
globalization exercised by other factors and actors. The evolutionary explanation of the 
institutional change of international politics (Modelski 1987; 1990) has the merit of 
bringing into attention the collusion of different factors (i.e. the co-evolution of 
economy, politics and culture) and the synchronization of these co-evolutions that are 
the determinant factor of the globalization process. 
 
These connections and synchronizations, in turn, depend on the compression of time 
and space that the technological progress has brought about in our era. The 
instantaneousness of communication and the rapidity of transportation at low costs -- 
thanks to the progress of the applied science –- have created that compression that is at 
the basis of the globalization process in different areas like economy, politics and 
culture. In the economy this means the integration of financial markets and industrial 
production, on a world-wide scale, of small and large companies. In politics, the 
compression of time and space has produced the interdependence of national 
legislations and policies and has deeply changed the decision-making process of the 
states. This means especially the transference of competences from the traditional 
national institutions like parliaments to new national institutions like public authorities 
which are able to respond more quickly to the changes produced by international 
interdependence. The compression of time and space has induced also the transference 
of governmental competences and power from the national level to the supranational 
level as exemplified, more that anything else, by the case of the European Union. 
 
A “democratization effect” of globalization belongs also to the area of politics even if 
only in the sense of the incapacity of the dictatorial regimes to prevent, as they did in 
the past, the visibility of their conduct and the penetration of external help to those 
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suffering persecution. It is this weakness of contemporary dictatorships that creates 
windows of opportunity to manage the problems of human rights and democracy. 
In culture, the compression of time and space spreads ideas instantaneously and 
determines inclusions (like immigration) that have inevitable consequences on the 
interpretation of the world and the ways of dealing with individual and collective life. 
 
These effects of the technological progress on societies are not uniformly distributed. 
What is important, however, is the fact that this compression of time and space 
generates problems that are not contained within isolated areas. They are problems that 
need solutions at the global level. Globalization, in other words, necessitates institutions 
and capacities of global government. 
 
2. State and Non-State Actors in Global Politics 
 
The pre-eminence of states as systems of political regulation of social life is contrasted 
by a series of corrosive forces that are transforming and redefining their capacities and 
competences. There are, first of all, the corrosive forces of technological innovations in 
the field of information, communication and transportation. They produce immediate 
transmission of messages, great rapidity in physical mobility and high growth of 
economic exchanges. Every country is permeable to the flows of communication and 
transport. All countries are, therefore, interdependent on a larger scale than in the past. 
Certainly, interdependence does not present itself in the same way and with the same 
intensity for all countries. There are differences according to region and geographical 
area, and some areas have specific problems. In general, however, the internal political 
affairs of a county are – more than they were in the past – influenced or conditioned by 
what happens in the political systems of other states. The same happens to the cultural, 
economic and social domestic systems. The world market economy has put an end to 
the fragmentation of the national markets and has cancelled the possibility of economic 
policies autonomously carried out by national governments. The emergence of problems 
that in their evolution and especially in their possible solution have a dimension and 
nature that go beyond state borders forces the rulers to adopt legislative and 
administrative solutions inspired by criteria and interests that are not only those of their 
own countries. Rules made by international organizations, agreements negotiated in the 
course of worldwide conferences, and legislations of certain countries especially 
effective in regulating specific aspects (environment, health, etc.) become standards to 
which governments tend to adjust or seek to emulate whenever they are looking for 
domestic legislative and administrative solutions. 
 
This situation has modified the perception of the state and of international relations by 
showing the potential for strong reorganization and adaptability of those actions and 
relations established by new actors responsible for models of life adopted by the people. 
Domestic politics is conditioned by organizations and processes that are beyond the 
single country and that have deprived the state of some competencies. At the same time, 
the intervention of the state has extended also into areas in which it was not present in 
the past. We are going through a period of time in which the division of the world into 
different states, and the creation and building of states proceed hand in hand with the 
growth of opposite processes. We cannot but recognize the state as a political 
organization able to satisfy collective and individual human needs, but we cannot treat it 
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as we have been used to because the state is deeply changing its nature. The body of 
literature on the problem of the continuity and change of the characteristics of the state 
in the contemporary world has been enormous. From the perspective of the global 
political system, a selection of studies includes, for example, Camilleri, Jarvis and 
Paolini (1995); Duchacek, Latouche and Stevenson (1988); Gummett (1996); Held 
(1995 a); Hocking (1994); Mayal (1990); Merle (1986) and Strange (1996). 
 
All started with processes that have had different origins and rates of evolution at 
different historical moments and in different sectors of social actions. The speed of 
evolution has increased in the last decades. Therefore, we refer to this era as the era of 
globalization. In addition, besides almost 200 state political systems (some of which are 
not unitary political systems but federal and regional systems, i.e. systems of systems) 
that form a system of interdependent collective actors (the international political 
system), there exists today a wider system which includes the states, their systems and a 
plurality of non-state actors interdependent among themselves and with different 
abilities to influence the use and distribution of the resources, goods and values of the 
world. This system which encompasses all the political systems (including the 
international system) is the global political system. 
 
The actions and relations of multinational corporations, associations, organizations and 
networks, based in various countries or no country in particular and which are apart and 
independent from national governments, are added to the actions and relations of the 
two fundamental systems of politics, i.e. the states and the international system. The 
actions and relations among non-state actors interfere, deliberately or not deliberately, 
both with the domestic politics of the states formed by the domestic institutions and 
political actors, and the international politics formed by national governments and 
intergovernmental institutions (international organizations and regimes). 
 
The actors internal to the states (enterprises, political parties, unions, associations and 
organizations of various kinds), the states, the intergovernmental organizations and the 
trans-national actors (multinational corporations and NGOs) do not easily coexist and 
do not interact without conflict. However, the involvement of the state and non-state 
actors is essential in the formulation of political strategies to give solution to the 
problems of the global system. If the instruments of the governments are not sufficient, 
non-state actors do not have enough resources or authority to face the global problems 
in a resolutive manner and start a sustainable development process. 
 
3. Sustainable Development and the Agenda of the Global System 
 
Political sovereignty and territorial security are not the only problems of international 
politics -- as they were for centuries after the formation of the European state system. 
Economic problems were added to these more than a century ago when the problems of 
adjusting national economic interests were perceived by the major European countries 
resolute to defend – even at the cost of war – their trade and the search for new markets 
for their products. The international problems of the global system go beyond the 
territorial and political security of the countries and also beyond the rules of the 
economic competition in the world market. In the global system, the states and other 
individual and collective, social and institutional actors face new problems like those of 
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respect for human rights, self-determination, democracy and protection of minority 
groups; the problems of migrations for economic reasons, and displacement of masses 
for ethnic and political reasons; the problems of the conservation of the biosphere, 
protection of the environment and exploitation of the national resources and global 
commons (space, atmosphere, and oceans); the problems of health emergencies 
produced by epidemics and threatening diseases like HIV; the problems of international 
organized crime and illicit trafficking (money laundering, drug trafficking, clandestine 
arms trade and sales, and new forms of slavery). All these problems are causes of 
disorder and uncertainty in the world system. Each of them, whatever the geographical 
locality of the areas most affected, produces effects that are not easily contained by the 
borders of the states. Each of them goes easily beyond the boundaries of a state and 
produces effects within other countries, attacks the social order, has influence on the 
economic plans, and requires political decisions. The probability of successful policy 
and legislative answers to these problems is minimal or almost non- existent if 
governments do not coordinate their strategies. Because of the interdependence and 
interconnection that globalization produces on domestic policies, any government is 
able to exercise its functions (provide public security, economic growth, health 
protection, social security, etc.) only through co-operation and co-ordination with other 
governments. In order to be effective in facing the internal effects of the global 
problems, government strategies need to be co-ordinated among themselves and give 
place also to international public policies. But, in order for this to be possible, global 
problems need to be part of the agenda of the global political system. 
 
The system agenda is made of the problems: (1) that a large number or all the actors of 
the system consider themselves of the greatest importance to the political organization 
of the system, and (2) the system actors have different preferences for solutions. This 
difference of preference produces: (3) confrontations among the system actors that 
make the formulation of political solutions of the problems difficult and (4) the effect 
that this can also keep alive the problem for a long period of time. 
 
Not all of the problems of the global political system have the same nature, nor can they 
be dealt with by the same procedures, or be solved with the same kind of policies and 
collective decisions. A useful classification is proposed by Charlotte Bretherton (1995: 
8-9). It takes into account the nature of the problems and the different ways in which 
they can be dealt with within the global political system. Three categories of problems 
of the agenda of the global political system are presented: 
 
1. Problems traditionally considered the responsibility of the individual country, 

because linked to state sovereignty, are today considered the object of global 
responsibility. The problems of human rights and domestic regime stability belong 
to this category, together with the traditional problems of state security; 

2. Problems go beyond state borders and are already the object of international 
cooperation. Many problems of the contemporary global system such as the 
problems of environment protection, infectious diseases control and international 
crime struggle belong to this category; 

3. Problems are beyond the capacity of the individual state to confront them and 
properly managed only by giving policy-making competences to the institutions of 
the global system. The problems caused by migrations for political and economic 
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reasons, alongside the traditional problems of the reduction of the gap between areas 
of the world economy, the take-off of the economies of the underdeveloped areas, 
and the extirpation of the poverty caused by the stratification of the world capitalist 
economy, belong to this category. 

 
The inclusion of sustainable development problems in the agenda of the global political 
system increases the chances of solution of the problems, but the convergence of 
favorable conditions is required. First, the inclusion of a problem in the agenda of the 
system is preceded by a phase of politicization. A problem is politicized when some 
prominent actors make it the object of political action. These actors promote solidarity 
and aggregation around the problem. They make their political behavior dependent on 
the will expressed by other actors to negotiate the management of the problem and 
organize actions aimed at the formal introduction of the problem into the agenda of the 
system. 
 
Second, inclusion in the political agenda of the global system depends upon factors of a 
political, social and material nature. Factors of first order are the support/opposition of 
the governments of the countries that have important organizational roles; the 
support/opposition of the governments that control resources directly important for the 
problem in question; the support/opposition of groups of countries that are strong and 
cohesive. Factors of the second order are economic processes, like the growth and 
contraction of the economic cycles, and cultural processes, like the phases of expansion 
and contraction of civilizations and cultures. Material factors are technological 
innovations and discoveries. The way in which all these factors come together during a 
period of time has great importance for the politicization of a problem and for its 
priority in the agenda. It is possible also that one problem may be taken over by others 
because the problems of a system are in competition among themselves for the 
resources available for their solution. 
 
Third, the inclusion of problems in the agenda of the global system is influenced by 
their relation with the political organization of the international system. This relation 
can be the cause of the hostile position of some governments in the negotiations 
convened to find solutions to the problems, and may cause the incapacity of the 
institutions to produce decisions for the solution of the problems. 
 
The definition of the agenda of a system at a certain time can be made by making use of 
the major documents of the United Nations, and the reports of expert committees and 
intergovernmental and non-governmental international organizations. Another criterion 
consists in analyzing the conclusions of periodical meetings of governmental groups 
(like the G7 and the Group of the Seventy-Seven) in the span of a year. The presence of 
a problem in these documents over time is a strong indication of the importance of the 
problem for the system. The best way of making the list of the problems on the agenda 
of the global system is to take into account all these criteria and also by attention to the 
messages of the mass media. They reproduce the formulation of the problems made by 
the actors of the system and the clash of the political interests that are involved in those 
problems. However, the mass media are not impartial actors. They contribute to create 
the agenda of the system by offering their own vision of the problems and also trying to 
influence the actors that negotiate the solution of the problems. 
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Politics is a continuous conflict about the definition and the order of priority of the 
problems of a system because there are not enough resources to solve all the problems. 
Therefore, the order of importance of the problems on the agenda reveals important 
aspects of a political system such as the power of each actor, the relations of conflict 
and solidarity among the system actors, the preferences of the different actors that have 
control of the resources needed to achieve the solution of the problems under analysis. 
Last but not least, the agenda of a system shows the problem-solving power of the 
system. This power depends upon the functioning of its institutions and the ability to 
rule of those who have the most important organization roles. 
 
In practical terms, the inclusion in the agenda of the global system means that a problem 
becomes the object of the public policies, decisions and actions with which the largest 
number of governments agree on specific operative solutions. This can happen with the 
formulation of legal norms which are reached in the context of multilateral negotiation 
and ad hoc diplomatic conferences, with the creation of institutions for handling the 
problem, or with the attribution to already existing institutions of competences and 
resources necessary to solve the problem or problem area. 
 
Once on the agenda of the system, the way in which a problem is solved depends also 
upon the social cleavages of the system both for structural factors – because cleavages 
divide countries into groups according to which of them are exposed to the effects of a 
given problem – and political factors – because social cleavages create solidarity and 
aggregations of governments during the negotiations and in the institutions mandated 
for the solutions of the problem in question. For these reasons, the solution or non-
solution of the problems (i.e. the attempts to depoliticize a problem and make it come 
out of the agenda) can change or keep intact the rules that govern the goods of the 
system and the competences of the institutions on the regulation of the goods. 
Therefore, the political competition is the cause either of evolution or of conservation of 
the political organization of the system. 
 
The politicization of the problem of the protection of the biosphere and the conflict over 
its inclusion on the agenda of the global system is a good case in point. Some 
governments are against the regulation of noxious industrial by-products. They would 
prefer governments to regulate these processes by means of specific international 
agreements by selecting in each case the measures to be taken according to their general 
economic and specific industrial interests. This is the traditional form of solution of the 
problem; like all such agreements negotiated among governments, it bears the risk that 
the weaker or the less aware governments accept unfavorable rules for the protection of 
the environment within their borders. Because of the nature of the problem – i.e. the 
unitary nature of the biosphere – this risk translates itself into the lack of control of 
damage that will not remain circumscribed within the borders of a state but will affect 
the rest of the system. As a result of this risk, there has arisen the demand to regulate 
environmental problems with public policies; in other words, to include environmental 
problems on the agenda of the system and create institutions for making coherent 
regulations and monitoring the development of the problems. The need for this has been 
promoted by transnational actors like ecological and environmental groups that gather 
together both ordinary people and experts who feel militant about the issues. However, 
once on the agenda, the problem of environmental protection takes on specific 
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characteristics because of the structural cleavages of the system. Whatever the level of 
awareness of ecological problems in the North and the South, and whatever the 
determination of Southern and Northern governments to fight pollution and 
environmental destruction, the rules and regimes of world environment policy largely 
depend upon the solidarity and political alignments on the North-South divide. 
 
- 
- 
- 
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