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Project Summary

This study will examine the formation and integration of a global political and economic elite, and compare waves of transnational elite integration in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
 The proposed research focuses on the historical and contemporary emergence of transnational wealth and power groups, as well as on the transnational economic, political, and social organizations which coordinate and structures the activity and consciousness of these groups. We formulate an empirical approach to the conceptualization and operationalization of global class structure. This would make possible the estimation of changes in the overall degree of global elite integration over the last 125 years, as well as changes in the patterns of connections and alliances among the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Producing data on changes in both the intensity and the contours of transnational elite integration over time will allow us to explore the probabilities of future military and other forms of conflict among the leading states of the world, as well as to forecast the possible fault lines which might characterize this conflict within the modern world system. 

A nineteenth century wave of transcontinental trade and investment integration led to the formation of transnational ties among elite families and large firms, as well as the rapid growth of international governmental and non-governmental organizations. These links emerged among the elites within different core countries and also between those in core and peripheral societies.
 The decline of British imperial dominance was accompanied by the renewal of nationalism or, in some regions, the birth of new nationalisms. National economies continued to grow, but international trade and investment slowed down. An emerging “globalization backlash” (O’Rourke and Williamson 1999) led to World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, and these were followed by the Great Depression and World War II. 

The first part of this sequence has been repeated in the period since World War II, with the United States (instead of Britain) playing the role of hegemonic core power.
 Whether or not something similar to the rest of the story above occurs in the future may depend, at least in part, on the degree of integration achieved in this most recent wave of globalization. A more thoroughly integrated global elite may be able to prevent the uglier forms of conflict that followed the nineteenth century wave of globalization. Thus it is important to compare the degree and shape of integration in recent decades with the degree and shape of global elite formation in the nineteenth century. 

One key dimension of this project is defining exactly which social groups comprise and have comprised the global elite. For reasons of feasibility, in this proposal we focus on only the very top economic and political strata in the world-system. The question of whether or not less wealthy and powerful, but arguably more important, social groups such as scientists and innovators, high-level technocrats and bureaucrats, and so on should be included in the conceptualization and operationalization of the global elite is postponed for later research. In this proposal, we delineate methods for identifying the wealthiest and/or most powerful individuals and families, firms, political jurisdictions (national and sub-national), international organizations, and cities in the world for six targeted decades since 1880. The targeted decades will be those surrounding 1880, 1913, 1929, 1950, 1970 and 1990. These wealthy and/or powerful entities will be examined to determine the intensity of their transnational connections, the directionality of these links, and the network patterns of connections and empty spaces. This procedure will facilitate the calculation of how the global orientation of these entities has varied over time, and of the changing nature and network patterns of these ties. The results will have significant implications for understanding the probabilities and potential terrains of future economic, political, and military cooperation and conflict in the world-system.

Project Description

Waves of economic and political integration -- increasing and then decreasing trade and investment globalization as well as a spiraling emergence of transnational and international political organizations – have accompanied a process in which both elites and masses have oscillated from predominantly local and national consciousness and organization toward increasingly transnational and global identities and interconnections. This study will examine the formation and integration of a global political and economic elite, and compare waves of transnational elite integration in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
 The proposed research focuses on the historical and contemporary emergence of transnational wealth and power groups, as well as on the transnational economic, political, and social organizations which coordinate and structures the activity and consciousness of these groups. We formulate an empirical approach to the conceptualization and operationalization of global class structure. This would make possible the estimation of changes in the overall degree of global elite integration over the last 125 years, as well as changes in the patterns of connections and alliances among the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Producing data on changes in both the intensity and the contours of transnational elite integration over time will allow us to explore the probabilities of future military and other forms of conflict among the leading states of the world, as well as to forecast the possible fault lines which might characterize this conflict within the modern world system. 

International economic and political integration (structural globalization) occurs in waves (Chase-Dunn, Kawano, and Brewer 2000). During the British hegemony of the nineteenth century there was a tsunami of international trade and investment that peaked around 1880 (Chase-Dunn, Kawano, and Brewer 2000). The industrial revolution diffused from Britain to other core countries, and the British-led free trade movement convinced many governments to lower tariffs on imports. Steamships, railroads and transcontinental and transoceanic telegraph lines radically cheapened the costs of transportation and communications. National economies grew, but international trade and investment grew faster, and the world became more integrated into a single nested network than it had ever been before (Haggard 1995).   Marketization of agriculture radically reorganized peasant and colonial economies in Asia, Latin America and Africa. Inequalities between the global rich and the global poor increased. Uneven development created tensions in the structure of political and military power in the interstate system.  British economic preeminence declined and new regions of core capitalist development emerged (possible reference here). An imbalance between military power and economic power and reactions against world market forces led to challenges to the Pax Britannica, leading eventually to the Bolshevik Revolution and World War I (possible reference here).

After the war there was an effort to create international institutions that would sustain collective security and allow tensions between states to be resolved peacefully.  But Britain was no longer capable of leading the world polity, and the United States, though it had been the largest single national economy in the world since at least 1900, failed to step into the role of political hegemon despite the fact that Woodrow Wilson had been a major architect of the proto-world government that the League of Nations was intended to be.  Without a political leader, the post-war boom of the 1920s and a brief wave of renewed structural globalization turned quickly into the beggar-my-neighbor protectionism of the 1930s after the stock market plunge in New York sent the world economy into a tailspin. The unresolved issues of 1914 led to World War II, a global conflagration even more brutal than the earlier war among the core powers.

After World War II, the U.S. did take up the mantle of political hegemony and strongly supported the formation of the United Nations, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. With global economic and political institutions designed to smooth out the difficulties that uneven development, volatile investment, and international anarchy were perceived to have created now in place, the world economy again entered another period of structural globalization of trade and investment (possible reference here). This most recent wave, with its transnational corporations, international organizations, rapidly decreasing transportation and communications costs, uneven development and increasing global inequalities, is analytically quite similar to the earlier Victorian wave of globalization, except that now the U.S. played the role of hegemon and the economic challengers (again) were mainly Japan and Germany (possible reference here). 

The greater degree of global economic integration, as well as discrepancies between the distribution of economic and political/military power, uneven development, and increased global inequalities have once again created the conditions for challenges to the existing structure of power, now the Pax Americana. Renewed calls for economic nationalism, capital controls, and other state policies juxtaposed against the “Washington Consensus” have already been issued (such as in Malaysia)... Perhaps more significantly, a growing “anti-globalization” movement is challenging the ideological hegemony of corporate capitalist neo-liberalism. This movement takes myriad forms, from international NGO’s calling for the amelioration of peripheral country debt and the reform and/or abolition of the IMF and World Bank (O’Connor, 2000) to resurgent communal, ethnic, religious, and national identities asserting themselves against the homogenizing forces of “global” (especially U.S.) business and consumer culture (Castells 1997; Barber, 1995). The stage is once again set for a new round of rabid inter-state competition and conflict, already apparent in tensions flaring within the Group of Eight over issues such as global warming and the Kyoto Accords, missile defense and the ABM treaty, and WTO interpretations of ongoing trade disputes. To be sure, the details between past and present are different. Cheap transportation (passenger air travel, e.g.) and communications (the Internet, e.g.) have made it possible for peasants, workers, the urban poor, and communities of every kind to form transnational networks, whereas in the nineteenth century these costs were higher and the subordinate classes were subsequently more constrained in this respect (Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000; Castells 1997.) What this means is that transnational class formation has become an increasingly realistic option for the masses as well as the elites.

The above stylized narrative of waves of globalization and restructuring explains why we want to study both the degree and network properties of global elite integration. It is quite probable that the more integrated a global elite is, the less likely the world-system is to descend once again into a destructive and possibly terminal war among core states (reference definitely necessary here). This is a compelling reason to try to estimate exactly how integrated the global elite is now, and to be able to compare that degree of integration with that achieved at the peak of the nineteenth century globalization wave in the 1880s.  But it is also important to examine the network structure of integration. In order to prevent future war among core states the global integration of national elites would need to crosscut probable lines of fracture in the inter-state polity. In order to interpret our results, we also need to compare the contemporary network structure with the set of connections that existed both in the nineteenth century and at several crucial periods during the twentieth century. Having a picture of past network structures at our disposal will allow us to derive conclusions about how particular contours of global elite integration collapsed into particular patterns of international rivalry, conflict, and war. It will also allow us to suggest how emergent network structures of global elite integration comparable to those of past periods might or might not eventuate in conflict along similar fault lines. The proposed research is part of a larger study of global class formation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that looks at trends and forms of transnational integration (and disintegration) in the global class structure as a whole. But this larger project cannot feasibly be completed within the temporal constraints of a single NSF-sponsored project, so this beginning phase will focus on the top of the global wealth and power hierarchy.

The main theoretical approach that motivates this research is the world-systems perspective as it has emerged from the work of Immanuel Wallerstein (1989), Giovanni Arrighi (1994) and the many other scholars who employ an institutional materialist and historically informed approach to the study of globalization. The proposed research is designed to address issues raised by both the world-systems perspective and those versions of the “global capitalism” thesis that address the significance of ostensibly new varieties of institutionalized collaboration within the transnational capitalist class.

Most of the popular discourse about globalization presumes the recent emergence of a transnational realm of economic activity that has made military competition among the most powerful states obsolete, or at least very unlikely (some kind of reference would be ideal here). This popular discourse often explicitly or implicitly assumes that the core countries have achieved a degree of economic interdependence such that future inter-core rivalries can be resolved without resort to warfare. To the extent that inter-core rivalries arise at all, it is presumed that they can be settled through formal mechanisms such as the WTO, and through informal channels such as the annual G8 meetings, the yearly gatherings at Davos, and other normal processes of international diplomacy. According to this popular discourse, the future of large-scale warfare will be limited to police actions undertaken jointly by the core powers themselves against “rogue state” violators of international law (as in the UN-sanctioned Gulf War) and human rights (as in NATO’s intervention in Kosovo). 

There is also an important scholarly literature about the emergence of a new stage of global capitalism in which large and mobile transnational corporations and fluid and unregulated financial markets operate on a planetary scale and a relatively powerful and integrated transnational group of capitalists and managers have emerged to constitute an organized and connected global ruling class (Robinson 1996, Sklair 2001, Kowalewski 1997). It is alleged that this new stage of global capitalism has qualitatively transformed the logic of economic development and governance (Castells 1996, Sivanandan 1997, Hardt and Negri 2000). This approach claims that national states have more or less lost control over global financial markets and corporations, and that organized labor has lost leverage over firms because of capital flight, job blackmail, and outsourcing (Sassen 1996, Ross and Trachte 1990, Moody 1997). Like the popular globalization discourse, the global capitalism thesis tends to assume that warfare among the most powerful states is a thing of the past (very important to cite a source here !!!). This assumption too is based on the notion that the global capitalist class is so well-integrated that it will settle future disputes without resorting to warfare (very important to cite a source here !!!).
 The declarations of the “global capitalist” school rest in part on the claim that only recently has a bona fide transnational economic and political elite emerged, an elite that is much more solidly interconnected than in earlier periods (Sklair 2001, Kowalewski 1997). But most of the evidence adduced to support this idea is anecdotal, and equally anecdotal data suggest that the phenomenon of global elite integration may not be so novel at all.   

An important task of this project is to devise a strategy for comparing the amount and qualitative nature of elite integration in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Once this has been accomplished, the “global capitalism” school’s claim that a historically unprecedented level of global elite integration is translating into an attenuation of inter-core conflict can be scrutinized on more sound empirical grounds. This project will conceptualize, operationalize and measure global elite formation over the last 125 years in order to evaluate the claims of the “global capitalism” school. Our study of global elite formation analyzes changes in the extent and spatial distribution of economic and political/military power among families, firms, and sub-national and national states, as well as among supra-national and truly global proto-state organizations (Concert of Europe, League of Nations, U.N., World Bank, IMF, OECD, Organization of American States, NAFTA, European Community, European Union, ASEAN, APEC, Group of 8, WTO, etc.) since 1875. The distinct yet overlapping geographical dimensions of these structural changes – i.e., those divides that occur along core/periphery,
 regional sphere of influence, and civilizational lines – all need to be factored in to the analysis.

Globalization and Integration

Several authors have discussed the class structure aspects of the thesis of global capitalism. Featherstone (1995) understands globalization as the outcome of an unfolding social integration process that runs from tribal groups to nation-states, superstate blocs and a world society. Featherstone alleges that the primary impetus for the emergence of such a global order is technological development (see also Haggard 1995, Castells 1996, Kennedy 1993). According to Featherstone and others who follow his line of argument, the rapid diffusion of innovations in transport and especially mass media and communications technologies is binding together ever-larger expanses of time-space at an inter-societal and global level. For instance, by slashing the cost of transmitting digital information across national frontiers, the rapid deployment of mini-computers, fiber optic cable, and satellites has significantly contributed to the spatial expansion and intensification of “financial instrument” trading (Haggard 1995). The development of the technology of war has also furthered the binding of people together in a sociation of conflict over large areas.

Robinson and Harris (2000) conceive of globalization as the territorial expansion of the capitalist economy and the diffusion of common forms of industrial production, commodities, market behavior, trade regimes, and consumption habits around the world.
 Particular kinds of economic and social institutions have arisen and proliferated throughout the world that bind societies and people from all the corners of the world together. According to Robinson and Harris, in a partial sense, at least, globalization began in the nineteenth century. They contend that the nineteenth century rise of the joint stock company and national corporations led to the globalization of a particular form of economic institution and practice as well as the development of national capitalist classes. Capitalist classes within the boundaries of the nation-state developed interests in opposition to rival national capitalists in other countries. 

What Robinson and Harris allege to be different between pre-World War I economic integration and that of today is that the pre-1913 integration was through “arm’s length” trade in goods and services between nationally-based production systems and through cross-border financial flows in the form of portfolio capital. Robinson and Harris (2000:19) contend that in the nineteenth century national capitalist classes organized national production chains and mobilized domestic labor to produce commodities within their own borders, which they then traded for commodities produced in other countries. What separates the globalization of the past from the globalization of the present, however, is the genuinely global organization of commodity production (organized under the roof of the transnational corporation and its spatially dispersed networks of allied suppliers and clients) and of finance capital (including that wing of finance capital which orchestrates foreign direct investment) (Robinson and Harris, 2000; for a similar argument, see McEwan ). 

Robinson and Harris also observe that national governments traditionally taxed goods moving in international trade and tried to limit and constrain international capital movement. Arguably, this led to the lengthening of the worldwide Great Depression. Under the auspices of the hegemonic U.S., after World War II national governments generally lowered their trade barriers. Multilateral negotiations under General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) such as the Kennedy Round in the 1960s, the Tokyo Round in the 1970s and the Uruguay Round of the 1990s are examples of the lowering of barriers to the international flows of goods and capital (Haggard 1995). In conjunction with the aforementioned transnationalization of production and finance, it is implied that the deepening of multilateral trade regimes (culminating in the formation of the WTO as well as many complementary regional initiatives) is now forging a truly global capitalist class. 

William Robinson (1996) contends that similar processes of transnationalized finance and production linkages have encouraged the formation of an integrated global capitalist class, and that this global capitalist class looks to the United States government to prosecute its collective worldwide class interest. According to Robinson, each country in the periphery and the semiperiphery has a local class fraction composed of businessmen and politicians that represents the transnational capitalist class. Robinson identifies these transnational elite factions as those who promote and espouse the neo-liberal “Washington Consensus” about the privatization of public sector assets and the liberalization of international trade and investment. That those in the transnational capitalist class more readily act and identify themselves as members of the global elite than as members of their respective underdeveloped national societies, and that they lean on political organs controlled or influenced by the U.S. state to uphold their group interest, putatively points to a connection between the emergence of a global elite and the attenuation of older forms of inter-core rivalry for colonial and post-colonial spoils.

Leslie Sklair (2001) overtly asserts that a transnational capitalist class is now in the making, one whose emergence he explicitly links to the rise of the transnational corporation as the dominant instrument of commodity production, exchange, and distribution, as well as to the global triumph of what he calls the “culture-ideology of consumerism.” Saskia Sassen (1991), on the other hand, focuses on both the organizational and the market-structured aspects of the emergence of transnational corporate headquarters and globally-oriented financial institutions within so-called “global cities” such as London, New York and Tokyo. She also stresses the importance of “producer services” (corporate law, management consulting, accounting, and so on) and the casualization of low-skilled labor as the embodiment of a hypothetically new division of labor in these global cities.
 Sassen avers that the world economy’s network of global cities constitute an archipelago of “command and control” centers where executive decisions crucial to the functioning of the global economy are concentrated. An implied corollary is that global cities also serve as a series of sites where the transnational elite (which owns and administers the corporate operations clustered in global cities) accumulates its capital and constitutes itself as a class-for-itself.   

According to David Kowalewski (1997), networks of private and public elites have been constructed within national societies across the world in the post-World War II period. These networks or “establishments” have become more transnational in their structure and processes. Increasingly the political and economic elites of the North have established links with those of the South into a web of mutual benefit. Kowalewski additionally maintains that the transnational capitalist class or global elite has emerged because of the secular trend of capital concentration (Kowalewski 1997:15). This new transnational elite has been the major agent behind a new global class formation. Kowalewski quotes from the speech that Walter Wriston of Citicorp delivered to the International Industrial Conference:

The development of the World Corporation into a truly multinational organization has produced a group of managers of many nationalities whose perception of the needs and wants of the human race know no boundaries.  They really believe in One World…. They are managers who are against the partitioning of the world …on the pragmatic ground that the planet has become too small…to engage in the old nationalistic games (Cited in Kowalewski 1997:20).

Kowalewski contends that the world’s capitalist elites have merged through a number of informal and formal connections.  Informal connections are those connections that have expressive rather than instrumental objectives. These include ties and relationships that ease the frictions arising from more formal connections. Examples of informal connections include marriages between elite families, attendance at prestigious private schools, and membership in exclusive social clubs. Formal connections are those secured in institutions which have instrumental purposes (Kowalewski 1997: 16). Organizational settings for these formal connections include boards of private corporations (including especially interlocking directorates), economic associations, joint ventures, and public enterprises; formal 

connections are also initiated through ownership of similar assets and through legal and extra-legal forms of “political payment” (donations, bribes, and so on). All of these various networks established through informal and formal connections create the structure that permits the transnational elite to “form a collective consciousness of identity, values, and solidarity.” These connections facilitate the formulation of common economic and political strategies befitting the transnational elite (Kowalewski 1997:18).

The world-systems perspective supplies an alternative perspective on the origin and character of a global wealth and power elite which departs from the variations offered by the “global capitalism” school (Wallerstein 1974; Chase-Dunn 1998; Arrighi 1994). In this view, the modern world-system has been significantly integrated by a set of international and transnational institutions and relations
 for centuries, not mere decades. National development and national class formation have occurred within a larger arena of geopolitical and economic competition. Class structure at the national level has been shaped by an international system of geopolitical competition among unequally powerful states and their dependencies, a system which arguably dates back to the crisis of feudalism and colonial expansion in late medieval and early modern Europe. Moreover, transnational alliances among economic and political elites and transnational commercial enterprise have been central to the evolution of organizational strategies and the spatial expansion of the world-system for some six hundred years.

In other words, according to the world-systems perspective there has been something akin to a global capitalist class (and a corresponding global class structure) for centuries in the "as such” sense. It has become both absolutely and relatively larger (as landed aristocracies have fallen in its wake), and it has also become more integrated in a punctuated series of waves separated by periods of disintegration and conflict (the Thirty Years’ War, the Napoleonic Wars, and World Wars I and II). It is indubitably more integrated now than it has ever been during previous phases of globalization, but the question remains: how much more is the global wealth and power elite integrated today than in times past? Another question follows from this question: is the transnational capital class integrated enough (and integrated enough along the crucial geographic and civilizational axes) to prevent future world wars? By producing data on the degree and directionality of global elite integration at several points over the last 120 years, our research project will address these two questions in turn.

The project will also determine whether a principal claim of the “global capitalism” school – i.e., that a bona fide global wealth and power elite did not really take shape until sometime in the last half-century – has merit on its own terms, or whether it should be incorporated into theories put forward by adherents of world-systems analysis. According to those who favor the world-systems perspective, the organizational structure of classes and states has oscillated back and forth between greater transnational integration and more “mercantile” and state-organized national structures (Boswell 1995). This cycle corresponds to waves of world-economic expansion and intensification of international trade and investment, and is conditioned by the rise and fall of hegemonic core powers – the Dutch in the seventeenth century, the British in the nineteenth century and the United States in the twentieth century (Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000). These cycles are combined with a long-term upward trend toward greater integration, and the two together take the form of an upward spiral (Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000). Thus the world-systems perspective does not deny that the most recent wave of transnational integration (and hence global elite and global class formation) may have attained a greater level than earlier waves. But the question of the slope of the upward trend is an important one, and even more important is the question of whether or not the level of integration attained will be great enough to prevent the kind of interstate warfare that occurred twice in the twentieth century.

Figure 1 diagrams the global class structure, indicating that a portion of each class is transnationally linked. For the global capitalism theorists this is a condition of recent origin, whereas for world-systemites it has long been the case. But world-systemites also acknowledge that both the absolute and the relative size of the transnational segments has been getting larger with each upward spiral of integration. The big question that we would like to answer is how much larger are the transnational segments now than they were in the nineteenth century; and are they large enough to prevent the system from undergoing another period of world war? 
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Figure 1: World Classes with Transnational Segments

At least one behavioral tendency of the world-system has recently ruptured – a rupture, which may indicate that indeed an historically new threshold of global elite integration has been crossed and that the developmental logic of the world-system has changed. The series of global debt cycles that began in the early nineteenth century virtually always ended in a collapse of extant financial structures and a recalibration of the relationship between the real world of production and consumption and the symbolic world of financial claims to future income streams (Suter 1992). The global debt crisis of the 1980s did not eventuate in such a collapse. The debt was restructured and some was written off, but the majority of the load of symbolic claims survived. This non-collapse was made possible by the organizational coordination of the U.S., Japanese and European banks facilitated by the international financial institutions and the U.S. Federal Reserve. None of the main players tried to grab their assets first, and so the house of cards remained. This indicates a new level of coordination and cooperation beyond what was possible in earlier high points of international elite integration. The question remains as to how strong this integration is, and how much disruption it can withstand.

Conceptualization and Measurement

There are many difficult conceptual and theoretical problems that are raised by the analysis of the global class structure – the definition of transnational relationships, the meanings of class when the analysis is focused on the world-system as a whole rather than on national societies, the relationships between class structure and consciousness as they intersect and interweave with ethnicity, religion, civilizational cultures and the core/periphery hierarchy.  The larger project will address these issues in due time, but for now this proposal utilizes a frankly empiricist and theoretically eclectic approach that will allow research to proceed. 

As with other efforts to measure globalization  (e.g. Chase-Dunn, Kawano, and Brewer 2000), the estimation of a global characteristic needs to take account of the changing size of the system as a whole. Of course there are more transnational interactions now than there were in the nineteenth century. There are also more within-nation interactions because the world population and the world economy have become larger. It is the ratio of these that must be studied.

The boundaries between classes are usually fuzzy and so an effort to study the whole global capitalist class would quickly encounter the sticky problem of where to draw the line. We will avoid this conundrum by focusing on only the very top segment of the global elite and the most powerful organizations.

The comparative study of ties should examine not only to the overall degree of integration but also to the structure of the integration. The main motivation for studying elite integration is to shed light on the probabilities and possibilities of future wars among the great powers. Studies of earlier world wars and their relationship with the processes of hegemonic rise and fall -- or what Modelski and Thompson (1996) call the “power cycle” of the rise and fall of “system leaders” – have noted some interesting patterns. William R. Thompson  (2000) notes that declining “system leaders” often ally with an amiable rising challenger against another challenger that is perceived as more threatening. Thompson then looks closely at the formerly hostile relationship between the United States and Britain during the latter part of the nineteenth century became friendlier and allowed the two powers to stand together against the Axis powers in World Wars I and II.

The question this raises for our study of integration is “integration with whom?” A truly global integration that would prevent bloc formation in a conflictive situation would need to crosscut the most friable cleavages. This instructs us to pay close attention to whatever links there may have been before World War I across the fault lines that emerged as chasms of the Great War. 

Delineating Top Entities and Studying Transnational Ties

The project will study individuals and their families, organizations (including firms states and international organizations), and cities. Individuals will be designated in three ways:

The 100 wealthiest persons on Earth.  These persons will be studied to determine how transnationally linked they were in the decades surrounding 1880, 1913, 1928, 1950, 1970 and 1990.  Determining the identities of the wealthiest persons is not a simple process.  The Forbes ‘Billionaires’ lists the world’s billionaires yearly since 1985. The methodology employed by Forbes for valuing the assets of people is as follows: for billionaires with publicly traded fortunes, net worths are calculated using share prices and exchange rates; for privately held fortunes they estimate what companies would be worth if they were public.  They also include, when possible, the value of art collections and real estate.  Fortunes are measured in US dollars.  For earlier periods, we will gather data from a variety of primary and secondary sources.  Once a plausibly complete list of the 100 wealthiest individuals has been assembled, the task of studying transnational and international connections can begin. The project will also study the 300 most politically powerful individuals on Earth defined as those holding positions of control in the most powerful organizations (e.g..CEO of General Motors, President of the United States, Prime Minister of France, etc.).  Here we will separate organizations into three sectors.

We will examine the 100 individuals who hold the top authoritative positions in each of three groups of organizations: 

· firms (all kinds), and 

· national states and their subunits (e.g. California), and

· international organizations (all kinds, regional and global).

Because power is not measurable on an interval scale (as is wealth), our decisions about which institutions to include will necessarily be less reliable than the estimation of wealth (above), and it will be even more difficult to obtain comparability over time.  So the project will study four groups of 100 individuals each: the 100 wealthiest, the 100 in top positions in the world’s largest firms, the 100 in top positions in the most powerful states and/or subunits of states, and the 100 in top positions in the most powerful international organizations. There may be some overlap among these.

The project will also study the attributes of the 300 most powerful organizations linked to the most powerful persons described above.  Determining which organizations to include will be a matter of combining different indicators of financial, political and military power. Indicators for firms will include number of employees, yearly gross revenues and other indicators of financial size. To determine the top 100 firms in the global economy in the most recent decades, we will employ Fortune magazine’s annually published data on the size (determined by revenues), industry, and headquarter country of the 500 largest corporations.  Recently, researchers have employed these lists as sources for analyses dealing with the industrial structure of the contemporary world economy and to empirically test qualitative assessments of the global city-system hypothesis  (Bergesen and Sonnett 2001, Alderson et al 2000).  These data were first made available from Fortune magazine in the mid 1950’s.  For periods prior to this, we will utilize other primary and secondary sources for corporate information, including Kentor’s INSERT PROPER CITE HERE.  For states and governmental subunits indicators of importance will include total revenues and budgeted expenditures, sovereign territorial size, size of armed forces, total military expenditures, total gross national product, GNP per capita, and export commodity concentration (Kentor 2000, Banks 1997).  Export commodity concentration is calculated as the percentage of total trade in the largest single commodity.  To the extent that a country specializes in one type of export, it has relatively little power in the world marketplace.  Countries with diversified exports have relatively greater strength in the global economy (Kentor 2000).  Data for states will come from a variety of reliable sources. Due to the general standardization of most indicators in the published series, Mitchell’s International Historical Statistics 1750-1988 will be valuable sources for data in all focus periods, especially the earliest targeted years.  The World Development Indicators is an annual publication (World Bank) that provides post WWII nation-state level data on all indicators of importance described above, with the exception of export commodity concentration.  Export commodity concentration will be provided by European Historical Statistics 1750-1970 , the Foreign Commerce Yearbook for 1930-1950, and by the  World Bank’s World Tables for 1970-1990. The International Monetary Fund’s Balance of Payments and International Financial Statistics are two additional sources that will be used for acquiring data during the post WWII era as well.  For the targeted periods between WWI and WWII, the League of Nations’ annual statistical publications will be a useful addition to the Mitchell series.  For international organizations indicators of importance will include number of employees, size of armed forces, total military expenditures, yearly gross revenues, total budgeted expenditures and other indicators of financial size (Murphy 1994).

Having delimited our targeted sets in this way, the project will then study the transnational linkages of these entities. Transnational linkages of individuals include family ties such as international marriages, educational ties such as studying abroad by individuals or their immediate families, business ties such as investments abroad, and political ties such as memberships in international organizations. Intermarriage between groups is an important form of intergroup integration in nearly all world-systems (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997: 135). In kin-based systems kin groups create political and economic alliances primarily by means of marriage. In modern complex systems family structures only complement other institutional arrangements, but they still remain an important aspect of the informal linkages that create trust among both elites and masses. The institutions of informal association have long been examined as an important aspect of national class formation (e.g. Domhoff 1998), but this kind of analysis is also important to the examination of transnational class linkages. 

This project will study the foreign travel and correspondence of these individuals. Using airline passenger flows for 1991 and later 1977-1997, Smith and Timberlake quantify one type of face-to-face contact between the corporate executives, government officials, international financiers, and entrepreneurs, that ‘grease the wheels’ of global production, finance, and commerce (2001, 1998). Building on this work, our analyses will go further by charting foreign travel and correspondence of the most wealthy and powerful individuals in the 19th and 20th centuries and will also ascertain their connections with firms and political organizations, and estimate the transnational connectedness of these.

For firms transnational connections will be ascertained by studying number and location of foreign and domestic subsidiaries, the nationality of members of control boards, international joint ventures or strategic alliances, and international mergers. (Insert brief discussion of moody’s manuals and who owns whom directories as possible sources for these data)  For states and international organizations, transnational linkages will be ascertained by studying the value of investments abroad relative to the size of the GNP, the amount of imports and exports relative to GNP, as well as centrality and density in international transportation and communications networks. For international organizations the relative strength of transnational connections will be indicated by the scope and distribution of operations (regional or global) and by the extent of membership. 

The project will also study world cities and their relations with one another at each of our target time periods. We will look at each of ten largest cities on Earth and study their interrelations with each other in terms of flows of communications, transportation, investments and political connections. This will provide a different slant on the problem of global elite integration by examining the hierarchical and integrative aspects of the world city system.  We will study the population and built-up territorial size distributions of the world’s largest metropolitan regions since 1800 using a Geographical Information Systems approach.  Global central place functions of cities will be ascertained for the same decades we are targeting. Interaction networks such as trade, investment, communications, transportation, and firm interconnections will be studied to ascertain changes in the overall strength and network patterns of links. This will enable us to empirically evaluate the global cities hypothesis proposed by Saskia Sassen (1991). Sassen contends that New York, Tokyo and London are “global cities” that have developed uniquely integrated and complementary functions as the headquarters of world finance.  We will be able to ascertain the place of these cities in the top tier of world cities and trace how that place has changed since 1880. In addition, we propose to study the ten largest and most powerful cities using satellite (remote sensing) data that is now available since 1970. This will allow us to examine the emergence of megalopoli and gigalopoli as the world’s largest cities have rapidly expanded in the last three decades. Hypotheses about homogenization of spatial structures during the last wave of globalization can be tested with these data.

Datasets and Analyses

We will construct data sets on four groups of individuals (the world’s 100 wealthiest individuals and/or families, the CEO’s of the world’s top 100 private companies, the heads of the preeminent 100 national and sub-national states, and the directors of the 100 most powerful international organizations), two kinds of organizations (transnational corporations and national and sub-national states), and an undetermined cast of global cities. We will use these datasets to analyze the set of nested and overlapping networks of the most wealthy and powerful individuals, organizations, and territorial jurisdictions in the world-system. The analyses of these datasets would allow us to formulate answers to research questions on the nature and context of global elite formation and integration in the world system. 

The first kind of analysis will involve the study of changes over time in the strength of transnational ties between and among members and blocs of the global wealth and power elite. A central question to address is whether these ties of integration between and among the global elite exhibit waves of connectivity similar to the waves of economic globalization found in our parallel studies (studies which track pulsations of transnational trade and investment over time). For example, is there a peak of integration in the 1880s, and how high is that peak compared to the degree of elite integration found for recent decades? These answers will have implications for the questions raised above about the probabilities of future inter-core political tensions and military conflict.

A second analysis will examine changes in the strength of different kinds of ties. For example, is intermarriage a more important mechanism of global elite integration in the nineteenth century than in the twentieth? What is the relative trajectory of such means of global class formation as educational links, transnational investment partnerships, interlocking directorates, and so on? Our data sets will enable us to track the temporal trends of different species of links for each of our discrete groups.


A third kind of data analysis will compare the different groups of entities to see if there are differences in their trajectories of transnationalization. For example, do wealthy individuals and families, the leaders of big private firms, and the heads of powerful political organizations display synchronous trajectories of global integration, or are there leads, lags or countercycles?

For each individual (in our four classifications), firm, sub-national or national state, international institution, and city, we will devise scores registering the strength of their global connectivity. This will make it possible to study the causes of variation in the strength of transnational ties using characteristics of individuals and the larger entities with which they are linked. This will allow us to explore questions such as, do wealthier individuals have more or fewer transnational ties, and does this relationship change over time? How are transnational ties related to variation in firm size and business sector? How is core/periphery status (wealth and military power of national states) related to the degree of transnational integration of states? Are there changes in the relationships between population size and transnational linkage strength among cities? 

Not only will the project examine the intensity of transnational ties between the units of analysis included in our study, but it will also crucially examine changing network patterns (i.e., spatial contours) of individuals, economic and political organizations, and cities. Waves of integration are not likely to be homogenous across regions. Analysis of the directionality of transnational ties will enable us to probe questions such as, along which geographical axes do the stronger ties prevail? Where do the families, firms, and states of core regions have more exclusive ties and where are there significant overlaps in the ties of core countries with peripheral regions? What about the metamorphosing configuration of connections between the leading families and firms of the core countries and the territorial jurisdictions of the core countries (including cities) themselves? Critically, our project will ascertain the changing terrain of bloc formation among the world’s wealthiest and most powerful individuals, capitalist firms, political units, and cities.

The project will also study the changes in the network patterns that link our several targeted groups of entities to one another. Such study will allow us to address questions such as, is there a trend toward differentiation of elite positions in which earlier groups overlap more than groups do later? What is the relationship among the largest firms and the largest states and how does this change over time? How do both of these change their locations with respect to our select group of world cities? Is there a shift of centralized power and wealth away from Europe to the Americas and to Asia over the last 125 years? Does this shift work the same way for the wealthy and powerful individuals, firms, states and cities, or are there important exceptions among these? Do these changes indicate that the basic nature of the world system is undergoing fundamental change or are these changes just another phase of global capitalism? What has been and will be the impact of global elite formation and integration on regions, nations, cities and world system zones?

Upon completion, the datasets we construct for this project will be widely disseminated for research by other scholars on political economy, political power, global cities, and international relations.  The datasets will be available for download from the IROWS project website and possibly distributed by ICPSR at Michigan.

Research Project Time Line

The time-line for our project is as follows: during the first year of funded research, we will acquire data, a stage of the project that may involve travel. Among other things, this data will allow us to pinpoint which individuals and families, firms, political organizations (sub-national, national, and international), and cities we will be studying for each of the targeted decades in our study. During this first year, we also intend to set up a working group website to facilitate internet-based collaboration among research team members. During the second year of funding, we plan to collect additional data, to begin constructing models of the extent and character of transnational linkages for each of the time-periods under investigation, and to start the process of formulating interpretations of our data. Our preliminary data analysis will also be reflected in papers written and conference presentations given by research team members during this second year. During our last six months of funded research, we will finalize the conclusions drawn from this project, continue to write journal articles and present conference papers, and commence work on a book.    

Results of Prior NSF-supported Research

A related, but rather different, research project being carried out at the Institute for Research on World-Systems is studying the trajectories of economic and political integration among all the regions of the world since 1800 (NSF SES-0077975). The research on yearly changes investment globalization is not yet complete, but the project has been able to reach new conclusions about the temporal shape of trade globalization over the past two centuries that are relevant for the proposed study of global elite formation. Figure 2 is a five-year moving average from 1830 to 1992.  It begins in 1830 because that is the first year we have data for three countries – the United States, Britain and France. Figure 2 shows that from the 1830s there was a rise to a high mound between 1850 and the late 1880s, then a decline until 1905 and then another wave that rose before World War I, a small decline during the war, and then another rise for the roaring twenties. A big downturn corresponded with the crash of 1929. With some wiggles it descended to a very low level reached in 1949, and hence began the most recent great wave of trade globalization.
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Figure 2: Average Openness Trade Globalization, 1830-1992 (Weighted)


While there are obvious waves of trade globalization, is there a long-term trend, and if there is one, how steep is it? The project regressed the measure of average openness trade globalization (weighted by population) on time (year) from 1815 to 1995. This produced an unstandardized regression coefficient of .00038, meaning that for each year the predicted linear trend increases about four tenths of a percentage point. This regression coefficient is statistically significant beyond the .001 level. 
The project has concluded that there was indeed a trend as well as a cycle, and this was not due solely to the addition of peripheral countries to the data. It should be noted that the magnitude of the increase due to the trend is significant, but not a qualitative leap to a vastly different degree of global integration. There is simply no support for the idea that a completely new stage of global integration has been entered in recent years. Instead there is an unprecedented high level of integration, but not one that is of an entirely different magnitude than ever before.

The most surprising finding of the research on trade globalization is the existence of three waves instead of two. Most studies of the world-system have recognized the late nineteenth century wave and compared it with the contemporary period.  The patchy World Total data from Maddison makes it appear that there was a long earlier wave that extends from the nineteenth century until 1929. But Figure 2 shows a middle wave from about 1905 to 1929.  This project is in the midst of a similar, but more complicated, effort to determine the yearly trajectory of investment globalization in the last two centuries. 
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� A related, but rather different, research project being carried out at the Institute for Research on World-Systems is studying the trajectories of economic and political integration among all the regions of the world since 1800 (NSF SES-0077975).


� According to the world-systems perspective, “core” countries are those capable states hosting a high proportion of the world economy’s most advanced and dynamic economic activities within their borders; “peripheral” countries are those weaker states (or colonies) hosting a disproportionate amount of low value-yielding economic activity (Wallerstein 1974, Chase-Dunn 1998). 


� Following the world-systems perspective, the “hegemon” is that paramount core country possessing the economic, military, and diplomatic resources necessary to set the rules and undergird the expansion of the world economy as a whole (Wallerstein 1974, Chase-Dunn 1998).


� A related, but rather different, research project being carried out at the Institute for Research on World-Systems is studying the trajectories of economic and political integration among all the regions of the world since 1800 (NSF SES-0077975).


� According to other exponents of the position that globalization represents a new stage in human social organization, the technology-led dissolution of formerly heterogenous cultures is producing world-wide cultural integration that also promises to eliminate previously existing forms of military rivalry (Featherstone, 1995).


� The world-systems perspective sees the international inequalities between rich and powerful core countries and the poor and weak peripheral countries as a rather stable stratified hierarchy that is reproduced by systemic processes (Chase-Dunn, 1998).


� On a related score, observers such as George Ritzer and Mike Featherstone argue that there is greater functional and cultural integration in production and consumption now than ever before. For instance, certain retailing forms of business techniques and marketing have rapidly proliferated around the world e.g. the global success of fast-food franchises such as McDonald’s. Ritzer (1993) and Featherstone (1995) argue that the principles of the fast-food restaurant are dominating more sectors of American society and the rest of the world.


� But see Gareth Steadman Jones (1971) on quite similar developments in nineteenth century London.


� International relations are defined as relations among states. Transnational relations are relations among individuals, groups, or organizations that traverse state boundaries.


� This assumes, of course, that there is a sufficiently pronounced causal link between transnational political and economic integration, global class formation, and the attenuation of inter-core conflict. Findings gleaned from world-systems and other sociological inquiries arm us with the confidence that there is at the very least a discernible positive correlation between high levels of global economic integration and the dilution of inter-core political tensions (references are absolutely crucial here).


� See previous footnote.





PAGE  
16

