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In Globalization and the Postcolonial World, Ankie Hoogvelt attempts to put the politics back into political economy.  Arguing that for too long, economic theorists have accredited the dynamics of capitalism, imperialism and globalization to unadulterated market forces, Hoogvelt cries foul and reasserts the role of (primarily western) policy makers in the dynamics of economics.  The emergence of neo-classical economics marked a shift in the study of economics from a social study to an increasingly scientific pursuit.  The result has been a growing consensus that economic processes occur uninhibited or fomented by human agency.  This, Hoogvelt remarks, is clearly apparent in the dismissal of the term “political economy,” now replaced by economics.  Hoogvelt’s intentions in Globalization are to prove that economics are both political and social; and that policy does not arbitrarily acquiesce to the will of the market but is marked by human will


Hoogvelt begins by assessing the prevailing economic theory at the time of authorship as well as the evolution of thought over time.  In this way, she demonstrates that economic thought has always been of the mind that capitalism, imperialism and globalization were and are inevitable.  The will of the market mandated the emergence of a capitalist world system, and, among critics, the downfall of this system is likewise inevitable.  According to Hoogvelt, however, the evolution of the capitalist system was the result of specific historical tensions and resolutions of best fit.  Because the British required foreign territories to regularly supply raw materials and foodstuffs after industrialization, they set out on a policy of colonial expansion marked by “the arbitrary looting and plunder of the mercantile arrangements.”  Because after the “first wave” of British annexation natural wealth was found to be in limited supply, it was necessary to find new ways of exploiting colonial holdings, namely the intensification and expansion of trade with the peripheral world.  

Similarly, as domestic capitalist systems lent themselves to the vast accumulation of tenuous wealth and the emergence of economies of scale, it became necessary to find outlets for excess production, without which industry would stagnate and waste would accrue.  Hoogvelt’s argument is here complex and uses extensive examples of conflict and resolution of best fit to establish the development of capitalism in its current state as the result of human agency, the point seems moot.  Certainly there were individuals involved in the resolution of conflicts through political action, but if, as she points out, capitalism inherently foregoes social reform and demands quite specific circumstances in order to remain productive, than were those individuals no more than bound to the resolution they invoked?  

Hoogvelt herself acknowledges that the pattern of change in the global economic system is a paradoxical one, which has “brought forth its own contradictions, pressures for change and adaptation which needed to be made if the continuity of global accumulation was to be safeguarded.” As a proponent of the Regulation school, Hoogvelt intends to expose precisely this dichotomous nature in capitalism, accepting the “Marxist dialectic” that calls for class struggle and economic contradictions.  

Rather than anticipating the fall of capitalism, however, regulationist thought accepts that struggle will arise and from it and, as a result, the system will transform.  Indeed, the capitalist economy cannot exist without this self-regulating function.  If the transformative capacity were impaired, this would mark the end of capitalism.  Furthermore, and in seeming contradiction with her assertion that economics are shaped by human agency, Hoogvelt explains that regulation for these purposes is not synonymous with governance.  Citing the French conceptualization, regulation refers to a social process that compels members of society to “learn to behave in ways that are consistent with the conditions necessary for balanced economic reproduction and accumulation.”  For example, Hoogvelt refers to a Swedish company faced with worker demands for wages that were not competitive on a global scale.  Company executives threatened to relocate to Glasgow, effectively scaring workers into accepting lower wages.  It would appear that both the company executives and the workers are bound to the global capitalist system and therefore without agency.

At the supra-national level, as well, Hoogvelt fails to convincingly argue for human influence over the economic system.  Per her assertion that the Third and First World or the Core and Periphery are no longer geographic but cut across national borders into consistent social strata, workers lose agency as multinational corporations are increasingly able to outsource work virtually anywhere in the world.  In juxtaposition with Ellen Meiksins Wood’s theory that the nation-state is of increasing importance in a system where multinationals require a home base equipped with a political and military system to support their interests internationally, Hoogvelt suggests that multinationals are without geographic or political ties and therefore unbound by political constituencies or masses of a common mind.  

Where political and regulatory bodies are concerned, Hoogvelt writes what amounts to a wilted criticism and scathing apology.  By her logic, the UN, IMF, World Bank and the like are bound by global capitalism to keep the periphery in a state of dependency, accomplished through debt peonage.  While her analysis of structural adjustment loans, as well as the policies and circumstances that have followed, is quite revealing, it does little to explain how any human power could overcome the status quo.

Ultimately this is the second collapse of Hoogvelt’s argument: no one really has any control over the global economy and there are no viable theories regarding how to change it.  After all, Hoogvelt’s resolves that the Third World’s best hope lies in policies intended to shelter the people from the effects of globalization, though without creating conditions that would enable the formation of an empowered Third World political or economic machine. 

Globalization and the Postcolonial World effectively establishes that much of the world exists under the thumb of neocolonialist influence.  It is also made clear that in areas of the world generally considered affluent (such as the US and Western Europe), there are sections of society that are excluded from or marginalized in the system.  Claiming, however, that the lifestyle of the poorest American is comparable to that of the average African is, perhaps, a stretch.  Hoogvelt’s call for theory that establishes the human role in, and therefore human responsibility over, the global system is a crucial one.  It is a dilemma that she, unfortunately, does not resolve. 

