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Examples of the power of new ideas to generate change
are abundant. It is through the research of social scientists
and humanists that we generate new definitions of security
– taking into account the identities and vulnerabilities of
sub-national groups around the world; that we promote
insights on structural unemployment – taking into account
historical forces seldom captured by the standard policy
study; that we produce more nuanced conceptions of
democratization taking into account the multiple ways in
which citizenship rights can be extended to new actors or
expanded to encompass a broader array of rights for
segments of a polity; that we contribute to the eternal
human effort to grasp how people understand themselves,
their past, and their prospects. 

Answers to questions such as these cannot be produced
on demand. The deeper contours of the human experience

are unpredictable. Unpredictability recommends an
important place in the program for undirected research.
The central objective of the new program architecture is to
stimulate basic critical scholarship that brings area-based
knowledge to bear on global issues, that fosters integration
of that knowledge with theories derived from discipline-
based studies, and that is international in its purpose and
organization. 

Dr. Kenneth Prewitt was President of the Social Science
Research Council from 1979 to 1985, and again from
1995 to 1998. Dr. Prewitt is presently completing a term
as Dean of the Graduate Faculty, New School for Social
Research, in New York. This text is drawn from essays
that first appeared in „Items“, a publication of the SSRC.

 

A first question we might want to ask is what it is we are
seeking to name with the term globalization. In my reading
of the evidence, there are actually two distinct dynamics
we are trying to capture through this term. One of these
involves the formation of global institutions and processes,
such as the World Trade Organization, global financial
markets, the new cosmopolitanism, the War Crimes Tribu-
nals. These are entities that operate at the scale we usually
associate with the term globalization.

But there is a second set of processes that does not
necessarily scale at the global level as such, but rather
takes place inside territories and institutional domains that
have largely been constructed in national terms in much,
though by no means all of the world. When we focus on
this second set of processes we can begin to see the
connections between the wealth of knowledge produced
under the umbrella of area studies with the current effort
to understand globalization in its multiple forms. One of
the key categories which allows us to make the connection
between a variety, though not all, area studies is that of
place and its importance for many global processes.

We are, then, not only dealing with the by now widely
recognized fact of multiple globalizations (e.g. Appadurai
1996; Eichengreen and Fishlow 2000; Aman 1998), only
some of which are constitutive of the neoliberal corporate
economic globalization that has probably received most
of the attention. We are also dealing with the question of
the various scales at which global processes get consti-
tuted, ranging from supranational and global, to sub-
national (e.g. Sum 1999).

A focus on such nationally based processes and dynamics
requires methodologies and theorizations that engage not
only the global scale but also the sub-national scale as
components of global processes. Working with sub-nati-
onal scales makes it possible to use long-standing research
techniques, from quantitative to qualitative, in the study
of global processes. It also gives us a bridge for using the
wealth of data produced in area studies. In both cases it is
crucial to situate these in conceptual architectures that are
not quite those held by the researchers who generated
these research techniques and by the scholars in area
studies. Their efforts mostly had little to do with globa-
lization as we use this term today.

Studying the global, then, entails not only studying that
which is explicitly global in scale, but also the multiplication
across borders of connected locally scaled events and
conditions. Further, it entails recognizing that many of the
globally scaled dynamics, such as the global capital market,
actually are partly embedded in the national and move
between globally scaled levels, such as electronic financial
markets, and locally embedded conditions, such as the
concentrations of variously place-bound resources that
constitute a financial center.

Let me focus on three instances that serve to illustrate
some of the conceptual, methodological and empirical
issues in this type of study. One of these instances
concerns the role of place in many of the circuits cons-
titutive of economic globalization. Unbundling globa-
lization in terms of multiple specialized crossborder circuits,
rather than simply representing it in terms of master
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categories such as global markets, allows us to capture
places and how different types of places are located on
different types of specialized circuits. Global cities, for
example, are places where multiple of these global circuits
intersect and thereby position these cities strategically
and deeply reshape them.

A second of these instances, partly connected to the first,
is the role of the new interactive technologies in reposi-
tioning the local, thereby inviting us to a critical examination
of our understanding of the local. Through these new
technologies a financial services firm becomes a micro-
environment with continuous global span. But it is not
only these types of organizations that do so: also a
resource-poor organization or household can become a
microenvironment with global span. These microenviron-
ments can be oriented to other such microenvironments
located far away, thereby destabilizing the notion of context
which is often imbricated in that of the local and the notion
that physical proximity is one of the attributes or markers
of the local. Further, through these interactive technologies,
especially as implemented in the Internet, we can see the
possibility of a new type of politics of places located on
global networks. This is a form of global politics that runs
not through global institutions but through local ones.

A third instance concerns what consequences for natio-
nal state institutions and agendas result from the partial
embeddedness of the global in the national described in
the first two instances above. One interpretation of the
outcome is the partial denationalization of what has been
constructed over the last century or more as the territory
and institutional domain of the nation-state (Sassen 2003).
Understanding these dynamics of partial and specialized
denationalization requires detailed knowledge of the
particular national settings within which they occurr.

In all of these three cases, much of the knowledge produced
by area studies is enormously important. I think the

globalization scholarship cannot only focus on the newly
developed global scale processes I referred to above. It
needs deep understanding of the rich and varied contexts
within which global processes take place.
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In eigener Sache
Die Deutsche Gesellschaft für Osteuropakunde (DGO) ist
mit über 850 Mitgliedern das größte Netzwerk von
OsteuropaforscherInnen und -interessierten in Deutsch-
land. Die DGO wurde 1913 von Prof. Dr. Otto Hoetzsch
gegründet, um die Erforschung der Entwicklungen Oste-
uropas zu intensivieren und die deutsche Öffentlichkeit
und Politik sachgerechter über die Prozesse in diesen Län-
dern zu informieren. Die DGO hat die Rechtsform eines
eingetragenen Vereins. Die 850 Mitglieder sind in erster

Linie Hochschuldozenten, aber auch Multiplikatoren un-
terschiedlichster Berufe aus Politik, Wirtschaft und Ge-
sellschaft. Die DGO versteht sich als ein Forum für den
Dialog zwischen Ost und West. Sie veranstaltet Tagungen
und Konferenzen zu osteuroparelevanten Themen und hat
die Aufgabe, Politik und Öffentlichkeit über aktuelle Ent-
wicklungen in Osteuropa zu informieren. In der Gesellschaft
sind acht Fachgruppen (Geographie, Geschichte, Pädago-
gik, Politik, Recht, Religion, Slavistik und Wirtschaft) ver-
eint, so dass ein fächerübergreifender Dialog gefördert wird.




