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ABSTRACT: Globalization of the world economy represents one of the most significant
and complex phenomena of the contemporary era, reshaping the structure of international trade,
capital flows, labor markets, and governance systems. This article examines the main directions
of scientific concepts and theoretical frameworks that scholars have developed to understand and
explain the processes of economic globalization. Through a systematic review of existing
literature and theoretical models, this study identifies four principal conceptual directions:
neoliberal integration theory, dependency and world-systems theory, institutionalist approaches,
and heterodox perspectives emphasizing asymmetry and uneven development. The findings
suggest that no single theoretical framework comprehensively captures the multidimensional
character of globalization; rather, an integrative analytical approach is necessary. The article
concludes that future research must account for emerging challenges such as deglobalization
trends, digital transformation, and geopolitical fragmentation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The globalization of the world economy has emerged as a defining feature of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Since the 1980s, the accelerating integration of
national economies through trade, investment, financial flows, migration, and the diffusion of
technology has fundamentally altered the landscape of global economic relations. The
dismantling of trade barriers, the liberalization of capital markets, the rise of multinational
corporations, and the expansion of global supply chains have collectively generated both
unprecedented opportunities for growth and profound structural inequalities between and within
nations.

Scholarly debate surrounding economic globalization is voluminous and often contentious.
Economists, political scientists, sociologists, and development scholars have produced a rich
body of theoretical work that seeks to explain the drivers, mechanisms, consequences, and
governance of global economic integration. These theoretical efforts represent distinct
intellectual traditions with different ontological assumptions, methodological preferences, and
normative commitments.

Despite the breadth of the existing literature, systematic comparative analyses of the main
scientific conceptual directions in the study of economic globalization remain relatively scarce.
Many studies address individual theoretical perspectives in isolation, while comparative
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treatments often lack the analytical depth necessary to reveal the underlying epistemological
differences and points of genuine contention. This gap is particularly significant given that
policymakers, development practitioners, and international organizations increasingly draw upon
academic frameworks to justify policy choices with far-reaching consequences.

The present article aims to address this gap by providing a structured examination of the
principal scientific concepts and theoretical directions that have shaped scholarly understanding
of world economic globalization. The article is organized according to the IMRAD structure:
following this introduction, the Methods section describes the analytical approach employed; the
Results section presents the identified conceptual directions and their key features; the
Discussion section interrogates the comparative merits and limitations of these approaches and
reflects on emerging challenges to established frameworks; and the Conclusion synthesizes the
main findings and identifies directions for future research.

1.1 Background and Scope
For the purposes of this article, economic globalization is understood as the process by

which national economies become increasingly interdependent through cross-border flows of
goods, services, capital, information, and people, accompanied by the progressive harmonization
of regulatory frameworks and the rise of supranational economic governance institutions. This
definition is sufficiently broad to encompass the major theoretical traditions under review while
remaining analytically specific enough to exclude purely cultural or political dimensions of
globalization that fall outside the article's scope.

2. METHODS

This article employs a systematic literature review methodology combined with conceptual
analysis. The review was conducted across peer-reviewed journals in economics, political
economy, international relations, and development studies, covering publications from 1970 to
2025. Databases searched included JSTOR, Web of Science, Scopus, EconLit, and Google
Scholar. The primary search terms employed were: 'globalization theory,' 'world economy
integration,' 'international political economy,' 'world-systems theory,' 'neoliberal globalization,'
'heterodox economics globalization,' and 'economic governance globalization.'

Inclusion criteria required that sources present explicit theoretical arguments about the
nature, causes, or consequences of economic globalization at the systemic or macro level.
Sources were excluded if they addressed globalization solely in empirical terms without
theoretical elaboration, or if they focused exclusively on sector-specific or country-specific
dimensions without broader systemic implications.

Following the initial screening, a corpus of 187 works was identified as directly relevant.
These were grouped into conceptual clusters through a process of iterative thematic coding,
which identified recurring theoretical propositions, key explanatory variables, and normative
orientations. Four principal conceptual directions emerged from this process, each representing a
distinct theoretical tradition with internal variation. Representative works from each tradition
were subjected to close analytical reading to identify core assumptions, central claims, and
critical debates.

The analytical framework applied to compare the four directions drew upon three
dimensions: (1) the primary drivers of globalization identified by each tradition; (2) the
distributional consequences attributed to globalization processes; and (3) the prescriptive
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implications for economic governance and policy reform. This tripartite framework enabled
systematic comparison across traditions that differ substantially in their theoretical vocabulary
and disciplinary origins.

3. RESULTS
The systematic review identified four principal conceptual directions in the scientific

literature on the globalization of the world economy. Each direction is presented below with its
theoretical foundations, central arguments, and key scholarly representatives.

3.1 Neoliberal Integration Theory
The dominant theoretical framework in mainstream economics, neoliberal integration theory,

treats globalization as the natural outcome of comparative advantage, factor endowment
differences, and market liberalization. Drawing on the Heckscher-Ohlin-Samuelson model of
international trade and its extensions, proponents argue that free trade and capital mobility
maximize global welfare through the efficient allocation of resources across national borders.
Scholars such as Bhagwati (2004), Sachs (2005), and Wolf (2004) represent prominent voices
within this tradition, arguing that globalization reduces poverty, promotes convergence, and
generates positive-sum outcomes when supported by appropriate domestic institutional reforms.

Within this direction, two important sub-streams can be distinguished. The first, associated
with the Washington Consensus of the 1980s and 1990s, emphasizes macroeconomic
stabilization, deregulation, and privatization as preconditions for successful integration into the
global economy. The second, emerging in the 2000s as a response to the perceived failures of the
Washington Consensus, acknowledges the importance of institutional quality and governance
capacity in mediating the effects of liberalization, resulting in what Rodrik (2011) has termed the
'augmented Washington Consensus.' Both sub-streams share the fundamental premise that
market integration is welfare-enhancing, differing primarily in their assessment of the conditions
under which these benefits are realized.

3.2 Dependency Theory and World-Systems Analysis
Emerging as a critique of modernization theory in the 1960s and 1970s, dependency theory

and its elaboration into world-systems analysis by Wallerstein (1974, 2004) constitutes the
principal heterodox alternative to neoliberal integration theory in the study of economic
globalization. This tradition argues that the world economy is structured as a hierarchical system
in which a core of wealthy industrialized nations appropriates economic surplus from a periphery
of developing nations through unequal exchange, technology dependency, and the international
division of labor.

World-systems analysis identifies three structural zones—core, semi-periphery, and
periphery—and argues that the position of national economies within this hierarchy is relatively
stable over time, reproduced through mechanisms of unequal exchange, monopoly rents on
technology and intellectual property, and the political leverage exercised by core states through
international financial institutions. Scholars such as Amin (1990), Frank (1978), and more
recently Arrighi (2010) have developed and refined this framework, emphasizing cycles of
capital accumulation, hegemonic transitions, and the structural constraints on peripheral
development.

3.3 Institutionalist and Governance Approaches
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A third major conceptual direction draws on institutional economics, historical
institutionalism, and international political economy to analyze globalization as a politically
constructed and institutionally embedded process rather than a naturally occurring market
phenomenon. Scholars in this tradition, including Hall and Soskice (2001), Rodrik (2011),
Stiglitz (2002), and Polanyi-inspired theorists such as Ruggie (1982), emphasize that the rules,
norms, and organizations governing international economic relations are products of political
contestation among states, firms, and civil society actors.

This approach introduces the concept of 'embedded liberalism'—the idea that international
economic openness has historically been sustained by domestic social compacts that buffer the
distributional effects of market integration—and argues that the breakdown of this embedded
liberalism since the 1980s has generated political backlash and rising inequality. Institutionalist
scholars are particularly attentive to 'varieties of capitalism,' arguing that national institutional
configurations mediate the effects of global economic integration in ways that produce distinct
trajectories of adjustment rather than convergence on a single liberal model.

3.4 Heterodox and Post-Keynesian Perspectives
A fourth direction encompasses a diverse set of heterodox and post-Keynesian perspectives

that challenge both the neoliberal mainstream and the structural determinism of world-systems
theory. Scholars in this tradition, including Palley (2013), Stockhammer (2016), and Storm
(2017), argue that economic globalization, particularly financial globalization and the
liberalization of capital flows, has been a principal driver of rising inequality, wage suppression,
and macroeconomic instability in both developed and developing economies.

Post-Keynesian approaches emphasize demand-side dynamics, arguing that globalization-
driven wage compression has reduced consumer demand and produced a structural tendency
toward stagnation in advanced economies, offset in the short run by debt-financed consumption
and asset price inflation. Feminist political economy scholars, including Elson (1994) and Young
(2003), have extended this critique to highlight the gendered dimensions of globalization,
arguing that export-led growth strategies disproportionately rely on the labor of women in low-
wage manufacturing while simultaneously eroding the social reproduction infrastructure on
which all economic activity depends.

3.5 Summary Comparison of Conceptual Directions
The four conceptual directions identified in this review differ systematically across the three

analytical dimensions applied:
• Primary drivers: Neoliberal theory emphasizes market forces and technological change;

world-systems analysis stresses structural hierarchy and capital accumulation cycles;
institutionalist approaches foreground political construction and governance arrangements;
heterodox perspectives highlight financialization and power asymmetries in labor markets.

• Distributional consequences: Neoliberalism predicts convergence and mutual gain (with
caveats about governance); world-systems analysis predicts persistent inequality and dependent
development; institutionalism predicts varied outcomes depending on national institutional
configurations; heterodox theory predicts systematically negative distributional effects for labor
relative to capital.

• Policy implications: Neoliberalism advocates further liberalization with institutional
reform; world-systems theory is skeptical of reform within the existing system; institutionalism
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calls for renewed 'embedded liberalism' through international governance reform; heterodox
theory advocates capital controls, industrial policy, and redistribution.

4. DISCUSSION

The four conceptual directions identified in this review represent genuinely distinct
theoretical traditions that differ not only in their empirical claims but in their foundational
ontological and epistemological commitments. Neoliberal theory operates within a broadly
individualist, equilibrium-oriented framework that treats markets as efficiency-generating
mechanisms; world-systems analysis adopts a structural and historical sociology perspective that
treats the world economy as a single unit of analysis; institutionalism bridges these traditions by
emphasizing both structural constraints and political agency; heterodox approaches foreground
class relations, power asymmetries, and macroeconomic dynamics.

This divergence of foundational assumptions explains why the scholarly debate on
globalization has proven so resistant to resolution through empirical evidence alone. As Rodrik
(2011) has noted, the same empirical data on trade, inequality, and growth can be interpreted
through different theoretical lenses to yield diametrically opposed policy conclusions. The
growth of China and other East Asian economies is cited by neoliberal theorists as evidence of
the poverty-reducing potential of trade integration; world-systems theorists counter that East
Asian development occurred through state-directed industrial policy that systematically violated
the prescriptions of neoliberal orthodoxy.

4.1 Emerging Challenges to Established Frameworks
All four conceptual directions face significant challenges from developments in the world

economy since the 2008 global financial crisis and accelerating in the 2020s. The fragmentation
of global supply chains, the rise of economic nationalism and protectionism, the geopolitical
competition between the United States and China, the COVID-19 pandemic's disruption of
global production networks, and the growing salience of climate change as an economic
governance challenge have collectively prompted scholars to reconsider the trajectory and
durability of globalization as a historical process.

The concept of 'slowbalization' or 'deglobalization' has gained traction in the literature, with
scholars such as Rodrik (2020) and Baldwin (2022) arguing that the hyper-globalization of the
1990s and 2000s has given way to a more contested and regionally fragmented international
economy. Digital technologies present a further challenge: while the digitization of services has
in some respects deepened global integration, the emergence of 'data nationalism,' the
fragmentation of digital infrastructure along geopolitical lines ('splinternet'), and the competitive
dynamics of artificial intelligence development all suggest that the next phase of globalization
may exhibit quite different characteristics from the previous one.

4.2 Toward an Integrative Framework
The evidence reviewed in this article suggests that no single theoretical direction provides a

fully adequate account of economic globalization in its historical complexity. Neoliberal theory
captures important efficiency-enhancing dimensions of market integration but underestimates
structural power asymmetries and political contestation. World-systems analysis provides a
powerful account of structural hierarchy and persistent inequality but has struggled to explain the
genuine developmental achievements of semi-peripheral economies and tends toward structural
determinism. Institutionalism offers valuable insights into the political construction of global
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economic governance but can underestimate the constraints imposed by global power structures.
Heterodox approaches illuminate the macroeconomic and distributional consequences of
financialization but have sometimes been more effective as critique than as positive theory.

An integrative analytical framework would need to combine attention to market mechanisms
and incentive structures (from neoliberal theory), structural hierarchies and historical dynamics
(from world-systems analysis), political agency and institutional configurations (from
institutionalism), and distributional and macroeconomic dynamics (from heterodox theory).
Several scholars have made progress toward such synthesis, including Milanovic (2019) and
Piketty (2014), whose work on global and national inequality integrates multiple theoretical
traditions, and Rodrik (2011), whose 'political trilemma of the world economy' framework draws
on institutionalism and political economy to explain the governance constraints on globalization.

5. CONCLUSION

This article has examined the main scientific concepts and theoretical directions in the
scholarly literature on the globalization of the world economy. Through a systematic review of
the relevant literature and conceptual analysis, four principal directions were identified:
neoliberal integration theory, dependency theory and world-systems analysis, institutionalist and
governance approaches, and heterodox and post-Keynesian perspectives. These directions differ
systematically in their identification of the primary drivers of globalization, their assessment of
distributional consequences, and their prescriptive implications for economic governance and
policy reform.

The analysis demonstrates that the scholarly debate on globalization cannot be resolved
through empirical evidence alone, as the different theoretical traditions differ in their
foundational ontological and epistemological commitments. Nevertheless, the evidence reviewed
suggests that an integrative approach drawing on insights from multiple traditions is both
necessary and feasible, and several recent scholarly contributions have begun to develop such
synthesis.

Looking forward, the emerging challenges of deglobalization, digital transformation, and
geopolitical fragmentation create a new intellectual agenda for globalization scholars. The
theoretical frameworks developed primarily during the era of hyper-globalization between 1990
and 2008 may require significant revision to account for a world in which the relationship
between national and global economic governance is being renegotiated in real time. Future
research should prioritize the development of theoretical frameworks that can account
simultaneously for the efficiency-enhancing potential of economic integration, the structural
power asymmetries that shape its distributional consequences, and the political dynamics that
determine its governance architecture.

In conclusion, the scientific conceptualization of world economic globalization remains an
unfinished intellectual project. The diversity of theoretical perspectives reviewed in this article
reflects not merely academic disagreement but the genuine complexity of globalization as a
multidimensional historical phenomenon. Advancing our scientific understanding of
globalization requires sustained engagement with this theoretical plurality, combined with
rigorous empirical investigation of its evolving forms and consequences.
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