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Abstract
Since the late 19th century, the international scene has witnessed several waves of globalization that have transformed
regulation and cooperation between nations. The current wave – that economists have defined as “globalization
4.0” – is shaped by an industrial revolution that combines digital, physical and biological transformations. Digital
technology has a deep structural impact on public and private goods such as health, education, transportation or
energy, which changes the terms of the global condition. It disrupts both the organization of societies and the relation
between individuals and globalization. Compared to previous waves of globalization, globalization 4.0 affects the
international system and runs throughout the global social fabric by increasing throughout the world the level of
inequalities and by triggering subsequent polarization and fragmentation. In this global context, our current modes
of cooperation and regulation are facing growing issues of legitimacy and efficiency, that are not entirely new, but
that are now becoming particularly acute. Those issues of legitimacy and efficiency are furthermore complicated by a
shared experience of disconnection from globalization – the rise of the globalization’s so-called “left-behinds” – that
could be characterized as a form of anomy at the international level. This complex challenge has not yet been fully
embraced by the major institutions of global governance. There have been however responses at the sub-global level:
connectivity politics, launched by China and followed by the European Union, is one illustration of the new paths that
might be taken by global policy makers.
Key words: globalization waves; Globalization 4.0; Inequalities; Connectivity politics
For citation: Postel-Vinay K. (2020) Globalization 4.0 and New Modes of International Cooperation.
International Organisations Research Journal, vol. 15, no 2, pp. 60–67 (in English). DOI: 10.17323/1996-78452020-02-04

Introduction
The 2019 World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos witnessed the emergence of the notion of
“globalization 4.0” which is now slowly spreading into academic debates, albeit predominantly
in the field of digital studies. It could however also prove useful to illuminate recent trends in
global governance and international cooperation, and to address some of the most pressing
puzzles that both International Relations (IR) scholars and policy thinkers are confronted with.
According to the WEF’s white paper published a few months after the 2019 Davos summit,
assessing “globalization 4.0” is a mean to understand “how profoundly the context for govern
ance and cooperation is changing due to the Fourth Industrial Revolution” [WEF, 2019, p. 5].
This “Fourth Industrial Revolution” – an expression that was likewise generated by the WEF’s
conceptual output [Schwab, 2016] – derives from the convergence of digital, physical and bio
logical transformations, whereas the Third Industrial Revolution was essentially the widening
access to digital technology. Its dynamics constitute a revolution in a deeper sense with a more
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disruptive impact on the organization of societies and on the relation between individuals and
globalization. This disruption defines “globalization 4.0”: it is also what economist Richard
Baldwin calls “the globotics upheaval” [Baldwin, 2019], i.e. the profound impact of digital
technology on public and private goods such as health, education, transportation or energy,
that changes the terms of the global condition. This transformation is further complicated by,
and partly responsible for, environmental crises and geopolitical shifts. Despite calls for “de
globalization” [Bello, 2002] and nativist entrenchment trends, globalization is not disappearing
but, rather, radically evolving. The new globalization entails novel modes of governance and
cooperation, and therefore challenges the existing order of international relations.
As its name indicates “globalization 4.0” is not the first global wave that has redefined
relations between states and societies at a world level. International economists such as Richard
Baldwin and Philippe Martin [Baldwin, Martin, 1999] have provided a framework of analysis
that makes sense of the major global waves witnessed by human communities in a historical
perspective. Although the exact starting and ending points of those different waves are hard
to define, there is a general understanding of their chronological development. The first wave
of globalization started in the late 19th century and was triggered by the transportation and
communication revolution – the advancement of steam and coal transport engineering, the
invention of long-distance communication tools – that led segments of societies around the
world to experience both the perception and the reality of time-space compression on an un
precedented scale. It called for novel means of regulation that materialized into pioneer govern
ance institutions such as the International Telegraph Union, the International Association of
Railway Congress or the International Sanitary Convention, the ancestor of the World Health
Organization. That first wave ended around 1914, with the breakout of the Great War and the
decrease of transnational flows of goods and people. Globalization 2.0 started around the end
of the Second World War when the major international organizations that still regulate relations
at a planet-level today were conceived and eventually established, i.e. the Bretton Woods system
and beyond. Technical innovation was also a factor in the shaping of the new regulation archi
tecture, as illustrated by the creation of the International Atomic Energy Agency. The liberal
push of the 1980s and the general lowering of barriers that accompanied the end of the U.S./
USSR confrontation, soon amplified by the emergence of the “world wide web,” brought about
globalization 3.0. It revived the legitimacy and power of global institutions such as the United
Nations and its agencies, but it also activated other cooperation arrangements and in particular
regional groupings such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) or the Mercosur, as
well as global clubs such as the G20. Each wave of globalization since the late 19th century has
been a mixture of technological transformations and geopolitical shifts, and each have called for
global institutional change. In that sense globalization 4.0 is not essentially different from previ
ous waves, but it does generate unique challenges. Confronted with rising level of inequalities
and subsequent polarization and fragmentation, our current modes of cooperation and regula
tion face growing issues of legitimacy, efficiency and anomy.

The Challenges
The challenges that are part and parcel of globalization 4.0 need to be analyzed both in the pre
sent context of global change, as well as in a historical perspective. The WEF makes a call for a
new global architecture that is set against the background of the ongoing transformation of the
international scene and the arguments for its case are made accordingly. Yet those arguments,
such as the need for more inclusiveness and effectiveness, point to questions that have been
regularly raised almost ever since the international institutions inherited from the post-1945
period were established. What makes those questions and related challenges particularly topical
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in the context of globalization 4.0 is the specific blend of geopolitical transformation and tech
nological revolution that characterizes the present wave.

Legitimacy
There is little doubt that more than a few major international organizations are, in one way or
another, in crisis: among others, NATO, according to French president Emmanuel Macron,
is experiencing “brain death,” whereas the WTO, for a number of analysts, actually “died”
[Adlen, 2018]. Globalization 4.0 is, at this early stage and for the time being, a development that
is characterized by fragmentation and disruption rather than restructuring and re-ordering. The
disruptive capacity of U.S. president Donald Trump has impacted cooperation arrangements
and institutions to the point of calling into question their rationale – as, for most of them, the
commitment of the world’s biggest power has been pivotal – and therefore their very existence.
Doubts about the raison d’être or, when expressed in more political terms, about the legit
imacy of the global architecture, are not new. But the concerns have been expressed, until now,
in terms of representativeness. Explaining the need for a BRIC summit, when it was launched
at Yekaterinburg in 2009, Russian president Dimitri Medvedev remarked: “none of us took part
in establishing the international financial system back in the 1930s–40s. I mean, none of our
countries took part. Everything was decided for us. We cannot accept this situation again. We
need to ensure that our countries, which between them are home to billions of people, take part
in setting the new rules of the game” [President of the Russian Federation, 2009]. The demand
for more inclusive, and indeed legitimate, modes of cooperation was also at the root of the rise
of the South on the international scene in the decades after the Second World War, following
the decolonization movement. The largest group representing developing countries, the G77,
was established in 1964, in the wake of the first United Nations Conference on Trade and De
velopment (UNCTAD).
Despite the diversity of situations now and then, there has been a recurrent dissatisfac
tion with the membership of the core entities of the international cooperation system. But the
existence of the system itself, sustained by a notion of international community, has not been
questioned. The fact that the key architect of the post-1945 cooperation system, the United
States, challenges its relevance opens up a complex debate. For a number of global stakeholders
it is an invitation to question the legitimacy of the liberal international order whose dominance
was more or less taken for granted after 1989.

Efficiency
Legitimacy and efficiency are strongly interlinked in the perception of international organiza
tions, and this interlinkage plays out more than ever in the dynamics of globalization 4.0. The
relative lack of legitimacy that, supposedly, affects informal governance entities such as the
G20, has generally been counterbalanced by the efficiency, real or perceived, of the said enti
ties. Conversely, the tolerance for the limits of the efficiency of an institution such as the United
Nations has derived from the common perception that its essential legitimacy was hardly de
batable, at least until the recent push against multilateralism. The legitimacy/efficiency nexus
constitutes a sort of established paradigm well captured by the UN General Assembly (UNGA)
president in 2011: “Traditional multilateral institutions, like the UN and the Bretton Woods
institutions, are increasingly criticized for not being efficient and representative enough. As a
response, new actors, like the G20 and other ad hoc informal groups have emerged. (…) There
is a risk for the UN to be marginalized. Suffice it to recall here that when Heads of State and
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government of the G20 met in Pittsburgh, on 24–25 September 2009, to work out a collective
response to the economic and financial crisis, the General Debate was still going on at the
United Nations in New York!” [ECLAC, 2011].
This paradigm and more specifically the tension between the “legitimacy” argument and
the “efficiency” one, have been resolved over time by the regular assessment of groupings such
as the G20’s output – the pioneer work of the G20 Research Group has been crucial to that
effect [Kirton, 2013] – and on the other hand the yearly acknowledgment of the irreplaceable
function of an international covenant such as the one provided by the UNGA. Although presi
dent Donald Trump has been attending the General Assembly meetings, as well as the G7 and
G20 summits, and using them for presenting his worldviews and international policies, he has
also expressed the strongest scepticism towards global cooperation since the early 20th century
American isolationism. The paradox of a liberal international order whose champion is retreat
ing then brings up the question of the capacity of an engine whose motor is running out of
steam. One should note however that the shift in the U.S. attitude towards cooperation reflects
a far much larger trend of national retrenchments or, at best, regional realignments. They have
made the promotion of any global agenda – from nuclear deterrence to combatting climate
change – more challenging.

Anomy
The disruptive dimension of globalization 4.0 affects the international system and runs through
out the global social fabric. The year 2019 has witnessed numerous movements of social un
rest around the world that, even though they occurred in different contexts, share similar ex
pressions of doubt toward the ability of established institutions to deliver material and moral
progress. Sociologist Emile Durkheim defined “anomie” as the condition of a society whose
internal contract is disintegrating due to the weakening of common norms and values [Dur
kheim, 1893]. Translated into IR terms, anomy today is the disconnection from globalization,
expressed in multiple ways. It is also what commentators have called the rise of the globaliza
tion’s “left-behinds,” which was spectacularly illustrated by the decision of the British people
to leave the European Union and the social polarization that this decision revealed. Beyond
and before the Brexit moment, however, signs of disconnection were visible in many societies.
The WEF’s white paper mentioned above argues for the need of a new social contract by noting
that while the digital revolution has decisively contributed to the rise of living standards and to
the reduction of poverty, there has been “systematic underappreciation of the human impact
of rapid economic change, whether due to technology or policy liberalization, in the priori
ties of national economic policy and the corresponding international institutional architecture”
[WEF, 2019, p. 26].
The challenge of anomy is a new element in the recurring debates about the relevance of
the international architecture inherited from the post-1945 order. On the positive side, this nov
elty reflects the emergence of a form of people’s empowerment on a new scale, a global “voice”
as economist Albert Hirschman would put it [Hirschman, 1970]. But following Hirschman’s
paradigm of “exit, voice and loyalty” there is a risk of large scale “exit” as well, in the shape of
growing resentment and distrust of governments and intermediary bodies.

Responses
Even before the appearance of the term globalization 4.0, there were signs of a general realiza
tion that with the fourth industrial revolution came unforeseen challenges requiring new modes
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of cooperation. For example, the transition, in 2015, from the UN’s Millennium Develop
ment Goals (MDGs) to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) pointed to the fact that
the previous third industrial revolution had markedly boosted economic development, to the
point of blurring the clear-cut North/South division – with a majority of the poorest people
living in middle-income countries – calling for new approaches to the question of redistribu
tion of global wealth. The growing presence, and visibility, of the globalization’s “left-behinds”
in both developing and developed societies uncovers issues that are complex and as such have
not yet been embraced by the major institutions of global governance. There have been however
responses at the sub-global level: the most articulated and far-reaching one has been so far that
of China with its “One Belt One Road” (OBOR), later re-branded “Belt and Road Initiative”
(BRI). Turning globalization 4.0 on its head, Chinese policy thinkers have presented the new
global wave as an opportunity and a turning point in the evolution of world order and modes of
cooperation. The Chinese approach to solving the unbalances of globalization, and more spe
cifically its connectivity politics, has triggered other, similar responses, from Asia and Europe.
Meanwhile, and as demonstrated during the 2019 summits of the G7 and the G20, there is a
now a clearer recognition of the need for re-centring people and people’s inclusiveness within
the global agenda designing process.

Connectivity
Looking at globalization 4.0 as a process through which global governance practices are rede
fined is opening new and potentially fruitful debates within the public policy epistemic com
munity. It has also renewed the conversation on “globalization with Chinese characteristics”
[Henderson, Appelbaum, Ho, 2013]. According to Jia Wenshan and Jiang Haofeng, the defini
tion of “globalization 4.0” sustained by the fourth industrial revolution, is too narrowly focused
on technology but should also take into account other dimensions of the structural crisis that
accompanies the fourth global wave. For those two authors the term “globalization 4.0” as it
was used at the 2019 Davos Forum is “another name for Industry 4.0, downplaying or even ig
noring the fact that globalization should be an all-encompassing and grander narrative covering
politics, economics, culture, science and technology” [Jia, Jiang, 2019]. Seen from this per
spective, globalization with Chinese characteristics appears as a civilizational approach to the
challenges of the fourth global wave, and has indeed been an important component of Beijing’s
narrative on the Belt and Road Initiative, also called the “New Silk Road.” In practical terms,
the civilizational approach has been implemented through a proactive promotion of connect
edness or “connectivity politics” [Kohlenberg, Godehardt, 2018]. The gigantic set of projects
encompassed by the BRI aims at connecting regions, countries and people with steel and con
crete infrastructures, digital networks and more generally with tools that facilitate flows both
domestically and internationally. Its focus on the “left-behinds” of globalization, first within
China, in the Western and Central provinces, and then beyond it, in Central Asia and Africa,
echoed with the global concern with growing inequalities.
Connectivity politics is therefore not only about connecting societies and communities
but also about reconnecting entities that have been fragmented by the dynamics of rapid growth
under the digital revolution, as the divide between those who have benefited from the global
third industrial wave and those who were left behind, more than often crosses through coun
tries – such as China or other emerging powers – that were on average less developed but
somewhat more cohesive. In that sense the connectivity politics that inform the conception and
implementation of the BRI is a response to the inclusiveness issues brought about by globaliza
tion 4.0. For Wang Huiyao, the ongoing multilateralization of the BRI, bringing in a growing
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number of stakeholders that makes it increasingly open and inclusive, gives this mega-project
the potential to “work as a vector for globalization 4.0” [Wang, 2019].
The BRI is however still a work-in-progress; its development has not been without issues
and has generated questions about transparency, accountability, and long-term viability, among
others [Lindberg, Lahiri, 2018]. Yet it has also triggered emulation. The European Union and
Japan have been drafting their own respective connectivity politics, and have as well signed in
September 2019 the “EU-Japan Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infra
structure.” This partnership, as its name indicates, aims at redefining the terms of connectivity
politics by introducing a more normative content with sustainability and quality standards in
spired by the UN’s ambitious SDG program. This, in turn, has arguably had an impact on the
official BRI’s narrative. The concern for environmentally responsible and high-quality projects
is now far more visible than it was in the early days of the OBOR. In his speech at the 2019 Belt
and Road Forum, Chinese president Xi Jinping stressed that the Chinese initiative would “pro
tect the common home we live” by building “high-quality, sustainable, risk-resistant, reason
ably priced, and inclusive infrastructure” [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic
of China, 2019].

Empowerment
Connectivity politics might, in the longer term, contribute to the shaping of the new interna
tional architecture that the WEF is advocating for, but it is not, however, a direct response to the
institutional issues put forward by the Davos Forum community. For the time being, connectiv
ity initiatives offer solutions to the efficiency issues of globalization 4.0, and more specifically
to the need for better distribution of wealth and inclusiveness within the new dynamics of the
fourth industrial revolution. The implementation of such initiatives can differ from country to
country and has not produced a unified global set of norms and practices. Projects and partner
ships formed under the label of connectivity often converge towards similar goals that, added to
each other, constitute a loose common agenda, such as the protection of “our common home,”
as president Xi Jinping put it. But as a policy paper by S. Grimm and S. Weinlich of the German
Development Institute stresses, a tacit or even explicit consensus on the definition of a global
common good is only a preliminary condition for the establishment of a solid international co
operation system and does not either guarantee the stability of such a system: the future of the
multilateral system that was conceived during the 20th century is therefore uncertain [Grimm,
Weinlich, 2020].
The weakening of multilateralism tends to be associated with the rise of populism, an as
sociation that seems, again, to be perfectly illustrated by American isolationism and the election
of Donald Trump. Yet as Pierre Rosanvallon notes, one should distinguish the theatrics through
which populism expresses a mood of disillusionment – with some real policy consequences –
from what actually feeds it. What is called populism is also a diversity of manifestations reveal
ing a widespread expectation of a renewed social contract involving a stronger, more empow
ered civil society [Rosanvallon, 2019]. Without a larger and systematic acknowledgment of this
expectation, the reconnection of “left-behind” people and communities with global develop
ment might prove difficult. But to be efficient such an acknowledgement cannot be confined
to a domestic periphery or be an addition of national assessments. It has to be global in order
to encompass the scope of the unevenness of globalization 4.0, and the broad phenomena of
disruption and fragmentation that go with it. Both the 2019 Osaka G20 summit and the Biarritz
G7 summit have given central stage to the issue of global inequalities. At the Biarritz gathering
French president Emmanuel Macron underlined the importance of a rules-based international

65

INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS RESEARCH JOURNAL. Vol. 15. No 2 (2020)

cooperation system as a “powerful tool to fight inequalities” [G7, 2019]. From that perspective
it is not the principle of the current cooperation system – the assemblage of multilateral tools –
that needs to be revisited but its purpose.
Addressing the challenges of globalization 4.0 is evidently a multidimensional ambition for
which there is no predefined roadmap. The limits of the modes of cooperation inherited from
the post-Second World War, even with its successive amendments, engender a combination of
issues of efficiency, legitimacy and anomy that seem to have reached a tipping point. The post1945 international architecture came with a normative package – shaped by Western liberalism
but also by some of the counterpoints brought about by the decolonization movement and the
Global South perspective – a repertoire of international norms that is now partly unravelling.
New international norms might need to be defined in order to reset the global institutional
framework of cooperation. The connectivity politics of China, Japan and the European Union,
and their convergence toward the idea of “sustainable connectivity,” indicate that the response
to the problem of fragmentation characterizing globalization 4.0 cannot be a strictly technical,
“value-free,” one: normative choices seem inevitable. Making those choices will most probably
entail a global battle of ideas and influence but, as again the example of connectivity politics
within the Asia-Europe space shows, this battle will not necessarily lead to more division and
can actually produce some new normative basis for international cooperation.
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