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Abstract
The global financial and economic crisis caught social scientists and decision makers by surprise. They did not possess
explanatory and predictive conceptual frameworks needed for coping with the crisis. This finding provokes critical
analysis of available sociological concepts and constructive argumentation in three steps. First, disparities are identified
between influential diagnoses of global processes and the processes themselves. Second, the question arises: How to
conceptually reduce the global over-complexity in order to reach a reliable diagnosis of our times? Third, the suggested
solution focuses on the substantiation, development and application of mutually connected concepts of four global trends:
upgrading the rationality of organizations, individualization, spread of instrumental activism and universalization of
value-normative systems (the RISU conceptual framework). The claim is that these trends decisively shape the
contemporary social reality and will continue to profoundly shape it in the future. The conclusion reads that the RISU
conceptual framework offers analytical tools for making the global, regional and societal over-complexity transparent for
descriptions, explanations, forecasting and potentially efficient management of social development. The claim is
substantiated by applying the conceptual framework in the analysis of the housing crisis in the United States.
Keywords: global crisis, methodological societalism, methodological globalism; global trends
1. Introduction
In critical social situations some local or otherwise negligible events tend to receive global relevance at least symbolically.
The beginning of the worldwide financial and economic crisis in 2008 was marked by a number of such events. Some of
them revealed the very high level of interconnectedness and complexity already reached in the transnational economic,
political and cultural space. Others exemplified the difficulties facing the conceptual efforts to put precise diagnoses on
the ongoing processes. Still others offered illustrations of diagnoses which – intentionally or not – did not correspond to
reality as claimed. In the end effect, imperfect or false diagnoses and prognostications make the efficient coping with
practical challenges difficult or impossible.
A telling example of failed diagnoses and prognostication is offered by the outlook of the global economic situation
published by experts of the International Monetary Fund in October 2008. The experts stressed the accumulation of global
economic uncertainties but forecasted a global economic growth of 3% in 2009. The year was expected to become the
turning point towards global economic recovery (World Economic Outlook 2008, 2008: 1). In reality – few exceptions
notwithstanding – 2009 became a critical year for the vast majority of national economies in the world. The decline of the
global output reached -0.6% (World Economic Outlook 2010, 2010: 2). World economy moved into a deep recession. The
diagnosis and prognostication made in the autumn of 2008 were impressively falsified by the global processes.
One may interpret this development as a simple falsification of experts‟ prognostication. This is normality in science, the
applied science including. The negative outcomes in testing scientific hypotheses are not less valuable than the
verification of hypotheses. However, the falsification of some diagnoses and prognostications has far reaching practical
implications as it is usually the case with the diagnoses and prognostications of the IMF experts. This is why there are
scientific and practical grounds to specially ask for the reasons of the IMF expert‟s failure. There is no evidence that they
have intentionally made public a positive forecasting in the autumn of 2008 in order to manipulate decision-makers and
the public at large. Most probably, the major reason was the neglect of available knowledge about the effects of the
distorted balance of exports of goods and services and the trans-border financial flows. The pathological over-expansion
of financial transactions was recognized as a factor negatively influencing all other economic balances, but the long-term
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destructive effects of the bubble-like financial transactions were both conceptually and empirically underestimated as a rule.
In other cases there is strong empirical evidence that influential public statements were really guided by intentions to
manipulate the public opinion and the decision-making of numerous influential actors. One widely cited interview of the
– then - US Secretary of Treasure Henry Paulson is an easily provable case of this type. The interview was given to the
mass media the day after the bankruptcy of the US American Lehman Brothers bank in September 2008. Referring to the
event, Paulson stressed „the soundness and the resilience of our (US American – the author) financial system‟
(MarketWatch, 2008). Two years later the reader could learn from Paulson‟s memoirs that during the same day he thought
in entirely different terms. He had been frightened by the awareness that both the US American and the global financial
systems were on the brink of collapse (Paulson, 2010).
European politicians used to repeat the same pattern of public statements spreading misleading optimism. Ten days after
Paulson‟s interview the – then - German Minister of Finance Peer Steinbrück delivered a strategic speech before the
Bundestag. He claimed that „the financial crisis is above all an American problem‟ since the crisis was caused by financial
speculations in the United States (The Telegraph, 2008). Later it became known that at the time of Steinbrück‟s speech the
governments of the most powerful economies, the German government including, were already positioning themselves
for the immediately forthcoming first G20 summit. The clearly formulated task of the summit was to handle the looming
global financial and economic crisis (Bradford & Linn, 2011).
Thus, one has to ask himself/herself about the reasons for the obvious disparity between statements and realities in the
historical autumn of 2008. Was the disparity mostly caused by difficulties in establishing the truth about complex and
complicated global interconnectedness and processes? Or, was the disparity mostly caused by intentions to camouflage
the risks and to camouflage the camouflaging? The realistic answer should certainly recognize that both factors were at
work. Various types of interconnectedness in the transnational economic and political spaces have reached the point
where it was and it is difficult to disentangle causes, processes and effects of globally relevant events. Efforts to achieve
this are being made additionally difficult by interests of powerful groups, organizations and governments to hide their real
interests, intentions and actions. As a result, actors in the transnational social spaces face more and more differentiated
structural constraints in their efforts to cope with the over-complexity both in cognitive and practical terms. It is getting
increasingly difficult to make the ongoing processes transparent despite the tremendous amount of available information
and the sophisticated methods of collecting, processing and using it.
The barrier of over-complexity might be the major explanation for the very rare or usually missing corrective
interventions of sociologists in the public discourse on intentional or unintentional misrepresentations of global processes.
However, the absence of sociologists from the efforts to identify achievements, problems and developmental trajectories
of the present day global society is not a flattering indicator for the maturity and the relevance of the discipline. Its social
influence used to be best recognized by attempts of leading sociologists at putting diagnoses of the times in critical
situations of change (Mannheim, 1947; Beck, 1986; Schimank & Volkmann, 2007).
The conclusion is that there is an obvious need to approach the present-day over-complex transnational social spaces and
the multidimensional interplay of economic, political and cultural factors in these spaces by using new conceptual tools.
The starting point for materializing the intention is the analysis of complex and complicated social structures and
processes which are making the diagnostic and prognostic tasks so challenging.
2. Controversial Processes in the Transnational Spaces
There is a major stumbling-block in the way of resolving the task to conceptually reduce the over-complexity of
transnational economic, political and cultural processes. The stumbling-block is the large variety of their interconnected
causes and effects. There is a perplexing difference between what is visible on the surface of events and what structurally
underlies them. On the surface, the technological division of labor has reached a striking global diversity. Inventions and
their technological applications migrate over the globe. Production lines move from one part of the world to another.
Assembly lines receive supplies from hundreds of international subcontractors. The transport infrastructure on the surface,
water and in the air follows the growing geographical diversification of production and trade (Narula, 2014).
Though, below the surface of the diversification of production and services one may discover a tremendous concentration
in key components of the division of labor. The concentration concerns the production of knowledge first of all. It is
globally organized like all other profitable industries. Huge investments support the research and development in only few
leading centers of each type of knowledge production. The competition between these global centers is fierce. Only the
best funded and most efficient companies can afford keeping the pace in the competition. Besides the tremendous
financial resources the successful research and development requires long-term accumulation of human capital and
development of sophisticated organizational management (Serapio & Hayashi, 2004). The leading companies in the
production and application of break-through knowledge can reckon on immense profits. Elaborated legal regulations and
institutional mechanisms of protecting intellectual property rights make the spread of cutting-edge knowledge difficult.
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Contrary to the ideals of Enlightenment envisaging knowledge as a common good, the newly acquired intellectual
achievements in fundamental and particularly in applied science are being privatized as a rule and kept secret in only few
centers of knowledge production worldwide.
The patents statistics impressively illustrates this astonishing concentration of knowledge production together with some
shifts in the location of leading innovators. The shifts have profound geopolitical consequences. It is telling to notice that
in 2014 among the 20 most active business applicants for patents 12 were from Japan, China and South Korea. From the
rest 4 companies were from the United States, 2 from Germany and 1 from each Sweden and the Netherlands (WIPO PCT
Yearly Review 2015: 44). The data reveals a geopolitical shift on the top of the division of the most highly qualified labor
from North America and Western Europe to East Asia. The shift has far-reaching economic, political and cultural
implications. It is impossible to identify or imagine all of them in their entirety at present. One may only notice that the
fundamental change in the technological and consequently in the economic global leadership took place in an
evolutionary way and below the surface of the widely debated economic, political and cultural events.
It was exactly in the same evolutionary and hardly noticeable way that the worldwide financial flows increasingly
disconnected themselves from the international trade with goods and services. The ensuing fierce speculative chasing of
hot money by investment banks, hedge-funds, pension funds and other major investors were identified as the key factor
having provoked the financial crises in Asia, Russia and Argentina. They revealed a shift towards speculation with toxic
papers of financial derivatives. Their “value in exchange” has peripheral relation to their value in use in production and
consumption. Few experts paid attention to the long-term consequences of the new speculative economic over-complexity
until the implosion of the global finances in 2008. The growth before the crisis was mostly driven by the excessive
financial exchanges disconnected from the stagnant real economy (Shiller, 2012: 178f.). In fact, the volume of the foreign
direct investments grew between 1992 and 2007 more than ten times mostly due to the short-term speculative financial
flows (World Bank Database 2012a). The volume of exports of goods and services rose by only 10 percent during the
same period (World Bank Database 2012b).
The disconnection of financial exchange from the real economy became possible under the conditions of triumphant
economic deregulations. Since September 2008 panic driven efforts at macro-regional and global level have aimed at
establishing national, macro-regional and global transparency of the financial flows and at introducing regulations in the
area. The short-term goal is to ameliorate the devastating effects of the global financial crisis which immediately evolved
into global economic crisis. The long-term aim is to timely identify the symptoms of financial and economic crises and to
prevent them of becoming destructive on the large scale as this happened in 2008 and 2009.
Although the need for some regulations of the global financial exchange was recognized already in the initiative for Tobin
tax, there were no serious efforts to introduce any regulation before the global crisis. The reluctance was not the result of
the lack of will or only motivated by specific interests. The crisis made obvious that both the regional (ASEAN, EU,
MERCOSUR, NAFTA) and particularly the global political integration dramatically lags behind the already achieved
high level of technological and economic integration (Suter & Herkenrath, 2012). On many specific occasions the
activities of UNO and the related organizations aiming at crisis management turned out to be too small-scale or came too
late if indeed. The global government seems to be the only alternative but it is obviously out of reach at present. The fears
that one global actor or several powerful countries might dominate it and thus to undermine the seemingly multipolar
world are too strong.
Given the absence of other organizational schemes tentatively performing the functions of world government, the most
efficient mechanism of concerted efforts for coping with the global financial and economic crisis turned out to be the
summits of G20. The first one took place in November 2008 when the global character of the financial and economic
crisis was already undeniable. As compared with the highly elitist G7 (or G8), G20 seems to represent a larger variety of
interests of the global population. At the first glance this is an opening of the global political decision-making to
representativeness and legitimacy, organizational efficiency and transparency (Bradford & Lim, 2011; Kirton, 2013). A
closer look at the phenomenon reveals the same deep problems with transparency characterizing the global division of
labor and the global financial transactions. Who has actually selected and appointed the 19 countries with the largest GDP
in the world plus the European Union to represent the interests of the global population? Whatever the answer might be,
there is an obvious lack of democratic legitimacy of the body. It has not been selected and elected in any transparent
democratic way. It is practically not responsible before anybody. To make the issues about the democratic transparency
even more complicated, the discussions of G20 usually take place behind closed doors. But some outcomes of these
discussions have existential implications for large parts of the world population or for the human civilization indeed.
This variety of organizational, political and moral issues in the transnational spaces might provoke the temptation to see
the clear economic, political, cultural and military divisions and dependencies during the Cold War as preferable. There
are no serious reasons for such assumption. The divisions and the integration schemes during the Cold War were based on
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the balance of terror. It reached the brink of catastrophic derailing several times during the period. The very philosophy of
Cold War‟s transnational order belongs to history since it represented an extreme version of the outdated Westphalian rule
cuius regio, eius religio. It does not apply any more. Mixtures of racial, ethnic and religious groups are widespread.
Trans-border migrants are everywhere. A global clash of civilizations may not come about but clashes of different and
opposite values and norms do take place every day in all parts of the world. The transmission of information for both
peaceful cultural coexistence and cultural confrontation by means of advanced global communications makes the world
getting smaller but also too complex and open to a variety of uncertain futures (Delaney, 2009). Thus, the task for
analytical cognitive reduction of the global over-complexity becomes more urgent that ever. Some lessons from previous
influential efforts of sociologists to resolve the issue might be helpful in handling it under the present day conditions.
3. Two Sociological Attempts at Reducing the Social Over-complexity
Some forty years ago Talcott Parsons attempted a concise sociological diagnosis on his contemporary times. He still had
to deal with the Cold War polar political and military division of the world. For the purposes of the sociological diagnosis
he interpreted the transnational social space during the sixties of the twentieth century as a systemic whole („system‟) of
societies. „Society‟ was defined in socially-universal Aristotelian analytical terms as „the type of social system
characterized by the highest level of self-sufficiency‟ (Parsons, 1971: 8). The so defined building blocks of the world
order were the nation-states. Parsons believed that the value-normative and organizational patterns of the societies divided
by the Cold War and its consequences were changing in the direction of future convergence. He put a precise diagnosis of
the functional requirements for change of the Soviet-type societies. But he could not foresee the emergent features of the
convergence which currently produces and reproduces the global over-complexity and contradictions we are confronted
with. The major reason for the limitations of his prognostic efforts was the linking of his conceptual tools to the structural
and functional characteristics of societies alone. The transnational social space was for him still the space of international
relations between societies. Parsons did not develop and apply ideas of “world society” or “global society” as later
assumed (Stichweh, 2005).
The currently achieved global interconnectedness questions the productivity of Parsons‟ methodological societalism. It is
intrinsically related to the development of modern nation-states with their enabling and constraining potentials in
economy, politics and culture. The nation states remain quite relevant in all present-day structural levels of social
interaction and in all action fields, the local management of the global crisis including (Reinhart, 2013). But the relative
relevance of societal systems in social interactions has declined in the course of the progressing globalization (Farrar &
Mayes, 2013). The currently well differentiated and integrated transnational spaces have different enabling and
constraining qualities as compared to the situations which Parsons could analyze. Consequently, new conceptual tools are
needed given the new conditions and aims of the sociological analysis. The search for conceptual tools may follow
Parsons‟ idea to rely on concepts framing his functionalist analysis of ancient, medieval and modern societies. For this
purpose Parsons introduced universalized analytical concepts of differentiation, adaptive upgrading, inclusion and value
generalization in order to strengthen the diachronic analytical potential of his functionalist conceptual framework AGIL.
However, he only partly moved in the promising direction of developing and applying new analytical concepts
particularly relevant for the study of social change and development. Most probably, they should have referred to social
processes first of all (Turkel, 2005). These concepts had to support Parsons strategic turn towards the explanation of social
evolution by overcoming the explanatory limitations of his major paradigm based on the concept of societal systems. Well
elaborated and applied analytical concepts of social processes would better serve the efforts to explain social change and
development than the concept of functionally differentiated social systems.
In contrast to Parsons‟ analytical focus on societies and to his functionalist analytical conceptual scheme for systemic
analysis of historical realities, Immanuel Wallerstein laid the stress on direct historical studies. He defined his
methodological approach as „embedded in the history of the modern world system‟ (Wallerstein, 2004: 1). Guided by this
historically focused methodological approach he identified a sequence of historical versions of world systems. According
to him they have consequently evolved after the emergence of the world-wide division of labor and markets since the
sixteenth century. The first version of world system he identified is defined by the domination of the Netherlands, the next
one by the British domination and the present day world system is defined as dominated by the United States. In specific
historical constellations these three countries and their close allies are presented as the core of the respective world systems.
In Wallerstein‟s vision the rest of the world has been divided into semi-periphery and periphery since the appearance of
world systems. The historically specific semi-periphery and periphery have fluctuating characteristics and borders.
Thus, following some substantive ideas of Marx and methodologically influenced by Max Weber‟s study on the
emergence of modernity in Western Europe, Wallerstein sees his cognitive task in the analysis of changing historical
constellations. But unlike Weber Wallerstein aims at reproducing the structure and dynamics of the world-wide
relationships and processes of domination and exploitation after the emergence of world systems. This approach is
basically innovative and potentially productive. In the same time, it might be seen as a step back from the achievements of
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Parsons in developing and applying universalized social science concepts. Christopher Chase-Dunn clearly identified the
implications of Wallerstein‟s methodological decisions: „Universalistic theoretical explanations were rejected and the
historicity of the social science was embraced‟ (2006: 589). Wallerstein‟s stress on historical interpretations makes the
systematic historical explanations and comparisons strategically rather difficult if not impossible. In his voluminous
publications he repeatedly insists on the point that the development of the world systems after the XVI century has come
as the result of historical continuity and historical change. However, how can they be explained without analytical
concepts bridging the studies on continuity and change? The lesson is that the reference to historical constellations in
Wallerstein‟s methodological globalism should be consistently followed but by enriching the historical analysis with
systematic explanations guided by analytical conceptual frameworks.
Thus, two fundamental issues appear in the theoretical context under scrutiny. First, the present day full-fledged
globalization has much deeper historical roots than Wallerstein‟s interpretation of world-systems suggests. The
globalization of human activities actually started with the migration of the first group (or groups) of homo sapiens from
Africa and with the spread of the species around the world. Therefore, facts related to long-distance communication, trade
and conquer already in the pre-historic and ancient times should be carefully taken into account in the empirical research
and theoretical considerations concerning the present day global system. Second, the implication is that the development
of universal patterns of social structures and processes in primitive and ancient societies should not be underestimated in
the theory building and in the explanatory application of theories in the study of contemporary societies and their
involvement in the functioning and development of the world social system.
This rather complex and complicated substance has to be conceptually “sliced” in order to make meaningful descriptions,
explanations and prognostications of the present-day transnational social structures, functions and processes possible.
This will be further done by focusing on the concepts of four global trends. The guiding assumption is that they can
successfully serve as analytical tools for the conceptual “slicing” of the over-complex historical reality.
4. Four Global Trends
The suggested methodological approach for resolving the above task does not follow the usual concentration of
sociological studies on global systems, structures and functions. Instead, the selected focus is on the historical roots,
present day manifestations and prospects of global social trends. Thus the approach aims at avoiding the
mono-dimensionality of most conceptual frameworks used for diagnoses of our times by stressing the contemporary
specifics of communications, environmental problems, or rationalization (Schimank & Volkmann, 2007). The guiding
assumption of the following conceptualizations reads that four global trends have shaped the present day global society
and determine its present day controversial paths into the future.
The starting point of the argumentation is the historical fact that from their evolutionary appearance on Earth human
beings have continuously developed and improved varieties of informal and later formalized social organizations. This
applies to the evolution of the organization of the division of labor first of all. Its most primitive patterns are based on
differences of sex and age. The achievements of the present day division of labor are impressively exemplified by the
thousands of occupations defined in legally binding terms by the US American Bureau of Labor (Standard Occupational
Classification 2010). Another action field in which the progressing differentiation and sophistication of organizational
patterns started early in human history is the area of preparing and implementing of warfare. Military organizations
reached high level of precision and efficiency already in ancient times (Roth, 2012). The organizational evolution of
political life started from simple power hierarchies based on physical strength or clan relations in primitive societies.
Currently we are aware of the variety of historical patterns of democratic, semi-democratic and non-democratic political
organization (Wilson, 1995). Spiritual life has also experienced organizational evolution in history from the primitive
worshipping to the sophisticated organization of churches, sects and religious movements in present day societies (Torry,
2005).
There is one major common feature of the historical phenomena mentioned above. This is the trend of permanent
improvement of the organizational patterns. In other words, this is the trend of upgrading the rationality of organizations.
The trend is perfectly documented in the tremendous achievement in organizational development of state organization
starting from the Hammurabi‟s Code (Richardson, 2004) and reaching the processes in the present day sophisticated
state institutions. The upgrading of organizational rationality basically takes place in two directions. On the one hand, the
cognitive background of organizational decisions and implementation of decisions is getting more differentiated and
better substantiated throughout history. On the other hand, as a result, organizational decisions, their implementation and
outcomes are getting increasingly efficient and effective (Scott and Davis 2007). Both statements do not imply any idea of
teleological or mono-linear upgrading of the rationality of organizations throughout history. To the contrary, cases of
shrinking or lost cognitive resources needed for the rationality of organizational decisions and actions as well as of
declining organizational efficiency and effectiveness are abundant in human history. Nevertheless, human beings and
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their organizations are able to learn, to preserve, improve and apply the lessons from successful and failed trials to resolve
problems, to overcome declines in organizational efficiency, and thus to achieve higher level of rationality of the
organizational patterns in the long run (Starbuck et al., 2008).
The key indicators for the study of upgrading the rationality of organizations cover three dimensions of organizational
change: the actors involved in the change, the dynamics of their relations and key processes. What kinds of individual or
collective, cooperative or hostile, conservative or radical, etc. actors might be identified in intended, attempted or
achieved upgrading of organizational rationality (Hindess, 1989)? What kinds of domination or equality, affinity or
animosity, cooperation or conflict, etc. characterize their relations (Due et al. 1999)? What kinds of processes like
stagnation or change, differentiation or integration, long-term or short-term change, etc. predominate in the analyzed
cases of upgrading (or degrading) the organizational rationality (Dahms and Hazelrigg, 2010)? The questions indicate
that there is a large variety of modalities for upgrading the rationality of organizations or for the decline of organizational
rationality.
The studies on the change of organizational patterns provide abundant evidence that one key component in the efforts for
achieving the effect of upgrading organizational rationality is the mobilization of the human factor. The mobilization has
two most major dimensions. First, individuals might find available or could manage to acquire more differentiated and
larger social spaces for autonomous orientation, decision and action in organizational structures. On this basis the
upgrading of the rationality of the organization under scrutiny increases, in some cases substantially. Second, the more the
individuals participating in the process are motivated to improve their capacities for adequate autonomous orientation,
decision and action, the more tangible is the upgrading of the organization under scrutiny.
Both processes of structural differentiation and enlargement as well as improvement of the capacities of individuals to
master tasks, the tasks of structural change including, characterize the global trend of individualization. It has its historical
roots in the upgrading of the rationality of organizations throughout human history. The trend of individualization is
deeply rooted in the biological and social predisposition of individuals to learn and to apply the acquired knowledge and
skills. In modern societies individualization is a particularly important social phenomenon. The reason is the increasing
need of organizations to actively adapt to rapidly changing environments. The learning of individuals and their activity are
getting more and more the decisive element in the management of organizational change (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim,
2002).
The core clusters of indicators for the study of individualization are of three types. First, indicators about social-structural
conditions for orientation, decision and action of individuals: To what extent is autonomous orientation of individuals
under the given circumstances possible? To what extent is autonomous decision about individual action under the given
circumstances possible? To what extent is autonomous action under the given circumstances possible? Second, indicators
about the conditions of learning: Are the economic circumstances fostering or hindering the individual learning? Are the
political conditions fostering or hindering the individual learning? Are the cultural circumstances fostering or hindering
the individual learning? Third, indicators concerning motivation: Are the circumstances predominantly motivating
individuals to escape from handling the challenges? Are the circumstances predominantly motivating individuals to
reproduce the existing conditions? Are the circumstances predominantly motivating individuals to change the existing
conditions?
When discussing the issue of motivation one has to pay special attention to the predominant patterns of thinking and
behavior in the historical situation. There were periods in human history in which these patterns used to be strongly
influenced by religious ultimate values guided by ideas about life after life and the salvation of the soul. Max Weber
noticed that the widespread rigorous orientation towards following religious ultimate values during the European
Medieval Ages was step by step replaced by in-worldly cultural orientations in the course of the European Reformation.
Talcott Parsons further elaborated on the issue of secularization of action and registered the effects of the spread of
instrumental activism. It is a value-normative orientation focused on money acquisition in the context of progressing
commercialization of social relations and stress on consumption. In the present day global society this is the rapidly
spreading and predominant pattern of thinking and behavior.
However, it is well known that even under the extreme institutional pressure of focusing on life after life the issues of
material interests have always been of high relevance for the vast majority of the population. This particularly applies to
the issues related with the quantity and quality of consumption. In this sense the spread of instrumental activism is not a
new historical phenomenon at all. The strong predominance of this phenomenon in the present day commercialized
societies has been evolutionary prepared by the orientation of human thinking and behavior towards material advantages
and consumption throughout human history (Crichton, 2010).
The major clusters of indicators for identifying and measuring the spread of instrumental activism are the following: To
what extent is the typical thinking and behavior under given historical circumstances focused on the ultimate values of
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religion or religion-like ideology? To what extent is the typical thinking and behavior under given historical
circumstances focused on values of in-worldly material advantages? To what extent is the typical thinking and behavior
under given historical circumstances framed by the focus on consumption?
The questions receive historical meaning after taking into account that societies throughout history have tended towards
developing relatively homogenized value-normative systems. Most often they have been imposed as binding. This is
understandable since value-normative universalization is the key for cultural integration of any society and thus crucial
for its survival. Together with the continuing efforts for value-normative integration of societies we currently observe the
spontaneous emergence of a value-normative system which is common for all advanced societies in its major features.
The two pillars of the universalization of values and norms under these conditions are the idea of universal human rights
together with the idea of sustainability. The universalization of both value-normative ideas is a new historical
phenomenon only at the first glance. Various versions of human rights – at least for individuals belonging to a given clan,
caste, tribe, society (Moyn, 2010) or having a specific religious affiliation (Joas, 2013) might be identified in all known
historical circumstances. The same holds true for ideas and practices of the broadly understood sustainable environmental,
economic, political and cultural development (Grober, 2012).
Three major clusters of indicators can measure the level of universalization of value-normative systems throughout
human history and particularly nowadays: First, what kind of value-normative system (polytheist, monotheist, secular,
etc.) is already predominant or tends to become predominant under given historical circumstances? To what extent is the
value-normative system introduced or stabilized by force? Can this value-normative system play its integrative role in the
long-run or not?
Thus, upgrading the rationality of organizations, individualization, spreading of instrumental activism and
universalization of value-normative systems (RISU) are global trends having deep historical roots. Currently the four
global trends are shaping the social reality and thus decisively determine its future social development (Genov, 2014).
This is the background assumption of the use of the concepts of four global trends as a multidimensional framework of
analytical tools for efficient cognitive reduction of the global over-complexity.1 This can be best done by taking into
account the considerations underlying Figure 1:
-The shaping of each of the four global trends and their interaction is determined in every historical moment by natural,
technological, economic, political and cultural conditions and the related institutional frames in the situation under
scrutiny;
-The dynamics of each of the four global trends as well as of their interaction could be properly identified, explained and
forecasted in the longue durée (Braudel, 1973; Braudel, 1980) of historical changes;
-The “long waves” of historical changes are marked by the emergence of new institutional frames, new conditions of
action and thus of new characteristics of each of the global trends and of their interaction.
Conditions
of action

Institutional

Long-term dynamics

Emerging of a new

New conditions

frame

of four global trends

institutional frame

of action

-Natural

-Natural

environment

environment

B

-Technology
-Economy

D

-Technology
-Economy

A

-Politics

-Politics

C
-Culture

-Culture
Figure 1. Four global trends in the longue durée

1

The RISU conceptual framework can be only formally compared with the IEMP (ideological, economic, military and political sources
of social power) conceptual model developed and used by Michael Mann (2013). Both conceptual schemes are entirely different in their
substance.
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Legend:
A/ Upgrading the rationality of organizations

B/ Individualization

C/ Spreading of instrumental activism

D/ Universalization of value-normative systems

Source: Author‟s design
5. The Concepts of Four Global Trends as Analytical Tools
The explanatory potential of the RISU conceptual framework will be further exemplified by the analysis of the collapse
of the housing market in the United States. The case is particularly relevant since the collapse of the national housing
market triggered the global financial and economic crisis in 2008.
Ad A/ Several US laws passed after the WWII used to foster the fulfillment of the American dream of house owning for
low-income households. This philosophy was the backbone of the state policies for direct state support to the companies
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. They played a key role in guaranteeing the housing mortgages. However, the motivation
for this interventionist policy of both Democratic and Republican administrations was not philanthropic. Housing
construction has been one of the key motors of economic growth in the country and had to be supported by tax-payers
money. For banks and pension funds the financing of housing construction and the participation in the housing market
has been a lucrative business for decades. The investment banks and hedge funds became largely involved in it as well.
In order to attract additional funding the financial institutions increasingly wrapped their assets in the housing market in
financial derivatives. The new financial instruments used to be regarded as a substantial step forward in the direction of
upgrading the organizational rationality of the financial services to the housing industry. The efficiency of the so
rationalized financial system seemed to be firmly guaranteed. The US financial institutions massively offered easy
credits even to households which were not particularly reliable concerning the repayment of the housing mortgages. As
a measure of precaution the financial institutions offered the mortgages with credit payment rates adjusted to the change
of housing prices.
At the first glance these organizational developments seemed to be domestic and linked to the US economic cycle alone.
In reality, they have increasingly become global developments due to the large scale foreign investments into US
economy. During the relatively short period between 1990 and 2007 these investments skyrocketed from $200 billion to
$2200 billion (Stratton 2010: 4). Basically, the opening of markets to foreign investments is rational in economic terms.
Investments could flow to places where they are mostly needed and to be used in the most efficient way. Following this
logic, foreign investors were particularly attracted by the booming American housing market. A large share of the
financial activities of international investors was linked to transactions with derivatives of housing market shares.
This is the major reason why the US American subprime mortgage crisis immediately developed into a global financial
crisis in 2008 and subsequently evolved into a global economic crisis. What seemed to be a rationalized system for
financing the US national housing market by international investors turned out to be rather irrational in its speculative
fundaments and in its consequences for the transnational finances. The effect was the tremendous drop of international
investments in the US American property market in 2008. The foreign acquisition of apartments dropped from the worth
of $3,686 million in 2007 to $1,039 million in 2008 (Stratton, 2010: 9).
Thus, the concept of the global trend of upgrading the rationality of organizations has its pendant in the concept of
mechanisms and effects of degrading the rationality of organizations. The overarching concept of both processes is the
upgrading of bounded organizational rationality. This concept helps the identification, explanation and prognostication
of achievements and failures of actors, relations and processes implementing the global trend of upgrading
organizational rationality. One can identify constructive advances of the trend but also unintended or intentional
camouflaging or camouflaging of camouflaging of causes, processes and effects of critical organizational developments.
The camouflaging is typically guided by vested interests of powerful actors. Taking the management of the recent
financial and economic crisis as an example, one would discover mixtures of rationalities and irrationalities in the
orientations, decisions and actions of key national and international actors. The criticisms on G20 are not focused on its
ad hoc handling of fundamental problems of the global economy alone (Hazakis, 2012). In more radical criticisms G20
is regarded as being secretive and basically unable to take internationally binding decisions as well as to implement
them. The criticisms clearly indicate that G20 is far from the rationalized organization which is very much needed for
efficient political governance of global economic processes.
The unavoidable conclusion is that the causes of the crisis of 2008-2013 continue to be at work since there is no truly
legitimate international body which would consistently and efficiently work for preventing these forces of from
bringing about the next global financial and economic crisis. The recovering American housing market is already
profitable and attractive. The international investments in American housing stabilized relatively fast after the crash
(The Wall Street Journal, 2012). The IMF, G20, the European Union and national governments aim at reducing the
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uncertainty. But it is intrinsic to the longue durée of the global financial system.
Ad B/ Progressing individualization is a challenge to individuals, groups, organizations and societies. Influential
opinions locate this challenge in the post-modern times alone (Bauman, 2001). In the context of our argumentation
individualization is interpreted as a global trend having deep historical roots and manifestations in the development of
the division of labor, economic activities, political participation and cultural achievements all over the history of human
societies. Nevertheless, it is true that mostly due to the rise of the living standard and the democratization of political
relations worldwide brought about historically unprecedented achievements in individualization (National Intelligence
Council, 2012: 6f.). It is a blessing for millions. However, individualization always comes about with more and
qualitatively new responsibilities for well substantiated and implemented action.
In the case of the American housing market individualization became problematic under multiple conditions and with
multiple consequences. The need for facilitating individualization was in the background of the decisions of federal
institutions to support the improvement of the housing conditions of disadvantaged segments of the American
population. This support notwithstanding, the fulfillment of the American dream of home ownership could only be
funded by home mortgages taken on a large scale by private households. Following the global trend of individualization,
millions of Americans decided to sign contracts for housing mortgages with interest rates adjusted to the changing
prices of housing. The prospects for accelerated individualization motivated bankers, managers of hedge funds, pension
funds and other domestic and international investors to get actively involved in the highly profitable housing business.
Therefore, both on the demand and supply side there was a strong interest on the part of individual actors to participate
in the booming business with home mortgages. Their value skyrocketed between the years 2000 and 2005 from $4800
billion to $8800 billion (Statista, 2011).
The boom in housing construction and in home mortgages was a typical case of bounded rationality accompanied by
numerous sources and manifestations of irrationality. The understandable desire cherished by millions of Americans for
successful individualization in better housing brought about a huge credit bubble in the American economy. The
collapse of the US-national housing bubble triggered the global financial and economic crisis. However, the crisis was
triggered not by irrational demands of low income households alone. Another driving force of the credit bubble and the
global crisis was the speculative generous supply of subprime home mortgages by individuals sitting in the headquarters
of credit institutions or acting on their behalf. Millions of Americans lost their dream about housing ownership over
night after having become unable to pay the interest rates of the housing mortgages adjusted to the speculative rise of
the market value of housing. The debtors had to leave the homes. Nobody wanted to buy the abandoned homes despite
the collapse of the housing market prices. The state-supported companies Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac could not
guarantee the mortgages anymore and had to be nationalized in order to avoid financial catastrophe. Millions of
Americans lost their jobs in the construction industry. Many smaller financial institutions went bankrupt together with
the construction firms.
Using Michel Foucault‟s concepts, the massive loss of housing, jobs and income by millions of Americans came about
as „normalization‟. The victims had to recognize the power of the financial and economic structures and their routine
exercise of „discipline and punish‟ (Foucault, 1991) non-rational thinking and behavior of participants in the American
housing market. The spill-over effects of this crash of individualization in the United States reached many locations of
the transnational social space and affected individualization in many other parts of the world. The processes provided
abundant evidence for the point that individualization as a global trend is marked by deep internal controversies. It is
exactly this rich content of the concept that makes it a powerful tool for identification, explanation and prognostication
of crucially important processes in present day societies.
Ad C/ Numerous achievements of modern societies as well as of the present day global civilization are directly related
to the spread of instrumental activism. However, it would be short-sighted not to see that the achievements in the
commercial motivation and regulation of action as well as the present-day consumerism have long history. They have
been prepared by centuries of efforts to free the markets from political and cultural obstacles and to achieve a high level
of mass consumption. Therefore, the contemporary spreading of value-normative and behavioral patterns incorporating
or supporting instrumental activism should be regarded as a tremendous civilizational achievement having deep roots in
human history.
In the same time, the worldwide powerful spread of instrumental activism is the direct or indirect cause of profound
irrationalities and related human suffering. The experience from the massive speculations on the US American housing
market is a case strongly supporting the point. There was no other identifiable cause for the tremendous rise of housing
prices between 2004 and 2006 in the country than the massive speculations with real estates (Bayer et al., 2011). The
speculative rise of housing prices had immediate effects on the adjustable rate of mortgages. The monthly payments for
principal and interests of median first-time buyer jumped from $750 in 2001 to $980 in 2005 (Garriga et al., 2005: 405).
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One of the major instruments for speculations was the fast increase in the financing of housing business by financial
derivatives. They became less and less related to their basis in construction, selling or renting of housing. In the end
effect the spread of instrumental activism via speculative financing of the housing market turned out to be full of
irrationalities and potentially self-destructive. Karl Polanyi was certainly correct in his conclusion from the analysis of
the marketization as core factor for the capitalist transformation of society: „To allow the market mechanism to be sole
director of the fate of human beings and their natural environment ... would result in the demolition of society‟ (2001
[1944]: 73). The crucial point in the case under scrutiny is that the destructive effects of the financial speculations on
the US American housing market immediately spread all over the world through the channel of rapidly devaluating
“toxic” papers of financial derivatives with doubtful, declining or evaporating market value.
D/ All cultural diversities, divisions and confrontations notwithstanding, the present day world society has at least two
pillars of common culture and value-normative integration. The first one is the idea of universal rights of human
individuals and the institutionalization of this idea. The second is the idea of sustainability in its environmental,
economic, political and cultural dimensions and its institutionalizations. In various interpretations both ideas have been
incorporated in constitutions all over the world. With various local modifications these ideas have become the core of
major institutional policies and decisively guide the behavioral patterns of individuals. Thus, we witness
universalization of the value-normative systems worldwide.
In historically specific terms, the governmental support to low-income households for ownership of housing in the USA
as well the state support to the companies Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac was intended to achieve important economic
and social effects. All these measures and institutions aimed at the practical fulfillment of the universal human right on
descent housing in the context of American society as well as at achieving and maintaining economic sustainability in
the country. However, there is some universal destructive potential in-built in the internally controversial global trend of
universalization of value-normative systems. Financial speculations belong to this potential. On the one side, the
speculations are the outcome of practicing the universal human rights of the speculators. On the other side, the financial
speculations might foster the economic sustainability by facilitating the most efficient allocation of financial resources.
But the effects of the financial speculations on the housing market might also turn out to be counter-productive for
human rights of millions as well as for the economic, political and cultural sustainability of societal systems. This is
exactly what happened in the United States and in the world after the speculative bubble of housing prices in the United
States collapsed in 2008. Banks went bankrupt, the global financial system was compromised and the world plunged
into the deepest recession after the Great Depression during the thirties of the last century. The global economic
sustainability was undermined and the human rights of millions of individuals were massively put on a severe trial.
However, one should immediately add that the non-sustainability of the American housing market was very much
supported by the decision of millions of Americans to entirely focus their attention on the right to consume by
neglecting the requirement to save in order to rationally fulfill the right to consume. The personal savings rate as
percentage of the disposable income dropped from 11% in 1982 to less than 1% in 2007 (Bureau of Economic Analysis,
2008).
6. Concluding Remarks
The above analyzed internal tensions and contradictions inherent to the four global trends are even more complex and
complicated than they were presented. The internal contradictions in the global trends under scrutiny are fostered or
ameliorated due to the mutual support or tensions and conflicts between them. The upgrading of the rationality of
economic organizations made necessary by the recent financial and economic crisis is largely taking place at the
expense of the individualization of millions of individuals who lost their housing property or jobs in housing
construction. The extreme achievements in the individualization of few who profited immensely from the speculations
in the housing market came about accompanied by the spread of organizational irrationalities, undermined the
legitimacy of instrumental activism and the relevance of the ideas and practices of universal human rights and
sustainable development. The triumph of spreading instrumental activism in the form of speculation with financial
derivatives questioned the very possibility to reach and maintain rationally organized and maintained economic stability
due to the dominance of financial flows over the real economy. Another outcome became the questioning of the
institutional and cultural framework for legitimate and transparent individualization as well as of the institutional
background of human rights and sustainability. Last but not least, since the universal right for profitable economic
activity and accumulation of property was abused at large in the processes preparing and materializing the global
financial and economic crisis of 2008, the commercial rationality of major institutions turned out to be dubious, the
success in individualization achieved in this way was put on doubt and the spread of instrumental activism was no more
seen as morally and legally legitimate.
Given this variety of innovative analyses and conclusions, the turn from focusing on systems, structures and functions
towards focusing on global trends as conceptual tools for disentangling the present day global complexity proves to be
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methodologically very rewarding. By identifying the global trends under scrutiny, their internal dynamics and tensions
as well as their mutual enforcement or hindering the present day social dynamics becomes more transparent. One may
reach adequate descriptions and explanations of the ongoing processes as necessary precondition for successful
forecasting. This is the cognitive basis for well substantiated diagnoses of our times. In addition, this is the promising
basis for efficient decisions and actions focused on the management of the controversial evolution of four global trends
and of their controversial mutual influences.
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