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Introduction

Globalization at the turn of the 21st century presents a paradox: on one hand, the flows of capital,
information, personnel, and even viruses appear to increasingly disregard traditional territorial
boundaries, fostering the imagination of a "borderless world"; on the other hand, border controls have
been unprecedentedly strengthened under the influence of global issues such as security, migration,
and public health (Giilzau et al., 2021), accompanied by a robust resurgence of populism and local
protectionism in many regions. This contradictory phenomenon subjects the world order—based on
territorial states with absolute sovereignty — to unprecedented scrutiny (Held et al., 1999).
Consequently, a sociological question arises: Is the nation-state retreating amidst the waves of
globalization?

This paper argues that while the perspective of "adaptationists" is more accurate than the claim
that "the nation-state is ending," the debate itself contains blind spots. Arguments on both sides are
largely predicated on Western historical experiences, treating the nation-state as a universal,
functionalist entity, and viewing its development as a long-term process of structural adjustment and
social transformation (Escobar, 2011). This perspective fails to explicate the specific connotations of
the nation-state framework in the non-Western world, particularly in societies that have undergone
colonialism, revolution, and struggles for international status.

To explore this process in depth, beyond revisiting adaptationist views, this paper adopts the
perspective of "China as Method." By engaging in a critical dialogue with adaptationist arguments,
this paper aims to transcend the binary of retreat versus adaptation, thereby understanding why the

nation-state retains potent influence in the 21st century.

Focusing on the Debate: From Retreat to Adaptation

The "end of the nation-state" thesis is represented by the views of Kenichi Ohmae and Thomas
Friedman. Ohmae (1995) argues that the free global flow of capital, industry, information, and
individuals renders the nation-state's function as an economic intermediary obsolete. Similarly,

Friedman (1999) suggests that international norms such as the "Washington Consensus" act as a
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"Golden Straitjacket," constraining the policy autonomy of various countries, thus depicting a
landscape where state sovereignty is unilaterally eroded by globalizing trends. In response,
"nation-state adaptation"” theorists offer robust rebuttals through three primary pathways.

Weiss (2000) introduces the concept of the "Catalytic state," forcefully refuting the narrative of
"state powerlessness." She contends that the "zero-sum logic" opposing global market forces against
state power is erroneous, pointing out that states actively promote globalization to enhance their own
competitiveness. Weiss further argues that ceding partial sovereignty through international agreements
to gain substantive governance capacity is, in fact, a "strategy for state augmentation."

Meyer's "World Polity Theory" presents a challenging proposition: globalization does not
weaken state power but rather reinforces state legitimacy. Meyer argues that while the global cultural
system lacks state leadership to some extent, it explicitly validates the dominant status of the
nation-state (Meyer, 2000). The need for recognition and resources within the international
community expands the scope of state functions and responsibilities; under internationalized and
standardized governance models, nation-states are compelled to attend to areas previously neglected.

Castells (2008) proposes that the nation-state will not vanish but will adapt to new conditions
through self-transformation. He introduces the concept of the "Network state," characterized by
sharing sovereignty and responsibility with other states, international organizations, NGOs, and other
actors. In this model, power is no longer concentrated in a single state but distributed through flexible
cooperative governance networks. In his vision, "There is a process of the emergence of de facto
global governance without a global government” (p. 89), where the nation-state remains a key node in
the governance structure rather than being replaced by a supranational world government.

These theories clearly demonstrate that the nation-state is not a passive victim of globalization.
However, they share a common limitation: they often view the impact of globalization as singular and
universal, and understand the state from a functionalist perspective, assuming the evolution of the

nation-state can be explained along a single trajectory of power and function.

The China Perspective: Re-examining the '"Nation-State"

To transcend the West-centric analytical framework, this paper attempts to focus on China,
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employing "China as Method." As elucidated by scholars inspired by Takeuchi Yoshimi, this method
does not seek to establish a new geopolitical center but calls for a fundamental shift in perspective.
This necessitates focusing on the historical experiences of peripheral regions filled with struggle,
understanding their processes of self-transformation under the pressure of colonial rule. As Takeuchi
pointed out, the essence of "method" is "the process of subject formation" (Takeuchi, 1978). Wang
Hui further deepens this view in The Genealogy of Asian Imagination (2002), arguing that in many
Asian countries, including China, the formation of the modern nation-state did not stem from the
internal evolution of a "Westphalian" framework, but from a dual struggle: the critique of one's own
tradition and resistance against imperialism.

The threat of the nation-state framework lies in its tendency to detach social science research
from world history and the world system when discussing political, economic, and social relations
within the nation-state, falling into the trap of "methodological nationalism" (Zhao Yuezhi, 2011). The
demands of genuine nationalism are bidirectional: emphasizing independence and liberation from
external oppression while simultaneously seeking external recognition in the international community
(Liang Xuecun, 2018). Thus, we can understand how seeking national liberation and breaking through
the nation-state framework becomes a duality in the process of subject formation. This reflexivity of
subject consciousness allows the concept of the "nation-state" to break free from existing frameworks
and be reconstructed through revolutionary practice.

Understanding "China as Method" rooted in China's anti-imperialist and anti-feudal struggles
allows us to identify differences from nation-state adaptation theory when examining contemporary
Chinese practices. At the macro-policy level, China's "Belt and Road Initiative" should not be viewed
merely as economic or geopolitical expansion, but as an attempt to practice a new type of globalism.
This reflects a vision to establish a world order based on "connectivity," abandoning the binary
structure of "center-periphery" (Wang Hui & Yang Beichen, 2019). Regarding specific measures, the
friction between Alibaba and the Chinese government in infrastructure construction, and the fissures
between emerging global capital projects and state socialist ideology and the national rejuvenation

nn

agenda, present three mechanisms: "public-private partnerships," "corporate prosumption networks,"

and "imagined global competition" (Tse & Pun, 2024). This corroborates Mann's (1997) finding that
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the expansion of global capitalism is experienced distinctly differently in the Global North and the
Global South. Here, we see the nation-state as an active agent attempting to reshape the framework of

the global order.

Theoretical Dialogue: Towards a Pluralistic State Theory

Although the Chinese experience occurs in a specific region, it possesses universality because it
takes place within the process of colliding with global capitalism and attempting to transcend it
(Zhang Zhihua, 2022). "China as Method" is not an isolated Sinocentrism, but an open perspective
capable of dialogue with both Western and non-Western global state theories and practices.

Facing the cultural and economic shocks of globalization, the South Korean government utilized
free trade agreements to drive the "Korean Wave" (Hallyu) and Korean cuisine industries globally
from the top down, achieving immense success (Chua & Iwabuchi, 2008). This vividly embodies the
"Catalytic state" and "World Polity Theory." However, one must also recognize the historical
background of South Korea—from its establishment, stabilization, and development in reliance on the
United States, to the anti-globalization protests by the Korean people against the KORUS FTA—to
understand the pursuit of a missing subjectivity.

Patterson and Balogun (2021), analyzing the response to the COVID-19 pandemic by African
nations and the Africa CDC, found that despite resource constraints and external pressures, African
states actively coordinated policy implementation based on indigenous experience and local
knowledge through Pan-African solidarity, regional cooperation, and civic interaction. They even
engaged in negotiation and contestation with global norms such as those of the WHO regarding
medication use. This differs from Meyer's (2000) logic that states follow global norms to gain
legitimacy; instead, it reveals that from a Global South perspective, globalization is a complex process
realized through repeated negotiation, reflecting the agency of Global South nations in international
relations.

There is nothing inevitable about globalization, as it is driven forward more by political forces
(Chang, 2008). Therefore, the transformation of the nation-state in globalization cannot be understood

merely as functional adaptation; it must simultaneously be viewed as a continuous struggle to secure



Running Head: Beyond Retreat and Adaptation: 6

Blind Spots in the Transformation of the Nation-State in the Era of Globalization
equal recognition, maintain indigenous narratives, and cope with the resulting internal political

pressures within a highly unequal global system rife with political and cultural bias.

Conclusion

In summary, this paper proposes that the nation-state is neither retreating nor simply adapting;
rather, it is undergoing reconstruction within an unequal global system, becoming a crucial vehicle for
shaping subjectivity through revolution and struggle. Specifically, the exploration of the "nation-state"
should transcend universalist presuppositions and metrics of power fluctuation, turning instead toward
the diversity of state forms under different historical and civilizational paths globally and their
struggles against the existing international order. Only in this way can we move toward a truly

pluralistic and equal global state theory that better explains this era of contradiction.
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Appendix

I acknowledge the use of Gemini-3-Pro-Preview(https://generativelanguage.googleapis.com) and

DeepSeek-V3.2(https://api.deepseek.com) to guide literature search and summarize text.
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