


Standard “political 
economy”

Operation of 
the market

Production, supply, 
demand, profit, etc.

Structural political 
economy

Power over & in 
the market

Strategy within the 
market to profit

Rules, regulations, laws, 
charters, influence

Strategy for structuring the 
market to your advantage

Economics & Political Economy
Political economy can be understood in two ways



In the case of Pietra Rivoli’s T-shirt, there are two 
parts to the “economy”

Neo-classical economics: Issues of 
material inputs, supply transport, 
labor, technology, manufacturing, 
transport, printing, shipping, 
wholesaling, demand, retailing, 
remaindering, used clothing market.

Political economy; Issues of rules & 
regulations, subsidies, tariffs, trade 
barriers, investment, terms of loans, 
patents, copyrights, enclosures, 
exclusion, etc.



International Political Economy Global Political Economy

National economies are 
bounded and state regulated

Trans-national economies are blended 
and regulated in complex ways

Trade takes place among 
national economies and is 
measured at the border

Trade takes place within and among 
corporate entities and is difficult to 

measure

Market is structured & managed 
through states and int’l regulation

Market is structured & managed 
by public and private mechanisms

Comparative advantage is national Comparative advantage is regional

Int’l political economy (IPE) vs. Global political economy (GPE)



Consider an example of an electronic widget
Miltronics designs the widget at its 
SI Valley campus & e-mails the 
specs to its Bangalore lab, where a 
prototype is built and tested

Spy Lizard: DARPA puts 
out an RFP, which is won 

by Miltronics

Bangalore then subcontracts the 
components to factories in 
Malaysia, Taiwan, and Hong Kong

Components are shipped 
to a Miltronics facility 
in China for assembly

The Spy Lizards are then 
flown to Miltronics in the 
U.S. for final testing & 
delivery to DOD



Questions to consider

• What are DARPA’s cost and function considerations in 
ordering the “Spy Lizard?”

• What is the comparative advantage of each group at 
each step of production?

• Who or what generates added value, revenues and 
profits at each step of product?

• How are costs, revenues and profits accounted for at 
each step and in crossing borders? 

• Who calculates the “most efficient” way of producing 
the Spy Lizard, given various & variable costs?

• Who gets the “credit” when goods are produced & 
traded within firms yet cross national borders?



And how did this complex global division of 
labor come into existence?

It’s not really new



Snow Snow 
CrashCrash



As with all utopias & dystopias, Snow Crash is an allegory/ 
parable is about the (then) present when it was written 
(1988-91), and not about a real or imagined future.



What is Snow Crash about?

• Globalization & its consequences
• Fin de siècle  capitalism
• The fragmentation of states and transformation of 

sovereignty
• The end of Authority and centralized regulation
• The “Information Revolution” of the 1980s
• The rise and spread of infections and hysterias
• Commodification of everything, including the body
• World War in a world without states



Background/context



“There’s only four things we 
do better than anyone else

music

movies

microcode (software)

high-speed pizza delivery”

(p. 2).

“Now a Burbclave, that’s the place 
to live.  A city-state with its own 
constitution, a border, laws, cops, 
everything” (p. 6).



Raven is a “nuclear power”

The United States hardly exists

There are only “sovereign”
franchulates & individuals



Privatization & 
“sovereignization” of 
everything

Everything is for 
sale, everything is a 
commodity



But who makes the rules?

What are the rules?

Are there any rules?

And what if 
someone tries to 
harm or control 
everyone else?



What is it?  

From where does it come? 

What is its value? 

Who controls information controls the world

Information is the ultimate currency



HP-35, 1972,  
$395

TI SR-50, 1973, 
$150

HP 11C, 1982, 
$135 HP 10S, 2007, 

$15

HP 35S, 2007, 
$60

$400 (1972$) = $1,933 (2005$)
$15 (2005$) = $3.10 (1972$)



“When I have a programmer working 
under me who is working with that 
information, he is wielding enormous 
power.  Information is going into his 
brain.  And it’s staying there.  It 
travels with him when he goes home 
at night.  It gets all tangled up into 
his dreams, for Christ’s sake.  He 
talks to his wife about it.  And, 
goddam it, he doesn’t have any right 
to that information.  If I was running 
a car factory, I wouldn’t let workers 
drive the cars home or borrow tools.  
But that’s what I do at five o’clock 
each day, all over the world, when my 
hackers go home from work” (L. Bob 
Rife, p. 116)



Snow Crash is biological and 
informational.  It is a 
nuclear bomb in an 
informational “world war.”

(It is also related, of 
course, to HIV/AIDS.)



What does World War look like in a 
world without nation-states?

“Good Guys” want you to control 
yourself: Hiro Protagonist, Y.T. 
Mr. Lee, Ng, Uncle Enzo

“Bad Guys” want to control you: 
L. Bob Rife, Reverend Wayne, 
Raven, the Feds

Reality Metaverse



Snow Crash leads us to the second half of 
the course and quarter

• Construction & organization of the global economy and 
global political economy

• The dialectics of globalization
• Global regulation from above and below (including 

international law)
• Civil societies, social movements and social change
• What are we to do?
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