ENG2574

Is Globalization Dead?

The term globalization has existed since the post World War II-era. Huge organizations like the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) speak warmly about it, while environmental activists and economists warn us against the threats of globalization. Are these protests strong enough to kill globalization or is inevitable, like some defenders of the term globalization say?

First of all I would like to define the term globalization. There are several definitions to be found. According to IMF, the term refers to “the increasing integration of economies around the world” and “the movement of people (labor) and knowledge (technology) across international borders”.  This is the simplest and least controversial definition.  But globalization is also about culture, politics and the environment.  

A stronger version of globalization would be to say that it is about transnational actors undermining the national state.  We live in a time where, some say, transnational companies are taking over the power in this world, leaving less to the governors of the national states. Companies who are not seated in one country will not have to take national laws into consideration. There will be a demand for more international legislation. This means that national states will have to follow international laws and not their own laws if they want to be a part of the world market.

Some even say that globalization is a law of nature, and that it cannot be stopped. This conception of globalization is called globalism and has become a sort of religious mantra for its followers. One of the most eager speakers for globalism                                                                                                                                                          was Margareth Thatcher with her famous quote: “There is no alternative!” Globalism is based on the rule of the world market, and the idea that a country can be run like a company. The economy rules and the fates of all the other aspects of globalization are decided by the market economy. 

According to Ulrich Beck another expression that people often confuse with globalization is “globality”.  Globality as a term refers to the world society. That means that no nation state can isolate itself completely from the rest of the world, because we are all part of interrelating economies, cultures and politics. He means that this world society “denotes the totality of social relationships which are not integrated into or determined […] by national-state politics.” The term world society is defined by each individual who lives in this society, based on his or her self-perception of the world society and how this affects the way they behave. This is why we can see the world society as “multiplicity without unity”.
But if we chose to use the two definitions mentioned above, what is left of globalization? Beck says that globalization is the processes through which transnational actors undermine national states.  This is also the definition I will chose to use when commenting on whether or not globalization has been killed by protest movements, protectionism and regionalization.
I will also have to define the difference between transnational and multinational companies. I chose to define transnational companies as companies that manage foreign direct investment and produce goods in more than one country, and that are not tied to one mother country. Multinational companies are run from one country, while transnational companies have a web of country managers who run the company together. Some googling on the internet showed me that it is quite common to mix these terms, but I still have not found any evidence that there actually exist true transnational companies. So what we should to is kill the myth that there are transnational companies taking over the world, and instead discuss how we want the multinational companies and economies to work.

Some of the most visible opponents of globalization are the environmental and anti-capitalist movements. The protest movements have become one of the most successful transnational movements. A transnational movement can be defined the same way as a transnational company. The movement is not seated in one country, but is run by several regional leaders.

Demonstrations like the ones in Seattle, Gothenburg and Genova showed us that the movement against WTO and other organizations were able to organize masses of people from all over the world without going through national organizations. They were able to do this by using new technology, like the internet and e-mail. Obviously NGOs all over the world participated in the demonstrations, but we also saw a larger scale of unorganized people traveling to these mass protests. This shows us that the anti-globalization movement is transnational. 

But what are their targets? On one hand you have the multinational companies like Nike, McDonalds and Shell. These are successful companies you can find almost everywhere you go. People know them because of massive advertising campaigns, and therefore they have become symbols of economic globalization. Some of them are also accused of exploiting development countries and destroying the environment. On the other hand the anti-globalization movement is fighting the transnational economic institutions like the WTO, IMF and the World Bank (WB). Although they are designed to grow wealth in development countries, they are accused of serving corporate interests and wanting only profit.
The question now is whether or not these protests have managed to kill economic globalization. The big economic institutions still exist, but they may have to change their policies because the public is aware of what they are doing. One of the reasons that some of the development countries are not able to develop into industrialized countries is their huge debt to the WB. But after the huge demonstrations and heavy lobbying by NGOs and the protest movement, the discussion to cut the debts is now on a national and an international political level. The governments of the 184 member countries are able to put pressure on the WB if they should chose to do so. But the organizations still exist, so we cannot say that the protest movements have been able to put an end to this kind of economic globalization, but perhaps they have managed to make it fairer. It seems to me that the goal must not be to kill globalization or globality, but to redefine what the contents of these terms are. Economic globalization does not have to be bad, if all countries have the same opportunities to participate in this trade. But so far the globalization of economy has been run by huge companies from the economically developed areas like The US, Europe and Japan. 
The other targets are the so-called multinational companies. These companies have benefited from the WTO and IMF’s work for a global economy. Companies like Nike have been able to build factories in poor countries, where they exploit cheap labor, and where they, critics say, do not contribute to growth in the local economy. This is because they do not use local raw materials and the wages are so low that the tax income does not help to build social security in the area. These companies have also been accused of breaking up unions and promoting unfair labor conditions in the industrialized countries. But after the huge international protests these companies have changed some of their policies, like not using child labor. This is obviously making the world a better place, but is this killing economic globalization? In my opinion globalization, as I have defined it above, does not include these companies. They may be multinational, but they do not act on a transnational level. 
What about regionalization and protectionism? The increasing focus on regions rather than the world as one economic entity has made us think that globalization is decreasing. A region can be defined as a transnational entity with an identity which resembles nationalism. This new kind of regionalism is new because old regionalism was created from above, while the new regionalism is created from below. Regionalism includes both economic and cultural aspects. The European Union is a good example of new regionalism.
Increasing regionalization does also mean more protectionism. The EU and the US have been accused of closing the borders for world trade to protect their own market. This might seem like the opposite of globalization, because it does not give transnational actors the space and opportunity to grow. At the same time the EU does work on a transnational level, within its borders. The decisions within the EU are made by a web of country managers, and production and foreign direct investment is made in more than one country. The creation of the EU has also inspired other regions to start an economic cooperation, which has lead to a globalization of regionalism. So, like Björn Hettne says, the two processes of globalization and regionalization may prove complementary. The neo-mercantilists do not believe in an unregulated world economy, but in that regionalization will lead to region-states instead of nation-states.
I believe all these elements show us that globalization is not dead. But we may have to rethink how we view globalization. Globalization does appear everywhere, but like in the case of EU in smaller proportions than the common idea of globalization is. Transnational agents do not have to be global. And you also have a globalization of ideas, like the idea of regionalism, or the idea that we should all work together for a better world.
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