Clash of globalisation
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THE clash of globalisation is now featuring regularly in fierce street battles outside security cordons and razor-wire fences surrounding the venues of all major global conferences.

The ‘bane or boon’ dilemma is at the core of this global dispute. Tens of thousands of anti-globalists protested against this year’s recent G8 summit in Germany this month. The summit, like the past ones, attracted protesters from all over the world opposed to capitalism, globalisation, the Iraq war and G8 itself.

Anti-globalisation protests have plagued similar global conferences in recent decades, including the WTO meeting in Seattle and World Bank/IMF meetings in Washington DC and elsewhere. All these organisations are seen as the “torch-bearers” of globalisation. The question is what motivates this extraordinary resistance and organised protest? If globalisation only means the freedom of movement for goods and people, why is it a subject of deep controversy and violent hostility across the globe?

Globalisation is perhaps the most widely discussed and often most vehemently challenged phenomenon of our times. There are those who look at globalisation as the only panacea for the world’s ills, especially issues of poverty and under-development. The rising tide, in their view, will benefit everyone. Globalists have always insisted that poverty and inequality are not the result of economic integration which according to them is in fact lifting the majority of the developing world’s people out of poverty.

They argue that globalisation allows poor countries and their citizens to develop economically and raise their standards of living. Examples are cited of developing countries that have managed to integrate themselves with world markets seeing their average incomes increase. Those countries open to international trade have achieved double the average annual growth of developing countries that are not.

And then there are those who think globalisation is a curse. It has actually aggravated economic disparities, worsening conditions for the poor. The fact of the matter is that the market-driven process of globalisation, integrating national economies into the world economy, is an asymmetric one, with some winners but many losers.

Growth and development have not and cannot automatically bring about reduction in inequality. The growing size of the pie does not ensure that everyone will get his or her piece of the pie.

Anti-globalists look at the emergence of an unfettered international free market as benefiting only the multinational corporations in the western world at the expense of local enterprises, local cultures and the common people. Resistance to globalisation has, therefore, taken shape both at a popular and at a governmental level as people and governments try to manage the flow of capital, labour, goods, and ideas that constitute the current wave of globalisation.

Globalisation also raises serious concerns in the form of issues of imbalance, inequity and incoherence. Blind globalisation, serving primarily the expanding reach and commercial interests of the dominant powers and forces, could still discredit globalisation as a deeply flawed or even failed experiment. The Chilean intellectual Osvaldo Sunkel questioned globalisation when he remarked that “international integration leads to national disintegration.”

Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, however, has tried to draw a balance between the two schools of thought by acknowledging the “productive and economic contributions of global integration” and accepting that “global economy has actually brought prosperity to many different areas of the globe.” But then, he also wants us to recognise “the enormous inequalities that exist across the globe and often within each country.” According to him, there are “global doubts” about global economic relations which need to be addressed.

The question remains: if globalisation was working well then why are there so many poor people in the world at a time of such abundance of wealth? Why is the number of least developed countries increasing? There seems to be a tendency to oversimplify the whole issue by saying that there is no alternative. Is there really no alternative? If it is so, then one is to believe that income disparities will continue to aggravate and poor continue to become poorer and the rich, richer.

Without going into the details of the debate on globalisation, one can make one conclusion with some degree of certainty, that it creates aspirations for consumption patterns and lifestyles that cannot be sustained socially, culturally, politically or environmentally unless the process is appropriately managed. It is also apparent that mismanagement could lead to serious consequences for the global economy and humanity. To better understand the consequences of further marginalisation in the process of globalisation, one does not have to delve too deep in the archives of economic history.

The first phase of globalisation began in the 1820s and lasted until the First World War. At that time, the world was more global than it is today and people had the same sense of inevitability of globalisation. Norman Angell even wrote a book in 1911, The Great Illusion ruling out war because economic integration had made people too dependent on each other to bother with such archaic evils. He proved to be wrong. The next two decades witnessed two world wars, the spread of protectionism, the contraction of the world economy and the rise of fascism and communism.

The costs of globalisation, in the form of social disruption, rising income inequality, and domination by foreign elites became unacceptable. The political and intellectual underpinnings of globalisation, which had once seemed so secure, were exposed as fragile and the popular counterattack against the logic of globalisation grew irresistible.

In fact, many of the features of the current wave of globalisation are similar to those prevailing before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914.

Today, we see many of the same things although not identical. The technology sector is in shambles, popular sentiment has turned strongly against many of the tenets of globalisation. Lending to emerging markets has all but dried up.

Debt default is becoming a reality. Unemployment is on the rise and global economy remains under pressure. In addition, globalisation continues to exert its destabilising and often unequalising effects.

Will the international consensus, that supports globalisation, last when it is failing the large part of humanity? The outlook is not very positive. While there is strong support in many circles for free trade, economic liberalisation, technological advances and free capital flows, we already are witnessing a vehement political reaction against globalisation.

This backlash was evident in the return of populist movements and street clashes in Seattle, Geneva, Washington DC, Prague, Davos, Quebec, Goteborg and Genoa, and now in Rostock and other cities of Germany.

Can we simply disregard these protesters by labelling them as anarchists who are out there to hijack the important gatherings of world leaders? No. Their calls must be heeded to. They are only reinforcing the principle of democracy and are the voice of civil society which can only be ignored at great peril to the process of global economic integration. The challenge for the international community and for the world leaders is, therefore, to ensure that the perils and promise of globalisation are managed to benefit the large majority of people living in poverty and misery.Those suffering from the negative consequences of globalisation believe that it is a new form of economic and cultural, and eventually political domination. While the rich and the connected enjoy its fruits, the rest have been left out in the cold. The fact is that the world economy, despite its global interdependence and vulnerability, is not global. Trade, investment and financial flows are mostly concentrated within the developed blocs. There is no transfer of resources from developed to the developing countries. The reverse is, in fact, the case.

While the developing world is plied with sermons about the advantages of deregulation and liberalisation, the developed countries hardly apply these principles to their own markets which in most cases are almost like closed fortresses. Major areas of export interest to developing countries are either closed or protected through subsidies and other means.

There is no level playing field, because a level playing field is not possible between strong and weak economies unless international regulatory measures are in place to control the predatory policies of the more powerful players. The signs of a resurgence of 19th century economic adventurism through military force are no less alarming for the developing world. Unipolarity has unleashed an overbearing security agenda at the cost of internationally agreed development goals and commitments, including those made in the Millennium Declaration (2000) and Monterrey Consensus on Financing for Development (2002).

The case for a holistic, coherent, democratic and participatory multilateral economic framework for equitable global economic integration is compelling. The process of integration needs to be carefully managed. If globalisation is not made to work for everyone then it might not work for anyone. The challenge is to manage globalisation for the benefit of all. Either we all win or we all lose. The choice is ours to make.

The current global economic trend raises some fundamental questions: How do we remain on track to achieve universally acclaimed development goals? How does one prevent further marginalisation of developing countries in the face of the recent economic downturn? How do we make globalisation a positive force in support of development?

There are no easy answers to these questions. But the challenge is not insurmountable. Using the analogy of a glass half empty, the other half is still filled with hope and expectations. We can, and should, make globalisation work for all.

If we fail to do so, in the end, it will certainly work for none. It is time the developing and the developed countries both stretched forward from their respective positions and evolved a realistic partnership based on justice, equity and equal opportunity.

In order not to be a zero-sum game, development has to be pursued as a shared goal and common agenda in a meaningful and mutually supportive partnership between the North and the South through coherent multilateral cooperation.

The burdens and blessings of globalisation also need to be shared and managed by all through open, democratic, transparent and participatory multilateralism.
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