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The effects of economic globalisation on democracy and vice-versa need to be analysed from a broader range of perspectives before simply concluding that the world is opening itself up politically and economically 

Over the past three decades, global integration has been spreading at a rate unparalleled in history. Many argue that this is not a mere coincidence given that ongoing economic and political liberalisation reforms taking place around the developing world are designed to be mutually reinforcing. However, the correlation between political and economic integration is not necessary, even within countries currently attempting to implement such reforms simultaneously.

For example, China’s economic integration into the world economy does not seem to have catalysed political liberalisation.

On the other hand, many countries in South America have democratically elected leaders who are now advocating reduction of economic ties with developed countries. These examples should provide enough indication that economic and political liberalisation do not necessarily go hand in hand. 

At a more conceptual level, the fact that capital is far more mobile than labour has led to the assertion that economic globalisation undercuts the ability of governments in developing countries to respond to the demands of their citizens, if these resource-constrained countries want to attract investment.

The economic policies initiated by a range of countries, including Pakistan, to attract foreign direct investment have no doubt sparked numerous controversies. In addition to blaming their own governments for paying more attention to attracting foreign investments than looking after the immediate needs of their own people, some contend that it is actually the rules of international institutions like the World Bank or the World Trade Organisation (WTO), which reduce the policy choices available to their national governments. In other words, they feel that their governments are being pressured to open up their economies to international trade and investment to be eligible for foreign aid. Hence, it is not necessarily democratic processes but perhaps pressure from outside agencies which is leading to increased international economic integration. 

Setting aside for a moment the question of why global economic integration is taking place, let us focus briefly on how this is happening. In the recent past, the WTO has begun to assertively rule against national laws deemed as barriers to free trade. The WTO has forced Japan to accept greater pesticide residues in imported food. It has kept Guatemala from outlawing deceptive advertising of baby food. It has eliminated the ban in various countries on asbestos, fuel-economy and emission standards for motor vehicles.

WTO rulings against marine-life protection laws and the ban on endangered species products are also indicative of its zeal for preventing hurdles to free trade flow. For instance, the WTO overturned a portion of the US Clean Air Act banning certain additives in gasoline because it interfered with imports from foreign refineries. The WTO even overturned a portion of the US Endangered Species Act forbidding the import of shrimp caught with nets that failed to protect sea turtles. Even though the European Union’s prohibition on the import of hormone-ridden US beef had overwhelming popular support, a three-member WTO panel decided the ban was an illegal restraint on trade. This WTO decision has put in jeopardy a host of other food import regulations based on health concerns. 

Reverting again from citation of particular instances to broader conceptual implications, a noticeable concern is that free trade has allowed multinationals to impose monopoly property rights on indigenous knowledge. Large trans-national corporations like Monsanto, DuPont and others have been investing in biotechnology in such a way that patents have been sought on indigenous plants, restricting their utilisation by the local people. 

In Brazil, which has some of the richest biodiversity in the world, large multinational corporations have already patented more than half the known plant species. Similar problems have occurred in countries like India with regards to neem trees. Neem, whose extracts contain natural pesticidal and medicinal properties, has been cultivated for centuries in India. But as the tree attracted the attention of various pharmaceutical companies, they began to file monopoly patents, and under WTO agreements, these pharmaceuticals began getting exclusive control over the marketing of neem tree products. Tens of thousands of independent farmers are now being compelled to work for the powerful pharmaceuticals on terms set by these companies. 

The process of tighter economic integration among nations has catalysed an opposing social reaction by international non-governmental organisations to counteract the influence of highly mobile capital on their countries’ choice of domestic policies. Such opponents argue that globalisation in its current form is undermining whatever democratic rights existed in their national policy environment to protect social wage structures and other strategic economic interests.

The effects of economic globalisation on democracy and vice-versa thus need to be analysed from a broader range of perspectives before simply concluding that the world is opening itself up politically and economically. Perhaps the notion of democracy itself needs to be better understood. Recently, Afiya Shehrbano pointed out in her article ‘Civil-ising Democracy’ (Daily Times, September 11) that we cannot expect democracy to suddenly deliver socio-economic change. Rather, democracy has a ‘civil-ising’ effect of groupings and associations increasingly negotiating power, electing leaders and widening their social bases by persuasion. It is true that such social networks prove to be far more sensitive to private and public good than market based imperatives. Given the decline in public confidence in processes of globalisation to trickle down, it is not surprising that these democratic networks at the grassroots level have begun expressing anti-globalisation views. The aim of most such social movements, so far, is not xenophobic, but instead the creation of a ‘level playing field’ enabling the poor and the less-developed a chance to also benefit from increasing economic integration.

If these demands are not heeded in time, however, more radical elements will gain more social capital and democratic power. This could cause increased global fragmentation, which is also not a desirable outcome for sustainable global development.
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