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WSF is the response of the civil society to the World Economic Forum (WEF). Under the latter’s umbrella, the world’s corporate leaders and government officials meet annually in Davos, Switzerland. What unites them is their common belief in the ‘blessings’ of globalisation.

The WEF likes to see the world as a vast common market where capital and goods flow unobstructed across national frontiers, and companies can freely locate themselves where labour is cheapest, laws lax or friendly, and markets for their products and services readily available.

In this form, economic globalisation concentrates on preaching the virtues of ‘free trade’ and opening of the developing countries markets to the developed world’s capital and goods as the be-all and end-all of ‘globalisation.’

A monopoly of sorts on knowledge and technology is also sought to be maintained through a rigorous implementation of ‘intellectual property rights.’ This suits the goal of the advanced capitalist countries’ governing elite and their surrogates in the developing world to sustain their domination on power and resources. The process is opposed by many in both the developed and developing worlds, though for different reasons.

WEF and WSF are unevenly balanced antagonists, whose resources, both in money and social and political power, do not match. One comprises highly organized, well-focussed institutions and individuals, both government and private, the other an informal assembly of loosely united but inspired and dedicated individuals and groups concerned about the ill- effects of economic globalisation.

The contest cannot even be regarded as between the rich and poor countries, since the latter’s elite is mostly allied with the rich, powerful states’ ruling classes rather than with their own people. It can roughly be considered a struggle of civil society against powerful governing groups’ vested interests.

At another, level it can be regarded as the fight of the oppressed, both between and within nations, of the oppressed against their oppressors. But most importantly, it is a backlash in support of the have-nots to try to ‘create a better world’ that provides a real ‘level playing field’ to the players, not the virtual one as envisaged by the WTO.

The unprecedented development of new technologies and relentless onslaught by capital for fresh markets has made globalization inevitable. This is perfectly in accord with what Marx predicted over a century and a half ago, that capitalism can survive only through constant expansion. The issue is not globalisation per se, but the form in which it is promoted by the rich and powerful.

Often referred to as corporate globalisation to reflect the dominance of multinational corporations belonging mostly to advanced capitalist states, it is calculated to sustain their economic and political dominance and has adverse effects for the majority of people.

Hence the reaction the world over to corporate globalization in the form of WSF. Its very name amply displays the concerns of its supporters, who want the social as against the economic aspects of globalization to be prioritized. The yearly meets are meant to highlight corporate globalisation’s adverse impact on the poor and disadvantaged the world over.

The unholy trinity of IMF, WB and WTO assists the developed world’s push to corporate globalisation. WTO succeeded general agreement on tariffs and trade (GATT), signed 1948) in 1995 with the avowed objective of promoting and enforcing laws and regulations regarding international trade. It has the authority to administer and regulate trade agreements, to oversee world trade practices and settle trade disputes among member states, which are legally bound to formally honour WTO rules, though they can appeal against its decisions to an appellate body whose decisions are final. WTO’s jurisdiction extends to trade in goods and services and protection of intellectual property rights.

The idea behind WSF is logical. It is but fair that economics be subordinated to society, not society to economics. The simple truth ought to be recognized that systems should serve people not the other way round. And disadvantaged groups and individuals within states empowered while the rights of weaker nations in the international community respected.

This is essential because security concerns today are being voiced by powerful nations who feel threatened by ‘terrorism.’ When over two thousand business and government leaders met in Davos at WEF in 2004, under the theme ‘partnering for security and prosperity,’ WEF’s founder-president Klaus Schwab had linked security to prosperity.

He stated: “some parts of the world cannot enjoy prosperity because of security concerns while other parts of the world cannot have security because they don’t have prosperity.”

To root out terrorism, it is essential to root out its causes—which lie in gross economic inequality and injustice. An inequitable economic order is the legacy of the colonialist-imperialist era. Enormous rich-poor gap, both between and within nations, is further widening under ‘globalisation’ of world capitalism. Measures to create a fairer world were never more urgent than they are today.

The so-called ‘free’ trade, allowed to operate under the aegis of the corporate globalisers is not free of selective protectionism, political interference and pressure. It is neither free nor fair. The ‘free competition’ is in reality more like a contest between economic ‘heavyweights’ and ‘flyweights!’

In extreme cases, the former resort even to military force or threat thereof, under self-serving titles such as ‘pre-emption of threats’ to security and ‘regime change’ in ‘rogue states.’ The guardians of corporate globalization attempt to push under the rug disputes carried over from the colonialist-imperialist era.

These disputes that include Palestine and other unresolved issues such as Kashmir are often offshoots of historical injustice. They continue to hamper socio- economic development of the involved states’ people. Keeping disputes alive and manufacturing fresh ones is a necessary part of the neo-imperialist agenda to sustain their power.

Recent developments in our neighbourhood, such as in Iraq and Afghanistan and threat to Iran and Syria clearly indicate the process at work. The WSF Forum in Karachi had to devote much energy to discussing the tangled Kashmir dispute. But the issue cannot be seen in isolation from the big picture—the agenda of the neo-imperialists to exploit world resources.

The corporate globalisers’ main tool is the mantra of ‘liberalization, deregulation and privatization.’ International financial institutions act as a proxy for them. They want least ‘governmental interference’ in the market and demand privatization of even health and education in developing countries, to the detriment of the weaker sections of society.

On the other hand, most developed countries’ governments support their health and education sectors, provide agricultural subsidies to their farmers, and wherever necessary, protect their domestic industries with tariff and non-tariff barriers.

Historically, their attainment of a high level of development has entailed protecting nascent industries in early stages. The recipe being offered to the developing countries is to lay open their markets to the industrialized world’s predatory exploitation! Thus they want to accomplish ‘legally’ through a combination of subterfuge and coercion what they achieved under colonialism through brute force! Hence the advice must be taken with a grain of salt!

Apparently, WTO provisions seem quite ‘fair.’ According to WTO’s ‘principle of non-discrimination,’ apparently striving to create a trade regime where all trading partners are treated equally, a country should treat its domestic products and imports similarly in respect of taxes and regulations. The trouble is this ignores the disparity in their developmental levels and economic strengths.

After the setback suffered by socialism in a large part of the world, the world is back to square one. But with globalization of world capital, the ‘class struggle’ in individual societies, too, would tend to ‘globalize.’ The industrial world’s workers see in it a threat to their jobs because of outsourcing to lower-wage countries. So far, they had benefited from the prevailing system as part of the gains of ‘unequal exchange’ from trade with developing countries of the ‘periphery’ passed on to them.

The system created a kind of international division of labour, where the ‘core’ countries produce high value-added products, while the countries of the ‘periphery’ produce raw materials and semi-finished goods.

Capitalist globalization tends to further consolidate this division for its benefit, but wherever the ‘market’ results in outcomes contrary to their desire, they seek to remedy it through backing of powerful states in order to maintain the system of domination, using military force and political pressure where necessary.

Apparently it is well entrenched, assisted by technological, military and political superiority. It appears that the developing world cannot come out of the debt trap and backwardness into which centuries of Western domination and exploitation has pushed them without strong political will and immense hard work.

However, with increased political consciousness and a better understanding of the world economy by the people of the periphery, this situation is slowly changing. One of the main questions on which WTO talks floundered in Cancun in September 2003 was the question of over $300 billion annual agricultural subsidies doled out by the rich states to their farmers and ‘rules’ for investment and free trade.

The slogans of ‘free trade’ and ‘globalisation,’ have no meaning in this milieu. They are only being used to ensure free movement of capital and highly skilled services while keeping labour confined to all kinds of regulations and constraints, and applying to the developing world standards and criteria of the developed world. If the process is to benefit all, as claimed, they would have to yield some ground to the less developed economies.

The main cause of ‘unequal exchange’ and a non-level playing field, is the huge difference in level of development and in wages. Liberalization of trade in goods alone therefore cannot level the field. If they are really serious about free trade and ‘globalization,’ they would have to be more liberal about labour mobility. No free and fair trade among states can exist and no reduction in ‘unequal exchange’ effected till, inter alia, high wage differentials, and hence price differentials, continue across states.

If integration of markets is taken to its logical conclusion, the net result, in the long run, has to be levelling of the world, in the economic sense. Labour mobility, being driven by wage differentials, which tend to decrease with labour mobility, is a self-limiting process. Fears that this might create social and political problems are unfounded.

It would be interesting to note, therefore, what the governments of industrialized states do when they are pressurized by their workers as their jobs succumb to the pressures generated by the ‘market’ mechanism that drives things like outsourcing and location of industries by capital in low-wage countries! Would class struggle globalize?

Is WSF a manifestation of this phenomenon? In a way, yes, though at present diverse groups representing diverse interests support it, and it can better be likened to the environmental movement. Would it turn into a powerful moral force and spearhead a real global popular movement or merely have nuisance value?

Perhaps long before that takes place ‘naturally’ in the course of true globalization, the corporate globalizers and their guardians might erect barriers to that process and might in fact take a U-turn on globalization.

In order to make it a selective process that only benefits the rich states of the industrial world, policies to restrict labour immigration in general, while selectively drawing in skilled manpower, might be employed. Right now, the process can be observed at work in Western Europe and the US, where such policies are being advocated by vocal groups and in some cases, being implemented.

In a nation-state, the government intervenes to mitigate the inevitable disparity that arises between people in course of time, and to redistribute income through taxation and other measures for a more egalitarian order.

Similarly, in a truly integrated, ‘globalised’ world, common problems affecting the entire globe, such as those of the environment, terrorism, and gross economic inequality and its concomitant social and political injustice, cannot be accomplished without a supranational mechanism, and institutions to implement that mechanism. The security problems referred to by Klaus Schwab can only be resolved by prioritizing social concerns over economic ‘efficiency.’

The movement is yet to crystallise. It is yet no threat to the supremacy of corporate capitalism because it is fragmented. How to focus and how to organize are its main problems.

Corporate capitalism, backed by powerful protector governments, would do everything in its power to sabotage unity among the proponents of a fairer world. But the fight against powerful vested interests is necessary.

Power and wisdom usually do not go together. Broad agreement on basic principles is needed among the sympathizers of the WSF but the initial focus should be on macro- rather than micro- problems of the globalizing world. Struggle for a more humane system can only be carried out if the issues are viewed in a holistic manner.
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