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Since the 1990s Globalization is probably the nfasttionable academic and
political term. No other term can match this distion. This is not of course,
because is has provided the always eager acadeathiaaw themes for (often
tedious and scholastic) discussions but mainly lieeaf the political use (and
abuse) of the term. Indeed globalization, notw#hding the substance and the
realities it denotes, seems to have become a abonerfor constructing the
hegemony of contemporary capitalism. However,thiglis rather ironic, despite
its obvious political implications, the debatestti@balization has generated have
neglected to focus on its political consequen&@kcourse, in addition to the
lengthy and often technical debates on the dafimitif globalization, on its
economic traits and on the new conditions it cieéde labour, there are some
very insightful contributions on major and thugtiaabstract political themes
(such as the new role of the state, the role efinational institutions). Rarely
however do these considerations focus on the tvamstion of the political
institutions that shape the actual politics of wdiial social formations and
therefore determine democratic structures. Thigent betrays an economic

reductionism on the part of the critics of globatian which falls into the trap of

* This is the written and updated version of ak té author gave at Lakehead
University in Canada.



promoters of the beast, who present it as a ngdliedomenon, and thus immune

to the possibilities of collective and certainlyppdar intervention.

In the light of these opening remarks, the relaiop between globalization and
democracy, the topic is clearly not mundane. Qlphtion has become a buzz
word. Democracy on the other hand is simply assunvghat | would like to do
in this few pages is to bring the two together sed how the former influences
the latter. Of course, one does not have to kexpart to see that this is an
enormously complex issue which cannot be dealt @itiaustively within the
constraints of a brief article. However, it isynkéasonable to claim that an
outline of some dimensions of the relationship lestvglobalization and
democracy is possible. Simply put this is whalill tny to do from the
perspective of cosmopolitan citizen who is concéralgout the future of

democracy.

Globalization — an empty term ?

Globalization, has become a master key capablelotking, explaining and/or
justifying a number of puzzling political and sdai@velopments (e.g. the
unprecedented convergence of governmental poligiedole range of worldwide
social perils, expansion and the consolidationxtésive poverty pockets, the
permanency of economic refugees etc.). Howeverinttationary use of the term
has created great confusion and a mythologizingigques which, if not politically
devious, is often misleading. In this conte3lkobalization is increasingly
understood as a natural phenomenon. In fact,aliyteverybody is free to define
its content at will. Subsequently one is freedentify with some of its aspects
and to be selective about its political consequemrel implications. Thus,
globalization, although it is an ever-present faeiod a consideration in almost

every social analysis, it tends to become an “emjgjyifier”, to use Laclau’s



term. In other word&lobalization becomes a meaningless state of affairs, which
ironically is, or is perceived to be, at the robewery development in public life

and yet no one can do anything about it !!!

Of course there is a minority, that reacts to tthmigtedly political manipulation of
the term, and contends that there is nothing newtdiglobalization” [P.Q Hirst,
G. Thomson: 1999]. The phenomena which are comyridehtified as elements
of its processes are simply the outgrowths the poglations that have
characterized our societies for the last two ceesurAlthough there is no doubt
that there is some truth in this argument, it obslyg leads to the passive
acceptance of the political, social and culturadssmuences. Furthermore, and
this is probably more important, these approachied to overlook the positive
dynamics of these very developments, developmehishworing people and
cultures closer to each other and create the pditams of the much discusses
vision of the “global village”. This is a visionitli obviously positive utopian

connotations for the future of humanity.

There is no doubt that globalization, as any otteMelopment, could only have
been part of a particular historical era. Thisienaone other than the one which is
characterized by the subjugation of labor to chpita by the constant
commodification of every aspect of human life. Hmer, it would be a mistake,

if we do not recognize that what we even intuityvedll “globalization” radically
transforms the totality of our civilization (econms, politics, society, culture) and
that the dynamics of these changes, apart from plositive dimensions, run
against the grain of the long standing ideals efftamanist tradition. It is a
humanist tradition based on a long standing Gréatteo-Christian, liberal and
socialist intellectual tradition(s), which has beeticulated in the establishment of

universal principles of human, civil and socialhtigy



Thus, given the significance of globalization inmdmnation with the widespread
misunderstanding and confusion surrounding its mnggand connotations, the

term calls for some clarifications.

To be sure, globalization is an old story. “Theuwaulation of Capital has always
been a profoundly geographical expansion and d@dtar. ...Globalization has
been integral to capitalist development since éiyywnception”. Marx and

Engels, in their 160 year of@ommunist Manifesto, noted that modern industry not
only creates the world market but also that thesonier a constantly expanding
market “chases the bourgeoisie over the whole sairdhthe globe” so that it
“must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, estalolbonnections everywhere”.
Despite the primarily political nature of the tewhich has been underestimated
and criticized even by Marxists, the authors offemwith a very penetrating
description of globalization. They continue:

“The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation @& World market given a
cosmopolitan character to production and consumptievery country... All old
established national industries have been destroyace daily being destroyed.
They are dislodged by new industries, whose intttdao becomes a life and
death question for all civilized nations, by indies that no longer work up
indigenous raw material drawn from the remotesespmdustries whose products
are consumed, not only at home but in every quaftre globe. In place of the
old wants, satisfied by the production of the coynwve find new wants, requiring
for their satisfaction the products of distant lsuathd climes. In place of the old
local and national seclusion and self-sufficiengg, have intercourse in every
direction, universal interdependence of nationsad As in material, so also in
intellectual production. The intellectual creasaf individual nations become
common property. National one-sidedness and namaowledness become more
and more impossible, and from the numerous natiandllocal literatures, there

arises a world literature”. [K. Marx, F. Engel€6l/, Ch. 1]



“If this is not a compelling description of globadition, then it is hard to imagine
what would be. And it was, of course, preciselynay of this analysis that Marx
and Engels derived the global imperative “workingmof all countries unite” as a
necessary condition for an anti-capitalist and pecadist revolution.”[ D. Harvey:
2002] However, although one cannot but stay orvémg same historical track,

there is something new about globalization as weg&nce it today.

Three Levels of Globalization

The processes of Globalization are in effect thigrawth of the revolutionary
technological advances vividly displayed on théofwing levels. The British
professor Susan Strange, one of the key commestaoglobalization has
provided as with a very good description of whas ill about [S. Strange: 1996].

It is a description which sees the articulationhafse processes on three levels.

A. Onthelevel of production. Production, the process which determines which
material goods and services are produced by huow@eties for their survival
and comfort, has been transformed. Instead ofgaad services being
predominantly produced by and for the people liiimghe territory of a state,
they are now increasingly produced by people irsshstates, for a world

market instead of for a local market.

B. Globalization also involves changes in fhrancial structure — the system by
which credit is created to finance production aslade in goods and services.
Where once the creation and use of credit mostli fdace within the societies
of territorial states, it now takes place acrosstteial frontiers, in global
markets electronically linked into a single syste@f.course, within that

system there are local banks and markets creatgatit dor local use. But these
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are no longer autonomous; they are part of theefasgstem, more vulnerable

to its ups and downs.

C.Finally, atthe cultural level, i.e. at the level of perceptions, beliefs, idead
tastes, globalization has also been making an imgdere, while cultural
differences persist, the sensitivities and susbgities of individual human
beings are increasingly being modified by the psses of global
homogenization. Although this level of globalinatiis hardest to qualify
and/or monitor, it may in the long run be the mogtortant of all changes
brought to the fore by globalization. That is hessathe convenience and the
ease, in combination with low cost of communicatit so-called information
revolution essentially provides the channels, tleams upon the whole

globalization structure is built.

As we know and in fact as we are reminded every ofgn brutally, these
developments are neither smooth nor without stgikiantradictions. We do not
have to think too much to list (and link togethisgues of poverty, deprivation,
ecological and human needs which have proliferatetispread to unprecedented
historical levels. Here is some impressionistiaraples: Repeated reports from
international organizations such as World DisaR&ports, Red Cross or various
UN agencies verify that in the “age of Globalizatiathe age of the global coming
together of more than fifty local wars spread deatmillions while the number of
refugees from various reasons is approaching Hailfian people. In the “age of
Globalization” more than seventy countries havawrage income less than that
of the 1980s. While in 1960 the richest 20 pett oéthe world’s population was
30 times better off than the bottom 20 per cethébeginning of the new
century, this gap has more than doubled. In tleechd@slobalization, eighty
percent of the world’s production was directedh® twenty percent of the world’s

population in the richest societies. At the samme in a number of African



countries the figures for life expectancy is drogpdramatically (often far more
than ten years and this is not a result of locakyvaln the age of Globalization,
despite the tremendous economic growth rates iowsregions this has not
managed to squeeze unemployment out of the piotuieeliminate the extensive

pockets of poverty and social exclusion even irditieanced capitalist societies.

The Political Dimension

But where globalization has made more impact thmgnvaere else is at the
political level — in the field of politics, in thigeld in which we conduct our affairs
in the public sphere. Globalization has been foangng politics and with it
democracy and democratic processes as we know thare concretely, it is
rather obvious that at the political level the gpabween international activities
and governmental efficiency has widened. Natigoalernments are daily facing
the challenges of what has been called the “undeeationalization” of politics.
The state, regardless of its composition and itksabeatic tradition is
systematically being put aside. It is being undeed by the processes of
globalization. This development not only drastica¢éduces its political
effectiveness but also reduces the political cloafehe governments, which in
turn leads to a striking convergence of governnmguabcies even among

governments of opposing political and ideologiaatistations.

Consider for example the case of the New Laboulyfathe UK or its
counterpart in Greece, the modernizing PASOK, whlieminated Greek politics
for more than ten years, whose policies only maityrdifferent from their
conservative predecessors. Their policies conviergfee degree of being
identical. In fact, without great risk, | wouldgare that these convergences, as
they tend to overturn established structures afitigad ethics, go well beyond the

similarities of daily politics and are decisivelyesing their entire political culture.
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In addition, it is a’common conviction that goveemnts are no longer in a position
to secure fiscal stability. They no longer have éffective tools to counterbalance
the pressures of the international markets anth&exchange and interest rates,

or even to determine the (acceptable) rate oftinfta

Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly clear #hagn governments with
socialist and/or social democratic backgrounds choonvincingly support even a
welfare state rhetoric. “International competitiam combination with
unprecedented capital mobility leads to a labot ceduction of suffocating

levels. Thus, it is not surprising that these guess, along with the reduction of
state revenues, have led to a unanimous abandomfemtial policies. At best,
what it has been sustained is a kind of rhetorieven some timid steps towards
policies of “social sensitivity”, which however ane longer based upon the
principles of the universality of the welfare stafehus, | would argue that these
policies essentially solidify and institutionalimearket inequalities and that they in

effect function merely as mechanisms for securowas peace.

This striking universality in governmental policieven in countries with very
different historical development, has been acconggiloy unprecedentedly
increasing levels of bureaucratic and technocgawer not only at the national
but primarily at the international level. In fad globalization gradually but
steadily builds its political (international) instiions (NAFTA, the EU, the WTO
et al.) politics become more and more removed fsoniety and more and more
determined by the bureaucrats and technocrats andhnot subject to public
control and accountability. More and more (consitinal) lawyers and financial
experts as political appointees, deal with clepdijtical issues that should have
been subject to control and scrutiny by the instituof popular sovereignty such
as parliaments, senates or other representativiedyadhich are the cornerstone of

the liberal democratic edifice.



Thus, economic reductionism, the commodificatiosadiety, the overall
subjugation of politics to the market and the rielig exclusion of any principles,
ethics and ideas that may even remotely constituigunter-hegemonic discourse,
guarantee the development of a new political caltdt is a political culture which
in effect overturns the givens of democratic, papebnquests. These conquests,
which in the last two centuries have contributethedemocratization of public
life and secure at least the formal democratidesa#nt of social difference and
inequalities, are becoming nullified day by dag.other word as Globalization is
shifting power from the states to the firms anth® market, it has allowed
international bureaucracies to undermine democsattountability, which as we
know is the outcome of long struggles for libenydalemocracy. Very few of the
new state authorities are accountable or evengasest. Thus, our societies are
increasingly faced with a staggering democratigoitefith obvious consequences

for democracy as we knew it.

It is to these side-effects of globalization thae@an attribute the numerous
phenomena of political crisis: The withering avwdyepresentative institutions,
the growing indifference and cynicism about padditithe anti-party and anti-
politician populist trends, political passivity ethvidespread contempt for political
collective involvement and action, the destabil@a&and even the collapse of
established party systems are some of the phenowtsnh daily contribute to the

devaluation of democracy.
Politics Transformed
In short Globalization changes the definition ofifoes and subsequently the

“venture” of democracy as it was shaped by the [@miruggles of the past. The

story now days could read as follows:



Once upon a time, production was determined largglghoices of management
in negotiation (structured explicit or implicit) ewen scrutinized by organized
labor.

Once upon a time, Trade Unions struggled to freengelves from international
constraints and institutions. Today recent develapts indicate that T.Us. can
have a future only through new international ingikiins of labour representation.
Once upon a time there was sturdy and (almostgfafployment, and although
working conditions were never as idyllic as we oftleink, working people could
make ends meet, today this arrangement is not@veéssue on political or even
on the broadly defined public agenda.

Once upon a time, National Health Systems were asg@iven and they were
understood as the trade mark of “civilized and denauic” societies, today even in
their severely trimmed down version they are suliemternational completive
pressures to reduce production cost and attraestment.

Once upon a time, old age pensions and welfareranogywere part of collective
plans at the national level. Now social secustincreasingly individualized and
subject to the moods of international financial keds.

Once upon a time, a university’s curricula appeaodae the exclusive outcome of
academic and scientific considerations and probligunas. Today, with a few
exceptions, they increasingly have to be justibach cost-benefit basis.

Once upon a time, there were party systems whagenaénts corresponded to
societal (often recognized) divisions. Today pastgtems tend to represent the
society less and less and focus exclusively omptbeess of governing.

Once upon a time, political parties representedlatgcal and political
differences, even in a mediated way. Today digsmlogical and political
references and commitments have become obsolete.

Once upon a time, citizens felt that by voting tlkeuld make a difference in the

policy orientation of governments. Today that selnas been lost along with the
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feeling that no collective popular action can maldifference on key issues of
governmental activity.

Once upon a time, democratic procedures were,erfam or another, about
expressing competing social interests and decidggum political choices and
initiatives.

Once we believed that democracy could make therdifice. Today can we afford
to maintain that conviction without attaching adaexplanatory and skeptical

footnote about the conditions of such a possifflity

In conclusion.

Globalization as most broadly defined i.e. as thectural tendency to break down
national boundaries of economic, cultural and Igrgelitical life, is at the center
of much that shakes the world today. That is spitie the devastatingly negative
effects for today’s societies. More than ever befa history a global perspective
is necessary for humanity to grapple with manyhefrnajor problems it is facing
and in that sense one cannot and should not ogpoisalization per se. Having
said that, however, one should not be led to tmelogion that we are on the brink
of a new stage of civilization. Globalization Hzeen positive in the sense that it
has broken down provincialism and antiquated waykioking and acting but
now we have a common, global awareness and a chamicefact we are in a

position to do away, or at least reduce, the p#riisatening our planet.

However, we should not lose sight of the fact thatsocial and political forces
that currently determine the direction of globdiiaa, adversely for most of
humanity, severely limit our ability not only toeate a better world, but even to
observe some of the formal rules of liberal demograAs long as greed, profit

maximization and the further accumulation of cdpiiahe hands of the few and
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especially the domination of market values remaedole and exclusive basis for
judging every aspect of human need, initiative activity, the negative effects of

globalization will proliferate.

As Eric Hobsbawn put it in his monumengaje of Exremes. “If humanity is to
have a recognizable future, it cannot be by prdlanthe past or the present. If
we try to build the third millennium on that basig shall fail. And the price of
failure, that is to say, the alternative to a cleghgociety, is darkness” [E.
Hobsbawn: 1996, p.585].

Or if you prefer, as an insightful American comnagat of a different ideological
orientation, Jeremy Rifkin put it “On the eve oétthird millennium, civilization
finds itself precariously straddling two very diféat worlds, one utopian and full
of promise, the other dystopian and rife with gddl Rifkin: 1996, p. 216], not
just for democracy as | tried to demonstrate buthe very existence of humans
race and their societies as these have evolvedghout their long historical

march towards freedom.
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