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RESUME

la globalisation est devenue un mot 3 fa mode. La démocratie, d’autre patt, est
simplement présumée. Ce que j'ai voulu faire dans cet article est d’amener les deux
notions ensemble et de voir comment fa premigre influence la seconde. Bien stir, il west
pas besoin d'ére un experr pour comprendre quil s'agit d'un sujer exerémement
complexe, qui ne peut étre abordé de fagon exhaustive dans un bref article., Cependan, il
est raisonnable de prétendre qu'une ébauche de quelques dimensions de Ia relation entre
globalisation et démocratie est possible. Néanmoins, jessaie d’aborder cette question du
point de vue d’un citoyen cosmopolite, préoccupé par avenir de la démocratie.,

ABSTRACT

Globalization has become a buzzword. Democracy on the other hand is simply
assumed. What I would like to do in this paper is to bring the two together and see how
the former influences the latter. OF course, one does not have to be an expert to see thar

is is an enormously complex issue which cannot be dealt with exhaustively within the
constraints of a brief article. However, it is only reasonable to claim thar an outline of
ome dimensions of the relationship berween globalization and democracy is possible.

evertheless, T will try to do from the perspective of cosmopelitan citizen who is
oncerned about the future of democracy.

ntroduction

Since the 1990s Globalization is probably the most fashionable academic
iid political term. No other term can martch this distinction. This is not of
1se, because it has provided the always eager academia with new themes for
en tedious and scholastic) discussions but mainly because of the political

'his is the written and updated version of a talk the author has addressed at Lakchead
niversity in Canada.
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globalization, notwithstanding the
to have become a cornerstone for

ise {and abuse) of the term. Indeed
i1bstance and the realities it denotes, seems
constructing the hegemony of contemporary capitalism. However, and this is
sather ironic, despite its obvious polirical implications, the debates that
globalization has generated have neglected to focus on its political
consequences. Of course, in’ addition to the lengthy and often technical
debates on the definition of globalization, on its economic traits and on the
new conditions it creates for labour, there are some very insightful
contributions on major and thus fairly abstract political themes (such as the
new role of the state, the role of international institutions). Rarely however do
these considerations focus on the transformation of the political instirutions
that shape the actual politics of individual social formations and therefore
determine democratic structures. This neglect betrays an gconoic
reductionism on the part of the critics of globalization which falls into the trap
of promoters of the beast, who present it as a natural phenomenon, and thus
immune to the possibilities of collective and certainly popular intervention.

the relationship between

In the light of these opening remarks,
is clearly not mundane.

globalization and democracy, the topic
Globalization has become a buzz word. Democracy on the other hand is
simply assumed. What I would like to do in this few pages is to bring the
two together and see how the former influences the latter. Of course, one
does not have to be an expert to see that this is an enormously complex issue
which cannot be dealt with exhaustively within the constraints of a brief
artidle. However, it is only reasonable to claim that an outline of some
dimensions of the relationship between globalization and democracy is
possible. Simply put this is what 1 will try to do from the perspective of
cosmopolitan citizen who is concerned about the future of democracy.

Globalization — an Empty Term ?

Globalization, has become a mastet key capable of unlocking, explaining
and/or justifying a number of puzzling political and social developments {e.
g. the unprecedented convergence of governmental policies, a whole range
of worldwide social perils, expansion and the consolidation of extensive

poverty pockets, the permanency of economic

mystigque which, if not politically devious, is often misleading. In thi
cotitext, Globalization is increasingly understood as a natural phenomenon

refugees etc.). However, the-

inflationary use of the term has created great confusion and a mythologizing
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in fact, vi i i
n ,fvlrtual_lzlr evegbody is free to define its content at will. Subsequently
is free ro identify with some of i .
i its aspects and to be selecti i
. some of _ selective about its
5;) tical consequences and implications. Thus, globalization, although it is
ever- i ion i ,
e : plgesent facto‘r and a consideration in almost every social analysis, it
5 1o ¢ igni :
s te_:cozbne an “empty signifier”, to use Laclau’s term. In other words
; : )
valization becomes a meaningless state of affairs, which ironically is, or is
3

ercel
perceived to be, at the root of every development in public life and yet no
one can do anything about it 1! ’

l”a[l[puiatlon Of the tCI'I'Il, and_ COIltCIldS i g
that thcre 18 notilln new ab()llt
Ob 0 - 2 . I Omson. 1 99). Ihe ||CII()mella WhICh are
.
ks ()f Its processes are Slmpl the ()utgrOV\‘ thS
I'_he pOVVeI ICIaUOIlS that Ilave ChaIaCteriZC([ Our socteties I(” t]:].e la.St two
i
" g *
centuries {\hilou_ h. !lIEIC L] I}lat e some tru[h mn [hlS
argument, 1t obv y (]S 0 Ve acCe O € po Oclal
g ] b 101.181 lea t the paSSl (& ptal’lce fth P lltICaL S i
;&I I Illal Q (&l ces I c Ore 15 1 ]H(Ih y more
: cu COns quen . l.lrth Im 3 a.l‘ld. th‘ 5 ab].
Illp()ftant, thCSC a.pp['()aches tend to Overlook thC pOSiti Ve dynamics Of these
Y de‘felo me (Ievel! me W!E[(I ]Hlll CO alld CLIIIU.ICS C].
A

« )
‘global village”. This is a vision with obvi iti
obviously positive utopian i
or the future of humanity. 7 pian comnotations

There is no doubr that globalization, as any other development, could onl
have beF:n part of a particular historical era. This era is none otlr;er than ?hy
e which is characterized by the subjugation of labor to capital and b the
nstant comm.odiﬁcation of every aspect of human life. However, it W};Lﬂ;
- a m'lsta.ke, if we do not recognize that what we even intui::ivel all
%Obahz.auon” radically transforms the totality of our civilizy y
conomics, politics, society, culture) and that the dynamics of ilt“xmn '
anges, apart -ﬁ‘om their positive dimensions, run against the grain of if.e
ng standing ideals of the humanist tradition. It is a human;gst tragitito;
d on a2 lorllg standing Greek, Judeo-Christian, liberal and socialist
Hectual tradition(s), which has been articulated in the establish Sf
vetsal principles of human, civil and social rights. e

us - . . - - . °
) gcliven‘ the significance of globalization in combination with the
re: i i

prea misunderstanding and confusion surrounding its meaning and
ations, the term calls for some clatifications.

.ls.)ure, globalization is an old story. “The accumulation of Capital has
een a profoundly geographical expansion and spatial affair.




lobalization has been integral to capitalist development since its very

inception”. Marx and Engels, in their 160 year old Communist Manifesto,

noted that modern industry not only creates the world market but also that
this need for a constantly expanding market “chases the bourgeoisie over the
whole surface of the globe” so that it “must nestle everywhere, sertle
everywhere, establish connections everywhere”. Despite the primarily
political nature of the text, which has been underestimated and criticized
even by Marxists, the authors offer us with a very penetrating description of
globalization. They continue: '

“The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a
cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country...
All old established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being
destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction
becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries thar
no longer work up indigenous raw material drawn from the remotest zones;
industries whose products are consumed, not only at home but in every
quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of
the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products
of distant lands and climes. In place of the old Jocal and national seclusion
and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal
interdependence of nations, And as in material, so also in intellectual
production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become
commeon property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become
more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local

literatures, there arises a world literature”. (K. Marx, E Engels: 1967, Ch. 1)

“If this is not a compelling description of globalization, then it is hard to
imagine what would be. And it was, of course, precisely by way of this
analysis that Marx and Engels derived the global imperative “working men
of all countries unite” as a necessary condition for an anti-capitalist and
prosocialist revolution.” (D. Harvey: 2002) However, although one cannot
but stay on the very same historical track, there is something new about
globalization as we experience it today.

Three Levels of Globalization
The processes of Globalization are in effect the outgrowth of th

revolutionary technological advances vividly displayed on the following

. levels. The British professor Susan Strange, one of the key commentators ot
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globalization has provided us with a very good description of whar it is a]

about (8. Strange: 1996). It is 4 descripti i
: : ti hich i i
these processes on three levels, P WG sees the articulaion of

A. Ol’.l the level of production, Production, the process which determi
wh%ch material goods and scrvices are produced by human societie rfl‘es
thel-r surw.val and comfort, has been transformed. Instead of oodssa Oc;
services being predominantly produced by and for the people li\%in in tie
territory of a state, they are now increasingly produced b eg le i
several states, for a world market instead of for a Jocal markei}:r propie

B. Global.lzation also involves changes in the financial structure — th
by V.Vhlch credit is created to finance production and trade in 0‘:)3};“6“;
services. Where once the creation and use of credit mostl tiok ? .
Wlthl‘n the societies of territorial states, It now takes place acrgss te . a'C?
frontiers, .in global markets electronicaliy linked into a single s stizrxlrtloglf
course, within that system there are local ‘banks and marketf ting
credit for local use. But these are 1o longer autonomous; the Creaun%
the larger system, more vulnerable 1o its ups and downs, yHepae

C. Finally, at the cultural level, 1. e. at the level of perceptions, beliefs, id.
and tastes,.globalization has also been making an impact, Here :Wheiélls
f:ulfu.ral differences persist, the sensitivities and susce.ptibili;ies ?"
individual human beings are increasingly being modified by the rocess:s
of globle homogenization. Although this level of globalization is hardest
to qualify and/or monitor, it may in the long run be the most impore St
of all dllanges brought to the fore by globalization. That is becaﬁse tflll
convenience and the ease, in combination with low cost 0?
communication, the so-called informartion revolution essentially provides
the channels, the means upon the whole globalization strucrure is built.

As we i i
. know and in fact as we are reminded every day, often brutally, these
Opments are neither smooth nor without striking contradictions. We

u o . )
nprzcedented historical levels. Here is some Lmpressionistic examples:
car i i izati :

peated reports from international organizations such as World Disaster
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i ¢ of the
more than seventy countries have an average 1nc;)lme 1e;si’than ltjl;ion the
i s pop
ile i chest 20 per cent of the wor
1980s. While in 1960 the ri ' s population was
30 times better off than the bottom 20 per cent in the begublzlli.ng 0 g
century, this gap has more than doubled. In the age of Globalizatio ;: ogme
i i rcen

ercent,of the world’s production was directed to the twenty pe cent of the
fvorld’s population in the richest societies. At the same time in G;li e
African countries the figures for life expectancy 1s droplpm% B
{often far more than ten years and this is not a result of loca wah . o the

. i mic growti ra

izati ite the wemendous econo

age of Globalization, desp th e b
virious regions this has not managed to squeeze 1.memplo§menia-l uc of the
picture or to eliminate the extensive pockets of poverty and soc

even in the advanced capitalist societies.

The Political Dimension e elee s at the
But where globalization has made more impact th.an a}z:?rc\;rl vc‘;e :0; P
political level — in the field of poli’.cics,_ in the field 1r? w. fl e s and
affairs in the public sphere. Globahzlauon has been trans I)now gt ll;’em. More
with it democracy and democratic processes as 1W1e <1 the gap between
concretely, it is rather obvious that at the polhtlca heveWidenid- N
international activities and governmental cfficiency ash been called the
overnments ate daily facing the chall_enges of what has e of e
guneven denationalization” of politics. The sta te,l :;g_a ut aside. Tt
composition and its democratic tradition is Sys_ten-lmcﬁlrlg zﬁlg ment not
is being undermined by the processes of g-bbahza};mni r::duces tfl:e political
only drastically reduces its political c':ffecuveness uta So‘kin convergence of
choices of the governments, which in turn leads to a striking

g(’ve[ll]llel!tal 0} ICies even amo OVEIn ments O{ OP POS].Il pOllth‘ell aIld
.

ideological orientations. . -

Coriider for example the case of ‘tl}c New Labour }?a;ltydm H:i};z tl‘ill{ ((;)Irez:
counterpart in Greece, the modernizing PAS.(?K, Wl ic au:)imlly e
politics for more than ten years, Whose’pohc.le's only m egto b Searon
from their conservative predecessots, Their p'ohcms cor:lredrg > the degree
béing identical. In fact, without great rxsk,‘ I wo args i
convergences, as they tend to overturn establ'lshed ls'.t?uctat;rd and potcs
ethics, go well beyond the similarities of c:’i:iuly Po-lt::zommon deckive
altering their entire political cultl:lre, In a.d-dltlon, it is i THE
' longer in a position to secure fisc:

‘governments are no
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10 longer have the effective tools to counterbalance the pressures of the
international markets and fix the exchange and interest rates,
determine the (acceptable) rate of inflation.

Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly clear that even governments with

socialist and/or social democratic backgrounds cannot convincingly support
even a welfare state rhetoric.

“International competition” in combination
with unprecedented capital mobility leads to a labor cost reduction of
suffocating levels. Thus, it is not surprising thar these pressures, along with
the reduction of state revenues, have led to a unanimous abandonment of
social policies. At best, what it has been sustained is a kind of thetoric or
even some timid steps towards policies of “social sensitivity”, which however
are no longer based upon the principles of the universality of the welfare
state. Thus, I would argue that these policies essentially solidify and
institutionalize marker inequalities and that they in effect function merely as
mechanisms for securing social peace.

or even to

This striking universality in governmental policies, even in countries with
ery different historical development, has been accompanied by
nprecedentedly increasing levels of bureaucratic and technocratic power
ot only at the national but primarily at the international level, In fact as
lobalization gradually bue steadily builds its political (international)
titutions (NAFTA, the EU, the WTO et al.) politics become more and
te removed from society and mote and more determined by the
ucrats and technocrats, who are not subject to public control and
auntability. More and more (constitutional) lawyers and financial experrs
volitical appointees, deal with clearly political issues that should have been
ject to control and scrutiny by the institution of popular sovereignty such
patliaments, senates or other representative bodies, which are the
rstone of the liberal democratic edifice.

Hhus, economic reductionism, the commodification of society, the overall
gation of politics to the market and the religious exclusion of any
les, ethics and ideas that may even remotely constitute a counter-

onic discourse, guarantee the development of a new political culwure,

political culture which in effect overturns the givens of democratic,

' conquests. These conquests, which in the last two centuries have

buted to the democratization of public life and secure at least the

emocratic settlement of social difference and inequalities,
ng nullified day by day. In other word as Globalization is sk

om the states to the firms and to the marker, ic has 3

.
5




siional bureauctacies to undermine democratic accountability, which
"as'we knew is the outcome of long struggles for liberty and democracy. Very
few of the new state authorities are accountable or even transparent. Thus,
our societies are increasingly faced with a staggering democraric deficit with
obvious consequences for democracy as we knew it.

It is to these side-effects of globalization that one can attribute the
numerous phenomena of political crisiss The withering away of
representative institutions; the growing indifference and cynicism about
politics, the anti-party and anti-politician populist trends, political passivity,
the widespread contempt for political collective involvement and action, the
destabilization and even the collapse of established party systems are some of
the phenomena which daily contribute to the devaluation of democracy.

Politics Transformed

In short Globalization changes the definition of politics and subsequently
the “venture” of democracy as it was shaped by the popular struggles of the.
past. The story now-a-days could read as follows:

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

Once upon a time, Trade Unions struggled to free themselves from
international constraints and institutions. Today recent developments
indicate that they can have a future only through new international
institutions of labour representation.

Once upon a time there was sturdy and (almost) full employment, and

although working conditions were never as idyllic as we often think, working
people could make ends meet, today this arrangement is not even an issue
on political or even on the broadly defined public agenda.
Once upon a time, National Health Systems were seen as given and they were
nderstood as the trade mark of “civilized and democratic” societies, today even
‘their severely trimmed down version they are subject to international
étive pressures to reduce production cost and attract investment.

_upon a time, old age pensions and welfare programs were part of
plans at the national level. Now social security is increasingly
¢d and subject to the moods of international financial markets.

ce upon a time, a university’s curricula appeared to be the exclusive
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outcome of academic and scientific considerations and problematiques.
Today, with a few exceptions, they increasingly have to be justified on a cost-
benefit basis.

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

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

Once upon a time, citizens felt that by voting they could make a difference
in the policy orientation of governments. Today that sense has been lost
along with the fecling that no collective popular action can make a difference
on key issues of governmental activity.

Once upon a time, democratic procedures were, in one form or another,
about expressing competing social interests and deciding upon political
choices and initiatives.

Once we believed that democracy could make the difference. Today can we
afford to maintain that conviction without attaching a long explanatory and
skeptical footnote about the conditions of such a possibility?

Conclusion

Globalization as most broadly defined, i. e. as the structural tendency to
break down national boundaries of economic, cultural and largely political
life, is at the center of much that shakes the world today. That is so despite
the devastatingly negative effects for today’s societies. More than ever before
in history a global perspective is necessary for humanity to grapple with
many of the major problems it is facing and in that sense one cannot and
should not oppose globalization per se. Having said that, however, one
should not be led to the conclusion that we are on the brink of a new stage
civilization. Globalization has been positive in the sense that it has broken
own provincialism and antiquated ways of thinking and acting but now we
have a common, global awareness and a chance, or in fact we are in a
sition to do away, or at least reduce, the perils threatening our planet.

However, we should not lose sight of the fact that the social and political
rces that currently determine the direction of globalization, adversely for
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most of humaniry, severely limit our ability not only to create a better world,
but even to observe some of the formal rules of liberal democracy. As long as
greed, profit maximization and the further accumulation of capital in the
hands of the few and especially the domination of marker values remain the
sole and exclusive basis for judging every aspect of human need, initiative
and activity, the negative effects of globalization will proliferate.

As Eric Hobsbawn put it in his monumental Age of Exremes “If humanity
is to have a recognizable future, it cannot be by prolonging the past or the
present. If we try to build the third millennium on that basis, we shall fail.
And the price of failure, that is to say, the alternative to a changed society, is
darkness” (E. Hobsbawn: 1996, p. 585).

Or if you prefer, as an insightful American commentator of a different
ideological orientation, Jeremy Rifkin put it “On the eve of the third
millennium, civilization finds itself precariously straddling two very different
worlds, one utopian and full of promise, the other dystopian and rife with
peril” {J. Rifkin: 1996, p. 216), not just for democracy as 1 tried to
demonstrate but for the very existence of human race and their societies as
these have evolved throughout their long historical march rowards freedom.
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