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CONFRONTING GLOBALIZATION 

INTRODUCTION 

The notion that a series of globalizing tendencies are 
producing a distinctive new era of economic globalization 
is one that has excited considerable debate. Much of this 
debate has been based around rather exaggerated positions 
between pro and anti globalization factions (DICKEN et a/. , 
1997). Proponents of an idealized global economy envisage 
a world where giant corporations are free to roam unres­
tricted across global economic space producing goods for 
a world market of a common consumer culture in condi­
tions of perfect global competition (KoRTON, 1995). Globa­
lization critics dismiss many of these ideas as a lot of 
"globaloney" (HIRST, 1996). Instead they argue that glo­
balization is exaggerated, and are sceptical about the 
empirical claims for a more integrated global economy. 
Furthermore they question whether the notion of globa­
lization is really of any help in understanding, interpreting 
and responding politically to economic change. 

At one level, economic globalization can be viewed as 
the networks of relationships which tie people, businesses, 
institutions and regions together in the same global 
economic space. Seen in this way globalization is nothing 
new. Rather across history globalization has manifested 
itself in different forms. Since the expansion of the Euro­
pean powers in the fifteenth century, an evolving world 
economy has seen regions and peoples across the globe 
brought into economic relationships with each other. But 
the notion of globalization as used by the majority of 
contemporary commentators seeks to go beyond this. In 
this view global economic relationships in the current 
period have deepened and extended to include more peoples 
and places then ever before. The notion of economic glo­
balization therefore emphasizes the increased connectedness 
of the global economy such that flows of goods, infor­
mation, capital and people are more intense, occur more 
rapidly, and across a wider geographical space. It points to 
a set of processes which are producing a level and degree 
of global integration which "compresses" time and space 
in a manner unlike any former phase of economic deve­
lopment. These tendencies towards economic globalization 
are thus seen as the defining feature of the contemporary 
economic order. 
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In considering this view of economic change, a number 
of issues become apparent. First, new technologies are 
crucial in permitting this increase in flows, the speed of 
these flow s and their geographical extent. Although 
historically the introduction of new communication 
technologies have permitted more rapid flows, new 
information technologies have the ability to actually bypass 
physical space entirely - a world of cyberspace where 
information can be instantaneously transferred across the 
globe through computer networks. Second, the complex 
and sometimes chaotic nature of this period of accelerating 
globalization creates an atmosphere of change and 
instability. A rapidly changing economic environment 
characterized by both opportunities and threats places a 
premium on innovation and flexibility as prerequisites for 
successful survival by individuals, businesses and nations. 
The resulting state of 'permanent revolution' creates a lack 
of security for workers and employers throughout different 
types of economic activity. Furthermore, the absence of 
any strong and concerted governance of the global 
economic system means a sense of precariousness 
permeates this whole phase of development. 

Third, the impacts of globalization are uneven. They 
are uneven across regions, sectors, businesses and peoples. 
Not everyone and everywhere are tied into the global 
economy and neither are they tied in to the same extent. 
Thus whilst the advanced industrial economies of North 
America, Japan and Western Europe are much further down 
a path to global integration, regions such as Eastern Europe 
or Africa, remain marginalised from increasing global 
flows. Fourth, globalization refers to a number of different 
processes of change. The tendencies towards the glo­
balization of economic activity are evident in finance, 
production, knowledge, state power, culture, consumption 
and a changing economic geography. Yet economic 
globalization is not one universal process, but a myriad of 
separate processes. Although these are often interrelated, 
they need to be analyzed and understood in their own 
terms. For different processes we can identify different 
global worlds, even different degrees of globalization. 
Agriculture, many services, public procurement and state­
-owned sectors are engaged with the global economy in 
different ways than financial services, manufacturing, 
tourism and the media. It is misleading, confusing and 
politically dangerous to collapse all into one amorphous 
category. 
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CONTROVERSIES AND DEBATES 

Debates on globalization have centered around a range 
of interrelated and o\"erlapping issues. Disagreement is 
evident in terms of specifying the nature, extent and novelty 
of economic globalization, whether the notion of globa­
lization provides any useful insights into contemporary 
economic change, and the kind of political choices and 
challenges which globalization presents. 

Is globalization something new? Proponents of glo­
balization are keen to represent globalization as something 
that is startling new and quite unlike anything we have 
seen previously (OHMAE, 1995). Yet, if we take a longer 
run historical perspective on the development of the glo­
bal economy, the intense degree of interpenetration and 
interlinkage of economic activity which is said to be the 
distinctive characteristic of globalization may appear more 
of a continuation and evolution of what has gone before, 
rather than a dramatic break with the past (HIRST and 
THOMPSON, 1996). Placed within its historical context im­
portant continuities in the evolution of the global economy 
can indeed be recognized. However important changes in 
the organization of the world economy are also evident. 
Whilst previously the organization of economic activity 
had been essentially international in nature, tendencies 
towards an increasing globalization of economic activity 
have been evident since the early 1970s. In particular the 
breakup of the Bretton Woods system of control of national 
economies, combined with the availability of new techno­
logies, set in train the development of a new international 
financial system which permitted the increased integration 
of global financial markets and greater flows of money 
and financial capital (THRIFT, 1995). Whilst in an interna­
tionalized world economy, the extension of economic 
activity took place across national borders, with the nation 
state occupying the preeminent role as a force for change 
and as the focus for policy activity, in a globalized eco­
nomy, locationally dispersed economic activities are in­
creasingly strategically integrated at a global scale via 
transnational corporations (TNCs). Furthermore the role 
of the nation state is less dominant, as it is increasingly 
constrained and conditioned by external forces (DICKEN, 
1994). 

The shift towards a global economy can be identified 
quantitatively, in terms of the intensification of economic 
linkages and interconnections, but more importantly 
qualitatively, in terms of new power relationships between 
different institutions (e.g. TNCs, nation states, surprana­
tional organizations) and across different spatial scales 
(global, supranational, national, regional, local) (Dicken 
et al., 1997). Recognition of such a shift does not imply 
that all economic activity is now organized globally, or 
that the nation state is no longer important. What is being 
identified is an ongoing process of change which is 
developing unevenly across time and space. The global 
economy is developing out of what existed previously. It 
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would not be expected to be equally well developed in all 
economic sectors, regions and corporations. However, it is 
important to talk about a global economy because the 
emerging changes in the organization of economic activity 
represent a significant shift from what went before. 

How global is globalization? Proponents of the glo­
balization thesis often present a vision of a market based 
capitalist system extending across the globe, dominated 
by transnationally organized corporations producing for 
global markets. Critics suggest that this is a distorted vision 
of reality which reflects the concerns of a small propOition 
of the worlds population who live in the advanced indus­
trial economies. Undoubtedly some writers supportive of 
the globalization thesis do overemphasize the nature and 
extent of global activity. More firms may operate inter­
nationally than ever before, but only a small number of 
TNCs are, as yet, truly global in terms of their scope and 
organization of activities (ALLEN, 1995). Similarly, distor­
tion is evident in the proposition that processes of glo­
balization are creating a homogenization of taste around 
certain styles of music, food, dress, entertainment and 
design. In fact, rather that creating one common global 
consumer culture, the reality is a greater juxtaposition and 
mixing of local and global cultures. However, the partiality 
of these arguments does not negate the whole concept of 
economic globalization. An increasing number of TNCs 
aspire to organize their activities globally and a growing 
number of instantly recognizeable global brands are a key 
feature of the economic landscape at the end of the twen­
tieth century. What it suggests is that notions of economic 
globalization need to display greater sensitivity towards 
the uneven, multiple and incomplete trajectories of glo­
balizing tendencies. 

The dominance of global flows of trade and foreign 
direct investment (FDI) between the three regional trading 
blocs of North America, Europe and Asia, is also often 
cited as evidence that the world economy is regional rather 
than global in nature. However, this reveals an overly 
narrow conception of what constitutes the global economy. 
Globalization of economic activity will be uneven in its 
geographical impacts. In fact globalization processes will 
themselves often contribute to processes of uneven 
development - as can be seen in the tendency towards 
increased globalization of service industries which serves 
to strengthen inward flows of FDI to the most developed 
economies (DANIELS, 1997). Therefore it appears likely that 
a global economy will be characterized by greater pola­
risations of wealth between rich and poor regions. Yet, the 
economic prospects, or lack of them, of the developing 
world are intimately connected with the economic changes 
occurring within the core of the global economy, and by 
worldwide processes which are changing the balance of 
power between various economic agents and spatial scales. 
The developing world is therefore very much part of the 
global economy, although often marginalised and excluded 
from the centres of power and influence which are shaping 



its development. Furthennore, globalization is currently 
the dominant conceptualization of global economic change 
in a developed world which drives much of the international 
political agenda. The manner in which politicians and policy 
makers in the developed world are thinking about the global 
economy directly influences their policies on trade, industry, 
employment and the environment; policies which directly 
impact upon developing nations via the operation of 
international agreements and in influencing (and sometimes 
dictating) the development of national policies. 

Globalization as ideology. Globalization is clearly not 
only significant as a series of interrelated economic pro­
cesses but also ideologically. In its embodiment of certain 
Western values and meanings the globalization discourse 
is used to reproduce and legitimate certain dominant 
economic relations. This discourse can be seen to support 
the extension of a competitive, free trade capital ist global 
economy, the promotion of certain commodities and li­
festyles, a business culture of enterprise, individualism and 
new technologies, and a series of broader values such as 
freedom, democracy, sovereignty and citizenship. Thus the 
notion of globalization can be seen as a means by which 
dominant economic powers are creating a global economy 
in their own image - a global economy from which they 
are likely to be the principal beneficiaries (PIVEN, 1995). 
In this respect, some argue that globalization is a develop­
ment of previous notions such as colonialism or imperialism 
with which dominant powers seek to protect and extend 
their hegemonic position within the global economy. 

Many politicians and economists are indeed using the 
notion of globalization in a very specific way, often to 
support a broader political project for the development of 
a free-trade global economy. However, this ideological 
appropriation of the globalization thesis by nee-liberals 
needs to be recognized and contested, as this is only one 
of many possible readings of the globalization process. 
Furthermore, it is a mistake to situate the debate about 
globalization within an entirely European or North 
American world view. The economic success of Japan and 
other Asian economies has demonstrated the importance 
of alternative approaches to business and economic 
development, and already these have had their impacts 
upon economic practices in the advanced Western econo­
mies. In fact the ideological discourse surrounding glo­
balization is still being actively constructed through a 
variety of competing positions and visions as to what can, 
and should,constitute a global economy. 

Managing globalization: the exaggerated death of the 
nation state? The aspect of economic globalization which 
has probably elicited most debate is the governance and 
regulation of the developing global economy. Central to 
such debates is the extent to which economic globalization 
diminishes the role of the nation state. Some authors have 
argued that the new significance of supranational agencies 
and institutions at the global level, and of regional 
economies at the sub-national level, are combining to shrink 
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the traditionally dominant role of the nation state (CERNY, 
1996), possibly leading to its ultimate demise (OHMAE, 
1995). In response others have argued that a view of 
globalization which sees the nation state in retreat and on 
the way to extinction is erroneous. This viewpoint argues 
that the nation state continues to play a central, albeit 
changing role, within the global economy (ANDERSON, 
1995). It argues that the nation state retains responsibility 
for most of the key elements of economic development 
(e.g. education and training of the workforce, provision of 
infrastructures etc.). Furthermore, the nation state remains 
highly influential within many supranational agencies, 
where certain states retain considerable power to promote 
or veto policy agendas, and at the regional level, through 
its control of resources and the regulatory setting under 
which regional bodies often operate. Thus, in a globalizing 
economy, the key issue is not the demise or otherwise of 
the nation state, but how new power relatationships are 
emerging between a less dominant nation state and a ran­
ge of other actors and institutions operating at a variety of 
scales. 

Consideration of how the global economy should be 
effectively governed leads to a series of fundamental 
political debates and differing political visions. For those 
who see the global economy as being primarily about the 
promotion of global economic growth via free trade, the 
principal requirements are for a regulatory context which 
guarantees the free movement of goods, capital and labour 
around the globe, and places few restrictions on business 
practice. Competing visions of the global economy stress 
the importance of form s of global governance which 
recognize the importance of broader, social, cultural and 
environmental agendas. This might include supranational 
institutional arrangements which prevent the exploitation 
of workers and the environment. For some this might be 
best achieved through large continental blocs, such as the 
European Union, which would be capable of confronting 
economic globalization and promoting a degree of 
democratic political control and social protection (BENOIST, 
1996). Others might stress the continued impmtance for 
the nation state (HIRST and THOMPSON, 1995) and/or the 
importance of strengthening local and regional structures 
of governance to promote and protect local cultures and 
economies and ensure that local populations have as much 
power and control as is possible to live in and adapt to a 
globalizing economy. Whilst these debates are ongoing, 
what is clear is that in a globalizing economy new ins­
titutional and regulatory arrangements operating at a variety 
of scales are required, not only to provide a basis for 
stable and sustainable economic growth, but also to meet 
social, political and environmental needs. 

TERRITORIALITY JN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY 

In seeking to understand the spatial dimension of the 
global economy, a key aspect of change is the emergence 
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of new relationships between different geographical scales. 
In the international economy, the nation state was the key 
territorial unit in the organization of economic activity as 
well as the central unit for politics and much cultural 
activity. Consequently it was the national scale and the 
relationships between nations which dominated economic 
and political activity. In contrast, an important element in 
the globalization of economic activity has been a relative 
de cline in the nation state and a relative rise in the 
importance of firms, institutions, actors and state bodies 
op erating at the global and subnational scales. As has been 
stressed before, this does not mean the national level is 
now unimportant. Rather it points to the importance of 
new relationships between different scales of local, regio­
nal , national, supranational and global; a "rescaling" of 
economic activity which forms part of the emergence of 
the global economy (SwYNGEoouw, 1997). It also suggests 
that to understand different aspects of economic activity 
different scales may provide greater or lesser insights. 

The nature of the emerging relationships between 
different geographical scales in the global economy is a 
complex and contradictory process. The increased im­
portance of economic processes operating at a global level 
might lead us to conclude that national and local economic 
settings are becoming less important. The existence of new 
communication technologies and an international financial 
system which can instantaneously move information and 
capital thousands of miles around the globe, perhaps 
suggests that "places" within the global economy are less 
important. Economic activity increasingly flows freely 
across national borders as a range of international and 
supranational agreements have created conditions which 
ease the movement of capital around the globe. For some, 
this vision of a global field of economic action leads to an 
"end to geography"; a shift from the "space of places" of 
an international economy, to a global economy cha­
racterized as a "space of flows" (CASTELLS, I 991 ). 

The notion that global processes are capable of opera­
ting without regard to places, is initially a seductive one. 
However, further consideration reveals a more complex 
reality. There may indeed be more global flows, but they 
still have to go from somewhere to somewhere else. 
Differences in labour costs, labour skills, environmental 
regulations, trade union membership, market conditions, 
continue to exist and TNCs organize their activities to 
exploit such differences. In reality, in a global economy 
where firms are increasingly able to move wherever they 
want, such local differences actually become more im­
portant (HARVEY, 1989) As firms become more discri­
minating about where they locate, more and more localities, 
towns and ci ties are actively marketing their unique 
characteristics to attract mobile inward investment to their 
locality. Furthermore, the need to maintain a sense of local 
identity amongst increasing global flows has led to local 
communities seeking to reassert their localness by 
rediscovering their local culture and promoting their local 
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economy (LASH and URRY, I 994). In fact, the vast majority 
of economic behaviour remains embedded in particular 
settings. Economic activity is profoundly territorial. For 
economic activity to take place it requires a series of so­
cial and cultural factors to be in place; for example 
networks of contacts, the availability of information and 
knowledge, a shared understanding of habits and customs 
as well as a degree of trust. Whilst these factors are not 
necessarily place bound (i.e. they could occur anywhere), 
in reality they are usually bound up in specific places 
(AM IN and THRIFT, I 997). 

Yet in the global economy it is not just that local and 
regional settings continue to be important, but that they 
are actually an integral element in the emergence of the 
global economy. There remain considerable advantages of 
specialization and spatial clustering of economic activity 
in manufacturing, high technology, information, financial 
and cultural industries as a basis for achieving competitive 
advantage. In fact, such things as face to face contact, 
trust and clusters of skills and knowledge within specific 
localities may be essential ingredients to achieving this 
within a global economy (AMIN and THRIFT, 1992). Consi­
derable attention has been focused on a range of localities 
and regions which appear to occupy a privileged and 
successful role within a transnational division of labour. 
Global cities (London, New York, Tokyo), high technology 
districts (Silicon Valley), industrial districts (Third Italy), 
centres of global entertainment industries (Hollywood); 
all provide exemplars of how certain local/regional/city 
spaces critically constitute the developing global economy. 
Importantly, all of these regions either produce, or have 
good access to flows of knowledge and information, which 
appears to make them better placed to benefit from 
globalization processes. Although there appears to be the 
possibility for certain localities to prosper as centres of 
knowledge and excellence within a global economy, it is 
crucial to stress that these are relatively few. The flip side 
to this concentration of economic activity within specia­
lized, asset rich regions, is an increasing marginalisation, 
and in some cases exclusion, of the vast majority of 
localities in the global economy. 

A key characteristic of the global economy is therefore 
the emergence of new relationships between activities and 
places and new relationships between different spatial 
scales (AMIN and THRIFT, 1997). For some these will take 
the form an emerging "global mosaic" of regional systems 
of production and exchange (Scan, 1998), or a necklace 
of technology districts dispersed around the globe (STORPEr, 
1992), or the centralization of power in a small number of 
global cities (SASSEN, 1991). For others, the importance of 
regional systems is in danger of being overemphasized at 
the expense of nation states which will continue to play a 
central economic role in areas such as innovation, training 
and education and in regulating large corporations (AMIN 
and TOMANEY, 1995). However, the overall picture which 
is emerging is one of a global economy where supranational 



and transnational economic activity is increasingly impor­
tant but where a multiplicity of specialist regional centres 
and a changing role for the nation state remain important 
constitutive elements. This interplay between the global 
and the local illustrates the intimate relationship which 
exists between different spatial scales. The globalization 
of economic activity is not therefore just about global 
economic forces impacting upon local spaces, but also 
about local spaces influencing the evolution of the global 
economy. 

CONCLUSION 

The notion of global economic integration is a 
contentious one. Globalization relates to a series of pro­
cesses which are often contradictory, complex, messy and 
still unfolding. There is no simple, unilinear and coherent 
project with the end product of a fully integrated, globalized 
economy. Criticisms which highlight limitations of the 
globalization thesis are important, but they do not negate 
the whole concept. The deeply politicised nature of glo­
balization debates means that there is a lot of hype and 
partial readings of processes of economic change. Yet the 
tendencies towards the globalization of economic activities 
remains critically important to understanding current eco­
nomic development. The shift from an international towards 
a global economy is one marked by discontinuities and 
unevenness of impact. However, it is a transition that has 
important implications, not least for the spatial organization 
of economic activity, marking out new economic roles for 
certain regions and placing others on the margins of glo­
bal economic activity. What is important therefore, is that 
the notion of economic globalization should be deployed 
in a manner which recognizes difference between places 
and peoples, and which retains a sensitivity to the influence 
of history, politics and the environment. 
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