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“Globalization and Culture”

Globalization, at its most basic, means simply the long-term, secular trend towards ever-greater interpenetration and interdependence of the world's economies. And this is indeed inevitable. 

Over the centuries, as production processes have developed and grown more sophisticated, their linkages have increased. By this definition, however, globalization is not something specific to now: it has been with us since the beginnings of mechanized industry. Marco Polo and Christopher Columbus were just as much “globalizer” as Bill Gates and George Soros are, if not more so. 

In order to define the starting point of Globalization, many writers have agreed that it is the following era after the Cold War system when the whole world was living under the “Soviet Union and U.S.A. domain”, as said by Thomas Friedman in the “Lexus and Olive Tree”. 

We have heard a lot of debate recently about globalization from both detractors and promoters. But we tend to hear very little from one group of people affected by globalization.

To what extent has globalization been realized? 

In many respects, globalization is still superficial. Although there is a great deal of talk about it currently, the underlying truth is that the global economy is still limited. It seems to me that the real layer of globalization is restricted to the capital markets. In most other areas, institutions remain intensely local. 

Trade, for example, is still predominantly regional. Relatively little trade flows beyond local regions: Asians trade mostly with Asians and Latin Americans trade mostly with Latin Americans. Even in more developed regions this practice holds true. Intra-European trade accounts for roughly 60% of all European trade. 

This regional limitation is true elsewhere. Most companies are predominantly national, and certainly governments remain very national. Consumer markets are not only national, but they are segmenting even further within regions as consumer education improves and consumers are able to demand products that precisely meet their needs. 

Globalization and homogenization.

Homogenization and an affirmation of distinctive cultural identities will occur simultaneously. In terms of large economic and political institutions, cultures are becoming more homogeneous. There aren't as many alternatives and regime types. It isn't possible to have a kind of Peronista economic nationalism, or a certain kind of socialism. It turns out that, given the nature of the global economy; there are only so many ways that a political or economic system can be organized to make it viable and competitive. To be an advanced society, a country has to be a democracy, and it has to be connected to the global marketplace. In that respect, there is a greater homogenization of institutions and ideologies. On a cultural level, it's not clear that homogenization is proceeding nearly as rapidly. To a certain extent, there is a real resistance to cultural homogenization. 

It could be that culture will ultimately become homogenized, just like political institutions, but I believe that it's going to be a much slower process. Many people think that because we have advanced communications technology, and are able to project global television culture worldwide, this will lead to homogenization on a deeper cultural level. I think that, in a way, it's done just the opposite. 

For example, there is probably less mutual liking, more distrust and greater emphasis on the difference between the cultures of the United States and Asia today than there was 40 years ago. In the 1950s and '60s, Asia looked up to the United States as a model of modernization. Now, Asians look at American urban decay and the decline of the family and they feel that America is not a very attractive model. Communications technology has allowed both Asians and Americans to see each other more clearly, and it turns out they have very different value systems. 

Homogenizing effect on Culture

I think that there is a global consumer culture that is spread by companies like McDonald's and Coca-Cola. However, if you look beneath the surface and ask people in different countries where their loyalties lie, how they regard their families, and how they regard authority, there will be enormous differences. When people examine a culture, they pay too much attention to aspects like the kinds of consumer goods that people buy. That's the most superficial aspect of culture. That is only the top of the iceberg. A culture really consists of deeper moral norms that affect how people link together, that is hard to see in the firs view, as the bottom of the iceberg.

These deeper qualities, the so-called moral norms, define economic activity. For instance, Chinese culture is family-centric limiting business transactions to extended family. This fact has many consequences. It means that Chinese businesses tend not to be very large, probably because they are unwilling to bring in managers from outside the family. It means that it's very difficult to establish brand names because large marketing organizations are not used. It also means it is very difficult to build lasting institutions that endure for more than two or three generations. In the China example it is culture that drives economics. 

Cultural Identities

Obviously language, religion, and race are all important components of a local identity. These are called “networks of trust”. These networks vary in different parts of the world. To really understand how to operate in any region of the world, we really need to understand the networks of trust in that area. Once a trust relationship is established, a business relationship can follow. 

For example, in many Latin American countries, many of the largest companies are almost always controlled by a group of families. This is also true in other countries, such as China and Turkey. Obviously, business opportunities in such countries very much depend on an understanding of the way that these social networks are wired together. The only people with a full understanding of how these networks work are the locals themselves. That's why outsiders sometimes find it difficult to conduct business in countries where the expected degree of transparency and ability to form business relations without preexisting social relationships are lacking. 

Universal human attributes that cut across cultures and Nations.

The desire for material progress is obviously a universal drive. There's a fair amount of evidence that a desire to exchange on the market is also a universal human attribute. In those places where market exchange is not practiced, it is almost always because the state or other form of governmental authority prevents it. 

Fernando De Soto's book on Peru gives a beautiful example of the human desire for market exchange. The book evidences the tremendous desire of poor Peruvian peasants who have moved to Lima to barter and exchange. The peasants can't set up formal businesses because it takes 25 days to get a permit, and a great deal of money is needed to bribe government officials. To make market exchanges, they set up this huge informal economy that even has its own judicial system. 

A good argument can be made for the universality of entrepreneurship. Over the last few years, the World Bank has strongly advocated the concept of micro lending. Before this, their policy was to lend to central banks and larger institutions. However, a closer examination of social networks revealed that the real entrepreneurial energy is at a much lower level. An interesting example of this entrepreneurship is the informal taxi and transportation services that have been set up in many third world countries. In South Africa, the government granted a monopoly in public transportation to a few companies that completely failed to satisfy the demand. Informal taxi service became one of the largest sources of income for blacks during Apartheid. It was one of the few areas where they could expand their business. 

The impact of globalization on culture and the impact of culture on globalization merit discussion. The homogenizing influences of globalization that are most often condemned by the new nationalists and by cultural romanticists are actually positive; globalization promotes integration and the removal not only of cultural barriers but of many of the negative dimensions of culture. Globalization is a vital step toward both a more stable world and better lives for the people in it

