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Book Review: The Case Against the Global Economy, And for a Turn Toward the Local
The writers in this collection of essays attempt to clarify, in manifold ways, how the rise of the new global economy has affected humanity and what this development means for our future.  They also suggest ways in which the process can be stopped, or at least limited.   The authors look at a number of issues including the rise of multinational corporations, the impact of trade agreements that put profit over people and the stark ubiquity of environmental degradation and unjust labor practices.  Instead of examining these issues individually, the editors of the volume, in their introduction to the essays, argue that these issues should be looked at as intrinsically related to broader trends in human economic history that must be slowed. 
The editors give a succinct definition of late 20th century liberalized market systems by calling them processes which free “all economic resources to serve the needs of corporations, not the people or the environment (12).”  The fact that multinational corporations have such a degree of control means that they profoundly alter not only economies, but societies as well.  A number of the essays in the volume look at the often nefarious homogenization of aspects of society and marginalization of people that has occurred as a result of the global economy.

The first few essays in part one, entitled “The Multiple Impacts of Globalization,” examine how development can have a particularly nefarious transformative effect on third world countries.  Helena Norberg-Hodge notes that the forces of modernization in Ladakh, Northern India, went from a drip to a flood and had a nefarious impact on the ecological sustainability, education, self-pride, and social equality in that previously self-sufficient region.  Other essays in Part One deal with the exploitative nature of the economic relationships between “developed” and “developing” countries.  I use quotation marks here because the notion of modernist development often is seen as a beacon for all countries to aspire to. The essays in this section reasonably indicate that we need to reassess our notion of what development and progress really is.  Adherents of a more localized world argue that development in the modernizing western sense actually can do more harm than good.

In their essay entitled “The Homogenization of Education,” Maude Barlow and Heather-Jane Robertson outline the rules and protocols by which NAFTA threatens the nature of the Canadian education system and other culturally specific services.  First, NAFTA gives outside companies, in this case mainly ones from the U.S., national treatment rights.  These rights stipulate that U.S. companies must be treated identically and preference cannot be given to Canadian companies.  This rule holds true even in fields where Canadian perspectives are crucial, such as those of education and media.  The authors also note that under NAFTA, companies that have work contracts with Canada are not required to maintain a presence in the country, reducing the possibility of employment for Canadians and giving Canadians little say in standards and content of the services.  Finally, NAFTA gives the U.S. procurement rights which enables them to bid on public and government contracts (63).

In “GATT, NAFTA, and the Subversion of the Democratic Process,” Ralph Nader and Lori Wallach elucidate the ills of the global economy.   The authors wisely use the term corporate globalization to describe how GATT, NAFTA and similar agreements have helped create a world where corporations are increasingly able to exploit resources and people and destroy ecosystems without sufficient oversight.  Nader, however is careful to note the complicity of the U.S. government in these processes.  He describes a memorable episode in which his organization offered $10,000 to any congress person who would read the entire text of the 1994 GATT document and answer questions about it.  The single congressman who took the offer,  a republican who was a supporter of free trade, was “horrified” by the document.  Nader notes that often it is difficult to have the chance to sufficiently digest international trade agreements of far reaching impact.  Copies of various NAFTA and GATT texts are usually not widely distributed, frequently are delayed in being translated, and are almost always unnecessarily complex  (101).  
  
Nader goes on to list a number of reasons why it is vitally important that politicians and citizens need to be informed of supranational trade agreements.  He describes the World Trade Organization as an executive body that judges a country’s compliance with trade rules, enforces those rules with sanctions, and provides the legislative capacity to expand those rules in the future (102).  The WTO also has a permanent organizational structure and a “legal personality” similar to that of the U.N., the World Bank, and the IMF. (102)


For those already knowledgeable about the inherent evils of capitalist globalization, the real   benefit of this book can be found in part four, entitled “Steps Toward Relocalization.”  The ideas in this section may have sounded radically anachronistic when the book was published in 1996, but now many of them very reasonable .  The essays in this section basically promote steps to make our economy less beholden to faceless international corporations and more responsible to communities and people.  The noted writer Wendell Berry, in his essay, puts forth a number of ways in which communities and towns can be more economically sovereign and sustainable.  His suggestions revolve around the idea that by buying and producing locally and living sustainably, communities will foster the kind of relationships that have sustained mankind before the era of global dependence.  Berry’s ideas bear a good deal of semblance to those of Gandhi.  In his essay, Satish Kumar explains the current relevance of Gandhi’s “swadeshi,” or home economy.  In the era of increasing global integration, Gandhi proposed “production by the masses,” not “mass production.”  Of course, following Gandhi’s death Nehru chose a path of modernization so it is hard to imagine what Gandhi’s ideal India would have looked like in the late 20th century.

This is an important book.  Along with many others, the writers featured here helped provide the intellectual basis for the movement against capitalist globalization, which came to fruition during the anti-WTO actions that occurred in Seattle in 1999.  Now, however, many of the essays sound prematurely dated and insufficiently circumspect.  The discussions on how computers and technology will give corporations obscene power did not leave room for a mention on how computers can be used for organizing and resistance.  In the essay on the Ladakh’s penetration by modernizing forces, Norberg-Hodge glorifies the traditional society of the Ladakh and fails to explain why there was not a sufficient will to resist Westernization.  Finally, in “The Homogenization of Global Culture,” the author does not sufficiently mention the positive aspects of cultural cross-pollination that occurs in a globalized world.  Despite these lapses, the essays here are highly informative, even if they sometimes seem to favor emotion over analysis.  Let us hope that they were not written in vain.   
