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Noreena Hertz is a professor of business at the University of Cambridge and served as an advisor for the project setting up Russia’s first stock exchange.  


Liberal democracy is failing, Noreena Hertz believes.  Global corporations are now larger and more powerful than national economies and, in many cases, the state itself.  In the havoc ensued by the demise of the bipolar world, companies relocate to countries to cut costs and avoid restrictions.  Even developing nations and those of the third world are left out to dry as their fragile economies are destroyed by privatization and World Bank restrictions.  In lieu of the changing political climate, Hertz believes democracy is fading as private corporations rise in power and influence.  When decisions are made by these corporations and NGOs, liberal democracy diminishes.  


Despite the fatalistic themes within her book, Hertz’s acknowledges the existence of a few organizations trying to reaffirm the state’s presence in global economies.  The demise of liberal democracy goes hand in hand with class struggles.  The gap between the rich and poor is constantly widening.  Now that wealthy individuals and investors have influence over the giant corporations that Hertz asserts are taking over polities, the lower classes are their greatest disadvantage.  Hertz is incorrect in saying that union power was smashed with the silent takeover.  For instance, trade unions lead many efforts against the dreaded IMF and WTO.  


Her book was published before the events of 11 September 2001, and reading it in 2009 is chilling.  All roads lead to the attacks on the World Trade Center which stood as the focal point of this new era.  A shocking statistic Hertz gives is that of the world’s hundred largest economic entities, 49 are nation states.  The shift in power from the 1980s into the 21st century has become more apparent since the publishing of this book, even for the casual observer.  Her views on capitalism’s supremacy raises a very eerie question for Americans who read it as a worried citizen, “Was the attack against the United States only?”  


Another large theme explored by Hertz, is her “race to the bottom.”  Developing states are lacking restrictions imposed by unions in developed states.  As such, companies move wherever necessary to maximize profit.  Additionally, wealthy nation states have full time employees earning under the poverty line.  The aim is not to spread the wealth in this age, but for upper classes to hold onto the new hierarchy.  According to Hertz, states seem to be willingly surrendering to the new authority.  However, I would argue that it is not just the past twenty years that has seen global corporations rise in power and influence, but only in these decades has the problem been exacerbated and sped along.


Hertz argues that the new consumerism the most effective weapon in the armory of ordinary people; that it is a form of political voice.  She believes this new consumerism gives the middle class a voice through boycotts and strikes.  However, she does not give convincing figures to support this view.  Consumerism is limited because people will always buy what is most affordable, and use the credit agencies to live beyond their means.  The contemporary organic food market is testament to how consumers will buy anything that is marketed well, even when scientific studies prove it to be no better or worse for one that the original product.  


Hertz does, however, have a revealing narrative of the last two decades of the twentieth century from the vantage of global capital and state control.  She points to Reagan and Margaret Thatcher for the emergence of neoliberal politics.  This included mass privatization, business tax incentives and cuts, trade liberalization and deregulations.  These points disseminated across the world into other governments, the IMF, and the World Bank.  By the time George H.W. Bush and William Clinton came to office in the 1990s, capitalism was the accepted and dominant world ideology.  Corporations were then allowed export twice as much from the numbers in 1980 to the late 1990s.  Large global companies moved labor sites and set up branches in lucrative spots.  To compete, large nation states loosened restrictions on their labor source, antitrust clauses, and environmental limitations.  


As the era of deregulation came to a close, income taxes and corporation taxes increased.  These events culminated in the establishment of the World Trade Organization in 1994.  The WTO further pushed for liberalized trade regulations.  The organization became a powerful supranational entity with influence over nation states, even gaining sanctioning faculty.  Even the media is asserted to be under the influence of large the corporate world.  What Hertz does not seem to say explicitly, is if the world is led by unelected people, who takes responsibility for failures and setbacks?  Considering the state of global economies in the contemporary, one has to wonder what has yet to rise.


Overall, Hertz’s book is a thought-provoking work, especially given its publishing in 2001 before 11 September.  The way each chapter starts with a personal story is a very unique style making the book approachable by a wide audience.  She raises many issues with the current system and the way it was for the 21st century, but does not offer any suggestions for rectifying and revamping things.  Perhaps such was the purpose of the book.  

