How fundamental change is Globalisation and what does it mean for the way we think about international relations?
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This essay will confront the above question with an analysis of various views on globalisation and explore the differences between different views held by International Relations theorists. I will then discuss whether or not globalisation has or is taking place and the consequences for the nation-state.
Defining what exactly is meant by globalisation is an important starting point for this essay -from if we will assess how fundamental or not the change of globalisation really is. Although many would argue that the concept of globalisation is not new, its emergence as a widely used and understood term is relatively new. As late as the 1980’s the term ‘globalisation’ was barely used in English, or in any other language, even by academic authors. People at that time instead spoke of internationalisation, international relations, and so forth.


Over a period of less than twenty years, the term ‘globalisation’ has risen from relative obscurity to being used in daily vernacular.  Yet there is still debate among academics what ‘globalisation’ really is and whether it is happening at all. In international relations, the definition of globalisation is very fluid. To help define globalisation it may be useful if we first establish what exactly we mean by the world ‘global’. In recent debates about globalisation three definitions of the word ‘global’ have been used. First as an interchangeable word with ‘world’ and ‘international’ to indicate life beyond the national level. Second as a word to describe belonging to the globe and the planet on which we live in a geographical, environmental sense. Third, the quality involved in the worldwide stretching of social relations as a time-spatial concept.  This last definition is the definition of global widely used to define globalisation. The two other definitions are also used but more frequently by hyperglobalists who will be discussed later.

Many IR theorists have tried to define the term globalisation; most of them have defining the term using the third sense of global noted above. Generally, in international relations globalisation is accepted to be the process of increasingly rapid global change which affects all regions of the world in a variety of sectors including the economy, technology, politics, media, the environment and the increased interconnectivity of people around the world. Held et al’s definition is a widely accepted; “Globalisation may be thought of initially as the widening, deepening and speeding up of worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of contemporary social life, from the cultural to the criminal, the financial to the spiritual.”
  

Other theorists subscribe to this view of the increased level of ‘interconnectedness’. Anthony Giddens suggests that ‘globalization can…be defined as the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring may miles away and vice versa’
. In IR the third sense of  ‘worldwide stretching’ concept has commonly been used by theorists as it is most practical to the subject.

Jan Aart Scholte suggests that there are at least five broad usages of the term 'globalisation'. He suggests in some ways they are related and overlapping, but their emphases are substantially different. He suggests the first and possibly most common interpretation of globalisation is in terms of internationalisation. From this perspective, 'global' is synonymous with ‘international’ and is used to simply describe cross-border activity between countries. Scholte suggests the second interpretation of globalisation as liberalisation; a process of removing government-imposed restrictions on movements between countries and creating an 'open', 'borderless' world economy.  A third conception has equated globalisation with universalisation. In this usage, 'global' means 'worldwide', and globalisation is the process of spreading various objects from cars to decolonisation and experiences to people at all corners of the earth. 

A fourth definition has equated globalization with westernisation or modernisation, especially in an 'Americanised' form. Finally, a fifth idea identifies globalisation as deterritorialisation or, as Scholte prefers to characterise it, a spread of supraterritoriality. Following this interpretation, globalisation entails a reconfiguration of geography, so that social space is no longer wholly mapped in terms of territorial places, territorial distances and territorial borders.

Depending on which definition of globalisation you subscribe to, the period in which it took or is taking place will be different. If you subscribe to the view that globalisation is really simply interchangeable for ‘world’ or ‘international expansion’ or the other definitions suggesting belonging to the globe then you could argue the case that globalisation is by no means a new concept and instead is something that has existed for hundreds of years and consequently there has been little if any impact on international relations. However, if we use the widely accepted concept of globalisation in terms of a stretching of social relations across international boundaries and the idea that the world is now borderless in terms of the exchange of information, goods and capital then it could be argued that globalisation has occurred in the last few decades and there has been fundamental changes in international relations.

Some theorists argue that what we see today is no different from any other period in history, as it has occurred over hundreds of years.  For these global-sceptics ‘globalisation’ is no different from the advance and modernisation of society. Indeed there are many who believe that there has not really been any significant change. Global-sceptics have argued that a hundred years previously there was already an open marketplace, trading in money, as well as in commodities.  Globalists would concede that although many parallels can be drawn between a hundred years ago and now it is distinctly different. They suggest that globalisation today is more intense, more profound, faster moving, and more dynamic than anything that has happened previously in history.


Giddens suggests that the ‘Great Globalisation Debate’ is no longer about whether or not globalisation exists but now a debate regarding the consequences of globalisation. Globalisation today, according to Giddens is in many respects a reality we have to live with and respect. Giddens asserts that The Great Globalisation Debate is no longer just an academic debate as it has now moved and influences life in the public domain, a confrontation beginning with the meetings of the WTO in Seattle several years ago and more recently in Genoa. Now at many cities across the world there has been confrontation – peaceful and violent between the anti-globalisation movement and those who stand in some sense, for the expansion of the global marketplace.

The coming of the global age with the advent of satellite communication and the consequential increasing influence of the world media to bring geographically distant issues to the screens of people’s televisions is, according to Giddens the essence of globalisation. “If you wanted to pick a driving force more important than the others, I would say the prime driving force of globalisation is the communications revolution, or put more precisely, that kind of marriage between communications and computerisation which began some 30 or so years ago.”

Now that we have established a foundation for the discussion of globalisation we can now explore the affect on international relations. One of the main debates in globalisation and an important one for the effect on international relations is how far globalisation has undermined or weakened the nation-state. According to Held and McGrew there are three main views on the globalisation debate; hyperglobalists, global-sceptics, and global transformationalists.

Hyperglobalisers believe that globalisation represents a new epoch in human history, in which all types of relationships are becoming integrated at the global level, transcending the nation-state and making it increasingly irrelevant. Increasing cross-border flows of capital, commodities, people and ideas are a defining factor of this era. There are both positive and negative hyperglobalists. Positive hyperglobalisers are advocates of open, global markets, who believe these will guarantee economic growth and will, in the long run, bring about improved living standards for everyone. Negative hyperglobalisers assert that the explosion of global media and rapidly increasing global mobility really only benefit those in OECD countries, whilst those in the Third World are struggling to maintain their existence.

According to hyperglobalists, globalisation is the means by which transnational corporations and financial institutions control the steadily weakening nation-states. They believe that nation-states and political actors have become so marginalized that borders have become more or less irrelevant resulting in social fragmentation, cultural uncertainty, conflict and violence.

Global-sceptics acknowledge the increasing high levels of cross-border trade, investment and industry, but argue that there is nothing new about this. Sceptics argue that the role of the nation-state remains as strong as ever and suggest that ‘it if can be shown that states remain influential and borders significant, then the globalisation thesis has been brought into serious question.’

Transformationalists believe that the debate between hyperglobalists and global-sceptics is a false debate. They argue that globalisation is the central driving force behind the major economic, cultural, social and political changes that are affecting the worlds today and that although important changes have taken place these have not undermined but rather transformed states. ‘Globalisation is seen as the overall consequence of closely interlinked processes of change in the areas of technology, economic activity, governance, communication and so on.’
 Transformationalists regard contemporary patterns of cross-border flows as without historical precedent. 

Another debate with the dawn of a new globalist perspective spawned from globalisation is whether or not the concept of international relations now has any relevance. Some would argue that more fluid global relations have now replaced international relations. These, they would argue have been perpetuated amongst other things by the Internet, satellite communication, cheap air travel and mobile phones.  Now that there can be instant interaction between citizens across the globe international relations seem less significant. 

This also raises questions about global governance and reverts back to the hyperglobalist perspective on the marginalizing of international actors and nation states because of the empowerment of the ordinary, everyday person. Unlike hyperglobalists, transformationalists believe we are witnessing a global convergence or the emergence of a single ‘world society’.  Although they concede that important changes have indeed taken place in the relations of states and markets they assert this is more about transforming than undermining states.

I would subscribe to the transformationalist perspectives of Scholte, Giddens and Held who assert that globalisation is a relative new concept although there are similarities in history when world trade and communication existed, the increased speed and intensification of global relations and the affect this has on the global civil society is something which merits its own concept. I think that Scholte’s observations on the five ways that globalisation is widely used are probably collectively the best definitions for globalisation. Using them it is clear that globalisation has and will continue to take place its impact on international relations ever increasing. All concepts of globalisation reference or allude to in some way a process that is increasing; trade and connectivity for example. I think there is little point in disputing the fact the globalisation is taking place. Global-sceptics who suggest it is simply a repeat of earlier periods of history do not account for the vast intensification and increasing speed of these processes. I would also subscribe to the transformationalist perspective on the way globalisation has is not undermining but rather transforming states despite the fact that states and their borders are still influential.  Admittedly, the ambiguity of the term and the way it is loosely used by somr theorists and the media makes it difficult to make clear definitions but I would suggest that over time, the definition of globalisation and its effects, like many other concepts will become increasingly clear.
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