
Globalization, Imperialism, and PowerPRIVATE 


Globalization
The recent buzz word of globalization may be new, but the phenomenon is quite old, perhaps dating back as far as the prehistoric trade in obsidian for making spearheads.  By the early 20th century, globalization was already well developed.  John Maynard Keynes may have exaggerated the extent of the development, but he was not that far off the mark:



The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the whole earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep; he could at the same moment and by the same means adventure his wealth in the natural resources and new enterprises of any quarter of the world, and share, without exertion or even trouble, in their prospective fruits and advantages; or he could decide to couple the security of his fortunes with the good faith of the townspeople of any substantial municipality in a continent that fancy or information might recommend.  He could secure forthwith, if he wished it, cheap and comfortable means of transit to any country or climate without passport or other formality ....  But, most important of all, he regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain, and permanent, except in the direction of improvement ....  The internationalization of [social and economic life] was nearly complete.  [Keynes 1919, pp. 6‑7]

Of course, not all citizens of London sat in their bed sipping tea, but Keynes was absolutely right in terms of situating London at the pinnacle of globalization.


Globalization, of course, also had its share of skeptics.  The earliest, to my knowledge, was, at least according to Herodotus, Cyrus the Great, who was warned about the risks of attacking the Greeks.  According to Herodotus, Cyrus dismissed the warning because of his contempt for the market.  He sneered, "I have never yet been afraid of any men, who have a set place in the middle of their city, where they come together to cheat each other and forswear themselves."


Cyrus was apparently unfamiliar with the market.  Herodotus tells us: "having market‑places where they buy and sell ... is a custom unknown to the Persians, who never make purchases in open marts, and indeed have not in their whole country a single marketplace" (Herodotus 1942, Book 1, Chapter 23, p. 83).


Presumably, Cyrus associated markets with weakness.  Eighteenth century intellectuals also associated markets with a pacifist orientation ‑‑ "sweet commerce," they called it.  The illusion of "sweet commerce" does not stand up very well in a recent study of the subject.


Military Globalization
Ronald Findlay and Kevin O'Rourke, two highly respected economists, recently published a book entitled Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the World Economy in the Second Millennium (2007).  This volume offers little comfort to devout believers in the benefits of free trade.  Although the authors have never expressed any solidarity with the left, they conclude:



The greatest expansions of world trade have tended to come not from the bloodless tatonnement of some fictional Walrasian auctioneer but from the barrel of a Maxim gun, the edge of a scimitar, or the ferocity of nomadic horsemen ....  For much of our period the pattern of trade can only be understood as being the outcome of some military or political equilibrium between contending powers.  [Findlay and O'Rourke 2007, pp. xviii‑xix]

In their encyclopedic survey covering 634 pages, Findlay and O'Rourke pay little attention to the rape and pillage of the less developed world ‑‑ presumably the great powers were usually able to draw upon pre‑existing rivalries to get their prey to fight among themselves.  These struggles often exhaust entire regions, although some peoples were able to mount powerful resistance.  Instead the book concentrates on the conflicts between the stronger parties.  Its conclusion is that countries without adequate military power were bound to be shoved aside by their better armed rivals.


Success in trade required power.  In the end, this book comes out in support of the mercantilists.  Keynes, probably tongue in cheek, also gave a nod to the mercantilists for promoting policies that improved employment, but these authors, neither of whom, to my knowledge, has any association with the left, have a different take on mercantilism, which does not conflict with that of Keynes, but instead gives it a very different flavor.


In effect then, this book stands as a rebuke of neoliberal globalization.  In contrast, mercantilism is a pejorative sometimes applied to less developed countries that want some control over their destiny.


Instead the book concentrates on the rivalries among the stronger parties.  Here is some of what they conclude:



Our first claim is that the remarkable innovations of the Industrial Revolution would not have had the deep and sustained consequences that they did if British industry had not operated within the global framework of sources of raw materials and markets for finished products that had been developed during the heyday of mercantilism and the Navigation Acts, and consolidated by the victories in the long series of wars against the Dutch and French.  Slavery and the plantation economy of the New World, supplying first sugar and then cotton, the two major British imports for over two hundred years, was an integral part of this Atlantic System.  [Findlay and O'Rourke 2007, p. 339]

A few pages later, we read:



... in a mercantilist world in which nations systematically excluded their enemies from protected markets, ...  British military success over the French and other European rivals was an important ingredient in explaining her subsequent rise to economic prominence.  The robustness of the ligament can be "tested" by exploring how well it does at answering two very different questions.  First, why was it that Britain, rather than another European country, made the transition to modern economic growth first?  Second, why did the Industrial Revolution occur in Europe rather than in Asia?  [Findlay and O'Rourke 2007, p. 345]

The historical evidence for trade‑led development is very weak.  One could perhaps point to small island economies blessed with a strategic location, such as Hong Kong or Singapore, which could function as an entrepot.  Such places do not represent a threat to the great power.  They are too small to become either an industrial power or a military force, but they instead offer a strategic location for trade.


The Costs of Military Globalization
The Dutch economy might also deserve inclusion as a trade‑led success story.  The Dutch enjoyed a strategic location for distributing the essential raw materials from the Baltic regions to Western Europe.  The Dutch exploited this advantage to become a great commercial power.  The British envy of the Dutch success was palpable.  Here is the impression of one of the commentators of the time:



The abundance of Corne groweth in the East Kingdoms: but the great Store‑houses for Grain, to serve Christendome, and the Heathen Countries (in times of Dearth) is in the Low‑Countries ....  The mighty Vineyards, and store of Salt, is in France and Spain:  But the great Vintage, and Staple of Salt, is in the Low‑Countries ....  The exceeding Groves of Wood are in the East‑Kingdomes: But the huge Piles of Wainscot, Clapboards, Fir‑deale, Masts, and Timber is in the Low‑Countries ... where none groweth.  [Keymer 1673, p. 8]

Findlay and O'Rourke offer a more nuanced perspective, suggesting that the Baltic trade and the great Dutch herring fleet did promote prosperity, but the apparent treasure from the country's long‑distance adventures may well have cost as much as it returned to the nation (Findlay and O'Rourke 2007, pp. 107 and 239).


Mention of the herring fleet brings to mind another observer of the Dutch economy, Sir William Petty, whom Marx credited with being "the father of English political economy" (Marx 1970, p. 52n, and 1977, p. 384).  Sailors were, for Petty, simultaneously soldiers, artisans, and merchants.  He used the following calculation to demonstrate the advantage of his implicitly proposed social division of labor: "The Husbandman of England earns but about 4 s. per Week, but the Seamen have as good as 12 s. in Wages, Victuals (and as it were housing) with other accommodations, so as a Seaman is in effect three Husbandmen" (Petty 1690: i, p. 259).  The fact that merchant ships could be converted to military purposes offers a further link between trade and the exercise of power.


Findlay and O'Rourke give further salience to Petty's notion of the seaman's multiple roles.  The Dutch gained a major advantage over the British in shipping by building freighters that maximized cargo carrying capacity and minimize labor costs at the expense of the speed.  However, the Dutch ships, required naval escorts in dangerous waters because they were lightly armed.  The Dutch government supplied the naval escorts.  In contrast, as Petty suggested, the British sailors had to be warriors in addition to their other duties (Findlay and O'Rourke 2007, p. 176‑77).  Reading between the lines, one might suspect that the Dutch were building ships based on conventions of neoclassical economics, while the British design reflected the mercantilist roots of Britain's commercial success.


Findlay and O'Rourke's survey of world trade as well as the military struggles to dominate that trade over the past millennium passes over the cost of the earlier form of globalization.  Yes, war may have promoted technological change.  And the trade that accompanied these wars may have brought prosperity to elites among the victors, and even some of the common people.  But what a wasteful way to conduct life!  And how little improvement has occurred over the ages.


Findlay and O'Rourke suggest that the Dutch may not have profited from their imperialist ventures because of the extraordinary cost of conducting war.  Sweet commerce was difficult to find in the midst of such tumult.  Findlay and O'Rourke also tend to overlook the damage done to the colonial world ‑‑ more often than not blaming lack of economic progress on the damage done by internal rivalries.


The Virtualism of U.S. Imperialism
The great powers no longer need to send in gunboats as often.  Dominating nations still follow the honored tradition of setting small states against one another.  They also find it cost‑effective to internally destabilize recalcitrant countries.  And more recently, finding ways to fragment disobedient countries into ministates seems to be coming into fashion.  But the actual work of direct conquest no longer makes sense, as the fiasco in Iraq demonstrates.


Weak, underdeveloped countries no longer seem to be able to play one great power against another, at least until, perhaps, China gets stronger.  As a result, many acquiesce in paying tribute to the great powers in novel ways.  My own country, with few material goods to export, has revolutionized collection of intellectual property payments.


Use of remote controlled weapons is still tragically frequent, making warfare more like a video game than traditional battlefield conflict.  The quest for the domination of space makes such weaponry more frightening.  


The role of the United States makes me imagine the plot of a cheap science fiction movie in which a self‑absorbed 13 year old is playing a violent video game that is somehow causing havoc in the real world while bringing great rewards to the child.  Indeed, despite the massive flow of resources to the United States, my country seems to have relatively little direct role in the production of the world's wealth.  Even defense contractors in the United States are becoming dependent on imports of vital components products.


The U.S. film industry is an interesting example of the hollowing out of the U.S. economy.  Many countries have a vibrant community of cinematic talent, yet Hollywood still exerts enormous power, despite a rapidly shrinking quantity of films made there.  Instead, Hollywood now produces many of its films abroad, often directed by and starring people from other countries.  Even so, by maintaining a strong distribution network, the industry seems capable still of collecting monopolistic rents from around the world.  This sort of control is unprecedented in the history of the world.


The United States, along with other rich and powerful nations have, at least until recently, outsourced much of the governance to the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization, which demand that impoverished countries give up the provision of essential services, such as water or education.


Parenthetically, the demand for the privatization of water strikes me as cruelly hypocritical.  My home is in a part of California that is naturally brown in the summer and green only in the winter when it rains, yet just a few miles from where I live the countryside is filled with rice fields, filled with water, provided by the state at virtually no cost at all.  But to give water freely to impoverished people is condemned as a disgraceful violation of sacred free‑market principles.


Rentier Imperialism?
Other than arms and intellectual property, the exports of the United States country are fast shrinking relative those of to the rest of the world.  In fact, one might think of the United States as a rentier ‑‑ a kind of parasitic organism.


Keynes's reminiscence about the enjoyments of the wealthy Englishman in bed conjures up a vision of the world through the prospective of a rentier ‑‑ someone whose function in life is merely to sit back and lavishly consume wealth produced by others.


But the British economy, which had once been called the workshop of the world, had become an international rentier because it neglected its productive potential.  Within a decade of Keynes's famous call for the euthanasia of the rentier, his own state lost much of its power, becoming reduced to playing the sidekick of a more vibrant economy.


The United States today seems to have become a rentier state, it is a most unusual rentier, possessing far more military power than any state in history, perhaps resembling the protection racket of a mob boss, but on a national scale, not unlike the ancient tributary states that Findlay and O'Rourke described.  With trillions of dollars of debt accumulating, the United States bears some resemblance to a decadent aristocrat living well beyond his means.  None of these lifestyles seems to be conducive to long run economic success.


Indeed, the country's capacity to successfully export anything other than intellectual property and military weaponry, is shrinking.  Even its weapons production is becoming increasingly dependent on imports.


How long can the Hollywood model last?  How long would the United States be able to draw upon the talent from the rest of the world while giving so little in return?  Will some of the less affluent countries begin to get political leadership that is willing to use its talent and resources for their own peoples' benefit?  Is Latin America the leading edge of a new kind of development?  Finally, might it be that Cyrus the Great have was after all, even though he was premature in his verdict about the ultimate power of a nation whose people devote so much of their energies to cheating one another.






