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Rel ati vismintrudes in the poverty war

K. C. Boey

FROM t he activists of the Mbilisation Against G obalisation to the Wrld
Bank and the International Mnetary Fund, they profess the same aim The
goal is to reduce poverty. Were they differ, it seens, is howto achieve
it.

And so it is that the “Son of Seattle (of |ast Decenber)' spilled onto
the streets of Washington this past week to the echoes of the Goup of 77
nmeeting i n Havana, Cuba.

It remi nded me of a conference | attended at Deakin University, in
Mel bourne, three years ago, on | abour rights and globalisation. It was
organi sed by Deakin's Centre for Citizenship and Human Ri ghts, and the
Australian Council for Overseas Aid (AusAid).

It brought together people from governnment, business, trade unions, non-
gover nment al organi sati ons, and econom sts and political and soci al
scientists.

Li nked by video fromthe United States was the eninent el der economi st
John Kenneth Gal braith. So whatever differences between interests at the
conference, one thing was clear. There was nutual interest in the neo-
Keynesi an princi pl es expounded by Gal braith on state intervention in
econom c activity.

| got to talking to different people. What a mi xed bag of bedfell ows,

t hought to nysel f.
There was Janet Hunt, head of AusAid. Over at the next tea table was a

uni oni st whose outfit | decided would be incidental to ny recall, having a
yarn with a busi nessman engaged in international comerce.
Scott Burchill, lecturer in international relations at Deakin,

represented one spectrum of the acadenmic front. At the other was Radha
D Souza, fromlndia, then reading for her PhD in Auckland University on
the i mpact of international environmental agreenents on peopl es.

Ti me has noved on a bit since. Washi ngton/ Havana this past week had me
t hi nki ng again. Most of us have the sanme ends in mnd. Were we differ is
over the means to that end.

The academic will suggest it's all about two words the political
scientists fight over - absolutismand relativism

Must we be Kantian in our absolute view of the world? Are we hypocrites
when we see ourselves relative to changing tinmes and circunstances; and
change accordi ngl y? No backbone, some peopl e woul d say.

I amunashanedly rel ativi st.

VWhich brings us to this battle over globalisation. Can you inagi ne the
A obal Pastry Uprising - pie-throwers fromBoston - sharing the platform
with Cuban President Fidel Castro? O Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad for that matter.

But there you have it; unlikely convergences of interests speaking up
agai nst different aspects of globalisation.

(Personally | would Iike to shove a pie in the face of the A obal Pastry
Uprising - and other anarchists - for trivialising the issue. But it's a
free world.)

My biff is against sone of those do-gooders protesting in the name of
the poor. The Wirld Bank and the | M- working to reduce poverty? The two
Bretton Wods institutions are part of the problem they argue. They nust
be torn down and the global financial systemand free trade regine
restruct ured.



Now we see why the G 77 may well find thensel ves on the sane side of the
police barricades in Washi ngton as the anarchi sts.

Sounds nobl e, what the protesters are on about. Except for a few facts
| ost in the pushing and shovi ng.

| was reading an article in The New York Tinmes the other day. There was
a study by the consulting firmA. T. Kearney. O the 34 devel oped and
devel opi ng countries studied, the fastest gl obalising countries have fared
better than those that have hel d back

The sane countries also enjoyed greater political freedom nore social
spendi ng, and recei ved hi gher scores on the United Nations Human
Devel oprent | ndex.

To ny mind, there is no better indicator of |longevity, literacy and
standard of living than the UN index.

But there is a downside. "Rapid globalisers have witnessed a grow ng gap
between rich and poor... rising corruption and hi gher |evels of
environmental pollution."

That bit on the downside is not new. That's an argunent the activists
agai nst gl obal i sati on have been using all this while.

So how do we explain this, or can we? O do we accept the downsi de and
just be happy with the "trickling dowmn" of the benefits?

Yes to the first question; there is an explanation. No to the second.
The first answer lies in econonic theory that we will not go too nuch
into. In essence, it has to do with the relativismof which | professed to

bei ng a proponent.

It has to do with the conparative advantage of cheap(er) labour in
devel oping countries - extrapolated fromthe Heckscher-Ohlin theorem- and
free trade between countries of |owskilled and hi gh-skilled | abour

This is the "factor price equalisation theorem devel oped by the Swedes
Eli Heckscher and Bertil GChlin early in the 20th century, and el aborat ed
by the American Paul Saruel son.

Ri si ng demand for |abour in high-skilled and | ow skilled economi es
brings about quite different results in wage gaps, according to the
Heckscher-Onlin theorem There is no such thing as one size fits all

In the globalisation debate, | will be suspicious of unionists (and NGOs
for that matter) fromhigh-skilled economes telling me how he is fighting
for me, and how the two of us should avoid a "race to the bottont in
I'iving standards.

Is s/he thinking of nme, or protecting his/her job and (high) standard of
l'iving?

Not that | have anythi ng agai nst unions and NGGs. On the contrary. |
only make the point that we ought to give due relativities to stages of
devel opnent.

As Thomas Friedman of The New York Times put it: "There's nothing wong
with unions or owners protecting their interests - it's just when they do
it in the nanme of helping the poor that it's contenptible."

Yes, the Kearney study says that with globalisation, the rich will get
ri cher and the poor, poorer. But in East Asia, the gap between rich and
poor in many countries has narrowed.

There will cone a tinme when devel opi ng countries reach Vision 2020
| evel . When that happens, we are duty-bound to revi ew how we do things,
relative to the tines.

* The witer can be reached at: kc. han@i gpond. com

( END)



	Relativism intrudes in the poverty war (NST 23/04/2000)

