
T he 9 0 t h S es s ion Of  T he I nt er nat ional  L abour  Conf er ence 

Geneva, S witzer land  11 June 2002  

" S OCI AL DI MENS I ON OF GLOBALI S AT I ON"   

Globalisation is  on everyone's  mind nowadays . T his  concept of a wor ld without borders , of 
a global nation in all but name, promises  a future so changed that the social, political and 
economic order  of things  as  we know them wil l be radically different and probably 
threatening in many ways . Cer tainly it wil l  have a tremendous  impact on the l ife that we 
lead as  worker s  and as  employer s , and also as  Governments .  

2. Not so very long ago, in the years  following Wor ld War  I I ,  the peoples  of the wor ld were 
busy dismantling empires  and creating new independent nations  out of the colonies  of the 
Europeans . T hat was  the time when much value was  placed on freedom;  freedom that is , 
from the imper ialis ts , from being the colonies  of other  nations . I t was  felt that the 
subj ection of a people by another  people was  unj us t and shameful and it mus t be ended 
as  soon as  pos s ible. T he subj ect people mus t be free, be allowed self- rule, be 
independent. Uhuru, Merdeka -  these were the cry from the hear t of the " natives " , the 
black, brown and yellow people who had been colonised by the white people.  

3. T here was  res is tance, much res is tance. T he imper ial colonial powers  fought hard to 
retain their  colonies . T he subj ect people who rose to fight for  their  freedom were labelled 
ter ror is ts  and were attacked by the vas tly super ior  forces  of the imper ialis ts . Many were 
the so-called ter ror is ts  who were incarcerated, usually without tr ial;  many were ki l led, 
were tor tured even and executed.  

4. But the cry for  independence could not be s i lenced and gradually but with growing 
momentum the freedom fighter s  gained ground and l iberated their  countr ies . More and 
more of the so-called ter ror is ts  became respectable, became honourable freedom fighter s , 
became leaders  of independent nations .  

5. What was  the meaning of independence then? I ndependence meant freedom from 
inter ference in the affair s  of the newly- independent nations , freedom to as sociate or  be 
all ied to any nation or  power  bloc, freedom to accept and practise any sys tem of 
Government. Non- inter ference was  the key-word. T o inter fere with an independent 
country was  to deny independence for  that country. T he newly- independent countr ies  and 
their  leaders  glor ied in their  freedom. T his  was  what they had fought for , this  was  what 
many of them died for  and they were not going to let it be diminished in any way.  

6. But they were wrong. T heir  independence was  not full.  I t was  Pres ident S oekarno of 
I ndones ia who fir s t realised it. He called it " neo-colonialism" , a form of colonial rule that 
required no phys ical occupation of the land. T he economic weaknesses  of all the newly-  
independent countr ies  forced them to submit to the influence and even hegemony of the 
economically power ful former  colonial mas ter s . T he newly- independent countr ies  had to 
seek aid and to bor row from the r ich countr ies  and these were not given without s tr ings  
attached.  

7. Every day the s tr ings  became more numerous  and s tronger . But s ti l l  much l ip- service 
was  paid to non-  inter ference in the affair s  of independent countr ies . For  the r ich ex-
colonial mas ter s  even this  need for  l ip-  service was  frus trating. A way had to be found to 
dominate the former  colonies  more directly once again.  

8. I nternational agencies  were used. T hen came the idea of the Non-Government 
Organisations . Governments  may not inter fere but Non-Government Organisations  are not 
subj ect to this  dictum. And so the NGOs  moved in, financing and setting up local 



counterpar ts  which effectively promoted the interes t of the r ich. T he NGOs  gained 
legitimacy and power  by citing cor ruption, abuses  of power , abuses  of human r ights , 
degradation of the environment, logging, hydro-electr ic proj ects , gas  pipe l ines , 
indus tr ialisation, anything and everything, so as  to keep the Government of the 
independent countr ies  feeling guilty and submis s ive. No Government, however  well 
intentioned, can be free from all that can be thought up as  misdemeanours  by the NGOs . 
I t was  cons idered not unfair  for  the NGOs  to deny the poor  people of a poor  country cheap 
electr icity or  j obs  or  water  supply in the interes t of any one of their  many so-called 
" causes " . T he poor  countr ies  mus t preserve the environment and become a " carbon s ink"  
for  the r ich polluting nations  of the wor ld at whatever  cos t to their  own people.  

9. But as  if the independence of the new nations  was  not eroded enough, the 
Governments  of the power ful countr ies  invented reasons  for  moving in directly. T hey claim 
that they have respons ibil ity for  the well-  being of all the people in the wor ld, even if they 
are citizens  of other  countr ies . All the people in the wor ld mus t be freed of their  
Government's  cor ruption, abuses  of power , lack of transparency etc, their  independence 
notwiths tanding. After  the end of the Cold War  the freedom to choose forms  of 
Governments  was  removed and only one choice was  allowed -  L iberal Democracy. T hat the 
removal of the freedom of choice is  agains t the very pr inciple of democracy was  ignored. 
Be democratic or  all the people and not j us t the Government wil l  be punished, depr ived of 
food and medicine, impover ished through economic actions .  

10. I s  it really concern for  the well-being of the poor  oppres sed people of these newly-
independent former  colonies  or  is  it frus tration at not being able to get at the wealth these 
countr ies  have, not being able to exploit the potentials  these countr ies  pos ses? I t would 
seem that the latter  is  more l ikely to be the obj ective.  

11. Democracy, transparency, the rule of law, freedom from cor ruption and from cronyism 
are good in themselves . But is  it necessary to make the people suffer , to impover ish whole 
countr ies  for  the s ins  of their  Governments . I s  it necessary to des troy thr iving economies  
in order  to br ing about democracy, and all the good things , that was  supposed to 
accompany it? What happens  when these democracies  fail to work, when anarchy reigns  
ins tead;  when they become so emasculated that they have to depend completely on 
foreign help and accept foreign directives  for  their  domestic and foreign policies?  

12. S hould the new (relatively speaking) independent countr ies  obj ect to effectively los ing 
their  independence? Battered by the NGO's , made to feel guilty over  their  record on 
human r ights  and allegedly incompetent adminis trations  and obliged to the power ful 
because of aid and their  unrepayable debt, they were in no pos ition to rej ect globalisation 
or  even ques tion it. And so all and everyone welcome globalisation without knowing really 
what they were letting themselves  in for .  

13. T he fir s t danger  s ign came when the cur rency traders  devalued the cur rencies  of the 
As ian tiger s . S uddenly these so-called economic miracles  were impover ished and found 
themselves  splutter ing and breathles s  as  their  countr ies  collapsed economically. T he 
media and an as sor tment of international exper ts  and agencies  told them that they had 
been naughty, that their  growth and economic miracles  were all fiction, that all the time 
they were mismanaging their  economy, s tealing money from their  treasur ies , and feeding 
their  cronies . T hat the peoples  of these countr ies  had obvious ly prospered, that phys ically 
and infras tructure wise they had grown and developed, that they had managed to 
indus tr ialise their  agro-based countr ies  -  all these proved nothing, all these did not prove 
that they were governing their  countr ies  well. I f their  cur rencies  were devalued and their  
economy and finances  were in shambles , it was  all their  fault. T he cur rency traders  and 
the s tock market inves tor s  were merely pull ing out in order  to save their  precious  capital.  

14. But even if some of these allegations  were true, it cannot be denied that the growth 
and development of these countr ies  were real. T hey are not free of cor ruption of cour se 



but which country, developed or  developing is  free from cor ruption? But the reality was  
that cor ruption, lack of transparency, cronyism were not the cause of the cur rency 
depreciation. What caused the cur rencies  to devalue was  the speculation, or  more 
accurately the manipulation by the cur rency traders . T hey did not need to have a s ingle 
cent of a country's  cur rency in order  to sell it. T hey are adept at shor t sell ing. A few zeros 
more on the computer , ownership trans fer s  and they become r icher  by a few hundred 
mil l ion dollar s . 

15. But were they concerned about the effect of devaluing a cur rency? No. T hey admit 
now that they saw only those figures  on a computer  screen. T hey did not see, or  if they 
saw, they casually blame Government incompetence and indiscipline for  the social misery 
that their  avar icious  cur rency trading had caused. I n one country 20 mil l ion people los t 
their  j obs  almos t overnight. T here were r iots , shops  were ransacked and burnt, women 
raped and people ki l led. Governments  fall and anarchy sets  in. And the international 
agencies  which were supposed to help merely saw an oppor tunity to impose their  rules  for  
opening markets  etc. ins tead of br inging relief to the people. Loans  were withheld in order  
to gain compliance. And with compliance the whole country and all its  bus ines ses  and 
banks  had to be sold at fire- sales  pr ices . I f the loans  cannot be repaid then the country 
wil l  become debt s laves , indefinitely.  

16. No more independence. Everything wil l  be decided by foreigners  whose only interes t is  
to open markets  and to collect repayments  on their  loans . No subs idies  for  food or  fuel for  
the poor  people. No res tr ictions  on foreign ownership. No national agenda. 

17. And so not only wil l  there be pover ty and unemployment but also prolonged r iots , 
ins tabil ity and finally anarchy. But not to wor ry. T he country is  democratic, practises  
market economy and accepts  globalisation in toto.  

18. Well, after  all these should we in the developing countr ies  be convinced that 
globalisation is  the remedy for  the social i l ls  of the wor ld? Frankly I  have doubts . What we 
are seeing is  the eros ion of the independence of countr ies  and their  fur ther  
impover ishment. What we are seeing is  the fever ish acquis ition and mergers  of the banks  
and corporations  in the power ful economies  so as  to become even more power ful. Already 
mos t of the banks  and corporations  are bigger  than mos t of the developing nations  of the 
wor ld. Despite frequent exhor tation to es tablish level playing fields  it is  obvious  that they 
believe s ize is  the determining factor . B ig is  beautiful. B ig cer tainly guarantees  success . 
But big corporations  being power ful mus t suffer  from the cor ruption of power . And we are 
already seeing this  happening as  auditor s  are told to cheat or  lose their  contracts . I n a 
wor ld dominated by the big corporations  and banks  wil l  there be social j us tice or  wil l  there 
be mass ive cor ruption?  

19. Globalisation is  presently interpreted s imply and exclus ively as  the freedom of capital 
to go anywhere to cros s  and recros s  borders  at wil l .  T he poor  countr ies  are told that the 
inflows  of capital wil l  be good for  them. T here wil l  be growth and j obs  and more wealth for  
everyone. But they are not told what would happen when capital is  pulled out, pulled out 
suddenly. T hey wil l  not know it unti l it happens . And then it would be too late as  they find 
themselves  suddenly poor , suddenly full of j obles s  people. But s ti l l  the free flow of capital 
is  touted as  the sole es sence of globalization 

20. We need to look at this  gift hor se in the mouth. What would happen if the giant banks  
and corporations  move into a country? How wil l the small domestic banks  and companies  
fare? Obvious ly they are not going to be able to compete with the giant non-nationals . T he 
giants  can afford to lose in the country as  they wil l  be making profits  elsewhere. T he locals  
cannot afford to lose, at leas t not year  in and year  out. T hey wil l  go bus t or  they wil l  have 
to accept being acquired. Either  way they lose out, becoming at mos t a minor ity 
shareholder  but mos t probably sell ing out and l iving on the proceeds . T here won't be too 
many bus ines ses  they can go into as  mos t would be non-viable as  other  giants  pose 



threats  to their  survival. And so in the whole wor ld there wil l  be a l imited number  of giants  
in each bus ines s , an oligopolic s ituation which wil l  not be healthy. And everyone who 
wishes  to work wil l  have to work for  these giants , to be one of the hundreds  of thousands  
of the minions  of these globe s traddling giants . Perhaps  there wil l  be one giant 
multinational union to represent all the worker s  of the corporations  around the globe -  but 
I  doubt it. I t would be too power ful and too dangerous  to be allowed. 

21. We have heard of the Banana Republics . I t is  r idiculous  to sugges t that banana 
growers  could manipulate Governments  but when a Government depends  so much on one 
source of fund and of br ibes , then Banana Republics  become entirely pos s ible. What wil l  
happen when foreign banks  and corporations , each many times  bigger  and r icher  than the 
hos t country, decide that the Government is  not doing the r ight thing by them. T he urge 
to exer t pres sure on the Government by foreign giants  would be ir res is tible. Of cour se 
these great corporations  and banks  wil l  not resor t to br ibery and pres sure but can we be 
cer tain? Either  way the independence of nations  wil l  become non-sus tainable. T he foreign 
corporations  wil l  take over .  

22. Governments , at leas t those of democratic countr ies , are elected by the people and 
owe their  legitimacy to the suppor t of the people. T he people through the cons titution and 
the legal processes  can discipline them, can dismis s  them even. But banks  and 
corporations  are not so democratic nor  wil l  they owe allegiance to the people of a country. 
T hey are not elected by the people and they cannot be dismis sed or  voted out. Only the 
people who hold shares  in them can remove the director s  but we have seen how difficult 
this  is . Bes ides  power ful shareholder s  who wield s trong influence over  the Governments  of 
their  countr ies  of or igin wil l  protect them agains t actions  by locals .  

23. T he free market can cer tainly discipline Governments  but not necessar i ly for  the good 
of the people. T he market player s  are the mos t l ikely to benefit when markets  discipline 
Governments , probably at the expense of the people. T he main concern of the free 
marketer s  wil l  be profits  for  themselves , not social j us tice. Paradoxically they wil l  claim 
that social j us tice is  the concern of Governments , Governments  which they have 
emasculated.  

24. After  all that I  have said I  am sure you wil l  conclude that I  am agains t globalisation. 
But I  am not. Globalis tion is  a great idea. Cor rectly interpreted it can be a means  of 
cor recting the inequities  in human society wor ldwide.  

25. T oday some countr ies  are fi lthy r ich and some are church-mouse poor . One s ixth of 
the wor ld's  population is  l iving from hand to mouth, unsure of having food on their  table 
the next day. A subs tantial number  earn 1 U.S . Dollar  a day. Yet there are countr ies  with 
per  capita income of 30,000 U.S . Dollar  or  82 U.S . Dollar  a day.  

26. Why is  this  so? Why is  there such dispar ity in incomes? I n mos t countr ies  those who 
make money in bus ines s  or  through wages  are required to give back some through taxes . 
Yet the MNCs  who make huge profits  operating throughout the wor ld and are going to 
make even more with globalisation contr ibute nothing to alleviate the pover ty of the 
wor ld's  poor . Yes  they do sometimes  pay taxes  to the countr ies  in which they operate, 
although many don't. But what about the very poor  in the poor  countr ies  where the MNCs  
have no bus ines s? I f in a country the poor  gets  some share of Government revenue 
ir respective of which par t of the country they l ive in, why cannot the poor  in the poor  
countr ies  unattractive to bus ines s  be also given some benefit?  

27. Yes , aid and loan have been given but we have seen how ineffective these have been. 
I f on the other  hand the r ich countr ies  by univer sal convention were to allocate a fraction 
of their  revenue to actually build needed infras tructure in the poor  countr ies , then much 
wil l  accrue to the poor  people, the worker s , the small contractor s  of these countr ies .  



28. Exper ience have shown when infras tructure cons tructions  are under taken no matter  
by whom, j obs  and contracts  are generated for  the locals  and foreign funds  would flow in 
to enr ich the country. I n addition the building of infras tructure serves  as  a catalys t for  
development. All along the roads  and railway l ines , near  por ts  and airpor ts , new 
settlements  and towns  and bus ines ses  wil l  grow. Electr ic power  plants  and water  supply 
proj ects  also built by infras tructure funds  wil l  provide bas ic necess ities .  

29. Globalisation would then be more meaningful for  a greater  number  of people. I n 
addition globalisation should be regulated so as  to prevent monopolies , oligopolies  and the 
exploitation of the poor  by the r ich. Rules  and regulations  are not incompatible with 
globalisation as  long as  they are des igned with the protection of the poor  countr ies  from 
unscrupulous  manipulations  by those with capital and influence.  

30. Mos t impor tantly the globalised wor ld mus t not be for  the capitalis ts  only. T he social 
needs  of the citizens  and the worker s  in the poor  countr ies  mus t be given equal 
cons ideration. Not only mus t the people be fair ly compensated but their  pr ide mus t not be 
inj ured.  

31. Globalisation mus t be for  all. Capitalis ts , worker s  and Government mus t benefit from 
globalisation. I f capital is  to be allowed to cros s  borders  freely then worker s  too should be 
allowed to do the same. I f this  cannot be accepted then free capital flows  cannot be 
accepted as  well. I f free flows  of worker s  have to be regulated in a wor ld without borders , 
a globalised wor ld, then capital flows  mus t be regulated also.  

32. Globalisation mus t be planned and planned carefully. T he planning mus t involve 
everyone from every par t of the globe. I t mus t be for  the good of everyone and it mus t be 
proven to be good for  everyone. I t mus t be implemented s lowly, with the bigges t effor t 
directed at benefiting the leas t developed par ts  of the wor ld. Globalisation should not be 
about bus ines s  only but it should be about the well being of everyone in human society 
wor ldwide. T hen and then only wil l  globalisation be meaningful to the wor ld at large. 

 


