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SUMMARY OF THE DISCUSSION
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Since all papers given at the conference are available on the CAP homepage, I would like to offer a very personal summary of the discussions and let you know what I have taken home from the two days in Brussels. 





I do not think that we could establish a common definition of globalization that would have allowed us to come up with clear answers on how to react to it. Globalization seemed to be everything to everybody. The economists amongst us defined it as increased competition, global division of labor or new dimension of global capital flows. Others saw it as unlimited and instant information or global environmental and health problems. This fogginess of the term explains to me why politicians use it so much: They are able to further their own political agenda by using globalization as either a bogeyman or a scapegoat. Although we could not come up with a definitive explanation of the term, we appeared to agree that we have entered a new stage of national and international policy relations that is characterized by unprecedented structural change not only in the economic, but also in the technological and social spheres. This understanding proved sufficient for interesting discussions and heated debates. For an academic analysis, however, one may try to define the concept of globalization more precisely.


We could not find conclusive evidence to describe globalization as either a good or a bad thing. Whereas speakers from the trade union and the charitable organization side tended to view globalization as a menace, because it supposedly increases inequality and hits the regular folk hardest, speakers from the employer and corporation side had in general a favorable view of globalization, because it opens new markets abroad and disciplines workers at home. (The academics, as usual, were agnostics). As long as the verdict is out whether globalization means the end or the beginning of general prosperity, we should not act like the mouse staring at the snake. Improving education is a value in itself - if it helps to better prepare children for the demands of the new globalized world, the better. Balancing the budget and getting  one´s financial house in order is something we owe the next generation - if it makes a country less vulnerable to external shocks - the better. (Personal note: I do not share the view that the South-East Asian crisis demonstrates that there is a new global contagion effect and no country can escape it. On the contrary, I would argue (from hindsight, I admit, otherwise I would not have bought stocks in the region two years ago) that this crisis teaches us that it is even more important in this new era to keep your financial house in order because otherwise the punishment can come swiftly and harshly. Only developing countries that pursued a policy of financial stability, low exposure to short-term debts and a sound and competitive banking system (such as Taiwan, Argentina, Chile and Mexico) survived the global meltdown of 1997/8 with minor scars).





By bringing a group of Europeans and Americans together for this conference, the organizers forced us to look implicitly at how people, politicians and institutions of the other side of the Atlantic cope with the fallout of globalization. I think we did this on two levels:


On level one we asked how America and Europe responded to the de-legitimatizing of the nation state. Most of us agreed that national policy is increasingly losing its clout over the setting of standards in many spheres of life. Politicians, entrepreneurs and workers seem to more and more lose their freedom of action because the demands of globalization tie their hands behind their backs. Americans and Europeans try to overcome these challenges by employing two totally different strategies based more on hope than on conclusive evidence. The Americans hope that by bowing to the pressures of globalization and adjusting their economic and social system accordingly, they will be able to reap the benefits of increased competition and of an ever-increasing division of labor. This ”grow out of your problems” strategy of course means in the short term higher inequality and stagnation of wages which plays in the hands of populists, protectionists and the anti-foreigner-brand of politicians (Perot, Buchanan, Gephardt). The Europeans, on the other hand, hope that by resisting the pressures of globalization and by only mildly adjusting their economic and social systems they can wait out the entire process. The cost of mass unemployment is in their view easier to bear than rising inequality. This ”ostrich/head in the sand” strategy hopes that somehow globalization will go away and Europeans can go back to the golden times when you could prevent hard choices by throwing money at problems. The problem is that this strategy also plays in the hands of politicians with simplistic solutions for complex problem (LePen, Haider, Frei). Some indicators, I would argue, show that the American way is the only way to cope with the consequences of globalization because it deals with the problems offensively and provides the state in the long run with the necessary revenues to remedy the worst consequences of rising inequality.


On level two we discussed whether we need new forms of ”global” institutions that can deal with the increasingly transnational problems of globalization such as pollution, overfishing or AIDS. We all agreed that this approach will probably not have the same degree of democratic legitimacy as the old nation state-world had. One participant proposed creating a new basis for legitimacy through pluralistic participation. However, this would fly in the face of the traditional way of doing things in the international arena. Furthermore, there is the unresolvable problem on who should participate in what problem area.





I think nobody left the conference with concrete answers on how to deal with globalization and even on whether social governance is a practical concept or only a nice verbal wrapping for academic discussions. However, very often it is more important to get closer to asking the right questions than to have all the right answers. In this respect, I think we can claim full success.
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