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National governments and globalisation


Government roles have evolved over time, springing from the basic human need for protection and shelter. Over time, governments have taken on a series of tasks: the organisation of commerce, education and social protection among them.  Politics in turn developed as a way to control governments.





The nation-state and modern democracy took root at about the same time, both aspects of a basic government model that is well-adapted to co-exist alongside a newly industrialised capitalist economic system.





Today the economic system is becoming increasingly a-national.  Whereas the basic units of the international system used to be sovereign nations, economic actors are increasingly divorced from national political systems.  This development began with the rise of the multinational corporation – their world-wide interests reducing their loyalty to any one country’s values or rules.�  The rise of electronic commerce has continued to erode national control over the economy.





The European cradle-to-grave model of social protection relies heavily on the nation-state’s ability to control the national economy, both through regulation and taxation.  As governments are losing control of national economic matters, so too is the social safety net becoming ever more fragile.  Instead, a heavy social tax-burden continues to weigh down economic growth, but welfare systems are nonetheless strained by the demands placed upon them.





The role of civil society and the American model


Accustomed to their government-based system of welfare, Europeans often view the United States as a social wasteland.  In my view, this is an ethnocentric vision that fails to take into account a well-developed voluntary social network that exists in the United States.





This model probably stems from the ”pioneer history” of the United States.  As settlers moved from the original colonies to the western territories, they grouped themselves together in forts and settlements that later developed into towns.  Helping one another in times of trouble was necessary to ensure survival.  No formal structure existed to play the welfare role that the Church often filled in Europe.





While the American model cannot and should not be transplanted to Europe, there are elements of the American system that could prove instructive as Europe searches for a way to provide adequate social care without endangering European jobs through excessive taxation and labour inflexibility.





The global challenge


It is, however, increasingly difficult for any national social model to weather the rigors of globalisation.  Globalisation means that governments do not profit from the fruits of economic growth to the same extent they previously did, yet they are expected to provide a growing basket of goods.  The consumer culture has pervaded even government, and citizens are beginning to act like demanding clients who expect a money-back guarantee on services offered by governments.





Greater involvement on the part of civil society is the most likely direction for social welfare in Europe.  While governments will continue to play an instrumental role in organising basic welfare services, Europe will have to develop a more active voluntary sector to provide welfare services because states are no longer able to do so.





The irony of globalisation is that while economic forces are increasingly organised on a larger level, responses are increasingly formed at lower levels: regional and local governments and nongovernmental organisations.  Governments now have the task to provide the framework that best allows these ”micro-responses” to be effective.  Enabling these other actors is the best way national governments can influence globalisation and can attempt to control the economic forces which have taken on gigantic proportions.





In some cases the infrastructure governments put in place will be within the national sphere, but there is also a need for international rules which help the small players take on the behemoths.  Trade rules within the WTO are a good example of this.  As the economy becomes global, so too is there a need for a global social element.  This does not mean a global social welfare scheme, but local and regional players will need recourse to international rules when defending their interests.





The US and the EU are well-placed to lead the way in this matter, but must be careful to include developing countries.  Any global social structure that excludes these smaller economies will be doomed to failure, and the developing countries are sure to resist any models that smack of neo-colonialism.  The best solution is, again, to set basic rules but mostly to facilitate the development of civil society actors who can act independently of governments to ensure the general welfare.


� One anecdote refers to the World War II invasion of Paris.  Employees of National Cash Register had closed the shades and were waiting for the Germans to finish marching down the street.  Panic struck when a German tank rolled up on the sidewalk in front of the building and a German officer rapped insistently on the door.  The door was cautiously opened.  The officer extended his hand, with a business card.  He informed the NCR employees that he was from the Berlin office, and should they ever be in town, they should drop in to see him.








