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Definitions of globalisation with an awareness of the problems with defining globalisation
D: Today I’m catching up with my good friend Han and we are going to be discussing how to define globalisation and the problems associated with that.

H: Do we have to Damo? Can’t we just go for a Maccy’s and chill out with a coke? 

D: Errrrmmm – not right now Han – anyway, you couldn’t actually do this without being involved in globalisation.
H: Huh? I don’t get you.

D: Well globalisation revolves around the idea that the world has become a small place and that we are all interconnected through various ways.

H: I think you’ll find that the world is pretty large actually – I heard it is just under 25,000 miles big and yep we are interconnected – aren’t you only ever 6 degrees from someone, so me and Kim Kardashian are like sisters?!

D: That’s not really what I’m on about Han – what I mean is that we have become interconnected with other parts of the world so that the world seems smaller.  Take your McDonald’s and Coca-Cola that you were craving – that’s a really good example of cultural globalisation.  In the 1960s, McDonalds was not part of the UK food scene – in fact the first restaurant didn’t open in the UK until 1974 – yet the fact that I can now get the same hamburger in Manchester, Beijing or Rio is a good example of how we have all become interconnected.

H: Ok get it – yep world is a small place– can we go and eat now?

D: It doesn’t stop there Han – you see part of the problem with globalisation is how we actually define it.  Is it about culture, economics, politics, interconnectedness…and more importantly is this a positive or negative thing?

H: Even more importantly is whether McDonalds will still be open by the time you’ve finished wittering on?

D: You’re talking globalisation and you don’t even know it Han! Even the concept of time has become small and interconnected as we live in a 24/7 society where we can’t switch off!

H: You’re frying my brain a bit here so please take it from the start with the different views of globalisation.

D: Ok – let’s start with Cochrane and Pain’s definition of globalisation as being: ‘The emergence of a global economic and cultural system which is incorporating the people of the world into a single global society.'  This definition is quite good as it gets across this idea that there are no longer any national borders and that actually people of the world share a lot in common.

H: I agree – me and my buddy in New York have the same taste in music, we both shop at Hollister and I think we have the same outlook on life.

D: But do you think you would share these things with someone in say Botswana?

H: Once I’d checked Google maps to find out where that is. Errrmmm, but probably no.

D: And that is one of the issues with this definition in that it suggests that globalisation is occurring at the same rate, everywhere, at the same time.

H: Hmmm I see, well has anyone got a better one?

D: Cohen and Kennedy describe globalisation as ‘A series of transformations of the world, including changes in the concept of time and space, interdependent cultural interactions and increasingly shared problems.’
H: Time and space?  Are they in Star Trek?  

D: What they mean is that globalisation has made things a lot quicker so it feels smaller – take your mate in New York – 70 years ago you would have had to travel by boat to go and see them which would have taken a few weeks.  Now you can fly and see them in 8 hours.

H: Or I could text them or Skype them and get a reply instantly.

D: Which is a major change in time and space. But you also highlight a problem.

H: I did? I spotted a problem?! Well it is true my mum says I am in the running for sociologist of the year [whisper under breath]...in my house.

D: You did spot a problem in mentioning texting and Skype.  The definition doesn’t really include all the technological advances that make globalisation occur - like mobile technology.

H: So we’re stuck then? How can we define globalisation?

D: Well we’ve always got Giddens definition.

H: Even I know he is a sociology legend – the bigger the textbook the brainier you must be!

D: Errrmmm not sure that’s a rule that can always be applied!  Let’s keep this academic shall we? Giddens describes globalisation as ‘the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa.’    
H: So the whole globe is linked to my little village?

D: In a way yes.  Take when that little coffee shop closed down in your village.

H: PoshyCoffee? Loved that place – 4 quid for hot flavoured milk – bargain! I can’t understand why it shut down.  

D: Actually globalisation probably had a lot to do with it.  You see what Giddens is talking about is how global events shape things on the local level – therefore things such as the coffee price, consumer brands and tastes, laws affecting pensions, workers’ rights, pay and conditions, how much money people have in their pocket – have all played their part in contributing to PoshyCoffee’s downfall.  

H: Wow! I didn’t really think about how a coffee price traded in a faraway stock exchange could have that effect on my little place.

D: That’s globalisation!  Although globalisation may have contributed to shutting your coffee shop, there are some real positives to it too.  Take the economic side of globalisation – because of this we have interconnectivity in terms of economics which basically means money flows very quickly around the world so that we have an international division of labour.

H: Is that like a global branch of that red coloured political party? 

D: Nice try but no, not the UK political party Labour.  What the international division of labour means is that because of globalisation you can now work anywhere in the world and essentially you are competing for jobs on a global level.

H: That’s pretty cool – so I can apply for jobs in India?

D: In a way yes and increasingly, different aspects of business operate on an international scale.  People may have their accounts done in Japan, their product made in China but the research and development may occur in the UK.

H: Happy days – I love globalisation!! It just means opportunity – I can do anything I want, anywhere!

D: Not quite, there is a flip side.  For some globalisation can lead to marginalisation and exclusion.  For example if you weren’t connected to the internet then life would be hard in the 21st Century.

H: I can’t cope without Facebook for 5 minutes, never mind the rest of my life!!

D: There’s a sociologist called Michael Dear who describes it as the difference between being part of Cyburbia (those that have the internet) and Cyberia (those who don’t) – it’s with a ‘C’ and a ‘Y’ – see what he did there?

H:  He’s wittier than me!

D: (Under breath) That’s not too hard…

H: Are there any other positives to globalisation?

D: Some say that politics has become globalised and that this has led to a safer world – take the United Nations – some big decisions have happened that have affected everyone like The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The idea that every citizen on the planet has fundamental human rights regardless of their background is pretty cool!

H: That is good! Well all’s well that ends well – can we finally go for that burger now?

D: Glad you mentioned it – what about the positives and negatives of Cultural Globalisation?

H: (Sigh)…Go on then, humour me. 

D: Well I imagine you probably think it’s really good in terms of shopping? You have all these major brands in every high street and you can get some really good stuff now – take getting some trainers – you could get some German ones with Adidas, or American with Nike or Japanese with Asics? 

H: And because of globalisation, they’re probably not made in those countries.

D: Good to see you learning!  This amount of choice is a real positive.

H: I know – it’s great the High Street in any town centre is pretty much the same!

D: And that can also be a negative – some sociologists are saying that this is cultural homogenisation, i.e. culture is all becoming the same.  Maybe we are losing that independent cool little trainer shop for example.

H: Oh yeah – never thought of it like that.

D: A sociologist called Naomi Klein talks about the power of all this branding that we see in her book ‘No Logo’ – she’s really worried about the dominance of all these big brands and corporations and the influence that they can have.  She would question how big brands like Costa or Café Nero have dominated your village so that PoshyCoffee had to close. 

H: So is globalisation bad then?

D: No not at all – this all highlights the difficulty in defining what globalisation is and the tensions that occur between its positive and negative effects.  Some people embrace everything that globalisation has to offer and enjoy all of that, other people resist these global cultural changes.  The fact is that globalisation affects different areas of social life in different ways.    

H: I feel enlightened and confused all at the same time!

D: That is the wonderful thing about Sociology Han.  Right, shall we go and get some food then?

H: Errmmmm Damo.  I’m not sure if I want to enjoy the burgers of a global product knowing exactly how it will taste or whether to boycott it knowing that it is just the usual sameness….

D: (Sigh) Here we go again…. Welcome to globalisation my friend.  Welcome to globalisation…. 

Possible questions for discussion: 

1. Which of the definitions used in the script discussion here for globalisation is most relevant for you? Why?

2. Consider your local town/city and discuss how the forces of globalisation may have affected it.
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