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The Promise and Perils of Globalization:
The Current Context and Challenge for Social Welfare

Shanti K. Khinduka(Washington University)

It is a pleasure to returnto Seoul. When I first visited this vibrant city, I was a
guest of Seoul National University. My second visit here was to Ewah Woman's
University. Yonsei University was my host the next time I came here. My last visit
to your city was in connection with ameeting organized by Washington University.
This morning I have the honor of addressing the alumni of all these distinguished
Institutions, along with the other leaders and the rank and file of the social work
profession in Korea. Thank you for this privilege.

Allow me to congratulate you on a landmark anniversary of your Academy.
Anniversaries are joyous affairs. They call for celebrating one’s achievements. They

also provide an opportunity to pause and to reflect on the challenges confronting us.

It is a different world today

Our world is quite different from the world in which the founders of the Korean

Academy of Social Welfare lived fifty years ago.

m Fifty years ago there were two superpowers; there is only one today, although
the European Union, andsuch emerging countries as Brazil, Russia, India, and
China (BRIC) may soon begin to exercise a wholesome countervailing influence
on a superpower that has become quite muscular, arrogant, and interventionist in
its interaction with other nations.

m Fifty years ago a number of African nations were still under colonial yoke and
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the stunning economic miracle of Asian growth was still many years away.

m Fifty years ago capitalism was not quite the ruling economic ideology it has
become today, and many developing countries then were modeling their
economies and polities along the lines of the liberal democracies of Western
Europe.

m Fifty years ago, rather than being in retreat, the welfare state was seen by
many as the preferred arrangement for the provision of care and services to
people.

m Fifty years ago terrorism was not a global problem and nobody had heard of
HIV/AIDs.

m Fifty years ago environmental degradation was not considered an international
1ssue and global warming was not a clear and present danger.

m Fifty years ago there was little awareness and public discussion of women's
rights or gender justice.

® There was no such international agenda as the Millennium Development Goals.

m Fifty years ago the international and national non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) were not such a major player in advocating social, political and
ecological causes or in delivering social services as they have become today.

m Fifty years ago, there was no such thing as information revolution with all its

attendant possibilities for democracy, human rights and an educated citizenry.

In short, our world today is not the same that it was fifty years ago. In my view,
the least unsatisfactory way to comprehend the central tendencies of our time is to
analyze it in the context of a process that, for want of a more felicitous or
conceptually tighter term, has come to be known as globalization. This is what I
plan to do this morning.

First, I will argue that globalization permeates practically all aspects of the modern
world. Then I will discuss the salient features of contemporary globalization. After
that I will note a few of the major negative and positive consequences of
globalization. I will end by highlighting some of the new and persisting challenges

social work and social welfare face in the age of globalization.
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Globalization as the context of our work

Globalization is the dominant theme of our time. It is the most significant
economic, political, sociological, cultural, and technological process in the world today.
The core of this process consists of the creation and consciousness of global
interdependencies and exchanges. (Steger, 2003). The cross-border flow of information,
ideas, knowledge, technology, capital, labor, artifacts, and cultural norms and values
are the essence of this process. (Kaplinsky, 2005). Driven by economic and political
liberalization that followed the collapse of communism in the 1980's, it is buttressed
by the breakthroughs in information and communications technology that has
successively brought us such transforming revolutions as the fax, the email, the
internet, and the mobile phone in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
(Fukuda—-Parr, 2003).

Globalization is not an entirely new process. The cross-border march of the Greek
and Roman Empires, and thespread of the Chinese, Indian, and Mayan civilizations
can plausibly be seen as earlier incarnations of globalization. But while the processes
of cultural exchanges, trans—national trade, inter—continental travel, and diffusion and
adoption of new worldviews, technologies, languages and legal systems are not of
recent vintage, globalization today is more than simply a continuation of an ancient

phenomenon.

Features of contemporary globalization

Contemporary globalization has a number of special characteristics. First is its
scale and scope: with the robust involvement of Brazil, Russia, India and China and
of the nations of the former soviet block, a majority of the worlds’ people is now
engaged in the global economy. Second is its speed: ideas, technology, currency, and
people can now move with swiftness undreamt of before, and innovation can now be
disseminated at breakneck pace. Third, contemporary globalization has broken the old
International division of labor: unlike the previous era, the developing countries now
produce and export not just raw materials and commodities, but also manufactured
goods that are imported by higher income countries. Fourth, international trade now

encompasses services which, like manufacturing, too, can be unbundled so that some
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parts can be shifted elsewhere through the process of outsourcing and offshoring
(Bernanke, 2006). Fifth, research and development (R&D), are now intrinsic to the
process of globalization so that some of the worlds’ largest corporations are now
opening up their R&D departments in low income countries. And, sixth, there is now
a growing internationalization of talent, which is reflected, for example, in the visible
prominence of Asian engineers in Silicon Valley, but also in the hiring of European
and North American CEOS by several major Asian corporations.

Contemporary globalization has broken the boundaries between politics, culture,
technology, finance, national security and ecology. It has also breached the walls
between countries, markets, and disciplines. (Friedman, 2000; 2005). It has created a
global economy, given rise to powerful multinational corporations, led to the
formation of new global governance structures and new forms and areas of
International law, and created and made us aware of such problems as cross—border
migration and displacement of people, global warming, international terrorism, money
laundering, international trafficking in women and children, spread of deadly
infectious diseases like HIV/AIDS, Ebola, and SARS, and the seemingly unstoppable
and thriving business of drug trade.

Globalization is a multidimensional concept. Some authors define it in strictly
economic terms as free market liberalization. Some see it primarily in terms of
technology, ie. as a revolution in communications technology. Some observers
perceive globalization in primarily geopolitical terms and regard it as a way to
advance American hegemony. Some writers interpret it in cultural terms
encompassing such strands as the international business culture, theinternational
intellectual culture, the international consumption or entertainment culture, and the
international culture of large scale religious movements (Berger, 1997, Berger and
Huntington (2002).

Actually, globalization affects not just the economic and political arenas, but also
everyday life, including entertainment, culinary tastes, preferred medical treatments,
even the institutions of marriage and family, and our traditional ways and cultures.
Globalization, thus, is hardly a matter of choice. It is, as Giddens (2003) remarks,
how we live today.

Although globalization may be "the defining trend in the world today”
(Fakuda-Parr, 2003), it remains "one of the most contested topics” in the social

sciences. (Guillen, 2001). Particularly controversial are its overall effects.
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The dark side of globalization

There is little doubt that globalization has created new asymmetries of power,
possessions, and privileges. It has disrupted traditional cultures and ways of
interactions. It has given rise to new uncertainties and vulnerabilities. In economically
advanced countries, it has generated new angst and anxiety about loss of
employment and declining wages.

At times, globalization has served as a conduit to push forward the neoliberal
agenda which stresses fiscal discipline, reduction of social spending, downsizing of
government, lowering of taxation, liberalization of finance and trade, adjustment of
national currencies and competitive exchange rates, privatization of state enterprises,
deregulation of the economy, and protection of private property rights. (Steger, 2003).
The legitimacy of international financial institutions such as the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade organization has come into
question as many of their policies have benefited the well-off disproportionately,
neglected concern for the environment, human rights, and social justice, shown little
regard for employment creation, expansion or improvement of health, educational or
social services or for progressive land reform, and their decision-making process has
been lacking openness and transparency. (Kaplinsky, 2005; Steger, 2003; Stiglitz,
2002; 2006, UNDP, 2003; United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs,
2005; The World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization, 2004).

As Midgley (2004) points out, social work authors have generally underscored the
negative consequences of globalization, which are typically said to include the
shrinking of the welfare state, the diminution of the role and power of national
governments vis—a-vis multinational corporations, the destruction of indigenous
cultures as a result of the homogenizing and hybridizing effect of globalization, the
weakening of trade unions and workers’ rights, the enactment ofregressive modes of
taxation, the commodification of social relations, the ascendancy of managerialism,
and the acceptance and pursuit of the cult of consumption (Dominelli, 2004;
Ferguson, Lavalette and Whitmore, 2005; Prigoff, 2000; Reisch, 2004).

Benefits of Globalization

Proponents of economic globalization argue that (1) foreign trade contributes to
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economic growth and (2) economic growth is a necessary condition for the
alleviation of poverty. Countries that have been open to foreign trade have done
economically better than those that have discouraged it. On the other hand, countries
that have not been able to integrate with the global economy continue to stagnate or
even deteriorate. Champions of globalization like Bhagwati (2004) and Wolf (2004)
assert that globalization, instead of being a cause of poverty, is its "only feasible
cure.”

Globalization has also helped raise the wages of workers in developing countries.
Furthermore, it has given rise to the phenomenon of diaspora philanthropy,
whichconstitutes an economic plus for developing countries.

Beyond its benefits in the economic realm, globalization also promotes a process of
cultural enrichment and exchange. Far from homogenizing or Americanizing world
culture, globalization, through the influence of immigrants and modern means of
communication, has enabled Western societies to open to the cultural influences of
Chinese acupuncture, Thai food, Indian music, and similar other cultural imports. The
transfer of consumption, fashion, and entertainment styles has by no means been
unidirectional. The growth of multiculturalism, advanced by globalization, is
something to be applauded rather than abhorred.

Globalization has thus reduced cultural and intellectual isolation and promoted
Internationalmobility. It has served as a means to bridge the knowledge gap between
people in the economically and scientifically advanced nations and those not yet
there. Without globalization, there would have been no success in the war against
small pox and polio, no worldwide campaign for vaccination and immunization, no
progress in the fight against malaria, no green revolution in Asia, no worldwide
movement against child labor, no international advocacy of human rights, no global
call for women’'s equality, no global environmental movement, no network of
non-governmental organizations leading to a robust international civil society, no
international family planning movement, and no international social welfare and social
development as we know it. Globalization hasspread the ideas of democracy,
diversity, open societies, justice for ethnic and other minorities, human rights, and
human security. In this sense, globalization may be seen as advancing the social

agenda.
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Toward a Balanced Assessment of Globalization

Globalization has both benign and baneful correlates and consequences. It defies
simple summations and easy, facile conclusions. Both its promise and perils are
greatly exaggerated. While it has failed to benefit everyone, and while its rewards
have been distributed unequally, resulting in the skewed distribution of income and
wealth, it would be rash to brand it a new evil and sulkily retreat, even if it were
possible, into the cocoon of cultural and economic protectionism.

Globalization is an uneven process. Its results have diverged markedly across
countries and regions. Asia seems to have gained, while sub-Saharan Africa and
Central Asia have not fared well. For example, most Asian countries have seen a
rise in their Human Development Index (HDI), which is a composite measure of
human well-being that goes beyond income, and includes health and education as
part of the barometer to gauge the progress of nations. However, twelve
sub-Saharan countries and six countries in the former Soviet Union have suffered a
reversal in their HDI (Human Development Report, 2005).

Globalization is a also an extraordinarily complex process. Its consequences can be
highly contradictory. It can spread AIDS as well as life-saving technologies. It can
promote economic growth andaccentuate economic disparities. It can engender both
clashes of cultures as well as their synthesis. It can contribute to environmental
disasters as well as environmental improvement. China seems to be a good example
of its mixed blessings. It has experienced a dramatic burst of wealth creation that
has lifted millions of Chinese people out of severe poverty. However, a massive
Increase in unemployment and underemployment has accompanied this growth.
China’s health-care system has also suffered greatly. Similarly, pollution has become
a huge problem in China.

It 1s important for us in social welfare to keep an open mind toward this complex,
dynamic and multi-dimensional process, which has a bewildering array of unintended
and unanticipated outcomes. As Harold Wilensky and Charles Lebeaux in their
classic work, Industrial Society and Social Welfare(1958) remind us, transformative
social processes are often greeted with horror and dismay. The first phase of the
industrial revolution was blamed by many philosophers and social reformers of that
era for the "impoverishment in social living” as well as community disorganization

and disintegration, and for worsening the plight of the poor. Yet it world appear to
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be intellectually irresponsible to consider industrial revolution as an unalloyed
catastrophe today. Similarly, to regard globalization as an unadulterated blessing or
an unmitigated disaster, to condemn it wholesale or to celebrate it uncritically,
misses the point. Empirical evidence does not provide a clear, unequivocal verdict on
its overall impact.

Globalization is not an automatic or monolithic process. Its course, contours, and
consequences are affected by agency, interest and resistance. (Guillen, 2001). One
must, therefore, settle for a highly qualified, circumspect, nuanced, and tentative

judgment on its overall impact.

Challenges:

The need to keep an open mind toward this complex ongoing process cannot be
overemphasized nor can one ignore the paramount importance of combating such age
old problems as poverty and inequality and such newer problems as environmental

degradation. Let me elaborate.

Poverty:

Despite the spectacular rate of economic growth in some hitherto impoverished
nations, poverty is still a massive global problem. It is still the major human rights
issue of the Zlstcentury. We know that one-sixth of the human race lives in
extreme poverty on an income of no more than one dollar per day, calculated on the
basis of its Purchasing Power Parity. Another 1.5 billion live on an incomeof
between one dollar and two dollars a day, surviving just above subsistence. Those
who subsist in extreme poverty as well as those who live in moderate poverty
suffer from numerous poverty related problems.

On the basis of various UN reports, Pogge (2003) estimates that nearly 800 people
in the world today are undernourished; 1000 million lack adequate shelter and also
access to safe drinking water; and 880 million have no access to basic medical care.
Similarly, from a review of WHO data, he concludes that some 50,000 human deaths
daily, roughly one third of all human deaths in the world, are a result of poverty
manifesting in such conditions as starvation, and such diseases as malaria,
tuberculosis, diarrhea, pneumonia, and prenatal and maternal conditions. Clearly, then,
poverty is still the most potent weapon of mass destruction and it must remain a

front burner concern for all of us.
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The question is:

how do we mount a successful attack on poverty. There is, of course, room for
international aid and for concerted global action as exemplified by the Millennium
Development Goals. These goals, briefly, are: (1) eradicate extreme poverty and
hunger; (2) achieve universal primary education; (3) promote gender equality and
empower women; (4) reduce child mortality; (5) improve maternal health; (6) combat
HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; (7) insure environmental stability; and (8)
forge a global partnership for development. (United Nations Development Programme,
2003).

The jury is still out but the progress made so far in the achievement of the
Millennium Development Goals has been less than heartening. The melancholy fact is
that if want to combat poverty, we have to create wealth, which cannot be created
by liberal piety or redistribution of deprivation or pious pronouncements of world
leaders. It is now commonly agreed that free trade, adequate physical infrastructure,
technological progress, individual entrepreneurship, a people’s "adaptive efficiency,”
and growth—promoting public policies are necessary for creating wealth. It is hard to
find a country today that has flourished economically without participating in the
global economy. (Sachs, 2005).

The economic prosperity brought about by globalization has liberated hundreds of
millions of human beings from poverty and has contributed to rise in life expectancy
and reduction of hunger, child labor, infant mortality and fertility rates. It is no
exaggeration to say that as a result of globalization, poverty in the world has

declined faster in the last twenty years than in the previous two hundred.

Inequality:

However, economic globalization may be a necessary but not a sufficient condition
for reducing poverty. Left to itself, globalization will not solve the problem of
poverty nor will it lead to a more equal or equitable world (Kaplinsky, 2005).
Economic growth by itself does not eliminate poverty, as anyone familiar with the
record of the United States knows only too well. Globalization must be judged not
simply in terms of economic growth but also interms of its implications for social
and economic justice. As early as 1920, Clement R. Attlee, then a lecturer at the
London School of Economics, and a future Prime Minister of Great Britain, wrote a
book entitled The Social Worker in which he characterized the social work
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profession "as the expression of social justice.”

Growth or production alone does not advance human well-being. India today
produces the highest amount of milk, the second highest amount of fruits and
vegetables, and the third highest amount of food grains in the world, yet millions of
her citizens go to bed hungry every night and millions of her children grow up with
malnourishment whose effects last all their lives. Any verdict on globalization must
therefore include its distributionalimpact and its consequences for equity and fairness.
There are staggering inequities within and between countries today. To cite a
dramatic but by no means extreme example, the monetary resources of an average
Nigerian are 62 times less than that of a citizen of Luxembourg. (World
Development Report, 2006).

Globalization is not working for vast numbers of people (World Bank, 2002). Its
benefits have gone mainly to the well to do. It has widened the gap between skilled
and unskilled workers. In many ways, it has made our world more polarized. The
key message of a recent UN Report is that "distribution should be at the center for
strategies of human development. "(United Nations, Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, 2005, p. 71).” Ignoring inequality in the pursuit of development is
perilous”, warns another UN report. (2005). Equity must remain a core concern of
social welfare in the era of globalization. And social work is nothing if it does not

stand for social and economic justice.

Ecological Sanity:

The march of globalization has been accompanied by the cult of consumption. Our
Insatiable pattern of consumption is leading to the improvident depletion of our
natural resources. As in everything else, the rich countries consume an
unconscionably disproportionate amount of the earth’s resources. Global warming is
not a remote or abstract danger anymore. World temperatures are rising, glaciers are
melting, sea levels are rising, and weather conditions are becoming more extreme
and variable. Our environmental threat is becoming more acute with declining
availability of water, with deteriorating quality of air, with the spread of toxic
pollutants, and with the effects of our consumption patterns on the soil, on our
forests and our fisheries. The present mode of globalization in which we are
compromising the ability of future generations to meet our current needs is not

sustainable. Although at present not in the mainstream of social welfare issues, the
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concern with the quality of our physical environment must become a commitment of
social welfare if we are to remain relevant as a profession. We must join forces

with like-minded groups that advocate ecological sanity.

Capacity Building:

In an era of shifting responsibilities between the state, the market, and the
individual, the civil society, of which social welfare organizations are an important
component, plays a critical role in guiding the direction of globalization.

Social workers can play a significant role in managing globalization. We work
closely with the community and have first hand knowledge of local realities. We can
monitor the environmental impact of industry. We must serve as Ilobbies for
marginalized groups that may be adversely affected by globalization. We must act to
empower excluded groups in the society. We must mobilize public opinion around
social justice issues, participate in social movements and seek legal remedies on
behalf of marginalized constituencies. We should form coalitions with like-minded
domestic and international NGOs.

Successful globalization requires strong domestic institutions. Where such
Institutions are weak, capacity building, especially of vulnerable groups, is an
essential prerequisite for sustainable, pro-poor globalization. Human service
professionals must play a critical role in building the capacity of a community to
cope with the turmoil accompanying globalization and to participate in social

development.

Promote International Collaboration:

In the age of globalization social workers can no longer remain parochial or
uni—cultural in their orientation. As I have said elsewhere, (Khinduka, 2007), the crux
of the matter is that the key social problems of the modern world cannot be
analyzed intelligently or combated effectively without a global perspective. Migration,
structural unemployment, violence, hunger, refugee rehabilitation, terrorism, are all
global issues. The challenge to help a growing elderly population is not confined to
one country or continent. The problems of drugs, AIDS, gender justice, child labor,
ethnic discord, poverty and social exclusion must indeed be addressed as global
challenges. There is therefore need to promote international collaboration among
social workers.

It is encouraging to note that more social welfare schools are developing exchange
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programs for research and education with their counterparts abroad, and that more
social welfare scholars are now writing about human rights, social justice,
inter—cultural competence, technology transfer and adaptation, immigration and
refugees, international adoptions, gender justice in economic growth, international
peace and conflict resolution, environmental pollution and a host of other international
social welfare issues. For international collaboration, one must cultivate a spirit of
reciprocity and be willing to learn from each other's experience with regard to
framing social problems, formulating social policies, crafting culturally relevant
methods of practice, organizing local communities, and mobilizing indigenous

resources.

Stress the importance of Social Factors :

It is now abundantly clear that social factors are as crucial to the well being of
societies as economic factors. Economic growth without social equity and social
justice cannot be called development. It simply ignites social unrest and inter—group
distrust. There is ample evidence that such factors as provision of child vaccination,
education of the girl child, participation of women in the labor force, and the general
population’s opportunities to be involved in local government are all positively
associated with increased standards of living. We in social welfare should therefore
miss no opportunity to highlight the key importance of social factors in economic

growth or in preserving political stability or community harmony.

An Inclusive Globalization:

To conclude, the current winner-take—all model of globalization, whose benefits are
not equitably shared and whose design and course are set by the elite of wealthy
countries, must be replaced by a globalization that has a strong social dimension;
that is fair, inclusive, and participatory; that respects human dignity and human
rights; that is democratically governed; and that offers tangible benefits to all people
in all countries and not just the fortunate few. Such a shiftof perspective is called
"globalization from below” by a recent ILO report. (The World Commission on the
Social Dimension of Globalization, 2004). Such globalization would be accountable to
people. It would work towards sustainable development. It would support economic
growth, environmental protection, and social development and social justice at every
level whether it is local, national, regional or global. Such globalization is consonant
with the values of social work and its promotion deserves to be on the agenda of all

of us in social welfare.
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