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Global Subjects: 

how diD WE QET hERE? 

D e v e l o p i n g n a t i o n s 
are actively seek ing 
the par t i c ipa t ion of 
f o r e i gn c a p i t a l i n 
the i r g rowth proc 

e s s . . . ' t h i s s t a t e m e n t r a n k l e d 
when I read it recently a n d set me 
to recol lect ing, of a l l th ings , the 
1960s . 

There was a n u n d e r c u r 
rent of excitement a n d promise i n 
the early years of that decade as 
the last r ema in ing colonized n a 
tions regained their sovereign s ta
tus. D i s c u s s i o n s centered on es
tab l i sh ing na t i onhood a n d pol i t i 
ca l identi ty out of the debr is of the 
past. Not p rominen t at the time 
were economic ana lyses of one of 
the major outcomes of co lon iza
tion: the massive transfer of wealth 
(capital) from the colonized nat ions 
that became a cornerstone of the 
indus t r i a l expans ion of the West. 

F inance cap i ta l is a nat ion 's 
sav ings that c a n be invested to 
generate further wea l th a n d pro
duct iv i ty . In a s t r i c t l y cap i ta l i s t 
wor ld economy, l ack of cap i ta l is 
a dire p red i cament indeed . T h i s 
was the f irst of three stages of 
wealth depletion that under l i es the 
plight of m a n y deve loping na t i ons 
today. 

The second stage of loss of 
cap i ta l o c cur r ed i n the e n s u i n g 
y ea r s . D u r i n g the 1 9 6 0 s a n d 
1970s, the economies of most de
veloping nat ions were bui l t a r o u n d 
the export of pr imary products , ag
r i c u l t u r a l a n d n a t u r a l resources 
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s u c h as jute , cocoa, t in and cop
per. Protectionist trade restrictions 
and tariffs imposed by the indus 
t r i a l i z e d n a t i o n s e n s u r e d ex
tremely low prices for these raw 
p r o d u c t s . F u r t h e r m o r e , tar i f fs 
were least for unprocessed prod
uc ts a n d escalated wi th each step 
in process ing, t h u s d iscourag ing 
process ing before export. Th i s cre
ated a favorable c l imate for inter
na t i ona l manufac ture rs an d p u n 
i s h i n g condi t ions for local middle-
c lass entrepreneurs . Developing 
na t i ons lost mi l l i ons of dol lars i n 
revenues. 

These policies by the i n d u s 
tr ia l ized countr ies i n Europe and 
the Un i t ed States served the i n 
terests of t ransna t i ona l corpora
t ions who played a n increas ingly 
d o m i n a n t role i n th i s p rocess . ' 
T r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s 
bought u p local industr ies belong
ing to midd le -c lass entrepreneurs 
who e i ther c o u l d not res is t the 
high prices offered or feared forced 
sales later. A t the same time, they 
created loca l subs id iar i es of their 
own corporat ions that capi ta l ized 
o n cheap l abor a n d p r o d u c t i o n 
costs. It is cr i t i ca l to note that no 
t rade ag reements , s u c h as the 
G e n e r a l Tar i f f a n d Trade Agree
ments (GATT), wh i ch were weak to 
begin w i th , governed the trade be
tween the local subs id ia ry a n d the 
foreign-based firm. G loba l i za t ion , 
as the in te rnat iona l contro l of fi
nance , p roduc t i on a n d d i s t r i b u 
t i o n of goods h a s come to be 

k n o w n , f irmly es tab l ished itself. 
A s e r i ou s m i s c o n c e p t i o n is 

that t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o rpo ra t i ons 
br ing much-needed cap i ta l to de
ve l op ing c o u n t r i e s . E x a c t l y the 
reverse has been true; they have 
contr ibuted to the flight of cap i ta l 
on a large scale . T h r o u g h the i r 
subs id iar ies , t ransna t i ona l corpo
rat ions use u p scarce loca l cap i 
tal for their operat ions rather t h a n 
b r ing in new cap i ta l . W h e n sav
ings are low, b a n k s i n developing 
countr ies prefer to l end to a big-
n a m e s u b s i d i a r y c o r p o r a t i o n 
rather than a struggl ing local bus i 
ness. A n exhaust i ve U n i t e d Na
tions s tudy by Fajnzylber^ shows 
t h a t d u r i n g t h e 1 9 6 0 s , 
t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s f i 
nanced 83 percent of their La t in 
A m e r i c a n inves tment local ly . In 
the manu fac tu r ing field, it was 78 
pe rcen t . ^ We s h o u l d note tha t 
d u r i n g the same time, 52 percent 
of a l l pro f i ts i n m a n u f a c t u r i n g 
were sent to the USA. " A U N study 
in 1973 cover ing d isparate c ou n 
tr ies a r o u n d the wor ld s u c h as 
Kenya , India and J a m a i c a , found 
tha t l o ca l sav ings p rov ided the 
b u l k of financing for foreign inves
tors.^ 

A s export pr ices for p r imary 
goods fell a n d impor t pr ices for 
manu fac tured goods rose, devel
op ing na t i ons were ea rn ing less 
money t h a n they were spend ing . 
T h u s they emerged ou t of the 
1970s i n a ser ious state of debt i n 
the ba lance of payments . H i gh i n -
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terest rates o n the externa l debt 
mean t that more a n d more of the 
coun t r i e s ' r esources were now go
i n g to repay debts, in i t i a t ing the 
t h i r d p h a s e of f i n a n c e - c a p i t a l 
flight. One s t u d y shows that $ 115 
b i l l i on was t ransferred from devel
op ing count r i e s to the i ndus t r i a l 
ized n a t i o n s be tween 1983 a n d 

Children's values are now shaped by consumerism. 

1988. ' ' Fo r poor people, th is was 
a n unmi t i g a t ed d isaster resu l t ing 
i n en t r enched impover i shment as 
ad jus tmen t measures to ba lance 
the budget were financed largely 
t h r o u g h c u t s i n g o v e r n m e n t 
spend ing for h u m a n development. 
M idd l e c l ass en t repreneurs in de
ve lop ing coun t r i e s faced a b r i ck 
wa l l at every t u r n : low pr ices for 
exports , h i gh tariffs o n processed 
goods, l a ck of cap i t a l a n d r i s i ng 
p r i c e s . T h e s e s a m e c o n d i t i o n s 

have been ideal for t r ansna t i ona l 
c o r p o r a t i o n s w h i c h p r o s p e r e d 
greatly. 

POWER ADJUSTMENTS 
The s t i n g for i n d u s t r i a l i z e d 

na t i ons was tha t the dec l ine i n 
economic v iab i l i t y of deve lop ing 
nat ions also meant a concomi tant 

drop in the ir ab i l i ty to 
be consumers of West
e rn goods. One resu l t 
was that U .S . exports 
r educed s i gn i f i cant l y 
a n d U . S . u n e m p l o y 
ment sky rocke t ed i n 
the m i d - 1 9 8 0 s . U n 
e m p l o y m e n t , c o m 
bined with widespread 
f inanc ia l specu la t i on 
and the exodus of U.S. 
corporat ions to c o u n 
tries wi th cheap labor, 
b e g a n a p r o c e s s of 
downward mobil i ty for 
the N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
middle c lass . 

The world economy 
is so in t e r l inked that 
e c o n o m i c d e c i s i o n s 
have in te rna t i ona l re
percuss ions. Real iz ing 
t h i s , one p a t h is to 
promote g rowth a n d 
development w i th eq
ui ty . Regrettably, the 
path chosen by i ndus 
tr ial ized nat ions in the 
1980s, par t l y to solve 
the U . S . r e c e s s i o n , ' 
follows a t r iad of po l i 

cies, imposed th rough the Wor ld 
B a n k a n d the Internat ional M o n 
etary F u n d (IMF), to promote l ib
era l i zat ion, deregulat ion a n d p r i 
vat izat ion. These pol ic ies further 
d i smant l ed trade a n d investment 
barr iers , ended economic contro ls 
of the marke t s u c h as subs id ies , 
pr ice r e gu la t i on , e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
protect ion a n d labor regu la t ion , 
a n d t rans ferred government op
erat ions to private, p ro f i t -mak ing 
enterpr ises . K n o w n as S t r u c t u r a l 

Ad justment Programs (SAP), these 
policies effectively spel led the end 
of economic au tonomy for the de
veloping nat ions. Ostens ib ly to aid 
countr ies pay off their debts, these 
far-reaching, pe rmanent changes 
set na t i ona l economies firmly on 
the path to a global economy domi
nated by some 100 t ransna t i ona l 
corporat ions" that contro l 2/3 of 
a l l g lobal t r a d e . A sma l l numbe r 
of elite families in the developing 
c o u n t r i e s s h a r e s ome of t h i s 
bounty . 

The concent ra t i on of weal th 
t h a t t h i s r e p r e s e n t s c a n be 
grasped by another stat ist ic : i n 
1996, the income of the world 's 
447 r ichest ind i v idua l s was equal 
to the in come of 52 percent of 
h u m a n i t y . ' " W h e n Ted Turne r , 
owner of the mass communica t i on 
giant C N N , recently contr ibuted $1 
b i l l ion to ba i l out the Uni ted Na
t ions from its f inanc ia l cr is is , h is 
gesture was laudab le . B u t a per
spective is gained when we realize 
that $1 b i l l ion was s imply the i n 
c r ease o n h i s net w o r t h s ince 
J a n u a r y . " It is interest ing to note 
that he has reta ined the r ight to 
d ispense the money only to pro
grams he approves. His top pr i 
ority is to ban land mines. Today's 
g lobal economic system is widen
ing the divide between the r i ch and 
the poor, i n developing as well as 
indus t r i a l i z ed nat ions . 

Th i s level of weal th connotes 
great power: the power to trans
form f inanc ia l a n d pol i t ica l agen
das to sui t the t ransna t i ona l cor
porat ions, the power to inf luence 
the fabric of our lives at a l l levels. 
T ransna t i ona l corporat ions decide 
what crops we wi l l grow, what we 
wi l l eat, wear, buy , s tudy and re
search . They decide what society 
s h o u l d v a l u e , w h a t n e w s i s 
p u b l i s h a b l e , w h i c h enter ta iners 
are wor th wa tch ing , the state of 
our env i ronment a n d even the fate 
of ou r governments . 

T r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s 

Women in Action No. 3,1997 13 



1 
u I 
of I 
1 Market forces alters the urban skyline as much as the lives of city dv/ellers. 

harness their power by m a n i p u 
la t ing f inance cap i ta l on a wor ld 
wide scale, by contro l l ing t echno l 
ogy a n d monopo l i z ing m a r k e t i n g 
a n d d i s t r ibu t i on channe l s . 

MANIPULATING CAPITAL 
Modern c o m m u n i c a t i o n tech

nology makes it poss ib le to play 
global cu r r ency to one's own a d 
v a n t a g e . T h i s f l ow of m o n e y , 
traded by private pe rsons i n p r i 
vate marke ts , largely goes on u n 
superv ised by any financial i n s t i 
tu t i ons . The impac t of c u r r e n c y 
speculat ion by a single i nd i v i dua l , 
b i l l i o n a i r e G e o r g e S o r o s , h a s 
seemingly managed to dera i l the 
economies of severa l S o u t h e a s t 
As ian c o u n t r i e s . N a t i o n a l econo
mies are also del icate ly ba l anced 
against one another : changes i n 
one na t i on are b o u n d to impac t 
others. T h a i l a n d is fac ing outr ight 
r ecess ion next y ea r i n pa r t be
cause C h i n a kowtowed to foreign 
investors way back in 1994 by de
v a l u i n g i ts c u r r e n c y by 35 per
cent.'^ 

TECHNOLOGY AND AUTOMATION 
In the field of technology, sc i 

ent is ts a l l over the wor ld work for 
those who pay the b i l l , w h i c h more 

a n d more tend to be corporat ions; 
it s t and to reason therefore, that 
the agenda for that research is set 
to max imize profits, not necessar-
i l y to s u s t a i n h u m a n i t y . 
T r a n s n a t i o n a l corporat ions retain 
ownersh ip a n d str ict controls over 
the i r t e chno l o g i c a l i n n o v a t i o n s 
wh i ch thus become lost to local en
t repreneurs . 

A c r i t i ca l outcome of technol
ogy is its impact on employment. 
A n examined a s sumpt i on is that 
foreign inves tment w i l l increase 
employment . In Bang l adesh , for 
ins tance , there has been a n i n 
crease in l ow-sk i l l workers but the 
n u m b e r of educated unemployed 
has a lso increased. ' ' ' Unemploy
ment and inf lation are major prob
lems fac ing F i l ip inos . '^ As prices 
r ise, nu t r i t i on levels are d ropp ing 
in the Ph i l ipp ines : one out of five 
famil ies experiences food i n s e cu 
rity. The SAP- instigated deregu
la t ion measures have c r ipp led the 
labor movement a l l over the wor ld , 
e n s u r i n g low wages a n d zero bar
ga in ing power. St i l l , there are jobs, 
we t h o u g h t . N o w we f i n d 
t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s are 
bent o n e l im ina t ing as m a n y jobs 
as poss ib le th rough technolog ica l 
innova t i ons i n au tomat i on . T h i s 

process is a lready very advanced 
i n the U.S.A . a n d is qu i ck l y fol
lowing su i t in corporat ions located 
abroad . Fewer a n d fewer workers 
w i l l be needed to p r o d u c e the 
wor ld 's goods. After a l l , a u t o m a 
t ion is even cheaper t h a n cheap 
labor. 

Major employers global ly are 
res t ruc tur ing their operat ions a n d 
creat ing pe rmanent reduct ions in 
the w o r k f o r c e . " W o m e n w i l l be 
deeply impacted by this because 
m a n y of the j obs e l iminated are 
m i d d l e - m a n a g e m e n t p o s i t i o n s , 
often he ld by w o m e n . W o r k e r s 
w i th years of experience are be ing 
made r edundan t , largely by rel i 
ance on computers . Most d is tress
ing is that there are few areas of 
job growth except i n the le isure 
i n d u s t r i e s a n d a s m a l l n u m b e r 
emerging i n the "knowledge" sec
tor, employ ing sc ient is ts , c o m p u 
ter programmers, and professional 
educators . Th i s w i l l serve on ly a 
fract ion of the m i l l i ons who wi l l 
lose jobs, a n d as compute r tech
nology also h a p p e n s to be a male-
domina ted field, women wi l l lose 
by be ing newcomers . 

IDEOLOGICAL CONTROL 
In some ways, contro l of mar 

ket ing has had the greatest impact 
on a l l our lives. G l oba l compan ies 
need a global market of wor ld con
s u m e r s w i th the same tastes and 
hab i ts . If th is has meant m a n u 
fac tur ing those desires i n people, 
mass med ia a n d marke t ing tech
n iques have been the greatest a l 
lies of corporat ions in m a k i n g con
sumers out of a l l of us . 

O n a global scale, th is repeats 
the c once r t ed c a m p a i g n i n the 
U . S . A . ear l y i n t h i s c e n t u r y to 
dampen the ethics of austerity and 
thrift t rad i t iona l ly associated w i th 
the early Amer i cans , t rans forming 
th em into s ta tus -consc ious c u s 
t o m e r s a s h a m e d to u s e 
homemade products , w i th needs 
never before perceived. ' " A person 
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who is satisf ied wit±i very little c an 
not be a success fu l cus tomer ; the 
objective of adve r t i s ing is to m a 
n ipu la t e u s into a cons tan t state 
of d i s c on t en t . T h e m i d d l e - c l a s s 
housewi fe wor ldw ide is targeted 
heav i ly by m a s s m e d i a as a pr ime 
c a n d i d a t e to b e c o m e a h e a v y 
shoppe r . Y o u n g people are a lso 
m a j o r t a r g e t s . W h a t a r e the 
broader imp l i c a t i ons of a genera
t i on of " d i s con t en t ed " y ou th? 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 
M o n e y a n d the c o n d u c t of 

b u s i n e s s have a lways h a d their 
place i n h u m a n societies, but they 
general ly have been informed by 
s p i r i t u a l a n d m o r a l va lues. In tra
d i t i ona l H i n d u society, the order 
of b u s i n e s s is p laced i n the th i rd 
tier, the b u s i n e s s caste be ing gov
e r n e d by B r a h m i n s , keepers of 
s p i r i t u a l w e l l - b e i n g a n d k n o w l 
edge, a n d by Kshya t r yas , the r u l 
ers a n d preservers of peace and 
o rde r . In I s l a m i c soc ie t i es , the 
t imes for p rayers precisely inter
r u p t the da i l y act iv i t ies of com
merce a n d b u s i n e s s so people c an 
seek d iv ine gu idance for a l l their 
ac t ions . J e s u s objected pass ion
ately to the " h o u s e of G o d " be ing 
t aken over by the merchants . 

Today , however, "creat ion of 
w e a l t h " h a s become the funda 
men ta l va lue at the center of glo
b a l society a n d ana lyses of eco
n o m i c s are d e vo i d of i s s u e s of 
mora l i t y , h u m a n needs, a n d so
c ia l consc i ence . Compet i t i on a n d 
eff iciency have become noble pur 
su i t s a n d prof i ts , the Holy G r a i l . 
Sacr i f i ced are the qual i ty of h u 
m a n life a n d the sanct i ty and pres
erva t ion of th i s ear th . 

To rescue ourselves from here, 
we m u s t cons ide r some reversals 
t h a t w i l l r e t u r n b a l a n c e to the 
p u r s u i t of bus ine s s . 

C a l l i n g o n corpora t ions to pu t 
b r a k e s o n the ir growth a n d apply 
m o r a l s c rup l e s to the i r activit ies 
has become a n u n t h i n k a b l e op

t ion. B u t that is exact ly wha t is 
required for the wel l -be ing of the 
h u m a n race. The g lobal activit ies 
of t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s 
shou ld be regulated by des ignated 
in ternat iona l ins t i tu t ions , j u s t l ike 
other act iv i t ies (war, science, h u 
m a n rights). G loba l i za t i on of pro
d u c t i o n s h o u l d a lso inc lude glo
bal izat ion of reasonable s tandards 
of pay , w o r k h o u r s a n d l a b o r 
r ights for workers . A g r i b u s i n e s s 
dec i s i ons need c r i t i ca l overs ight 
because they c a n have d i sas t rous 
consequences on the hea l th a n d 
n u t r i t i o n levels of p o p u l a t i o n s . 
Wor ldwide unemp loymen t is self-
defeating for everyone concerned , 
pa r t i cu l a r l y b u s i n e s s w h i c h w i l l 
lose cus tomers . A n in te rnat iona l 
f o r u m i s u r g e n t l y n e e d e d to 
analyze the prob l em of au t oma
tion, project the consequences and 
in t roduce c u r b s . 

Hal f -hearted efforts to sus ta in 
the env i ronment have led to the 
eco log ica l d i sas t e r i n Sou theas t 
A s i a th i s year . A n i n t e rna t i ona l 
body, s u c h as the W o r l d Cour t , 
m u s t have the author i ty to impose 
sanct ions on countr ies and corpo
ra t ions w h i c h do not honor envi
r onmenta l agreements a n d regu
lat ions . 

F inal ly , we as consumers have 
a role to play. We c a n consc i ous l y 
suppor t compan ies w h i c h are not 
considered "efficient" because they 
pay h igher wages a n d benefits to 
their workers or protect the env i 
ronment—even if it means pay ing 
higher prices. We can remain alert, 
analyze , read between the l ines , 
speak out, refuse to be m a n i p u 
la ted , keep the greater good i n 
m i n d . Is the economic l andscape 
we want one where we are subject 
to bus iness , or one where bus iness 
serves u s ? t 
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