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Globalization is the name that has been given to the social, economic and political processes that have, taken together, produced the characteristic conditions of contemporary existence. In particular, globalization refers to the ways in which previously distant parts of the world have become connected in an historically unprecedented manner, such that developments in one part of the world are now able to rapidly produce effects on geographically distant localities. This is turn has made it possible to begin to imagine the world as a single, global space linked by a wide array of technological, economic, social and cultural forces. This general conception of globalization is echoed by all of its major theorists. Globalization has been characterized variously as "the intensification of world-wide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away" (Anthony Giddens); as "time-space compression" (David Harvey); as "the stretching out of the geography of social relations" (Doreen Massey); as "the receding constraints of geography on social and cultural arrangements" (Malcolm Waters) and as "the compression of the world and the intensification of the consciousness of the world as a whole" (Roland Robertson). 

Over the past decade, globalization has become a ubiquitous term in a wide-range of academic and popular discourses. It is a concept that has now been used to describe almost any and every aspect of contemporary life, from the complicated machinations of contemporary capitalism, to the erosion of the nation-state system and the rise of transnational organizations and corporations, to the threat posed by global culture to local cultures and traditions, to the communications revolution introduced by new technologies like the Internet. For this very reason, globalization is a concept that is already in danger of becoming simply a short-lived buzzword of the age. While the term seems to capture a genuine sense of the dizzying changes that have transformed the world, especially during the [end of p. 209] second half of the twentieth century, the real explanatory value of globalization has been placed increasingly into doubt over the past several years. 

The relationship between globalization and the characteristic concerns of postcolonial studies is of necessity extremely complicated. Though it might seem natural to expect a theoretical confrontation between these concepts in a manner akin to the engagement between the postcolonial and the postmodern (as in the work of Kwame Anthony Appiah and Linda Hutcheon), there has in fact been very little written that takes up explicitly the position of postcolonial studies in relation to globalization. This can be explained in part by differences in emphasis and by the disciplinary origins of these two concepts. Globalization remains a term employed primarily in the social sciences, where it is used to describe contemporary Western experience (whether it realizes this or not), while postcolonial studies are rooted in the humanities and focus on the experiences and practices of non-Western countries, especially as they relate to Western cultural, economic and political domination. There is nevertheless a sense in which these concepts occupy roughly the same conceptual ground. Part of the hesitation of postcolonial theorists to address the issues and themes raised by globalization seems to stem from the implicit challenge that it poses to the broad theoretical framework of postcolonial studies. The characteristic concerns of postcolonial studies have been defined in relation to the complicated legacies of nineteenth and twentieth-century imperialism and colonialism. While globalization also has its roots in the European projects of imperialism and colonialism, it names a set of contemporary transformations that have directly undermined some of the animating concepts of postcolonial studies, such as place, identity, the nation, and the modes of resistance associated with these concepts.

Though globalization refers to the present, it is important to point out that the phenomena it describes are hardly new. For example, there have long been discussions about the possibility of a global economic system, a world culture or a world literature. In the Wealth of Nations (1776), Adam Smith identifies the global character of Western capitalism from its outset, foreseeing the "mutual communication of knowledge" and "an extensive commerce from all countries to all countries" that would be of benefit to all parts of the globe. Famously, in a phrase which at least partially echoes Goethe's discussion of Weltliteratur, in the Communist Manifesto (1848) Marx and Engels link the global spread of capitalism to the production of a global culture. For them, the constant revolutionizing of bourgeois production and the search for new markets that fueled imperialism meant that "national one-sideness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures there arises a world literature." For all their other differences, both Smith and Marx and Engels viewed the process of economic and cultural globalization as one leading toward a genuine universalism on the other side of the false particularities produced in the era of nations and nationalisms. There remains a strong undercurrent of universalism in some variants [end p. 210] of the concept of globalization, especially insofar as it seems to inexorably suggest the production of a single, homogenous planetary space.

In the twentieth-century, the current use of the term globalization is anticipated both in Marshall McLuhan's vision of a "global village" produced by the world-wide diffusion of communication technologies, and in Immanuel Wallerstein's "world-systems theory." At the core of Wallerstein's theory, as first developed in The Modern World System (1974) is the claim that the world economic system has been a capitalist one since its first emergence in the sixteenth century. Developed as an alternative to modernization theory, world-systems theory explains the economic "underdevelopment" characteristic of colonial and many postcolonial countries as a function of their position within an overall capitalist world-system. These "peripheral" areas which are exploited for their raw materials and/or their cheap labor are structural necessities for the development and growth of capitalism. Even given its various points of nascent emergence, and even though the high-point of Western imperialism and colonialism at the end of the nineteenth century represented a degree of economic and political integration that has remained unmatched even to the present day (Linda Weiss), the term globalization nevertheless first came into common use only in the mid-1980s. Before this time, the increasing connection between disparate people and places on the globe continued to be described in the older vocabulary of the relations between nations, that is, as "internationalism" or "transnationalism." As much as it seems to refer to an entirely new set of phenomena—or at least the unmatched intensification of older ones—it is therefore worth remembering that globalization is a theoretical construct whose emergence at this precise moment in time needs to be carefully considered.

While there are many reasons for this emergence, one of the reasons why it become necessary to talk about the world as a whole is related to the end of the Soviet Empire in 1989. The decline of the Eastern Bloc as a opposing force to the West necessitated a rethinking of the entire system of international politics and the development of new discourses to explain the characteristics and nature of the "new world order" propitiously announced at the end of the Cold War. Part of the ambiguity and confusion surrounding the concept of globalization derives from this point of origin. As Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson, two of the leading critics of the concept suggest, "globalization has become a fashionable concept in the social sciences, a core dictum in the prescriptions of management gurus, and a catch phrase for journalists and politicians of every stripe." In the discourse of business and politics, globalization has served as a justification and as an ideological screen for the rapid, global spread of a pernicious neo-liberal capitalism intent on reversing the social gains of the past five decades and in introducing an economic rationality into the public sphere. What has given globalization much of its rhetorical power in this respect is its function as a periodizing term, that is, as the name for the "natural" economic and political order existing at the "end of history." For this reason the [end of p. 211] academic fascination with globalization has been treated by many critics (such as Arif Dirlik and Masao Miyoshi) with a great deal of suspicion. Critical or not, the academic study of globalization has tended to reinforce both the idea of globalization's empirical reality (as in claims that the decline of the nation-state means that it no longer has the power to intervene in economic decisions) and its historical inevitability, in ways that have legitimated the use of the concept in international business, global politics and the popular press. 

Given these complexities, it is hardly surprising that theorists of globalization have differed widely on its historical specificity, its geographic reach (is the global equivalent to the planetary?), and its primary causes and effects. As a temporal marker, globalization is taken most commonly to refer to the immediate present. However, it has also been suggested that it is a long term, on-going process that originates in the very earliest moments of human cross-cultural contact, accelerating with Columbus' discovery of the Americas over five-hundred years ago. In the popular press, globalization is also commonly discussed as if it were an inexorable phenomenon that now occurs everywhere on the globe. However, many critics have been careful out to point out that the world has been globalized unequally, with both the benefits and pitfalls of globalization being realized to different degrees in different parts of the world. For instance, while the Internet has become an important new medium of commerce, entertainment and communication in the West, making near-instantaneous global communication possible for many people, there nevertheless remain numerous places in the world where there is limited or no access to even very basic phone service. 

For a variety of reasons, globalization has been seen as primarily an economic phenomenon that has, in turn, had a determinate influence on social, political and cultural life. The emergence of globalization has been linked both by cultural critics, such as Fredric Jameson, Arjun Appadurai and Lawrence Grossberg, and by social scientists, such as David Harvey, Giovanni Arrighi, and Manuel Castells, to a late-century shift in capitalism from Fordism to post-Fordism, regimes of flexible production and accumulation, and finance capitalism. Economically, globalization is associated with the transnationalization and deterritorialization of capital and industry, which has allowed companies to transcend national boundaries and to move across the globe to take advantage of cheap labor and to develop new markets for goods and services. The mobility of contemporary capital has challenged the ability of both governments and non-governmental agents, such as labor movements and environmentalists, to control some of the more rapacious aspects of contemporary global capital. This has included the creation of de-industrialized regions (such as the American "rust-belt"), the renewed global use of child labor, the creation of exploitative zones of economic production (such as the Mexican maquilladoros) and the largely unchecked worldwide degradation of the environment. Economic globalization has also been associated with the emergence of international free trade agreements, such at the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trades (GATT), and the establishment of an around-the-clock global financial market. [end of p. 212] With the generalized spread of capitalism into every space on the globe, Ann Cvetkovich and Douglas Kellner have suggested that a global system of mass production and mass consumption now exists which "disseminates throughout the planet fantasies of happiness through consumption and the products that allow entry into the phantasmagoria of consumer capitalism." 

A great deal of discussion has also centered the political implications of globalization. In particular, a great deal of attention has been focused on the threats that globalization poses to the power and sovereignty of nation-states (examined in different ways by David Held, Manuel Castells and James Rosneau) and correspondingly, on the emergence of new sites of transnational politics centered in global cities (as described by Saskia Sassen), international organizations (including NGOs and the United Nations) and transnational corporations. Examinations of the politics of globalization include assessments of the increasing militarization of global relations, the emergence of new nationalisms and ethnic conflicts, and the massive migrations of peoples across regions or even across the globe, a process that has put significant strains on definitions of citizenship and cultural belonging in almost all Western countries. 

Globalization has also been discussed in reference to the development of new communication technologies that have played an essential role in collapsing the globe spatially. In a way analogous to Benedict Anderson’s discussion of the relationship between the novel and the nation, it is these global communication technologies that have made it possible to conceive of the globe as a single space shared by all of humanity. It is not just that computer and communication technologies have made it possible to instantaneously transmit information across the world, but that the circulation of information, ideas, and images has meant that, increasingly, people (and especially global elites) around the world have come to share a common range of cultural referents. The emergence of a "global culture," in whatever form and to whatever degree that such a culture exists, has been thus largely made possible due to the availability of new technologies. The same news events and entertainment programs can now be seen by people in very different locales. Brazilian youth can enjoy American pop songs while their counterparts can listen to Tom Ze and Caetano Veloso, and U.S. film production is geared increasingly toward a world cultural market rather than to the domestic U.S. market. 

For all of the interesting hybrid cultural forms that have emerged out of global culture—from Bhangra to Latin Pop to fusion cuisines—it is nevertheless clear that the global dissemination of cultural forms and ideas is hardly equal. Much of the interest of cultural critics in globalization has focused on the impact of the global spread of a capitalist culture anchored in the United States and on its explicit threat to the continued existence of local cultures and traditions. It is perhaps here that the study of globalization and postcolonial studies most clearly overlap. One of the major imperatives of postcolonial studies has been its insistence on the cultural dimensions of imperialism and colonialism. Far from being secondary [end of p. 213] to the politics and economics of imperialism and colonialism, postcolonial critics have convincingly argued that culture must be seen as essential to the creation, production and maintenance of colonial relations. From this perspective, and especially in the context of the spread of a global mass culture, globalization may be seen as the continuation and strengthening of Western imperialist relations in the period after decolonization and postcolonial nationalisms. Yet even if the processes associated with globalization has meant that the structure of world power relations has remained largely the same since the beginning of the twentieth century, it is nevertheless important to see the current period of global neo-imperialism as different in kind from earlier forms of imperialist power, especially insofar as it has become at one and the same time centered in the United States and supra- or trans-national, dispersed into fully deterritorialized logics and circuits of power. This is particularly true for examinations of forms of contemporary cultural imperialism, as this is a concept whose meaning has become considerably more complicated than its seminal expression in Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart's How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic (1975).

Worries about cultural imperialism, especially understood as the global diffusion of American cultural products and values, constitute in fact perhaps the earliest development of the idea of globalization. The threat associated most commonly with the idea of global culture is that it will eventually result in a homogenous world culture, erasing existing differences between local cultures and leaving in its wake an impoverished, soul-less Americanized culture of commodity consumption. As in postcolonial studies, the study of globalization thus involves questions about the nature and survival of social and cultural identities. From its outset, one of the singular contributions of postcolonial studies to contemporary thought has been its understanding of the dialectic relationship between colonizer and colonized. The colonizers not only shapes the culture and identities of the colonized, but are in turn shaped by their encounter with the colonized, in ways which have been perceptively explored by theorists from Edward Said to Gauri Viswanathan to Homi Bhahba. In a similar fashion, the work of theorists like John Tomlinson and Néstor García Canclini have been important in drawing attention to some of the problems and limitations of the cultural imperialist thesis, especially in its most pessimistic articulations. For while it is true that much of modern cultural life around the globe has become defined by commodity culture, it is also a mistake to equate the global penetration of Western culture with the automatic and total evisceration of local particularities. The persistence of cultural difference can be seen in the variety of ways in which cultures have entered global modernity. Modern Islam is one example of a distinctive relationship to globalization that is characterized neither by a rejection of modernity (as some commentators such as Benjamin Barber have suggested) nor by its claim to some unassailable "local" authenticity (an always already suspect concept) that prevents Islamic culture from engaging in global markets or with global culture. [end of p. 214]
While it is worth remembering that the spread of global commodity culture is motivated by political and economic concerns, it is thus essential to see the "local" and the "global" as in a dialectical relationship that predates current discussions of globalization. By the time the local is developed as a discursive concept, it has already been thoroughly globalized such that claims to the authenticity of the cultures that exist there are questionable at best. In other words, even though the rhetoric of an unfettered cultural imperialism is still frequently employed by governments, the popular press and in academic circles, the reality of cultural globalization is better captured by the Roland Robertson's term "glocalization." Just as the global modifies the local, so too, local practices have had a determinate impact on the global. Transnational corporations intent on spreading their products across the globe have understood the need to modify their products and sales pitches in terms of local cultural practices. Anthropologists have shown the specific, local role that (for example) the fast food chain McDonald's plays in different countries. Lastly, Ien Ang's pioneering study of the audience reception of the American soap opera Dallas suggests that non-Western cultures engage in a very active cultural process of understanding and decoding Western media images. This may not constitute local or cultural "resistance" in the strongest sense of this term, but it does show that the global cannot simply usurp the local in any uncomplicated manner.

Finally, as much as one might worry about global culture's impact on individual identity formation, this, too, needs to be seen as an ambiguous, dialectical process. On the one hand, images of Western iconic celebrities, from Madonna to Arnold Schwarzenegger to Bart Simpson, as well as visions of the capitalist good life, provide seductive raw materials for the formation of new identities that, one imagines, can be fully assimilated into the phantasmagoria of global capitalism. However, this pessimistic view of relationship between global culture and local identities fails to account for the hybrid character of these new identities, which are neither fully global nor local. It also unduly and uncritically romanticizes the local over and against the global as a "natural" site of difference. It should be remembered that the local is also the site of sometimes constrictive social and gender roles, traditions and practices; in many cases, the intersection of the global with the local provides the imaginative resources for the creation of new identities that are able to challenge these constrictions on identity formation. It is for this reason that Arjun Appadurai has claimed that "the imagination is now central to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the new global order." The relations between global and local are complicated and ambiguous, and require precise case-by-case analysis. Though it should once again be emphasized that contemporary identities and cultural spaces are heavily overdetermined by global capitalism and its attendant social and political relations, the idea of resistance to imperial power that has been an important element of postcolonial studies is immeasurably complicated by the operations of culture within globalization.

For all that has been said, it is readily apparent that there are deep homologies [end of p. 215] between postcolonial studies and the critical study of globalization. Both of these concepts exist at the intersection of imperialism, capitalism and modernity, and both deal with the effects and consequences of the unequal relations of power between different sites on the globe, as these are articulated economically, politically, and especially culturally. Culture forms a central locus for understanding the character of contemporary reality for a number of reasons. If globalization is characterized by a kind of "complex connectivity" (John Tomlinson), it is precisely through culture that this connectivity is symbolized, conceptualized and understood, and it also through culture that this connectivity becomes reflexive in the manner outlined above in the confrontation of the local and the global. And even if the economic continues to be imagined as the central axis of globalization, as it so often is, it is necessary to remember that the global present is defined by "the becoming cultural of the economic, and the becoming economic of the cultural" (Fredric Jameson). 

Although globalization and postcolonial studies are thus related, it would nevertheless be a mistake to simply subsume globalization into postcolonial studies, or, on the contrary, to simply see globalization as an alternate term for postcolonialism—the name for postcolonial studies in the twenty-first century. There remain a number of important conceptual relations that would need to be worked out more thoroughly before this becomes possible. For instance, globalization has also been seen as a substitute term for postmodernism, or, at the very least, the postmodern can be seen as the Western cultural response to those underlying shifts in the capitalist economy that we now refer to as globalization. Indeed, it would not be difficult to re-imagine Fredric Jameson's characterization of postmodernity as the "cultural logic" of late capitalism in the newer vocabulary of globalization. Given the vexed relationships between the postmodern and the postcolonial, there is no reason to assume that globalization and postcolonialism can occupy the same space without difficulty. Furthermore, social theorists such as Anthony Giddens, Ulf Hannerz, Ulrick Beck, Mike Featherstone, Scott Lash and John Urry have examined and continue to examine globalization with respect to a modernity whose assumptions are often antithetical to those articulated within and by postcolonial studies. Certainly, the universalistic impulse at the core of many conceptions of modernity stands in stark contrast to the postcolonial emphasis on the value and necessity of difference. It is perhaps most fruitful to see the concept of globalization as offering a productive challenge to some of the underlying concepts of postcolonial studies and vice versa. The postcolonial offers a necessary reminder of the imperialist origins of globalization and of the Western location of contemporary power, no matter how deterritorialized culture and politics may have become. On the other hand, the discourses surrounding globalization may be able to push postcolonial studies to consider more fully the impact of contemporary global economics and mass communications technologies on contemporary reality, as well as the radically disembedded character of contemporary identities and cultures which necessitates the elaboration of new models of power and resistance. [end of p. 216]
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