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Globalizing What?

History, economics, equity, and efficiency

BY AMARTYA SEN

I

n terms of  globalization, if

you place yourself  say not at

the end of the millennium

which has just passed, but at the

beginning of the millennium, at

1000 AD, you would find a world

in which the practice which now

goes by the name “Western Sci-

ence” is flourishing primarily in a

country called China. That is, this

was a world—in 1000 AD—in

which paper and printing exist,

crossbows and gun powder exist,

the clock exists, and so does the

iron-chain suspension bridge, the

kite, the magnetic compass, the

wheelbarrow, the rotary fan; each

one of  them is known exclusively

in China, but virtually nowhere

else. It’s globalization when you

get this kind of  knowledge spread

across the world. And similarly, if

you look at math, the decimal sys-

tem emerged in India, slightly af-

ter the second century AD, and

moved to the Arab world by the

eighth century, moved to Europe

by about the eleventh century, and

had a profound impact along with

Arab mathematics, Indian math-

ematics, and others of  a variety

of  kinds of  which we still have

these verbal evidences left, in

words like “algorithm,” “algebra,”

and a lot of  other terminology. So

the question has to be asked can

people from the Western World

and the non-Western world dis-

tinguish themselves—under the

push from Western chauvinism

and pull from non-Western fun-

damentalism (certainly a form of

chauvinism in its own right!)

Should people have to distinguish

themselves theologically or ra-

cially, rather than by science, cul-

ture, literature, mathematics, and

so forth—that’s a very big ques-

tion that we have to face in deal-

ing with “Globalizing What?”

In so far as the pro-global-

ization people don’t take an ad-

equately broad view of globaliza-

tion, I would say that they are

making a similar mistake. They

are really selling globalization

short—a great deal of  what we

are today is a product of  global-

ization, and often not even oc-

curring very close to here. Let me

give you one more example. I

mentioned printing, which, by the

way, is actually one of  things that

people actually recognize is very

significant—Thomas Carlyle in

discussing Francis Bacon says

that the three ways of  distin-

guishing civilizations are printing,

gunpowder, and the Protestant

religion. Now, the Chinese can-

not be held responsible for the

Protestant religion, but if  you

look at printing, it’s not just glo-

balization in the sense that it’s

happening far away from here.

Look at one of the first printed

books that survives—it is from

the ninth century. Is it a very in-

sular, local, Chinese cultural trea-

tise? No, it is a Chinese transla-

tion of Sanskrit book called the

Vajracchedika Prajnaparamita, and

I remember reading in it school,

in Sanskrit, and it’s a wonderfully

interesting Buddhist text, often in

English called the “Diamond

Sutra.” It was completed by a

half-Turkish, half-Indian gentle-

man called Kumarajiva, whose

father migrated from India to

Turkey, married a Turkish

woman, produced a child who

migrated to China and translated

the Sanskrit book into Chinese in

499 AD. When it was published

it was the first printed book in

the ninth century, and it’s a mar-

velous history of  globalization—

many countries involved—but

the West is nowhere in that story.

It’s very important, in my judge-

ment, to get the point across, be-

cause I think the whole debate

about the Western and non-West-

ern culture and civilization has

been very badly affected by lack

of  a basic interest in history.
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Now, we must ask this basic

question: is the presence of exten-

sive trade a beneficial thing for the

world, or not? I think the answer

to that is very straightforward: it’s

very deeply beneficial, and any an-

swer to that question, at a sophis-

ticated level, has to begin first by

acknowledging this, and only then

can one ask in what ways it may

not be beneficial. Well, it may not

be in terms of  the issue of  inequal-

ity—does it encourage inequality,

and could that make it bad? Does

it lead to asymmetry of  power? Joe

Nye has written, and this is the

point at which I very much agree

with him, that there is what he

called a “democratic deficit” in the

world, and then he asks the ques-

tion, what can we do about it? In a

sense, globalization taken broadly

requires a kind of spread of de-

mocracy, and so one answer to

“Globalizing What?” could be glo-

balizing democracy, just as global-

izing the world economy is part of

the answer as well.

Let us begin with the democ-

racy issue. And I think there is no

question in my mind Joe Nye and

others are right to put focus very

much on that. Where I think I

might disagree a little bit is in what

we decide to emphasize. There is

a question, for just as globalization

is a difficult term, so too is democ-

racy a difficult term—democracy

is not just about a majority vote,

but also about having a plurality of

voices. Now where many, I think,

are too hard is in their analysis of

NGOs, or as Joe Nye puts it, “self-

appointed non-government orga-

nizations.” I think that NGOs

could be very powerful, and that

could be questioned, certainly if

unelected and self-appointed—al-

though I don’t know who else

could appoint NGOs—but de-

mocracy is also about increasing

the plurality of  voices, and one

thing that NGOs have often been

concerned with is precisely this.

NGOs do have something to con-

tribute, and I’ll give an example.

Take the case of  a country with

which I am very involved, namely

my neighboring country Pakistan,

which is going through very ma-

jor change, not just about

Musharraf, but the civil society

there in general is quite remarkable,

and is becoming exposed to new

ideas and new critiques which they

haven’t had for some time. Now

about Musharraf, let me say that I

don’t disagree that he should hold

elections, but yet democracy can’t

be judged only in the selection, of

course, it’s also about how much

tolerance you have, of  pluralism,

of  what people can say. This is very

important, and some democrati-

cally elected governments have

been much worse in this regard. In

a democracy the majority can rule,

but it is very important to see the

issue of  plurality. But it is a point

of  focus, and since many countries

do have military governments to-

day, NGOs sometimes have been

able to play the role of  giving a

voice to people who would not

This translation of  the “Diamond Sutra” or “Jin gang ban ruo bo luo mi jing” in Chinese is the oldest, dated printed book

yet discovered, and itself  an embodiment of  globalization—it now resides in the British Library
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have otherwise have got that voice.

In Pakistan, newspapers, and inter-

national NGOs have provided a

plurality of  voices and that’s good

for democracy.

In the context of democracy

there is a little bit of  a danger with

international institutions. I accept

that international institutions tend

to be highly responsive to national

governments and accrue some

form of  real, if  indirect, demo-

cratic legitimacy. But there is an

underside to this as well—take

the United Nations, which has

exactly these features, does in-

deed have legitimacy, but be-

cause of  the way in which the

power structure of  the world

is proceeds now, it is very dif-

ficult for it to address certain

kinds of  issues. Just to give an ex-

ample, one the ways in which the

world was made terrible in the past,

of  course, was the conversion of

potentially democratic govern-

ments in Africa, and sometimes ac-

tually democratic governments in

Africa, into military dictatorships,

with support from either the

United States and the NATO

countries or the Soviet Union—as

long as there was a military coup

in their direction they would accept

it, and so dictators were never

without any absence of  friends.

Now today, that’s changed, but in

some ways the extension of  that

is the extent to which the domi-

nant countries in the world play a

part in the dreadful trade of  arma-

ment which still goes on in a dra-

matic way. When Kofi Annan

made a very minor proposal of

having an agreement on the illegal

export of  small arms—so two

qualifications, small, not large, and

illegal, not legal exports of  small

arms—the United States refused

to sign it, even while knowing that

most of  the people in the world

who are killed by weapons are

killed by small arms. But looking

at the United Nations, they have

done almost nothing about the

arms trade, but I’ll give you a sta-

tistic: eighty-one percent of these

armaments in the world are ex-

ported by five permanent mem-

bers of  the security council. Now

they may be highly responsible to

their national governments, but

that doesn’t mean they are work-

ing towards a global democracy.

So global democracy is an an-

swer to the question of  “Global-

izing What?” but I am trying to

point out that there are multiple

ways of  focusing this question.

Now, what about global equity?

And here I will say I think that

there is an enormous reason to

think that this is another possible

answer to the question “Globaliz-

ing What?” The equity issue is, in

my judgement, often mistaken on

both sides. On one side, there is

the rhetoric, saying that “the rich

are getting richer, and the poor are

getting poorer.” Incidentally, if  you

say that at any gathering people

won’t criticize it—they don’t treat

it as an empirical statement, but as

an indication that you have a soul.

But empirically, that’s not way the

things have actually happened.

There are many different ways to

answer this question—many dif-

ferent technical measures—but

while people may agree that the

equity issue is an issue, on the

whole it would seem that while the

rich are getting richer, the poor do

seem to be getting a bit richer too.

But I think that’s entirely the

wrong question to ask here. It’s

been about thirty years during

which I’ve been talking about an

obscure mathematician, and usu-

ally I could say that you have never

heard of  him. Perhaps he’s not so

obscure anymore: but he wrote a

paper in Econometrica in 1950, his

name is John Nash. That paper ar-

gued that right way of  thinking

about it is not whether from a co-

operation both sides gain—that is

true, but there are hundreds of

alternatives in which that might

true. The question is rather

among all of  the alternatives in

which both parties gain, is it a

fair division of  the gain? So it

is not adequate to say “the poor

are not getting poorer, so why

worry?” but if  you live in a

deeply unequal world, that’s not

just adequate—given the manifest

inequity that we see, are the poor

getting a fair deal in the system?

That’s the question that we have

to look at.

Trying to answer this ques-

tion requires a whole lot of insti-

tutional rethinking. The Bretton

Woods agreement set up the

present institutional structure

which took a good deal of  imagi-

nation at that time, but it focused

very much on issues at that time.

The World Bank was then called

the International Bank for Recon-

struction and Development, and

naturally would be so called—re-

construction of  Germany and Ja-

pan and other countries in Europe

and Asia devastated by the war—

but the world has moved on, for

then half  the world was still in co-

lonialism. There wasn’t a single

poor country which was demo-

cratic at that time. The world has

changed from that, and to some

extent there is some recognition.

There was a need for an institu-

tion that plays the role of  credit

management, and the WTO plays

The whole debate about the Western

and non-Western culture and

civilization has been very badly affected

by lack of  a basic interest in history.
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that role. I am not opposed to the

WTO, and I think that it does

quite an  important job. But I am

opposed to the idea that the WTO

also be given the charge of  look-

ing after the environment. The

idea that all of these financial min-

isters would come to sit together

to talk about the environment,

seems to be laughable, you need a

different kind of  representation

there—looking at these global eq-

uity issue from a different per-

spective requires a different type

of  organization. To think that glo-

bal equity issues could be dissoci-

ated from institutional questions

would be a mistake, and I think

we have to think how we might

proceed in that direction.

Now, it is not just global eq-

uity that we ought to be concerned

with, but also global efficiency.

This is also a difficult term—in-

deed efficiency is one of the most

misunderstood terms in econom-

ics. Efficiency can only be judged

when you have identified what

your objectives are—in that con-

text, is it efficient in pursuing it.

So if  someone says to you that “I

am efficient” and you ask “efficient

in what?” and he replied “No, I’m

just efficient” I really don’t think

that this communicates anything—

no it has to be efficient in some-

thing. Now global efficiency has to

be seen quite differently—take a

subject in which many are in-

volved, the issue of  intellectual

property rights, and the effect it

has on drug prices. How do we

judge that in the light of  efficiency?

There are two arguments that are

been given in defense of  intellec-

tual property rights. One argument

is an entitlement argument—often

of a kind that is done without bril-

liance and sophistication of  Rob-

ert Nozick’s reasoning—but it is a

kind of immediate argument: if I

have created the knowledge I own

it, it’s mine, and if  you want to use

it you have to pay me something.

The other kind of  argument is that

unless you give me property rights

over the knowledge that I develop,

I will not develop it, for I need the

incentive to do it. It’s a very dif-

ferent kind of  argument. The

former has nothing to do with ef-

ficiency—it just says that it’s mine.

I have some difficulty in under-

standing just what kind of a con-

cept property rights over knowl-

edge is, though there are times

when I think that we in India

should have patented the decimal

system before we allowed it to go

out, so I think there is a real diffi-

culty as to what one might mean

by it. But whatever its merits, it is

not really connected with effi-

ciency, so let’s leave it aside for the

moment. But if there is a global

efficiency argument in favor of

intellectual property rights, it must

be that it is serving our objectives

better. But what are our objectives?

Well if  you are dealing with drugs,

presumably the objective is to de-

velop the right kind of  drugs and

to use them very effectively. Now

we are in this odd position that

there may be drugs that are known

which cannot be used, not because

they are hard to produce and cost

much, it’s just that by the time

you’ve added these royalties to it,

it costs an enormous amount. But

that can’t be a very efficient way

of  distributing that drug. It may

not even be a very efficient way for

the drug company to earn money,

because if  you don’t sell any of  the

drug, you don’t get any royalties

either. It doesn’t even have the fea-

ture of being efficient in that con-

text, not to mention the broader

efficiency that a globalized ethic

might demand. It certainly would

be an argument from that point of

view to change it. But people then

say what about developing the

drug, will people have the incen-

tive to do it? Now, are the incen-

tives right at the moment? I mean,

certainly if  you take AIDS, the

kind of  drug that would most be

needed would, of  course, be a

single-use preventative vaccine of

some kind, but if  you look at the

allocation of  resources, that’s not

where the pharmaceutical compa-

nies tend to put an enormous

amount of  money. And this is un-

derstandable, from their point of

view, because there you make a

little bit of  money the first time,

but once you’ve vaccinated them,

well that’s it. The fact is, that I don’t

think the incentive structure works

well at all at this moment. It doesn’t

work very well for developing the

right kind of  drug, and it doesn’t

work very well for using the drugs

we already have. This is not at all

to deny that incentives are ex-

tremely important, for I’m abso-

lutely a dyed-in-the-wood econo-

mist and I do believe that incen-

tives are extremely important in

living in a world which is feasible,

which works, and I am great be-

liever in efficiency. But I am a be-

liever in efficiency with objectives

that are properly specified. In that

context it seems to me global effi-

ciency also requires radical reform.

But these might not be quite the

form in which the anti globaliza-

tion “protestors” pose their cri-

tique, but underlying their concern

are issues precisely of this kind—

in which history figures, in which

democracy figures, in which equity

figures, and in which efficiency too

figures. So I have had to give a kind

of  diverse answer to that question.

As Buddha said, “there are some

questions that can be asked of

which there are no answer” and

while I’ve given several answers,

they are not final answers, and I

very much hope to have more dis-

cussion on these topics.


