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			Globalisation and its mechanisms

			Now, more than at any other time in history, individuals can collaborate and compete with each other across a wide range of activities, in all four corners of the globe and on an equal footing thanks to the technology boom. Without politics, these innovations could have led to an era of exceptional prosperity and collaboration between businesses, communities and people. The hypothesis of the author, Thomas L. Friedman, is that the world is becoming flat as international economic barriers collapse. The title of the book, The World Is Flat, thus refers to the phenomenon of globalisation. 

			However, although this connectivity delights some, it makes life more difficult for others: the winners of this global acceleration have changed and the era of the triumphant West is perhaps coming to an end. The planet’s centre of gravity is shifting towards Asia, with India and China sitting atop the list of countries with exceptional economic growth for the past fifteen or so years. Each year these two countries produce millions of young graduates from excellent university courses which allow them to easily adopt the methods and techniques of countries at the cutting edge of technology, such as the USA or the United Kingdom. It would be in the best interests of everyone in the West to get even better at complex activities and to focus on their added value, because basic skills are now acquired and shared across the world.

			Since the end of the 1990s, companies, primarily in America, have been trying to reduce their costs and increase their efficiency by any means possible. This vision of the economy has driven businesses to use cheap workforces based abroad to carry out their support or assistance tasks. Far from the low-level work initially given to workers in developing countries, outsourcing quickly migrated towards the research and development of a product or service, which now allows these groups of people working for big American companies to conceive all kinds of patents and put them on the market.

			The reference work of many essayists, and Tony Blair’s (British politician, born in 1953) bedside reading, The World Is Flat was met with resounding success from its publication and has sold millions of copies around the world, becoming a real best-seller with a strong public following. Filled with factual documentation and personal opinions, this essay managed to send a warning to an overconfident America. In 2005, the year of its release, the book was named Business Book of the Year by the daily newspaper the Financial Times and the investment bank Goldman Sachs.

			
				
					Key facts

					
							Reference edition: Friedman, T. L. (2007) The World Is Flat: The Globalized World in the Twenty-First Century. London: Penguin.

							First edition: 2005. A new revised and expanded version was released in 2006, with the author wanting to expand on his reasoning following comments from critics and readers, in particular with regard to children’s education.

							Author: Thomas L. Friedman, journalist, writer and editorial writer, born in Saint Louis Park (Minnesota) in 1953.

							Context and background: American ultraliberalism

							Key words:

					

			
					Globalisation: process which refers to a new phase in the worldwide integration of economic, financial, environmental and cultural phenomena. This phenomenon, which is neither linear nor irreversible, also relates to individuals becoming closer to one another and results from the liberalisation of the markets. This formation of an interdependent global space is not new and has its beginnings in Roman civilisation, which organised its empire around the Mediterranean. 

					Free trade: the free circulation of products, capital and services within a defined geographical zone, permitted by the removal of economic barriers. This doctrine is at the heart of the phenomenon of globalisation.

					Outsourcing: also known as subcontracting, this term refers to the transfer of some of a company’s activities which were previously handled internally to specialised external partners. This approach involves finding better and more flexible services at a lower price.

					Insourcing: this means the business turning to a consultant to take responsibility internally for some activities which were previously handled externally. This is the opposite process to outsourcing, and both can lead to reduced costs depending on the circumstances.

					Flattening of the world: a metaphorical concept imagined by the author which means that all parts of the world increasingly resemble one another as free trade increases.

			

		

				

			


		
			Context

			The author

			Thomas L. Friedman, an influential figure and successful editorial writer with a weekly column for the prestigious American newspaper The New York Times (founded in 1851), is an expert in geopolitical issues, globalisation and the free trade market. With a real passion for journalism and the Middle East, he has won three Pulitzer Prizes, two of which were for his coverage of wars. He is the author of six bestselling books, including From Beirut to Jerusalem (1989), which was subsidised by the Guggenheim Foundation and describes his experiences as a journalist in the Middle East, and Longitudes and Attitudes: Exploring the World Before and After September 11 (2003), which brings together his columns after the attacks on the World Trade Center.

			Early life

			Born in Saint Louis Park in the suburbs of Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1953, Friedman is from a well-off Jewish family. With a passion for sports from a very young age, he practised tennis and golf. His enthusiasm brought him within touching distance of his childhood dream as he caddied for a time for the professional golfer Chi Chi Rodriguez (born in 1935).

			Until his Bar Mitzvah (Jewish tradition which celebrates a boy’s entry into puberty), he attended a local Hebrew school. He then went to Saint Louis Park High School, where he discovered journalism by writing his first articles for the school newspaper. During the same period, he developed another passion, which would prove decisive for his future professional career: the Middle East. After finishing high school, he studied Mediterranean Studies at the University of Minnesota and Brandeis University before receiving a scholarship to study at Oxford University, where he obtained a Master’s degree in Middle Eastern studies in 1978.

			His attachment to Israel

			He has a strong attachment to the State of Israel, no doubt passed on to him from his parents: as a teenager, he was sent to a Jewish summer camp in Israel several summers in a row. Later, and before starting his degree, he spent several years in the Middle East in order to take classes at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the American University in Cairo. He speaks fluent Arabic and Hebrew.

			Journalism career

			Shortly after finishing his degree, Friedman obtained a job in the London office of the American press agency United Press International (founded in 1907). Based on his academic experience, he was transferred to Beirut one year later to work as a local correspondent until 1981. He was then recruited by the New York Times to cover Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Remaining at his post in Jerusalem, he also reported on the First Intifada, for which he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. After 1988, he returned to the United States. At the same time as his journalistic activity, he became White House correspondent for the New York Times during the presidency of Bill Clinton (full name William Jefferson Clinton, born in 1946) before specialising in international politics and the economy. Since 1994, he has written an international column for the New York Times.

			
				
					Awards and honours

					
							1982 and 1983: Pulitzer Prize and George Polk Award (with David K. Shipler, born in 1942, also a journalist at the New York Times) for best international reporting for his coverage of the 1982 Lebanon War, and in particular of the Sabra and Shatila massacre (16-18 September 1982).

							1988: Pulitzer Prize for best international reporting for his coverage of the First Intifada.

							1989: National Book Award for Nonfiction for From Beirut to Jerusalem.

							2002: Pulitzer Prize for best commentary for his journalistic analysis of the worldwide terror threat.

							2004: Overseas Press Club Award for his journalistic work as a whole.

							2004: honorary title Order of the British Empire awarded by Queen Elizabeth II (born in 1926).

							2005: elected to the Pulitzer Prize Board.

							2005: Financial Times and Goldman Sachs Business Book of the Year Award (now Financial Times and McKinsey Business Book of the Year Award) for The World Is Flat.

					

				

			

			Stances and activism

			Friedman is a committed activist who has written extensively on globalisation, foreign affairs, international business and the environment. He also campaigns for a compromise solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and for the modernisation of the Arab world.

			A staunch defender of free trade, he considers globalisation and its processes of integration as the only way to end economic inequalities on a global scale, for businesses as well as for governments and individuals, because it levels the playing field for everybody.

			Since the September 11 attacks in 2001, he has focused on the worldwide terrorist threat and has written numerous columns on aspects of radicalism and on recruitment and indoctrination techniques. He discusses, among other things, the outbreak of a Third World War, the support that the West should give to moderate forces in Arab-Muslim societies so that they can achieve their own emancipation, and the benefits for the EU of accepting Turkey as a member state. He also supported the invasion of Iraq in 2003 by the Bush administration and repeatedly criticised some European countries, in particular France, for not completely supporting the United States and the international coalition during the Iraq War (2003-2011).

			Context and background

			Friedman had the idea of writing this book in 2004, when he was travelling through India for a documentary on IT subcontracting for the American television channel Discovery Times. After visiting several important technology hubs, Friedman was stunned to discover how closely Bangalore, the Indian Silicon Valley, resembles major Western capitals and that many large and well-known companies (IBM, Microsoft, General Electric, Reuters, Dell, HP, etc.) can be found there.

			It was during this first visit that the beginnings of an idea about the flattening of the world surfaced. He noticed that the world is gradually becoming more uniform and that countries increasingly resemble each other. For him, new technologies are the basis for this similarity. Whether a person is in Tokyo, Paris, Bangalore or Buenos Aires, they can find the same foods, the same music, the same ways of dressing and even the same news stories.

			Puzzled and intrigued, he continued his journey through Asia to Japan and China, in order to confirm his feeling that the world is flat. While he was there, he found out that Japanese businesses also subcontract to China. While Bangalore is the Indian city of choice for Western subcontracting, Dalian is China’s main hub of activity for Japanese subcontracting, as the north-eastern region of China has retained ties to Japanese culture – such as the language – following Japanese colonisation.

			These journeys gave Friedman new ideas about the major trends of globalisation and the forces which drive it: now, everything that can be digitised is subcontracted to a third country; work can now be carried out anywhere and at any time. This hypothesis would lead to the writing of The World Is Flat: The Globalized World in the Twenty-First Century.

			The work was written two years before the financial crisis in 2007 which hit the global economy with full force: the phenomena shown in the book were further reinforced after this event and are truer than ever today. However, the points made are deeply rooted in the American mentality and result from an ultraliberal outlook specific to this country: the book is the perfect reflection of a disproportionately powerful and dominant America which imposes its methods and economic model on the rest of the world.

		


		
			The World Is Flat

			Overview

			The World Is Flat is a provocative title which does not call into question the roundness of the Earth, but rather is a metaphor which means that the world has become a completely level playing field in terms of trade exchange. All centres of knowledge are now connected to form a single global network. The structure and the balance of power are flattening out a little more every day to put individuals, businesses and societies on an even footing. The title also alludes to the adjustments that countries and businesses must make in order to stay competitive in a global market where historical and geographical barriers are becoming increasingly incidental. 

			This flattening of the world is the product of the convergence between the rise of the computer (1980s), the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) and the growth of workflow software (software which allows users to work in networks, 1990s). The author calls this period “globalisation 3.0” to distinguish it from the two previous periods of globalisation: “globalisation 1.0” – where countries and governments were the ones making most of the trade rules – and “globalisation 2.0”, in which multinational companies paved the way for the process of global integration of the economy. As such, according to him the process of globalisation took place in three main stages:

			
					The first stage extends from 1492, when Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) opened up trade between the Old World and the New World, to 1800.

					The second stage covers the period 1800-2000. This is the era of the Industrial Revolution, of telecommunications and of the expansion of Western societies on the global markets, interrupted by the Great Depression (1929-late 1930s) and the two world wars.

					The third stage (21st century) sees the world shrinking and flattening to give way to hyperconnectivity between countries and individuals across the world.

			

			Friedman is convinced that we are entering a new age, that of the information revolution. According to him, this revolution can be classified as one of the major turning points of history, in the same way as the invention of printing, the rise of nation-states and the Industrial Revolution. However, unlike previous technological revolutions, this one is spreading at lightning speed and involves many more people at the same time. The faster the transition towards a new era, the greater the potential for disruption. In fact, this overly sudden change is challenging everything people thought they knew and causing a loss of reference points, particularly in terms of cultural identity.

			Key ideas

			The ten flatteners

			Friedman identifies ten major events in the history of the 20th and 21st centuries which have contributed to making the world more uniform. He calls them the ten “flatteners”.


				

1. The fall of the Berlin Wall (9November 1989). Thanks to the rise of computers and the information revolution in the early 1980s, the tools developed (fax, telephone and computer) increased immediate communication and permitted greater productivity in companies in the West, while the Soviet Bloc, in the East, found itself at an economic dead end caused by an obsolete and outdated political, social and economic system. The fall of the wall made the victory of democracy and capitalism over communism a reality and allowed Western ideologies to spread across the planet.



2. Netscape. While the era of PCs and Windows reached its peak in the middle of the 1980s, two major innovations turned the Net upside down and decisively spurred on the interconnection of the world: the World Wide Web – in which each individual can create their own website for commercial or private ends – and the creation of browsers, which were capable of searching for any web page and displaying it on any computer screen. The creation of browsers allowed anyone, from technology aficionados to big businesses and from governments to the people, to navigate freely on the Net.






				

The World Wide Web

World Wide Web (www), often shortened to “the Web” or “the Net”, refers to a system connected by hyperlinks which work on the internet and allow users to consult the pages put online on sites with the help of a browser (Google Chrome, Mozilla Firefox, Internet Explorer, Safari, etc.). Although it was invented several years after the internet, the Web turned the latter into a usable tool for the general public, thus democratising cyberspace. Through misuse of language, the two words are often used synonymously, whereas the Web is really just an application on the internet, like email, instant messaging or videoconferencing.

In 1991, the World Wide Web was created by Tim Berners-Lee (born 1955), a British researcher working for the European Organisation for Nuclear Research (CERN), who would later that year launch the first website: http://info.cern.ch. His goal was for scientists across the world to be able to share their studies and results with the entire scientific community. Indeed, at this time data sharing was virtually non-existent. Five years after the creation of the Web, the number of users had risen from 600000 to 40million.



				

3. Workflow software. This is a management tool which allows the automatic linking of the successive tasks that one or more employees in









				
	open source software developed by a community, which is generally free and accessible to everyone (like the free office suite OpenOffice);

	blogs created and put online by individuals which offer everyone data of all kinds (songs, poems, paintings, films, concepts, etc.);

	Wikipedia, the online encyclopaedia visited by billions of people, which can be infinitely added to and modified by the users themselves.



				






















				
				
				
				
				
	elements linked to the storage and transmission of data, such as chips and hard disks, which are very important because they serve to digitise, compress and transmit an ever-growing quantity of data at ever-increasing speeds;

	online file-sharing such as peer-to-peer networks which allow two people to share the data stored on their respective computers;

	telephone communication via internet such as VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) and instant communication (for example Skype);

	all the new mobile technologies, which, once they can be used anywhere and on any device, will completely flatten the planet.




			Succeeding in a flat, open world

			
			The risks of a world without barriers and the solutions proposed

			
			
			
			
			
			Developing countries
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