PHILIPPE LEGRAIN

Cultural Globalization Is Not
Americanization, 2003

Philippe Legrain, an economist, journalist, and former adwso
World Trac[e Orgamzatlon takes aim at whar he calls the Myt

How does his view differ from that of Hetata?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

Does Legrain believe the driving force of globalization i.s'__e_qo_nqm
or cultural? How important does he think globalization is? H
according to the author, is globalization changing the world?

Fears that globalization is imposing a deadening cultu_r_a.li_:ﬁ_tiifd
as ubiquitous as Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and Mickey Mquse Euro

the expense of thf, aurhennc and substlturc shallow gratl_
du.er satisfaction.

. I critics ofgioballzatmn were less obsessed with “Cocacolom
tion, they might notice a rich feast of cultural mixing thar be
about Amﬂrimnized uniformity Algerians in Paris pracrié" T

spaghettl for dinner, drmk Coke or Chilean wine, warch a'
blockbuster or an Almoddvar, listen to bhangra or rap, pr:
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kboxing, read Elle or The Economist, and have friends from arcund
vorld. That we are increasingly free to choose our culrural experi-
s enriches our lives immeasurably, We could not always enjoy the
r.rhe world has to offer,
Globalization not only increases individual freedom, but also revi-
zes cultures and cultural artifacrs through foreign influences, tech-
ologies, and markers. Thriving cultures are not set in stone. They are
orever changing from within and withour, Each generarion challenges
previous one; science and technology alter the way we see ourselves
the world; fashions come and go; experience and events influence
eliefs; outsiders affect us for good and ill,
Many of the best things come from cultures mixing: V. S. Naipaul’s
iglo-Indo-Caribbean writing, Pau! Gauguin painting in Polynesia, or
African rhythms in rock ’n’ roll. Behold the grear British CUrry.
mire the many-colored faces of Frances World Cup~winning soccer
i, the ferment of ideas that came from Eastern Europe’s Jewish dias-
1,and the cosmopolitan cities of London and New York. Western
ibers are actually Arabic; zero comes most recently from India;
landic, French, and Sanskrit stem from a common root,
John Sruart Mil was right: “The economical benefits of commerce
surpassed in importance by those of its effecrs which are intellectual
moral. It is hardly possible to overrate the value, for the improve-
t of human beings, of things which bring them into contact with
ons dissimilar to themselves, and with modes of thought and action
ike those with which they are familiar, .. . It is indispensable ro be
petually comparing [one’s] own notions and customs with the experi-
céand example of persons in different circumstances. . . . There is no
1on which docs not need to borrow from others.”
It & myth thar globalization involves the imposition of Americanized
mity, rather than an explosion of cultural exchange. For a start,
v.archerypal “American” products are not as all-American as they
m, Levi Strauss, a German immigrant, invented jeans by combining
im cloth {or “serge de Nimes,” because it was rraditionally woven in
“rench town) with Genes, a style of rousers worn by Genoese sail-
So Levi’s jeans are in fact an American rwist on a European hybrid,
quintessentially American exports are often tailored to local tastes.
i Asia promotes Thai pop stars and plays rock music sung in
larin, CNN en Espanol offers 2 Latin American take on world
s. McDonald’s sells beer in France, lamb in India, and chili in
ico,
1 some ways, America is an outlier, not a global leader. Most of the
d has adopted the metric system born from the French Revolution;
ca persists with antiquated measurements inherited from irs
-colonial past. Most developed countries have become intensely
ular, but many Americans burn with fundamentalist fervor—-like
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Muslims in the Middle East, Where else in the devdoped
there be a serious debate about teaching kids Bible-i lnSpl
instead of Darwinist evolurion?

America’s tastes in sports are often idiosyncratic, too: B
American football have not traveled well, although bas_
rather better. Many of the world’s most popular SpOrts; n
came by way of Britain. Asian martial arts—judo, Larate"
and pastimes like yoga have also swepr the world.

People are not only guzzling hamburgers and Coke D
ambition of displacing warer as the world’s drink of éh c
for less than 2 of the 64 fluid ounces that the eypical person
Britain’s favorite takeaway is a curry, not a burger::India
there ournumber McDonald’s six to one. For all the

while exporting to America three times that. Nor:f:-"'
America’s Gallo displacing Europe’s ﬁneSt Irai} and Frzi.__

restaurdnts séerm to spmur up every wherc, and sushl 18 spread g
far the biggest purveyor of alcoholic drinks s Britain’s: Dlagr-
sells the world’s best-selling whiskey (Johnnie Wq!ker) ‘gin {Ge
vadka (Smirnoff), and liqueur (Baths)

in fashion, the ne plos ultra is Iralian or French. Tren T A
wear Guce, Armnm, Versace, Chanel, and Hermes. On -_t_he'.' '
and in the mall, Sweden’s Hennes & Mauritz (H&M) and Spain’
vie with Amuma s Gap to dress the global masses. Nike shoes
a run for their money by Germany’s Adidas, Britain’s Rcebok
Fila.

In pop music, American crooners do not have the. stage i
selves. The three artists who were featured most widely in'natio
Ten album charts in 2000 were America’s Britney Spears, clos
fowed by Mexico’s Carlos Santana and the British Beatles Fy
lceland has produced a global star: Bjork. Popular opera’s bigg,
ers are Faly’s Luciano Pavarotri, Spain’s José Carreras, and th
Mexican Placido Domingo. Latin American salsa, Brazili
and African music have all carved out global niches for thems
most countries, local artists still top the charts. According t
the record- mdusrr} bible, local acts accounted for 68 perc
sales in 2000, up from 58 percent in 1991, :

Que of the most famous living writers is a Colombian}___Ga.,
cia Mdrquez, author of One Hundred Years of Solitude. Paulc

b Branish slang for cheap, fow-guality alcohol, [Ed.]
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nother writer who has notched up tens of millions of global sales with
be Alchemist and other books, is Brazilian. More than 200 million
Harlequin romance novels, a Canadian export, were sold in 1 996; they
account for two-fifths of mass-marker paperback sales in the Unired
Srares. The biggest publisher in the English-speaking world is Germany's
Berrelsmann, which gobbled up America’s largest, Random House, in
998.

Local fare glues more eyeballs to TV screens than American pro-
rams. Although nearly three-quarters of relevision drama exported
orldwide comes from the United States, most countries’ favorite shows
re homegrown.

- Nor are Americans the only players in the global media industry, OF
he seven market leaders that have their Angers in nearly every pie, foar
¢ American {AOL Time Warner, Disney, Viacom, and News Corpora-

1onh, one is German {Bertelsmann), one is French {Vivendi], and one
apanese (Sony). What they distribute comes from all quarters: Bertels-
nann publishes books by American writers; News Corporation broad-
sts Asian news; Sony sells Brazilian music.
~The evidence is overwhelming. Fears about an Americanized unifor-
nity arce over-blown: American culrural products are not uniquely domi-
ant; local ones are alive and well.




