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BY PATRICIA E. (ELLIE) PERKINS

L auteure assure qu'il est important de connaitre la nature et
les implications des limites & la mondialisation et & léconomie
croissante. Cet article explore ce probleme d'un point de vue
de femme et utilise des métaphores et des modéles issus de
Uécologie et des économies écologiques sans oublier les intuitions
des critiques féministes sur l'économie dans le but de réunir les
alternatives, les économies locales et les contributions des
théories féministes pour discuter d'un remplacement durable
& la mondialisation.

Introduction: The Limits of Globalization

Ever since Malthus and Marx, some political economists
have predicted a dire end for capitalist economic systems.
Insofar as globalization represents capitalism to the nth
degree, its demise is also debated using many of the same
positions and much of the same rhetoric. To the tradi-
tional Marxist arguments that increasingly-exploited work-
ers cannot consume all the goods produced in capitalist
factories, and that the workers’ own physical survival
becomes threatened by their powerlessness in conjunction
with the competitive profit motive of the propertied class,
commentators in the late-twentieth century have added
an environmental objection to globalized capitalism (see
Altvater; M. O’Connor; Dauncey; Douthwaite; Sachs).
The “second crisis of capitalism,” in James O’Connor’s
phrase involves capitalism’s growing demand for raw
materials as these become increasingly depleted; produc-
tion from nothing is a physical impossibility. Moreover,
pollution and waste disposal may pose an even greater
threat than resource depletion to the continuation of
“business as usual” (Altvater 182-184).

Subsets of these arguments include the “Limits to
Growth” debate dating back to the 1970s, as well as the
view that energy shortages, and in particular the depletion
of fossil fuels, will spell doom for globalized capitalism.
Countering these positions are the arguments of techno-
logical optimists who believe that substitutes for depleted
raw materials and alternatives to polluting production
techniques will be discovered as rising prices make these
viable.

Much of the debate abour globalization’s limits, thus,
_centres around questions concerning the political viability
ofincreasingly-inequitable social systems and the environ-
mental sustainability of an exponentially-growing global
economy.
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Local Economies,
and Globalization’s Limits

However, there are two additional
potential threats to globalized capi-
talism which deserve discussion. The

relative absence of these considera- glO balization’s
tions from mainstream debates on limits centres
the future of capitalism is probabl

i prova>y around the

related to their gendered nature and
implications. They fall under the
two rubrics of cooperation—the abil-
ity of the globalized economic sys-
tem to maintain its ability to com-
municate, “get along,” and organize
its activities at a fundamental inter-

personal level—and resilience—the sustal .nabl llty of
global system’s flexibility and growing global
strength in the face of unexpected economy.

crises and stresses from a variety of

The debate about

political viability
of inequitable
social systems and
the environmental

sources. In both of these areas, glo-
balization as an economic organizing system is quite
vulnerable.

In the remainder of this paper, I would like to explore
these two types of issues and discuss them from a gender
perspective. Using metaphors and models from ecology
and ecological economics, as well as insights from feminist
economic critiques, I hope to weave together ideas involv-
ing economic alternatives, local economies, and feminist
theoretical contributions to the discussion concerning a
sustainable replacement for capitalist globalization.

Cooperation

Organizational theorists are well aware of the difficulties
inherent in managing huge systems; the challenges of
organizing the work of giant corporations, international
organizations, and government bureaucracies are thor-
oughly discussed in business schools worldwide. This is
usually seen as a management problem which can best be
handled hierarchically, through the construction of in-
centive structures and rational human-relations policies as
well as the latest technological communications infra-
structures.

However, a somewhat different kind of organizational
problem has far-reaching implications for globalization
even though it is apparently much smaller in scale. This is
the ability of individuals and groups of people acquainted
with each other to work together, understand each other,
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and join forces at an interpersonal level to produce goods
and services in ways which utilize individuals’ strengths.
In so doing, they can reduce wasted time, effort, energy,
and materials; take advantage of the personal fulfilment
that comes from enjoyable accomplishment and from
working together well; and span job descriptions, catego-

ries, and sometimes even social classes.
Corporate managers have attempted to capture these
sorts of gains by organizing “production teams,” where
workers can switch jobs, make in-

The best-designed
management
structure and the
most seamless
communications
network will not
function if the
individuals within
the system do not
have the ability to
communicate.

novations, depend on each other,
and work at their chosen pace;
“Total Quality Management” and
related strategies are also aimed at
injecting some flexibility into the
work-structure to take advantage
ofhumanbeings’ positive response
to some degree of autonomy and
control over their day-to-day envi-
ronment.

What is missing from such ap-
proaches is the central role of par-
ticular individuals themselves—
each with his or her special skills,
propensities, and motivations. The
best-designed management struc-
ture and the most seamless com-

munications network will not func-
tion as intended if the individuals within the system do not
have the ability and desire to communicate and work
together with the others in their immediate group.
From a “human relations” point of view, the solution is
simple: just don’t hire uncooperative employees. Indi-
viduals are the proprietors of their own human capiral, the
story goes; if needed, they will change and adapt to fit the
needs of the labour market. But this is an example of the
kinds of “sticky” situations which abound in capitalism,
preventing the smooth functioning of ratchets of all kinds:
i’s very hard to modify human personalities. Someone
who is (oris labelled) uncooperative and hard-to-commu-
nicate-with, and who has that reputation with co-workers,
will probably find it very difficult to change within the
system. Even if such people end up unemployed—re-
jected by the globalized capitalist labour market—they are
stilla drain on the overall economy; the skills they have are
wasted; and they can also gum up nearly any process by
objecting, grieving, returning goods, clogging customer
help lines, and otherwise causing inordinate trouble which
requires huge amounts of time and resources to rectify.
The more such uncooperative people there are (and the
higher their proportion in relation to these obliging souls
preferred by corporate management systems), the less
sustainable the overall economy. Because of the growing
complexity of the global system—with ever-increasing
forms of human interaction as well as more opportunities

for disgruntled people to “mess things up”—this kind of
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problem is pressing.' In my view, it may rank with re-
source depletion and pollution as a significant threat to
the sustainability of capitalism. Despite the offloading by
governments of much social responsibility under the guise
of structural adjustment, and just as with escalating pollu-
tion and wastes, on a finite Earth there is no “away” to
throw the economy’s rejects. The only real solution is not
to produce them in the first place.

People learn cooperation (or conversely, they learn how
not to cooperate) in their early years, at home or daycare.
The socialization of the workforce is now even more
important than the preservation of its physical survival
was in Malthus’s day. While people can change their
actions as adults, the behaviour patterns and skills laid
down in childhood are crucial. These skills can also be
enhanced and developed in fair, caring, and democratic
communities where negotiation and conflict resolution
are valued, and where those with such skills are recognized
and respected.

A sustainable global capitalist system would take pre-
cautions to ensure that its human workforce is not only
physically as healthy as possible, but also emotionally
mature and able to interact to meet the needs of the
system’s complex work-organization and communica-
tions systems. The “sustaining service” (to use Sabine
O’Hara’s term) of child-rearing, education, socialization,
and community-based conflict resolution may serve as a
key constraint on globalization (O’Hara).

Moteover, like resource depletion and pollution, the
erosion of communications skills and cooperative behav-
iour in the human population represents a “positive-
feedback” process (each stage feeds on the one before)
which has the potential to spiral out of control. Prenatal
and child care expenditures, allowances, and services are
usually last-added and first-cut from budgets stressed by
the competitive pressures of globalization. This is true
whether children are cared for athome, collectively, by the
private or the public sector. And just as for resource
depletion and pollution, the implications are long-term,
lasting one generation (approximately 75 years) and prob-
ably much longer due to intergenerational effects.

Globalization-related pressures on communities—lo-
cal governments and neighbourhoods—are likewise re-
ducing their potential to meet all members’ needs and
make collective decisions democratically (thus training
their members in cooperative behaviour and skills). For
example, cuts to social services, women’s shelters, recrea-
tion programs, and “rationalization”—motivated reduc-
tions in local-level autonomy and diversity within urban
areas all reduce individuals’ commitment to and familiar-
ity with collective decision processes. We are all becoming
de-skilled in conflict resolution, communication, and the
ability to reach across differences to find solutions to
complex interpersonal problems as they arise.

The threat to globalization—or, viewed from another
perspective, the impetus for its transformation—lies in
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the reality that such organization and cooperation skills
are increasingly-needed, at all levels within the workforce
and society at large, in order to handle the growing
complexity of globalized production, consumption, dis-
tribution and waste disposal. No degree of “management”
or centralization can substitute for the widespread diffu-
sion of these skills in individuals across society.

Resilience

A second type of “sustaining service” which is eroded by
globalization is the system’s ability to “land on its feet” in
the event of an unpredicted crisis or catastrophe. Ecologi-
cal theory speaks of the importance of a diversity of species
and functions in ensuring the preservation of the whole
community—but redundant or “extra” abilities are usu-
ally cut from corporate budgets in the name of streamlin-
ing. Human skills and flexibility—being able to do many
useful things—have mainly gone by the board; we are all
extremely specialized in what we can do and therefore also
dependent on others, often others who are geographically
very far away.

In the event of a global economic collapse which
disrupts trade, finance, and other systems, many people
will have to either do without accustomed goods and
services, or dredge up the memory of how to provide
them, or their substitutes, at home. The resilience and
risk-preparedness that comes from social diversity, depth
of experience, and practical skills at the individual and
community levels, and problem-solving creativity, has
largely been erased in most urban societies. Even the
technologies on which people are highly dependent are
mysteties to most; repairs and instruction in how to use
them are the responsibility of highly specialized workers.

From a bioregional and ecological perspective, how-
ever, cultural and biological diversity is a natural response
to climatic and geographical differences across the earth’s
surface; cultural and biological diversity have evolved
together (Coleman; Rajan; Bormann and Kellert; “It’s
Natives vs. Newcomers, Down Under in the Worm
World”). Diverse human cultures have played an impor-
tant and largely unrecognized role worldwide in protect-
ing plant and animal diversity, especially for species which
are domesticated or used as food (Rajan).

Humility vis-a-vis nature is linked to respect for other
human cultures; social diversity allows for, accompanies,
fosters and makes possible the growth of other ecological
values (Coleman). “Green politics” is characterized by
acceptance and embracing of functional differentiation,
pluralism, decentralization, and complexity; it is designed
to unite diverse viewpoints in a coopetative participatory
democracy leading to a deepening of community (Pepper;
Coleman). To quote Earth First! founder Dave Foreman,
“If diversity is good for an ecosystem, it’s good for a social
movement as well!” (qtd. In Forsey 4).

New models of wealth involve wide variation in meet-
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ing ecological realities, a “new elegance” in respecting
subsidiarity, anti-uniformity, and a “credo of diversity”
(von Wiezsacker 207-211). Diversity must be deliberately
fostered to permitadaptation to future surprises (Norgaard
cited in Ekins and Max-Neef; Yap).

The personal specialization produced by industrial de-
velopment and globalization has therefore come at a high
price in terms of the economy’s resilience in the face of
potential crises.

While most ecological economics

and Community Economic Devel-
opment (CED) literature speaks fa-
vourably of social diversity asa goal,
mention can also be found of the
difficulties this can pose in practice
for achieving consensus in decision-
making processes. For one thing,
differences can make “community”
hard to achieve (Forsey). A non-
hierarchical process, “honouring
what everyone can bring to the
group,” takes time and care, and
conflict mediation skills may be nec-
essary (Sandhill; Andruss and
Wright). Moreover, decentralized
communities may have the poten-
tial to become anti-woman, racist,

The threat to
globalization lies
in the reality
that such
organization and
cooperation skills
are increasingly
needed, at all
levels within the
workforce and
society at large.

anti-Semitic, and otherwise repres-
sive (Wallace). Social change may seem easier to accom-
plishinagroup oflike-minded people (Cousineau; Johnson
and Tait). This points up an important link with the
development of cooperation and communication skills, as
mentioned above.

Despite—or perhaps because of~—the effort sometimes
required to achieve it, the acceptance and welcoming of
diversity in communities is a sign of their health; the skills
required to mediate and develop community amidst di-
versity are extremely valuable for community stability
(Coleman; Adair and Howell; Cousineau; Johnston). It is
a common theme in virtually all writing on CeD, “Green
ceD,” and ecological economics that social diversity, mir-
roring, and enhancing biological diversity, is desirable,
beneficial, “natural,” and to be cultivated.

The following section discusses the feedback relation-
shipsbetween globalization, communication/cooperation,
and resilience.

Negative Feedbacks and Local Economies

Globalization is driven by processes which reinforce each
other: overproduction, advertising, overconsumption,
growing energy use and resource throughput, specializa-
tion, income inequality, mechanization, unemployment,
social alienation, political and economic centralization,
deregulation, trade, apparent economic growth.
However, there are also negative feedback loops at work
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In economies, the price
system can operate like a
negative feedback if markets
are competitive: scarcity of a
resource or good leads to in-
creasing prices, reduced de-
mand due to substitution,
technological change, and
shifts in consumer prefer-
ences; the economy gets by
with less of the scarce resource
and its price may even fall
again. Absolute physical lim-
its on the supply of natural
resources, commodities, hu-
man skills and social charac-
teristics, however, have the
potential to disrupt the
smooth operation of this
equilibrating negative feed-
back system, even where mar-
kets are competitive.

Other negative feedback
processes involved in reduc-
ing the resource demandsand
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in the global system—processes which tend to act as a
brake on growth and to reduce its insalubrious effects on
income distribution, resource depletion, local political
processes, and the natural environment. The economics
of self-limiting systems is not well-developed, but—flow-
ing from work in ecology and biology—new theoretical
approaches to understanding self-limiting economic sys-
tems are becoming more widely known (Peet; Krugman;
Magnusson and Ouosson; Leydesdorft and Van Den
Besselaar).

A central theme of ecological economics, especially in
contrast to the neoclassical paradigm, is to ask “What is
the sustainable scale of the economy? How large can the
global economy grow as a subsystem within the environ-
mental limitations of the earth?” Negative feedbacksare a
useful metaphor for the kinds of processes which are
needed in the transition to a sustainable global economy.

The essence of the concept of a negative feedback is that
one step in a process leads to a second step which has an
opposite effect on the overall system. For example, in a
plant or animal, increases in age and physical size eventu-
ally lead to hormonal changes which halt further growth
in stature. The factors involved in natural negative
feedbacks include biochemical changes, hormones, and
genetic coding, which spark changes in response to envi-
ronmental signals such as light, solar and lunar cycles,
nutrient availability, and biochemical information from
within or outside the organism.
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environmental impacts of the
global economy include the
growth of the service sector,
changes in consumer demand patterns, industrial ecology
initiatives, LETS systems, and local, community-centred
economies, technological democratization, and the effects
of growing instability in world markets. Local-level—not
national—policy initiatives, and community-based or
non-market actions, are central to many of these feedback
mechanisms; disaggregated, specific, and contextualized
study of economic processes is needed in order to under-
stand them. This includes knowledge of the particular
goods and services which are being produced and traded,
the details of production processes, and the social and
environmental conditions under which they are produced
(Perkins 1997; 1999).

Problems with organizing and coordinaring the global
economy, stemming from the erosion of communications
skills in individual people, can act as a negative feedback
on economic growth by causing inefficiencies and costly
mistakes. The larger the corporation, government, trade
bloc or other economic unit, the greater the systemic
effects of such coordination problems. Likewise, increas-
ing centralization and homogenization of the global
economy tends to reduce its resilience and risk prepared-
ness, which (if recognized) increases insurance costs and/
or (if unrecognized) increases the whole system’s vulner-
ability to crises and unpredicted collapse.

The growth of the global capiralist economy is con-
strained not only by the available terrestrial supplies of raw
materials for production and safe sites for waste disposal
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and assimilation; economic
growth is also constrained
by the supply of well-devel-
oped human skills which
make possible communica-
tion, cooperation, negotia-
tion, valuation of diversity,
and social and economic re-
silience. The mounting, glo-
balization-related shortage of
all these factors—both physi-
cal materials and human
skills—may provide an op-
portunity to redefine the
kind of social and economic
development which is un-
derstood as desirable and to
move away from through-
put-intensive economic
growth as a primary indica-
tor and goal.

Diversity, Gender and
Limits

Thereare clear genderimpli-
cations in all of this, at both
the theoretical and the prac-
tical levels. I would like to discuss some of them in this
section.

First, as noted above, the “skills” component of the
facrors limiting growth has been much neglected in the
literature. Its importance has been downplayed and un-
dervalued. It goes largely unrecognized in most main-
stream discussions of globalization, though women’s theo-
retical work tends to be more likely to take relational, non-
physical measures of economic change into account
(McCloskey; Cuomo; Adam). Because skills are imparted
through interpersonal interactions, and much of the train-
ing needed for cooperation usually happens in eatly life,
which is culturally and traditionally the realm of women,
avoidance of this aspect of economic function implies a
reluctance to acknowledge and legitimize the crucial im-
portance of women’s work in transmitting interpersonal
skills.

Second, the failure to “see” the importance of human
skills reinforces the gender-based inequities of the glo-
balized economy. Since most of the skills under discussion
are maintained, transmitted, nurtured, and developed by
women (or men doing “women’swork”) in homes, schools,
clinics, hospitals, and communities, and these people
generally work for low pay or are unpaid, their work must
not be very important—otherwise it would command a
high price! Within the rationality of the market-based
value theory of capitalism, it is inconceivable that work
which is done for free might be centrally important.
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Moreover, maintaining the fiction that the market works
freely, and that there is no institutionalized discrimina-
tion, depends on keeping “sustaining services” cheaply (or
freely) available. Capitalism thus has a vested interest in
diverting attention from the characteristics and value of
these services.

Interestingly, the skills and services under discussion all
represent ways of contributing greatly to the economy
without adding material throughput—in contradistinction
to production-related growth and even waste disposal.
The first and second contradictions of capitalism relate to
material flows and limits: what happens to physical things,
in a world where money, land, capital and possessions are
predominantly controlled by men (J. O’Connor). Skills
transmission for cooperation and resilience, on the other
hand, involves human relationships and very little else. It
may be that capitalism will see this as the new frontier—
with a slowdown in the number of material goods avail-
able to bring onto the market, monetize, and label “growth,”
services and particularly unpaid services represent a bo-
nanza of unmonetized value, sufficient perhaps to fuel a
growth-driven economy for several more years. (As local-
economy activists know, once something is paid for in
money, its value can be siphoned out of the place where it
was produced, becoming fodder for the globalized
economy.) I do not wish to argue either for or against
wages for housework, monetary compensation for breast-
feeding, or the expansion of nursing homes—I simply
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want to emphasize that interpersonal, women-dominated
skills and services arean important and growing part of the
post-industrial, lower-material-throughput economy.

Precisely because of the economic discrimination which
makes women far more likely to be “poor” than men,
women tend to face generalized economic risks earlier—
so resilience is more important for women as a survival
issue. Women are also more likely to face workplace
harassment, domestic violence, and criminal assaults, in
sttuations where talking and negotiation skills can some-
times be useful. And the current epidemic of breast cancer
and other cancers indicates some of the ways in which
women’s bodies may be affected by the stresses of endo-
crine disruptors, radiation, and other environmental haz-
ards, a “double” or “triple” work-day, and unsafe produc-
tion and workplace practices. It makes sense, therefore,
that many women have highly-developed cooperation
and resilience skills; this can be a life-or-death issue.

A further gender-related consideration is that women
often form and run the environmental, cultural, planning,
sociological, and community development organizations
which are actively addressing the question of growth,
throughput, economic risk, and cooperation within the
economy. Their views and skills in public organization
and community development are already put to use in
buffering and ameliorating the effects of globalization and
growth. Both collectively and individually, therefore, the
relationship-based emphasis of the public and private
activity of many women is engaged with this question.

Finally, the concepts of cooperation and resilience owe
a great debt to feminist and ecofeminist chinkers and
theoreticians. The literature on related topics is immense,
from feminist critiques of Western science, political and
economic theory, structural adjustment and globalization
to works on spirituality and ethics, women’s health,
activism, and interpersonal relationships. This founda-
tion of work by feminist scholars and activists is what
underpins my (and others’) ability to “see” what is going
on. So ongoing, creative feminist theory is crucial.

Conclusion

Adopring a gender perspective on the question of “what
are the limits to globalization?” unwraps and reveals many
factors which are hidden in the status quo. For an econo-
mist, theorizing limits is never easy; it goes against all our
training. Itis important to begin to understand the nature
and implications of the limits to globalization and eco-
nomic growth, however—and these limits are social,
political, and interpersonal (relating to how humans or-
ganize their affairs as humans), not just political and
environmental (relating to humanity’s position vis-a-vis
other species and the natural world). If an evolutionary
and gradual change away from globalized, throughput-
intensive economic growth is to be found, and if a sudden
catastrophic economicand environmental collapse isto be
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avoided, nascent processes of the types discussed in this

paper will have to become stronger and more pervasive.
These processes include:

*Care for the needs of all humans regardless of their
gender, ethnicity, place of birth, abilities or disabili-
ties, freely provided by the human society;

*Care for the needs of non-human nature, ecosys-
tems, species, and individuals;

*Pollution prevention: design which does not allow
toxic and pervasive pollutants to be generated or
used;

*Immaturity prevention: allowing all individual hu-
mans to reach their intellectual and social potential
by nurturing them in infancy and childhood, and
throughout life;

*Diversity enhancementwithin communities, schools,
culture, and society;

*Creation of multiple avenues for communication
and coordination of human activities within house-
holds, neighbourhoods, communities, and wider lev-
els of interaction;

+Skills development of all kinds, fostering diversity in
individuals® abilities and resilience in society;
*Economic growth through services, interpersonal
transfers, and non-material transactions (increasing
efficiency and economic value, not material through-
put);

*Growth of locally-based economies, adding value to
sustainably-produced local goods and services;
*De-emphasis of the market; re-emphasis on inter-
personal transactions and multi-faceted relationships.

These processes all represent “negative feedbacks” on
globalization and throughput-intensive economic growth,
and they are all buffers in a sense, cushioning against the
kinds of crises that globalization at times seems all too
likely to precipitate.

Patricia E. (Ellie) Perkins is an Assistant Professor at York
University where she teaches environmental economics and
ecological economics in the Faculty of Environmental Studies.
She has three children and is involved in local environmental
issues in the Riverdale neighbourhood of Toronto.

'T am distinguishing here between politically-motivated
acts of sabotage, for example, and personal grievances,
although I do not mean to imply that there is not usually
a spectrum linking the two.
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