Massimo Arcangeli

Global hands on the planet:

semantics of a “liquid” power

Riassunto. - Mani globali sul pianeta: la
semantica di un potere “liquido”

Omogeneizzazione e standardizzazione sono i carat-
teri pit evidenti dell’attuale processo di globalizzazio-
ne, vista peraltro da una certa prospettiva politica come
un processo neocoloniale di appiattimento culturale
sugli standard di MacDonald e di una comunicazione
per via elettronica e televisiva eccessivamente a senso
unico, nella quale la lingua inglese minaccerebbe di
causare l'estinzione delle altre lingue, anche europee.
Secondo un altro punto di vista, invece, il flusso “liqui-
do” veicolato da Internet potrebbe finire per “coagular-
si” e la dominanza dell’inglese potrebbe implodere,
analogamente al latino, gradualmente sostituito dalle
lingue romanze. In Europa potrebbe affermarsi cosi
una lingua artificiale. Come in passato si era provato
con I'esperanto, oggi si prospetterebbe la possibilita di
un ipersemplificato “europanto”. Tali ipotesi appaiono
quanto meno utopistiche.

This contribution intends to examine separate-
ly the concepts that, more than others, express the
sense of what is, at the present time, universally
known as globalization, i.e. the economic-cultural
dominion on a world-wide scale that seems more
and more unstoppable, and, of course, of its lin-
guistic implications; also in the perspective of a
diagnosis, and a reasonable prognosis, of the Ital-
ian language and the othersones between the ma-
jor languages of culture. Along the way that [ have
decided to undertake it will happen here and
there to accompany the discourse with images of
works of art, created in the century just passed.
The reason for this choice, from my point of view,
is not the gratuitous taste to satisfy an aesthetic

fancy but the attempt to summarize in the imme-
diacy of the artistic synthesis the value of a reason-
ing followed in its analytical and more or less artic-
ulate developments.

Homogenization and standardization

According to the American sociologist Theod-
or Levitt, director of the “Harvard Business Re-
view”, the globalization of markets, thanks also to
the employment of the new technologies, would
have by now produced the homogenization of
needs. From this derives Levitt’s exhortation to
the enterprises not to differentiate the offer and
to introduce instead one single product at a single
price, the lowest possible, in the world-wide mar-
ket, promoting that product in the same way wher-
ever it is commercialized, and taking advantage
everywhere of the same distribution channels. It is
the adapted and extreme version of brand serial-
ization, transferred from the consumer-advertis-
ing imagination to the production economy, re-
produced as it is by who has used it for years with-
out seeing it (neither wanting to see it) ever
changing; the supermarket-type serialization (but
today we would rather say the shopping-center-
type) that Andy Warhol has photo-mechanically
fixed in the linear multiplication of the tinned
Campbell’s Soup (Fig. 1).

On a linguistic level, Levitt’s appeal to the mar-
ket immediately recalls the repeated exhortations
to use, in the field of international exchanges, one
single language: English. And, of course, it recalls
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ponential increase, at planetarv level, of fast-food,
shopping centres, holiday-clubs, amusement parks
and so on. Ritzer (1996) speaks in this regard of
mcdonaldization (see also Aries, 1997/2000, and
Barber 1995/1998), that in this way represents a
general formula applicable to the field of the ca-
tering industry as well as to any other social field
(from education to the family, from politics to the
food culture) and symptomatic of a standardiza-
tion that cancels differences and, doing so, acts
towards a basic depersonalization. Umberto Bossi
has referred to it as well with a recent and well
known statement with which he has vividly repre-
sented the challenge between the cause of our
national language and the cause of the interna-
tional communication like a clash between the
“polenta”, civilization and, precisely, the McDon-
alds civilization.

Not much different from Ritzer’s mcdonaldiza-
tion is the californization of what has talked about,
referring to tastes and fashions of the new gener-
ations, another expert on globalization such as
Kenichi Ohmae, according to whom the values
system transmitted by the globalized world would
keep by now only a simple trace of the dominant
geo-model (California and, therefore, still the
United States) and would have instead all the
characters of a universal system.

Division

This term as well has not had a great difficulty
to find a favourable acceptance by the scholars on
globalization issues. Division in the first place, as a
result of frictions and conflicts fed by various forc-
es that oppose the phenomenon (as it has been
pointed out in the previous section), has been ac-
cepted naturally by the same analysts who notice
in the globalization process the effects of coloniza-
tion. “According to this concept, the network of
institutions that defines the structure of the new
global economic system is not seen in structural
terms, but as intentional and contingent, subject
to the control of individuals that represent and try
to carry on the interests of a new international
capitalistic class (...). Considered from an alterna-
tive perspective, the ‘globalization’ is neither una-
voidable nor necessary. Like the plans of capitalis-
tic development that have preceded it — modern-
ization, industrialization, colonialismm and devel-
opment — the new imperialism is full of contradic-
tions in the position of generating contrast and
resistance forces that are able, and at certain con-
ditions they want, to undermine the process of ac-

cumulation of capital as well as the svstem from
which this depends” (Petras/Veltmever 2001/
2002, 17).

However, for other scholars, that have put
themselves in a difterent perspective, globaliza-
tion itself would be the result of a complex inter-
lacement of multi-causal logic, of various impuls-
es, various forces in competition amongst them
(to be guided and controlled in order to subordi-
nate them to the development of humanity: com-
pare Griffin/Kahn 1992) and not the fruit of a sys-
tem of power guided by a dominant logic, that
one, for example, of a precise plan of class. A con-
siderable part of them, indeed, thinks that the
idea of a division is included in the nature itself of
the global civilization. The same alleged American
aspirations to colonize the world have found in
this way in many cases, within this vision, a partial
reappraisal. Jasper Johns, a neo-dada artist, has be-
come the protagonist of an analogous partial re-
structuring in a famous painting. The perimeter
of the American flag, in the mentioned painting
(Fig. 2), coincides exactly with the perimeter of
the canvas, that, therefore, is not able to oppose to
the rule of the represented object any space, how-
ever small, able to contain it. However, the “resist-
ances” to that dominion are perceived and come
from the inside: from the encaustic technique,
that renders the picture (painted on newspaper
sheets glued to the canvas with the colourfields
technique) similar to a fresco.

The sharpest and most penetrating reflections
on globalization are due, as everybody knows, to
the work of one of the gratest contemporary soci-
ologists, Zygmunt Bauman. According to Bauman,
“globalization divides as much as it unifies; it di-
vides while it unifies, and the causes of division are
the same ones that, on the other side, promote the
uniformity of the globe. At the same time as the
emerging process of a planetary scale for the econ-
omy, finance, trade and information, another
process is set in motion, that imposes spatial con-
straints on them, what we call ‘localization’. The
complex and close interconnection of the two
processes imply that the standards in which entire
populations, and different segments within single
populations, live, grow different in a drastic way.
What looks like an achievement of globalization
for some, represents a reduction to the local di-
mension for others; whereas for some people glo-
balization marks new freedoms, upon many others
it falls as an undesired and cruel destiny” (Bau-
man 1998/2002°, 4).

Division is also a central element of thought
within the frame of the world-system devised by
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material (spent in order to spread it), corre-
sponds. After all, one among the many possible
ways, in order to replace a civilization of real com-
munication and information with a civilization
founded instead on the deceits of emission, declara-
tion and disinformation plotted by the bio-power: “a
form of power that regulates society from within,
chasing it, interpreting it, absorbing it and restruc-
turing it” (Hardt/Negri 2002, 39).

According to Giannini (2003, 23), “the Empire
is the global frame that helps to interpret the new
framework of management of bio-power, whose
purpose is to absorb the individualities of the sub-
jects and to affirm an international dimension
now almost completely lacking mediations be-
tween the central dominant paradigm and spatial-
ly de-centralized and culturally and politically
dominated subjects (...). The powerful and indis-
pensable weapon for the immanence to function
is the management of communication and infor-
mation systems, structured as networks: language
and forms of communication, through which the
system comes about, are, therefore, key elements
in the society of control”. Emission is understood
as spread of (verbal or non verbal) signals of the
most varied kind; declaration is understood as the
vehicle for transmission of verbal messages that,
afterwards, can be easily “recalled” through the,
nowadays more and more widespread, practice of
recantation; disinformation is understood as “a
tool complementary to the control of social dis-
course within the bio-political regime” (Giannini
2003, 26).
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