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Globalization

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the long period known as the
Cold War came to an end. The few Marxist-Leninist-inspired social revolu-
tionary movements that lasted into the mid-1990s were clearly on the retreat
worldwide. New patterns of trade and communications began to reshape the
globe, including the areas of Latin America that had been wracked by decades
of civil war, military rule, and accelerating national debt. A new period in
Latin American history was taking shape. Historians, who are naturally cau-
tious about attempts to characterize contemporary trends, have only recently
begun to find a single name—globalization—for the multitude of complex
dynamics that defines the present moment in modern Latin America.

Globalization is the name of the process by which relationships of all
sorts—social, environmental, cultural, and, above all, economic—are cut
loose from their local points of origin to float freely in the emerging “global”
space created by new transportation and communications technologies.
Because of its decentered, borderless nature, globalization threatens to under-
mine the basic concept of national sovereignty that has existed in the world
for centuries. Take the case of foreign trade, for instance. In 1993 a historic
piece of legislation, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
was passed by the U.S. Congress. NAFTA, with a few caveats, created a uni-
fied market in Canada, the United States, and Mexico. For the purposes of
trade, investment, and distribution of goods and services, the borders between
these three countries essentially ceased to exist. Or look instead at the issue
of ozone depletion and global warming. Without the cooperation of many
countries around the world, no individual nation can solve the problem
within its own borders. How will Latin Americans fare in this process of
globalization?

Historians of Latin America have sought new perspectives from which
to gauge the complicated process of globalization. The dominant perspectives
of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s do not seem adequate for the task. For one
thing, the prospects of social revolution, a primary concern of Latin American
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