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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers Component 3: Debates in contemporary society in the OCR A-level Sociology specification H580. It focuses on the compulsory topic Globalisation and the digital social world and the optional topic Crime and deviance.


How to use the book


The first main section of the book is Content Guidance. It follows the headings for Debates in contemporary society in the OCR specification, specifically the topics Globalisation and the digital social world and Crime and deviance. Each section of the Content Guidance contains exam tips, knowledge checks and definitions of some key terms. Knowing and understanding the meaning of sociological concepts is an essential part of the whole course.


The second main section of the book is Questions & Answers. At the beginning of this section is information about the A-level examination and the different sections of the exam paper for this component. The A-level questions provided are in the style of the OCR exam for Component 3 and are each followed by an A-grade answer. Following each student answer you will find comments explaining why what has been written is good and is scoring well. More detailed guidance on how to use the Questions & Answers section is given at the beginning of that section.





Content Guidance


Section A Globalisation and the digital social world
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Exam tip


The examiner expects you to be aware of the various definitions of globalisation and to consider the problems in defining the concept.
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What is the relationship between globalisation and digital forms of communication?


Definitions of globalisation


Al-Rodhan (2015) points out that defining globalisation is anything but easy, while Ellwood describes the concept as ‘the least understood concept of the new millennium’.


In 1964, Marshall McLuhan predicted the emergence of what he called the ‘global village’. He likened communications and media in the 1960s to a giant central nervous system which ultimately would connect everybody in the world. He argued that this would eventually compress the world’s thousands of cultures into one ‘super-culture’, predicting cultural homogenisation — the idea that cultural diversity would eventually be replaced by cultural sameness. McLuhan’s idea of the global village can clearly be seen in modern definitions of globalisation.


Albrow, for example, defines globalisation as all those processes by which the disparate people of the world have been incorporated into a single society, while Waters observes that it is a social process in which the constraints of geography on economic, political, social and cultural arrangements have declined. At its simplest, globalisation means that the world we live in now feels smaller and more accessible than it was a decade ago.


Martell observes that, at a micro level, globalisation for individuals means that both geographical distance and time zones are no longer important. Harvey (1990) calls this space–time compression. The instantaneous interaction afforded by digital technology such as e-mails or instant messaging has erased distance and substituted virtual space for physical space. It doesn’t matter where physically people are in the world; this global digital interconnectedness means people can occupy the same online space at the same time.


At a macro or societal level, globalisation means that goods, money, people, services, popular culture, drugs, crime, terror, disease, news, images, ideas, religions and pollution are now crossing national borders on an extraordinary scale and at an incredible speed. Societies that were once distant, independent and very different to one another, are today increasingly globally intertwined and interdependent whether they want to be or not. Moreover, the macro and micro are also interwoven in that the local lives of ordinary people everywhere in the world are increasingly shaped by events, decisions and actions that take place thousands of miles from where they live and work.
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Knowledge check 1


Explain what is meant by space–time compression.
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The emergence of globalisation


Sociologists who argue in favour of globalisation argue that it has been brought about by the following.
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Exam tip


The micro–macro distinction is a useful evaluative tool. Don’t just focus on the impact of globalisation on societies. Think also about its impact on individuals. For example, compare the impact of globalisation on your own life compared with someone living in a developing country.
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Technological advances


Advances in digital forms of communication and computer technology, particularly e-mail, smartphones, satellite technology, digital television, texting and the internet (with its diversity of websites, social media networks and blogs), have transformed the world’s concept of time, distance and space. Information in all its varied forms — news, political ideas and dissent, financial transactions and cultural products — can now be transmitted instantaneously to most global destinations from any part of the world that has a digital connection. For example, most banks, stock exchanges and trading markets have utilised digital technology to set up a 24-hour global financial market, while transnational businesses have used digital technology such as e-mails, conference calls and the internet to effectively manage an international division of labour in which production and marketing are often scattered across continents.


Digital communications have helped to globalise war, conflict and terrorism. For example, smartphones in Africa are seen as necessities in coordinating civil wars, while terrorist organisations such as al-Qaeda and ISIS have successfully used the internet and social networking sites to globally publicise their cause.


Ownership and control of digital media


Ownership and control of the world’s digital forms of communication have become increasingly concentrated in the hands of fewer transnational corporations. This has resulted in cultural products such as films, television, music, designer fashion, news, social networking sites, food, drink, brands and sport being developed and manufactured for global rather than local consumption. Steven (2004) observes that, despite huge differences in distance and upbringing, much of the world’s population now listens to the same music and watches the same films and television via the same digital communication networks and social media.


Other developments


Other important developments which may have contributed to a process of globalisation include the rapid growth of cheap air travel and mass tourism, as well as the continuing dominance of the English language in digital communication, particularly on the internet.
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Knowledge check 2


Identify three major reasons why some sociologists believe globalisation has occurred.
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Developments in digital forms of communication in a global society


Digital revolution


Some sociologists argue that the social world can be divided into three revolutionary periods:





1  The agricultural revolution — the development of farming to cultivate crops.



2  The industrial revolution — the development of science and technology to build machinery in order to manufacture goods from raw materials in factories.



3  The computer or information age — the development of the internet or worldwide web. This global multimedia library of information and services in cyberspace is made possible by a global system of interconnected super-computers. The development of high-capacity broadband wireless networks means more people than ever can connect at high speed to this super-information highway and communicate in forms very different to those found in the pre-digital age such as physically chatting with a friend, talking on the telephone, sending a fax or writing a letter. For example, Skype means that users can see and chat to other people on the other side of the world.





The early twenty-first century saw a further revolution in communication as society entered a digital age. Digitalisation refers to a dramatic change in the way information is stored and transmitted. All information, regardless of format (for example, images, text and sound) is now converted into binary code. This led to an explosion of new types of digital communication devices including cheap laptop computers, tablets, smartphones and digital television.


Digitalisation led to three types of media convergence:





•  Technological convergence refers to the fact that digitalisation has led to the merging of different types of information — text, photographs, video, film, voices, maps, e-mail, music and social networking — into a single delivery system or digital communication device such as smart televisions, laptops, tablets and smartphones. Digitalisation now allows information to be delivered immediately across a range of media platforms which were once separate and unconnected technologies.



•  Economic convergence refers to the fact that media, computer, television and telecommunications companies that once operated in separate spheres of development and production are increasingly engaging in technological and economic alliances with one another to produce multimedia delivery systems. This is because digitalisation has rendered the borders between these forms of communication irrelevant.



•  Cultural convergence refers to the fact that most members of society increasingly interact with one another using the same type of digital communication. Old ways of communicating such as writing letters are gradually being replaced by digital social media networks such as Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram and Twitter. Cultural convergence means that the way people consume is changing too. For example, six out of ten British adults now use the internet to buy products such as food, clothing, music, insurance and holidays.
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Exam tip


It is important not to judge the pre-digital era as inferior. It is merely different and can be used to evaluate the importance of digital media. For example, are old forms of media such as newspapers and television really redundant?
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A major feature of the digital age has been the appearance and rapid spread of social media platforms. Social media refers to a participatory culture or network of websites and applications which enable a community of users to interact and collaborate. This participatory culture enables users to create and share content, to engage in social networking and to spread news. There are different types of social media, for example:





•  Digital social networks, which encourage registered users to create public profiles and make lists of users who can be invited to share connections, upload photos and videos, send messages and keep in touch with friends, family and colleagues via computers, tablets and smartphones.


    The most popular social networking site in the world is Facebook. In the USA, web users spend more time on Facebook than any other website, while in the UK Facebook is the default setting for 96% of adults who are online, according to a 2014 Ofcom survey. According to its official ethos, Facebook aims to make the world a more connected, open and empathetic place by encouraging people to share their social profile (identity and status), interests, feelings and so on and to maximise connectedness by accumulating friends and likes.



•  Microblogging sites such as Twitter, which has 500 million users worldwide.



•  Sites run by individual diarists and commentators known as bloggers, who write about a diversity of subjects from baking to politics.



•  Video bloggers or vloggers, who upload videos of themselves onto YouTube, discussing commercial products relating to beauty or fashion, for example. Many of these are sponsored by advertisers.



•  Open content sites such as Wikipedia, on which users are encouraged to collaborate on an online web encyclopaedia.



•  Social news forums such as Reddit, on which stories are socially curated, promoted and discussed by site members.



•  Global conference sites such as TED talks, which are devoted to spreading academic ideas.



•  Virtual-world sites such as CyberCity, Second Life and World of Warcraft, which enable users to live alternative lives in alternative virtual worlds. For example, Second Life has over a million global users. Participants create virtual 3-D representations of themselves called avatars, who are able to interact, socialise, trade and even have sex with other avatars.





Before the computer/digital age, people who wished to share their interests, ideas or opinions with people in other parts of the country or world were constrained by geographical distance, time zones and forms of communication that were either slow (letters) or expensive (telephones). However, the computer/digital age has produced virtual communities in which globally dispersed people with common interests are no longer constrained by geographical distance or time zones. The existence of the internet and its diversity of websites, newsgroups, discussion boards, social networking platforms and so on, as well as e-mail and video applications such as Skype, has produced instantaneous interaction and sharing at any time and from any place.


Van Dijk argues that both identity and community are increasingly shaped by these virtual communities. For example, he observes that teenagers can no longer imagine organising their social lives without Facebook at its centre; news organisations have become increasingly dependent on Twitter for breaking news stories; would-be pop superstars ignore YouTube at their peril, while A-level students cannot imagine an academic world without Google and Wikipedia. Carter argues that members of virtual communities see the relationships that they establish online as equally important to those that they establish in offline physical communities.


Networked global society


This concept is mainly associated with the Marxist sociologist Manuel Castells, who argued that in the twenty-first century people are more likely to be organised into horizontal digital communication networks using new forms of social media than in the traditional vertical organisations of the past. Moreover, these networks connect people and allow them to be interactive at the speed of light. Digital technologies have therefore transformed all relationships whether they are personal, political, religious, cultural or economic.
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Knowledge check 3


Explain the difference between a traditional vertical organisation and a horizontal digital network, using religion as the context.
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For example, politics used to involve either joining vertical organisations such as a political party or pressure group and/or reading the products of such organisations, for example political manifestos. In addition, media organisations, which were also vertical organisations, attempted to influence voters. Consequently, political news or scandal travelled relatively slowly.


However, in contrast, Castells argues that new digital media such as Twitter, Facebook, blogs and websites have transformed not only the relationship that the electorate now has with politicians but also the way that politicians now behave — political news and gossip is instantaneously available via these new media networks and can ruin political careers within minutes. Moreover, these networks are global too, so people’s political interests now often extend beyond domestic politics to how Britain engages with the rest of the world.
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Exam tip


Although the specification is not specifically asking you to explore theories such as functionalism, the New Right and interactionism, it is still useful to think about how these theories would interpret new forms of digital communication. You could use them as evaluation of Marxist, feminist and postmodernist theories.
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Applying sociological theories to digital forms of communication


Marxism


Marxist ideas about digital and social media constitute a critical digital sociology. Fuchs, for example, generally takes a conflict view of the role of digital communication in reproducing and legitimating inequality in capitalist society.


Fuchs observes that Karl Marx argued that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas … The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so … the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it.’ Marxist theories of the media and the newer digitalised forms of communication therefore generally argue that all forms of communication are ideological in that they function on behalf of the capitalist ruling class to reproduce and justify class inequality. Marxists believe that the role of digital social media (along with other ideological agencies, such as traditional media, education and religion) is to bring about a state of ‘false class consciousness’ so that citizens do not criticise or challenge the unequal and unjust organisation of capitalist society.
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Knowledge check 4


What do Marxists mean when they say all forms of digital communication are ideological?
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Marxists argue that the popularity of social media such as Facebook functions to reinforce false class consciousness because digital social networks mainly focus on non-critical issues such as identity, entertainment and consumption, and consequently are rarely important vehicles of protest and social change. Those who own or control these new forms of communication and social networks aim to shape and manipulate how people think about the world they live in so that they only get a narrow range of ‘approved’ views and knowledge, with the result that ‘alternative’ and critical points of view are rarely heard or are dismissed altogether as extremist.


Seabrook sees the globalisation linked to digital communication as a type of cultural imperialism because it is dominated by Western cultural industries which use digital forms of communication to impose their cultural values on the rest of the world. He argues that integration into a single global economy and culture is a ‘declaration of cultural war’ upon other cultures. It implies that traditional cultures have little or no value. Seabrook argues that this cultural imperialism attempts to replace diversity with homogenisation and this often results in painful social and religious disruption as local cultures attempt to resist. Some observers have suggested that the recent growth in Islamist fundamentalism may be a reaction to these processes.


Marxists often point to six factors which they claim support their case:





1  Digital forms of communication are merely a continuation of older forms of media and consequently are subject to the same economic and social influences. Cornford and Robins (1999) argue that the so-called new media are not that ‘new’. Older forms of technology such as telephone landlines are still integral to the use of new digital communication, for example broadband connections to the internet. They argue that the only thing that is new about digital media is speed — information, news and entertainment can be accessed in ‘real time’. Cornford and Robins suggest that what the new technologies permit is the refinement, extension and embellishment of traditional media.
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Knowledge check 5


Why do Cornford and Robins argue that new forms of digital media are not that new?
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2  Jenkins argues that most new forms of digital media have developed as a result of investment by the big media corporations and consequently ownership of digital communications is concentrated in the hands of a few major transnational corporations. In particular, he argues that owning different types of media made it more desirable for companies to develop content across a variety of media platforms and delivery systems. As Jenkins notes, ‘digitalisation set the conditions for convergence; corporate conglomerates created its imperative’.


    An examination of the internet suggests that it is dominated by a small number of media corporations — for example, Microsoft has developed most of the software required for accessing the net, while Google is the most popular search engine. Apple and Samsung dominate the smartphone market. Most of the internet’s commercially viable content is therefore controlled and/or commissioned by a handful of media conglomerates.



3  Digital forms of communication are becoming increasingly commercialised. In particular, in the last 10 years there has been a major shift in internet activities, from educational use to commercial use. Advertising has become a central feature of most social networking sites. Technologies such as cookies can monitor and process the data generated by interactive media usage, so they can segment and target potential future audiences, and thus enhance profits.



4  Marxists such as Fuchs point out that those who participate in the new digital culture are not created equal. Corporations, governments — and even individuals within corporate media — exert greater power than aggregates of consumers or those with genuine political and economic grievances. They suggest that digital technologies and networks mainly strengthen the power of existing elites and, in so doing, they contribute to the ‘muting’ of those — the politically and economically repressed — who have genuine grievances with the way capitalism is organised.
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Knowledge check 6


What do Marxists mean by ‘muting’?
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5  Castells has highlighted the global criminal economy, which overlaps with the legitimate global economy. It is worth at least £1 trillion a year and has been made possible by digital forms of communication.
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Exam tip


Think about using examples of the types of global crime that might be facilitated by digital communication — for example, identity theft, tax fraud, pornography and terrorism.
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6  Marxist critical thinkers such as McChesney highlight the similarity of digital content and social networking. Facebook, Google and Twitter, for example, operate in hundreds of countries across the world. McChesney claims such companies are like imperial powers colonising the minds of millions of people across the world so they behave and think in the same way. He argues that this ‘cult of homogeneity’, which speaks to everyone in general and no one in particular, crowds out local cultural products. He claims that it has also reduced people’s opportunity to speak out, that is, it has silenced or muted less powerful groups so that they are less likely to challenge issues such as inequality or to speak out against injustice.





However, this Marxist account of digital communications has been challenged for the following reasons.





•  It assumes a unified conspiracy on the part of the providers of digital forms of communication. However, the owners of digital forms of communication are not united because their companies are involved in competition with one another for a bigger share of the market and therefore profit.



•  Marxists tend to overemphasise social class at the expense of other inequalities that may also result in muted voices such as those relating to ethnicity, gender and sexuality.



•  Neo-Marxists argue that ideas can exist independently of capitalism — these are not always the ideas of the ruling class and consequently do not always have to be ideological. Some Marxist observers of digital communications such as Castells have therefore argued that new media technologies and networks can revitalise democracy. It is argued that because the internet enables ‘many to many’ communication, it is capable of giving a voice to ‘muted’ groups such as the poor, the politically repressed, women, ethnic minorities, disabled people and the LGBT community, and encouraging greater community involvement in political action. It therefore gives a voice to those who would otherwise go unheard. It gives oppressed people the ability to come together and facilitate social change.





Feminism


Feminist theory has traditionally focused on how societies tend to be organised in patriarchal ways, that is, in favour of men. Males dominate positions of power in most societies and consequently women in contrast generally occupy subordinate positions.


Feminists are usually critical of both old media and digital forms of communication, which they see as patriarchal agencies which mainly engage in the symbolic annihilation of women, that is, they tend to show women in a narrow and limited range of social roles and to suggest that their achievements are less important than their looks and bodies. A good example of this with regard to digital communication is the popularity of pornography websites on the internet. Feminists also point out that control of the content of new digital forms of communication is in the hands of transnational corporations mainly owned by men.
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Knowledge check 7


Why are feminists critical of both old media and digital forms of communication?
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Feminists were responsible for the development of ‘muted group theory’, which suggests groups with little power or status are muted or silenced by more powerful groups. Feminists argued that women were often unable to voice their concerns about patriarchy because a male-dominated media suppressed or muted them. Kramarae extended this argument to the internet, which, she observes, is constructed and mainly controlled by men despite the fact that women use it as much as men do. She argues that the companies controlling the digital technology that underpins cybercommunication, the way the internet is organised, much of its software and even the metaphors used to describe the internet such as the ‘super-information highway’ are masculine and that this has the effect of ‘muting’ the voice of women.
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Knowledge check 8


Who controls the internet, according to Kramarae?
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However, some feminists are positive about the power of digital forms of communication to change women’s social position in society for the better. Haraway argues that the anonymity granted by many forms of digital communication allows people to transcend an oppressed identity such as being female and to take on an alternative identity which avoids the negative judgements and stereotypes often applied to feminine identity. Internet and chat-room IDs and blog names can be asexual. The online visual community Second Life, in which users create a utopian world, is a particularly good example of how people might transcend their gender identity. Users construct an avatar — an image that represents them — from a selection of generic choices including buff male bodies, voluptuous female forms and asexual humanoid alternatives such as cyborgs. Sociological research on Second Life users suggests they do not feel limited by their real gender identities when choosing an avatar identity. For example, some women reported that they had deliberately chosen to adopt male bodies in order to experience a masculine identity, while other women preferred the cyborg identity because interaction with others excluded sexual politics.


Cochrane identifies a fourth wave of feminism which, she argues, is powered by digital technology which is encouraging women to build an empowering, popular and reactive feminist movement online. In other words, women’s voices are no longer muted. Green and Singleton argue that digital technology and particularly the internet is a feminine technology that has the potential to destabilise patriarchy because its use allows women to explore, subvert and create new identities and to resist sexist representations wherever they might occur. A good example of this online empowerment is Laura Bates’s ‘Everyday Sexism’ project, which in 2015 had 108,000 followers on Twitter and Facebook. This is a consciousness-raising initiative which encourages women to send in their everyday experiences of street harassment, sexual harassment especially on public transport, workplace discrimination and the body shaming that they encounter.


Cochrane observes that women are using digital forms of communication to protest about pornography, page 3 of The Sun newspaper, violence against women, the sexualisation of childhood and so on. Cochrane argues that digital technology has resulted in contemporary young women adopting an ‘intersectional’ form of feminism in which they are aware of how multiple oppressions — class inequality, poverty, race, age, sexuality, gender, ability, violence and so on — intersect to bring about misogyny and patriarchal institutions.
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Knowledge check 9


What is an intersectional form of feminism?
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Green and Singleton emphasise the central use of the smartphone and particularly texting in the creation and maintenance of feminine identities, friendship networks and communities across local and global spaces.


However, evidence suggests that women who use digital forms of communication may still be subjected to sexism, abuse and threats. For example, women who use new media such as the internet may experience the sorts of everyday sexism experienced in older forms of media. For example, women’s rights campaigner Caroline Criado-Perez was subjected to online rape and murder threats in 2013, while the academic Mary Beard and the MP Stella Creasy have also received threats and sexist abuse via Twitter. The internet may help disseminate feminist ideas more widely but it also does the same for its polar opposite — woman-hating views.
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Exam tip


Another way of evaluating is to apply different feminist perspectives to digital forms of communication. For example, are radical feminists going to agree with Marxist feminists on the role of such technology?
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Some critics have also argued that the fourth wave of digital feminism might be exaggerated in terms of its influence on women. Moreover, Green and Singleton suggest that the online communities that are most popular with women users — Mumsnet and Facebook — might merely reinforce the patriarchal notion that women should perform the emotional work of maintaining family relationships.


Postmodernism


Postmodernists see digital forms of communication as beneficial because they argue that global digital networks are primarily responsible for diffusing different cultural styles around the world and creating new global hybrid styles in fashion, food, music, consumption and lifestyle. It is argued that in the postmodern world this cultural diversity will become the global norm. Postmodernists therefore see globalisation as a positive phenomenon because it has created a new class of global consumers, in both the developed and the developing world, with a greater range of choices from which they can construct a hybridised global identity.
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