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Preface

I intend this short book as a contribution to the debate now going on in many countries about the
future of social democratic politics. The reasons for the debate are obvious enough – the
dissolution of the ‘welfare consensus’ that dominated in the industrial countries up to the late
1970s, the final discrediting of Marxism and the very profound social, economic and
technological changes that helped bring these about. What should be done in response, and
whether social democracy can survive at all as a distinctive political philosophy, are much less
obvious.

I believe social democracy can not only survive, but prosper, on an ideological as well as a
practical level. It can only do so, however, if social democrats are prepared to revise their pre-
existing views more thoroughly than most have done so far. They need to find a third way. As I
explain in the text, the term ‘third way’ is of no particular significance in and of itself. It has been
used many times before in the past history of social democracy, and also by writers and
politicians of quite different political persuasions. I make use of it here to refer to social
democratic renewal – the present-day version of the periodic rethinking that social democrats
have had to carry out quite often over the past century.

In Britain ‘third way’ has come to be associated with the politics of Tony Blair and New
Labour. Tony Blair’s political beliefs have frequently been compared to those of the New
Democrats in the US, and indeed there have been close and direct contacts between New Labour
and the New Democrats. It has been said that ‘like the Thatcher and Major governments, the
Blair government looks across the Atlantic for inspiration, not across the channel. Its rhetoric is
American, the intellectual influences which have shaped its project are American; its political
style is American.’1

The statement is not wholly true. Labour’s welfare to work programme, for instance, may
have an American-style label, but arguably draws its inspiration more from Scandinavian active
labour market programmes than from the US. In so far as the observation is valid, however, the
emphasis is one that needs correcting. The debate around New Labour, lively and interesting
though it is, has been carried on largely in ignorance of comparable discussions that have been
going on in Continental social democracy for some while. Tony Blair’s break with old Labour
was a significant accomplishment, but a similar sort of break has been made by virtually all
Continental social democratic parties.

In many respects the debate in the UK needs to catch up with the more advanced sectors of
Continental social democracy. Yet the UK is also in a position to contribute actively to the new
ideas now emerging. Rather than merely appropriating American trends and notions, Britain
could be a sparking point for creative interaction between the US and Continental Europe. Most
countries on the Continent have not experienced lengthy periods of neoliberal government as the
UK has. Whatever else Thatcherism may or may not have done, it certainly shook up British
society. Margaret Thatcher, like most other neoliberals, was no ordinary conservative. Flying the



flag of free markets, she attacked established institutions and elites, while her policies lent
further force to changes already sweeping through the society at large. The Labour Party and its
intellectual sympathizers first of all responded largely by reaffirming old left views. The
electoral setbacks the party suffered by so doing, however, necessarily stimulated a new
orientation. As a consequence, political discussion in the UK in some ways has been more free
thinking than in social democratic circles on the Continent. Ideas developed in Britain could
have direct relevance to the Continental debates, as these have mostly unfolded against a
different backdrop.

This book grew out of a series of informal evening discussion meetings between myself, Ian
Hargreaves and Geoff Mulgan, both of whom I would like to thank. Originally we were going to
produce a collective document about the revival of social democracy. For various reasons this
didn’t materialize, but I have drawn much inspiration from our meetings. I must especially thank
David Held, who meticulously read several versions of the manuscript and whose comments
were crucial for the restructuring of the text that I subsequently carried out. Among others who
helped me a great deal are Martin Albrow, Ulrich Beck, Alison Cheevers, Miriam Clarke,
Amanda Goodall, Fiona Graham, John Gray, Steve Hill, Julian Le Grand, David Miliband,
Henrietta Moore and Anne Power. I owe a particular debt to Alena Ledeneva, who not only
contributed extensively to the book as a whole but prompted me to continue whenever I became
discouraged – which was quite often.



1

Socialism and After

In February 1998, following a policy seminar with the American leadership in Washington, Tony
Blair spoke of his ambition to create an international consensus of the centre-left for the twenty-
first century. The new approach would develop a policy framework to respond to change in the
global order. ‘The old left resisted that change. The new right did not want to manage it. We
have to manage that change to produce social solidarity and prosperity.’1 The task is a
formidable one because, as these statements indicate, pre-existing political ideologies have lost
their resonance.

A hundred and fifty years ago Marx wrote that ‘a spectre is haunting Europe’ – the spectre of
socialism or communism. This remains true, but for different reasons from those Marx had in
mind. Socialism and communism have passed away, yet they remain to haunt us. We cannot just
put aside the values and ideals that drove them, for some remain intrinsic to the good life that it
is the point of social and economic development to create. The challenge is to make these values
count where the economic programme of socialism has become discredited.

Political ideas today seem to have lost their capacity to inspire and political leaders their
ability to lead. Public debate is dominated by worries about declining moral standards, growing
divisions between rich and poor, the stresses of the welfare state. The only groups which appear
resolutely optimistic are those that place their faith in technology to resolve our problems. But
technological change has mixed consequences, and in any case technology cannot provide a
basis for an effective political programme. If political thinking is going to recapture its
inspirational qualities, it has to be neither simply reactive nor confined to the everyday and the
parochial. Political life is nothing without ideals, but ideals are empty if they don’t relate to real
possibilities. We need to know both what sort of society we would like to create and the concrete
means of moving towards it. This book seeks to show how these aims can be achieved and
political idealism revived.

My main point of reference is Britain, although many of my arguments range more widely.
In the UK, as in many other countries at the moment, theory lags behind practice. Bereft of the
old certainties, governments claiming to represent the left are creating policy on the hoof.
Theoretical flesh needs to be put on the skeleton of their policy-making – not just to endorse
what they are doing, but to provide politics with a greater sense of direction and purpose. For the
left, of course, has always been linked to socialism and, at least as a system of economic
management, socialism is no more.

The death of socialism

The origins of socialism were tied up with the early development of industrial society,



somewhere in the mid to late eighteenth century. The same is true of its principal opponent,
conservatism, which was shaped in reaction to the French Revolution. Socialism began as a body
of thought opposing individualism; its concern to develop a critique of capitalism only came
later. Before it took on a very specific meaning with the rise of the Soviet Union, communism
overlapped heavily with socialism, each seeking to defend the primacy of the social or the
communal.

Socialism was first of all a philosophical and ethical impulse, but well before Marx it began
to take on the clothing of an economic doctrine. Marx it was, however, who provided socialism
with an elaborated economic theory. He also placed socialism in the context of an encompassing
account of history. Marx’s basic position came to be shared by all socialists, no matter how sharp
their other differences. Socialism seeks to confront the limitations of capitalism in order to
humanize it or to overthrow it altogether. The economic theory of socialism depends upon the
idea that, left to its own devices, capitalism is economically inefficient, socially divisive and
unable to reproduce itself in the long term.

The notion that capitalism can be humanized through socialist economic management gives
socialism whatever hard edge it possesses, even if there have been many different accounts of
how such a goal might be achieved. For Marx, socialism stood or fell by its capacity to deliver a
society that would generate greater wealth than capitalism and spread that wealth in more
equitable fashion. If socialism is now dead, it is precisely because these claims have collapsed.
They have done so in singular fashion. For some quarter of a century following World War II,
socialist planning seemed here to stay in both West and East. A prominent economic observer,
E.F.M. Durbin, wrote in 1949, ‘we are all Planners now … The collapse of the popular faith in
laisser faire has proceeded with spectacular rapidity … all over the world since the War.’2

Socialism in the West became dominated by social democracy – moderate, parliamentary
socialism – built upon consolidating the welfare state. In most countries, including Britain, the
welfare state was a creation as much of the right as of the left, but in the post-war period
socialists came to claim it as their own. For at least some while, even the much more
comprehensive planning adopted in the Soviet-style societies appeared economically effective, if
always politically despotic. Successive American governments in the 1960s took seriously the
claim that the Soviet Union might overtake the US economically within a further thirty years.

In hindsight, we can be fairly clear why the Soviet Union, far from surpassing the US, fell
dramatically behind it, and why social democracy encountered its own crises. The economic
theory of socialism was always inadequate, underestimating the capacity of capitalism to
innovate, adapt and generate increasing productivity. Socialism also failed to grasp the
significance of markets as informational devices, providing essential data for buyers and sellers.
These inadequacies only became fully revealed with intensifying processes of globalization and
technological change from the early 1970s onwards.

Over the period since the mid-1970s, well before the fall of the Soviet Union, social
democracy was increasingly challenged by free market philosophies, in particular by the rise of
Thatcherism or Reaganism – more generically described as neoliberalism. During the previous
period, the idea of liberalizing markets seemed to belong to the past, to an era that had been
superseded. From being widely seen as eccentric, the ideas of Friedrich von Hayek, the leading
advocate of free markets, and other free market critics of socialism suddenly became a force to
be reckoned with. Neoliberalism made less of an impact upon most countries in Continental



Europe than upon the UK, the US, Australia and Latin America. Yet on the Continent as
elsewhere, free market philosophies became influential.

The categories of ‘social democracy’ and ‘neoliberalism’ are wide, and have encompassed
groups, movements and parties of various policies and persuasions. Even though each influenced
the other, for example, the governments of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher followed
different policies in some contexts. When Thatcher first came to power, she did not have a fully
fledged ideology, which was developed as she went along. Thatcherite policies followed by ‘left’
parties, as in New Zealand, have put a different cast again upon key policy beliefs. Moreover,
neoliberalism has two strands. The main one is conservative – the origin of the term ‘the new
right’. Neoliberalism became the outlook of many conservative parties the world over. However,
there is an important type of thinking associated with free market philosophies that, in contrast to
the conservative one, is libertarian on moral as well as economic issues. Unlike the Thatcherite
conservatives, for example, libertarians favour sexual freedom or the decriminalizing of drugs.

Social democracy is an even broader and more ambiguous term. I mean by it parties and
other groups of the reformist left, including the British Labour Party. In the early post-war
period, social democrats from many different countries shared a broadly similar perspective. This
is what I shall refer to as old-style or classical social democracy. Since the 1980s, in response to
the rise of neoliberalism and the problems of socialism, social democrats everywhere have
started to break away from this prior standpoint.

Social democratic regimes in practice have varied substantially, as have the welfare systems
they have nourished. European welfare states can be divided into four institutional groups, all of
which share common historical origins, aims and structures:

• the UK system, which emphasizes social services and health, but tends also to have income-
dependent benefits;

• Scandinavian or Nordic welfare states, having a very high tax base, universalist in
orientation, providing generous benefits and well-funded state services, including health care;

• Middle European systems, having a relatively low commitment to social services, but well-
resourced benefits in other respects, financed mainly from employment and based upon
social insurance contributions;

• Southern systems, similar in form to the Middle European ones, but less comprehensive and
paying lower levels of support.3

Allowing for these variations, classical social democracy and neoliberalism represent two quite
distinct political philosophies. I summarize the differences in the two boxes above. Broad-brush
comparisons of this sort carry an obvious danger of caricature. Yet the contrasts signalled here
are real and important, and the residues of classical social democracy are everywhere still strong.

Classical social democracy (the old left)

Pervasive state involvement in social and economic life
State dominates over civil society
Collectivism
Keynesian demand management, plus corporatism



Confined role for markets: the mixed or social economy
Full employment
Strong egalitarianism
Comprehensive welfare state, protecting citizens ‘from cradle to grave’
Linear modernization
Low ecological consciousness
Internationalism
Belongs to bipolar world

Thatcherism, or neoliberalism (the new right)

Minimal government
Autonomous civil society
Market fundamentalism
Moral authoritarianism, plus strong economic individualism
Labour market clears like any other
Acceptance of inequality
Traditional nationalism
Welfare state as safety net
Linear modernization
Low ecological consciousness
Realist theory of international order
Belongs to bipolar world

Old-style social democracy

Old-style social democracy saw free market capitalism as producing many of the problematic
effects Marx diagnosed, but believed these can be muted or overcome by state intervention in the
marketplace. The state has the obligation to provide public goods that markets cannot deliver, or
can do so only in a fractured way. A strong government presence in the economy, and other
sectors of society too, is normal and desirable, since public power, in a democratic society,
represents the collective will. Collective decision-making, involving government, business and
unions, partly replaces market mechanisms.

For classical social democracy, government involvement in family life is necessary and to be
applauded. State benefits are vital for rescuing families in need, and the state should step in
wherever individuals, for one reason or another, are unable to fend for themselves. With some
conspicuous exceptions, old-style social democrats were inclined to be suspicious of voluntary
associations. Such groups often do more bad than good because, as compared with state-
provided social services, they tend to be unprofessional, erratic and patronizing to those with
whom they deal.

John Maynard Keynes, the economic inspiration of the post-war welfare consensus, was not
a socialist, yet he shared some of the emphases of Marx and socialism. Like Marx, Keynes
regarded capitalism as having irrational qualities, but he believed these could be controlled to
save capitalism from itself. Marx and Keynes both tended to take the productivity of capitalism



for granted. The fact that Keynesian theory paid relatively little attention to the supply side of the
economy fitted well with social democratic preoccupations. Keynes showed how market
capitalism could be stabilized through demand management and the creation of a mixed
economy. Although he did not favour it, one feature of the mixed economy in Britain was
nationalization. Some economic sectors should be taken out of the market, not only because of
the deficiencies of markets, but because industries central to the national interest shouldn’t be in
private hands.

The pursuit of equality has been a major concern of all social democrats, including the
British Labour Party. Greater equality is to be achieved by various strategies of levelling.
Progressive taxation, for example, via the welfare state, takes from the rich to give to the poor.
The welfare state has two objectives: to create a more equal society, but also to protect
individuals across the life cycle. The earliest welfare measures, dating from the nineteenth
century, were introduced by liberals or conservatives, and were often opposed by organized
labour. The post-war welfare state, however, has generally had a strong base among the manual
working class, which until twenty years ago was the prime source of electoral support for social
democratic parties.

Until the setbacks of the late 1970s, social democracy everywhere followed a linear model of
modernization – the ‘path of socialism’. Perhaps the most prominent interpreter of the rise of the
welfare state in the UK, the sociologist T.H. Marshall, provided a compelling exposition of such
a model. The welfare state is the high point of a lengthy process of the evolution of citizenship
rights. Like most others in the early post-war period, Marshall expected that welfare systems
would progressively expand, matching economic development with the ever-fuller
implementation of social rights.

By and large, old-style social democracy did not have a hostile attitude towards ecological
concerns, but found it difficult to accommodate to them. Its corporatist emphasis, its orientation
to full employment and its overwhelming stress upon the welfare state made it ill-adapted to
confronting ecological issues in a systematic way. Nor in practice did it have a strong global
outlook. Social democracy was internationalist in its orientation, looking to create solidarity
between like-minded political parties rather than confronting global problems as such. Yet it was
strongly bound up with the bipolar world – situated between the welfare minimalism of the US
and the command economies of communism.

The neoliberal outlook

Hostility to ‘big government’, a first and prime characteristic of neoliberal views, comes from
several sources. The founding father of conservatism in Britain, Edmund Burke, expressed his
distaste for the state, which if expanded too far becomes the enemy of freedom and self-reliance.
American conservatism has long been hostile to centralized government. Thatcherism drew upon
these ideas, but also upon classical liberal scepticism about the role of the state, based on
economic arguments about the superior nature of markets. The thesis of the minimal state is
closely bound up with a distinctive view of civil society as a self-generating mechanism of social
solidarity. The little platoons of civil society must be allowed to flourish, and will do so if
unhampered by state intervention. The virtues of civil society, if left to its own devices, are said
to include ‘Good character, honesty, duty, self-sacrifice, honour, service, self-discipline,
toleration, respect, justice, self-improvement, trust, civility, fortitude, courage, integrity,



diligence, patriotism, consideration for others, thrift and reverence’.4 To the modern ear, the
writer says, these ‘have a ring of antique charm’ – but this is because state power has suppressed
them, through sabotaging civil society.

The state, particularly the welfare state, is said to be destructive of the civil order, but
markets are not, because they thrive on individual initiative. Like the civil order, if left to
themselves markets will deliver the greatest good to society. Markets ‘are perpetual motion
machines, requiring only a legal framework and government non-interference to deliver
uninterrupted growth’.5

Neoliberals link unfettered market forces to a defence of traditional institutions, particularly
the family and the nation. Individual initiative is to develop in the economy, but obligations and
duties should be promoted in these other spheres. The traditional family is a functional necessity
for social order, as is the traditional nation. Other family types, such as single-parent households,
or homosexual relationships, only contribute to social decay. Much the same goes for anything
that weakens national integrity. Xenophobic overtones are normally clear in the pronouncements
of neoliberal authors and politicians – they reserve some of their severest strictures for
multiculturalism.

Thatcherism characteristically is indifferent to inequalities, or actively endorses them. The
idea that ‘social inequality is inherently wrong or harmful’ is ‘naive and implausible’.6 Above
all, it is against egalitarianism. Egalitarian policies, most obviously those followed in Soviet
Russia, create a society of drab uniformity, and can only be implemented by the use of despotic
power. Those closer to liberalism, however, see equality of opportunity as desirable and
necessary. This was the sense in which John Major, improbably echoing Marx, spoke of his
intention to create a classless society. A society where the market has free play may create large
economic inequalities, but these don’t matter as long as people with determination and ability
can rise to positions that fit their capacities.

Antagonism to the welfare state is one of the most distinctive neoliberal traits. The welfare
state is seen as the source of all evils in much the way capitalism once was by the revolutionary
left. ‘We shall look back on the welfare state with the same contemptuous amusement as that
with which we now view slavery as a means of organising effective, motivated work’, one writer
says. The welfare state ‘wreaks enormously destructive harm on its supposed beneficiaries: the
vulnerable, the disadvantaged and the unfortunate … cripples the enterprising, self-reliant spirit
of individual men and women, and lays a depth charge of explosive resentment under the
foundations of our free society’.7

What provides welfare if the welfare state is to be dismantled? The answer is market-led
economic growth. Welfare should be understood not as state benefits, but as maximizing
economic progress, and therefore overall wealth, by allowing markets to work their miracles.
This orientation normally goes along with a dismissal of ecological problems as scare-stories.
Thatcher made a nod in the direction of ‘green capitalism’, but the usual attitude has been one of
hostility. Ecological risks, it has been said, are exaggerated or non-existent – the invention of
doom-mongers. The evidence points instead towards an era of greater and more universal
prosperity than has ever been known before. This is a linear view of modernization, which
almost writes out of court any limits to economic development.

Unlike classical social democracy, neoliberalism is a globalizing theory, and has contributed
very directly to globalizing forces. The neoliberals apply at world level the philosophy that



guides them in their more local involvements. The world will get along best if markets are
allowed to function with little or no interference. As defenders of the traditional nation, however,
neoliberals adopt a realist theory of international relations – global society is still a society of
nation-states, and in a world of nation-states it is power that counts. Preparedness for war, and
the sustaining of military strength, are necessary elements of the role of states in the international
system. Like old-style social democracy, neoliberalism developed in the bipolar order and is
stamped by the conditions of its origin.

The doctrines compared

Neoliberalism might seem to have triumphed across the world. After all, social democracy is in
ideological turmoil, and if fifty years ago everyone was a planner, now no one seems to be. It is a
considerable reversal, since for at least a century socialists supposed themselves in the vanguard
of history.

Yet rather than standing unchallenged, neoliberalism is in trouble, and it is important to see
why. The chief reason is that its two halves – market fundamentalism and conservatism – are in
tension. Conservatism always meant a cautious, pragmatic approach to social and economic
change – an attitude adopted by Burke in the face of the messianic claims of the French
Revolution. The continuity of tradition is central to the idea of conservatism. Tradition contains
the accumulated wisdom of the past and therefore supplies a guide to the future. Free market
philosophy takes quite a different attitude, pinning its hopes for the future on unending economic
growth produced by the liberation of market forces.

Devotion to the free market on the one hand, and to the traditional family and nation on the
other, is self-contradictory. Individualism and choice are supposed to stop abruptly at the
boundaries of the family and national identity, where tradition must stand intact. But nothing is
more dissolving of tradition than the ‘permanent revolution’ of market forces. The dynamism of
market societies undermines traditional structures of authority and fractures local communities;
neoliberalism creates new risks and uncertainties which it asks citizens simply to ignore.
Moreover, it neglects the social basis of markets themselves, which depend upon the very
communal forms that market fundamentalism indifferently casts to the winds.

What of old-style social democracy? We can distinguish a cluster of social traits that the
Keynesian welfare consensus took for granted – all of which have subsequently disintegrated:

• a social system, and especially a family form – where the husband was the breadwinner and
the wife the housewife and mother – which allowed for an unambiguous definition of full
employment;

• a homogeneous labour market where men threatened with unemployment were mostly
manual workers willing to do any job at a wage that ensured their survival and that of their
families;

• the dominance of mass production in basic sectors of the economy, which tended to create
stable, if unrewarding, conditions of work for many in the labour force;

• an elitist state, with small groups of public-spirited experts in the state bureaucracy
monitoring the fiscal and monetary policies to be followed;

• national economies that were substantially contained within sovereign boundaries, since



Keynesianism presumed the predominance of the domestic economy over external trade in
goods and services.8

The egalitarianism of the old left was noble in intent, but as its rightist critics say has
sometimes led to perverse consequences – visible, for example, in the social engineering which
has left a legacy of decaying, crime-ridden housing estates. The welfare state, seen by most as
the core of social democratic politics, today creates almost as many problems as it resolves.

The recent debates

Social democratic parties in Europe and elsewhere have been very conscious of these issues, and
since at least the early 1980s have been actively responding to them. The need to cut loose from
the past received a further dynamic charge from the collapse of East European communism in
1989. Most Western communist parties changed their names and moved closer to social
democracy, while in the East European countries new social democratic parties were formed.

In the UK, the first systematic attempt to move away from classical social democratic
principles was contained in the Labour Party’s Policy Review, established by the Annual
Conference in October 1987. Seven review groups were set up, each covering a different area of
policy. The review was supposed also to involve the public, but the public meetings were only
sparsely attended and in the end played no great role. Confronted by the popular appeal of
Thatcherism, there was general agreement among the policy groups that Labour must place
greater emphasis on individual freedom and personal choice. Earlier pledges to extend public
ownership of industry were discarded, Keynesian demand management was explicitly
abandoned, and dependence upon the unions was reduced. Ecological themes were introduced,
but these were low-key and were not effectively integrated with the rest of the policy framework.

Similar processes of reform happened in most Continental parties, mainly starting somewhat
earlier and sometimes producing more thoroughgoing changes in ideology. Social democratic
parties began to concern themselves with issues such as economic productivity, participatory
policies, community development and, particularly, ecology. Social democracy ‘moved beyond
the arena of resource distribution to address the physical and social organisation of production
and the cultural conditions of consumption in advanced capitalist societies’.9

In Norway, for example, the Labour Party held a ‘Freedom Debate’ in 1986–8, following a
period of Thatcherite government. Six themes were debated in local study groups across the
country: the balance between the private and public, flexibility in the working day, educational
opportunity, the environment, housing and economic democracy. Arguing for individual interests
was no longer considered bad language, and the party was to be ‘an open party’, through which a
diversity of groups could press their demands. A Colombian delegate to a meeting of the
Socialist International in 1989 remarked of such a policy shift: ‘My party is called liberal, but it’s
basically quite socialist. With these Europeans it’s the other way around.’10

Some of the leading Western communist parties made similar changes in the 1980s. The
Italian Communist Party was reborn as the Democratic Party of the Left in 1991. Well before
that time, however, the party had begun to emphasize themes like those being discussed by the
social democratic parties. A major debate began in Italy in the mid-1980s about how far the
categories of left and right remain meaningful. Ecological concerns, community participation and
constitutional reform came to the fore.



Probably the most significant debates took place in Germany. As elsewhere, the aim was to
respond to the rise of free market philosophies, but demand for policy change was also strongly
influenced by the presence of a strong green movement. Five years of intense discussion led to a
new Basic Programme for the SPD, instituted in the symbolic year of 1989. The programme
placed a heavy emphasis on ecological concerns. The German social democrats were the first
major social democratic party to seize upon the breakthrough in ecological thinking that
happened in the late 1970s. In classical social democratic thinking, it had been assumed that
there was a trade-off between economic development and protection of the environment.
According to the new theme of ecological modernization, environmental protection is seen as a
source of economic growth rather than its opposite.

The Basic Programme also recognized the impact of ‘post-materialism’ in the developed
countries. This is an idea pursued most extensively by the political scientist Ronald Inglehart.
After a certain level of prosperity has been reached, it is argued, voters become concerned less
with economic issues than with the quality of their lives. The Basic Programme concluded that
the outlook of the ‘affluent majority’ had moved away from the social democratic ethos of
collectivism and solidarity. Individual achievement and economic competitiveness had to be
brought more to the fore.

Since its landmark Bad Godesberg statement in 1959 the SPD had been committed to the
‘discipline of the market’. This was now to be combined with a further retreat from state
interventionism. ‘For us the state’s share is not a dogma … the touchstone is whether quality of
life is best served by an increase in private consumption or by an improvement in the
performance of the state.’ The Basic Programme spoke of the need ‘to reconcile economic
performance with social security’ and stressed that ‘individuality and solidarity should not be
counterposed as opposites’. It concluded that ‘So long as important sections of the electorate do
not trust the SPD for the tasks of economic modernization, but only for ensuring that social
safeguards are maintained, it will be very difficult to build a majority.’11

Structures of political support

That these policy shifts were necessary is indicated by changes in patterns of political support, to
which all social democratic parties have had to react. The class relations that used to underlie
voting and political affiliation have shifted dramatically, owing to the steep decline in the blue-
collar working class. The large-scale entry of women into the workforce has further destabilized
patterns of class-based support. A sizeable minority no longer votes, and is essentially outside
the political process. The party which has grown most over the past few years is one that isn’t
part of politics at all: the ‘non-party of non-voters.’12 Finally, there is substantial evidence that
value changes have occurred, partly as a matter of generational change, and partly in response to
other influences.

On this last point, the evidence points to two trends: a shift, as just suggested, from ‘scarcity
values’ to ‘post-materialist values’, and a changing distribution of values, which fits neither class
lines nor the right/left dichotomy. Although subjected to criticism from many quarters,
Inglehart’s thesis of value change has received considerable empirical backing.13 Bringing
together survey material from a range of industrial countries, Inglehart shows values of economic
achievement and economic growth do fade with increasing prosperity. Self-expression and the
desire for meaningful work are replacing the maximizing of economic rewards. These concerns



are related to a sceptical attitude towards authority – which can be depoliticizing, but on the
whole pushes towards greater democracy and involvement than is currently available in
conventional politics.

Social surveys carried out in particular countries confirm the reality of attitude change and
the inadequacy of the left/right division as a means of capturing it. John Blundell and Brian
Gosschalk, for example, find social and political attitudes in the UK divide into four clusters,
which they call conservative, libertarian, socialist and authoritarian. Belief in economic freedom
– the free market – is measured on one axis and personal freedom on a second.

The ‘conservative’ position is the neoliberal one: a conservative favours market freedom, but
wants strong state control over issues such as the family, drugs and abortion. ‘Libertarians’
favour individualism, and low state involvement on all fronts. ‘Socialists’ are the opposite of
conservatives: they want more state intervention in economic life, but are distrustful of markets
and are wary of government as far as moral issues are concerned. An ‘authoritarian’ is someone
who wishes the government to have a firm hand in all areas, including both the economic and the
moral. The remainder hold a more ambiguous political outlook.

According to the survey data, in the UK about one-third of the population are conservative by
these definitions, just under 20 per cent libertarian, 18 per cent socialist, 13 per cent authoritarian
and 15 per cent residual. The Labour Party, as reconstructed by Tony Blair, just prior to the 1997
election was in first place for all these groups save the conservatives. Of those intending to vote
Conservative, 84 per cent came from two groups, conservatives and libertarians. The results
showed very clear differences by age, conforming to the Inglehart thesis: only 18 per cent of the
15–24 age group were conservatives, compared with 54 per cent of the over 55s. Of 15–24-year-
olds, 72 per cent agreed with the statement, ‘the state has no right to ban any sort of sexual act if
it is carried out between consenting adults’, while only 36 per cent of those in the over-55 age
group did so.14

Comparing these findings with research from the US, the polling expert Robert Worcester
concludes that:

characterizations of today’s labour and conservative parties … as ‘left’ and ‘right’ disguise how events
affecting both parties over the past two decades have blurred the semantics of yesterday in describing their
roles of today … the comparison figures between those found in America and New Labour’s Britain are
remarkable in their consistency, somewhat surprisingly as the ideologies of the two countries have been for
the most part very different over the past fifty years.15

Comparison of a wider variety of societies shows that patterns of political appeal and support
have altered on a very general basis. In virtually all Western countries voting no longer fits class
lines, and has shifted from a left/right polarization to a more complex picture. The economic axis
that used to separate voters into ‘socialist’ and ‘capitalist’ positions has much lower salience,
while the contrasts of libertarian versus authoritarian, and ‘modern’ versus ‘traditionalist’, have
grown. Other, more contingent influences – such as leadership style – have become more
important than they used to be.

Various dilemmas of political support, but also new possibilities of consensus-building, exist
here. Social democratic parties no longer have a consistent ‘class bloc’ on which to rely. Since
they can’t depend upon their previous identities, they have to create new ones in a socially and
culturally more diverse environment.16 Even in Sweden, one of the countries where class voting
used to be most pronounced, the predictive value of class fell from 53 per cent in 1967 to 34 per



cent in 1985. The predictive power of opinions on issues rose steadily over this period; younger
and female voters in Sweden are least likely to be influenced by class position.

The fate of social democracy

These changes have not condemned social democrats to a marginal political position. As of mid-
1998 social democratic parties or centre-left coalitions are in power in the UK, France, Italy,
Austria, Greece and several of the Scandinavian countries among others in Western Europe,
while in Eastern Europe they are increasingly prominent.

In spite of their electoral successes social democrats have not yet created a new and
integrated political outlook. Social democracy was always linked to socialism. What should its
orientation be in a world where there are no alternatives to capitalism? The bipolar world was the
context in which post-war social democracy was shaped. Social democrats shared at least some
of the perspectives of communism, although they also defined themselves in opposition to it.
Does being on the left retain any meaning now that communism has foundered completely in the
West and socialism more generally has been dissolved?

The policy debates that took place across Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s certainly
recast social democracy very substantially, but also produced much ideological confusion. A
German participant in the SPD’s Basic Programme initiative summed up things in an
illuminating way:

The decision to embark on the programme review was taken in a situation in which it is extraordinarily
difficult to arrive at a clear picture of developments in the world and in society. That is the dilemma in
which the party finds itself. It knows that in these changing times, a reorientation appears necessary but
change itself makes reorientation hard to accomplish. Science offers no diagnosis of the age, no common
understanding of what is happening and what future developments will be.17

In terms of this scenario, what are we to make of talk of a third way? The phrase seems to
have originated as early as the turn of the century, and was popular among right-wing groups in
the 1920s. Mostly, however, it has been used by social democrats and socialists. In the early
post-war period, social democrats quite explicitly thought of themselves as finding a way distinct
from American market capitalism and Soviet communism. At the time of its refounding in 1951
the Socialist International explicitly spoke of the third way in this fashion. About twenty years
later, as employed by the Czech economist Ota Šik and others, it was used to refer to market
socialism. Swedish social democrats seem most often to have spoken of the third way, the last
version, in the late 1980s, referring to an important programmatic renewal.

The more recent appropriation of ‘third way’ by Bill Clinton and Tony Blair has met with a
lukewarm reception from most Continental social democrats, as well as from old left critics in
their respective countries. The critics see the third way in this guise as warmed-over
neoliberalism. They look at the US and see a highly dynamic economy, but also a society with
the most extreme levels of inequality in the developed world. Clinton promised to ‘end welfare
as we know it’, seeming to echo some of the attitudes of the neoliberal conservatives. On coming
to power, his critics say, Blair and New Labour have persisted with the economic policies of
Margaret Thatcher.

My aim in what follows is not to assess whether or not such observations are valid, but to
consider where the debate about the future of social democracy stands. I shall take it ‘third way’



refers to a framework of thinking and policy-making that seeks to adapt social democracy to a
world which has changed fundamentally over the past two or three decades. It is a third way in
the sense that it is an attempt to transcend both old-style social democracy and neoliberalism.



2

Five Dilemmas

The debates about the future of social democracy over the past ten to fifteen years have raised a
diversity of general questions and difficulties – a measure of how problematic the terrain of
policies has become. No integrated agenda for social democratic policies can be developed,
however, unless at least provisional answers are given to these questions. Here I shall
concentrate on five basic dilemmas that have rightly bulked large in the controversies. I shall
suggest a view about each, but I have to ask the reader’s indulgence. They are all big questions.
There is space here only to provide summary answers, and I won’t be able to offer enough
backing to convince a sceptic in any particular case.

The five dilemmas concern:

• Globalization – what exactly is it and what implications does it have?
• Individualism – in what sense, if any, are modern societies becoming more individualistic?
• Left and right – what are we to make of the claim that they have no meaning any more?
• Political agency – is politics migrating away from orthodox mechanisms of democracy?
• Ecological problems – how should they be integrated into social democratic politics?

Globalization

The history of the unlovely term ‘globalization’ is an interesting one. Only about ten years ago
the word was hardly used in either academic works or the popular press. From being nowhere,
the word is everywhere – no political speech is complete, or business manual acceptable, without
reference to it. Its new familiarity has prompted intense debate, in academic circles and in the
literature of social democracy. It has quite rightly been remarked that in recent years
globalization has been at the centre of most political discussions and economic debates.1

Most aspects of globalization are disputed: how the term should be understood, whether or
not it is new, and what its consequences are likely to be. Two quite contrary views have
emerged, to some extent linked to divergent political positions. Some argue that globalization is
largely a myth, or is at most a continuation of long-established trends. Unsurprisingly, this stance
is attractive to those who wish to defend aspects of old-style social democracy. For them,
globalization is an invention of neoliberals. Once we see through the sham, we can carry on
much as before. At the other pole are authors and policy-makers who say that globalization is not
only real, but already far advanced. As the business guru Keniche Ohmae puts it, we live now in
a borderless world, in which the nation-state has become a ‘fiction’ and where politicians have
lost all effective power.2



Globalization is ordinarily understood as economic and, as its root suggests, involving
connections that span the world. In their book on the subject, Paul Hirst and Graham Thompson
put it this way: ‘A truly global economy is claimed to have emerged, or to be in the process of
emerging, in which distinct national economies and therefore domestic strategies of national
economic management are increasingly irrelevant.’3 They mount an attack on this point of view.
Most trade remains regional. For example, the European Union countries trade primarily among
themselves. The level of exports from the EU to the rest of the world has only increased
marginally over the past three decades. While the US has become more open, to the tune of
doubling its exports during the same period, such developments fall well short of creating a
‘fully globalized economy’. The advance of trade within and across different economic blocs has
simply taken us back to the late nineteenth century. At that time, Hirst and Thompson say, just
like today, there was a liberalized trading economy.

This latter point is in fact fairly easily challenged. Even if the current period were only a
replay of a century ago, it would still be quite different from the post-war era of the Keynesian
welfare state. National economies were more closed then than they are now. In 1950 the export
of tradable goods made up only 7 per cent of the GDP of the OECD countries, as compared to 12
per cent in 1911. The 12 per cent level was reached again by 1970, and by 1997 it rose to 17 per
cent. Moreover, a much greater range of goods, including many forms of services, is tradable
now than was so a century ago. Far more countries are involved in mutual trading arrangements.

The most important change is the expanded role of world financial markets, increasingly
operating on a real-time basis. Over a trillion dollars a day is turned over in currency exchange
transactions. The proportion of financial exchanges in relation to trade has grown by a factor of
five over the past fifteen years.4 ‘Disconnected capital’ – institutionally managed money – has
increased by 1,100 per cent on a world scale since 1970 in proportion to other forms of capital.
Institutional investors based in the US alone held $11.1 trillion in assets in July 1996. Privatized
pension funds, or bonds floated to fund pension schemes, are a basic part of this huge sum. In
1995 US pension funds, mutual funds and endowments held $331 billion in institutional
equities.5

Economic globalization therefore is a reality, and is not just a continuation of, or a reversion
to, the trends of previous years. While much trade remains regionalized, there is a ‘fully global
economy’ on the level of financial markets. However, the idea of globalization is misunderstood
if it is only applied to connections that are literally world-wide and if it is treated as only, or even
primarily, economic. Globalization, as I shall conceive of it in what follows, at any rate, is not
only, or even primarily, about economic interdependence, but about the transformation of time
and space in our lives. Distant events, whether economic or not, affect us more directly and
immediately than ever before. Conversely, decisions we take as individuals are often global in
their implications. The dietary habits individuals have, for example, are consequential for food
producers, who might live on the other side of the world.

The communications revolution and the spread of information technology are deeply bound
up with globalizing processes. This is so even within the economic arena. Twenty-four-hour
money markets depend upon a fusion of satellite and computer technologies, affecting many
other aspects of society too. A world of instantaneous electronic communication, in which even
those in the poorest regions are involved, shakes up local institutions and everyday patterns of
life. The influence of television alone is considerable. Most commentators agree, for instance,



that the 1989 events in Eastern Europe would not have unfolded in the way in which they did
were it not for television.

Is the nation-state becoming a ‘fiction’, as Ohmae suggests, and government obsolete? They
are not, but their shape is being altered. Globalization ‘pulls away’ from the nation-state in the
sense that some powers nations used to possess, including those that underlay Keynesian
economic management, have been weakened. However, globalization also ‘pushes down’ – it
creates new demands and also new possibilities for regenerating local identities. The recent
upsurge of Scottish nationalism in the UK shouldn’t be seen as an isolated example. It is a
response to the same structural processes at work elsewhere, such as those in Quebec or
Catalonia. Local nationalisms aren’t inevitably fragmenting. Quebec may opt out of Canada, as
Scotland may out of the UK. Alternatively, each may follow the Catalan route, remaining quasi-
autonomous parts of a wider national entity.

Globalization also squeezes sideways, creating new economic and cultural regions that
sometimes cross-cut the boundaries of nation-states. Part of Catalonia, and also Spain, Barcelona
is involved as well in an economic area that spills over into southern France. The three-way
movement of globalization is affecting the position and power of states all over the world.
Sovereignty is no longer an all-or-nothing matter, if it ever was: boundaries are becoming fuzzier
than they used to be, especially in the context of the European Union. Yet the nation-state is not
disappearing, and the scope of government, taken overall, expands rather than diminishes as
globalization proceeds. Some nations, in some situations, have more power than they used to
have, rather than less – such as the East European countries following the fall of communism.

Nations retain, and will do for the foreseeable future, considerable governmental, economic
and cultural power, over their citizens and in the external arena. They will often be able to wield
such powers, however, only in active collaboration with one another, with their own localities
and regions, and with transnational groups and associations. ‘Government’ hence becomes less
identified with ‘the’ government – national government – and more wide-ranging. ‘Governance’
becomes a more relevant concept to refer to some forms of administrative or regulatory
capacities. Agencies which either are not part of any government – non-governmental
organizations – or are transnational in character contribute to governance.

Globalization is quite often spoken of as if it were a force of nature, but it is not. States,
business corporations and other groups have actively promoted its advance. Much of the research
that helped create satellite communications was funded by governments, as more recently were
the early phases of what has become the internet. Governments have contributed to the
expansion of world financial markets through the bonds they have issued to raise money for their
domestic commitments. Liberalization and privatization policies have contributed to the
intensifying of world trade and economic exchange. Companies have increasingly engaged in
direct foreign investment. The sales of the subsidiaries of transnational corporations in 1997
were 20 per cent higher than total world exports of goods and services.

Globalization, in sum, is a complex range of processes, driven by a mixture of political and
economic influences. It is changing everyday life, particularly in the developed countries, at the
same time as it is creating new transnational systems and forces. It is more than just the backdrop
to contemporary policies: taken as a whole, globalization is transforming the institutions of the
societies in which we live. It is certainly directly relevant to the rise of the ‘new individualism’
that has figured large in social democratic debates.



Individualism

Solidarity has long been a theme of social democracy. The original legacy of Marxism was
ambivalent on the theme of individualism versus collectivism. Marx spoke of the disappearance
of the state with the coming of a fully mature socialist society, in which ‘the free development of
each will be the condition of the free development of all’. In practice, socialism and communism
alike placed a firm emphasis upon the role of the state in generating both solidarity and equality.
Collectivism became one of the most prominent traits distinguishing social democracy from
conservatism, which ideologically placed a much stronger emphasis upon ‘the individual’. A
collectivist attitude has also long been part of Christian democratic ideology in Continental
countries.

Much of this has been going into reverse since the late 1970s. Social democrats had to
respond to the challenge of neoliberalism, but more important were the changes going on in
Western countries that helped to give Thatcherism its ideological purchase. With some
oversimplification, it could be said that classical social democracy was most successful and best
developed in smaller countries, or countries with homogeneous national cultures. All Western
countries, however, have become culturally more pluralistic, with a proliferation of lifestyles – a
consequence, in some part, of the very affluence the ‘welfare society’ helped to produce.

Because their new stance is more based on a reluctant retreat from the old views than
positively motivated, it isn’t surprising that social democrats have struggled to accommodate to
the rising importance of individualism and lifestyle diversity. They have been unable to make up
their minds how far the new individualism is the same as the self-seeking individual portrayed in
neoliberal economic theory, and hence to be hedged around with constraints. The idea of the
‘autonomous individual’, after all, was the very notion that socialism grew up in order to contest.

Several basic problems have to be confronted. What exactly is the new individualism? How
does it relate to the expanding role now played by markets? Are we witnessing the rise of a ‘me’
generation, resulting in a ‘me-first’ society which inevitably destroys common values and public
concerns? If personal liberty is to have greater emphasis from social democrats than in the past,
how should the age-old problem of the relation between liberty and equality be tackled?

Left and right alike have been worried about the me-first society and its destructive
consequences for social solidarity, but they trace it to different causes. Social democratic authors
see its origins in market forces, together with the ideological impact of Thatcherism, with its
stress that individuals should fend for themselves rather than depend on the state. The neoliberals
and other conservatives look instead to the permissiveness of the 1960s, which set in train a
process of moral decay.

Neither hypothesis stands up to close scrutiny. Research from different countries suggests
that the whole debate needs to be recast. The ‘me’ generation is a misleading description of the
new individualism, which does not signal a process of moral decay. Rather to the contrary,
surveys show that younger generations today are sensitized to a greater range of moral concerns
than previous generations were.6 They do not, however, relate these values to tradition, or accept
traditional forms of authority as legislating on questions of lifestyle. Some such moral values are
clearly post-materialist in Inglehart’s sense, concerning for example ecological values, human
rights or sexual freedom.

As the sociologist Ulrich Beck observes, the new individualism:



is not Thatcherism, not market individualism, not atomization. On the contrary, it means ‘institutionalized
individualism’. Most of the rights and entitlements of the welfare state, for example, are designed for
individuals rather than for families. In many cases they pre-suppose employment. Employment in turn
implies education and both of these presuppose mobility. By all these requirements people are invited to
constitute themselves as individuals: to plan, understand, design themselves as individuals.7

The new individualism, in short, is associated with the retreat of tradition and custom from
our lives, a phenomenon involved with the impact of globalization widely conceived rather than
just the influence of markets. The welfare state has played its part: set up under the aegis of
collectivism, welfare institutions have helped liberate individuals from some of the fixities of the
past. Rather than seeing ours as an age of moral decay, then, it makes sense to see it as an age of
moral transition. If institutional individualism is not the same as egoism, it poses less of a threat
to social solidarity, but it does imply that we have to look for new means of producing that
solidarity. Social cohesion can’t be guaranteed by the top-down action of the state or by appeal
to tradition. We have to make our lives in a more active way than was true of previous
generations, and we need more actively to accept responsibilities for the consequences of what
we do and the lifestyle habits we adopt. The theme of responsibility, or mutual obligation, was
there in old-style social democracy, but was largely dormant, since it was submerged within the
concept of collective provision. We have to find a new balance between individual and collective
responsibilities today.

Many leftish critics have a reserved attitude towards the new individualism. Self-fulfilment,
the fulfilment of potential: aren’t these just forms of therapy-talk, or the self-indulgence of the
affluent? Obviously they may be, but to regard them as nothing more is to miss a sea change in
people’s attitudes and aspirations. The new individualism goes hand in hand with pressures
towards greater democratization. All of us have to live in a more open and reflective manner than
previous generations. This change is by no means only a beneficial one: new worries and
anxieties come to the fore. But many more positive possibilities do too.

Left and right

Since its first beginnings, in the late eighteenth century, the distinction between left and right has
remained ambiguous and difficult to pin down, yet obdurately refuses to disappear. In his history
of political groups and parties that have described themselves as ‘neither left nor right’, the
French historian of fascism Zeev Sternhell notes how contested the nature of the division has
always been.8 Left and right have also changed their meanings over time. A glance at the
development of political thought shows that the same ideas have been regarded as left-wing in
certain periods and contexts and right-wing in others. For example, advocates of free market
philosophies were seen in the nineteenth century as on the left, but today are normally placed on
the right. The claim that the left/right distinction is exhausted was made in the 1890s by
syndicalists and advocates of ‘solidarisme’. That claim has been repeated regularly across the
years. Jean-Paul Sartre argued along these lines in the 1960s, but the thesis has been advanced as
often by those coming from the right. In 1930, the historian Alain (Emile Chartier) observed:
‘when I am asked whether the division between left and right still has any meaning, the first
thought that comes to my mind is that the person who asks the question is not on the left’.9

The Italian political thinker Norberto Bobbio in 1994 published the most debated book on the
theme of left and right in recent times.10 The book was a bestseller on its original publication in



Italy, selling over 200,000 copies in its first year. Bobbio sought to defend the continuing
relevance of the distinction in the face of a spate of works declaring it to be obsolete – this time
coming mainly from those with a background on the left rather than the right. Bobbio’s
arguments are worth listening to. The categories of left and right, he says, have continued to
exert such an influence upon political thinking because politics is necessarily adversarial. The
essence of politics is the struggle of opposing views and policies. Left and right come from the
two sides of the body. Although what is ‘on the left’ or ‘on the right’ might change, nothing can
be on the left and on the right at the same time. The distinction is a polarizing one.

When parties or political ideologies are more or less evenly balanced, Bobbio argues, few
question the relevance of the distinction between left and right. But in times when one or the
other becomes so strong that it seems ‘the only game in town’, both sides have interests in
questioning that relevance. The side that is more powerful has an interest, as Margaret Thatcher
proclaimed, in declaring that ‘there is no alternative.’ Since its ethos has become unpopular, the
weaker side usually tries to take over some of the views of its opponents and propagate those as
its own opinions. The classic strategy of the losing side is to produce a ‘synthesis of opposing
positions with the intention in practice of saving whatever can be saved of one’s own position by
drawing in the opposing position and thus neutralizing it’.11 Each side represents itself as going
beyond the old left/right distinction or combining elements of it to create a new and vital
orientation.

The political right dressed itself up in new clothing, for example, in the period after World
War II, following the fall of fascism. To survive, right-wing parties had to adopt some of the
values of the left, and accept the basic framework of the welfare state. Since the early 1980s,
things have been the other way around, because of the ideological ascendancy of neoliberalism
and the collapse of communism. The claim that Tony Blair has taken over most of the views of
Thatcherism and recycled them as something new is readily comprehensible from such a
standpoint. This time it is the left that has most to gain from arguing that the old categories no
longer make any sense. The distinction between left and right, according to Bobbio, will reassert
itself, as it has done before. Thus, given that social democracy is reviving and the new right is
rapidly becoming not so new, social democrats might soon stop hesitating about whether left and
right are obsolete.

The left/right difference, in Bobbio’s view, is not purely a matter of polarity. One major
criterion continually reappears in distinguishing left from right: attitudes towards equality. The
left favours greater equality, while the right sees society as inevitably hierarchical. Equality is a
relative concept. We have to ask: equality between whom, of what, and in what degree? The left
seeks to reduce inequality, but this goal can be understood in many different ways. It isn’t the
case that the left wishes to diminish all inequalities, while the right wants always to preserve
them. The difference is contextual. For example, in a country having a recently arrived
immigrant population, the contrast between left and right may be expressed in how far the
immigrants should be accorded basic citizenship rights and material protection.

While arguing that the division between left and right will continue, Bobbio ends a ‘Reply’ to
critics of his book by accepting that the distinction hasn’t now got the purchase it used to have:

It is undeniable that the reason for the current lack of direction in the left is that in the modern world
problems have emerged which the traditional movements of the left had never posed, and some of the
assumptions on which they founded their strength and their plans for the transformation of society have not



materialized … No left-winger can deny that the left today is not what it used to be.12

Bobbio is surely correct to say that the left/right distinction won’t disappear, and to see
inequality as at the core of it. Although it can be interpreted in quite different ways, the idea of
equality or social justice is basic to the outlook of the left. It has been persistently attacked by
those on the right. Bobbio’s definition, however, needs some refining. Those on the left not only
pursue social justice, but believe that government has to play a key role in furthering that aim.
Rather than speaking of social justice as such, it is more accurate to say that to be on the left is to
believe in a politics of emancipation. Equality is important above all because it is relevant to
people’s life chances, wellbeing and self-esteem. As the Oxford philosopher Joseph Raz puts it:

what makes us care about various inequalities … is the hunger of the hungry, the need of the needy … the
fact that they are worse off in the relevant respect than their neighbours is relevant. But it is relevant not as
an independent evil of inequality. Its relevance is in showing that their hunger is greater, their need more
pressing, their suffering more hurtful and therefore it is our concern for equality that makes us give them
priority.13

There are other reasons also to care about equality. A highly unequal society is harming itself
by not making the best use of the talents and capacities of its citizens. Moreover, inequalities can
threaten social cohesion and can have other socially undesirable consequences (such as
provoking high rates of crime). It is true that there have been societies which have contained
large inequalities and have none the less remained stable – the traditional Indian caste system, for
example. In an age of mass democracy things are very different. A democratic society that
generates large-scale inequality is likely to produce widespread disaffection and conflict.

Globalization together with the disintegration of communism have altered the contours of left
and right. In the industrial countries there is no far left to speak of. But there is a far right, which
increasingly defines itself in response to globalization – a common trend linking right-wing
politicians such as Pat Buchanan in the US, Jean-Marie Le Pen in France and Pauline Hanson in
Australia. The same is even true of the wilder fringes of the right, such as the Patriots in the US,
who see the United Nations and the federal government alike as conspiracies against their
national integrity. The themes of the far right are economic and cultural protectionism.
Buchanan, for example, proclaims ‘America first!’ He defends national isolationism and a get-
tough policy on immigration as the proper alternatives to ‘globaloney’.

The left/right distinction lives on, but a fundamental question for social democracy is
whether the division covers as much of the political field as it used to do. Are we, as Bobbio
seems to suggest, just in a period of transition, before left and right re-establish themselves with
full force, or has there been a qualitative change in their relevance?

It would be difficult to resist the conclusion that there has been such a change. The reasons
why have been well explored in the social democratic debates of the past few years. Whether or
not they were directly influenced by Marxism, most thinkers and activists on the left took a
progressivist view of history. They allied themselves closely not only with the ‘forward march of
socialism’ but with the advance of science and technology. Conservatives, on the other hand,
have been sceptical of grand schemes and pragmatic about social development, and have
emphasized continuity. These contrasts today have become less sharp. Left and right alike have
come to accept the double-edged nature of science and technology, which generate great benefits
but also create new risks and uncertainties.



With the demise of socialism as a theory of economic management, one of the major division
lines between left and right has disappeared, at least for the foreseeable future. The Marxist left
wished to overthrow capitalism and replace it with a different system. Many social democrats
also believed that capitalism could and should be progressively modified so that it would lose
most of its defining characteristics. No one any longer has any alternatives to capitalism – the
arguments that remain concern how far, and in what ways, capitalism should be governed and
regulated. These arguments are certainly significant, but they fall short of the more fundamental
disagreements of the past.

As these circumstances have shifted, a whole range of other problems and possibilities have
come to the fore that are not within the reach of the left/right scheme. These include ecological
questions, but also issues to do with the changing nature of family, work and personal and
cultural identity. Of course, values of social justice and emancipation have a connection with all
of these, but each of these issues cross-cuts those values. To the emancipatory politics of the
classical left we have to add what I have elsewhere called life politics.14 The term may or may
not be a good one. What I mean by it is that, whereas emancipatory politics concerns life
chances, life politics concerns life decisions. It is a politics of choice, identity and mutuality.
How should we react to the hypothesis of global warming? Should we accept nuclear energy or
not? How far should work remain a central life value? Should we favour devolution? What
should be the future of the European Union? None of these is a clear left/right issue.

These considerations suggest that social democrats should take a new look at the political
centre. Social democratic parties have moved towards the centre largely for opportunistic
reasons. The political centre, of course, in the context of left and right can only mean
compromise, the ‘middle’ between two more clear-cut alternatives. If left and right are less
encompassing than they once were, however, this conclusion no longer follows. The idea of the
‘active middle’, or the ‘radical centre’, discussed quite widely among social democrats recently,
should be taken seriously.

It implies that ‘centre-left’ isn’t inevitably the same as ‘moderate left’. Nearly all the
questions of life politics mentioned above require radical solutions or suggest radical policies, on
different levels of government. All are potentially divisive, but the conditions and alliances
required to cope with them don’t necessarily follow those based upon divisions of economic
interest. In his Culture of Contentment, economist J.K. Galbraith suggested that in contemporary
societies the affluent lose interest in the fate of the underprivileged.15 Yet research in the
European countries shows that in many respects the opposite is the case. Bottom-up alliances can
be built, and can provide a basis for radical policies. Tackling ecological problems, for instance,
certainly often demands a radical outlook, but that radicalism can in principle command
widespread consensus. From responding to globalization to family policy the same applies.

The term ‘centre-left’ thus isn’t an innocent label. A renewed social democracy has to be left
of centre, because social justice and emancipatory politics remain at its core. But the ‘centre’
shouldn’t be regarded as empty of substance. Rather, we are talking of the alliances that social
democrats can weave from the threads of lifestyle diversity. Traditional as well as novel political
problems need to be thought about in this way. A reformed welfare state, for example, has to
meet criteria of social justice, but it has also to recognize and incorporate active lifestyle choice,
be integrated with ecological strategies and respond to new risk scenarios.

‘Radicalism’ used to be thought of as pitching left against right – and left against left, since



self-proclaimed revolutionaries and Marxists saw themselves as quite distinct from those they
regarded as mere ‘reformers’. The equation between being on the left and being radical no longer
stands up, if in fact it ever did. Many social democrats find such a situation uncomfortable, but it
offers major gains, since it permits exchange across political fences that were once much higher.
Consider again the example of welfare reform. There are big differences between social
democrats and neoliberals about the future of the welfare state, and those differences cluster
around the left/right division. Most social democrats want to keep welfare spending high, while
neoliberals favour a more minimal welfare safety net. Yet there are also common issues faced by
all welfare reformers. The question of how to deal with an ageing population, for instance, isn’t
just a matter of setting pension levels. It requires more radical rethinking in relation to the
changing nature of ageing as such, changing patterns of health and disease, and more besides.

Political agency

In all attempts at political renewal the question of agency raises itself. If a coherent political
programme can be assembled, how is it to be implemented? Social democratic parties originally
began as social movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Today, in
addition to undergoing their ideological crisis, they find themselves outflanked by new social
movements and, like other parties, caught up in a situation where politics has become devalued
and government apparently drained of power. Neoliberalism has mounted a sustained critique of
the role of government in social and economic life, one that appears to resonate with trends in the
real world. It is time for social democrats to launch a counterattack upon such views, which don’t
stand up when looked at closely.

The themes of the end of politics, and the swamping of the state by the global marketplace,
have been so prominent in recent literature that it is worth reiterating what government can
achieve in the contemporary world.

Government exists to:

• provide means for the representation of diverse interests;
• offer a forum for reconciling the competing claims of these interests;
• create and protect an open public sphere, in which unconstrained debate about policy issues

can be carried on;
• provide a diversity of public goods, including forms of collective security and welfare;
• regulate markets in the public interest and foster market competition where monopoly

threatens;
• foster social peace through control of the means of violence and through the provision of

policing;
• promote the active development of human capital through its core role in the education

system;
• sustain an effective system of law;
• have a directly economic role, as a prime employer, in macro- and microeconomic

intervention, plus the provision of infrastructure;
• more controversially, have a civilizing aim – government reflects widely held norms and

values, but can also help shape them, in the educational system and elsewhere;



• foster regional and transnational alliances and pursue global goals.

Of course, these tasks can be interpreted in widely differing ways, and there are always areas
of overlap with non-state agencies. The list is so formidable that to suppose that the state and
government have become irrelevant makes no sense.

Markets cannot replace government in any of these areas, but neither can social movements
or other kinds of non-governmental organization (NGO), no matter how significant they have
become. Social movements and so-called ‘challenger parties’ haven’t played as important a role
in the UK in the 1980s and early 1990s as in many Continental countries. However, the changes
produced by globalization have everywhere threatened to undermine orthodox political parties.
Social democrats in the 1980s found themselves without an effective ideological framework with
which to respond, while social movements and other groups pushed to the fore the issues that fell
outside traditional social democratic politics – ecology, animal rights, sexuality, consumers’
rights and many others.

What to some appeared as a process of depoliticization – the draining away of influence from
national governments and political parties – to others was a spread of political engagement and
activism. Ulrich Beck speaks of the emergence of ‘sub-politics’ – politics that has migrated away
from parliament towards single-issue groups in the society.16 Many of these groups, such as
Greenpeace or Oxfam, operate on a global scale. A key episode for Beck and many others was
that of Brent Spar. The Shell oil company planned in 1995 to dispose of the Brent Spar oil rig by
sinking it to the ocean bed. Environmental groups mounted vigorous protests and consumers in
many countries stopped buying Shell petrol. The changes in attitude in the company since that
time have been far-reaching.

In 1998 Shell published a substantial report describing its new attitudes towards corporate
responsibility. The report speaks of engaging in a ‘global debate’, ‘in order to learn from others’
and ‘explain our actions’. It accepts that there is a ‘responsibility to ensure that our businesses
are run in a way that is ethically acceptable to the rest of the world’ and that ‘we must show we
are doing so by providing independently verified assurance’. Shell claims to be the first major
energy company publicly to support the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights. A Social
Responsibility Committee was set up in 1997 to review the policies and conduct of Shell
businesses.17

A speech made by Cor Herkstroter, the world chairman of Shell, is revealing. Of
environmental and consumer groups he says, ‘we were somewhat slow in understanding that
these groups were tending to acquire authority. We underestimated the extent of these changes –
we failed to engage in a serious dialogue with these new groups.’ He adds, ‘simply put, the
institutions of global society are being reinvented as technology redefines relationships between
individuals and organizations’.

The new movements, groups and NGOs thus are able to flex their muscles on the world
scene and even global corporations have to take notice. Beck compares ‘the immobility of the
government apparatus’ with the ‘mobility of agents on all possible levels of society’ and ‘the
petering out of politics’ with ‘the activation of sub-politics’. Citizens’ initiative groups, he
argues, have taken power unilaterally, without waiting for the politicians. They, not the
politicians, have put ecological issues, and many other new concerns too, on the agenda.
Citizens’ groups brought about the transitions in Eastern Europe in 1989: ‘with no copying



machines or telephones’, they ‘were able to force the ruling groups to retreat and collapse just by
assembling in a square’.18

The cultural critic Hans Magnus Enzensberger writes of Germany – and by implication of
other countries too:

The politicians are insulted that people are less and less interested in them … [but] innovations and
decisions on the future have not originated from the political class for some time now… . The [German]
Federal Government is relatively stable and relatively successful, despite and not because of the fact that it
is ruled by those people grinning down at us from the campaign posters… . Germany can afford an
incompetent government, because ultimately the people who bore us in the daily news really do not
matter.19

Such comments are consistent with research findings about declining trust in politicians and
the machinery of orthodox politics, similar in most industrial countries. In the US, 76 per cent of
people in an opinion poll in 1964 answered ‘all’ or ‘most of the time’ when asked ‘How much of
the time do you trust the government in Washington to do the right thing?’ A repeat poll in 1994
showed the proportion had dropped to 25 per cent. Of those expressing continuing trust in
government, 61 per cent voted in the previous presidential elections, compared with 35 per cent
of the less trustful. Younger people have a more reserved attitude to parliamentary politics than
older generations have, although the young have a greater interest than their elders in issues of
‘sub-politics’. The ‘long civic generation’ born between 1910 and 1940 is most likely to trust in
politicians and to vote.20 A poll taken in eleven West European countries in 1981 and repeated in
1990 showed confidence in government institutions had declined in six countries, was stable but
quite low in four and had risen only in one (Denmark). It isn’t just that people express less
confidence in politicians than they used to: the same is true of their attitudes to other authority
figures, such as the police, lawyers or doctors.21

‘Challenger parties’ have sought to exploit these sentiments by attacking the orthodox parties
directly. Green parties and far right populist parties have challenged for a share of power in most
industrial countries. Both types of party are linked to wider social movements and both explicitly
protest against established parties and systems of government. As of 1998, greens have deputies
in eleven national parliaments in Europe. The right-wing populist parties, which were mostly set
up in the 1980s, have a more varied representation, with up to 20 per cent support in some
countries, as the Freiheitliche Partei has in Austria, and virtually no presence at all in others, such
as the UK, Spain, Holland or Norway.

There is no sign that these parties will gain more electoral support than they have achieved so
far, although this sometimes puts them in the position of power brokers. Like social movements
and activist groups, their importance is largely symbolic: they push issues onto the political
agenda, and give concrete form to the struggles that surround them. Far right parties and
movements would be dangerous if they did become anything more than minority concerns. The
greens, on the other hand, pose ideological questions that are impossible to ignore, and that place
in question some of the basic orientations of social democracy. In spite of the ten-year-old
discussions of ‘ecological modernization’ it cannot be said that social democrats have been able
adequately to assimilate ecological thinking. ‘Even in opposition, the established left in most
countries had not convincingly demonstrated by the late 1990s that they had changed their stand
with respect to the new issues.’22 Partly the difficulty is that the intellectual and policy problems
involved are formidable. Also most social democratic parties are split, a consequence of being in



a halfway house where old left ideas remain prominent and no fully fledged alternative has been
formed.

How far will ‘sub-politics’ replace the more conventional spheres of politics and
government? Beck is right to argue that declining interest in party and parliamentary politics
isn’t the same as depoliticization. Social movements, single-issue groups, NGOs and other
associations of citizens surely will play a part in politics on a continuing basis – from a local
through to a world level. Governments will have to be ready to learn from them, react to the
issues they raise and negotiate with them, as will corporations and other business agencies.

Yet the idea that such groups can take over where government is failing, or can stand in place
of political parties, is fantasy. The nation-state and national government may be changing their
form, but both retain a decisive importance in the present-day world. The ‘people who bore us in
the daily news’ do matter, and will do so for the indefinite future. The 1989 changes in Eastern
Europe in fact depended at least upon the connivance of states and states’ leaders – particularly
the decision of the Soviet leadership not to send in troops to quell the demonstrations. However
significant movements and special-interest groups may be, they cannot as such govern. One of
the main functions of government is precisely to reconcile the divergent claims of special-interest
groups, in practice and in law. But ‘government’ here should be understood in a more general
sense than only national government. Social democrats have to consider how government might
best be reconstructed to meet the needs of the age.

Ecological issues

The importance of ecological politics goes far beyond whatever influence green social
movements might muster, or the proportion of the vote green parties might achieve. In concrete
politics the influence of ecological groups has already been considerable, especially in Germany
– it isn’t surprising that the notion of ‘sub-politics’ originated there. In their work The German
Left, Andrei Markovits and Philip Gorski observe that ‘throughout the 1980s the greens
developed into the German left’s socializing agent in the sense that virtually all its new ideas,
political innovations, strategic formulations, lifestyle … originated from the greens and their
milieu’.23 Chancellor Willy Brandt was fond of saying the greens were the ‘lost children of the
SPD’, but in truth the social democrats were revitalized by their enforced confrontation with the
ecological movement. The consequences are tangible. Germany is one of the leading countries in
the world in terms of environmental measures such as energy efficiency (amount of energy
needed to produce a unit of national income) or per capita emissions of pollutants like carbon
dioxide or sulphur dioxide.

Environmental movements, of course, are not cut out of whole cloth, and the ecological field
is rife with controversies. Premonitions of possible global catastrophe were first expressed in the
1960s and soon blossomed into full-blown predictions. The earth’s resources, it was proclaimed,
are being consumed at a frightening rate, while pollution is destroying the ecological balance
upon which the continuity of nature depends. These dire warnings provoked a robust response
from critics, who argued that indefinite economic growth is possible. They did so mainly on the
basis of neoliberal economic theory. Market principles will ensure that there are no limits to
growth. Like other goods, if any natural resource becomes scarcer its price will rise and its
consumption will fall. If the price of goods goes down, it means that supply is outpacing
demand. The economist Julian Simon struck a famous wager with environmentalist Paul Ehrlich



in 1980. Simon bet that, for any set of natural resources Ehrlich might like to nominate, prices
would be lower at a specified moment in the future. Ehrlich chose 1990, and selected copper,
chrome, nickel, tin and tungsten. By 1990 the prices of these materials were lower by from 24
per cent to 78 per cent than they had been ten years before. Ehrlich duly paid up.

So far as pollution is concerned, Simon and others who argue along similar lines simply tend
to deny that there is any cause for worry. Global warming, for example, either is not happening,
or is a natural phenomenon rather than brought about by human activities. Nature has restorative
properties that go well beyond any impact human beings might have on the environment – for
instance, nature is always creating new species as well as destroying them.24

Is such a view defensible? I don’t believe so. Market solutions are possible for a diversity of
ecological problems, yet as elsewhere this shouldn’t imply opting for market fundamentalism. To
be sanguine about environmental dangers would itself be a highly dangerous strategy.
Recognizing this fact means engaging with the ideas of sustainable development and ecological
modernization, as most social democratic parties have rightly recognized.

Since its inclusion in the Brundtland Commission report in 1987, sustainable development
has become the dominant concern of environmental groups, and politicians of most persuasions
pay at least lip service to it. Brundtland provided a deceptively simple definition of sustainable
development, as the capability of the current generation ‘to ensure that it meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’.25 Since
we don’t know what the needs of future generations will be, or how resource utilization will be
affected by technological change, the notion of sustainable development doesn’t admit of
precision – it isn’t surprising that as many as forty different definitions of it have been counted.

Sustainable development thus is more of a guiding principle than a precise formula.
Nevertheless, it was endorsed in Agenda 21, a programme sponsored by the UN as a detailed
follow-up to Brundtland’s efforts. Several countries have made major efforts to build it into their
economic thinking. Amazingly, the conservative government in the UK in 1988 claimed that
British economic policy complied with the principles of sustainable development, showing how
pliant the concept is.

Britain’s attitude in the late 1980s and early 1990s contrasted markedly with that of some
Continental countries – for instance Holland, which in 1989 set up a national plan to integrate
ecological criteria into the routine workings of all government departments. Each department has
environmental quality targets and a set timetable within which to achieve them. Sustainable
development is defined as the avoidance of ‘end-of-pipe’ technologies in favour of modes of
production that are designed from the beginning to avoid or limit pollution. Citizens’ groups and
industry representatives take part in the meetings leading up to the planning of targets. The
scheme has had the usual share of setbacks and difficulties, but has played its part in making
Holland a country with one of the best environmental records.

The notion of sustainable development fits well with the broader one of ecological
modernization. Maarten Hajer, one of its leading theorists, sees ecological modernization as
pulling together several ‘credible and attractive story-lines’: sustainable development in place of
‘defining growth’; a preference for anticipation rather than cure; equating pollution with
inefficiency; and treating environmental regulation and economic growth as mutually
beneficial.26 While government intervention is necessary to promote sound environmental
principles, it involves the active cooperation of industry – hopefully, its willing cooperation, via



the recognition that ecological modernization is beneficial for business. ‘Ecological
modernization implies a partnership in which governments, businesses, moderate
environmentalists, and scientists cooperate in the restructuring of the capitalist political economy
along more environmentally defensible lines.’27

Too good to be true? It is. There is no doubt that ecological modernization links social
democratic and ecological concerns more closely than once seemed possible. It has real
achievements to its name: countries most influenced by the idea of ecological modernization are
the cleanest and greenest of the industrial nations. Yet, claiming to get the best of all worlds,
ecological modernization skirts some of the main challenges ecological problems pose for social
democratic thought. It isn’t really convincing to suppose that environmental protection and
economic development fit together comfortably – the one is bound sometimes to come into
conflict with the other. Moreover, ecological modernization is largely a matter of national policy,
but environmental hazards mostly cut across the borders of nations and some are global in scope.

The somewhat comfortable assumptions of ecological modernization deflect attention from
two fundamental questions raised by ecological considerations: our relationship to scientific
advance, and our response to risk. Partly as a consequence of globalization, scientific and
technological change has speeded up, and its influence upon our lives has become both more
immediate and profound. We might think of ‘the environment’ as the natural world, but of
course it isn’t that any longer. Much of what used to be natural is now either the product of, or
influenced by, human activity – not just the external world, including possibly the earth’s
climate, but the ‘internal environment’ of the body. For better or for worse, science and
technology have invaded the human body, and have redrawn the boundary between what can be
humanly achieved and what we simply have to ‘accept’ from nature.

Science and technology used to be seen as outside politics, but this view has become
obsolete. All of us live in a more ‘interrogatory’ relationship with science and industrial
innovation than used to be the case. ‘New expressways, rubbish incinerator plants, chemical,
nuclear or biotechnical factories and research institutes encounter the resistance of the
immediately affected population groups. That, and not (as in early industrialization) rejoicing at
this progress, is what has come to be predictable.’28 Decision-making in these contexts cannot be
left to the ‘experts’, but has to involve politicians and citizens. In short, science and technology
cannot stay outside democratic processes. Experts cannot be relied upon automatically to know
what is good for us, nor can they always provide us with unambiguous truths; they should be
called upon to justify their conclusions and policies in the face of public scrutiny.

The BSE crisis in the UK is seen by many as a one-off – as a British problem, or in the eyes
of some on the left as a Thatcherite failure of regulation. It isn’t either, or it isn’t only these. The
BSE episode should rather be understood as typical of risk situations that develop when ‘nature
is no longer nature’. Characteristic of the new risk situations is that the experts disagree with
each other. Rather than there being a clear-cut set of findings to turn to for policy-makers,
research generates ambiguous conclusions and disputed interpretations.

With many standard risks, trends are historically established. Risks can be calculated on the
basis of past experience. The risk of a driver being involved in a traffic accident over a given
period of time can easily be calculated on a statistical basis. The new risk situations aren’t like
this. We don’t have past experience to guide us, and even whether there are any risks at all may
be vociferously argued over. The majority of scientists in the field believe that global warming is



occurring, that it has human causes, and that it holds possible disasters in store for humanity.
However, a significant minority of specialists believe none of these things and, as we have seen,
some contributors to the environmental literature agree.

The BSE events as yet are far from played out. No one knows how many other countries BSE
may appear in, or what its longer-term consequences might be. The precise mode of its
transmission across species is a mystery and it may have a long gestation period. Its purely
economic impact has already been considerable. The latest estimate from the BSE enquiry in
1998 puts its cost to the UK economy so far at £3 billion, measured only in terms of
compensation paid to farmers and the costs of destroying infected cattle and disposing of their
remains. Beef consumption has fallen in a number of countries as yet unaffected in a direct way
by BSE.

The BSE episode gives ample evidence, if evidence were needed, that ecological risks can’t
be ‘kept on one side’, but flood into the core areas of modern politics. It is obvious, for instance,
that health-care policies can’t be designed as though controlling pollution were a distinct area of
‘the environment’, or as though they were separate from processes of technological change.
Coping with ecological risk will be a problematic affair for the foreseeable future.

In the literature of ecological modernization, the precautionary principle is usually offered as
a means of dealing with ecological threats. The concept seems first to have been used in
Germany in the 1980s, and has to some extent formed part of public policy in that country. At its
simplest, it states that action on environmental issues should be taken even though there is
scientific uncertainty about them. Thus in several Continental countries programmes were
initiated to counter acid rain in the 1980s, whereas in Britain lack of conclusive evidence was
used to justify inactivity on this and other pollution problems too.

Yet the precautionary principle isn’t always helpful or even applicable. Ecological risk often
won’t be normalized in this way, because in many situations we no longer have the option of
‘staying close to nature’, or because the balance of benefits and dangers from scientific and
technological advance is imponderable. We may need quite often to be bold rather than cautious
in supporting scientific and technological innovation.

The complex character of the new risk situations extends even to the manner in which they
enter into public debate. Take the example of BSE again. The government of the time has been
widely blamed for first of all denying that BSE poses a health risk to humans, then later
reversing its stance in the light of new scientific evidence. It is all too easy to dismiss such
inconsistency as government incompetence. Where new risks exist, and scientific evidence is
incomplete, governments must take decisions that are by definition a leap in the dark. An
elemental uncertainty is involved in when and how to announce possible dangers that have come
to light via new scientific information. Public announcement of a new risk scenario, as the BSE
episode shows, can have profound consequences. If a risk is publicized – or given ‘official’
status by the intervention of government – and turns out to have been exaggerated or non-
existent, critics will say ‘scare-mongering’. Suppose, however, the authorities either believe the
risk is low, or are cautious about making an announcement. The critics will say ‘cover-up’ – why
wasn’t the public informed earlier?

The problems involved here are even more difficult than this. Sometimes scaring people
might be necessary in order to persuade them either to alter their behaviour, or to accept the steps
that should be taken to avoid a particular danger or set of dangers. Effective world action to



counter global warming, for example, is only likely to be initiated if governments and other
agencies become significantly disturbed about the disasters that might otherwise ensue. Yet there
is presumably a limit to the number of scares that can or should be publicly promoted. If there
are too many, there is the chance that none will be taken seriously.

Providing citizens with security has long been a concern of social democrats. The welfare
state has been seen as the vehicle of such security. One of the main lessons to be drawn from
ecological questions is that just as much attention needs to be given to risk. The new prominence
of risk connects individual autonomy on the one hand with the sweeping influence of scientific
and technological change on the other. Risk draws attention to the dangers we face – the most
important of which we have created for ourselves – but also to the opportunities that go along
with them. Risk is not just a negative phenomenon – something to be avoided or minimized. It is
at the same time the energizing principle of a society that has broken away from tradition and
nature.

Tradition and nature are alike in the sense that they take many decisions ‘out of play’.
Activities and events are ‘always done this way’ or are accepted as ‘natural’. Once tradition and
nature are transformed, forward-looking decisions have to be taken, and we have responsibility
for their consequences. Who should bear responsibility for the future consequences of present
activities (whether of individuals, nations or other groups) is one of the major concerns of the
new politics, as is who provides security if things go wrong, how and with what resources.

The risk matrix

Opportunity Innovation
Security Responsibility

Opportunity and innovation are the positive side of risk. No one can escape risk, of course, but
there is a basic difference between the passive experience of risk and the active exploration of
risk environments. A positive engagement with risk is a necessary component of social and
economic mobilization. Some risks we wish to minimize as far as possible; others, such as those
involved in investment decisions, are a positive and inevitable part of a successful market
economy.

Risk isn’t exactly the same as danger. Risk refers to dangers we seek actively to confront and
assess. In a society such as ours, oriented towards the future and saturated with information, the
theme of risk unites many otherwise disparate areas of politics: welfare state reform, engagement
with world financial markets, responses to technological change, ecological problems and
geopolitical transformations. We all need protection against risk, but also the capability to
confront and take risks in a productive fashion.

Third way politics

So far I have discussed the ‘five dilemmas’ separately, as though they were independent of one
another. Of course, they aren’t, and in this and subsequent chapters we need to tie the threads
together.

The overall aim of third way politics should be to help citizens pilot their way through the
major revolutions of our time: globalization, transformations in personal life and our



relationship to nature. Third way politics should take a positive attitude towards globalization –
but, crucially, only as a phenomenon ranging much more widely than the global marketplace.
Social democrats need to contest economic and cultural protectionism, the territory of the far
right, which sees globalization as a threat to national integrity and traditional values. Economic
globalization plainly can have destructive effects upon local self-sufficiency. Yet protectionism
is neither sensible nor desirable. Even if it could be made to work, it would create a world of
selfish and probably warring economic blocs. Third way politics should not identify
globalization with a blanket endorsement of free trade. Free trade can be an engine of economic
development, but given the socially and culturally destructive power of markets, its wider
consequences need always to be scrutinized.

Third way politics should preserve a core concern with social justice, while accepting that the
range of questions which escape the left/right divide is greater than before. Equality and
individual freedom may conflict, but egalitarian measures also often increase the range of
freedoms open to individuals. Freedom to social democrats should mean autonomy of action,
which in turn demands the involvement of the wider social community. Having abandoned
collectivism, third way politics looks for a new relationship between the individual and the
community, a redefinition of rights and obligations.

One might suggest as a prime motto for the new politics, no rights without responsibilities.
Government has a whole cluster of responsibilities for its citizens and others, including the
protection of the vulnerable. Old-style social democracy, however, was inclined to treat rights as
unconditional claims. With expanding individualism should come an extension of individual
obligations. Unemployment benefits, for example, should carry the obligation to look actively
for work, and it is up to governments to ensure that welfare systems do not discourage active
search. As an ethical principle, ‘no rights without responsibilities’ must apply not only to welfare
recipients, but to everyone. It is highly important for social democrats to stress this, because
otherwise the precept can be held to apply only to the poor or to the needy – as tends to be the
case with the political right.

A second precept, in today’s society, should be no authority without democracy. The right
has always looked to traditional symbols as the prime means of justifying authority, whether in
the nation, government, the family or other institutions.29 Right-wing thinkers and politicians
argue that without tradition, and traditional forms of deference, authority crumbles – people lose
the ability to differentiate between right and wrong. Consequently democracy can never be more
than partial. Social democrats should oppose this view. In a society where tradition and custom
are losing their hold, the only route to the establishing of authority is via democracy. The new
individualism doesn’t inevitably corrode authority, but demands it be recast on an active or
participatory basis.

Third way values

Equality
Protection of the vulnerable
Freedom as autonomy
No rights without responsibilities
No authority without democracy
Cosmopolitan pluralism



Philosophic conservatism

Other issues with which third way politics is concerned do not belong to the framework of
emancipatory politics, or only partially concern such a framework. They include responses to
globalization, scientific and technological change, and our relationship to the natural world. The
questions to be asked here are not about social justice, but about how we should live after the
decline of tradition and custom, how to recreate social solidarity and how to react to ecological
problems. In response to these questions, strong emphasis has to be given to cosmopolitan
values, and to what might be called philosophic conservatism. In an era of ecological risk,
modernization cannot be purely linear and certainly cannot be simply equated with economic
growth.

The issue of modernization is a basic one for the new politics. Ecological modernization is
one version, but there are others too. Tony Blair’s speeches, for example, are peppered with talk
of modernization. What should modernization be taken to mean? One thing it means, obviously,
is the modernizing of social democracy itself – the breaking away from classical social
democratic positions. As an agenda of a wider kind, however, a modernizing strategy can work
only if social democrats have a sophisticated understanding of the concept.

Modernization that is ecologically sensitive is not about ‘more and more modernity’, but is
conscious of the problems and limitations of modernizing processes. It is alive to the need to re-
establish continuity and develop social cohesion in a world of erratic transformation, where the
intrinsically unpredictable energies of scientific and technological innovation play such an
important role.

The theme of philosophic conservatism is central. Modernization and conservatism, of
course, are normally treated as opposites. However, we must use the tools of modernity to cope
with living in a world ‘beyond tradition’ and ‘on the other side of nature’, where risk and
responsibility have a new mix.

‘Conservatism’ in this sense has only a loose affinity with the way it has been understood on
the political right. It suggests a pragmatic attitude towards coping with change; a nuanced view
of science and technology, in recognition of their ambiguous consequences for us; a respect for
the past and for history; and in the environmental arena, an adoption of the precautionary
principle where feasible. These goals are not only not incompatible with a modernizing agenda;
they pre-suppose it. Science and technology, as discussed above, can no longer be left outside the
scope of democracy, since they influence our lives in a more direct and far-reaching way than
was true for previous generations.

As another example, take the family, which figures in some of the most contentious debates
in modern politics. Sustaining continuity in family life, especially protecting the well-being of
children, is one of the most important goals of family policy. This can’t be achieved, however,
through a reactionary stance, an attempt to reinstate the ‘traditional family’. As I shall try to
show below, it presumes a modernizing agenda of democratization.



3

State and Civil Society

The ideas developed in what follows offer the outline – and it is no more than an outline – of an
integrated political programme, covering each of the major sectors of society. Reform of the state
and government should be a basic orienting principle of third way politics – a process of the
deepening and widening of democracy. Government can act in partnership with agencies in civil
society to foster community renewal and development. The economic basis of such partnership is
what I shall call the new mixed economy. That economy can be effective only if existing welfare
institutions are thoroughly modernized. Third way politics is one-nation politics. The
cosmopolitan nation helps promote social inclusion but also has a key role in fostering
transnational systems of governance.

Each of these concepts will be discussed in some detail in the subsequent sections. I don’t
want to suggest any of the notions I shall propose are unproblematic. On the contrary, almost all
are debatable and difficult. We don’t know if we will be able adequately to control the forces that
globalization and technological change have unleashed. The new risk environments have an
enigmatic mixture of dangers and advantages. The framework suggested here thus represents a
programme in the making.

The third way programme

The radical centre
The new democratic state (the state without enemies)
Active civil society
The democratic family
The new mixed economy
Equality as inclusion
Positive welfare
The social investment state
The cosmopolitan nation
Cosmopolitan democracy

Democratizing democracy

The neoliberals want to shrink the state; the social democrats, historically, have been keen to
expand it. The third way argues that what is necessary is to reconstruct it – to go beyond those on
the right ‘who say government is the enemy’, and those on the left ‘who say government is the
answer’.



If there is a crisis of liberal democracy today, it is not, as half a century ago, because it is
threatened by hostile rivals, but on the contrary because it has no rivals. With the passing of the
bipolar era, most states have no clear-cut enemies. States facing dangers rather than enemies
have to look for sources of legitimacy different from those in the past. The modern state was
forged in the crucible of war, and war or preparing for it influenced most aspects of state
institutions. Citizenship rights and welfare programmes were mainly established as states sought
to engage their populations and hold their support, a phenomenon that continued through the
Cold War period. This fact has been ignored by many social democratic authors – including
perhaps the most influential, T.H. Marshall – who see the development of liberal democracy and
the welfare state as more self-contained processes than they actually were.

The advance of the global marketplace and the retreat of large-scale war are not the only
factors affecting the structure of states or the legitimacy of governments. Other influences
include the very spread of democratization, which is closely connected with the lapsing influence
of tradition and custom. The appeal of democracy does not come wholly, or perhaps even
primarily, from the triumph of liberal democratic institutions over others, but from the deeper
forces that are reshaping the global society, including the demand for individual autonomy and
the emergence of a more reflexive citizenry. Democratization is outflanking democracy, and the
imbalance must be addressed.

The crisis of democracy comes from its not being democratic enough. While, as discussed in
the previous chapter, the proportion of people expressing trust in politicians has dipped over the
past three decades, faith in democracy as such has not. Of the population in the US, 90 per cent
are ‘satisfied with a democratic form of government.’1 A survey of eleven European countries
covering the period 1981–90 also showed that over 90 per cent approved of ‘the democratic
system of government’. The same proportion agreed that ‘we should look for ways to develop
democracy further’.

The issue isn’t more government or less, but recognizing that governance must adjust to the
new circumstances of the global age; and that authority, including state legitimacy, has to be
renewed on an active basis. In a post-traditional society, authority can no longer be legitimated
by traditional symbols or by saying ‘This is how things have always been done.’ What reforms
should be pushed for? How can we democratize democracy? The answers depend partly on
context, since different countries have followed different trajectories, and have varying
constitutional backgrounds. But the overall emphases should be the same everywhere. They can
be summarized in the following way:

(1) The state must respond structurally to globalization. The democratizing of democracy first of
all implies decentralization – but not as a one-way process. Globalization creates a strong
impetus and logic to the downward devolution of power, but also to upward devolution. Rather
than merely weakening the authority of the nation-state, this double movement – a movement of
double democratization – is the condition of reasserting that authority, since this movement can
make the state more responsive to the influences that otherwise outflank it all round. In the
context of the European Union, this means treating subsidiarity as more than a doctrinal term: it
is the way to construct a political order which is neither a super-state nor only a free trade area,
and at the same time clothes the nation with renewed influence.

(2) The state should expand the role of the public sphere, which means constitutional reform



directed towards greater transparency and openness, as well as the introduction of new
safeguards against corruption. It isn’t by chance that governments all round the world have faced
accusations of corruption in recent years. The reason isn’t that corruption is on the increase, but
that the nature of the political environment has changed. Supposedly quite open, liberal
democratic institutions in most countries have in practice depended upon backstage deals,
privilege and patronage. One of the biggest changes affecting the political sphere is that
governments and citizens increasingly now live in a single information environment. Existing
ways of doing things come under scrutiny and the scope of what is seen as corrupt or
unacceptable widens.

One of the specific difficulties – or is it an opportunity? – for the UK is that the country
needs a two-fold process of constitutional modernization. Constitutional reform of a broad kind
has been on the agenda since Charter 88 placed it there ten years ago, and has become part of
Labour’s policy agenda. When first mooted, such reform was inspired by the idea that Britain
needed to catch up with more advanced constitutional models elsewhere. Now it needs in
addition to react to more encompassing trends.

Unlike virtually all other liberal democracies, Britain has no written constitution. Only in
custom and to some extent in case law are the functions of government and the rights and duties
of citizens set out. Constitutional change should aim not only to make these principles explicit,
but to combat the culture of secrecy that has pervaded the higher levels of British institutions.
The executive holds too much power and the existing forms of accountability are weak;
parliamentary committees reflect the composition of the Commons and rarely have much bite.
As it stands, the House of Lords is an anachronism in a democratic society.

At first sight, reform in any one of those areas looks formidably difficult, let alone in all
taken together. After all, reform has to take place through the very institutions that are the
problem. Yet Labour in power has already made a bold start, and it is just possible that what
seem deeply entrenched ways of doing things might prove open to change when actively
confronted.

(3) To retain or regain legitimacy, states without enemies have to elevate their administrative
efficiency. Government at all levels is mistrusted partly because it is cumbersome and
ineffective. In a world where business organizations respond rapidly to change and are more
agile on their feet, government can lag behind. After all, the term ‘bureaucracy’, with its
attendant connotations of red tape, was invented to refer to government. The restructuring of
government should follow the ecological principle of ‘getting more from less’, understood not as
downsizing but as improving delivered value. Most governments still have a good deal to learn
from business best practice – for instance, target controls, effective auditing, flexible decision
structures and increased employee participation – the last of these being a factor in
democratization. Social democrats must respond to the criticism that, lacking market discipline,
state institutions become lazy and the services they deliver shoddy.

As the American political commentator E.J. Dionne points out, the argument can become a
parody of itself, as if government were synonymous with inefficiency, ignoring the existence of
fine schools, public hospitals or parks.2 The appropriate response is not to introduce market
mechanisms, or quasi-markets, wherever there is the glimmer of a possibility. The idea that
government should mimic the marketplace was the main thrust of David Osborne and Ted



Gaebler’s book Reinventing Government.3 Their work influenced Clinton’s policies in the early
1990s. Reinventing government certainly sometimes means adopting market-based solutions.
But it also should mean reasserting the effectiveness of government in the face of markets.

(4) The downward pressure of globalization introduces not only the possibility but the necessity
of forms of democracy other than the orthodox voting process. Government can re-establish
more direct contact with citizens, and citizens with government, through ‘experiments with
democracy’ – local direct democracy, electronic referenda, citizens’ juries and other possibilities.
These won’t substitute for normal voting mechanisms in local and central government, but could
become an enduring complement to them. One model is the approach used in Sweden twenty
years ago, when the government drew the public directly into the formulation of energy policy.
The government, unions, parties and education agencies set up day-long courses on energy.
Anyone who took such a course could make formal recommendations to the government.
Seventy thousand people participated in an exercise that decisively shaped policy.

(5) States without enemies depend for their legitimacy more than before upon their capacity for
risk management. The management of risk, as was stressed earlier, doesn’t concern only the
provision of security, which is the way risk has ordinarily been understood in the context of the
welfare state. Nor does it concern only economic risks: other risks, coming for instance from
science and technology, also impinge directly upon government. Government is necessarily and
intrinsically in the business of regulating scientific and technological change, as well as dealing
with the ethical questions it raises.

Characterizing risk, as discussed earlier, cannot just be left to experts. From the beginning it
demands public involvement. Among the many different situations that can arise are those where
the hazard is serious but trust in the responsible organization is low. Deliberative procedures are
needed at each step leading to risk decisions and normally should involve experts, government
and lay individuals. The object of risk characterization is to illuminate practical choices and the
limits of available scientific or technical knowledge. The complex nature of many risk situations
means that the framework for debate often needs to be large.

The California Comparative Risk Project is an instructive example of how risk assessment
and deliberative citizen involvement can be combined. Three technical committees were set up
on health, ecological protection and social welfare, to work independently to rank risks in their
categories. Three other committees were established to consider how risks might be managed
and their legal and economic implications. The two sets of committees were then brought
together and asked to reach conclusions. The lay committees raised many concerns that the
technical ones simply ignored, leading to a rich public debate about risk criteria, some of which
later fed into public policy.

(6) The democratizing of democracy cannot be only local or national – the state must have a
cosmopolitan outlook, while upward democratization should not stop at the regional level.
Downward democratization presumes the renewal of civil society, of which more later. These
points taken together define a form of government which it should be the aim of social democrats
to promote: the new democratic state.

The new democratic state (the state without enemies)



Devolution
Double democratization
Renewal of the public sphere – transparency
Administrative efficiency
Mechanisms of direct democracy
Government as risk manager

The new democratic state is an ideal, and something of an open-ended one at that. I don’t pretend
to unpack any of the detail that would be needed to give it real flesh. Moreover, all reforms bring
their own complexities. Decentralization and devolution, for example, have an attractive ring to
them – return power to the regions, the cities, the neighbourhoods! Like all democratizing
processes their benefits come with strings attached. Devolution can lead to fragmentation if not
balanced with a transfer of power ‘upwards’. It is not intrinsically democratizing: it has to be
made so. As critics point out, devolution can add layers of local bureaucratic power to those that
already exist at the political centre. Britain’s ‘poor, sad cities’, it has been said, could be
regenerated through greater self-government, and this is surely true.4 Among the obvious
dangers, however, is that some cities or regions could thereby forge ahead of others, worsening
the marked regional inequalities that already exist in the UK.

The question of civil society

The fostering of an active civil society is a basic part of the politics of the third way. In contrast
to the old left, which tended to be dismissive of worries about civic decline, the new politics
accepts that such anxieties are genuine. Civic decline is real and visible in many sectors of
contemporary societies, not just an invention of conservative politicians. It is seen in the
weakening sense of solidarity in some local communities and urban neighbourhoods, high levels
of crime, and the break-up of marriages and families.

The right tends to deny that economic deprivation is associated with these problems. But it is
just as wrong to reduce civic decline to economics, as the old left often did, as to deny the
influence of poverty and underprivilege. We can’t blame the erosion of civility on the welfare
state, or suppose that it can be reversed by leaving civil society to its own devices. Government
can and must play a major part in renewing civic culture.

The renewal of civil society

Government and civil society in partnership
Community renewal through harnessing local initiative
Involvement of the third sector
Protection of the local public sphere
Community-based crime prevention
The democratic family

State and civil society should act in partnership, each to facilitate, but also to act as a control
upon, the other. The theme of community is fundamental to the new politics, but not just as an



abstract slogan. The advance of globalization makes a community focus both necessary and
possible, because of the downward pressure it exerts. ‘Community’ doesn’t imply trying to
recapture lost forms of local solidarity; it refers to practical means of furthering the social and
material refurbishment of neighbourhoods, towns and larger local areas. There are no permanent
boundaries between government and civil society. Depending on context, government needs
sometimes to be drawn further into the civil arena, sometimes to retreat. Where government
withdraws from direct involvement, its resources might still be necessary to support activities
that local groups take over or introduce – above all in poorer areas. Yet it is particularly in poorer
communities that the fostering of local initiative and involvement can generate the highest return.

Diminished trust in politicians and other authority figures is sometimes taken to indicate
general social apathy. As mentioned, it does not – perhaps the opposite. An increasingly
reflexive society is also one marked by high levels of self-organization. Research in the US, the
UK and elsewhere tends to indicate a burgeoning civil sphere, at least in some areas and
contexts. Some older forms of civil association and civic engagement are losing their purchase,
but other sorts of communal energy are replacing them. The point is to harness these to wider
social ends in ways that benefit local communities as well as the society as a whole.

Robert Wuthnow has studied the development of the small-group movement in the US. By
small groups, he means small numbers of people who meet together in a regular way to develop
their common interests. On the basis of extensive research, he concludes that 40 per cent of
Americans – some 75 million – belong to at least one small group that meets regularly. In such
groups a feeling of community is generated, but not only in the old sense of being part of a local
area. Rather, people with similar concerns get together to pursue a ‘journey through life’:

Small groups are doing a better job than many of their critics would like to think. The communities they
create are seldom frail. People feel cared for. They help one another … The attachments that develop
among the members of small groups demonstrate clearly that we are not a society of rugged individualists
who wish to go it entirely alone but, rather, that … even amidst the dislocating tendencies of our society,
we are capable of banding together in bonds of mutual support.5

Many of the groups originated in the 1960s, and reflect ideas about group process that
became widespread then. Some quite explicitly aim for the sorts of value Inglehart calls post-
materialist. Therapeutic models have influenced most such groups, no matter what their specific
fields of concern are. Self-help groups are particularly prominent. As with all groups and
communities, small groups obviously have their limitations and problems, but they do give
evidence of a rich civic life.

In his study of the UK in the post-1950 period, Peter Hall shows that activity in the third
sector – voluntary work – has expanded over the past forty years. More traditional groups have
declined, but they have been more than made up for by new ones, particularly self-help and
environmental groups. A major change is the increased participation of women. Charitable
groups have shown a considerable increase – there were over 160,000 registered charitable
groups in Britain in 1991. Nearly 20 per cent of the population engages in some form of
voluntary work during the course of the average year, and about 10 per cent do so on a weekly
basis. Hall found that younger people are involved in voluntary work now at least as frequently
as was the case in earlier generations.

Significantly, however, most of the increase in civic activity has happened among the more
affluent strata. People from poorer backgrounds are more likely to centre their informal social



contacts upon close kin. Much smaller proportions of people in the more affluent groups suffer
from a complete absence of social support than do those in the poorer strata.6

One of the prime concerns of government involvement should be to help repair the civil
order among such groups. The integrated working-class community is a persistent image, but
now largely belongs to the past. Civic involvement is least developed in areas and
neighbourhoods marginalized by the sweep of economic and social change. The renewal of
deprived local communities presumes the encouragement of economic enterprise as a means of
generating a broader civic recovery. The lessons of 1960s social engineering have by now been
learned everywhere. Recent studies indicate that with appropriate external support, local
initiative can reverse even strongly embedded processes of decline.7

Such studies come from many parts of the world, not just from Europe or the US. Ceara, in
northeastern Brazil, is an instance.8 The reforms in the area were initiated by a group of young
business leaders, working in sectors such as television, retail marketing and services. The
traditional elites in Ceara exported agricultural products abroad, and were interested more in
keeping the wages down than in local development.

The reformers subsequently joined with government agencies, using participatory planning
techniques and meeting community organizations. In order to promote indigenous development,
schemes were set up to introduce new enterprises into the area. Families with the greatest need
were allocated one minimum-wage job per household. Day-care centres were set up, run not by
the government but by volunteers guaranteed at least the minimum wage. Neighbourhood groups
and community organizations were given resources to lend on a small scale – for example,
lending a woman money to buy a sewing machine so she can earn a living on her own. Between
1987 and 1994 Ceara’s economy grew at a rate of 4 per cent, compared with 1.4 per cent for
Brazil as a whole.

Social entrepreneurship is another case in point. An extraordinary variety of schemes of
social entrepreneurship have grown up in different countries since the late 1980s. One is ‘service
credit’, introduced in a range of cities in the US and Japan. Volunteers who take part in
charitable work are ‘paid’ in time donated by other volunteer workers. A computer system
registers every ‘time dollar’ earned and spent and provides participants with regular accounts.
Time dollars are tax free and can be accumulated to pay for health care as well as other health
services, including reducing health insurance costs. The Time Dollar Institute of New York is
developing an employment agency that will provide access to job opportunities, training and
support schemes. Individuals can use the agency to get job information, and receive a time dollar
for every hour worked in addition to whatever orthodox wages the job pays. These can be
banked and used either for educational courses or as a resource if the person becomes
unemployed. A project initiated in 1998 will set up centres in fifty-two cities across the world to
provide employer-supported volunteer programmes concerned with education and health. Based
on time dollar programmes, it seeks to establish a volunteered time economy, using sophisticated
computer technology.

Government should be prepared to contribute to such endeavours, as well as encourage other
forms of bottom-up decision-making and local autonomy. Microcredit schemes, for example,
have a proven effectiveness as a means of encouraging local economic initiatives. Some
activities can be developed by local communities, but often need to be licensed or monitored by
government. This is obviously true of education, for example, where schools might be given a



range of new powers, but the way these are used has to be regulated by the state.
Sustained investment in inner city areas can create relevant work skills, develop local

business ownership and provide capital for the refurbishment of building stock. Government can
provide capital in a direct way, but also create incentives for private corporations to make
investments, offer training programmes and foster local initiative. California among other states
in the US has successful enterprise zones in operation, with others planned. Various further
proposals have been suggested. One is to waive capital gains tax if profits are reinvested in
businesses in such a way that shares are acquired by employees resident in enterprise zones.
Another is to do so if the proceeds are reinvested in non-profit organizations that provide skills
training or other community resources.

Policies of community renewal must not ignore the public sphere. An open public sphere is
as important at local as at national level, and is one way in which democratization connects
directly with community development. Without it, schemes of community renewal risk
separating the community from the wider society, and are vulnerable to corruption. ‘Public’ here
includes physical public space. The degeneration of local communities is usually marked not
only by general dilapidation, but by the disappearance of safe public space – streets, squares,
parks and other areas where people can feel secure.

The state can swamp civil society. This happened in the Communist economies of Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union, where there was no developed public sphere and where everyday
sociability was largely confined to the home – usually there were few restaurants, cafés or public
settings for social interaction. A healthy civil society protects the individual from overwhelming
state power. Yet civil society is not, as some fondly imagine, a source of spontaneous order and
harmony. Community regeneration can create its own problems and tensions. How much power
should neighbourhood watch organizations have? What happens when local activist groups have
very different versions of the community’s future? Who decides where ‘the community’ ends
and others begin? Government must adjudicate on these and other difficult questions. The state
should also protect individuals from the conflicts of interest always present in civil society. The
state couldn’t devolve into civil society: ‘if the state is everywhere, it is nowhere’.9

Crime and community

Preventing crime, and reducing fear of crime, are both closely related to community
regeneration. One of the most significant innovations in criminology in recent years has been the
discovery that the decay of day-to-day civility relates directly to criminality. For a long while
attention was focused almost exclusively upon serious crime – robbery, assault or violence. More
minor crimes and forms of public disorder, however, tend to have a cumulative effect. In
European and American cities, when asked to describe their problems, residents of troubled
neighbourhoods mention abandoned cars, graffiti, prostitution, youth gangs and similar
phenomena.

People act on their anxieties about these issues: they leave the areas in question if they can,
or they buy heavy locks for their doors and bars for their windows, and abandon public facilities.
Disorderly behaviour unchecked signals to citizens that the area is unsafe. Fearful citizens stay
off the streets, avoid certain neighbourhoods, and curtail their normal activities and associations.
As they withdraw physically, they also withdraw from roles of mutual support with fellow



citizens, thereby relinquishing the social controls that formerly helped to maintain civility within
the community. ‘Ultimately the result for a neighbourhood whose fabric of urban life and social
intercourse has been undermined is increasing vulnerability to an influx of more disorderly
behaviour and serious crime.’10

The implications of this thesis should be clearly understood. It does not mean increasing the
powers of the police to sweep undesirables off the streets. Almost to the contrary, it means that
the police should work closely with citizens to improve local community standards and civil
behaviour, using education, persuasion and counselling instead of arraignment. In his recent
book, lawyer Stephen Carter has charted the fate of civility in modern societies. Civility he
defines as ‘the sum of the many sacrifices we are called to make for the sake of living together’.
It is about our relationships with strangers – feeling secure in encounters in public places with
individuals we may never see more than once.11

It is frequently said that people tend to have an irrational fear of crime. Older people,
especially those living in poorer areas, are often anxious about being mugged, when the chances
of this happening are low. Young men are much more likely to be victims of assault than the
elderly. However, this ignores the fact that people who fear crime alter their behaviour so as to
avoid potentially threatening situations – not going out after dark and so on. The risk of being a
victim of crime thus seems lower than it actually is.

Collaborative policing implies not only drawing in citizens themselves, but changing the
characteristic outlook of police forces. Most countries have adopted the ‘professional model of
policing’, introduced from the late 1950s onwards. ‘Professional policing’ involves concentrating
mainly on serious crime and tackling it through the centralization of police authority, including
on a transnational level. Yet the devolutionary implications of globalization apply in policing as
in other spheres. A renewed emphasis upon crime prevention rather than law enforcement can go
hand in hand with the reintegration of policing with the community. The isolation of the police
from those they are supposed to serve often produces a siege mentality, since the police have
little regular contact with ordinary citizens.

In order to work, partnerships between government agencies, the criminal justice system,
local associations and community organizations have to be inclusive – all economic and ethnic
groups must be involved.12 Government and business can act together to help repair urban decay.
One model is the creation of business improvement districts providing tax breaks for
corporations that participate in strategic planning and offer investment in designated areas. To be
successful, such schemes demand a long-term commitment to social objectives.

Emphasizing these strategies does not mean denying the links between unemployment,
poverty and crime. Rather, the struggle against these social ills should be coordinated with
community-based approaches to crime prevention. These approaches can in fact contribute
directly and indirectly to furthering social justice. Where civil order has decayed along with
public services and building stock, other opportunities decline also. Improving the quality of life
in a neighbourhood can revive them.

The democratic family

The family is a basic institution of civil society. Family policy is a key test for the new politics:
is there a politics of the family beyond neoliberalism and old-style social democracy?



As with so many other areas, the backdrop is change. The statistics are well known. Divorce
has risen steeply in almost all Western countries, although rates in some are much higher than in
others. The proportion of single-parent families and of children born to non-married parents has
gone up steadily. In the UK in 1994, 32 per cent of births occurred outside marriage. While in
Italy the rate was only 7 per cent, in France it was 35 per cent, in Denmark 47 per cent and in
Sweden 50 per cent. The numbers of people living alone have also risen. In many countries only
a minority of children are now brought up in a ‘traditional’ context, where father and mother are
married and living in the same household as their biological children, where the father is the
economic breadwinner and the mother a housewife.

Many now speak of the breakdown of the family. If such a breakdown is occurring, it is
extremely significant. The family is the meeting point of a range of trends affecting society as a
whole – increasing equality between the sexes, the widespread entry of women into the labour
force, changes in sexual behaviour and expectations, the changing relationship between home
and work.

The right has a particular story to tell about the consequences of these changes. The family is
in crisis because the traditional family is disintegrating. The remedies proposed flow from this
analysis. The sanctity of marriage should be reaffirmed. Marriage is the main emotional training
ground for errant males, binding them into duties and responsibilities they would otherwise
abandon. Fatherlessness, according to such a view, ‘is the most harmful demographic trend of
this generation … It is also the engine driving our most urgent social problems from crime to
adolescent pregnancy to child sexual abuse to domestic violence against women.’13 To preserve
the family, divorce should be made harder to obtain. Unorthodox family relationships, such as
gay ones, should not receive support from either government or religious authorities, or should
actively be discouraged. Homosexual marriage must continue to be legally outlawed. Welfare
measures that encourage single-parent households should be reformed to remove this effect.

Many on the social democratic left, and also some libertarians, hold a very different view.
For them the story of the contemporary family is one of healthy proliferation. After all, if
diversity and choice are the watchwords of the age, why should these stop at the threshold of the
family? We should accept that people can live happily together without being married,
homosexuals can raise children just as competently as the heterosexual population, and, given
adequate resources, single parents are able to bring up children just as satisfactorily as couples
can.

How might the new politics approach the question of family? We should be clear first of all
how implausible the idea of returning to the traditional family is. It is worth listing the reasons:

• We are dealing with profound processes of change in everyday life, which it is well beyond
the capacity of any political agency to reverse.

• Nostalgia for the traditional family idealizes the past. Broken families were almost as
common in the UK in the nineteenth century as now, although the main reason was death of a
spouse rather than separation or divorce. Historical research is revealing more and more
about the dark side of the traditional family, where violence against and sexual abuse of
children were much more frequent than most historians used to believe.

• The traditional family was above all an economic and kinship unit. Marriage ties were not
individualized as they are now, and love or emotional involvement was not the prime basis of



marriage, as they have subsequently become.
• Traditional marriage was based upon the inequality of the sexes and the legal ownership of

wives by husbands – women were chattels in English law until well into this century.
Children similarly had few legal rights.

• The traditional family generally involved a sexual double standard. Married women were
expected to be ‘virtuous’, partly because of the importance of ensuring paternity. Men were
allowed greater sexual licence.

• Children were the raison d’être of marriage. Large families were either desired or accepted
as normal. We now live in the era of the ‘prized child’, where children are no longer an
economic benefit but instead a major economic cost. The nature of childhood and child
rearing has changed profoundly.

Recapturing the traditional family is a non-starter. Almost any of these points taken on its
own would be enough to undermine such a project. It isn’t surprising, therefore, that when
rightist critics speak of the traditional family, they don’t in fact mean the traditional family at all,
but a transitional state of the family in the immediate post-war period – the (idealized) family of
the 1950s. The traditional family by this point had all but disappeared, but women hadn’t yet
entered the labour force in large numbers and sexual inequalities remained pronounced.

Is the alternative view to the rightist one persuasive? No, because the notion that a
proliferation of family forms is both desirable and unproblematic simply is not convincing. The
effects of divorce on the lives of children will always be difficult to assess, because we don’t
know what would have happened had the parents stayed together. The most exhaustive set of
studies carried out to date, however, rejects ‘the claim that children raised by only one parent do
just as well as children raised by both parents’.14 A large part of the reason is economic – the
sudden drop in income associated with divorce. But about half of the disadvantage comes from
inadequate parental attention and lack of social ties. Separation or divorce, the authors show,
weaken the connection between child and father, as well as the link between the child and the
father’s network of friends and acquaintances. On the basis of wide empirical research, the
authors conclude it is a myth that there are usually strong support networks or extended family
ties available to single mothers.

All is not well with marriage, the family and the care of children, but the question is what
effective political strategies could improve them and what ideal state of the family we should
strive for. First and most fundamentally we must start from the principle of equality between the
sexes, from which there can be no going back. There is only one story to tell about the family
today, and that is of democracy. The family is becoming democratized, in ways which track
processes of public democracy; and such democratization suggests how family life might
combine individual choice and social solidarity.

The criteria are surprisingly close. Democracy in the public sphere involves formal equality,
individual rights, public discussion of issues free from violence, and authority which is
negotiated rather than given by tradition. The democratized family shares these characteristics,
some of which are already protected in national and international law. Democratization in the
context of the family implies equality, mutual respect, autonomy, decision-making through
communication and freedom from violence. Much the same characteristics also supply a model
for parent-child relationships. Parents of course will still claim authority over children, and



rightly so; but this will be more negotiated and open than before. These qualities do not apply
only to heterosexual families – they have exactly the same purchase in homosexual relationships.

The democratized family is again an ideal. How should social democrats seek to promote that
ideal and what specifically can government do? As elsewhere, the emphasis must surely be upon
securing a balance of autonomy and responsibility in which positive forms of encouragement go
along with other sanctions. There is a widespread yearning for the family to provide stability in a
changing world, but realistically it is as likely to reflect other qualities of this world as
compensate for them. Much stress is laid upon flexibility and adaptability in the workplace: the
same needs to be true of capabilities individuals bring to marriage and family relationships. The
capability to sustain relationships through change, even radical changes such as divorce,
becomes central not only to individuals’ happiness, but to the achievement of continuity in
relationships with children.

The protection and care of children is the single most important thread that should guide
family policy. It is not a solution to propose that divorce should be made more difficult to obtain.
Such a measure might lower formal divorce rates but would not prevent separation and would
almost certainly mean that even fewer people would marry – the opposite effect to that desired
by those who advocate stricter divorce laws.

Democratic family relationships imply shared responsibility for child care, especially greater
sharing among women and men, and among parents and non-parents, since in the society at large
mothers are bearing a disproportionate share of the costs (and enjoying a disproportionate share
of the emotional rewards) of children. Marriage and parenthood have always been thought of as
tied together, but in the detraditionalized family, where having a child is an altogether different
decision from in the past, the two are becoming disentangled. The proportion of children born
outside marriage probably won’t decline, and lifelong sexual partnerships will almost certainly
become increasingly uncommon. Contractual commitment to a child could thus be separated
from marriage, and made by each parent as a binding matter of law, with unmarried and married
fathers having the same rights and the same obligations.15 Both sexes would have to recognize
that sexual encounters carry the chance of life-time responsibilities, including protection from
physical abuse. In combination with other cultural changes promoting a more positive image of
fatherhood, such a restructuring of parenthood would undermine the very idea of the ‘single
parent’. Enforcing parenthood contracts wouldn’t be without its problems. Obviously other
modes of seeking to balance risk and responsibility could also be instituted.

The democratic family

Emotional and sexual equality
Mutual rights and responsibilities in relationships
Co-parenting
Life-long parental contracts
Negotiated authority over children
Obligations of children to parents
The socially integrated family

Democracy is difficult to achieve and can be hard to live with, in the family as in other areas.



As far as the care of children is concerned, it implies co-parenting, however far off this may be in
current circumstances. The rightist view of the disintegration of the traditional family tends to go
along with a specific thesis about the limitations of men: men are intrinsically feckless and
morally irresponsible; unless safely locked into marriage of a traditional kind, they are a socially
disruptive force.

Yet research does not support this idea.16 For most men, as for women, divorce is a painful
and distressing experience. The large majority of men don’t feel relief at having shed their
responsibilities for their children. Most attempt to sustain their relationships with them, even in
the face of great difficulties. Many who lose contact do so because of the emotional traumas
involved, or the active hostility of the ex-partner, rather than a desire to follow an errant lifestyle.

As one researcher points out, there is a very thin line between those fathers who remain
closely involved with their children after divorce and those who do not. The most important
determinant is not the attitude of the father, but the responses of others, plus contingent events
which sway things one way rather than the other. Many fathers do lose contact with their
children and do not support them economically. Contrary to the ‘errant male’ view, however, this
does not seem to be a gender issue. A study by the US Census Bureau found that non-custodial
mothers were less likely than comparable fathers to pay child maintenance awarded by the
courts.17

Co-parenting could be encouraged by a number of innovations. Like ‘single mother’, the
term ‘absent parent’, widely used in law, helps perpetuate a situation where one parent, normally
the father, is seen and treated as peripheral. Economic factors are also relevant. Why shouldn’t
child minding and out-of-school care be just as available for non-resident fathers as for single
mothers? Fathers should have greater parenting rights than at present, but they should be
provided, where necessary, with the means to discharge their responsibilities.

Politicians often speak of the need for strong families to promote social cohesion. They
aren’t wrong to do so, but some qualifications should be made. First, the family doesn’t only
refer to parents bringing up children. Children should have responsibilities to their parents, not
just the other way round. It is worth at least considering whether this should be legally binding.
The federal government in the US in 1983, in fact, sought to require children to help support
ageing parents, as part of the Medicaid programme. The proposal was never implemented,
although some twenty-six states now have statutes requiring children to provide support for
needy parents.18 While these have rarely been enforced, perhaps this is a notion whose time has
come. For example, such obligations could be meshed with life-long parenting contracts.

Second, we don’t need to look far to see that strong families do not inevitably create social
solidarity. Southern Italy provides an example on a large scale, but something similar can be true
in other settings. Poor neighbourhoods, for instance, may have their own criminal families,
where strong ties and obligations are the very basis of their law-breaking activities. Even
perfectly law-abiding families may close themselves off from the wider world and abandon their
responsibilities towards it. Strong family ties can be an effective source of civic cohesion only if
they look outwards as well as inwards – this is what I mean by the socially integrated family.
Family relations are part of the wider fabric of social life.



4

The Social Investment State

Classical social democracy thought of wealth creation as almost incidental to its basic concerns
with economic security and redistribution. The neoliberals placed competitiveness and the
generating of wealth much more to the forefront. Third way politics also gives very strong
emphasis to these qualities, which have an urgent importance given the nature of the global
marketplace. They will not be developed, however, if individuals are abandoned to sink or swim
in an economic whirlpool. Government has an essential role to play in investing in the human
resources and infrastructure needed to develop an entrepreneurial culture.

Third way politics, it could be suggested, advocates a new mixed economy. Two different
versions of the old mixed economy existed. One involved a separation between state and private
sectors, but with a good deal of industry in public hands. The other was and is the social market.
In each of these, markets are kept largely subordinate to government. The new mixed economy
looks instead for a synergy between public and private sectors, utilizing the dynamism of
markets but with the public interest in mind. It involves a balance between regulation and
deregulation, on a transnational as well as national and local levels; and a balance between the
economic and the non-economic in the life of the society. The second of these is at least as
important as the first, but attained in some part through it.

A high rate of business formation and dissolution is characteristic of a dynamic economy.
This flux is not compatible with a society where taken-for-granted habits dominate, including
those generated by welfare systems. Social democrats have to shift the relationship between risk
and security involved in the welfare state, to develop a society of ‘responsible risk takers’ in the
spheres of government, business enterprise and labour markets. People need protection when
things go wrong, but also the material and moral capabilities to move through major periods of
transition in their lives.

The issue of equality needs to be thought through carefully. Equality and individual liberty
can come into conflict, and it is no good pretending that equality, pluralism and economic
dynamism are always compatible. Driven as it is by structural changes, expanding inequality is
not easy to combat. Social democrats should not accept, however, that high levels of inequality
are functional for economic prosperity, or that they are inevitable. They should move away from
what has sometimes been in the past an obsession with inequality, as well as rethink what
equality is. Equality must contribute to diversity, not stand in its way.

For reasons I shall give below, redistribution must not disappear from the agenda of social
democracy. But recent discussion among social democrats has quite rightly shifted the emphasis
towards the ‘redistribution of possibilities’. The cultivation of human potential should as far as
possible replace ‘after the event’ redistribution.



The meaning of equality

Many suggest that the only model of equality today should be equality of opportunity, or
meritocracy – that is, the neoliberal model. It is important to be clear why this position is not
tenable. In the first place (were it achievable), a radically meritocratic society would create deep
inequalities of outcome, which would threaten social cohesion. Consider, for example, the
winner-take-all phenomenon, a demonstrable effect in labour markets. Someone who is only
marginally more talented than another person may command a larger salary than the other. A top
tennis player or opera singer earns vastly more than one who isn’t quite so good, and this
happens, not in spite of, but because of the fact that a meritocratic principle is in operation. When
barely perceptible margins make the difference between product success or failure, to a business
the stakes are enormous. Individuals perceived to make this marginal difference are rewarded
disproportionately. They are a new category of ‘unknown celebrities.’1

Unless it goes along with a structural change in the distribution of jobs, which by definition
can only be transitory, a meritocratic society would also have a great deal of downward mobility.
Many must move down for others to move up. Yet as much research has shown, widespread
downward mobility has socially dislocating consequences, and produces feelings of alienation
among those affected. Large-scale downward mobility would be as threatening to social
cohesion as would the existence of a disaffected class of the excluded. In fact, a full meritocracy
would create an extreme example of such a class, a class of untouchables. For not only would
groups of people be at the bottom, but they would know their lack of ability made this right and
proper: it is hard to imagine anything more dispiriting.

In any case, a fully meritocratic society is not only unrealizable; it is a self-contradictory
idea. For reasons already given, a meritocratic society is likely to be highly unequal on the level
of outcome. In such a social order, the privileged are bound to be able to confer advantages on
their children – thus destroying meritocracy. After all, even in the relatively egalitarian Soviet-
style societies, where wealth couldn’t secure the advancement of children, privileged groups
were able to transmit advantages to their offspring.

These observations don’t imply that meritocratic principles are irrelevant to equality, but they
do mean that these principles can’t be exhaustive of it, or be used to define it. What then should
equality be taken to mean? The new politics defines equality as inclusion and inequality as
exclusion, although these terms need some spelling out. Inclusion refers in its broadest sense to
citizenship, to the civil and political rights and obligations that all members of a society should
have, not just formally, but as a reality of their lives. It also refers to opportunities and to
involvement in public space. In a society where work remains central to self-esteem and standard
of living, access to work is one main context of opportunity. Education is another, and would be
so even if it weren’t so important for the employment possibilities to which it is relevant.

Two forms of exclusion are becoming marked in contemporary societies. One is the
exclusion of those at the bottom, cut off from the mainstream of opportunities society has to
offer. At the top is voluntary exclusion, the ‘revolt of the elites’: a withdrawal from public
institutions on the part of more affluent groups, who choose to live separately from the rest of the
society.2 Privileged groups start to live in fortress communities, and pull out from public
education and public health systems.

Inclusion and exclusion have become important concepts for analysing and responding to



inequality because of changes affecting the class structure of the industrial countries, referred to
briefly earlier. A quarter of a century ago a majority of the working population were in manual
jobs, mostly in manufacture. Information technology has drastically affected the nature of
manufacturing production, and cut the demand for unskilled labour dramatically. Computer-
aided design and customization, automated storage and distribution systems, and the integration
of production with suppliers and customers have all replaced work previously done by hand.
Today less than 20 per cent of the workforce in most of the developed economies is in
manufacture, and the proportion is continuing to fall. The traditional working class has largely
disappeared and the old working-class communities, centred for example on coal, iron and steel
production or ship-building, have altered their character.

Some have been revitalized, while others have sunk into decline. Like depressed inner city
neighbourhoods, these have become isolated from the wider society. Where there is a strong
presence of minority groups, ethnic prejudice can further reinforce exclusionary processes. As
American cities long have done, cities in Europe are drawing in large numbers of immigrants,
creating a ‘new poor’ in London, Paris, Berlin, Rome and other urban areas. Economic exclusion
is thus often also physical and cultural. In declining areas, housing falls into disrepair, and lack
of job opportunities produces education disincentives, leading to social instability and
disorganization. More than 60 per cent of tenants on a string of council estates around the City of
London, the richest square mile in Britain, are unemployed. Yet City Airport, very close by,
cannot find enough skilled workers for its needs.3

Inclusion and exclusion

Exclusion is not about gradations of inequality, but about mechanisms that act to detach groups
of people from the social mainstream. At the top, voluntary exclusion is driven by a diversity of
factors. Having the economic means to pull out of the wider society is the necessary condition
for, but never the whole explanation as to why, groups choose to do so. Exclusion at the top is
not only just as threatening for public space, or common solidarity, as exclusion at the bottom; it
is causally linked to it. That the two go together is easily seen from the more extreme examples
that have developed in some countries, such as Brazil or South Africa. Limiting the voluntary
exclusion of the elites is central to creating a more inclusive society at the bottom.

The inclusive society

Equality as inclusion
Limited meritocracy
Renewal of public space (civic liberalism)
‘Beyond the work society’
Positive welfare
The social investment state

Many suggest the accumulation of privilege at the top is unstoppable. Income inequalities
seem to be rising across a wide front. In the US, for example, 60 per cent of income gains over
the period from 1980 to 1990 went to the top 1 per cent of the population, while the real income
of the poorest 25 per cent has remained static more or less for thirty years. The UK shows similar



trends in less extreme form. The gap between the highest-paid and lowest-paid workers is greater
than it has been for at least fifty years. While the large majority of the working population are
better off in real terms than twenty years ago, the poorest 10 per cent have seen their real
incomes decline.

Yet it does not follow that such trends are set to continue or worsen. Technological
innovation is imponderable, and it is possible that at some point the tendency towards greater
inequality might shift the other way. These trends are in any case more complicated than appears
at first sight. As measured by some of the most exhaustive studies, income inequality has gone
down rather than up in some developed countries over the past thirty years. Of course, we don’t
know exactly how reliable income data are – attempts to measure the secondary economy are
guesswork. That economy may increase inequality, but it is more likely to act the other way,
because informal economic activities, barter and unofficial cash transactions are normally more
common among poorer groups. Finally, those countries having lengthy periods of neoliberal
government have shown higher increases in economic inequality than others, with the US, New
Zealand and the UK leading the way.

Writing in relation to the US, the political journalist Mickey Kaus has suggested a distinction
between ‘economic liberalism’ and ‘civic liberalism’.4 The gap between rich and poor will keep
growing and no one can stop it. The public realm, however, can be rebuilt through ‘civic
liberalism’. Kaus is surely right to argue that the emptying of public space can be reversed, and
that tackling social exclusion at the top isn’t only an economic issue. Yet economic inequalities
are certainly not irrelevant to exclusionary mechanisms and we don’t have to give up on
reducing them.

In the context of Europe, one key element is sustaining levels of welfare spending. The
welfare state might stand in need of radical reform, but welfare systems do and should influence
resource distribution. Other strategies can also be contemplated, some of them capable of wide
application, such as employee stock ownership schemes, the redistributive implications of which
might be substantial. A basic influence upon the distribution of income is growing sexual
equality. Here income inequality is decreasing, not increasing, contradicting again the simple
statement that society is becoming more unequal. Changes in the family affect structures of
inequality. Thus in the UK in 1994–5, half of those in the top 20 per cent of incomes were either
single full-time workers or couples both working full-time. The new patterns of inequality are
not just given. They can be influenced by government policies, such as ones that support the
involvement of single parents in the labour force.

‘Civic liberalism’ – the recapturing of public space – none the less must be a basic part of an
inclusive society at the top. How can this liberalism be renewed or sustained? The successful
cultivation of the cosmopolitan nation is one way. People who feel themselves members of a
national community are likely to acknowledge a commitment to others within it. The
development of a responsible business ethos is also relevant. In terms of social solidarity, the
most important groups are not only the new corporate rich but also the members of the
professional and moneyed middle class, since they are closest to the dividing lines which
threaten to pull away from public space. Improving the quality of public education, sustaining a
well-resourced health service, promoting safe public amenities, and controlling levels of crime
are all relevant. It is for these reasons that reform of the welfare state should not reduce it to a
safety net. Only a welfare system that benefits most of the population will generate a common



morality of citizenship. Where ‘welfare’ assumes only a negative connotation, and is targeted
largely at the poor, as has tended to happen in the US, the results are divisive.

The United States has a higher level of economic inequality than any other industrial country.
Yet even in that society, the homeland of competitive individualism, there is cause for hope that
the ‘revolt of the elites’ can be contained. In his recent research, the sociologist Alan Wolfe
found little evidence that upper-middle-class people were seceding from the wider society. He
discovered broad-based support in America for social justice, ‘as likely to be shared by
conservative Christians as by East Coast liberals’.5 Most believe economic inequality in the US
is getting too extreme:

Economists who espouse a laissez faire approach to their discipline have been inclined to argue that high
CEO salaries, even when seemingly outrageous, benefit everyone eventually, since inefficient companies
or underpaid executives serve no-one’s real interests. But from the perspective of middle class America,
high corporate salaries are more likely to be viewed as selfish, and selfish people and organisations,
because they are out of balance, threaten the delicacy of the social order.6

It isn’t difficult to think of policies that will have a positive effect on public space rather than
corroding it. Health care, for example, should correspond to the needs of a wide constituency.
‘Health care’ here should be taken in a wide sense, commensurate with the idea of positive
welfare to be discussed later. The reduction of environmental pollution, for example, is a general
benefit. Indeed ecological strategies are a core element of lifestyle bargains, since most
ecological benefits cut across classes.

Like social exclusion at the top, exclusion at the bottom tends to be self-reproducing. Any
strategies which break poverty cycles should be pursued:

It is … absolutely essential to help adults without basic skills or qualifications to acquire them, to help
people whose skills are out of date to update them, and to raise the confidence of anyone whose morale has
been undermined by a long period away from employment. People without skills are five times more likely
to become unemployed than those with higher educational level qualifications; in the end employment
goes to the employable.7

Education and training have become the new mantra for social democratic politicians. Tony
Blair famously describes his three main priorities in government as ‘education, education,
education’. The need for improved education skills and skills training is apparent in most
industrial countries, particularly as far as poorer groups are concerned. Who could gainsay that a
well-educated population is desirable for any society? Investment in education is an imperative
of government today, a key basis of the ‘redistribution of possibilities’. Yet the idea that
education can reduce inequalities in a direct way should be regarded with some scepticism. A
great deal of comparative research, in the US and Europe, demonstrates that education tends to
reflect wider economic inequalities and these have to be tackled at source.

Involvement in the labour force, and not just in dead-end jobs, is plainly vital to attacking
involuntary exclusion. Work has multiple benefits: it generates income for the individual, gives a
sense of stability and direction in life, and creates wealth for the overall society. Yet inclusion
must stretch well beyond work, not only because there are many people at any one time not able
to be in the labour force, but because a society too dominated by the work ethic would be a
thoroughly unattractive place in which to live. An inclusive society must provide for the basic
needs of those who can’t work, and must recognize the wider diversity of goals life has to offer.



Conventional poverty programmes need to be replaced with community-focused approaches,
which permit more democratic participation as well as being more effective. Community
building emphases support networks, self-help and the cultivation of social capital as means to
generate economic renewal in low-income neighbourhoods. Fighting poverty requires an
injection of economic resources, but applied to support local initiative. Leaving people mired in
benefits tends to exclude them from the larger society. Reducing benefits to force individuals
into work pushes them into already crowded low-wage labour markets. Community building
initiatives concentrate upon the multiple problems individuals and families face, including job
quality, health and child care, education and transport.8

A society of positive welfare

No issue has polarized left and right more profoundly in recent years than the welfare state,
extolled on the one side and excoriated on the other. What became ‘the welfare state’ (a term not
in widespread use until the 1960s and one William Beveridge, the architect of the British welfare
state, thoroughly disliked) has in fact a chequered history. Its origins were far removed from the
ideals of the left – indeed it was created partly to dispel the socialist menace. The ruling groups
who set up the social insurance system in imperial Germany in the late nineteenth century
despised laissez-faire economics as much as they did socialism. Yet Bismarck’s model was
copied by many countries. Beveridge visited Germany in 1907 in order to study the model.9 The
welfare state as it exists today in Europe was produced in and by war, as were so many aspects of
national citizenship.

The system Bismarck created in Germany is usually taken as the classic form of the welfare
state. Yet the welfare state in Germany has always had a complex network of third sector groups
and associations that the authorities have depended on for putting welfare policies into practice.
The aim is to help these to attain their social objectives. In areas such as child care, third sector
groups have almost a monopoly on provision. The non-profit sector in Germany expanded rather
than shrank as the welfare state grew. Welfare states vary in the degree to which they incorporate
or rely upon the third sector. In Holland, for instance, non-profit organizations are the main
delivery system for social services, while in Sweden hardly any are used. In Belgium and
Austria, as in Germany, about half the social services are provided by non-profit groups.

The Dutch political scientist Kees van Kersbergen argues that ‘one of the major insights of
the contemporary debate [about the welfare state] is that to equate social democracy and the
welfare state may have been a mistake’.10 He examines in detail the influence of Christian
democracy upon the development of Continental welfare systems and the social market. The
Christian democratic parties descend from the Catholic parties that were important between the
wars in Germany, Holland, Austria and to a lesser degree France and Italy. The Catholic
unionists saw socialism as the enemy and sought to outflank it on its own ground by stressing
codetermination and class reconciliation. Ronald Reagan’s view, expressed in 1981, that ‘we
have let government take away those things that were once ours to do voluntarily’ finds a much
earlier echo in Europe in the Catholic tradition. Church, family and friends are the main sources
of social solidarity. The state should step in only when those institutions don’t fully live up to
their obligations.

Recognizing the problematic history of the welfare state, third way politics should accept
some of the criticisms the right makes of that state. It is essentially undemocratic, depending as it



does upon a top-down distribution of benefits. Its motive force is protection and care, but it does
not give enough space to personal liberty. Some forms of welfare institution are bureaucratic,
alienating and inefficient, and welfare benefits can create perverse consequences that undermine
what they were designed to achieve. However, third way politics sees these problems not as a
signal to dismantle the welfare state, but as part of the reason to reconstruct it.

The difficulties of the welfare state are only partly financial. In most Western societies,
proportional expenditure on welfare systems has remained quite stable over the past ten years. In
the UK, the share of GDP spent on the welfare state increased steadily for most of the century up
to the late 1970s. Since then it has stabilized,11 although the gross figures conceal changes in the
distribution of spending and the sources of revenue. The resilience of welfare budgets in the UK
is all the more remarkable given the determination of Margaret Thatcher’s governments to cut
them.

Expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP fell between 1975 and 1995 from 6.7 per
cent to 5.2 per cent. Spending on the health service, however, rose over this period. In 1975 it
was equivalent to 3.8 per cent of GDP. By 1995 it had risen to 5.7 per cent (a lower percentage
than in most other industrial countries). Public housing experienced the greatest cut, declining
from 4.2 per cent of GDP in 1975 to 2.1 per cent twenty years later. As happened elsewhere,
spending on social security increased most. In 1973–4 it made up 8.2 per cent of GDP. This
reached 11.4 per cent by 1995–6. Expenditure on social security went up by more than 100 per
cent in real terms over the period. The main factors underlying the increase were high
unemployment, a growth in the numbers of in-work poor, and changes in demographic patterns,
especially a growth in numbers of single parents and older people.

Much the same developments have affected all welfare systems, since they are bound up with
structural changes of a profound kind. They are causing basic problems for the more
comprehensive welfare states, such as those in Scandinavia. Nordic egalitarianism has historical
and cultural roots rather than being only the product of the universalist welfare state. There is a
wider public acceptance of high levels of taxation than in most Western countries. But the
benefits system comes under strain whenever unemployment rises, as happened in Finland – this
in spite of the fact that the Nordic countries pioneered active labour market policies. Given its
relative size, the Scandinavian welfare state is a major employer, particularly of women. Yet as a
result the degree of sexual segregation in employment is higher than in most other industrial
countries.

The large increase in social security spending is one of the main sources of attack on welfare
systems by neoliberals, who see in it the widespread development of welfare dependency. They
are surely correct to worry about the number of people who live off state benefits, but there is a
more sophisticated way of looking at what is going on. Welfare prescriptions quite often become
sub-optimal, or set up situations of moral hazard. The idea of moral hazard is widely used in
discussions of risk in private insurance. Moral hazard exists when people use insurance
protection to alter their behaviour, thereby redefining the risk for which they are insured. It isn’t
so much that some forms of welfare provision create dependency cultures as that people take
rational advantage of opportunities offered. Benefits meant to counter unemployment, for
instance, can actually produce unemployment if they are actively used as a shelter from the
labour market.

Writing against the backdrop of the Swedish welfare system, the economist Assar Lindbeck



notes that a strong humanitarian case can be made for generous support for people affected by
unemployment, illness, disability or the other standard risks covered by the welfare state. The
dilemma is that the higher the benefits the greater will be the chance of moral hazard, as well as
fraud. He suggests that moral hazard tends to be greater in the long run than in shorter time
periods. This is because in the longer term social habits are built up which come to define what is
‘normal’. Serious benefit dependency is then no longer even seen as such but simply becomes
‘expected’ behaviour. An increased tendency to apply for social assistance, more absence from
work for alleged health reasons, and a lower level of job search may be among the results.12

Once established, benefits have their own autonomy, regardless of whether or not they meet
the purposes for which they were originally designed. As this happens, expectations become
‘locked in’ and interest groups entrenched. Countries that have tried to reform their pensions
systems, for example, have met with concerted resistance. We should have our pensions because
we are ‘old’ (at age 60 or 65), we have paid our dues (even if they don’t cover the costs), other
people before have had them, everyone looks forward to retirement and so forth. Yet such
institutional stasis is in and of itself a reflection of the need for reform, for the welfare state needs
to be as dynamic and responsive to wider social trends as any other sector of government.

Welfare reform isn’t easy to achieve, precisely because of the entrenched interests that
welfare systems create. Yet the outline of a radical project for the welfare state can be sketched
out quite readily.

The welfare state, as indicated earlier, is a pooling of risk rather than resources. What has
shaped the solidarity of social policy is that ‘otherwise privileged groups discovered that they
shared a common interest in reallocating risk with the disadvantaged’.13 However, the welfare
state isn’t geared up to cover new-style risks such as those concerning technological change,
social exclusion or the accelerating proportion of one-parent households. These mismatches are
of two kinds: where risks covered don’t fit with needs, and where the wrong groups are
protected.

Welfare reform should recognize the points about risk made earlier in the discussion:
effective risk management (individual or collective) doesn’t just mean minimizing or protecting
against risks; it also means harnessing the positive or energetic side of risk and providing
resources for risk taking. Active risk taking is recognized as inherent in entrepreneurial activity,
but the same applies to the labour force. Deciding to go to work and give up benefits, or taking a
job in a particular industry, are risk-infused activities – but such risk taking is often beneficial
both to the individual and to the wider society.

When Beveridge wrote his Report on Social Insurance and Allied Services, in 1942, he
famously declared war on Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness. In other words, his
focus was almost entirely negative. We should speak today of positive welfare, to which
individuals themselves and other agencies besides government contribute – and which is
functional for wealth creation. Welfare is not in essence an economic concept, but a psychic one,
concerning as it does well-being. Economic benefits or advantages are therefore virtually never
enough on their own to create it. Not only is welfare generated by many contexts and influences
other than the welfare state, but welfare institutions must be concerned with fostering
psychological as well as economic benefits. Quite mundane examples can be given: counselling,
for example, might sometimes be more helpful than direct economic support.

Although these propositions may sound remote from the down-to-earth concerns of welfare



systems, there isn’t a single area of welfare reform to which they aren’t relevant or which they
don’t help illuminate. The guideline is investment in human capital wherever possible, rather
than the direct provision of economic maintenance. In place of the welfare state we should put
the social investment state, operating in the context of a positive welfare society.

The theme that the ‘welfare state’ should be replaced by the ‘welfare society’ has become a
conventional one in the recent literature on welfare issues. Where third sector agencies are not
already well represented, they should play a greater part in providing welfare services. The top-
down dispensation of benefits should cede place to more localized distribution systems. More
generally, we should recognize that the reconstruction of welfare provision has to be integrated
with programmes for the active development of civil society.

Social investment strategies

Since the institutions and services ordinarily grouped together under the rubric of the welfare
state are so many, I shall limit myself here to comments on social security. What would the
social investment state aim for in terms of its social security systems? Let us take two basic
areas: provision for old age and unemployment.

As regards old age, a radical perspective would suggest breaking out of the confines within
which debate about pension payments is ordinarily carried on. Most industrial societies have
ageing populations, and this is a big problem, it is said, because of the pensions time bomb. The
pension commitments of some countries, such as Italy, Germany or Japan, are way beyond what
can be afforded, even allowing for reasonable economic growth. If other societies, such as
Britain, have to some extent avoided this difficulty, it is because they have actively reduced their
state pension commitments – in Britain, for example, by indexing pensions to average prices
rather than average earnings.

An adequate level of state-provided pension is a necessity. There is good reason also to
support schemes of compulsory saving. In the UK the effect of relating pension increases to
prices rather than earnings, without other statutory provisions, is likely to leave many retirees
impoverished. A man who is 50 in 1998 and leaves the labour market aged 65 will receive a
government pension amounting to only 10 per cent of average male earnings. Many people don’t
have either occupational or private pensions.14 Other countries have come up with more effective
strategies. A number of examples of combined public/private sector funding of pensions exist,
some of which are capable of generalization. The Finnish system, for example, combines a state-
guaranteed basic minimum income and earnings-related pension with regulated private sector
provision.

The interest of the pensions issue, however, stretches more broadly than the questions of who
should pay, at what level and by what means. It should go along with rethinking what old age is
and how changes in the wider society affect the position of older people. Positive welfare applies
as much in this context as in any other: it isn’t enough to think only in terms of economic
benefits. Old age is a new-style risk masquerading as an old-style one. Ageing used to be more
passive than it is now: the ageing body was simply something that had to be accepted. In the
more active, reflexive society, ageing has become much more of an open process, on a physical
as well as a psychic level. Becoming older presents at least as many opportunities as problems,
both for individuals and for the wider social community.



The concept of a pension that begins at retirement age, and the label ‘pensioner’, were
inventions of the welfare state. But not only do these not conform to the new realities of ageing,
they are as clear a case of welfare dependency as one can find. They suggest incapacity, and it is
not surprising that for many people retirement leads to a loss of self-esteem. When retirement
first fixed ‘old age’ at 60 or 65, the situation of older people was very different from what it is
now. In 1900, average life expectancy for a male aged 20 in England was only 62.

We should move towards abolishing the fixed age of retirement, and we should regard older
people as a resource rather than a problem. The category of pensioner will then cease to exist,
because it is detachable from pensions as such: it makes no sense to lock up pension funds
against reaching ‘pensionable age’. People should be able to use such funds as they wish – not
only to leave the labour force at any age, but to finance education, or reduced working hours,
when bringing up young children.15 Abolishing statutory retirement would probably be neutral in
respect of labour market implications, given that individuals could give up work earlier as well
as stay in work longer. These provisions won’t as such help pay for pensions where a country has
overstretched its future commitments, and this perspective is agnostic about what balance should
be aimed for between public and private funding. Yet it does suggest there is scope for
innovative thinking around the pensions issue.

A society that separates older people from the majority in a retirement ghetto cannot be
called inclusive. The precept of philosophic conservatism applies here as elsewhere: old age
shouldn’t be seen as a time of rights without responsibilities. Burke famously observed that
‘society is a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are
living, those who are dead and those who are to be born’.16 Such a partnership is presumed, in a
relatively mundane context, by the very idea of collective pensions, which act as a conduit
between generations. But an intergenerational contract plainly needs to be deeper than this. The
young should be willing to look to the old for models, and older people should see themselves as
in the service of future generations.17 Are such goals realistic in a society that has retreated from
deference, and where age no longer appears to bring wisdom? Several factors suggest they may
be. Being ‘old’ lasts longer than it used to do. There are far more old people in the population
and hence the old are more socially visible. Finally, their growing involvement in work and the
community should act to link them directly to younger generations.

The position of the frail elderly, people who need continuous care, raises more difficult
questions. There are twenty times more people over 85 in the UK today than there were in 1900.
Many of the ‘young old’ may be in quite a different situation from that of those in the same age
group a couple of generations ago. It is a different matter for the ‘old old’, some of whom fare
badly.18 The question of what collective resources should be made available to the frail elderly is
not just one of rationing. There are issues to be confronted here, including ethical questions of a
quite fundamental sort, that go well beyond the scope of this discussion.

What of unemployment? Does the goal of full employment mean anything any more? Is there
a straight trade-off, as the neoliberals say, between employment and deregulated labour markets
– contrasting the US ‘jobs miracle’ with Eurosclerosis? We should note first of all that no simple
comparison between the ‘US’ and the ‘European model’ is possible. As economist Stephen
Nickell has shown, labour markets in Europe show great diversity. Over the period from 1983 to
1996, there were large variations in unemployment rates in OECD Europe, ranging from 1.8 per
cent in Switzerland to over 20 per cent in Spain. Of OECD countries, 30 per cent over these



years had average unemployment rates lower than the US. Those with the lowest rates are not
noted for having the most deregulated labour markets (Austria, Portugal, Norway). Labour
market rigidities like strict employment legislation don’t strongly influence unemployment. High
unemployment is linked to generous benefits that run on indefinitely and to poor educational
standards at the lower end of the labour market – the phenomenon of exclusion.19

The position of the third way should be that sweeping deregulation is not the answer. Welfare
expenditure should remain at European rather than US levels, but be switched as far as possible
towards human capital investment. Benefit systems should be reformed where they induce moral
hazard, and a more active risk-taking attitude encouraged, wherever possible through incentives,
but where necessary by legal obligations.

It is worth perhaps at this stage commenting briefly on the ‘Dutch model’, sometimes pointed
to as a successful adaptation of social democracy to new social and economic conditions. In an
agreement concluded at Wassenaar some sixteen years ago, the country’s unions agreed to wage
moderation in exchange for a gradual reduction in working hours. As a result, labour costs have
fallen by over 30 per cent over the last ten years, while the economy has thrived. This has been
achieved with an unemployment rate below 6 per cent in 1997.

Looked at more closely, however, the Dutch model is less impressive, at least in terms of job
creation and welfare reform. Substantial numbers who would in other countries count as
unemployed are living on disability benefit – the country in fact has more people registered as
unfit for work than it has officially unemployed. At 51 per cent, the proportion of the population
aged 15–64 in full-time work is below what it was in 1970, when it was nearly 60 per cent and
well short of the European average of 67 per cent. Of jobs created over the past ten years, 90 per
cent are part-time. Holland spends the highest proportion of its income on social security of any
European country, and its welfare system is under considerable strain.20

Strategies for job creation and the future of work need to be based upon an orientation to the
new economic exigencies. Companies and consumers are increasingly operating on a world scale
in terms of the standards demanded for goods and services. Consumers shop on a world level, in
the sense that distribution is global and therefore ‘the best’ no longer has any generic connection
with where goods and services are produced. Pressures to meet these standards will also apply
more and more to labour forces. In some contexts such pressures are likely to deepen processes
of social exclusion. The differentiation will be not only between manual and knowledge workers,
or between high skills and low skills, but between those who are local in outlook and those who
are more cosmopolitan.

Investment in human resources is proving to be the main source of leverage which firms have
in key economic sectors. One study in the US compared 700 large companies across different
industries. The results showed that even a marginal difference in an index of investment in
people increased shareholder returns by $41,000.21 The business analyst Rosabeth Moss Kanter
identifies five main areas where government policy can assist job creation. There should be
support for entrepreneurial initiatives concerned with small business startups and technological
innovation. Many countries, particularly in Europe, still place too much reliance upon
established economic institutions, including the public sector, to produce employment. In a
world ‘where customers can literally shop for workers’, without the new ideas guaranteed by
entrepreneurship there is an absence of competition. Entrepreneurship is a direct source of jobs.
It also drives technological development, and gives people opportunities for self-employment in



times of transition. Government policy can provide direct support for entrepreneurship, through
helping create venture capital, but also through restructuring welfare systems to give security
when entrepreneurial ventures go wrong – for example, by giving people the option to be taxed
on a two- or three-year cycle rather than only annually.

Governments need to emphasize life-long education, developing education programmes that
start from an individual’s early years and continue on even late in life. Although training in
specific skills may be necessary for many job transitions, more important is the development of
cognitive and emotional competence. Instead of relying on unconditional benefits, policies
should be oriented to encourage saving, the use of educational resources and other personal
investment opportunities.

Public project partnerships can give private enterprise a larger role in activities which
governments once provided for, while ensuring that the public interest remains paramount. The
public sector can in turn provide resources that can help enterprise to flourish and without which
joint projects may fail. Moss Kanter points out that welfare to work programmes in the US have
sometimes foundered on the problem of transport. Companies offer jobs in areas which those
available for them can’t easily reach because of lack of adequate transport facilities.

Government policies can enhance portability, whether through common standards of
education or through portable pension rights. Greater harmonization of educational practices and
standards, for instance, is desirable for a cosmopolitan labour force. Some global corporations
have already set up standardized entrance requirements, but governments need to take the lead.
As in other areas, harmonization is not necessarily the enemy of educational diversity and may
even be the condition of sustaining it.

Finally, governments should encourage family-friendly workplace policies, something that
can also be achieved through public-private collaborations. Countries vary widely in the level of
child care they offer, for instance, as do companies. Not only child care, but other work
opportunities, such as telecommuting or work sabbaticals, can help reconcile employment and
domestic life. The more companies emphasize human resources, the more competition there will
be to have the best family-friendly work environments. Governments which help them will also
tend to attract inward investment.22

Can these strategies produce a return to full employment in the usual sense – enough good
jobs to go around for everyone who wants one? No one knows, but it seems unlikely. The
proportion of jobs that are full-time and long-term is declining in Western economies.
Comparisons between the ‘full employment economies’, such as the US or the UK, and ‘high
unemployment’ societies, like Germany or France, are less clear cut when we compare not the
number of jobs but the hours of work created. Net job creation for skilled work that is secure and
well paid over the ten years 1986–96 was the same in Germany as in the US, at 2.6 per cent.
Labour productivity doubled in Germany over that period, whereas in the US it rose by only 25
per cent.23

Since no one can say whether or not global capitalism will in future generate sufficient work,
it would be foolish to proceed as though it will. Is the ‘active redistribution’ of work possible
without counterproductive consequences? Probably not in the form of limits to the working week
fixed by government – the difficulties with such schemes are well known. But if we see it in a
wider context, we have no need to ask whether redistribution of work is possible. It is already
happening on a widespread basis, and the point is to foster its positive aspects. One much-quoted



experiment is that at Hewlett Packard’s plant in Grenoble. The plant is kept open on a 24-hour
cycle seven days a week. The employees have a working week averaging just over 30 hours, but
receive the same wages as when they were working a 37.5-hour week. Labour productivity has
increased substantially.24

Since the revival of civic culture is a basic ambition of third way politics, the active
involvement of government in the social economy makes sense. Indeed some have presented the
choice before us in stark terms, given the problematic status of full employment: either greater
participation in the social economy or facing the growth of ‘outlaw cultures’. The possibilities
are many, including the time dollar schemes mentioned earlier and shadow wages – tax breaks
for hours worked in the social economy. As diverse studies across Europe show, ‘more and more
people are looking both for meaningful work and opportunities for commitment outside of work.
If society can upgrade and reward such commitment and put it on a level with gainful
employment, it can create both individual identity and social cohesion.’25

In sum, what would a radically reformed welfare state – the social investment state in the
positive welfare society – look like? Expenditure on welfare, understood as positive welfare, will
be generated and distributed not wholly through the state, but by the state working in
combination with other agencies, including business. The welfare society here is not just the
nation, but stretches above and below it. Control of environmental pollution, for example, can
never be a matter for national government alone, but it is certainly directly relevant to welfare. In
the positive welfare society, the contract between individual and government shifts, since
autonomy and the development of self – the medium of expanding individual responsibility –
become the prime focus. Welfare in this basic sense concerns the rich as well as the poor.

Positive welfare would replace each of Beveridge’s negatives with a positive: in place of
Want, autonomy; not Disease but active health; instead of Ignorance, education, as a continuing
part of life; rather than Squalor, well-being; and in place of Idleness, initiative.



5

Into the Global Age

Social democrats should seek a new role for the nation in a cosmopolitan world. The emerging
global order cannot sustain itself as a ‘pure marketplace’. The marketplace fragments as much as
it unifies: a world of a thousand city-states, which some have predicted, would be unstable and
dangerous. A reassertion of the role of the nation is important as a stabilizing force, a counter to
endless fragmentation. Identity and belonging plainly are potentially divisive. How realistic is it
to suppose that affiliation to the nation can be a benign force? After all, the nation-state and
nationalism famously have a Janus face – nations provide an integrative mechanism of
citizenship, but nationalism can become belligerent and nationalist aspirations have fed many
destructive conflicts over the past century and a half.

The divisive aspects of nationalism won’t disappear, of course. But it is exactly a more
cosmopolitan version of nationhood we need to keep them in check. Such a cosmopolitanism is
both cause and condition of the possible disappearance of large-scale war between nation-states.
The ‘strong state’ used to be one well prepared for war. It must mean something different today:
a nation sure enough of itself to accept the new limits of sovereignty.

The cosmopolitan nation

Nation-states were first formed when they developed clear ‘borders’, rather than the vaguer
‘frontiers’ characteristic of more traditional states. Borders are precise lines drawn on a map,
which designate the territory of the nation, and any violation of them is regarded as an assault
upon the nation’s integrity. States are again coming to have frontiers rather than borders, but not
for the same reasons as in the past. Early states had frontiers because they had an inadequate
political apparatus: they couldn’t make their authority count at their outer perimeters. The
borders of current states are becoming frontiers because of their ties to other regions and their
involvement with transnational groupings of all kinds. The European Union is the prototype, but
the softening of boundaries is happening in other parts of the world too.

National identity can be a benign influence only if it is tolerant of ambivalence, or multiple
affiliation. Individuals who simultaneously are English, British, European, and have some
overall sense of global citizenship, may regard one of these as their overriding identity, but this
need not prevent them accepting the others too. Xenophobic nationalism is the opposite: the
nation is ‘one, indivisible’. It is culturally protectionist, assuming the nation has a ‘destiny’ – that
it is not only set apart from but superior to other nations. But nations don’t have destinies and all
nations, without exception, are ‘mongrel nations’. The nation is not something given in nature,
and whatever remote connections they may have to earlier ethnic communities, nations are a
product of relatively recent history. They have all been built from a diversity of cultural



fragments.
In his work on nationalism the political philosopher David Miller sets out to counter two

widely held views on the left about the nation and nationalism. One is that nationalism is
essentially a matter of feeling or emotion and devoid of rational content. The second is that
nationalism is intrinsically a doctrine of the political right, hostile to left values. Those who hold
such views, he argues, tend to treat nationalism as all of a piece, whereas in fact we can fairly
readily distinguish different forms. ‘The principle of nationality’ rests upon a number of claims.
National identities are a valid source of personal identity; individuals who experience being part
of a nation as an element of their identity are not suffering from an illusion. It is morally
defensible for them to wish to protect their identity against forces that might threaten it. Nations
are ethical communities, where those involved owe special obligations to other members not
always owed to others on the outside. Nations provide a focus for self-determination: the nation
should develop state structures that allow citizens to decide for themselves matters of general
importance.

Nations bring together these three elements with particular cogency because of certain other
special qualities:

nations are not voluntary associations, but communities within which most members are born, live and die,
so that we are bound together with our compatriots in a community of fate; moreover, these communities
… conceive of themselves as historically extended, so our obligations are not only to contemporaries but to
past and future members as well … we must hold on to the principle of nationality, while striving to forge
national identities that can accommodate the pluralism and mutability of contemporary culture.1

But how can this happen? Can the idea of the nation be compatible with ethnic and cultural
pluralism? In response to this question, conservative nationalism holds that the ‘unitary nation’
must reign supreme – the ‘one nation’ is inherited from the past and must be protected from
cultural contamination. The price of national community, as one rightist author puts it, is
‘sanctity, intolerance, exclusion and a sense that life’s meaning depends on obedience, and also
on vigilance against the enemy’.2

The radical multiculturalism of the libertarians, and some on the left, takes a very different
line, embracing cultural pluralism at whatever cost to wider solidarity. In this view, national
identity has no priority over other cultural claims – indeed, national identity is often regarded as
of dubious provenance, as artificially constructed, and as serving the interests of ruling groups.

Cultural pluralism

Now obviously special group affiliations don’t necessarily prejudice national identity. Many
loyalties that individuals and groups have, such as those to their neighbourhood or religion, don’t
inevitably clash with national belonging. Because of their inclusive quality, ethnic, and
sometimes religious, identities pose the biggest problem. Yet concerning such groups the claims
of radical multiculturalism are quite misleading. Ethnic identities aren’t any less socially
constructed than are national identities – all ethnic identity is the outcome in some part of the use
of power and created from diverse cultural sources. In the area of ethnicity, as in nationalism,
there are no thoroughbreds. Moreover, radical multiculturalism presumes the very national
community it affects to reject. The aim of multiculturalist politics is entirely laudable – to
counter the exploitation of oppressed groups. But this cannot be done without the support of the



broad national community, or without a sense of social justice that must stretch beyond the
claims or grievances of any specific group. ‘Much more rests on the majority’s sense of fairness
than multiculturalists appreciate, and that sense of fairness is liable to be contracted if groups
issuing demands reject the identity by which they belong in the same community as the
majority.’3

It could be argued, of course, that current social trends undermine the possibility of
constructing the cosmopolitan nation. Isn’t the reality that fragmentation referred to earlier, with
national identity falling apart in the face of ethnic tribalism on the one hand and the regional
break-up of states on the other? In Europe, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia have been sub-
divided. Who knows whether Belgium will hold together, the north of Italy separate from the
south or the Basques form a separate state?

Yet all is not fragmentation. In Germany in place of two states there is now one, and the
same will probably eventually happen in Korea. ‘Tribalism’ is decreasing in some areas and
contexts rather than growing. The ethnic conflicts in Northern Ireland, for example, are
exceptional in Europe, and at the time of writing it seems as though a constitutional settlement
which might counter them has been found.

The cosmopolitan nation is an active nation; but nation-building has to have a different sense
now from in previous generations, when it was part of a ‘realist’ system of international
relations. Nations in the past were constructed in some large part out of antagonism to others – in
the case of Britain, as Linda Colley has shown, hostility to Catholic France.4 Today, national
identities must be sustained in a collaborative milieu, where they won’t have the level of
inclusiveness they once did, and where other loyalties exist alongside them. What is implied, as
elsewhere in society, is a more open and reflexive construction of national identity – which
marks out what is distinctive about the nation and its aspirations, but in a less taken-for-granted
way than before.

As borders become fuzzier, and claims to local autonomy more insistent, old forms of
national identity have to be restructured. The question of ‘who are we?’ becomes puzzling, yet
pushes for a coherent answer. ‘Britishness’ is as puzzling as any. As the political thinker Bernard
Crick remarks, ‘I am a citizen of a country with no agreed colloquial name.’5 Many say
‘England’ when they mean ‘Britain’, and sometimes the other way round. ‘Britain’ is technically
not the same as ‘Great Britain’ (England, Scotland and Wales), or the ‘United Kingdom’ (Great
Britain and Northern Ireland). Devolution will sharpen the national sense of Scotland and Wales
– indeed Scotland may well claim full independence. If the settlement there takes effect,
Northern Ireland will have links both to Ireland and to the British mainland. Not only all this:
Britain has large ethnic and immigrant minorities, a legacy in some part of its imperial past. This
heterogeneity may defeat any attempt to reshape an embracing national identity but in and of
itself it isn’t a barrier. Rather it is part and parcel of the very meaning of ‘cosmopolitan nation’ as
such.

One of the major issues facing many countries is immigration. The US from its beginnings
has been an immigrant society. The European countries, however, now have much more
heterogeneous populations than they did twenty years ago. Germany, for instance, is an
immigrant country in fact if not in name. Its demographic make-up has altered in quite a short
time. Four times as many immigrants went to Germany as to France in 1990, and eight times as
many as to Britain. Germany accepted 1.1 million immigrants in 1995, while immigration into



the US was 720,000.6
Immigration has long been fertile soil for racism, in spite of the fact that studies from around

the world show that immigration usually proves advantageous to the host country. Immigrants
normally want to work and are often more industrious than the indigenous population. They want
to prosper and by doing so they become consumers, creating jobs rather than usurping them. The
very cultural differences that may cause resentment or hatred tend to have an energizing effect
upon the society at large.

The countries which signed the 1985 Schengen agreement to have open borders are calling
on EU members with ‘external boundaries’ to patrol them more rigorously. In June 1998 France
sent police reinforcements to its Italian border to prevent Kurdish refugees from entering.
Germany demanded road checkpoints be set up in Italy; it has reinforced controls on its borders
with Poland. None the less, the Schengen accord has survived the influx of escapees from
Yugoslavia and later Albania.

Cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism merge around the question of immigration. A
cosmopolitan outlook is the necessary condition of a multicultural society in a globalizing order.
Cosmopolitan nationalism is the only form of national identity compatible with that order. Even
more than most other countries, Germany is being forced to examine its national identity afresh.
It was the only society actually split in two by the bipolar world. The country has to shape a new
identity, like others in Europe, while ceding a measure of economic and cultural autonomy to the
EU – in which it is first among equals.

Germany is something of a test case for cosmopolitan nationalism in the context of Europe,
because the country officially denies its multiculturalism. Naturalization is currently based on
descent, not place of birth. Generations of immigrant children born in Germany remain
foreigners, while those of German origins born in other countries may claim German citizenship.
To pioneer a cosmopolitan identity, the citizenship laws need to be changed and a major cultural
shift made. A cosmopolitan nation needs values to which all are committed, and an identity with
which citizens are comfortable, but it also has to accept ambiguity and cultural diversity.

Is benign, cosmopolitan nationalism actually possible? As with other notions discussed
earlier, it is an ideal, but given the changing nature of the global order, one not so distant from
reality. Talk of Cool Britannia in the UK, and of ‘rebranding Britain’, fumbling though they
might be, mark a recognition that national identity needs to be actively shaped, in dialogue with
other identities.

According to ‘realist’ theory, nations and power blocs, acting in the selfish pursuit of their
interests, are the arbiters of power in the world arena. It is obvious, however, that this is a self-
defining theory. States’ leaders who think in such a way will act in such a way. The end of the
bipolar era, together with the impact of globalization, have radically altered the nature of states’
sovereignty. Globalization, it should be stressed, is not the same as internationalization. It is not
just about closer ties between nations, but concerns processes, such as the emergence of global
civil society, that cut across the borders of nations. States which face risks and dangers, rather
than enemies, have no need to see the world in realist terms – ‘realism’ is the wrong term, since
the beliefs to which it refers are becoming archaic.

Cosmopolitan democracy



The new democratic state and the cosmopolitan nation are bound up with a much wider political
arena that can no longer be treated as merely ‘external’. The cosmopolitan nation implies
cosmopolitan democracy, operating on a globalizing scale.7 Now normally such issues are kept
quite separate from discussions of national and even regional politics. The rest of the world is far
away, it is said, and we have enough troubles in our own back yard, while ideas about democracy
above the level of the nation-state are utopian. In academic discourse, this separation has long
been formalized by the existence of the discipline of ‘international relations’, whose province of
study is just this ‘external arena’. In a globalizing order, however, such a differentiation makes
little sense.

Some say that the world is going backwards from global governance, not towards it – the
break-up of the bipolar world has generated disorder rather than increasing interdependence.
Although he recognizes that ‘global chaos is entirely avoidable’, journalist Robert Harvey argues
that ‘as the millennium closes, the … seeds of global disorder, even anarchy … are being sown’.8
The French thinker Alain Minc has similarly spoken of the return of a new Middle Ages,
characterized by a profusion of conflicts, hostilities and grey areas devoid of authority.9

Rather than describing the world as it is, however, which as yet they plainly do not, such
interpretations should be seen as dystopias, the catastrophic side of the positive possibilities that
exist. Consider, for example, the impact of war. Far more people have died on the battlefield
over the past hundred years than in any previous century. If civilian deaths are included, a greater
proportion of the world’s population died in warfare than at any period before. Some 10 million
people perished in fighting in World War I; millions more died directly or indirectly as a result
of the war. World War II had a far higher proportion of civilian casualties: of the 50 million who
died, under half were soldiers. It has been estimated that a further 50 million people have been
killed in other conflicts from 1945 to the present day. In very recent times the bloodshed in
Bosnia and Rwanda has added another million victims.10

Yet appalling as these last episodes of violence were, they indicate a change in the pattern of
war, away from the earlier geopolitical wars of nation-states. The obsolescence of large-scale
war, accidents aside, had already become clear during the bipolar era. The invention of nuclear
weapons reversed the theorem of Karl von Clausewitz – rather than war being the final
instrument of diplomacy, the overriding object of diplomacy became to prevent war, at least in
the sense of nuclear conflict. Mikhail Gorbachev explicitly recognized the obsolescence of war
in proposing the arms race should come to a halt, a matter of much more than just expediency on
his part.11

There are several other reasons why it is no longer fanciful to say that large-scale war
between nations is less likely to occur in the future. The world is no longer divided between two
militarized power blocs. The boundaries between nations have almost everywhere been fixed and
agreed by international consensus. In an information age, territory no longer matters as much to
nation-states as in the past. Knowledge and competitive capability count for more than natural
resources, and sovereignty has become fuzzier or multiple. Democracy is becoming more
widespread and there is truth in the idea that democracies do not go to war with one another.
Finally, the world is vastly more interconnected than ever before, including the period of the late
nineteenth century.

Against this backdrop it is no longer utopian to connect issues of national and global
governance, because they are already intimately connected in practice. Underneath the



restlessness of markets and the driving force of technological innovation there has been a
massive growth in the number of cooperative organizations working at a global level. At the turn
of the present century, for example, there were some twenty international governmental
organizations and 180 transnational non-government organizations. Today there are over 300 of
the former and nearly 5,000 of the latter. There already is global governance and there already is
global civil society.12

There are major forms of cosmopolitanism coming ‘from below’. Groups such as
Greenpeace or Amnesty International pursue objectives relating to humanity as a whole.
Amnesty International, for instance, follows a principle of ‘strict impartiality and independence’,
ensuring that its members do not become involved in cases in their own countries. NGOs have
taken up the rallying call, convening a succession of summit meetings, the largest of which, in
Beijing, in 1995 drew 50,000 delegates.

Globalizing processes have transferred powers away from nations and into depoliticized
global space. Yet like any other social environment, or even more so given its universal
importance, this new space needs regulation, the introduction of rights and obligations: ‘ubi
societas, ibi ius’, ‘wherever there is society, there should be laws’.13

At present there is a disjunction between regional and global governance. Regionally,
especially in the shape of the European Union, NAFTA and other groupings, cooperation is
developing in institutions of wide influence. Besides the EU there are the OAU, ASEAN, the
League of Arab States, CARICOM and MERCOSUR. All are examples of social and economic
collaboration among countries that have had divisions and conflicts in the past. On a truly world
level, on the other hand, the existing institutions are still intergovernmental – depending upon the
agreement of states to function, they have little power to intervene within them. The UN is
specifically an association of nations, as are the bodies concerned with trade and economic
exchange – the WTO, GATT, the IMF and the World Bank.

The European Union

The European Union began as part of the bipolar system, but should be understood today as a
response to globalization. What matters is not so much that it defines an entity, ‘Europe’, as that
it is developing social, political and economic institutions that stretch above the nation-state and
reach down to the individual. Created by cooperation between national governments, it is far
more than a regional association of states. Of course, the EU has its problems – it has been said
that if it applied to join itself it would be refused entry, because it isn’t democratic enough. Yet
even in its current form it offers a model capable of wider application, and could play a direct
role in providing it.

The EU has become increasingly important in the lives of its citizens at the same time as it is
losing popular support. It is responsible for over 75 per cent of economic legislation across its
member states, and for 50 per cent of all domestic legislation. However, surveys show that in
most member countries there is less enthusiasm for the EU than there used to be – with two or
three societies moving the other way. The reasons normally given are the EU’s lack of
democracy and its remoteness from the concerns of ordinary people. But seen in the context of
globalization, and made more responsive to citizens’ everyday concerns, the EU is as important
for its political role as for its economic one, because in this respect it is ahead of the rest of the



world. It is pioneering forms of governance that do not fit any traditional mould. Member
countries of the EU have a strong motivation to behave like cosmopolitan nations outside as well
as within the European context.

Jos de Beus, author of the 1994 Election Programme of the Dutch Labour Party, says there
are three traps that social democrats should avoid when considering the future of the EU:

• pressure thinking – globalization means that the EU must succumb to pressures from the
wider world, rather than seek independently to influence it;

• wishful thinking – the single market, the Euro and the European Central Bank will
automatically promote social democratic ideals;

• doomsday thinking – the EU is the enemy of social democracy, so that the aim of social
democrats should be to return power to the individual nations.14

De Beus is right to suggest that the future of the EU is open. During the Cold War period, the
democratic limitations of the EU were not a significant barrier to its evolution. Decisions agreed
upon by national governments ‘in Brussels’ were accepted by voters. In the 1990s this situation
no longer holds. Part of the answer, as many suggest, should be to couple greater power for the
European Parliament (EP) to more effective transnational party organization. Transnational party
federations are likely to get stronger. At present, EP elections are fought as ‘second order
national contests’ rather than ‘European elections’. Evidence from polls in different EU countries
shows that it is the perceived lack of importance of EP elections that leads people to stay away
from the polls.

The projected involvement of countries in Central and Eastern Europe in the EU is obviously
a major challenge. The countries lined up for early entry include the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Poland and Slovenia. Five other countries – Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, Latvia and
Lithuania – have been allocated resources to help them prepare for entry. Most of these countries
have a GDP of a third or less of the existing EU average. Moreover, almost without exception
they are struggling to introduce liberal democratic institutions and market principles. Even those
that seemed to be making the transition with the greatest ease, such as the Czech Republic and
Poland, are meeting problems on both political and economic levels.

The strains that are bound to be caused by ‘enlargement’ could cause the whole European
project to founder. Yet enlargement could help the EU by adding force to processes of
reconstruction. After all, as mentioned before, there is more than a faint irony in an undemocratic
organization imposing criteria of democracy on others. The incorporation of the societies of
Central and Eastern Europe could be a stimulus to democratize and reshape EU institutions. ‘If
enlargement is to be successful, the EU must address the complex and thorny issues of social and
cultural identity, mission and legitimacy and the doubts and anxieties they provoke across
Europe.’15

Global governance

Whether the basic arrangement of EU institutions will change substantially over the next few
years we do not know. The division of powers in the EU may need major restructuring in the
light of the issues just mentioned. But it is also possible that a more comprehensive system of



global governance could have the same formal system as the EU already possesses: a
representative body (the Parliament), an administrative one (the Commission), an
intergovernmental association (the Council) and federal courts of law (the Court of Justice). Such
an alignment of institutions on a global level, of course, would differ in role and function from
the bodies that exist at the moment. In principle, however, it isn’t difficult to see how they could
be reformed in this direction. For example, the WTO, IMF and World Bank could be integrated
as a single body, while what is currently the UN could be divided into a parliament and a
council. The OECD might even be a possible bridgehead to a wider global order, if it absorbed
the European Union and extended the same powers as the EU already holds to the other
members. For the countries of the South, this could be a positive move, because it would no
longer be an exclusive club, but a group with membership available to all those who qualify.

The idea that a new assembly, or parliament, could be set up in conjunction with the UN has
been widely debated over the past few years.16 The European Parliament could be a model for
how such a parliamentary assembly could be formed. It could be established initially as a
subsidiary body of the General Assembly, under article 22 of the UN charter. Parliaments of the
member states would first of all send representatives who would develop proposals for a directly
elected assembly. The electoral system would be similar to that of the European Parliament, with
the number of deputies from each country proportionate to population, with a corrective built in
for smaller countries.17

The development of an effective court of justice would be a crucial step accompanying a
world assembly. The International Court of Justice continues to represent an intergovernmental
conception of law, in spite of the fact that the Nuremberg and Tokyo Tribunals established a
principle of jurisdiction over individuals and their states. The tribunal set up to investigate and
prosecute violations of international human rights law in the former Yugoslavia has analogous
powers. It could, and should, form a link to a framework of cosmopolitan law, the basic issue in
which is that the court’s jurisdiction should extend widely over relations between states and their
citizens. The fact that most states as of 1998 have supported the formation of an International
Criminal Court is a sign of a gathering consensus about these needs.

Are such proposals feasible? Would globalized democracy, featuring representative
assemblies, meet with the same problems of apathy or hostility encountered at the national level?
As far as the second question is concerned, it is essential to emphasize again the two-way
diffusion of power. Cosmopolitan democracy is not only about the movement of governance
towards a world level, but about its diffusion downwards to local regions. Those who doubt such
possibilities should consider what has been achieved in the European Union. Only half a century
ago Europe was exhausted, recovering from a war coming from long-standing tensions between
the European states. Yet those states have collaborated to create a new system of transnational
and devolved power, have pooled aspects of their sovereignty and have set up effective courts of
law. They have done so, moreover, not just out of idealism, but out of self-interest, and similar
interests in global governance are today relevant to all states.18

The expansion of cosmopolitan democracy is a condition for effectively regulating the world
economy, attacking global economic inequalities and controlling ecological risks. It makes no
sense to contest market fundamentalism on the local level but leave it to reign on the global one:

Global laissez-faire is a moment in the history of the emerging world economy, not its end point … what is
beyond serious doubt is that organising the world economy as a single global free market promotes



instability. It forces workers to bear the cost of new technologies and unrestricted free trade. It contains no
means whereby activities that endanger the global ecological balance can be curbed … [It] is, in effect,
staking the planet’s future on the supposition that these vast dangers will be resolved as an unintended
consequence of the unaffected pursuit of profits. It is hard to think of a more reckless wager.19

Market fundamentalism on a world scale

Market fundamentalism has been forced into retreat in domestic politics because of its limited
and contradictory nature. Yet it still continues to reign at a global level, in spite of the fact that
the same problems appear there as more locally. In neoliberal orthodoxy, giving global markets
free reign is logical, because like all markets they are problem-solving devices and tend towards
equilibrium. Seemingly irrational fluctuations are actually condensed problem-solving activities,
reverting very soon to a new and readjusted equilibrium. A more convincing account of the
dynamics of world markets, however, suggests that expectations of price changes rather than
prices as such drive decisions, and expectations are routinely swayed by psychological rather
than purely economic phenomena. Crises, erratic fluctuations, the sudden rush of capital into and
out of particular countries and regions – these are not marginal but core features of untamed
markets.

The regulation of financial markets is the single most pressing issue in the world economy, in
the wake of the Mexican crisis of 1994 and the succeeding troubles in South East Asia. Here as
elsewhere deregulation isn’t the same as freedom, and a global commitment to free trade depends
upon effective regulation rather than dispenses with the need for it. The aims of such intervention
are easy to identify, but what policies should be followed, and how they can be implemented,
obviously are more problematic. The needs are: to calm excessive movements in currencies and
control overshoot; separate short-term currency speculation from investment; and create greater
accountability within the transnational organizations involved in world economic management,
as well as restructure them.

Of the trillion US dollars’ worth of currencies exchanged every day, only 5 per cent relate to
trade and other substantive economic transactions. The other 95 per cent is made up of
speculations and arbitrages, as traders wielding huge sums look for rapid profits on exchange
rate fluctuations and interest rate differentials. These activities distort the signals markets give
for long-term instruments and trade. Portfolio capital has spectacular mobility – hundreds of
billions of ‘hot money’ can desert a market or country in one day. Central banks don’t have
sufficient reserves to withstand the collective pressure of speculators gambling on the
devaluation of weaker currencies.

Following the Mexican crisis, many wrote of the need to create more effective instruments of
financial governance – but few substantive changes were put in place. The dislocations suffered
by the Asian tiger economies have made much more apparent the need for new modes of
regulation. After all, the Asian countries went from being models of industrial success to
struggling economies almost overnight. Prior to these events, it wasn’t so obvious that
movements of capital could so readily generate crises. In 1996, $93 billion flowed into
Indonesia, South Korea, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. Suddenly in 1997 this went into
reverse, with an outflow of $12 billion.20

The neoliberal response, to free up capital markets still further, is only a recipe for even
greater dislocation than has been suffered over the past few years. The idea that controlling the



free mobility of capital produces losses of efficiency takes no account of the social and economic
costs of crises. Ensuring that capital returns usually means raising interest rates and selling
domestic assets. Moreover, the claims often made for the benefits of free capital mobility are at
least questionable. China and Japan, among other countries, have had high growth rates without
capital account convertibility. In Europe, the same has been true of Ireland and Portugal, which
did not move fully in this direction until the early 1990s.

How might financial markets be regulated? One key aspect is currency speculation. The
coming of the Euro means there will be three world currencies, with a question mark hanging
over the yen. This situation could lead to struggles between the currency blocs, but also implies a
growing coordination in the world economy that could turn into active cooperation. The financier
George Soros has suggested that the Euro and the US dollar could be formally linked as a
stabilizing device.

Stable exchange rates should benefit financial institutions, corporations, investors and
governments alike. Longer-term investment and lending are encouraged by more stability. Costs
to exporters and importers will be lower, because the need to hedge against exchange rate
fluctuations will not be there. Moreover, industrialized and developing countries alike stand to
gain, since both seek more government autonomy and effective central bank intervention.

An alternative to a fixed exchange rate regime is the much-discussed Tobin tax, which its
originator suggested over a quarter of a century ago.21 The tax would be set at a level that would
discourage pure financial speculation, while not preventing currency exchange necessary for the
finance of trade and direct investment. A tax of 0.5 per cent applied in 1996 would have
produced $150 billion if levied on a world scale. Critics claim that it would not be workable,
because traders would find ways to evade it. The main barrier, however, does not concern
problems of evasion, or implementation more generally, but – so far – lack of political will. On a
more local level, the reserve system in Chile has deservedly attracted much attention. Those who
wish to invest in the country are obliged to make a substantial deposit, at zero interest, with the
central bank for a period of a year, the effect being to separate genuine investment from more
speculative financial dealings.

The World Bank, IMF and GATT were set up to cope with the global dislocations of the
1920s and 1930s, not those of today. The Bretton Woods – GATT system was introduced to
avoid the difficulties that arose after World War I, including restrictive trade policies and the
Great Depression – the period commonly known as ‘the age of catastrophe’. The aim was to
encourage international economic cooperation through an expanding and open world economy.
These objectives have largely been achieved. Virulent economic nationalism has not reappeared
and no major wars have happened between the countries at the core of the system. In some part it
is that very success that has generated a whole new series of problems.

Serious consideration should be given to establishing an Economic Security Council within
the United Nations. To do so would be as difficult as other reforms, or more so, but it would be
hard to dispute its importance. It would require a change in the charter of the UN and ‘a political
will of heroic proportions’.22 G8 could continue to play its current role in coordinating the policy
frameworks of the industrial countries. There are many issues, including governance of currency
markets and responding to ecological risks, that cannot be resolved without collective action
involving many countries and groups. Not even the most liberalized national economy works
without macroeconomic coordination; it makes no sense to suppose that the world economy is



different.
The issue of global ecological management overlaps extensively with that of the deep

economic divisions in world society. There is a real parallel between exclusion within nations
and regions and exclusion on a global scale. Increasing prosperity for many leaves others
stranded and marginalized. The richest twenty countries in the world have experienced a steady
advance in prosperity since 1980. About a quarter of the world’s population lives in these
countries. Economic stagnation, or even absolute decline, has characterized many of the poorer
societies. About 30 per cent of the world’s population lives on a poverty line of earnings
equivalent to one US dollar a day. Sub-Saharan Africa, with the partial exception of South
Africa, makes up virtually a whole continent of the excluded. Even among poor countries there is
exclusion at the top as well. Small elites, sometimes affluent by any standards, live in physical
and cultural isolation from the large majority. Quite often they are openly getting their income
from money laundering, weapons trading or drug trafficking.

The problems involved in reducing world inequality are truly daunting. It seems very
unlikely, however, that a significant impact could be made on them without progress towards
greater global governance. The same applies to ecological risk. The question isn’t only how
environmental threats can be contained, but the effects of the economic development of the
poorer countries, supposing it occurs. Ecological modernization, as currently understood, does
not provide strategies for the transition from an agrarian to an industrial economy. World
ecological management, to say the least, will not be easy, not just because of pressures towards
environmentally damaging economic growth, but because ecological risks, and more broadly
those associated with technological change, are intrinsically so controversial.

Accusations of unnecessary scaremongering don’t only come from the right, and many
people lapse into the view that ‘things will work out in the end’. Since by definition no one can
calculate the risks, and future technological change is impossible to predict, no fully convincing
scenarios can be drawn. Global problems respond to local initiatives but they also demand global
solutions. We can’t leave such problems to the erratic swirl of global markets and relatively
powerless international bodies if we are to achieve a world that mixes stability, equity and
prosperity.



Conclusion
In the early 1990s contributors to the discussion about the future of social democracy spoke of
the air of disappointment that has surrounded social democratic renewal.1 Social democrats
across Europe, and in other areas of the world too, lost confidence in the face of the rise of free
market philosophy and the collapse of ‘actually existing socialism’ in Eastern Europe. Ronald
Reagan and George Bush held power in the US, while two of the major social democratic parties,
in Britain and Germany, experienced long periods of opposition. Although social democrats did
well in Southern Europe, electorally as well as conceptually ‘social democracy fell into a state of
depression’.2

A number of key events, including the election to the US presidency of Bill Clinton in 1992,
helped turn the tide. Wim Kok became prime minister in Holland, Lionel Jospin came to power
in France, Romano Prodi in Italy. The victory of Labour in the UK was also seen in many
countries as a new beginning. ‘And then there was Tony!’, proclaimed the authors of a volume
on the state of social democracy in Europe in 1998, adding that Tony Blair defeated ‘the very
symbol of the social democratic crisis of the 80s, Thatcherite conservatism’.3

Yet many who praise the scale of the victory also see the New Labour project as an empty
one. The landslide majority New Labour achieved was the result of a very active, professional
campaign, in which media techniques developed in the US were utilized. New Labour is widely
seen as depending on media-oriented politics, and as creating ‘designer socialism’. ‘Personal
images, symbolic stagings, sound bites, visual gags’ all count for more than ‘issues, arguments,
projects and the evaluation of campaign promises.’4

A precept of successful advertising, however, is that image alone isn’t enough. There must be
something solid behind the hype, otherwise the public see through the faҫade pretty quickly. If
all New Labour had to offer were media savvy, its time on the political stage would be short, and
its contribution to the revival of social democracy limited. I hope this will not be the case. As I
have tried to show in this book, a substantive agenda is emerging from the social democratic
debates, an agenda to which the UK has a lot to offer. The more these debates themselves
become genuinely transnational the better. Even within Europe, there hasn’t been as much
interaction across national contexts as there might be. But a dialogue of the centre-left should
range much more widely, as an orientation to globalization in fact demands.
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