
THE BEGINNING OF 

HISTORY 

Manuel Castells 

POINT OF DEPARTURE? 

Human history is not coming to an end, but 
only just beginning at the present time, if the 
history of a specific biological species is under
stood to mean the possibility for this species to 
express that which distinguishes it from other 
species - in this case its capacity to create mental 
universes capable of translation into material 
forms. For thousands of years men and women 
have known a daily struggle for survival. To survive 
against the harshness of hostil e nature, very far 
removed in its concrete reality from the idyllic 
image sketched by contemporary ideologists from 
the comfort of their industrialised societies. 1 To 
survive the devastating epidemics and hunger that 
ravaged Europe until the eighteenth century. 2 To 
survive the arbitrary and suffocating oppression of 
absolute monarchies and all-powerful aristocracies 
approaching senility, and oppressive to such a 
degree that human rights are perhaps the scarcest 
goods to have been en j oyed by our species in the 
course of its long march through terror. 3 And 
above all to survive war, that regular scythe of lives 
and plans which for millennia and up to only a few 
years ago, has been the atrocious experience of 
almost every generation. An experience which -
lived, remembered, or anticipated - was always 
the keynote of human existence, both individual 
and collective. Like spring and winter, at a certain 

moment in people's lives war carne, and then 
peace, but a peace always threatened, always sus
pended by the thread of military strategy, and 
betrayed by the artifices of the ambitious. Hunger, 
disease, torture, prison and war, actual or threat
ened, have formed with varying intensity the 
essential fabric of human life until toda y. 

What we are experiencing at present is perhaps 
one of the few historical periods to which the 
term 'revolution' can be applied in the true sense 
of the word. Because at the present time, in 
Europe and in other areas of what is known as 
the North, within a geopolitical sphere of hope 
with uncertain frontiers, we appear to be seeing 
the elimination of great material privations, the 
arrival of political freedom and human rights, and 
above all peace as both a lived experience and a 
horizon, for the great majority of the population 
and thus for society as a whole. In the most 
fundamental sense the current process is, or may 
be - we pray that it is - our emergence from the 
tunnel of prehistory in which nature (in other 
words brute force) dominated humanity, in which 
the apparatus of power ( arbitrary armed might) 
shackled society, and in which war ( organised 
destruction) tortured the bodies and tormented 
the minds of human beings. We are coming out 
into the light of History, with the possibility of 
controlling and choosing the direction of our own 
evolution as societies, naturally not without the 
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contradictions and conflicts affecting any human 
organisation, but within the framework of coex
istence, reason, cooperation and consensus. 
Obviously injustice, repression and, to a certain 
extent, violence, continue and will continue. But 
in a fundamental part of our planet there is 
coming into being a social, economic, political 
and moral order which is establishing the bases 
for a human civilisation also humane in the strict 
sense of the term, that is to say built around values 
which are shared and defended by the immense 
majority and in which social living-together, polit
ical legitimacy and economic progress are taken as 
the defining elements of social organisation. In this 
sense, we have left the realm of Necessity (though 
not that of multiple necessities) and we are enter
ing the realm of Liberty ( though the defence of 
liberties is always necessary). lt is in the full exer
cising of this freedom that the human race can 
begin to live its own history, and instead of wasting 
its experience create the conditions needed for 
humanity to become human to the full extent of 
its biological and cultural identity. 

Why here and now? 

THE GREAT CHANGE 

If for the moment we leave aside sorne areas of 
the planet ( to which I shall naturally return in my 
analysis in order to integrate them in a global 
vision), and if we centre ourselves in the geopol
itical heart of the process of historical transfor
mation, that is, Europe, the great change is due 
to the convergence of three major and inter
related processes which, in coming together, have 
brought about the end of the confrontation 
between the great military blocs, that is, the 
revolution in information technology, the integra
tion of the world economy and the political 
integration of Western Europe, together with the 
end of communism as a system. Although the 
three processes are well known, it is important to 
recapitulate their characteristics in order to ana
lyse their relationships and interpret the meaning 
of their historical simultaneity. 

The technological revolution which carne to 
fruition during the decade of the 1980s out of the 
great innovations of the 1970s (the micro-proces
sor in 1971, the recombination of DNA in 1973, 
the personal computer in 1975) represented a 
qualitative jump in our productive and manage
ment capacities, determining the scientific 
advance in the generation, processing and trans
mission of information, that is, the central process 
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of human activity. 4 In the present technological 
revolution information plays the part of paper, 
which provided the driving force of the two 
industrial revolutions. 5 And, like energy, infor
mation is characterised by its interstitial effects in 
the interplay of human activity, and for this 
reason it constitutes a technological revolution 
which affects the whole system and not only the 
production process and the world of work, 
although this is where it finds its primary scope 
for evolution.6 The fact that the core of the 
technological revolution is centred in information 
directly links, for the first time in history, the 
scientific and cultural capacity of societies with 
the development of productive forces, provided 
that this link is effectively made through a social, 
institutional and commercial organisation which 
channels symbolic processing capacity towards 
computerised production processes. 7 To the 
extent that programmed machinery takes over 
the actual execution of productive tasks, it is 
programming capacity, and therefore the capacity 
for structured symbolic invention, which deter
mines the control of economic productivity and 
technological and military strength, sources of 
wealth and power. 8 The technological capacity 
freed as a result is such that, if societies were able 
to overcome the obstacles inherent in their organ
isation, the material basis of abundance for all 
exists. In Western Europe, notoriously, hunger 
has given way to the structural overproduction of 
agricultura} products, and in the United States 3 
per cent of the working population produces 
sufficient agricultura! products to feed the whole 
country, and also to export 50 per cent of its 
production. In addition, the introduction of bio
engineering and computerised methods into agri
culture are only just beginning. In the same way 
in the 1990s we are seeing the generalised 
advance of computerisation and telecommunica
tions into the service sectors, enabling the enor
mous reserves of potential productivity in these 
sectors to be released, the holding back of which 
has hitherto constituted a real obstacle to the 
overall growth of our economies. 9 This is why it 
is necessary to ensure that technological moder
nisation and the expansion of world markets 
proceed simultaneously, so that the extraordinary 
growth on the supply side is balanced by a parallel , 
growth in demand. 10 

Similarly and decisively, in the 1980s, also for 
the first time in history, a global economy was 
established functioning on a daily basis in real 
time. This is not a process of internationalisation 
of the economy, but of its globalisation.11 His-
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torians have long since demonstrated that capital
ism was from its beginnings an articulated system 
with a worldwide dimension, 12 and the interna
tionalisation of the economy was a process which 
accelerated considerably with the 1950s. None
theless, what is really new is that the economies 
considered as a whole ( and especially the econ
omies of the OECD area) have interpenetrated 
so deeply that they form a sole economic reality, 
a global economy in which capital, labour, goods, 
services, technology and information interrelate 
on a daily basis irrespective of frontiers, making 
national economies finally obsolete as units of 
management and structurisation of productive 
activity. In this sense, what is important is not so 
much trade as the motor of world economic 
activity, the worldwide nature of economic activ
ity as such, both for the big multinationals (the 
main agents of the new economic system), and 
for the small and medium-sized firms linked 
together in subcontracting and sales networks 
operating within an international frame of refer
ence. In the final analysis this is true also for the 
states themselves, which can already no longer 
work within the limits of national economic poli
cies, but must have economic policies related to a 
global frame of reference on the basis of socio
political interests which may themselves be 
defined within a national context. It must not be 
forgotten that the establishment of this global 
economic system and, in general, of a global 
system interwoven in all its aspects, has only been 
made possible by the recent technological revo
lution and by the development of telecommuni
cation information systems, as well as by a 
worldwide system of audio-visual communication 
links. 13 

Economic and technological interpenetration 
within a cohesive world system favours, objec
tively speaking, the preponderance of big group
ings, in terms of size of market, scientific and 
technological resources, and the political weight 
of the governmental authorities involved. 14 The 
United States, as a consequence of its own histor
ical constitution, enjoyed a large comparative 
share in the new system. Japan was able to create 
a critica! mass adequate for the first phase of 
development of the new model, thanks to a great 
effort to extend its domestic market and increase 
its indigenous technological capacity, although 
probably its vulnerability in terms of native 
resources will impose an expansionist strategy on 
it in the future. Europe had to react as a historical 
collectivity to resist the integration in a subordi
nate role of its separate countries, if they had 

remained isolated entities, in a new world struc
ture around the Pacific axis. French nationalism 
and the German need to remain open towards 
Eastern Europe (in a vision the rightness of which 
has been demonstrated by recent history) will 
establish, paradoxically, the conditions for an 
acceleration of European unity as a response to 
the increasing economic, technological and stra
tegic satellisation of the separate European 
countries in relation to the American-J apanese 
axis. The Single Act, the 1993 horizon, and the 
accelerntion of the construction of a political 
Europe have, within a few years, seen the cre
ation of the biggest market in the world, a signifi
cant concentration of scientific and technological 
resources, and a collective capacity for political 
intervention in the process of reconstructing the 
world arder. In a fundamental sense Europe, 
despite national differences, has proved able to 
meet the historical challenge of the economic and 
technological transformations of the last decade. 

Nevertheless, the historical event which marks 
not simply a change of period but a change of 
epoch, has been the end of communism as a 
historical reality and a representative utopia of 
the values of the prehistory of humanity. On the 
other hand, the sudden nature, the extreme rap
idity, and the tone of historical inevitability which 
characterised the dismantlement and, in a way, 
the suicide of the communist system were pro
foundly related to the economic and technological 
structural transformations to which I have 
referred. There is no other way of explaining the 
collapse of a system which for decades resisted all 
social pressures and all the desires for freedom of 
the individuals and peoples subject to the Soviet 
state, as demonstrated by the repressive me asures 
which buried revolts as big as those of Berlín in 
1953, Poznan in 1956, Hungary in 1956, Prague 
in 1968, or Poland in 1970. The social movements 
and struggles for democracy in the countries of 
Eastern Europe were not the cause but the con
sequence of the transformations initiated from 
the summit of the system, but although thus 
permitted and even stimulated, these democratis
ation movements are greatly overflowing the 
channels originally laid out for them, having 
grown in strength and speed to take directions 
not foreseen in the process of change envisaged 
by the former Soviet leadership. 

It is not self-evident that the Communist par
ties, or their natural heirs, will disappear entirely 
in the former Soviet Union, or in Bulgaria, Hun
gary, Yugoslavia, nor especially in other contexts, 
such as China, Vietnam or Cuba where the Com-
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munist Party was a decisive component in what at 
a given moment in their histories was a movement 
of national liberation, but we are nonetheless 
witnessing the formation of new societies and new 
political systems in Eastern Europe. What has 
disappeared in Eastern Europe, and in the former 
Soviet Union ( and what will probably disappear 
in the rest of the world) is the communist system 
as such, and as I have analysed it elsewhere. 15 

That is to say, a system characterised by the 
domination by the party of the state and of the 
state over the society via the twin mechanism 
of a centrally planned state-controlled economy 
and the imposition of the ideological dogma of 
Marxism-Leninism. This system has already been 
overthrown by the process of historical change, 
but not yet buried, in that the death-throes of the 
former subject societies are producing tremen
dous convulsions with incalculable consequences. 
In any event, by mid-1990 it was already possible 
to talk of a democratic situation within all the 
limits of a transition process, throughout Eastern 
Europe, with the exception of Albania and per
haps Yugoslavia and Romanía. lt was also poss
ible to talk in terms of an apparently irreversible 
march within what was then the Soviet Union 
towards a market economy, towards political 
democracy and towards decolonisation, with the 
inevitable result of an institutional redefinition of 
the Soviet state and its dismemberment into a 
series of sovereign republics whose future convo
lutions would be uncertain. 

Why, how, and why at this particular time, has 
this great historical change taken place, culminat
ing in the end of communism? The answer to this 
question is fundamental in that on it depends 
what we may consider as the reversibility or 
irreversibility, over the long term, of the current 
process. My analysis is therefore based on the 
proposition that it is necessary to relate the 
revolution within the system to the initially refor
mist project of perestroika, and the latter to the 
economic and tecJmological transformations 
which constituted a new historical paradigm in 
the decade of the 1980s.16 Gorbachev and the 
reformist group of the Soviet Communist Party, 
enmeshed in the problems of the Kruschev era, 
carne to power after various post-Brezhnev 
attempts to maintain immobility, with the aim of 
overcoming a fundamental paradox: how was it 
that 70 years after the revolution, the largest 
country in the world, with immense resources and 
an educated and hardworking population, was 
living in conditions increasingly inferior to those 
in the industrialised nations of the West, to such 
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an extent that it was the only country in which 
infantile mortality increased over the last decade. 
At the same time, the Soviet Union was incapable 
of assimilating the information technology revo
lution as a result of its backwardness in microelec
tronics, information and telecommunication 
engineering, and because of the concentration of 
its scientific and industrial resources on the mili
tary industrial complex, the black hole absorbing 
everything.17 From this arose the absurdity of a 
society which spent at least 15 per cent of GDP 
and 25 per cent of its total budget on military 
expenditure, and in which whole sectors of the 
economy were under military control ( electron
ics, telecommunications, the aircraft industry, 
shipbuilding, transport, a major part of the chem
icals industry, etc.), notwithstanding which the 
Soviet military machine was rapidly made obso
lescent, left behind in the technological arms race 
initiated by the United States in 1983 with the 
Star Wars programme, because it failed to assim
ilate the information technologies available in 
decentralised form, linked to a military strategy 
of a more flexible and agile nature. 18 That is to 
say, in terms of both material wealth and military 
power, the communist system had come up 
against its own limits and was becoming aware 
from within these limits of its historical failure. 
The economic studies of Aganbegyan showed 
how the Soviet GDP growth rate decreased con
tinuously from 1971 onwards to become stagnant 
precisely in 1985, as the basis for growth passed 
from quantitative factors ( capital plus labour) to 
qualitative factors (technology, commercial man
agement, flexibility and efficiency in the alloca
tion of resources). 19 In fact, the first reforms of 
Gorbachev (in agricultura! technology, showing 
the unbelievable failure of Soviet agriculture) 
were aimed at the machine tools industry, with 
the hope that bringing new technologies into this 
industry would also have an effect throughout the 
whole fabric of Soviet production. But the result 
of this technocratic process of technological mod
ernisation was the same as in other countries and 
other systems: increasing the technological 
capacity of an inefficient management increases, 
rather than diminishes, the level of inefficiency. 
This is why Gorbachev, from 1987 on, understood 
that there was no possibility of technological and 
organisational modernisation without economic 
reform. But he also understood, and this is proof 
of his extraordinary vision, that the necessary 
economic resources would not be available with
out a reduction in military expenditure (necessi
tating disarmament and therefore real détente), 
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and that he would not be able to count on the 
political resources required to deal with the con
tradictions within the reform process without a 
democratic and liberalising movement towards 
openness. In this sense, perestroika, glasnost, 
disarmament and the conclusive proof of this 
search for peace, that is, the decolonisation of 
Eastem Europe, were necessary and linked ele
ments in a single strategy which Gorbachev 
implemented in a pragmatic and more or less 
uncontrolled form. With political and ideological 
openness however, there carne the explosion of 
repressed nationalism going far beyond peres
troika and leaving Gorbachev in the position of 
having to negotiate his own line of conduct in the 
wake of events within the Soviet Union. The 
result was the acceleration of the dismantling of 
the communist system and the renunciation by 
the Soviet Union of the exercise of its role as 
superpower in military terms. 

The conjunction of the technological revolu
tion; the integration of economies in a global 
system; European unity; the maintenance of 
cooperation systems between the seven big West
ern powers; the end of communism and the 
democratisation of Eastem Europe; together with 
the pacifism in concrete terms of the Soviet 
Union, led to the end of the Cold War (with the 
demolition of the Berlin Wall the new history 
begins on 9 November 1989), and later the end of 
military bloc confrontation and even to the para
doxical idea of a future association between the 
Soviet Union and NATO. This situation permit
ted an acceleration of the disarmament process, a 
stabilisation of world peace, and a reallocation of 
the enormous resources buried in systems of 
destruction intended never to be used, towards 
productive and social uses. A lasting peace with
out tension, within a horizon without time limits, 
was the fundamental material out of which our 
new history, that is to say true human history, 
can be made. 

THE NEW HISTORICAL SEGREGATION 
OF HUMAN SOCIETIES: THE FOURTH 
WORLD 

The perspectives opened by the transforma
tions listed above are greatly darkened as soon as 
we consider the selective and unequal nature of 
these transformations in different areas of the 
world and within societies. In particular, it would 
be cruel to pretend that the fight against hunger 
and disease has been won when 1000 children die 

each day on this planet. And when war continues 
to slaughter hundreds, thousands, and hundreds 
of thousands of human beings in practically all 
latitudes. And when torture is a daily practice of 
the majority of govemments existing toda y, and 
when political freedom and human rights are still 
an unsatisfied desire for man y people. The demo
cratic and industrialised societies must remain 
clearly aware of the fact that they constitute an 
island of peace, freedom and prosperity (however 
relative these terms may be) within the perilous 
sea in which a majar part of humanity suffers. 

Nonetheless, this fundamental and necessary 
reminder must not obscure recognition of the 
start of a new history, although it is essential to 
locate this process of transformation within the 
global context of misery and oppression. Further
more, the contradiction between the collective 
creativity of the new history and the concrete 
negativity of the situation of most human societies 
may generate processes of destruction which will 
greatly impede and may even prevail over the 
transforming impulse of the new age. In order to 
understand and evaluate the strength of these 
potentially destructive processes it is necessary to 
diagnose accurately which of the societies within 
the new history are marginal, and what are the 
causes of this marginalisation. 20 

In fact, it is not certain, contrary to the popular 
image in public opinion, that the Third World 
considered as a whole will see its situation worsen 
nor that the lag in the dynamic speed of develop
ment will in general widen between the South and 
the North. 21 What is certain is that Africa and 
Latin America saw their economic growth 
become stagnant in the 1980s (and in sorne cases, 
such as Peru, the GDP fell spectacularly), while 
Asia taken as a whole has experienced an average 
growth rate of 6 per cent per annum over recent 
years. 22 Asia contains 67 per cent of the world 
population. This growth has not been limited to 
the spectacular case of the 'Four Tigers of the 
Pacific', whose trajectory over the past 25 years 
or so has shown that economic take-off is possible 
in the new world system from an initially back
ward and dependent position, but also extends to 
other countries. China, for example, during the 
1980s showed a growth rate of between 8 and 10 
per cent, Thailand 11 per cent, Malaysia and the 
Philippines 6 and 7 per cent respectively, while 
India and Indonesia have shown proof of signifi
cant economic vitality with a growth rate of 
between 4 and 5 per cent during the late 1980s. 
In South and Latín America, the dynamism of 
the Chilean economy, the reinvigoration and 

90 VOL 1 Nº 1 , 1992 SOCIALISM OF THE FUTURE 



streamlining of the Mexican economy, the export
ing capacity of companies in the industrialised 
south of Brazil, together with the stabilisation of 
the Bolivian economy after the hyper-inflation of 
1985, show that the burden of debt is not an 
inescapable doom making a country impotent to 
develop. 23 The out-of-date fatalistic and simplistic 
view according to which the Third World is a 
helpless victim of a North uniformly bent on 
exploiting its resources, is empirically false and 
ideologically biased when formulated in these 
general terms. More serious however is the way 
in which this simplification and generalisation of 
the problem prevents a sufficiently clear analysis 
of the grave crisis which our planet as a whole is 
experiencing and, as a consequence, obscures the 
ways in which this crisis can be overcome. 

The fundamental process which the so-called 
Third World is undergoing is its disintegration as 
a relatively homogeneous entity. 24 South Korea 
or Singapore are closer to Europe in terms of 
economic and social development than to the 
Philippines or Indonesia. Even more important 
however is the fact that Sáo Paulo is socially 
further removed from Recife than from Madrid. 
Not only this but within the city of Sáo Paulo 
itself, the Avenida Paulista and the working-class 
city of Osasco belong to different socio-economic 
constellations. Not only in terms of social ine
quality but in terms of differences in dynamic and 
social factors, the Thrid World has ceased to 
exist. On the one hand countries, regions and 
cities differ in their course of development and in 
their integration, subject to great contradictions 
in a new, highly dynamic model of world devel
opment. On the other hand, there is a progressive 
abandonment of segments of economies and soci
eties, of countries, regions and social groups, 
which cease to have any economic and functional 
interest for the system as a whole, because they 
are too poor to constitute markets and too back
ward to have value as a labour force in a produc
tive system based on information, in which raw 
materials are rapidly losing in relative value. 
What I have elsewhere called the 'new depend
ency', 25 fundamentally linked to cumulative tech
nological backwardness, leads to a segmentation 
of societies and to a disjointed incorporation of 
such segments in the global network of interde
pendence. AH societies are affected by this pro
cess, but the big differences lie in the proportion 
of the population integrated in the new dynamic 
model and in the role played by each element 
within the system in this process of integration. 
Considered in this light, the beginning of history 
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is taking place under conditions of segregation 
for a large part of the population of the planet, 
but not in the dangerously simplified terms of 
North versus South, rather in a more complex 
and insidious form characterised by the fact that 
social, cultural and regional groups, and in sorne 
cases entire countries, become irrelevant as a result 
of the economic dynamism and functional logic of 
the system, and then constitute social problems 
( and also problems of international public order) 
as a result, or moral problems (recycled as chari
table works), ceasing to be societies on an equal 
footing with the rest of the human race. 

Sections of the population outcast in this way, 
whether in the South Bronx, in La Courneuve, 
the Altiplano of the Andes, the ranches of Cara
cas, the poor districts of Buenos Aires or the 
'children's villages' of Peru, in the shanty towns 
of Algiers or the Iranian villages devastated by 
the modernisation of the 'white revolution', refuse 
to disappear in the planetary rubbish-tips where 
useless fragments of humanity accumulate around 
the launching pad of the new History. Such 
resistance takes many forms, but these always 
combine sorne of the following expressions: 

• Daily violence as a form of life for the gangs
of abandoned juveniles who create havoc in
the streets of fourth world cities, ranging
through to futile murder as a way of personal
affirmation.

• What I have called 'the perverse connection'
between the disconnected peripheral econ
omies and the centres of the world econ
omy, 26 via the economy of the narcotics
traffic and other forms of criminal economy
(smuggling, illegal arms dealing, prostitu
tion, money laundering, etc.), an economy
which taken as a whole may well, according
to sorne estimates, exceed in value that of
the world electronics industry.

• Desperate collective explosions, barely poli
ticised, taking the form of riots in the big
cities, such as have occurred in Sáo Paulo,
Caracas, Rosario and so many other places
at other times, and which have not leaped
into the headlines of the world press.

• Above all, the irrational and primitive appeal
to a cultural, ethnic or religious identity, in
the form of fanatical fundamentalism, such
as Islamic fundamentalism in its religious
version or ideological fundamentalism as in
the case of Maoism exemplified by the Shin
ing Path in Peru. This is the logic of exclusion
responding to the logic of exclusion. If the
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evolution of the new system makes a large 
part of the world population irrelevant, the 
individuals and societies ignored in this way, 
irrespective of whether they are exploited or 
not, are reduced to the condition of sub
humans, and reply with an independent rede
finition of the criteria for humanity, and label 
those who integrate in the new system as non
human 'infidels', 'devils' or 'exploiters'. Once 
the relationship of non-relationship is estab
lished in this way, the logical consequence is 
suicida! resistance or a war of extermination, 
total alienation taken to its ultimate extremes, 
that is, indiscriminate and generalised terror
ism as the ultimate weapon of the excluded. 
Fundamentalist terrorism will be - is already
the world war of the twenty-first century. 

Unless the essential problems of exclusion are 
faced, taken in hand and resolved, whatever the 
role of underdevelopment involving a substantial 
portian of the planet, humanity will not be able to 
get under way on the great voyage towards collec
tive hope. Civilisation cannot exist on an island 
protected by electronic security and immigration 
officials. 

THE HARD TRANSITION TO 
HISTORICITY 

History was never a process predetermined by 
an extra-social meaning, whether of divine origin 
or derived from the logic of productive forces. 
This applies equally to the new history which is 
beginning. In fact, the splendid perspectives 
which are opening out for humanity depend fun
damentally on how the transition towards the new 
society is managed and led, starting with the 
problems of the past which also make up an 
essential part of our present. Now is the time of 
politics, of true politics, politics as a capacity for 
collective action to change our destiny and that 
of future generations. Although not in terms of 
the spontaneous ideology thrown up on café 
terraces, it can be shown (although not in this 
text), that politics has never been so important 
and its content so decisive for the daily life of 
societies as now. For this reason the excessive 
concern in many of our societies, the obsession of 
public opinion and in particular of the media, 
with the small human pains which have always 
been part of the administration of any country, is 
particularly superficial at this very moment when 
we are starting to catch sight of the objects of 

great collective debates, with uncertain solutions, 
in which the future of humanity is at stake. As a 
preliminary phase in orientation towards the 
future, however, the strategic decisive task is that 
of the politics of historical transition. The weak 
link in this transition is the fact that although the 
end of communism is irreversible, the alteration 
in the political situation in the former Soviet 
Union is not. How the process of transformation 
is completed depends precisely on a stabilisation 
of the situation there, and on the continuance of 
an evolution towards peace, prosperity and 
democracy within the family of nations. This 
region is about to pass through the ordeal by tire 
of the disintegration of the centralised economy, 
the abolition of the mafias of the parallel econ
omy, democratisation of the political system, and 
the institutional dismemberment of the Soviet 
empire, towards a new association between inde
pendent states. And the peril does not lie only, 
nor fundamentally, in the conservative sectors of 
the former Soviet apparatus, but in the decision
making centres, potentially facing unemploy
ment, of the military-industrial complex, the 
powerful local mafias within the separate repub
lics, the exacerbated and irredentist nationalism 
(including the Russian), the Islamic fundamental
ism of the Asiatic republics, and a demagogic 
populism capable of destroying the stability of 
reformist power on the altars of a personality cult 
for its leaders. The great process of transforma
tion within the former Soviet Union, is faced with 
a political class and an intelligentsia of extraordi
nary immaturity, who frequently think in strictly 
moralist terms, which is equivalent to political 
irresponsibility. In fact, in the context of the 
direct experience which I was able to have of 
Soviet reality in 1989-90,27 one of the most sur
prising and most significant of my impressions is 
that an important force for stability and gradual
ism of reform was at that time precisely the KGB, 
which had assumed the responsibilities of the 
state and for the continuity of the interests of the 
Soviet U nion as a world power, in overcoming 
without excessive damage the problems of social 
transition. Whatever the reality of this 
impression, what would seem essential for the 
historical transformation at global level is to 
control the powerful and - why not say it? -
revolutionary centrifuga! forces which are break
ing through. If the social movements of all kinds 
which are surging up with extraordinary force are 
confronted without political mediation by an 
apparatus lacking an outlook on the future, in a 
situation of economic chaos, a turning back is 
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possible. However, as was the unanimous opinion 
of the Soviet political scientists taking part with 
me in a debate on this theme organised by the 
Komsomol in Moscow in May 1990, the way back 
would not be to Brezhnev but to Stalin, that is to 
say towards an implacable repression of millions 
of people, as the only means of maintaining 
power for sufficient time to ensure a succession in 
the interests of the apparatus. What such a reac
tion might trigger in terms of international politics 
is absolutely unforeseeable, but a rapid accelera
tion in terms of global confrontation could not be 
excluded. 

In these circumstances, an essential part of the 
new policy of the democratic industrialised 
nations (that is, in terms of international insti
tutions such as NATO) is a contribution towards 
the stabilisation of the situation and the gradual 
moving forward of perestroika. This <loes not 
imply sol el y, or fundamentally, bank credits or 
economic aid, but above all the integration of the 
new independent states of Eastern Europe within 
the Western sphere in terms of commercial 
exchanges, technological modernisation and 
common political institutions. The boldness of 
initiatives in this direction ( along the innovative 
lines initiated at the London Summit of NATO in 
July 1990) is what is required of the big Western 
powers and, in particular, of the European Com
munity, which must urge its ally the United States 
to avoid the temptation to establish itself as "a 
single world-dominating power. The weaving of 
many threads into a fabric of relationships 
between the East and the West in ali dimensions 
is the only formula guaranteeing both the irrev
ersibility of the process of change in Eastern 
Europe, and the final end of the division of the 
world into opposing blocs. 

East-West integration will not be achieved 
without relapses into prehistory if it is not accom
panied simultaneously by a process of repair of 
the social, economic and cultural fragmentation 
affecting North-South relations. This basically 
means assuming responsibility for the problem of 
economic, technological and social development 
within a planetary context, as a global policy, 
which only governments can conduct and direct, 
even though its agents may be commercial enter
prises within an economy which will now once and 
for ali be a market economy. 28 In addition to the 
strategy of shared development, however, which 
must be understood as forming part of the funda
mental interests of the industrialised North, it will 
be necessary to <leal with problems which are even 
deeper and more explosive, such as that of exacer-

The beginning of history 

bating cultural identity and intransigent national
isms which threaten, in both the Third World and 
Europe, to redistribute the cards within the global 
political game, with great and destructive convul
sions resulting for the collective and universalist 
civilisation which we are about to create. At the 
very moment when the technological revolution is 
making feasible the realisation of the historical 
objectives set at the time of the Enlightenment, 
but without falling into the implicit concurrent 
despotism of that time, the neo-romantic nation
alism of the final years of the twentieth century is 
entwining with the more primitive roots of peoples 
and threatening a flood of xenophobic, racist and 
localised reaction. This may confine the construc
tion of a new universal order within the narrow 
parameters of identities that cannot communicate 
with one another. 

Of course, the transition towards a universal 
spirit cannot take place in abstraction, that is, 
without taking into account the concrete cultural 
identities constructed within the collective 
memory of societies. We must start with these as 
a basis, adding to them, synthesising them, subli
mating them, and going beyond them without 
dissolving them, leaving behind their burden of 
mutual grievances, establishing bridges for com
munication, and articulating their identities within 
the decentralisation of political institutions, within 
the common space of collective imagination con
stituted by the audio-visual communication 
media. The new world order might approximate 
more to the federation of communities suggested 
by libertarían opinion, rather than to the Society 
of Nations, which the nation states are promulgat
ing in order to maintain their existence in a global 
system. Whatever happens, it will take place 
within a culture communicated via the audio
visual universe and an economy structured around 
the global fabric of large commercial undertak
ings. 

Finally, the transition to the new History 
requires political management of technological 
change, so that the extraordinary productive force 
which is being introduced into our system <loes 
not trigger resistance to the change on the part of 
the structural unemployed, of populations sud
denly deprived of their basic values (family, natu
ral environment), or from intellectuals o usted 
from their function as oracles and defenders of 
justice. The technological transformation cannot 
be achieved without a social and institutional 
transformation opening out paths to a way of life 
in which the capacity to think determines produc
tive output. 
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THE NEW HORIZONS 

Assuming the uncertain hypothesis that our 
societies are capable of managing the transition 
towards the full development of the current trans
formation along its majar axis, we can go on to 
discuss the tasks that will be characteristic of the 
new history. Starting from an adequate standard 
of living for all citizens (however inevitably 
unequal), based on a substantial increase in pro
ductivity and on the amplification and diversifica
tion of the markets, we can sketch out the 
redefinition of the human condition, at last deter
mining the essential features of our existence. 
The challenge with which we are thus faced is 
multi-dimensional, but can be illustrated in terms 
of the three great questions that it is possible to 
discuss in terms of structural changes only thanks 
to the circumstances of the new History: 

1 The overcoming of the opposition between 
man and woman (and consequently of male 
domination) as a basis for establishing equal
ity within the context of difference. This 
implies a radical change in personal relation
ships, both sexual and in the organisation of 
the family, and a transformation of the pro
cess of cultural reproduction and psychologi
cal socialisation. This frontier has hitherto 
hardly been explored in so far as the feminist 
movement has had to fight, necessarily up to 
now, against more primitive forms of discrim
ination and more direct forms of domination. 
The recognition of the specificity of feminine 
values, joined to feminist objectives, and the 
transition of the culture of our societies in the 
sense that we are leaving behind the culture 
of domination and violence, for which men 
and women were equally responsible, is an 
objective of a new type which can only be 
envisaged beyond the society and world of 
poverty and violence. 

2 The integration of society and the natural 
world, of material progress and conservation 
of the environment, in a dynamic relationship 
between ecology and economics, can over
come the pre-historical opposition between 
the age-old submission of humanity to a hos
tile nature and the revenge of the industrial
ised societies devouring their environmental 
resources as soon as productive forces 
become able to impose their interna! logic. 
Scientific knowledge of the chain of cosmic 
interactions, the overcoming of the reign of 
necessity, the acceptance of the values of 

balance between the separate dimensions of 
society and of human personality, are pro
cesses creating the conditions through which 
the new forms of social organisation will 
become interstitially integrated, throughout 
human activity, with a respect for fundamen
tal ecological equilibriums. 

3 The distancing of ourselves from war as a 
collective model of destruction and the inti
mate link between cultural capacity and 
material development have done away with 
the antisocial constraints (hunt to eat, kill in 
arder to seize the result of the hunt) which 
until a very short time ago governed the 
collective and individual logic of societies. At 
the end of this road the human being has to 
come to terms with itself, and must assume 
responsibility for its own individuality, its 
own personality, without rushing too far 
ahead in arder to resolve the daily problems 
of survival. Naturally the new societies will 
be organised along institutional lines and 
consequently there will be inequalities, con
flicts, and phenomena of domination. But the 
logic of these conflicts and the basis of these 
problems will be social, fundamentally linked 
to relationships between individual human 
beings, undermining our social legitimisation 
of domination and the obfuscation of conflicts 
by the inevitability of struggle in the appro
priation of scarce resources. Once the prob
lems of society have been defined as the 
expression of social relations, the expression 
of the 'self' and of its relationship to 'the 
other' and 'others' moves to the forefront in 
the shaping of patterns of behaviour. This is 
the step from necessity to desire as the struc
turing principie of conduct, a process which 
will probably increase individual collective 
anxiety, while at the same time, established 
within the solitude of individual being, it will 
offer the means by which this anxiety can be 
overcome, in a process of apprenticeship in 
selfhood which will always be fragile and 
uncertain. Exploration of our inner world will 
probably be more passionate and more com
plete than the inevitable and routine explo
ration of extra-terrestrial space. 

The vertigo of the present process of historical 
transition will be followed by a feeling of discom
posure all the more profound at the frontiers of 
the new History. In particular, the grand theories 
which explicitly and implicitly have produced the 
categories with which we still, inadequately, think 
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our world, will have proved to be completely 
obsolete. The ruins of Marxism are already of no 
use to us, not even as points of reference, because 
the problems signified by its concepts do not 
correspond to the main themes of the new human 
experience. The liberal tradition will have lost its 
capacity to differentiate between processes, think
ing in terms of a polarised interaction between the 
individual and the state which is already being 
superseded in the democratic societies to give way 
to a growing differentiation between the values 
and strategies of the individuals . constituting 
selected groups, and mobilising themselves 
towards cultural projects no longer anchored in 
the social structure. The great risk in this situation 
is the temptation, under pressure from the anxiety 
of uncertainty, to try to reconstruct a new unified 
theory of historical becoming, an undertaking 
which was justified in a world dominated by the 
inevitability which opposed the subject of the 
historical process to the dominating historical 
force, but which is now no longer possible. By 
definition a historical horizon cannot be continu
ously re-created on the basis of human action, 
whether individual or collective, given the vari
able geometry of the separate dimensions of 
society. Under these conditions, perhaps the 
moment has arrived to extend to human behav
iour the same scientific method which we have 
accepted for the other expressions of material 
form, starting with the knowledge which the social 
sciences have acquired and will acquire of this 
behaviour and accepting from the outset the diver
sity and uncertainty of such knowledge. Thus, it 
will be necessary to accept the biological dimen
sion of most of the factors determining behaviour, 
and the possibility of predicting tendencies as a 
proof of interpretations of social facts. To sum 
up, the opening of a new historical period as an 
evolution of action by society on itself, must be 
accompanied by the replacement of meta-social 
theories by a pluralist science of society, as the 
principal source of ·.inspiration for knowledge 
about ourselves. At a time when, whatever the 
great contradictions, new horizons are opening up 
before our eyes, the debate on ideas must go 
beyond the obvious confirmation of the death
throes of the old order and venture to set out the 
condition and projects which will enable us to 
conceive the beginning of history. 
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