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Possibly the two most important identifying elements 
of socialism from the outset have been the demand for 
a public sphere in the economy, reflecting the conviction 
that the common good - the public good - must prevail 

over private interest, and the development of a 

component of critical analysis against the assumptions 

and unf air social manifestations of the established 
economic order. In effect, the most important common 
element of the different conceptions of socialism have 
historically been based on the affirmation of social ratio

nality and of the impulse toward solidarity and cooper
ation, as opposed to the individualistic lack of solidarity 

and boundless competitiveness. 
Socialism since its origins has been defined in 

opposition to classical economic theory, which has 
largely been no more than an impressive intellectual 

effort to justify the logic of social inequality, to the 

benefit of efficiency understood as material produc

tiveness and economic functionality. The culture of 
socialism has been established on the affirmation of a 

culture of public life and on the defence of social ratio

nality, and not mere economi.c rationales. 
Socialism, opposing those who have tried to reconcile 

'economic efficiency', 'rationality' and 'unlimited 

markets' and thus try to protect the logic of capitalism 
from being brought into question, has emphasised its 

conviction that the functioning of the social whole 
cannot be evaluated solely on the basis of the criteria of 

optimising the production of goods. 

Against this so-called scientific fallacy of sorne the
oreticians of capitalism, socialism has historically refuted 
ali attempts to consecrate the principie of the prevalence 
of the 'economic criterion', quite apart from the political 
and social considerations, insofar as this criterion rep
resented - and represents - a truly aberrant analytical 
inversion of genuine logic. Therefore, socialism sets 
off from the belief that any known social and economic 
order can be improved and peñected and that no effort 
at sacramentalisation and fetishisation escape critical 
analysis. 

Nowadays only sorne simplistic popularisers have 
tried to sustain with certain 'theoretical' pretensions 
the thesis of 'the end of the story', of supposedly 
scientific sacramentalisation of the established liberal
capitalist order. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that in 
the most reputable intellectual circles it is accepted that 
'economics d� not exist apart from politics' (as the very 
history of economics has shown), 1 it is true that the
dynamic of recent historical events is giving rise to the 
spread of many simplistic interpretations, in which it is 
attempted to raise the recent collapse of the communist 
systems to a general and universal category, as a demon
stration of the dysfunctionality and unviability of the 
socialist model of economy itself, and of any socialist 
approach to an alternative and different model of 
organising the production and distribution of goods and 
services in an economically developed society. 

Certainly, the present - and future - debate about 
socialism should not be enclosed, and limited to an 
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exhaustive and reiterative analysis of the reasons and 
causes that may explain the failure of so-called 'real 
socialism', as is happening in certain leftist circles, due 
in great part to the logical immediate influence of such 

extraordinarily historical events. Thus, we socialists 
must attempt to avoid becoming caught up in closed 
debates involving explanations and rationalisation a 
posteriori of events that are already part of the past In 
any case, in the analysis of these events any effort to 
justify what is unjustifiable would be vain and sterile. 
We must, then, find the courage to confront the facts as 
they are and take a cool and objective view of current 
public opinion in important circles of the most advanced 
societies, recognising our share of responsibility in the 
crisis of ineffectiveness of certain traditional models of 
criticism of capitalist economic rationality. 

The criticism of capitalist economic reasoning, as it 
has been formulated from the theoretical points of view 
of the left which have most influenced political action, 
has been insufficient. It has not been capable, from both 
the point of view of practical demonstration (communist 
regimes) and the specific political dynamic of the indus
trialised world (with its shortcomings and on one 
occasion without sufficient support for social democratic 
policies), of submitting, in practice, the empire of 
economic reasoning to the rationality of social criticism. 
And such criticism must also be judged on its results. 

Largely, Marx and man y of his epigones ended up 
placing themselves on the same wake of 'ideological' 
influences and 'economistic' reductionism which they 
intended to - and had to - attack. The fetishisation and 
ingenuous absolutisation of Marxism as a doctrine and 
as dogma ended up giving way to a notorious careless
ness in the critique of 'economic rationality'; and to a 

practica! assumption of the conception of 'horno 
economicus'. In terms of the contrasts of opinion, man y 
leftist debates turned into mere debates of general 
'principies', far removed from specific 'realities'. For 
many years, whole generations of Marxists applied an 
inductive method (the same as Marx used by and large 
to refute the ideas of other great theoreticians like 
Ricardo). In this way critical discussion contingent upon 
social rationale ended up being applied very poorly and 
partially in the refutation of the logic of economic ratio
nality, while the development of the specific experiences 
of 'real socialism' in no time at ali tumed much of the 
brilliant theorising based on those points of view into so 
much wasted effort. 

Thus, if one wishes to correct the degree of critica! 
ineff ectiveness reached along this mute and tum around 
the current tendency towards virtual unilateral 'economi
sation' of theoretical reflection and of political action, 
it is necessary to start by assuming and overcoming the 
insufficiencies of the historically familiar critique of 

the absolutisation of economic rationality formulated to 
date. 

1 THE INSUFFICIENCY OF THE HISTORICAL 
CRITICISM OF ECONOMIC RATIONALITY 

In a text of this kind it is impossible to embark on a 
detailed analysis of the insufficiencies and limitations of 
Marx.ism as a critique of capitalist economic rationality. 

It is not only a matter of questioning the validity 
itself of the method used by Marx, but also of being 
aware of the context in which Marx developed bis 
theories. The question one would legitimately have to 
ask in this sense is to what extent Marxism was simply 
a premature attempt at formulating a theory of transition 
to socialism, set out in the 19th century on the basis of 
societies which had not yet fully evolved from agrari
anism to industrialism, on the basis of insufficient 
empirical knowledge of the reality - and of the contra
dictions and shortcomings - of the new model of 
industrial society. 

Currently, as we now have a detailed knowledge of 
the dynamic of capitalism, there is little point in 
continuing to formulate a criticism of the economic 
rationale of capitalism on the basis of Marx' s analyses, 
to the extent that these analyses are largely a non
empirical critique of past ghosts, referring to problems 
and social contexts which have now largely been 
overcome. Hence their inoperativeness. 

However, we should not therefore ignore the fact 
that from the historical point of view, Marx' s works rep
resented an intellectnal effort of an impressively valuable 
erudition as far as the intention which constitutes, 
without a doubt, their basic contribution: the attempt to 
subject to criticism the economic reasoning of the 
classical economists in those precise historical moments 
in which the truly innovative and radical component of 
bis theories reached greatest significance. 

After many years of working in a form of agrarian 
socioeconomic organisation based on concepts which 
were 'not very innovative nor producing changes' in the 
models of the relationships between man and nature, and 
from the coordinates of quite a stable sociocultural 
order, the truth of the matter is that the champions of the 
Industrial Revolution managed to introduce into the 
theory and practice sorne revolutionary new conceptions 
about the relationships between man, nature and society, 
based on the conviction that much more wealth and 
new and greater potential could be achieved from 'human 
nature' than were originally and spontaneously present. 

Concepts such as capital and productive labour implied 
fundamentally innovative approaches and ideas which 
meant an authentic break with the preindustrial order. 
Ideas which were logically preceded by transitional 

SOCIALISM OF THE FUTURE VOL 1 N
º 

2, 1993 135 



José Félix Tezanos 

social and economic experiences which were propelled 
by vigorous cultural movements as ideological pro
pounders of change. Thus it is precisely in this context 
of change, and in the light of the new historical experi
ences - and their first results and confusions - that the 
first critical formulations against the newly emerging 
social arder must be understood. Critical formulations 
which, in terms of antagonism, spring up in specific 
reference to a given social order, which still reflect the 
influence of the social structures typical of the trans
forming agrarian world. It is its historical nature, 
therefore, that explains its own limitations, as far as 
what from today's viewpoint would be considered 
criticism of past ghosts. 

2 DIMENSIONS OF THE CRITICISED 
ECONOMIC REASON 

The newly emerging indushial-capitalist order was 
driven by two important motors clearly perceived by the 
classical economists, both in terms of their nature and 
of their mechanism. And the early socialists too had 
something to say about these two elements, and about 
their specific operativity in a free-exchange economy. 

The first element was capital, understood as something 
'much more' than simply a quantity of money. Capital 
was seen as an instrument of productivity, which had to 
operate in accordance with new laws ( depending on the 
new order) in order to make the most of itself: in particular 
in accordance with the criterion of maximum profit and 
minimum cost, in a context of evident non-regulation of 
the market, of laissez faire. Historically, however, the 
spontaneous operativity of capital was initially postulated 
from positions of a lively liberalism, intent on actively 
breaking up the previously established social order. Max 
Weber analysed perfectly the finality component of early 
capitalism as the 'doing' force - able to revalidate its 
destiny- in bis famous study of The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism.2 

The second driving force of the new economic reality 
was labour, seen not only as the application of merely 
a more or less arduous physical activity aimed at covering 
the satisfaction of necessities, but as producti ve labour, 
as an important source of wealth, along with capital 
and land. The revolutionary nature of this new conception 
of labour, and its enormous potential within the 
framework of the new forms of economic organisation, 
was the object not only of the famous theorisation of 
Adam Smith about the division of labour demonstrating 
its undeniable advantages, but it was soon cleady exem
plified in practice with the application of the new 
techniques, machinery and organisational systems which 
made possible an extraordinarily excessive yield of 
industrial labour. 

The trade union and political thought and practice of 
the socialists denied these new approaches, questioning 
the general practical subordination of the labour (human) 
factor to the capital (dehumanised) factor, and analysing 
the specific effects of what they had of exploitation - and 
alienation - of labour and of appropriation - and super
concentration - of capital, challenging also, in the case 
of communism, the material practice and the inherent 
suitability of the market self-regulation, with such 
important experiences as that of the organisation during 
more than half a century of a planned centralised 
economy in the USSR. But, nevertheless, the bases of 
the new economic rationality were never brought 
profoundly into question. Hence the tendency to non
rational fetishism of the communist systems and their 
later virtual failure, and hence the signs of critical and 
intellectual exhaustion visible nowadays in certain leftist 
circles. 

3 NEGA TIVE/CONFLICTIVE EFFECTS WIIlCH 
ARE CRITICISED 

The imperative of the economic rationale underlying 
the formulation of the new order produced important 
specific practical effocts with a negative character on the 
dynamic of society, which were largely foreseen and 
denounced by sorne of the most brilJiant critics of the new 
arder. 

As far as labour was concemed, its development in 
accordance with the logic of a free market gave rise in 
the first instance to situations which were deserving of 
very harsh criticism (inhuman prolongation of the 
working day, poverty wages, alienation, exploitation, 
pauperisation, etc.). Thus, in the new capitalist industrial. 
system, although the new forms of labour implied greater 
overall productivity, and might be considered a mani
festation of the historical superiority of the new type of 
economic rationality, they in fact also implied important 
elements of disruption and negativeness both for the 
balance and adjustment of the system (from the point of 
view of so-called functional neutral objectivity), with its 
conflicts, tensions, alienations, etc., as well as for human 
and social progress (from the political and ethical point 
of view ), with its lack of social justice, of humanity and 
of civility. 

In a sense, sorne of the socialist criticism of the 
negative aspects of the new social model became - and 
in fact operated as - a self-regulatory mechanism of the 
system, which due to the social pressure was little altered 
and became less conflictive, less unfair, less malad
justed and so on. In fact what has happened with this 
softening of sorne of the more negative social and human 
effects implicit in the new economic and capitalist 
rationale represents a significant example of the 'theory 
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of social prognosis which belies itself, similar to what 
happened with the predictions of Malthus with regard 
to the trend of populations to grow at a faster rate than 
their ability to produce more food. 

Thus the new inflections introduced into the logic of 
the socioeconomic system - largely due to the pressure 
of the working-men's movement - have affected and 
altered the logic of the market and the principie of 
absolute free exchange, to the point where at present in 
most of the European countries with 'truly existing 
capitalism' it no longer corresponds to the original pure 
model, but has become a socially amended capitalism 
which has even allowed the rise and the development of 
such experiments as the Welfare State. Current capitalism 
has not always maintained the criterion - pure ideology, 
specific rationality - of the capitalism theorised about 
by the classics. 

And yet, just as it can be said that the chemically pure 
form of capitalism practically no longer exists in our 
time, has the concept of labour really altered from how 
classical economists such as Ferguson, Miller or Marx 
himself understood it? In fact the classical conception 
of productive labour has in man y respects not yet been 
the object of theoretical adaptation to the demands of 
present circumstances, especially to those arising from 
the current technological revolution. B ut that is another 
matter. 

In short, it can be said that in our day the role attributed 
to labour has been strongly questioned, both from the 
practica! and from the theoretical standpoint, in 
accordance with the logic of economic reason in its 
classical version. In practice, it has been brought into 
question, with the development of neo-capitalism, with 
the virtual role of the trade unions as a real counter-force, 
and as collective agents taking part in the discussion -
and they are influential - of economic self-regulation, 
sometimes with an important part to play (at least until 
the economic crisis of the 1970s, the neo-conservative 
offensive and the impact of new technologies began to 
bring the social-democratic balance of the 1960s and 
1970s into question); and in theory, they have likewise 
been questioned from different standpoints, because of 
the ideological impact of the new humanist Marxist 
approaches which became so popular in the 1960s.3

Thus during the 1960s and 1970s, democratic 
socialism developed a strong practica! and theoretical 
impulse of affirmation of the prevalence of social reason, 
not only as a mere factor of rebalance, but basically as 
an element of its own corresponding to a logical scale 
of priorities in which no reified body should be placed 
above social, political ... and, in short, human criteria. 

As for capital, seen as the great motor of the new 
capitalist order, and the antagonistic element par 

"excellence of socialist critical theories, the dynamic of 
history has introduced more than a few changes, both in 

its operational methods and in the effects these produce 
on the social whole. 

Traditional criticism of the logic of capital centred on 
the socially unfair appropriation of the excess of work 
processes and on the risks of the progressive concen
tration of more and more economic, social and political 
power in few hands. For many years the political 
criticism of capital as the foremost antagonistic element 
of socialism was upheld by reference to fairly specifi
cally identified social groups and figures, in the local or 
national spheres where in fact the organised socialist 
movement operated. Nevertheless, the capitalist 
economic system has inflected its operation signifi
cantly during the last decades, working also in fact-and 
successfully - within the framework of models of mixed 
economy, in which its growth dynamic - as an economic 
force and as a sociopolitical force - has been limited by 
the concurrence of other forces and by more or less 
precise regulatory mechanisms of economic activity. 

The acceptance of such mixed and tempered formulas 
of economic 'functionality' and the little attention paid 
in the socialist tradition to other non-economic logics of 
action and legitimisation, have given rise over the last 
decades to a certain inhibition in the criticism of capitalist 
economic rationality in a context of socialist circles 
which either did not know how to renew their messages 
and theories in time, in accordance with the demands 
arising from the changes taking place, or remained 
anchored to old critical clichés already outdated in the 
specific reality. 

In this kind of context, the lack of an effective critica! 
pressure adjusted to the new realities, combined with the 
demands for changes imposed by the economic crisis and 
the needs for remodernisation of the apparatus of 
production, and finally the crisis of communism itself, 
have given rise to a clear distortion of analysis and 
evaluation in which absolute criticism of practically all 
the criteria of socialist orientation appears united with 
the simplistic pretension of proclaiming the empirically 
demonstrated success of the liberal-capitalist model. 
The neoconservative political and intellectual offensive 
aims at presenting a compartmentalised vision of the 
impacts of change, as if the changes only affected the 
communist and social-democratic models but not the 
liberal-conservative ones. In this way, behind the dust 
arising from the demolition of the Berlin wall, they are 
trying to hide the real crisis underlying the liberal model, 
a crisis which is possibly the most important with which 
we shall have to contend in the coming years. 

Communism/socialism is criticised, the crisis of the 
economies of the Eastem bloc is spoken of and analysed 
in detail at the same time as capitalism is glorified and 
the success and political heritage of the liberal-democratic 
regimes is blessed, as if it were really the 'end of the 
story'. This is an attempt to make os forget that, in fact, 
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the present failure of capitalism is reflected in, among 
other things, its incapacity to establish a f&ir, harmonious 
and effective intemational economic order and a suitable 
social and ecological balance. On the debít síde of 
modern capítalism, one must mention, ínter alía, its 
incapacity to eradícate starvation, poverty and ígnorance 
in the world (the most pathetic example of whích is the 
death of míllions of human beings every year through 
starvation), environmental imbalances, the nuclear 
danger and the arms race to whích ímportant resources 
are devoted, resources which properly used could make 
an important contribution to the alleviation of starvation, 
ignorance and disease on thís planet. How can an 
economíc system whích malees these things possible 
be consídered the best possible and as the story's happy 
ending? Can one on the basís of these facts legitimately 
give up on the possibility of other historically more 
humane and more civilised options? Is this kind of 
regime one which will allow - and guarantee - the best 
use of our present resources, knowhow and capabilities? 
That is the question. 

As a result of all this, what deep down has to be 
rigorously discussed are the changes, reforms and 
improvements necessary in our present economic 
systems, as they operate today on national and intema
tional levels, in order to make these systems work in 
accordance with undistorted social and humane criteria. 

These are the questions of substance which must be 
understood not only by those who tend to lock 
themselves aw�y in a 'technocratic management' devoid 
of political horizons, but also by those trade union 
leaders, obsessed only by the idea of getting a 'bígger 
slice of the cake', who do not pay enough attention to 
the need for introducing changes in the logic of power, 
of economic management and social co-responsibility 
to off er possibilities of new social and economic 
directions. The monetarist and economic debates and 
approaches are at times provoked and encouraged both 
by sorne high economic managers operating as authentic 
patriarchs of macroeconomícs, as well as by sorne 
assertive trade union corporativists incapable of seeing 
beyond the tip of their noses. 

To sum up, in the context of changes outlined on the 
hístorical horizon we socialists must be capable of 
adapting also our criticism of the reification of capital 
- in both its senses - to the new reality.

In this way, one will have to adapt to the new laws and
virtual críteria with which capital is already in fact 
operating, to the changes in the very role of property 
( often it is not the mere deed, but the virtual 'right of use' 
that matters ), to the emergence of new economic agents 
which play extremely important roles (the technocrats 
and the executives of large corporations, as opposed to 
the model of the traditional Boss), to the new structure 
of intemational economic forces (multinationals) which 

escape the control of national govemments, and to the 
new elements of socio-economic and environmental 
imbalance (where ecological reasoning takes on crucial 
importance in the definition of a new non-Darwinian or 
non-predatory way of understanding the relationships 
between humaníty and Nature). 

And among ali these new elements to be considered 
- and not the least important - one must not forget the
new forms in which the real power of capital is demon
strated in the societies of our time, through the cultural
industries, through enormous news conglomerates and
through the control of strategical sectors in education and
services.4

4 ECONOMIC RATIONALITY AND SOCIAL 
RATIONALITY 

Economic rationality, as a new form of instrumental 
social rationality and new system of values, was, as we 
have already remarked, an extraordinarily important 
factor of revolutionary change at the dawn of the 
Industrial Revolution. Economic rationality contributed 
to the drive towards an unprecedented sociohistorical 
change, unblocking the established systems of 
domination and production which had remained firmly 
in place for millennia. It is in this sense that the thoughts 
of classical economists can rightly be considered 
profoundly innova ti ve in theory and practice, con
tributing to the spread of new mentalities, of new social 
practices, and above all of the new forms of under
standing and organising economic production, so that a 
degree of material progress and practica! scientific 
development was allowed such as had never been known 
in the history of humankind. 

The new economic rationality, in short, has made 
possible the giant leap forward in the progress of civil
isation, freeing and generating material resources as 
had never before been imagined; resources which in 
turn made for new challenges, new goals and scientific, 
political and economic achievements which have opened 
- or may open - ambitious perspectives placing human
beings (civilisation) face to face with genuinely new
frontiers. The edges of the world, we might say, were
opened up unsuspectingly, beginning with the appearance
of the capitalist industrial world, setting off a genuine
revolution of expectations and possibilities.

But the economic rationality and the new system of 
values it implied not only broke down the traditional 
world, creating tensions and conflicts of adjustment, 
but also gave rise in tum to new forms of contradiction 
and conflict, examples of which are so well known as 
to make it unnecessary to quote them here. Above ali, 
it gave rise to the so-called social question. As a result, 
after a period of explosion and vigorous implantation of 
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the new economic thought, which enshrined 'economics' 
as the new science, there followed a period of intense 
reflection and attention to the problems of the social order 
in which a new discipline was developed - sociology -
and during which socialist thought and the organised 
working class movement emerged. The development of 
'social thinking', the appearance of sociology, and the 
emergence of socialism constituted three diff erent 
reactions to the social problems arising from the devel
opment in practice of the new social systems, guided 
spontaneously by market laws and the new forms of 
capitalist economic rationality. 

When the new situation is seen in sufficient historical 
perspective, however, it seems evident that capitalism 
has not been able to generate stable societies. It is true 
that historically it has 'promoted progress', but, at times, 
'at the expense of social dislocation'. It has not prevented 
the totalitarian risk nor the risk of warring barbarism and 
genocide, as the phenomenon of fascism showed.5 How
could the nazi phenomenon arise in a cultivated and 
civilised European country like Germany? Here we 
have an extreme case of the weakness of a model of the 
economic system that on its own has no precise 
mechanisms capable of avoiding economic strain and 
commotions and social disorders of such a nature as to 
lead to the creation of situations of social and political 
tension capable of dragging public opinion in civilised 
countries into deplorable and suicida! extremisms. 

What then is really the rationality of which the 
theorists of capitalism speak? Is it conceivable to think 
of an economic rationality without social rationality? Can 
one divorce economics from politics? 

The social tension introduced by the practica! appli
cation of criteria determined by the economic rational
ity and the new system of values that it implied, explains 
the dynamic of the political events of the last century and 
the various attempts at finding new forms of social 
balance and systems of economic and social rationality 
other than those of the liberal-capitalist model. 

The particular new contradictions and problems 
arising along the path of social evolution and the 
difficulty involved in establishing formulas of altema
tive balance, have shown not only that the economic 
rationality had to be subjected to a coherent and 
consistent criticism from. social rationality, but also that 
the new system of liberal-capitalist values had histori
cally been on a collision course with the very demands 
- and potential - of progress and of social and envi
ronmental harmonisation.

In the present sociohistorical situation, the criteria of 
maximum profit at mínimum cost and of free exchange 
at ali costs not only lead - if not controlled and limited 
by moral and social instances - to the persistence of 
situations of grave duality, but also may give rise to sig
nificant tensions and social and environmental disorders, 

accompanied by an important dimension of disarray 
and imbalance in the intemational order. 

In this way the absolutely applied values of capitalism 
- individualism, lack of solidarity, competitiveness,
etc. - have become dysfunctional for humanity's
historical and humanistic progress and for social harmony
and justice, which cannot be thought of in our times
without the criteria of environmental balance, the
conquest of hunger and of the tremendous international
inequalities, the development of new fonns of democratic
participation, and the impulse of new cultural forms
and initiatives. Certainly the dualisation of images and
possibilities offered by the two cultures and the two
systems of values implicit in the differences between
humanistic and renewed socialism and liberal-conserv
ative capitalism perfectly illustrate to us the true nature
and scope of many of the options today under debate.

lt is true, as sorne will remind us, that nowadays we 
must not ignore the fact that the failure of 'real socialism' 
is going to exercise a negative influence for sorne time 
on the 'presentation' and public acceptance of socialism' s 
values of solidarity versus the individualistic values of 
capitalism. In this way the cosmovision inherited from 
the French revolution through liberal thought (and today 
through neoconservative thought), with its affirmation 
of the supremacy of individual freedom, may be 
hegemonic - as indeed happens nowadays - in sorne of 
the most developed countries on this planet, relegating 
other values implicit in the spirit of the French Revolution 
like equality and fratemity to a secondary level, along 
with other values of solidarity inherited from, or 
influenced by, other cosmovisions or ideologies 
developed throughout the progress of civilisation - such 
as the Roman concepts of ius equitas and humanitas, the 
religious values of charity, piety and the ideas of 
compassion, commiseration and comprehension, etc. 

Socialism must be capable of succeeding in inte
grating and projecting a lay 'vision' and a future 'vision' 
of ali these concepts and values of solidarity and co-par
ticipation, in hannony with the criteria of freedom-par
ticipation and personal autonomy, in as much as these 
values are a remnant of civilisation which must be 
maintained and intensified. And these values and criteria 
must be maintained and developed for moral reasons 

· 
(because they represent a higher criterion of human 
life, of social and cultural maturity), for social reasons 
(because they are an expression of the progress of civil
isation) and because of the survival instinct (in as much 
as social solidarity is one of the most e volved elements 
of the logic of living, just as in the real dynamic the 
adaptive superiority of what is social has demonstrated 
itself). In this sense, the cultural and political projection 
of the socialism of the future cannot but consider the need 
to contribute also to the reinforcement, in the very 
conscience of the human species, of the values of 
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solidarity, of social-environmental balance and of the 
global planetary views. 

5 CURRENT EV ALUA TION OF ECONOMIC 
REASON 

As for the social prevalence of economic reason (as 
a basic factor of historical progress), just as it was 
formulated by its theorists, and just as it operates 
nowadays in 'corrected social capitalism', can this 
conception still be considered as a factor of progress? 
Does it promote the greatest possible degree of wellbeing 
that we can achieve? Which is more important nowadays: 
the economic criterion of creating greater wealth, or 
the social criterion of generating more wellbeing? Which 
is at present the principal social goal? Must we think of 
the wealth of nations or of the wellbeing of nations? Can 
the model of capitalist economic rationality, even with 
its adaptations, solve the basic social problems of modern 
societies? Does it avoid the disorders and conflicts? 
Does it introduce sufficient self-regulatory social 
mechanisms? 

These are without a doubt sorne of the questions 
which we must answer in order to assess the current 
relevance of the model of economic rationality based on 
the proposals set out by sorne of the most brilliant 
classical economists almost two centuries ago. 

Beyond the logical historical timelag of these 
positions, it is true that the criticism of economic reason 
can and must be based today on: 

reasons of moral necessity (to affirm the primacy 
of the values of solidarity) 
reasons of social necessity (to avoid the social 
disorders, conflicts, instability and inequalities both 
national and intemational) 
reasons of political necessity (because of the need 
to keep politics 'autonomous' with a specific role 
in decision-making and in setting social, human and 
scientific goals, etc. unrestrained by the asphyxiating 
and limiting influences of the great economic forces 
not controlled politically) 
reasons of ecological necessity (by the require
ment of conserving the environmental balances 
from the depredatory exploitation of natural riches 
and energy resources). 

In short, socialism should be understood to be a moral 
and social reaction and a political and economic alter
native against the ingenuous economic reductionism 
and absolutisation of economic rationality. 

Logically, nothing of this - not even grave environ
mental problems - must lead to reactions of 'funda
mentalism', nor to non-rational pre-scientism which 
has happened in sorne ecological circles. About-tums in 

history are neither possible nor advisable, nor can the 
virtual designs of the future be thought of in terms of 
'self-sustaining' ghettos of prosperity, or of narcissistic 
self-sufficiency. The key is knowing how to harmonise 
the criteria of economic growth and social progress, 

defined as two complementary reference points that 
can only give rise to a positive social balance if tempered 
in accordance with a more general criterion of social 
rationality, based on social and human priorities. One 
such priority, logically, would be to optimise available 
resources to reach ever higher standards of living. The 
element of balance that should be introduced from the 
standpoint of social performance should lead us to the 
conclusion that economic policies addressed to achieving 
higher standards of living should not be pursued 
regardless of the cost. 

6 MARKET, SOCIAL EQUITY AND FREEDOM 

One of the perverse effects of the current collapse of 
the communist economies is the tendency to present this 
collapse as the definitive proof that the free market is the 
only possible element of economic rationality. For this 
reason, it is particularly important nowadays to avoid all 
attempts at the ingenuous fetishization of the market, both 
in its positive and negative aspects. The market has 
only an instrumental function, and must not be 
considered as an exclusive instrument or mechanism of 
capitalism, of the capitalist economic rationality. The 
market existed before capitalism and can exist in the 
context of non-capitalist systems. Today the market is 
an instrumental reality assumed by everyone, including 
the socialists, with people who are talking now of the 
model of 'market socialism'. 

The distinctive aspect of capitalism, apart from its 
adherences and circumstantial historical elements, is a 
specific form of economic rationality, of the enshrine
ment of the principie of maximum yield over and above 
any other moral, social or political consideration. This 
rationality is expressed in terms of a non-critica! 
scientism, which tends to justify and consecrate the 
logic of established social inequality. From this basis, 
the three distinctive characteristics of the capitalist 
model of production can be seen as: acceptance - and 
justification - of an alienated/exploited form of labour, 
an unlimited or little-limited system of appropriation of 
capital as a productive factor and de facto power, and a 
principie of non-interference - or hardly any interference 
- by public authorities in the functioning of the economy
(free exchange).

In the exact context, then, of the events that are taking 
place in the world, and of the development of economic 
and political debates, one of the priority demands for 
socialists is to define our position about the market, 
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about the logic of the free interchange of goods, mer
chandise and services, clearing away any possible obscu
rities and ambiguities which may have existed in the 
development of our political theory. 

Today's market must be recognised as a distribution 
mechanism which has demonstrated reasonable instru
mental functionality under competitive conditions. This 
is a point of fact and there is no point in maintaining a 
political discourse divorced from what we socialists do 
or postulate in reality. 

The question is largely a practical matter - how to 
guarantee the conditions of competitiveness and 
efficiency of the market - which has undoubted theo
retical scope: Is freedom socially divisible? Can we 
organise, in a complex society, one sphere of social life 
following criteria of freedom while another is organised 
without freedom? 

Of course the question is not trifling, and must also 
be considered in terms of other facets of social com
partmentalisation, which effectively operates in most 
industrialised societies, for example in the sphere of 
labour organisation (where the criterion of non-partic
ipation, of the inapplicability of democratic procedures 
prevailing in other social spheres, simply cannot be 
accepted). 

In any case, if we assume that the market is a 
mechanism for the distribution of resources that has 
historically worked better than others and that today 
seems difficult to replace, and if we are also convinced 
of the need to avoid a divisibility of freedom and a 
compartmentalisation of society into isolated sectors, then 
we must agree that our efforts must be addressed towards 
mitigating the dysfunctions that can be shown in the 
practica! dynamic of the market, and to preserve an 
effective operativeness of freedom in ali the spheres of 
society, to prevent the freedom without limits of sorne, 
or the excessive concentration of power in the hands of 
a few, that might end up limiting the effective freedom 
of many. In short, this must also be a question which we 
should approach openly and flexibly, aware that the 
solution must be considered in a framework of balances 
and mutual social adjustments, sticking closely to the 
dynamic of the specific social reality. 

The market, to sum up, must not be considered as 
either a panacea to resol ve all economic problems, nor 
asan unquestionable fetishized reality, not subject to any 
limitation. The market is not an end in itself, but an 
instrument that we socialists consider in the light of 
specific social, moral and political criteria. 

Thus the debate about the market cannot become, in 
itself, a debate about simple principies or about ideas 
divorced from reality, not only on methodological 
grounds (we must avoid falling into abstract induc
tivism!), but also because nowadays it is possible to 
interpret the functioning of the market in different ways. 

If we take the criteria of freedom as our starting 
point, there are nowadays at least two possible models 

for interpreting the functioning of the market, in terms 
of the role of the state itself, its room for manoeuvre and 
the social effects it produces. 

The first model corresponds to what we might con
ventionall y classify, not without sorne bias, as the 
Darwinian market. This refers to a market operating 
under the principie of laissez f aire, with little or no 
regulatory intervention by the state. This is precisely the 
model of market that has functioned in the specific 
praxis of the development of capitalism. Thus, nowadays, 
we have at our disposal quite precise knowledge of the 
effects and results it produces. That is to say, we may 
assess its results not on the basis of general reflections 
on 'principies', but on the basis of specific empirical 
knowledge. 

Such empirical knowledge about the functioning of 
the unregulated market allows us to know its limits as 
far as efficiency is concemed and the problems it has 
been unable to solve. 

There are many studies analysing these gaps and lim
itations, so here we shall only recall sorne of them: the 
market cannot neutralise the effects of the cyclical 
crises, the free dynamic of the market creates inequal
ities and dualities and gives rise to a concentration of 
power in the hands of a few, which only anti-monopoly 
legislation and the trade union forces have been partially 
able to restrain; the market by itself does not guarantee 
adequate protection of consumers' rights (if there is no 
control over product quality), nor the satisfaction of 
basic needs for all the citizens (if there is no public 
offer of social services for health, education, housing 
policy, etc.); nor does the market by itself provide 
solutions for the integration of different conflicts of 
interest caused in the dynamic of economic activity; the 
market by itself does not guarantee employment - or a 
decent standard of living - for the total mass or the 
greater part of citizens; finally - still without exhausting 
the subject - the free spontaneous play of the market 
forces does not prevent what is in fact happening; the 
pollution of air and water and the predatory and 
dangerous use of energy resources. 

In short, the market by itself is blind and does not 
understand social, moral or environmental issues, with 
all the risks that that implies. Hence, ali judgement of 
the economic functionality of the market, as an 
instrument of resource distribution, must be accompa
nied by a complementary assessment of the social dys
functionalities it introduces, or may introduce. 

Thus the core debate about the market is currently 
centred on the establishment of the limits to be fixed on 
its dynamic to avoid the social dysfunctionalities and to 
guarantee its efficiency, conserving the precise balance 
between freedom and social equity. 

Hence there is nowadays a certain measure of 
consensos being created in important socialist circles to 
produce a socialist reading of the market's functional
ity. In consequence a second possible model for under-
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standing the market is that which we might call regulated 
social market, identifiable in the type of mixed economies 
being developed in sorne European countries; economies 
in which the market is seen in its most exact instrumental 
sense, without prejudging the options adopted as to 
public or prívate ownership of a partof the economy, the 
systems of participation or co-responsibility in companies 
and the socially balancing role of the state itself. 

Indeed, possible distortions in the laws of supply and 
demand, due to the spontaneous dynamics of the market 
leading to increased concentration of economic power 
in prívate hands, can only be prevented where the state 
plays an effective role in balancing market forces. lt is 
in this sense that we can say that only an 'active' state 
will be capable of preventing the dysfunctionalities of 
mega-power and egotistical points of view by watching 
over the restoration of conditions of equality for ali and 
sufficient achievement of general social objectives. 

In other words, under this m,odel, the state guarantees 
market operatability in the medium term, by restoring 
the mínimum conditions for correct competition, 
preserving the necessary balance, and harmonising, in 
social practice, the principies of freedom and sufficient 
equality to ensure freedom. 

The profile of this model has still to be worked out to 
a large extent, on the basis of the assessments of practical 
experience and the theoretical contributions which are 
now being formulated. But in any case this market 
model is not to operate in accordance with an abstract 
economic rationality or with one established without 
regard for human and social needs, but rather on the basis 
of a clear prevalence of social rationality, understood in 
its widest possible sense. 

The criteria to be considered from this point of view 
will be: economic freedom, rationality and speed in the 
distribution and allocation of resources, possibilities of 
social improvement and sustained economic growth, 
guarantees of sufficient equality for ali, reasonable har

monisation of the social interests in the presence and 
preservation of the necessary environmental balances. 

In short, it is once more a matter of trying to strike that 
difficult balance between freedom and equality, which 
for many socialists have always been two sides of the 
same coin. AH these questions are apparently clear in 
terms of principies - and of wishes - but they undoubt
edly present important complexities and problems in their 

practical application which we should be able to solve. 

7 SOCIALISM AND THE CRITICAL 
DEVELOP:MENT OF SOCIAL RA TIONALE 

Accumulated historical experience with regard to 
functionality and dysfunctionality and the achievements 

and the problems of the capitalist economic model, 
together with the experience of socialists themselves in 
recent decades, provide a good basis from which to build 
socialism of the future. Certainly, we are in a much 
better position in this respect than the socialist politicians 
and theoreticians who took on that task at the beginning 
of the social and historical cycle. Although the events 
of recent years may have aroused considerable doubts 
in the minds of man y, there is no question that these 
events have enormous illustrative potential, if we can 
draw the appropriate lessons from them. 

Sorne think that the collapse of so many myths, and 
the speed of such changes, has left the socialist field of 
reference bereft of landmarks. A discussion of the efforts 
of countless socialists in 'correcting' the course of 
historical trends which might have led who-knows

where without them, is certainly beyond the scope of this 
essay, as is a comprehensive listing of socialism' s man y 
positive political accomplishments, in particular in the 
realm of social-democratic political experience since 
World War II. But even so, we socialists must be capable 
of facing up to the future, no matter how bleak, of 
admitting in ali sincerity that right now there are voids, 
that we do have doubts, even though this may lead us 
to acknowledge that we are only sure about what we do 
not want: we do seem to know intuitively what we 
should do in the future, while we debate what we are 
going to be able to do in the short' term. 

This capacity to face up to reality and to the immediate 
perspectives of socialism will provide the strength 
needed to renovate the theory and the praxis of the 
socialism of the future. And to gather this strength and 
channel this energy towards the future, we must begin 
with the basics. Toe first step must be a finn commitment 
to developing a rigorous critique of social rationale, 
delving deeper in our analysis of the model of capitalist 
economic reason. 

In this regard, we socialists must not underestimate the 
extent and the resol ve of public opinion in several of the 
most advanced Western European countries - a resol ve 

which seems to be spreading fast to Eastern Europe -
where the superiority of the economic rationale of 
capitalism goes unquestioned. Do we have truly 
convincing and effective alternative arguments to 
challenge such opinion? Can the prevalence of social 
rationale over the economy be considered to be an obvious 

truth, calling for no further demonstration? Have we 
socialists been convincing over the last few decades in 
our analysis and our arguments? lf not, why not? 

The specific dynamic of politics seems to show that 
there is still a need for severe, renewed and coherent 
criticism, in keeping with the new political context. It 
would be a serious mistake to assume that such a critique 
has already been completed, or to interpret socialist 
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culture to be closed in behind locked doors, or self
justified. 

Hence the need for the left to make a greater effort in 
undertaking the development of theory (the ideological 
battle) if we are to refute one of the greatest analytical 
about-faces to occur in social history. This is not simply 
an academic question, a matter of mere principie, but 
rather a subject of undoubted practical applications and 
with increasingly visible consequences, in areas such as 
the deterioration of the environment, the huge intema
tional inequalities and the deterioration of society which 
can be observed in sorne of the most advanced indus
trialised societies. 

It will, of course, be very difficult for the left to 
overcome current inadequacies in the development of 
effective replies and arguments capable of lessening 
the impact on public opinion of sorne of these 'eco
nomicist' views (which seem to ignore the need for 
global social approaches), unless it manages to escape 
a certain theoretical 'inertialism' which still has con-
. siderable influence in sorne circles. Nor can we overcome 
these inadequacies if we are unable to comprehend the 
negative effects of certain tendencies towards excessively 
short-sighted 'pragmatic administration' which may 
entail the risk of ideological or critical disarmament; the 
risk is particularly high in unfavourable economic cir
cumstances in which specific political accomplishments 
cannot be presented as de facto arguments, valid in 
their own right, without further consideration of political, 
moral or ideological questions. 

Por this reason we on the left have to be prepared to 
defend political priorities over the so-called scientific
economic priorities, thus preventing the economy (a 
rather simplistic view of the economy) from being 
removed frorn the sphere of political decision, of debate, 
of the consideration of other options, of the harmoni
sation with non-materialistic human and social priorities, 
etc. 

Sorne models of economic functionality and certain 
ways of understanding the economy do not of course 
mean the 'end of the history', nor can they be considered 
to be beyond the concept of political choice, of social 
choice, of 'intellectual' will itself, the ability to think in 
terms of options and possible altematives to established 
models. This is perhaps the ultimate meaning of freedom: 
the possibility to choose and, above ali, the will to think 
in terms of altematives, of social projects undergoing 
improvernent, adjustment and progress! 

In order to overcome the risk of social sclerosis, then, 
we must subject economic rationale to social criticism, 
thus revealing the fallacies of closed econornicist reduc
tionism, justified on the basis of its own logic. To this 
end, we have to construct clear and convincing arguments 
which will enable a majority of public opinion, especially 
in more highly developed countries, to understand that 

social order is not to be judged solely in terms of com
petitiveness and economic efficiency at any price. 

The false dilemma 'efficiency/inequality', which is 
typical of classical economic thinking, had sorne 
historical virtuality, precisely because of the role played 
by classical economic thinking in overcoming the stable 
and limited traditional-agrarian order and in the 
revolution of the expectations and possibilities which it 
prompted. 

B ut in toda y' s world, any attempt to defend the 
prevalence of the idea of efficiency over that of 
equity/equality is in effect an attempt to turn the logic 
of reality upside down from the point of view of human 
priorities, especially at this particular point in time and 
in societies which have already attained a certain degree 
of development The question is, then, to what extent the 
strengths of historical capitalisrn (self-centred individ
ualism, darwinistic competitiveness, etc.) have becorne 
dysfunctional and regressive, limiting the possibilities 
of human progress. 

The role of the socialisrn of the future must also 
envision the re-establishment of the logic of reality. 
without, of course, embracing pre-scientific methodol
ogy, retro-historical 'fundamentalism' (stepping 
backwards in history is not only irnpossible - it is unde
sirable }, but rather with the will and the ability to 
establish socially coherent human priorities. 

The criticism of neo-liberalism in this light must not 
be based on strictly economic premises, but on global 
social principies, capable of overtuming naive historical 
fetishisms and restrictive economic thinking. 

The current task of socialism as regards the definition 
of economic policies should consist of political eff orts 
to specify- both theoretically and politically "Z"ways to 
change, reform and improve the operation of present 
econornic systems in order to achieve new goals in 
social and human progress. 

Foremost among the questions that these.great goals 
should address are: the need to avoid the risks of asphyx
iation by the predominant economic powers in forging 
general policy; the development of new altemative 
models of econornic administration and of new strategies 
for social co-responsibility (economic democracy is 
one of the most important perspectives in the strategic 
development of socialism); and last, but certainly not 
least, the need to build a new and more fairly balanced 
intemational economic order. 

In short, the first step to be taken to organise society 
from the perspective of continuing progress and to begin 
to construct a new domestic and intemational economic 
order is to organise our own ideas, refuting the reasoning, 
prejudice and clichés on which the classical model of 
capitalist economic rationale has been based and which 
the neo-liberals have today embraced so enthusiasti
cally. Theirs is a model of economic rationale whose 
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purported scientific basis has been historically justified 
on the basis of an alleged unquestionable which is no 
longer valid in social and human terms. 
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