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Who is on the left? Where is the left? What is it? 
What is a government and a policy of the left? lf 
these questions circulate, sometimes infused with 
scepticism or directly critica!, it is because the 
simple and familiar landmarks have disappeared. I 
will leave aside here such old landmarks as the 
collective ownership of the means of producton 
and exchange, or the dictatorship of the prolet
ariat. They created, nevertheless, a political and 
trade union culture in the labour movement, which 
today finds itself bereft of such clear images even 
though the transformation of society has taken new 
directions. Toe perspectives of a government of 
the left can no longer have that limpid clarity which 
removes the need for explanation. Socialists today 
must therefore take fresh bearings, both for them
selves and for ali progressive forces throughout the 
world. For make no mistake about it; our struggle 
must have a global dimension, and what we do 
today in each of our separate parties we must also 
do together in our Socialist International. 

THE LESSONS OF POWER 

But we have to do this in quite new circum
stances, because we are in power in several 
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countries, and are likely to remain in power for 
many years. This fact has important conse
quences. Certainly, it should not be a shackle on 
freedom of thought, for though our basic values 
remain, our systems of action need a thorough 
rethinking. lt is important to recognise that the 
blind spot in the old socialist doctrines, and 
Marxism in particular, concerned the question of 
power, the management of time, the role of 
money, in human life. I think we can now agree, 
in the light of our past and present practice, upon 
several lessons, which I will summarise very 
briefly. We have to know how to act on the 
terrain of reason, and we have finally overcome a 
curse laid upon the left by demonstrating that we 
too have the capacity to govern. But we have not 
yet concerned ourselves sufficiently with relating 
the routine of everyday life to the sphere of the 
imagination.· In order to do this it is no use 
multiplying promises; we have to propase sorne 
major choices and to succeed. 

This has to be done, however, while avoiding 
two illusions; first, obviously, that of acting as a 
single country, or secondly, as a single majority. 
None of the major problems which confront us, 
or will confront us, can find a real solution outside 
a European approach. These two observations 
have important implications. They require us to 
define clearly the ways and meaos of democratic 
change in our societies, and in short to give 
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substance to the notion of compromise. The main 
difficulty, today as in the past, has to do with the 
obstacles to establishing in a durable manner 
contractual social relations. In present-day 
society, therefore, our governments should seek 
the support of public opinion, despite all the 
difficulties which this poses. All reflection on the 
respective roles of government, the party, the 
trade unions, and other associations, has to take 
this into account if it is to be really fruitful. 

'V AGGIORNAMENTO' 

Socialist 'modernisation' will have a better 
chance of opening up new horizons for us if it is 
based on a well-founded system of action. Living 
in an open world and a market economy obliges 
us to understand and take into account their 
rules, and if I say 'take into account' rather than 
'respect', that is because not all these rules 
deserve respect. Certainly we are aware of their 
injustice and brutality, but we should also recog
nise their efficacity. Communism imploded 
because it failed to do so. 

Our acceptance of the market economy cannot 
be either blind or resigned. lt should be direct, in 
order to gain ali the advantages, and lucid, to 
combat those excesses which we can attenuate or 
remove. But the resulting complexity obscures 
what is at stake and sometimes confuses the 
nature of the phenomenon. Historical develop
ment has led us from an administrative vision of 
social justice to a more restrained kind of capital
ism, and naturally that poses greater doctrinal 
problems for the socialist tradition than for the 
liberal one. This moderated capitalism is neither 
an aspiration nor a choice, but a fact, and it is 
important to emphasise that what has made it 
possible is decades of working-class struggle, and 
victories bought at a great price. 

In effect, socialism was originally a moral 
appeal for greater justice. Toe first socialists, with 
their workingmen's clubs, friendly societies and 
cooperatives, frequently thought of the transfor
mation of society in an idealistic way and without 
regard to the system of production. Marxist anal
yses, with the idea that everything would be 
settled by the abolition of private ownership of 
the means of production and exchange, led 
finally, through the work of later Marxists such as 
Lenin and Jules Guesde, to the belief that a 
centralised command system could take the place 
of decentralised economic actors. The historical 
failure is evident. Since the interwar period 
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socialists have chosen a different path, which can 
be summarised in the notíon of a mixed society. 
But without attempting to draw up a balance 
sheet of the whole of this complex history we 
shall still need to confront it for a long time. I do 
not believe in parties without a history, and our 
project will not dispense with it. 

THE COLLECTIVE WILL 

Our values, which we have reaffirmed from 
congress to congress, are not in question, but 
their adaptation to complex current situations 
sometimes makes them less apparent. There is, 
however, a central irreducible point, to which all 
other issues are attached, at the heart of our 
action and of the perspectives of my government; 
namely, that we socialists believe in the possibility 
and the value of a collective will, whereas liber
alism, even in its more moderate forms, continues 
fundamentally to give priority to the action of 
individuals, conceived on the model of economic 
actors, and denies to human beings the possibility 
of exercising a conscious control over their collec
tive destiny. 

Individualism does not shock us, but we refuse 
to see in humanity nothing more than an aggre
gate of individuals, just as, in contrast to liberals, 
we do not believe that spontaneous interaction 
among these individuals is suffi.cient to create a 
harmonious order. On the contrary, the abandon
ment of regulation always produces a growth of 
inequality and the loss of all social cohesion. Only 
a collective will is intelligent and powerful enough 
to make the interest of all prevail over the egoism 
of each. I am profoundly shocked every day by 
the absurd dramas resulting from the lack of 
organisation of our planet. Poverty, underdevel
opment, the environment are all problems for 
which one can see solutions that are rationally 
conceivable and beneficia! to everyone, but the 
absence or inadequacy of a collective will strong 
enough to domínate their complexity remains a 
major obstacle. 

lt is for the state, and those who direct it in the 
legislature and executive, to bring forth this will 
and enable it to overcome the obstacles. And it is 
a real international public authority which will 
have the responsibility for accomplishing this on 
an international level. I should like to recall here 
that the Hague appeal, initiated by France and 
signed by 24 nations, envisages for the first time 
a world authority to protect the atmosphere, and 
the preparatory work is now going on. The ere-
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ation of such an authority would be a juridical 
event of the first importance. We have begun with 
the environment, but there are many other prob
lems of common interest, among them interest 
rates, international debt, and so on. 

POLITICAL ACTJON TODAY 

In fostering the collective will and helping to 
make it effective the role of parties is clearly 
essential, and I am tired of hearing that hack
neyed theme of the obsolescence of parties. 
There are no alternative forms. But a party, 
parliament and government cannot achieve 
everything simply because they possess the legal 
instruments of power. This point is crucial for us, 
but also for the inheritors of the communist 
tradition, and we have to find a common under
standing. 

Above all, in a modero democracy such as 
ours, the elected representatives cannot legit
imately or justifiably desire anything other than 
what is desired by the citizens. Legitimacy is a 
question of democracy, justification a matter of 
lucidity. We have to do with citizens who are 
collectively intelligent. Despite the non-rational
ity of individual motivations the miracle of demo
cratic alchemy, enlightened by political debate, 
produces the phenomenon, as I once wrote (fol
lowing many others, no doubt), that nobody is 
more intelligent than everybody. And the people, 
who are those concerned, are well able to make 
us understand the difference between what they 
want, what they reject, or what is a matter of 
indifference. 

There is a classic example, in France, with 
respect to the abolition of capital punishment and 
the question of prívate education. Opinion polls 
showed that the French people were equally 
critica! on both issues. But even if they were 
hostile they did not mobilise against the abolition 
of capital punishment, and tolerated it where they 
did not accept it. On the other hand they mobi
lised on a massive scale to express - and make 
effective - their rejection of what they regarded 
as putting in question prívate education, or rather 
a fundamental liberty, whereas the government's 
project at that time was conceived in the perspec
tive of a profound renovation of the educational 
system. 

Let us add that in Europe it is a matter of 
literate, educated and politicised peoples who are 
rarely duped, and then not for very long; who 
have learned to detect both líes and semi-truths, 

to discern ulterior motives, and to evaluate the 
personalities behind the media images. As Jean 
Jaures said: 'Universal suffrage is the light in 
which every power is obliged to manifest itself, 
every consciousness to reveal itself. Ruses can 
only succeed there for an hour.' 

At a time when everyone holds forth on the 
divorce between the people and their representa
tives my own analysis is quite different. The 
electors do not really reproach politicians for 
what they are, but for what they claim to be; 
namely the possessors of sorne objective truth. 
Politicians, both of the right and the left, have 
never entirely liberated themselves from this con
ception - which Leninism carried to an extreme 
and dramatic degree - in terms of which they see 
themselves and act as the conscious, organised 
vanguard of the popular masses, knowing better 
than they do what are their interests, and regard
ing it as a duty and an honour to impose upon 
Jhem social changes which the people are not 
sufficiently clear-sighted to desire spontaneously. 

REFORMS 

Naturally, I exaggerate somewhat. But how 
many times have we seen decisions extolled as 
courageous merely because they were badly 
received. It requires no great courage to impose 
something when one has the legal power to do 
so. In fact, we must take account of how democ
racy has changed and matured. 

From this double conviction - that the people 
are more intelligent than any single individual, 
and that they know what they want, or more 
particularly what they do not want - I derive two 
ideas which I always have in mind in the conduct 
of government: difficult measures are not necess
arily unpopular measures, but unpopular meas
ures are always bad measures, either in 
themselves, or because one has not known how 
to explain their advantages. In order to explain 
and convince, every party has to grasp the major 
trends of public opinion. Difficult measures and 
unpopular measures not not synonymous. When 
an effort is required from citizens they always 
respond once they recognise its necessity and its 
justice. They are adults who certainly do not 
enjoy injections, but who thank the doctor for 
them; not children who hate both the needle and 
the person who holds it. 

It follows from this that the changes we desire 
to introduce, if they are to be durable and pro
found, must follow a rhythm which the country 
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accepts, never less rapid but also never too rapid. 
This does not mean that parties have to follow 
public opinion. On the contrary, they must go 
ahead of it, enlightening it and furnishing it with 
ideas and proposals. Further, this does not mean 
that there will be no reforms, but only that they 
will be made in a different way and will not be 
undone again. I have had for a long time an 
inkling of a thesis which my present functions 
have largely confirmed. For a reform to be 
immediately designated such, two cumulative 
conditions are necessary: that it should pass 
through law and through conflict. If one of the 
two conditions is lacking the reform is hardly 
mentioned, but if both are present it is identified, 
and it matters little if the reform is badly applied, 
deals only with superficial aspects and eventually 
founders when there is a change of government. 

Let us note, to take the French case, that half 
the laws passed since the beginning of the Fifth 
Republic have no known application today! 
Regarding laws which were badly framed and 
inapplicable, those which were well framed but 
the decrees applying them followed very slowly, 
and those which succeeding governments 
repealed, one finds a statistical law: the laws 
which become well-established and transform 
social reality are generally those that have a large 
majority, though they are not for all that the 
outcome of a general consensus. The abolition of 
capital punishment was passed by a large 
majority, but no majority other than ours would 
ever have passed it. 

All the members of a government have had this 
experience. They have introduced reforms, the 
immediate importance of which is understood 
only by experts, but what does that matter? Toe 
main thing is that they have made the reforms 
and these reforms have been successful. I prefer 
that a reform should be known by its conse
quences rather than by its announcement. Of 
course, there is a reverse side of this coin; 
namely, that such relative and necessary dis
cretion may give the impression of immobility or 
excessive prudence. But this is another reason for 
declaring what is being done, and why. In the era 
of flamboyant polemics the spectacle was assured, 
and though it might lack substance it was at least 
boisterous. But in the end the actors had to suffer 
for it. We are now in a new era, and as an English 
commentator, Theodore Zeldin, has observed: 
'In discovering wisdom France has also dis
covered boredom.' If, as I hope, the wisdom is 
lasting, I am quite convinced that the boredom is 
merely temporary. It is only a transition to new 
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habits, and if we do what is necessary, to a 
strengthened relation between the citizens and 
politics. 

A NEW AGE OF DEMOCRACY 

In the European countries the working-class 
movement has fashioned a particular form of 
democracy. We are the inheritors of this reality, 
in which it was essentially the conflict between 
classes that constituted the basis of political div
ision, and the parties could create around them
selves a mode of life in which their relations with 
the electorate had the character of a cultural 
community and remained extremely stable. This 
period of democracy placed the social question at 
the centre of political life, and gave to the state a 
major role in registering social realities. 

Toda y, however, democracy is becoming 
increasingly a system in which the people exist 
autonomously and do not assign to any other 
agency the function of their self-expression. 
Social conflict is no longer the only factor deter
mining political divisions. The conflicting ele
ments are diverse, the mass media have an 
undeniable homogenising function, and opinions 
are no longer formed in separate social milieux. 
The volatility of the electorate is the inevitable 
result. 

This <loes not mean that parties have lost their 
role, but we have to understand the new situ
ation. Let us not succumb to nostalgia, and still 
less to lamentation, for if we reflect on the matter 
the new relationship which is being established 
between parties, the electorate, public opinion and 
trade unions gives the politician new opportunities 
for initiative and action. The social structure is no 
longer simply reflected in political struggles, and 
it is up to us to grasp in a given situation the 
relevant divisions, in order to obtain a political 
majority and create a public space for debate. 

Public opinion plays an important role and it is 
our task to make good use of it, and above all to 
develop forms of militancy that are close to it. 
Pierre Mauroy reminds us frequently of the 
necessity for the French Socialist Party to pass 
beyond the role of a cadre party with a mere 
200 000 members to at least 400 000 members. In 
order to achieve this let us develop the kind of 
militancy that involves being close to people; and 
in this context I have no hesitation in talking of 
social conviviality. Let us recognise that the role 
of the modero media <loes not imply any renun
ciation of militancy, but only that its forros can 
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no longer be the same as they were when news 
and information were much less widely diffused. 

OUR OPPONENTS AND OURSELVES 

We have, first of all, to identify our ideological 
opponents, two of which stand out. There is 
liberalism which rejects the collective will, and 
nationalism which directs it into hatred of others. 
Once we put the formation and exercise of a 
collective will at the centre of our approach it is 
clear that this is incompatible with the ideas of 
those who think they have discovered the philos
opher's stone in the exclusive virtue of individual 
initiative. Who, if not a public authority, can take 
care of the satisfaction of collective needs and of 
preparing the future? And how can such an 
authority fulfil its tasks if the means thereto are 
continually questioned in principie: financial 
means with reference to which taxation is dis
puted at the same time as more investment is 
demanded; juridical means, where deregulation 
is praised while the self-effacement of the state is 
denounced; criticism of the recruitment of 
additional civil servants when simultaneously 
there is a demand for better treatment of the 
users of public services. There is a battle to 
be won here in order to restore public authority. 
Just as socialists should recognise without soul
searching the efficiency of the market, so also they 
should set out clearly the limits of the market and 
define those goods which it <loes not provide, either 
for industrial or for less-developed countries. 

The bad habits of our opponents are not con
fined to internal politics. With respect to the 
European Community they dream aloud of a 
Europe which would be aligned to the policies of 
the least advanced members, taking as a common 
denominator that is to be made into a rule a 
social plan which offers the least protection, a 
fiscal re gime which would be an earthly paradise, 
a most brutal economic liberalism, the most 
miserly aid to developing countries, and a narrow 
Atlanticist policy in international affairs. That 
may help negotiations but it certainly does not 
correspond with the kind of Europe in which we 
place our hopes. 

Today we should have no complexes about the 
values which Europe represents: human rights, 
political pluralism, a high level of development, 
social protection. We socialists, inheritors of the 
struggles of the labour movement, have largely 
shaped this reality, which certainly needs further 
reforms but represents a model for many other 

societies which experience only the injustice and 
violence of unregulated capitalism. Hence there 
is no cause to be diffident about this scheme of 
values, which needs only to be given greater 
vigour. That is where the European problem líes. 
The fundamental issue in our debate can be 
summarised quite simply: there are those who 
would oppose or slow down sorne aspects of the 
evolution of the European machinery, until such 
time as there is a more favourable balance of 
power between conservatives and socialists that 
would make possible better guarantees of social 
protection, a more rapid advance of workers' 
rights, and a fiscal policy. Others among us make 
the opposite wager, on continued progress 
despite its possible costs, because it is when 
democracy plays a full part in the construction of 
Europe that our desire for social justice will truly 
shape reality. The Gulf crisis shows in another 
way the necessity of Europe. The US cannot 
continue to be the world's only policeman! 
Because of this need for Europe I think that the 
process of unification must be accelerated, even 
though we may lose a few battles. We have to do 
everything possible to bring about the emergence 
of a European collective will. 

But it follows from the logic of those who reject 
any national exercise of public authority that they 
also reject it at the European level. We can and 
must explain this repeatedly, and continually 
sharpen our criticisms, which extend much fur
ther. Yes, we recognise and appreciate the dyna
mism of the market economy; but no, we do not 
intend to accept money as the sole reference 
point. We remain attached to an ethic of life in 
society, of productive activity, which money by 
itself disregards. What is more profitable than the 
traffic in drugs? What is more enterprising than a 
takeover bid? What is more untamed than specu
lation? lt is these cancers which are produced by 
the ground rules of liberalism when it operates 
freely, and we should denounce and attack them 
over a wide geographical area. 

Above all, the exertions of the collective will 
should be directed to restoring an ethical dimen
sion to the rules of social life. Toe pseudo
romanticism of the 1960s and 1970s was followed, 
almost without a break, by the cynical flaunting 
of wealth in the 1980s. During this time those 
who showered lyrical praise upon Fidel Castro or 
on the hit-parade of Fortune magazine remained 
unmoved by the miracle of Spain's emergence 
from its dictatorship. Yet our friends in the 
Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE) showed an extra
ordinary democratic ingenuity and a true civic 
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courage in the art of compromise without any 
backward step. We need to give the struggles we 
undertake a 'lyrical' dimension, and it is their 
global character which can provide this. If we 
need heroes who excite the imagination let us find 
them among those who have improved the lives 
of the people who chose them, rather than in the 
mystique of sterile armed conflict or the successes 
of junk-bond speculators. 

Four great ideologies have characterised the 
present century in Europe. Fascism lost the 
Second World War, and communism lost the 
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Cold War. Only the two ideologies which were 
born before this century, and will outlast it, 
remain: socialism and liberalism. Neither one nor 
the other is now what its founding fathers con
ceived, and if we do not recognise this we shall 
condemn ourselves to a continually defensive 
attitude. It is on the basis of reaffirmed values, 
redefined democracy, and renovated practices 
that the socialist project will, I am sure, be that 
which the citizens of Europe will again choose far 
the coming century. 
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