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If the old left-wing socialist plan provides no further new results, this means that the 
time has come to create a new plan or programme which thrives on protest but is inspired 
by the utopia of a more just social order.1

In the epigraph, I quote from Lafontaine's article 
published in the first issue of this journal, because it 
summarises the political challenge which the left faces 
today. Indeed, from the libertarian wave of May 1968 
until the fall of the Berlin Wall, socialism, and the left 
in general, found themselves cornered, placed in the 
spotlight. All that tradition which once blended reason 
and utopía, enlightenment and revolution, saw itself 
displaced by the loss of consistency in the idea of 
progress and by the disbelief in the 'negation of the 
negation': in the turning of the page of history, the 
victorious revolution can no longer be seen. 

On the contrary, the new libertarían wave that the post
industrial world has engendered was driven by a kind of 
'anguished pessimism' brought about by existential 
anxiety over the concrete possibility of the end of world, 
or at least of humankind, which the atomic terror and 
ecological imbalance imposed. To ecological protest 
(in many dimensions also anti-modern, fearful of 
technical progress and incredulous about reasons of 
state, if not about reason as such), was added the anti
institutional spirit, already evident in 1968 in the revolts 
of the university campuses all over the world. From 
this political-emotional atmosphere arose the new intel
lectual currents: postmodemism, the fragmentation of 
knowledge (and of the world), the distrust of the tradition 
of the rationalism which had engendered both liberalism 
and the several versions of socialist criticism. Certainly, 
there were intellectual reactions. The very attempt to re
evaluate the Frankfurt School by Habermas (somewhat 

Oskar Lafontaine 

sceptical altogether and, in the Kulturkritik version, full 
of anti-modernism), as well as the revision of Parsons 
by Luhmann, were attempts nevertheless to anchor 
critica! thought on sorne of the old pillars of reason. 

However, the path the socialist movement is now 
trying to follow (whether 'shining' or not, I don'tknow) 
did not originate from this. 0n the contrary, it carne from 
the shock provoked by the realisation, at the last moment, 
of the ecological challenge and the atomic terror; and 
from the perception that although we are at present 
experiencing the third Industrial Revolution, and living 
in what Manuel Castells calls 'informational societies', 
important parts of the world and of particular societies 
remain 'underdogs'. That is to say, there exists a risk of 
barbarism both in the global dimension and in the 
dimension of societies, and this risk will not be restrained 
either by the sole belief in the inevitability of progress, 
or by its denial of the risk through anti-institutional 
protest. It is this feeling of risk, of danger, of adventure, 
which, lacking the support of the belief in salvation (in 
revolution, in harmony, in certainty) makes any ideology 
(doctrine, or 'science') necessarily more humble, more 
'probabilistic', than an upholder of certainties. 

In this sense, the socialism of the future will have to 
adjust itself to a type of 'middle-range utopia' (to 
paraphrase the 'middle-range theories' of Robert 
Merton). But in spite of this, Oskar Lafontaine' s obser
vation holds: if socialism is incapable of representing a 
hope and if it is merely protest ( ecological or anti-insti
tutional), even if it is a 'movement' and includes other 
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movements, it will still fail to pave the way to a change 
which does not limit itself to mentalities and ideologies, 
but represents a political instrument able to achieve 
better times. It is well that in this weak version of utopia 
we accept the present changes: that social justice and 
freedom are the pillars of the new socialism, and that we 
surrender ourselves to the predominance of the market 
But we shall not accept the market's logic; the invisible 
hand (and even Popper recognises this) is not perfection. 
It distorts, and injustices accumulate. 

For hope to survive it is necessary to associate social 
justice and freedom with the political instrument This 
instrument will no longer be the blending of state and 
party, even if both are reformed, because the post
industrial societies (informational societies) are 'decen
tralised': politics is not the centre of all changes, nor do 
the state and the parties constitute the sole instruments 
for reforms. The polyarchisation of present-day societies, 
as Robert Dahl pointed out, is a fact But unless we build 
mechanisms and institutionf for citizens to relate 
themselves, at the various levels of society, to the res 
publica, the paths necessary to build the new society will 
not be established. We can and must discuss the locos 
of the 'public', the limits that the mass society and the 
organisational society impose on the making of 'public 
opinion'. We can even dream of a rational public 
discourse a la Habermas, or we can destroy the myth of 
the public man. But we cannot escape redefining the 
scope of politics and extending it far beyond the state and 
the party. 

Finally, in this brief introduction, which may not 
seem to address the theme proposed, but as we shall see 
is necessary to clarify it, let me say that the other pillar 
of socialism - the theory of exploitation (of classes and 
of nations) - is suffering an earthquake of massive 
force. The technological-scientific revolution has greatly 
reduced the mas.5 of the exploited who are now necessary 
for the health of the capitalist system both at home and 
among nations. In this case, what is to be done? 

THE PRESENT WORLD 

It was Gorbachev who most vigorously helped turn 
the page of history, reducing Marxist salvationism to its 
present dimension. But with what arguments? Basically 
with the recognition of the two great dimensions which 
make up the fabric of hope in the contemporary world. 
Nuclear war no longer represents, a la Clausewitz, the 
continuation of politics by other means, but rather the 
extermination of humanity. And 'centralism', of 
whatever kind, undermines creativity and, hinders 
technical progress. The consequences are obvious: 
security systems must be collective, due not to fear of 
the threat that one bloc may represent for another, but 
to fear of 'the end of the world'. It then requires only a 

small step to give pre-eminence to 'global issues' and, 
therefore, to ecology. And, in the other dimension, when 
the idea of the centralising state, the global economic plan 
etc., is destroyed, to the advantage of both the local 
levels of decision and the democratisation of society, 
there comes a reopening not only of the issue of the 
market as an instrument to regulate the economy, but also 
of political pluralism as an instrument to guarantee 
more justice. 

There remains the issue of equality. It is obvious that 
although in the first moment, in the face of the 'crisis of 
the empty shelves', even the issue of freedom yields to 
the issue of supply (as in contemporary Russia), soon 
after that, the former Soviet society having been democ
ratised, the issue of equality will reappear. It will 
reappear, though, not as an absolute value to be 
guaranteed by the revolution, the party and the bureau
cracy, but instead in relative terms, as 'more equality'. 
It will no longer be a case, as today, of 'less state' (the 
neo-liberal wave now perhaps declining) or of 'more 
state', as in the Stalinist system, but of a 'better state', 
aimed at correcting the inequalities caused by the unreg
ulated operation of the market 

The Welf are State once again? 

And why not? On condition that it comes impregnated 
with the mood of the present time: more as a 
'movement', with the creation of new public spaces 
which enable citizens and the organisations of civil 
society to enjoy institutionalised participation in 
decisions, rather than as mere 'social policies', supported 
by state bureaucracies animated by the doctrine of the 
party holding the power. 

Contrary to the opinion of those social theorists who 
saw in the modemisation produced by capitalism the 
creation of 'institutional orders' which were function
ally different from each other (the economy, culture, 
religion, society, technology and production, for instance) 
and would integrate among themselves in a hierarchical 
pattem, with society subordinated to the economy and 
both of these having politics and the state as their 
ordering bond, what arose was a different model of 
social organisation. This was 'decentered', as I have 
written, less integrated functionally, and more 'systemic', 
in which the decisions at all levels are adjusted by 
continuous feedbacks. These adjustments take place 
through conflicts, and their integration results from both 
the need for freedom and from the fear of chaos ( they 
include nuclear war, and ecological imbalances). In the 
ethos of this new world, which also reached the former 
Soviet society, a strange victory of reason has occurred. 
When many thought that a (postmodem) era of the frag
mentation of everything was beginning, of the impos
sibility of any global view, of the mingling of cybemetics 
and totalitarianism (the 4horrible new world' of 1984), 
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what happened was a strengthening of freedom, a pursuit 
of understanding and the prevalence of global issues. 

Classes and nations in vast areas of the planet, without 
having their differences abolished, had them subjected 
to the global and enlightened dimensions I have 
mentioned. All this has been mistaken at first for the 
victory of competition, of possessive individualism, of 
the market, of neo-liberal capitalism. Sweet mistake 
(or bitter disappoinbnent). It is true that the world of 
Eastem Europe - and even China - met again with 
modemity in almost classical terms: market plus freedom. 
However, behind this marriage (which is not only one 
of convenience), there is a revolution in the mode of 
production and living that relates human beings in a way 
ver¡ distinct from what could be imagined if the explana
tory horizon were that of the 'end of the story', with the 
victory of neo-liberalism. 

The reason that wins, as I said, is more humble and 
is hardened by the true risk of hecatombs and failure. The 
desired freedom is neither of the saving revolution, nor 
·of the meeting between private interests guided by the
hidden god of the market The new humanism, if I may
say so, finds its subject more in humanity - and is
therefore collective - than in individuals. And in the
practica! action there is something new that rests neither
on the individual nor on transcending agencies like the
state or a bureaucracy, but on the setting up of inter
mediate 'corps', which, in reality, are not bodies but new
public movements and spaces.

Behind these changes, I repeat, there is the revolution 
of our century: the marriage between science, technology 
and freedom, between university, enterprise and public 
authority. This 'marriage' has allowed the great tech
oological revolutions (from nuclear energy and the laser 
beam, through biotechnology, up to the revolution in 
infonnation technology that made possible both micro
electronics and robotics) to go beyond the factory wall 
and reach the organisation of society. This is why 
Castells calls the new society 'informational' and not 
only post-industrial. The present revolution kills Fordism 
and Taylorism but reaches beyond the productive chain; 
it revolutionises the organisation of the factory and of 
management, it reaches the public sector, schools, 
churches, unions, and eventually everything. This occurs 
through the new methods of management allowed by it, 
and through the setting up of great mass communication 
networks (not only conventional media such as radio and 
television, but also networks between computers and 
tenninals, facsimile machines, modems and electronic 
mail). Added to (and allowed by) the scattering of the 
great productive organisations (banks, trading companies, 
etc.) this process lies at the basis of the globalisation of 
the economy, which along with the marriage between 
science, technology and freedom, is the great trend of 
the modem world. 

The centrally planned (socialist) economies collapsed 
because they were unable to absorb the effects of, and 
to establish the necessary conditions for, the development 
of this 'new spirit'. The concepts of perestroika, along 
with glasnost, became necessary from the moment 
cybemetics was labelled a 'bourgeois science' in the 
former Soviet Union. However, it took 30 years for 
Gorbachev to be able to say the words. In addition, the 
'organisational revolution' ne ver worried the dogmatists 
of the Gosplan who still regarded the world through the 
spectacles of the infrastructure as basis: for them 
production and productivity could only come from the 
increase in invesbnent in the 'hard' industries, not in 
'soft' ones, in 'human capital', or in telematics. In the 
world of today, therefore, the victory of the 'new ratio
nality' is evident; of the technological revolutions added 
to new decentralised formats - of both management 
and of decision-making. It strives in the direction of 
plurality of decision levels, making feasible the 
'polyarchy' utopia. 

ANO THE SOUTH? 

However, this 'contemporary revolution' which 
caused centralising authoritarianism to collapse, trans
formed completely the productive processes, and created 
'informational societies', giving new characteristics to 
the classes, with new relative weights, did not reach the 
whole of the planet. Worse still, while the globalisation 
of the economy caused the formation of new economic 
blocs, destroying the old East-West polarity and with it 
the hegemony of the USA and the USSR, its conse
quences have had a negative and disintegrating effect on 
the Third World. 

In other words the new 'democratic-technological' 
revolution did not only integrate the world economy, but 
allowed the emergence of wider and more powerful 

political and economic groupings (USA, Canada and 
Mexico; the European Economic Community; the East 
wanting to share the European experience; J apan and 
parts of Southeast Asia and, in addition, the incipient but 
promising agreements for the integration of the Southem 
Cone of the Americas). At the same time, however, the 
old 'Third World' broke into pieces along two or three 
main lines: there was growth of what was an appendage 
and today is a huge Fourth World of need, hunger, and 
above ali lack of hope. Parts of the old Third World 
managed to become part of the global economy: the old 
newly industrialised countries, mainly those of Asia; the 
countries that, although lacking a strong industrial base, 
found niches in the world economy, like Chile and e ven 
the drug-producing countries like Colombia, and above 
ali the petroleum producing countries. Finally, sorne 
countries of continental size, like India, Brazil, Indonesia 
to sorne extent, and - with other characteristics - China, 
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are unable to make the integrating jump, but have 
intemal resources to escape the process that leads to 
poverty without hope. 

Therefore, it is no longer a question of a South at the 
fringe of the capitalist core, attached to it through the 
classical relations of dependency; not even of the 
phenomenon, de.scribed 25 years ago by Enzo Faletto and 
myself in our book Dependency and Development in 
Latin Ame rica, of the transfer of parts of the productive 
system, through multinational companies, and the asso
ciation of local producers with foreign capital to form 
the 'dependent-associated' development style. In fact, 
it is another, more cruel phenomenon: either the South 
(or parts thereof) enters Úle democratic-technological
scientific race, invests heavily in research and devel
opment and undergoes the 'informational changes', or 
it becomes unimportant, unexploited and unexploitable. 
Hence the SouÚl faces a double risk - of not being able 
to integrate itself or of 'being integrated'. The countries 
(or parts thereot) Ülat are unable to remake the revolution 
of the contemporary world and at the same time to find 
a niche in the intemational market, will end up in the 
'worst of a11 worlds'; they will not even be exploited (as 
in the old situation of colonial dependence or in the 
dependency relations of associated development). They 
will be unimportant and uninteresting for the develop
ment of the globalised economy. 

On Úle oilier hand, the Southern countries that succeed, 
even if only partially, in finding the meaos to join in the 
contemporary revolution, will face still another dilemma: 
to define the ways in which they will integrate themselves 
(that is to say, a selective policy of 'opening of markets', 
an adequate industrial policy, an educational policy that 
makes it possible to integrate the masses into contem
porary culture, a science and technology policy capable 
of supporting economic growth etc.) or to be swallowed 
up by the globalisation of the economy starting from 
sorne sector in which they have relative advantages. 
The problem is Úlat the great relative advantage of the 
past, which ensured the integration of the South into the 
international market, although in a condition of 
dependency, has lost its importance. It consisted, 
basically, in the abundance of arable land, of mineral 
resources and of cheap labour. Relegation to the Fourth 
World now appears as the most likely prospect for the 
countries that can count only on these resources. There 
has been, therefore, a substantial change in the 
dependency relations between South and North. The 
change is two-fold: the loss of importance of vast areas 
of the earth to the world economy (even considering their 
exploited and dependent condition) and, on the other 
hand, the challenge, which is no longer a purely 
'economic' one, but now involves the whole of society, 

in other parts of the ��,uth. 

I will make myself clear. In the past, it was possible 
to respond politically to the old dependency relations by 
arguing for 'national decision autonomy', for more 
industrial investments (to escape from the deteriora
tion of the terms of exchange ), and for the expansion of 
the domestic market in order to break the chain of 
dependency of the 'enclave' type and to force the intemal 
distribution of income. Now the political response 
demands, also in the South, the setting up of the 'new 
society'. A destiny with dignity for the countries of the 
South will only be achieved through more education, a 
better state, greater productivity of 'human capital'. 
with a technological leap (information technology, new 
materials, ecological respect, new organisational 
activities). At the same time there must occur the democ
ratisation of society and of the state (which have become 
the conditions, as I have already stated, for the union 
between production, the university and society, in an 
atmosphere of freedom favourable to organisational 
and technological innovation). 

CONCLUSIONS 

So I retum to the starting point Paradoxically, in a 
world in which technology seemed to generate the 
control of everything, now this same technology pre
supposes freedom. In the advanced capitalist countries 
and in the socialist societies, as we saw at the beginning 
of this paper, without hope (and, therefore, without a 
utopía, even if it is a medium-term one) there will be no 
continuity in 'progress' (although this 'progress' should 
be redefined in terms of the necessary recognition that 
it is not inevitable, since both hecatombs and failure 
remain as possibilities). In the Southern countries, 
priority must be given to the 'reform of society'. 
Otherwise, their positive integration into the world 
economy will not be possible. In this case, also, progress 
(hope, the welfare state, democratic socialism, social 
democracy) are neither the necessary consequence of the 
current challenge nor the only way to attain the democ
ratisation of society and of the state. B ut they remain as 
valid and contemporary options, provided they are 
properly reformulated and modemised. 

It should be noted that, in the face of the challenge of 
modemity and of the impression that reason and the 
market are closely entangled notions, the political 
concem in vast areas of the South is that the reaction 
against inequality can only occur through the strength
ening of the national will based upon the fortress of the 
state. Where this belief finds the bases for its propaga
tion in faith (as in Islam), cultural regression may be 
proudly presented as if it were an in.strument of progress. 
In many areas of the South, despondency seeks subli
mation in new salvationist theses which substitute for the 
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blind faith in the inevitability of revolution ( which was 
an attribute of the industrial world until the coming of 
the 'informational societies', and the idea of a union of 
the whole nation against imperialism (or whatever name 
is now given to advanced capitalism). If this regressive 
response is not capable of shaking the foundations of the 
modero world (and it might well threaten them, as in the 
case of Iraq, forcing reactions which are also irrational, 
even war aimed at wiping out evil), it diverts the energies 
and paralyses vast sectors of the South which, instead 
of seeking adequate answers to their troubles (even 
more so in the Fourth World, which finds no answers at 
ali), develop regressive ideologies. Sceptical about any 
utopias (even about those of moderate scope), these 
movements create nothing but matrixes for the local 
'counter-culture', with isolated repercussions in the 
hegemonic centres. 

It is therefore necessary to redefine the dependency 
issue. This redefinition, however, so as not to bring 
about only discouragement and the acknowledgement 
that either the South is no longer of any importance or 
that it is possible to 'integrate' it, will require a 
Copernican revolution of the kind that was proposed by 
Gorbachev: just as the Berlin Wall collapsed when the 
Soviet leader recognised the uselessness of war between 
the two blocs and the impossibility of economic 
centralism beating capitalism, so the South - or at least 
its sectors where nothing but hopelessness is to be found 
- will never leave the perverse isolation to which it is
now relegated unless its problems are placed at the
level of global issues. 'New humanism', and the
acknowledgement of the global village and of 'spaceship
earth', end up as cynical statements if they do not
consider the issues of poverty, backwardness and
illiteracy-in short, the problems of the old Third World
-as matters to be discussed and faced at a global level.

This 'globalisation' ofThird World problems'cannot

be approached as a whole, since as we know the South 
is not homogenous. The term 'new humanism' may 
mean, to many countries, 'renegotiation of foreign debt 
in terms compatible with development plus transfer
ence of technology plus access to the world markets'. To 
other countries it may mean, without any disguise, the 
transfer of food, hospitals and schools. What cannot 
happen is what has been happening until now; namely, 
that in the 'crisis of socialism' and in the reassessment 
of the effects of the �global economy', the South remains 
as a mere hindrance, to which only lip service is paid. 
If the socialism of the future is to meet again with hope, 
it will be necessary to adopt a global approach and to treat 
as common issues, along with ecology, the problems of 
poverty and of the reconstruction of the societies and not 
only of the economies ofthe Third World. If this ethical 
dimension is lacking, the ideology which is now being 
designed for the renewed social democracy will have the 
bitter taste of hypocrisy. 

To conclude: it is not only a matter of an 'ethical' 
dimension. Third World poverty, the cultural regression 
of parts of it and the hopelessness ali this brings about 
will reach the First World in diverse and menacing 
forms: migrations, disproportionate demographic growth 
among the 'non-internationalizable' populations, 
terrorism and authoritarian national states with threat
ening, though limited, powers are sorne chilling 
examples. Therefore, whether it is due to a generous 
utopia or to the interest in preserving the wellbeing 
already attained, the 'new socialism' must face North
South relations in renewed terms. J ust as there was 
someone who brought East and West together, there is 
now, in the new intemational order of the globalised 
economy, a blank space to be bridged by a dialogue 
founded on realism and, at the same time, on solidarity, 
without which the populations of the Fourth World, at 
least, will suffer even longer in poverty and oblivion. 
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