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    Introduction




    This is a book which has its origins in the experience of civic action at a local level. The city in which I live and work, Florence, is known throughout the world for the beauty of its artistic monuments and for the greatness of its medieval and Renaissance past. In many ways the city lives on and in that past. In 1877 Henry James wrote: ‘She sat in the sunshine beside her yellow river like the little treasure-city that she has always seemed, without commerce, without other industry than the manufacture of mosaic paper-weights and alabaster Cupids, without actuality, or energy, or earnestness, or any of those rugged virtues which in most cases are deemed indispensable for civic robustness.’1 Such a portrait is no longer a faithful one. Modern Florence boasts an unusually active civil society, made up of a network of voluntary associations, a flourishing trade union movement which derives its strength from a densely industrialised hinterland, a university with some 60,000 students, and a tradition of radical, socially oriented Catholicism. Contemporary Florence, which has some 370,000 inhabitants, is one of the cities of Europe with the highest number of bookshops per head of population.




    In January 2002 a small group of Florentine university professors decided to organise a protest against the government of Silvio Berlusconi, who had come to power in Italy in June of the previous year. It seemed to us that his government represented a dangerous model for the rest of the democratic world. Here was one of the richest men in Europe taking hold of the Italian republic; a media magnate who owned most of Italy’s commercial television and its largest publishing house, a man who at the time of his election was on trial on a number of charges, which varied from bribery of tax inspectors to corruption of magistrates. Once in office, he added to the control of his own television channels that of public radio and television, notoriously the vehicle of Italy’s ruling political elites.




    The new government also moved swiftly towards curbing the power of what has probably been in recent decades the most independent judiciary in Europe. When the judicial year of 2002 began, many judges and magistrates protested by deserting the traditional opening ceremonies in their cities, leaving their black gowns draped over the empty seats. To us in Florence it appeared essential not to leave them to fight a lonely defensive battle. We were alarmed by the threat which Berlusconi posed to democracy, if not to its formal procedures then certainly to its substance. But we were also dismayed by the lack-lustre quality of the centre-left opposition, which seemed unable to grasp the historical significance of the moment, and insisted instead on the need for dialogue and to avoid excessive alarmism.




    The group of university teachers, students and trade unionists which gathered in my house in Florence decided to organise a symbolic march of protest – from the offices of the rector of the university, in Piazza San Marco, to the steps of the eighteenth-century Courts of Justice in Piazza San Firenze, which is situated just behind the Palazzo Vecchio, the historic seat of Florentine government. On the banner that opened our march was a paraphrase of one of the final considerations of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America: when the autonomy of the judiciary and the freedom of information are under attack, then democracy is in danger. We expected a few hundred people to join us. On the day of the march, 24 January 2002, the skies opened and rain poured down incessantly, decisive proof of what Silvio Berlusconi had often maintained – that God was on his side.




    Instead, defying the weather, some 12,000 people marched behind the university teachers that afternoon through the central streets of Florence. They were a mixture of the city’s middle classes – those who worked at various levels in the professions and public services, teachers and students, as well as delegations of workers from some of Florence’s factories. A substantial contingent came too from Florence’s Social Forum – the city’s ‘new globals’, who were to organise the extraordinarily successful European Social Forum in Florence later in the same year. When the march arrived at the Courts of Justice, many magistrates under their black umbrellas were waiting for us in silence on its steps. I made a brief and faltering speech from the microphone of the loudspeaker van lent to us by the city’s trade union federation, the Camera del Lavoro, after which we sought refuge, soaked but happy, in the nearest pizzeria.




    In the following months, the tide of protest in Florence flowed into a much vaster, nationwide movement against the Berlusconi government, a movement which culminated in the enormous demonstration of 23 March 2002, organised by the CGIL, Italy’s largest trade union. On that day between two and three million people, coming from all parts of the peninsula, gathered in and outside the Circo Massimo in Rome. This was the largest single voluntary demonstration in the history of the modern Italian state. Mussolini had organised parades of similar size, but they had been regimented affairs. In September of the same year, another massive demonstration gathered in Rome, to protest against Berlusconi’s tampering with the legal system. This time it was organised spontaneously by the network of civil society organisations which had come into being to defend Italian democracy from the government’s marauding instincts. Some 800,000 people gathered in Piazza San Giovanni and the adjacent streets.




    In Florence, the committee which had organised the march of 24 January decided to transform itself into a Laboratory for Democracy. At its first meeting, in the Casa del Popolo of S. Bartolo in Cintoia on the periphery of Florence, some 800 people turned up. We wanted, if at all possible, to avoid being a fly-by-night social movement, here one day and gone the next. Instead we tried to organise for the medium term, privileging various lines of action. One was obviously the need to continue to mobilise against the Berlusconi government. Only if protest was continuous and widespread would the government be checked in its attempts to realise the most controversial parts of its plans, such as the limitations of workers’ rights and the undermining of state education through insufficient funding. But we also wanted, given our intellectual training and vocation, to open up our city to wider debates: on immigration and security, education and welfare, gender, control of the mass media, consumption patterns. Was it possible to invent new ways of connecting these themes to our daily lives and to the government of our city?




    We were also troubled because the municipal government, for some years in the hands of a centre-left coalition, was seemingly unable to come to grips with the city’s principal problems. Among them were very severe air pollution from heavy traffic, the social and economic differences separating centre and periphery, the absence of cheap housing for young people and of autonomously organised meeting places, and the way in which the city’s streets were being transformed by mass tourism, as ordinary shops closed and leather and fashion shops overran the city centre. Our city was in the hands of major commercial interests who appeared to be uncontrollable, while at the same time determining the quality of life of each of us.




    Behind these problems lay more profound ones concerning the nature of local democracy. Our representatives, who conducted their meetings in the Palazzo Vecchio, often in the splendid rooms adorned by Vasari and his school, seemed unable to turn their gaze outwards to the city. Like their counterparts in most of the regions of Italy and indeed of Europe, they were for the most part self-referential in their attitudes, content to manage an existing state of affairs, and to enjoy the power that it conferred. We asked ourselves if local democracy had necessarily to assume so mundane an aspect. Or was it possible to invent new forms of democracy, in which people could take an active part, and through their participation foster a culture of citizenship? These were not new themes in the history of democracy, nor ones that had ever received a satisfactory answer, at least in the modern world, but they were ones which had an obstinate habit of not going away.




    The Florentine Laboratory for Democracy asked more questions than it could possibly answer, and set in train more work groups than it could possibly sustain. The normal demands on our time – those of our families and of our work in the first place – made it difficult indeed to sustain the energies and rhythms that the Laboratory imposed. But however much our time flew away just when we wanted it to settle slowly around us, and however limited our achievements, we wanted to contribute to two processes: that of defending democracy and at the same time that of renewing it. In order to underscore these ambitions, in the summer of 2004 we ran our own candidate for mayor of the city, a university professor of English literature called Ornella De Zordo. With few resources and no previous experience, she gained 12.3 per cent of the vote.




    I wrote at the outset that this book draws its inspiration from an experience of local civic action, one that I have briefly described above. However, it also takes its impetus from the global situation in which we all find ourselves in the wake of the rapid transformations of the last three decades. As is immediately apparent, these two instances, the local and the global, are intimately linked. Very many of the questions raised by our Laboratory for Democracy can only find meaning and answers from an analysis that goes far beyond the city of Florence. The same is true of the national political situation which Italians are now experiencing. Silvio Berlusconi is only one, albeit a highly significant example, of the ambitions and almost unlimited power of present-day media magnates. They are the product of, and in turn shape, a global culture of conspicuous consumption, and their television channels communicate a particular view of the normal and the possible. Dissatisfaction with democracy, too, is not peculiar to the city of Florence. In every country where democracy has triumphed (and we shall see in chapter 5 how it has extended ever further around the globe), disaffection with its workings, though perhaps not with its essence, has grown.




    Time and again, those who wish to make their own street, or neighbourhood, or city a better place to live in are pushed almost immediately into making connections between their own lives and the larger and more distant forces that shape them. Waging war on traffic pollution in the historic centre of Florence, for instance, means coming face to face with a global model of individual mobility, with a particular Italian model of overfilling a small peninsula with an excessive number of cars, and with a specifically Florentine preference, even passion, for fast-moving, noisy and polluting scooters and motor-bikes.




    These concentric rings of connection, between the material culture of everyday life, larger communities, and worldwide patterns of consumption and production, have very extended histories. They are the result of longstanding relations between the ‘North’ of the world – its rich and developed regions – and the ‘South’ – its poor and developing areas. The chains of connection that have been drawn across the world fundamentally benefit only one restricted part of it. They do not derive from impulses of equity and solidarity, or from a sense of mutual responsibility. Rather their driving force has been primarily, though not exclusively, economic profit and national power. In chapter 1 of this book I shall analyse the principal dichotomies which have emerged as a consequence of these relations. Suffice it to say here that the forces driving forward the globalisation process of the last thirty years have taken as their raw material already existing disparities, as well as the whole history of colonialism and imperialism, and have built upon them in an uneven and unpredictable way.




    The distinction by compass point, between a partially invented ‘North’ and ‘South’, is hardly satisfactory. There are parts of the South of the world, like Australia, that belong substantially to the ‘North’, and much of the ‘South’, like India, Bangladesh, China, Indonesia and Vietnam, that is clearly of the East. On the other hand, to distinguish numerically rather than geographically, in terms of First, Second and Third worlds, is even more unsatisfactory. From 1989 onwards, with the demise of Soviet Communism, the greater part of the Second World ceased to exist as such; to continue to talk of a ‘Third’ World without a ‘Second’ is only confusing. Even the distinction between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ regions of the world begs many a question. How do we wish to define development? And to what degree is it desirable that other countries and regions of the world follow the same development trajectory as ourselves? In the era of globalisation, we lack the most basic vocabulary to describe global relations. Along with a majority of commentators and researchers, I shall continue to use North and South in the absence of anything better.




    The destruction of the Twin Towers and the subsequent invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq have brought the relations of North and South, between rich and poor, between the powerful and the powerless, into the sharpest of focuses. Not because Bin Laden comes from a poor family (quite the opposite), nor because al-Qaida represents in some perverse way the whole of the South (which it certainly does not), nor even that the Twin Towers symbolised the whole of the North (though this last affirmation has more of a ring of truth about it). No. September 11, 2001 conveyed with terrible clarity a relatively simple and novel message: that certain global hatreds, which are not the mechanical products of the injustices of globalisation, but which certainly draw their sustenance from them, have been translated into a willingness for self-sacrifice on the part of small groups of individuals who aim, by immolating themselves, to inflict unlimited violence upon an indiscriminate number of unknown others.




    Nor is this all. The events of the last three years have injected again into vast sectors of public opinion in the developed world (and not only there) an emotion that had been largely absent for some forty years: fear for our own survival, for the survival of those closest to us, and for the survival of the human species in general.




    Georges Lefebvre, the distinguished French historian, once wrote a book entitled La Grande Peur, which analysed the way in which many peasants were gripped by fear of marauders setting out from Paris in the wake of the revolution of 1789.2 The psychosis of fear in that case concerned mainly the requisitioning of grain, the killing of chickens, and the plundering of farms. From September 2001 onwards, the ‘great fear’ has been far more cosmic: of a ‘dirty’ nuclear bomb left in a suitcase in Central Park or Hyde Park, of kamikaze killers unleashing widespread destruction in American or European cities, of uncontainable bacteriological warfare. A growing number of newspaper articles inform us in a chilling, matter-of-fact way of the capacity of very small numbers of people to kill very large numbers of us, perhaps all of us.




    Such global awareness of danger is not new. In the 1950s and 1960s, at the height of the Cold War, the fear of annihilation by atomic warfare was widespread. In the cinema Stanley Kubrick made us laugh at our fears, though he did little to allay them, with his extraordinary black comedy, Dr Strangelove (1964). But new elements are present in the preoccupations of today. Our world is menaced not just by nuclear destruction, but also by our constant misuse of it, and by our capacity to modify it beyond recognition or recall. These are all themes to which I shall return in chapter 1.




    These cumulative menaces to human existence have introduced a new relationship between fear and time. Much more so than forty years ago, there is a feeling that time is running out. To the absence of time in our own lives is added the anguish of the possible absence of global time.




    The net result of these gathering concerns is the fostering in very many people of an uneasy combination of two sensations: those of urgency and powerlessness. We feel that something must be done before it is too late, but we have little idea of what we as individuals, or as families, or as groups of friends or as workmates can possibly do to stem the tide. We would like to connect our everyday lives and our individual actions to making the world a better place to live in – even a possible place to live in – but we do not know how.




    This book tries to answer such a dilemma. It argues for the need to ‘reappropriate’, to take back under our own control, the sorts of lives we live and the contexts in which we live them. It offers a strong critique of the prevailing model of modernity in developed countries, a model which is being exported and imposed on the rest of the world. While respecting the opinion of those who argue that the market and liberal democracy in their present forms offer the best possibilities for human emancipation, this book begs to disagree with them. Francis Fukuyama wrote after 11 September 2001 that ‘modernity is a very powerful goods train which will not be derailed by recent events, however painful and unprecedented they are’.3 I believe, on the contrary, that the model of modernity he has in mind is an unsustainable one. The goods train must be filled with other goods, and the lines on which it travels must radically change their direction.




    In order to achieve, or even to approach such a transformation, we need to start with ourselves; not in a puritanical or fanatical or guilt-laden manner, but in a realistic one, with what each of us feels capable of. We have to rethink the choices we make on a day-to-day basis, the ways we use our time, the family lives we live, the sorts of things we consume, the quality of democracy we are able to exercise. We have to question, to use Vernon Lee’s resonant expression, ‘the vital lies that are essential to our existence’.4 The task may appear gargantuan, but the accumulation of alternative practices at an individual and familial and civic level produces a notable cumulative effect. The individual, the local and the global are inextricably intertwined, in positive as in negative ways. Passivity and indifference at the first two levels, the individual and the local, contribute greatly to collective dismay at the third.




    Naturally, a small text of this sort does not pretend to have all the answers. It is not a work of economics, though political economy is present, but instead one of politics of a rather peculiar sort. It suggests some ‘ways out’ – some responses to the growing collective awareness that we simply cannot go on like this. It does so primarily with reference to the themes of self-government, autonomy and control from below which have long been debated in the European working-class movement. But it tries to do so in a novel way – by discussing choice with reference to consumption patterns, time, television, family life, all themes scarcely present in the previous political debate.




    Often here I have used a collective ‘we’, and the reader has the right to know from the outset which ‘we’ it is that I have in mind. As must be obvious from the examples I have chosen and the Florentine Laboratory for Democracy of which I am part, the ‘we’ in the first instance is a Western democratic one, the urban educated population of the North of the world. Given its central role in consumption, its experience of democracy, and its privileged economic position, this part of the global population, though derisory in numerical terms, is highly influential in economic and political ones. Potentially it has a very powerful role to play. At the moment it is the willing subject of what appears to be a consumerist paradise, but it may not stay that way. Different forces, I believe – fear, necessity, dissatisfaction with lives dominated by lack of time and the endless cycle of work and spend, even what Immanuel Kant called ‘a feeling which dwells in every human heart and which is more than mere pity and helpfulness [. . .] a feeling for the Beauty and Dignity of human nature’5 – will push it towards reconsideration. This book intends to help it on its way.




    However, I do not intend the ‘we’ of this book to be limited to the educated classes of western Europe and northern America. Many of its themes, both in the positive and the negative – from the growth of civil society to the pervasive cultures of clientelism and corruption, from gender battles to deliberative democracy – have as much relevance for India and Brazil, the Russian Federation and South Korea as they do for Italy, Britain or the United States. The most interesting medium-term experiment in participative democracy at a local level comes from the Brazilian region of Rio Grande do Sul, and in particular from its capital, Porto Alegre, which has a population of some 1,300,000 persons. It does not come, unfortunately, from a city like London, or Florence, and even less from New York, which has recently elected its own Berlusconi-like figure, Michael Bloomberg, as mayor, after an electoral contest characterised by the massive use of private wealth and media influence. To this theme, too, I intend to return.




    I am aware that to use the word ‘reappropriation’, to take back control of one’s own destiny, makes little sense for vast sections of the world, because their inhabitants have never been able to exercise such control in the first place, even on a very limited scale. Very many have still to attain a minimally satisfactory standard of nutrition and living, a basic education, fundamental civil and political rights. They are still prevented from exercising as individuals what Martha Nussbaum has called, in her fine book Women and Human Development, the central human functional capabilities.6 The poor women of India, who are the subjects of Nussbaum’s book, are impeded by male violence, by the dowry system, by family structures and culture, by lack of education and by the lack of property rights from realising their own capabilities. They are unable to enjoy decent health, to live a full span of life, to move freely from place to place, to have their own bodily boundaries treated as sovereign, to be free from overwhelming fear and anxiety, to participate effectively in political choices that govern their lives.7




    They inhabit, therefore, a very different world from that of Florence. Our world seems cosy and complacent by comparison, and their needs would seem to dwarf ours into insignificance. Yet it is all too easy to draw the wrong conclusions from such a reflection. I once heard one such, ‘the count yourself lucky approach’, from a conservative Anglo-Indian lady living in Cambridge: ‘Why are you making such a fuss about workers’ conditions in the West’, she asked me, ‘when there are so many much poorer people in the rest of the world?’ Another approach is not material but cultural relativism: ‘You must understand that other people in other parts of the world have different values and traditions. You should not just impose your values, even decent ones, on them. Such “universalism” is tantamount to cultural colonialism.’ A third is a self-sacrificing and often self-denigratory ‘Third Worldism’, very popular in Europe in the 1970s but still with its following today. Its exponents stress that the real battles for human emancipation are only to be fought in far-flung and extremely poor places. The populations of the First World, by contrast, are irretrievably corrupted by the capitalist system.




    All of these points of view have something to be said for them (especially the second). However, it is not by separating our worlds, as these approaches suggest, but by connecting them that the compelling imperatives of the South are best served. One version of that connection is globalisation in its present form. The realisation of human functional capabilities does not appear to come very high on its list of priorities. In its place we can try and suggest a whole number of mutually profitable modes of connection, which take as their point of departure the redefinition of our own needs. I shall try and examine this central proposition throughout the course of the book.




    Furthermore, although it may not at first be apparent, many of the needs of North and South are similar if not identical. Uneducated Indian women have no more need of corrupt officials who draw regular salaries and then provide no schooling than do Italians of corrupt politicians and administrators who demand illicit cash compensations for the ‘public’ services they offer. Patronage and clientelism are always demeaning, whatever their context, though often there is little else available. Arbitrary male power, both inside and outside the family, displays many of the same characteristics the world over. When Bangladeshi or Zambian women try to build the associations of a nascent civil society, they encounter many of the inherent difficulties of organisation, of continuity and of lack of support from local government that their counterparts experience in materially far richer countries. All over the world people have the same interests in trying to exercise some form of democratic control over their own lives. They are subject to the same television transmissions and advertisements, which have become the most powerful cultural instruments of our time. Finally, while it is true that people everywhere would like to live in peace, they all too often, for one reason or another, find themselves accepting or even supporting the horrors of war. With globalisation, the world has become a much smaller place, more dangerous than ever, but it also has the potential for the creation of an unprecedented commonality of interests.
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1 We can’t go on like this




    In the modern world a series of binary categories dominates economics and politics. The most important of them are riches and poverty; power and powerlessness; male and female; profits and ethics; legality and illegality; human reproduction and environmental conservation; war and peace. Not all these separations and contrasts, as will be immediately obvious, are equally sharp, or of the same quality; but all are overlapping.




    Each of them has a very long, contentious and far from linear history. Each has been rendered more impelling by the developments of the last thirty years, by the rapid development of what Martin Shaw has called ‘a common consciousness of human society on a world scale’. With the increase in intensity of global relations, writes Shaw, ‘the understanding of human relations in a common, worldwide frame comes to predominate over other, more partial understandings.’1




    The radical economic transformations of the last three decades have done much to foster this common frame. Many national economies have become integrated, albeit with differing degrees of intensity, into supranational economic organisations, such as the World Trade Organization, the European Union and NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Agreement. Meetings between the leaders of the world’s principal economies have proliferated, as have the publicity and security which surround them. The major transnational companies, which once bore the name of ‘multinationals’, have organised their production, promotion and retailing on a world scale, and have correspondingly increased their influence, as well as their geographical and organisational flexibility. Company fusions and takeovers have increased in rhythm and size. Financial markets have been revolutionised by information technology and deregulation, and have assumed an unprecedented importance in the capitalist world system as a whole. The only seeming alternative to such a system, that of the state socialism of the ‘Second World’ countries, has collapsed ignominiously. Global capitalism has become one.




    Riches and poverty




    There are many aspects to poverty, and the economic one is only the most obvious. Let me concentrate on it as a start. At the beginning of the new millennium the richest 5 per cent of the world population enjoyed an income 114 times larger than the poorest 5 per cent. The income of the richest 25 million Americans was the equivalent of that of almost 2 billion of the world’s poor. By itself the Walton family, owners of the Wal-Mart chain, enjoy an estimated wealth equal to the GDP of the whole of Egypt.2




    These gross inequalities are not stable. China and India, two of the most populous nations in the world, accounting for some two-fifths of the world’s inhabitants, have seen their GDP per capita grow very significantly in recent decades. In East Asia as a whole (accounting for some 31 per cent of global population), GDP per head rose by a remarkable 5.9 per cent per year between 1975 and 2001; in South Asia (accounting for another 22 per cent of world population) at 2.4 per cent per year. As Martin Wolf, a fervent supporter of globalisation, has written, ‘Never before have so many people – or so large a proportion of the world’s population – enjoyed such large rises in their standards of living.’3




    However, this is far from the whole of the story. In spite of Asia’s rapid growth, absolute and proportional gaps in living standards between the world’s richest and poorest countries have, as Wolf himself admits, continued to grow. Furthermore, comparing national or international per capita income is only one way of measuring inequality, and a controversial one at that.4 It masks the divisions of wealth within countries, the presence of severely underprivileged sectors of the population in the global North and privileged elites in the South. According to the United Nations Development Programme, between 7 and 17 per cent of the populations of industrialised countries remain in a state of relative poverty.5 These disparities have increased over the past thirty years. Nor is the wealth of each of these countries a good guideline to its capacity to restrict or eliminate poverty. The United States, certainly the richest of the developed nations, has the highest percentage of its population living in relative poverty (some 17 per cent). As for the elites of the South of the world, by and large they have earned an unenviable reputation for corruption and for feathering their own nests. To them we shall return.




    In economic terms, Asia has made great strides forwards, with China now the most dynamic nation of all, but entire other regions of the world have entered into states of comparative or absolute decline. The tragedy of sub-Saharan Africa has many facets; one of them is that its share of world per capita GNP has diminished drastically in the period 1975–2000. The same is true for Latin America, though its crisis has been less severe.6




    To explain these differences of trajectory, it is essential to understand that the relationship between poor and rich countries is not a casual, but a structural one. It depends on their respective positions in the world division of labour. During the transformations of the last thirty years, it has been the developed countries of the North, and the United States in particular, that have dictated their own terms, both at a macroeconomic and at a local level.




    In particular, policy towards developing countries has changed, with the triumph of what John Toye called the ‘counter-revolution’ in development theory. Both the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, fundamentally dependent on the US, abandoned the development-friendly policies of the preceding thirty years. The global South was invited to open up its economies to world market competition, to encourage the free flow of capital, and to reduce state sectors, which were often corrupt and inefficient. Markets were to reign supreme. The increased use of ‘conditional aid’, conditional that is on toeing the neoliberal line, was to be the instrument for forcing change upon recalcitrant elites.7




    Both Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa have suffered severely from this shift, as they have from the general macroeconomic policies of the United States. Their plight, therefore, is not merely an endogenous affair, the result of natural disasters like the great Sahelian drought and famine of 1983–5, or the incompetence of local elites, as in Argentina. It is, to a considerable degree, the product of significant choices in political economy taken by analysts and politicians at the core of the world economy. Their choices have contributed to a dramatic bifurcation in the fortunes of developing countries, with East Asian countries in particular moving rapidly forward, but others, in other continents, being left far behind. The effects of such key policy decisions taken in New York or Washington constitute an object lesson in the need to understand human relations in a common, worldwide frame, in a ‘global’ fashion; and to realise how crucial, potentially, is the pressure of informed public opinion in the industrialised democratic countries




    It may be objected that decisions such as those described above, heavy in consequences for whole regions of the world, seem far beyond the reach, if not of our comprehension, then certainly of our influence. This is not necessarily the case. Two examples are worth citing immediately to demonstrate in their different ways the possibilities of politics, even in the realm of macroeconomics. One is characterised by the actions of elite analysts working from above to influence the direction and content of North–South relations. The other is the experience of a mass international campaign from below which aimed, and partially succeeded, in changing the governmental policy of the industrialised nations.




    On 14 July 2001, two months before the catastrophic events in New York, the Harvard economist Jeffrey Sachs wrote in The Economist arguing for a massive increase in foreign aid from the richest countries, especially the US, to the poorer ones. In 1999 the US spent just 0.1 per cent of its GDP on foreign aid, a figure which had declined from nearly 0.8 per cent in the early 1960s. Italy was the next lowest spender in Sachs’s graph, followed by Great Britain. At the top came Denmark (1 per cent of GDP), Norway and the Netherlands.




    ‘Much of the poorer world’, wrote Sachs, ‘is in turmoil, caught in a vicious circle of disease, poverty and political instability’:




    

      Through all of it, the US barely lifts a finger. It somehow thinks that sending the impoverished and unstable governments down Pennsylvania Avenue to get loans from the IMF and the World Bank will do the job, but even some staff of those organisations now publicly acknowledge that they have failed: making loans when grants are needed, imposing excessive austerity by collecting rather than cancelling debts, and failing to find partner-institutions with the scientific expertise to tackle underlying problems of disease, low food production, climatic stress and environmental degradation.8


    




    Sachs couched his appeal to the United States and its allies as much in terms of self-interest as anything else: ‘Large-scale financial and scientific help from the rich nations is an investment worth making not only for humanitarian reasons, but also because even remote countries in turmoil become outposts of disorder for the rest of the world.’ Many doubts can be raised about the efficacy of aid strategies, and the way in which money has been squandered in the past. None the less, Sachs’s campaign represents one important way of trying to reverse the immense damage done in the last thirty years. When Silvio Berlusconi, a man not known for a particular sensibility to the African tragedy, begins to argue on one of his television channels for the need to increase Italy’s foreign aid to 0.33 per cent of GDP by 2006, then it is clear that the parameters of global discussion on these issues have been effectively shifted.




    A second example concerns the massive debts incurred by some of the poorest countries in the world. The campaign of Jubilee 2000 was launched from London in 1996 with the aim of forcing the cancellation of unpayable debts by the year 2000. Countries like Uganda, Mozambique and Niger were crippled by the debts deriving from intergovernmental or IFI (international financial institutions) lending to them in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The original sum had grown rapidly into a much larger amount because many of the debtor countries, afflicted by war or civil war and by the collapse of primary commodity prices, had been unable to service their borrowing.




    The campaign grew rapidly out of its London base. In 1998 a British opinion poll revealed that 69 per cent of public opinion wanted the British government to celebrate the millennium by cancelling Third World debt rather than building the Millennium Dome. (The Dome was a useless and costly construction enthusiastically backed by Tony Blair and some of his colleagues to celebrate ‘Britishness’, but which proved a cultural and economic disaster.) At its height the campaign of Jubilee 2000 involved groups of varying strength and character in sixty-eight countries, from Angola to Japan, from Sweden to Togo.




    Not all that the organisers wanted was achieved. By the end of 2000 the debt had been partially cancelled, and only promises had been made about the rest. Ethiopia, with almost half of its population living in extreme poverty, is still spending $100 million on debt servicing, more than it spends on health.9 However, the campaign had been exemplary in many respects. It had forced the question of poor nations’ debt high up the international political agenda. It had communicated to ordinary people all over the world the idea that they could contribute, in a minimal but functional way, to altering the overwhelming imbalance in global riches and poverty. It had given courage to the representatives of the poor debtor nations. As Ann Pettifor, the former director of Jubilee 2000 UK, has written, ‘The growth of a social movement in the North that supported their human rights and called for international financial justice encouraged developing country representatives to strengthen their negotiating stances and to appeal over the heads of bureaucracies like the IMF to the electorates in Western countries.’10




    Both these initiatives, on the level of foreign aid and on debt cancellation, touch only marginally the structural economic relations between North and South as they have developed historically. Yet they are immensely valuable. They give the idea of targets to which governments can aspire, and by which they will be judged. In addition, a campaign like that on Thirld World debt can set in motion a process best described as subversive in a positive sense. It encourages people to question accepted truths and expert opinion, to inform themselves, to try and reach an understanding of human relations in a common, worldwide frame, to contribute with varying degrees of intensity to a collective movement.




    Power and powerlessness




    In 1999 a team of researchers working for the World Bank carried out interviews with over 20,000 poor people in twenty-three different countries in Africa and the Middle East, Eastern Europe and Central Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, South and East Asia. The interviews revealed, time and again, that poverty and powerlessness were very closely connected and that the latter, in the words of the research’s coordinator, Deepa Narayan, was ‘at the core of the bad life’. Powerlessness was generally described as the inability to control what happens, the inability to plan for the future, and the imperative of focusing on the present. In Zawyet Sultan, Egypt, the condition known as el-ghalban and ma’ doom el hal, words used to indicate the poorest, signify helplessness and having no control over sources of one’s living, and therefore no control over one’s destiny.11




    The powerlessness that derives from poverty, but is not identical with it, blights most of the central human functional capabilities listed by Martha Nussbaum: it prevents adequate care of the body, leaves the living places of the poor isolated, unserviced and stigmatised, and allows little possibility of education. It is the antithesis of political participation.12 There are many ways of illustrating it, but perhaps none more evocative than that of powerlessness in the hospital. Always allowing, and it is a big allowance in many of the rural areas of the world, that the poor are able to reach medical services of one sort or another, there is no guarantee that once there they will be treated properly. Quite the opposite is very often the case. As a fisherwoman from Konada in India noted bitterly, ‘If you don’t know anyone, you will be thrown to the corner of a hospital!’ In Padre Jordano, Brazil, a participant in a discussion group recounted that ‘when we go to hospitals we know we will have to wait beyond the expected time [. . .] There comes somebody who is “higher” than us and jumps the queue.’ A woman’s group at Madaripur, Bangladesh, reported that the duty doctor in the hospital regularly ignored them and gave preference instead to patients wearing good clothes. Make poor and sick people wait: that is one of the many ways of marking them out. Their time is not precious, and they have no resources for, or possibility of, recourse.




    The examples quoted above are revealing of another fundamental aspect of global power relations – those that exist between patrons and clients. This unequal dyadic relationship, with one person dependent and behoven to another, is one of the most diffuse in the modern world, as it was in the ancient world. It is fundamentally a societal relationship, but it is also found in many forms of government, in the real operations of states, even democratic ones. Sometimes it takes the name of patronage, a denomination which accentuates the role of the patron’s munificence and influence; sometimes that of clientelism, in recognition of the service performed and the subordination established.




    For the very poor, to gain access to the lowest rung of a clientelist ladder, that is to find a patron, may be the only way, certainly the most usual, to break out of a condition of total powerlessness. Patron–client relations, which obviously take different and complex forms, are of predominant importance in many parts of the world: in the Middle East and the Mediterranean, in Latin America and South-East Asia, in Japan and India, in eastern Europe, and in some parts of black Africa. They are far from absent, if less prominent, in the English-speaking and in the other European democracies.13




    In ancient Rome clientelism was a formal pact established between patron and client, in which the client swore loyalty to his master, but received in return a series of legal guarantees as to the conduct of the patron on his behalf.14 In most modern forms, by contrast, the client rarely has rights or powers; agreements are most often personal and informal, often covert and without legal binding. Powerful patrons are mostly middle-aged or elderly men, to whom other men and women are often locked in hopeless dependency. Patron–client relations, as Leopoldo Franchetti wrote long ago in his classic study of late nineteenth-century Sicilian society, may inspire a devotion ‘which knows neither limits, nor scruples nor remorse’.15 They are not, though, the stuff of which citizenship is made. The dominant social values they foster are those of submissiveness and gratitude, not of equality and mutual respect.16




    Not all power is explicit, or easily legible. In the advanced democracies, but not only there, our capacity to interiorise power relations, to delimit by ourselves the realm of the possible, is extensive. We imbibe behavioural codes that are not unilateral or totalitarian or especially disciplinarian, and which furthermore appear to offer great freedom of choice, but which none the less convey us effortlessly into a life of normalcy and convention. The process is one of the great magics of modernity. In a famous passage Michel Foucault described this transformation, with prison architecture as his example and conveying metaphor:




    

      The heaviness of the old ‘houses of security’, with their fortress-like architecture, could be replaced by the single, economic geometry of a ‘house of certainty’. The efficiency of power, its constraining force, have, in a sense, passed over to the other side – to the side of its surface of application. He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection.17


    




    Such interiorisation is endemic in modern societies but it should not be considered absolute. Power is never concentrated in a single source or a single historical actor, however powerful these may appear. Rather it is diffuse, more scattered in its specific instances than general, and capable of being created. ‘Power over’, the dominant expression of power even in democracies, often finds itself checked and contested by the ‘power to’.18




    Many of those individual figures who are most powerful in the modern world feel themselves strangely constrained. Such is the case of the chief executives of the great transnational companies, some of whom were recently interviewed by Noreena Hertz.19 Fifty-one of the hundred biggest economies in the world are now corporations, while only forty-nine are national states, and the hundred largest corporations now control about 20 per cent of global foreign assets. Yet the group of men in charge of them appears highly vulnerable. ‘What we fear most’, said one of them, ‘is consumer revolt.’ Another admitted, paradoxically, to a feeling of powerlessness: ‘If people think corporations are powerful, they haven’t been in a corporation. We are by no means powerful – we are confined and restricted in what we do. Consumer choice doesn’t allow us to have unfettered power.’20 And to the vulnerabilities identified by Hertz we can add those engendered by the remorseless need to satisfy shareholders’ hunger for dividends. The command posts in the corporations are thus notoriously insecure and falls from grace are frequent and dramatic, though always accompanied by extraordinary and unjustifiable economic compensation.




    To build power from below is certainly a much more arduous, less remunerative, and less possible occupation than exercising it from above. Yet even in the most unpropitious circumstances the human capacity for solidarity, resistance and organisation finds spaces in which to flourish. The workers’ movement in Italy gathered its first strength in the late nineteenth century, in the little towns of the eastern Po plain, when the habitués of the cafés and those of the taverns came together: artisans, doctors, students on the one hand, landless labourers in the direst poverty on the other.21 In the rural areas of contemporary Bangladesh we can find something similar. Martha Chen has recounted the activity of the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), an indigenous private development agency which has helped very poor women, often heads of households, to enter the labour market at ‘food for work’ sites, and to create elements of power through collective action:




    

      In 1977, Saleha Begum’s group, the Pachbarol Working Women’s Group, collectively husked paddy for sale and cultivated potatoes and sugar cane on leased land [. . .] The women in Saleha’s village took advantage of all that BRAC had to offer: they attended non-formal education classes; they negotiated loans; they received training in poultry rearing, fish culture, silkworm rearing, and agriculture; and they selected women from their group to be trained as paramedics, paraveterinarians, and paralegals.22


    




    The interaction of the powerless members of a society with a democratic and enabling group, such as BRAC, is of crucial importance. It can initiate a cycle which runs counter to the processes which always put the poor and the powerless in last place, which make them wait, which pay no attention to them in hospitals. It can set in motion a realisation of individual capabilities inconceivable in a condition of individual isolation. It can oppose the subservience characteristic of patron–client relations and of many familial ones. None of these ‘ways out’ are guaranteed total success, but they put into play different dynamics from those habitually linked with the exercise of power.




    Male and female




    In historical terms, power has been predominantly male. In the Hellenic world the polarity between male and female was linked with others, all of which stressed the inferior qualities of the feminine. Aristotle’s medico-philosophical reflections stressed that man was warm, dry, animated; woman cold, humid, inert. Woman’s menstruation was an imperfect version of man’s production of sperm, which was rarified blood obtained by an intense process of ‘cooking’. The better the cooking of the sperm, the more chance of a male child. Such distinctions were not limited to the Western world. In Taoist philosophy yin is feminine – the earth, cold, shade, the north, rain, inferiority; yang is masculine – the sky, warmth, sunlight, the south, impetuosity, superiority.




    In every part of the world the social and cultural representations of difference, and of male dominance within that difference, have been translated over the centuries into a terrifying catalogue of arbitrary powers. In the public sphere men have excluded women; in the private they have secluded them, as well as exercising a habitual violence on their bodies. Research carried out in the early 1990s in Chile, Mexico, Papua New Guinea and South Korea established that two-thirds of married women continued to be subject to domestic male violence.23 In the northern Indian and Bangladeshi villages studied by Martha Chen, men have historically confined their women to limited spaces, above all to the household. Markets, roads and towns are forbidden to them. Nor can high caste women in northern India look for work, even if they and their families face destitution and famine. Still today, global poverty wears a female face: of 1.3 billion poor people, 70 per cent are women.24 One informed comparison of the female/male ratio in the global North and South found more than 100 million women to be ‘missing’ in the South. This constructed figure reveals a hidden and tragic process, of which the selection of male newborns and malnutrition of girl children are the main elements.25




    Male dominion takes many forms and patriarchy has expressed itself in any number of variations and guises. Often male power is exercised with the consent and support of females, some of whom, usually matrons of a certain age, exercise their own power within a patriarchal system. This was the case with the mother of the Turkish pasha, or of his first wife within the harem.26 However great the variations between systems, certain male codes of conduct, the prioritising of specific values, can be recognised again and again: virility, heroism, honour, aggression, discipline and control. No group of men better expressed these values than those who built the European world empires on the basis of the segregated occupations of soldiering and sea trading: ‘It was on those towers that the Portuguese captains had stood, scanning the sea for the ship from Lisbon that brought them blessed news of home [. . .] those gallant, swarthy men, in breastplate and hauberk, who carried their adventurous lives in their hands.’27




    In the second half of the twentieth century, in many though not all parts of the world, the iron grip of male dominion loosened. Faced with the mobilisation of the feminist movement, the spread of women’s education, and the changing conditions of the international labour market, men have retreated. Their legal powers have become more limited. They have moved, so one distinguished history of the European family has suggested, from patriarchy to partnership.28




    There is clearly some truth in this, but none of us should be fooled or fool ourselves. Male chameleons are all around. Male power takes on different colours, more accommodating and more egalitarian, but much of its essence remains. As Françoise Héritier has written in this regard, ‘Everything can be adjusted and perhaps inequalities are thinning out, but asymptotic regression does not mean disappearance.’29 Nowhere is this clearer than in the field of sexuality. In the vast, closeted empire of pornographic films – a semiotic cavern mainly of American manufacture – the sexual narrative is almost always the same: a woman exists in such films to worship the phallus, and to be taken, preferrably simultaneously, both in the vagina and in the anus; her own orgasm is quite irrelevant, and the climax of the film comes with her oral consummation of the man’s or men’s ‘hot’ sperm. The long-term effects of such repetitive narratives on male ideas of their own sexuality can hardly be underestimated. In another and connected twilight world, that of prostitution, it is no exaggeration to say that female slavery has been reintroduced into some parts of southern Europe at the end of the twentieth century. Nigerian, Albanian, eastern European women in general, ensnared by male criminal groups who promised them regular jobs in western Europe, are forced nightly to sell themselves many times over to members of the wealthy indigenous male population. Refusal or attempted flight usually means death at the hands of their ‘protectors’.




    In global terms, the fight for female emancipation has taken various significant steps in the last thirty years. In the fields of health and education especially, the condition of women in poor and developing countries has changed for the better. The significant decline in global birth rates between 1970 and 1990, from 4.7 live births per woman in 1970 to 3.0 in 1990, has meant that women have become progressively liberated from the burdens and dangers of excessive procreation. Fatalities at birth have decreased by more than half. In the same years, the fight to realise women’s human capabilities through education has taken great strides. Women’s illiteracy decreased between 1970 and 1990 by 50 per cent in the Arab states, by 26 per cent in South-East Asia, by 13 per cent in Latin America. In the field of tertiary education there has been a vertical rise in the enrolment of women in Latin American and Caribbean universities, while in most countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), though not Switzerland, not only are there more women than men at university, but their academic performance is superior.30




    Signs of progress are much more muted in other fields. Women are systematically penalised in labour markets all over the world, and their wages and salaries are nowhere equal to those of men for the same work performed. Female representation in the public institutions of a country remains woefully sparse, even though women often obtained the suffrage more than fifty years ago. In many democratic countries there occurs a dispiriting if fascinating process of dilution by which women’s votes are not translated into women’s presence in politics, and women’s professional capabilities do not succeed in penetrating the higher ranks of public administration. In a recent study of 502 senior civil servants in Japan, just three were women.31 In Italy a woefully low number of women have become members of parliament, presidents of regions, senior civil servants and so on. As is well known, the four Scandinavian countries, Sweden, Finland, Norway and Denmark, have the best record in this respect and consistently head the gender parity tables of the United Nations Development Programme.32 However, even in the cold and civilised North the number of women MPs and cabinet ministers only reaches one-third of the total, while the OECD average is under one-sixth.33




    Nor is it at all safe to claim that it is the Western democracies that are most attentive to the question of gender parity in the political sphere. It was India, not Britain or the United States, that in 1993 took the dramatically necessary but much contested step of legislating for an obligatory minimum of 33 per cent of women as councillors in local governments (panchayats), thus revolutionising representation at a local level.34 Those democracies that boast most about their long-standing democratic values are often in reality staid and tired.




    In a renowned article on the development of citizenship in the modern Western world, T. H. Marshall identified three areas of rights which were gradually acquired as democracy developed, and which constitute the basis of citizenship: civil rights, such as equality before the law, the right to own property and freedom of worship, which he identified principally with the eighteenth century; political rights, whose acquisition was to be located primarily in the nineteenth century; and social rights, such as those concerning health and education, which were the terrain of struggle and achievement in the twentieth century.35




    Marshall’s typology was precious and innovative at the time of its construction (1950), but it has been justly criticised on gender grounds. Feminist critics have pointed out that his scheme took no account of women or of the very uncertain trajectory of their achievement of rights.36 Often women, especially in developing countries, receive political rights while still being denied fundamental civil rights. In Bangladesh women are now political subjects, but as we have seen they are still far from having control over their own bodies, full property rights, or the right to engage in all forms of employment. In the industrialised democracies, too, women’s civil rights have often lagged behind their political ones. In France, women could vote from 1946 onwards, but they remained legal subordinates within the family until 1976.37 As for social rights, such as pensions and social benefits, they are still overwhelmingly determined by the pattern of male work and male headship of families.




    However, even these criticisms do not get to the heart of the matter. It is worth returning to the nature of difference in order to invert its habitual ordering. Millicent Fawcett noted at the beginning of the twentieth century that women could be adequately represented by men so long as the two sexes resembled each other completely, but, seeing as they did not, women’s difference found no adequate expression in the present system.38 A century later, her point is still largely unmet. The adequate expression of difference in the public sphere is not just ensured by the numerical presence of women. It is, rather, a question of culture, of a different way of setting agendas, choosing priorities and conducting business; a question of institutions and administrations, through being gendered in a different way, behaving in a different way.




    A number of assumptions lie behind such bold affirmations. One is that it is possible to identify, if only in broad terms, specifically male and female values and behaviour, and that the time-honoured dominion of one (male) set of values has been not only to the detriment of women, but to all of us. Another, closely related, is that the ancients were right in perceiving gender difference, but wrong in the hierarchies they deduced from their observations and reflections.




    To pretend the exact inversion of those ancient lists would be foolish indeed. So too would be the claim that women’s behaviour incarnates every virtue and natural superiority. Everywhere there are women who have fully espoused, whatever the cost to themselves, typically male values of aggression, control, and unbridled individual ambition. In the Mediterranean countries, and not only there, such women are admiringly said to have male attributes. Sexual identities are more confused, overlapping and interchangeable than ever before.




    None the less, it is still crucial to argue that female difference and specificity emerges constantly in a distinctive and recommendable form and content: both with regard to certain moral virtues such as caring, peacefulness, patience, and attention to intimate and everyday relations and needs; and with regard to certain moral abilities, such as that of perceiving intuitively the needs of others and being able to respond resourcefully to those needs.39 The conscious transposition of such values to the public sphere would be a marvellous thing. And if care became the ethical basis of citizenship? Our parliaments, guided by such ideas, would be very different places.




    Profits and ethics




    Ethics and economics are not usually linked in the modern world. ‘Business is business’ has been a common refrain since the eighteenth century, and it is almost a matter of common sense, at least in the North of the world, that this should be so. As The Economist declared recently with disarming frankness: ‘Businesses are ultimately interested in one thing: profits [. . .] If businesses think that treating their customers and staff well, or adopting a policy of “corporate social responsibility”, or using ecologically friendly stationery will add to their profits, they will do it. Otherwise they will not.’40 To question such a hierarchy of values is generally considered to be woolly minded, or out of touch with reality. Or even feminine, we might add.




    It was not always so. For a long time the academic discipline of economics was considered to be a branch of ethics. Adam Smith was Professor of Moral Philosophy at the University of Glasgow, and one of his principal works, little used by those neoliberals who bowdlerise his thought, was The Theory of Moral Sentimentes (1790). The need to revive the links between economics and morals appears to be of prime importance at the present time. Otherwise we risk being governed by interests and processes that are unlikely to withstand a measure of ethical scrutiny.41




    Those who believe most fervently in global capitalism would argue that it is indeed able to withstand such scrutiny. In other words, both the profit motive and the market economy (often wrongly considered to be indissolubly linked) enjoy a moral standing of their own. The argument in their favour is based on a number of planks. One is consequentialist. The ‘invisible hand’, as Adam Smith famously called the workings of market forces, brings unintended but unavoidably beneficial consequences for all. Men acting in their own self-interest in conditions of market freedom produce the best guarantees for the general enrichment of society. Not all men will profit equally, but all will profit. In recent times this has been referred to, in rather miserly terms, as the ‘trickle down effect’; or else, more generously, as ‘the rising tide that lifts all boats’.




    A second argument has to do with rights. The rights to operate in the market and to buy, sell and own (unlimited) amounts of property are inalienable. They constitute one of the pillars of modern freedom and cannot be interfered with, at the cost of limiting freedom itself. The market offers to all who form part of it different paths to a single good: protection from coercion, which constitutes the essence of Isaiah Berlin’s ‘negative’ freedom and, so some would argue, the essence of freedom itself.42
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