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I N T R O D U C T I O N

We are living at a time of great uncertainty and rapid change. 
Growing inequality, the new economy 4.0, large migratory 
movements, the rise in populism and climate change are issues of 
a universal scope that affect our everyday lives. In a global world, 
the consequences of such transformations can be felt everywhere. 
Economists, sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists, 
philosophers all insist on the need to create opportunities for 
reflection and platforms of dialogue. Increasingly, we are realising 
that the decisions which need to be taken in different areas must 
be based on a broad consensus, on knowledge and participation. 
Understanding what is happening, weighing up the different 
alternatives and emphasising the responsibility and involvement of 
each and every one of us beyond the actions carried out by states, 
international agreements and institutional plans.

That’s why, in 2012, ”la Caixa” Foundation started up an ambitious 
project: to turn its historical centre of Palau Macaya, in Passeig de 
Sant Joan in Barcelona, into a meeting place for experts from all 
disciplines who are concerned about the planet’s future and the 
progress of our society, so that they could consider, discuss and 
talk about these issues, making Palau Macaya a true intellectual 
driving force in Barcelona. 

The idea was to offer a constant programme of talks, round tables, 
courses, meetings and seminars on contemporary issues in the areas 
of economics, society, politics, culture, philosophy and anthropology, 
with a notably international and interdisciplinary approach. Activities 
open to both the general public and specialists and from a dynamic 
perspective. Holding out a hand to social organisations, pressure 
groups, universities, companies, the media and all those involved in 
creating knowledge and in thinking about the future. 

THE NEW INTELLECTUAL 
POWERHOUSE OF BARCELONA
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INTRODUCTION

Palau Macaya is the home of the Club of Rome in Barcelona, an 
organisation which, since the 1970s, has played a fundamental role 
in analysing and creating proposals for a sustainable world. It is also 
the venue for the activities of the European School of Humanities 
as well as some activities by the ”la Caixa” Fellows’ Association, 
two leading organisations among the many others that ”la Caixa” 
Foundation works with.

The success of this project can be seen on many different 
fronts. Large audiences, many of whom assiduously attend 
the activities held at the Palau Macaya. A wealth of speakers 
including internationally renowned figures, Nobel prize-winners, 
people who have recently held important positions in European 
institutions, notable thinkers and outstanding authors. A large 
variety of focuses to examine issues in great depth, with first-hand 
data and contributions from the latest studies and analyses. And, 
above all, a desire for dialogue, as can be seen in the courses and 
seminars that have helped to build bridges between disciplines 
which do not always share their findings and knowledge.

We felt it would be useful to gather together a sample of the 
activities held in 2017 in a single book. There are eleven talks, 
given using a journalistic approach warranted by the questioning 
and sometimes controversial nature of the topics. Also evident 
is the desire to find mutual points of interest and agreement, for 
instance between philosophy and spirituality. 

Since it was first set up over a century ago, one of the main 
aims of ”la Caixa” Foundation has been to contribute towards 
a cohesive society, through its own social activities and its 
collaboration with public institutions and private organisations 
working to improve the lives of the most disadvantaged among 
us and to promote equal opportunities. This essential mission 
of ”la Caixa” finds its theoretical basis and practical recognition 
in the talks given by the international experts taking part in the 
Palau Macaya meetings.
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INTRODUCTION

I would also like to draw attention to the contribution made by 
associations and organisations, their innovative approaches and 
the ambition of their projects, as well as highlight the degree of 
participation and quality of the talks, a small sample of which 
can be found in this book. The attention and enthusiasm of the 
audiences who faithfully attended the sessions and took the floor 
to explain, suggest and question was also outstanding. Finally, I 
would also like to thank the whole Palau Macaya team for their 
hard work and dedication, making this success possible. I hope 
this book becomes a worthy complement for the reflection 
promoted by the Palau Macaya, raising awareness of its activities 
and its open, participative approach.  

IsIdro FaIné

Chairman of ”la Caixa” Banking Foundation
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“Human dignity” is the title of the talk given by Begoña Román and Victòria Camps, 

both Ethics Professors at Universitat de Barcelona and Universitat Autònoma de 

Barcelona, respectively. Begoña Román is the author of Ética de los servicios 
sociales. She works in the field of applied ethics and chairs the Catalan government’s 

Social Services Ethical Committee. Victòria Camps is an essayist and has written 

several works, including the book El gobierno de las emociones (2011), winning 

the National Essay award. She works with the Bioethics Committee of Catalonia. 

The lecture was held at the Palau Macaya on 1 March 2017.

According to the chair, Francesc Torralba, bridges need to be built between the 

Christian world view and secular thought. There is a tendency to identify the theories, 

values and conceptions that polarise one view or the other. One of the aims of the 

Joan Maragall Foundation is to identify common areas and explore the foundations 

and arguments that can help us to understand each other and build together. The 

Palau Macaya cycle of debates forms part of a series of actions along these lines.

Living with dignity, dying with dignity, working with dignity. Not everyone uses 

this word in the same way or bases dignity on the same values. Not everyone 

draws the same conclusions when we say that humans have an intrinsic dignity. 

What do we mean when we say human dignity?

1  M A R C H  2 0 1 7

By:

- BEGOÑA ROMÁN and VICTÒRIA CAMPS,  philosophers.

“ W E  WA N T  D I G N I T Y,  A S  A 
C H A R A C T E R I S T I C ,  T O  C O N T I N U E 
I D E N T I F Y I N G  U S  A S  H U M A N S ”  
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HUMAN DIGNITY

By:

- BEGOÑA ROMÁN and VICTÒRIA CAMPS,  philosophers.

Begoña Román. The origins of dignity are 
fundamentally theological and Christian. 
We can find a precursor in the world of 
the Stoics, with their cosmopolitanism 
and idea of equality. For Christianity, not 
only are we all equal but we all have equal 
dignity. Pico della Mirandola, in the 15th 
century, asked why humans have dignity 
- because they’re creatures in the image 
and semblance of God. Three centuries 
later Kant attempted to base dignity 
on something that was not theological, 
namely autonomy. We have worth, or 
dignity, because we’re free. We’re the 
only creature with a capacity for self-
determination. 

This idea was criticised, centuries later. 
What should we do with those people who 
no longer have dignity because they no 
longer have autonomy? People suffering 
from Alzheimer’s, for example? Or those 
who’ll never fully develop their autonomy 
because they lack a sensory organ? 
Kant himself realised that linking the 
concept of dignity to autonomy created 
boundaries and always towards some 
form of exclusion. Today it’s said that the 
word “dignity” is too anthropocentric. The 
concept is increasingly widened to include 
people who are not autonomous. Why not 
base dignity on another concept, such as 
the capacity to defend one’s own interests, 

whether these be rational or autonomous 
or not? Current debate asks “why only 
human?” Over time, we’ll expand dignity 
to animals, to the biosphere, to life, to the 
artificial life we may create…

THE RIGHT TO HAVE RIGHTS

What do we mean when we say “human 
dignity”? From a religious perspective, 
this is something sacred that’s intrinsic 
to being human. We mean something 
inviolable that must be protected. In 
the field of bioethics, when in 1979 the 
famous Belmont report was drafted, 
aware of the problems of the world 
“dignity”, its authors said that one of the 
principles of bioethics had to be respect 
for persons. They used the word “respect”, 
which comes from the Latin respiciere 
meaning to look attentively: paying 
attention because there’s something that 
needs to be protected, because it’s fragile. 
In the Belmont report they explained 
why we must look at people attentively 
and stated: they are people with dignity 
because they are autonomous agents. 

We would have gone back to where we 
started if it weren’t for a second definition: 
people with diminished autonomy are 
entitled to protection. Dignity is intrinsic; 
it’s not a matter of degree, like autonomy. 
You can’t have more or less dignity. 
Dignity isn’t lost and no-one gives it to 
you. What is dignity? From the point of 
view of faith, it’s what we consider sacred, 
worthy of veneration and of absolute 
respect. From a strictly secular point of 
view it’s the right to have rights. We don’t 
know exactly what dignity is but we have 

“Current debate asks ‘why 
only human?’ Over time, we’ll 
expand dignity to animals, to the 
biosphere, to life, to the artificial 
life we may create”
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HUMAN DIGNITY

come to an agreement that it’s worth 
protecting. It’s the result of a convention 
that works for us. 

Even the wickedest murderer deserves 
respect for their intrinsic dignity. Why? 
The answer would be: because they’re an 
open, enigmatic animal. Because they’re 
not a thing. According to Kant’s wonderful 
phrase: people have dignity, things a price. 
A person is never finished; they are a 
project that can define itself. A person 
who has taken advantage of autonomy and 
has deprived another person of dignity 
still has dignity because they’re a person 
who can be salvaged, through forgiveness 
or reconciliation.

What does living or dying with dignity 
mean? According to Moisès Broggi it 
means having an appropriate life or death. 
With a double meaning. I appropriate it 
based on my own values, on my capacity 
for self-determination. It also means we’ve 
reached a consensus on some minimums: 
we would not be worthy of respect if we 
treated a person below these minimums. 
We want dignity, as a characteristic, to 

continue identifying us as humans. We’ve 
decided that, what we want to identify 
us as people, is a way being treated and 
being paid attention, of looking after each 
other in a way that is worth preserving and 
respecting. 

PEOPLE HAVE DIGNITY, 
THINGS A PRICE

Victòria Camps. Regarding fundamentals 
and how we can use dignity, I’m going 
to focus particularly on the difference 
between what is or has been a religious 
view of dignity and what is a secular 
view. The philosophical concept of 
dignity is very old. Begoña mentioned 
the Stoics. Cicero identified dignity with 
decency, with decorum. He saw dignity 
as a characteristic that only a few have; 
there’s a social scale and not everyone has 
the same dignity. Like many philosophers 
Cicero has a misogynist pearl: “Again, 
there are two orders of beauty: in the one, 
loveliness predominates; in the other, 
dignity; of these, we ought to regard 
loveliness as the attribute of woman, and 
dignity as the attribute of man” So dignity 
is masculine and loveliness, feminine. 

In the Middle Ages, dignity was assumed 
because man is a divine creature, in the 
semblance of God. Man is not God, he is 
a sinner. Human indignity is due to sin. 
This is a basic difference, especially if we 
see sin as the original sin, consubstantial 
to the human condition. A person has 
indignity that is consubstantial to their 
earthly, contingent, temporary condition. 
According to Fernan Pérez de Oliva in his 
Diálogo sobre la dignidad humana, and later 

“What does living or dying with 
dignity mean? ... Having an 
appropriate life or death. With 
a double meaning. I appropriate 
it based on my own values... 
We’ve reached a consensus on 
some minimums: we would not be 
worthy of respect if we treated a 
person below these minimums”
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HUMAN DIGNITY

on Kant, human dignity continues to be the 
difference between man and that which is 
not man: it’s identified with autonomy and 
with respect - especially with autonomy. 
Pico della Mirandola states this very 
clearly: men can say what they want to 
do with their lives, animals can’t. Animals 
act by instinct and cannot act against this 
instinct. We humans can choose between 
different ways of living.

From Kant’s maxim (men have dignity, things 
a price) we can conclude that man cannot - 
or should not be able to - be treated as a 
slave. This respect that we owe all persons 
equally, not only dignity but also equality, 
is based on the fundamental difference 
between what can and cannot be bought. 
Another thing is what we understand by 
enslaving and what kind of dominance we 
consider to be slavery. There has been a 
historical evolution in this respect. Slaves 
were those people who were bought with 
money. This no longer applies but there are 
other forms of slavery. On widening the 
circle of individuals who must be considered 
with dignity, we go increasingly further. The 
difference between humans and animals is, 
today, in a very confused state. I wouldn’t 
say that animals have rights but at least we 
believe we cannot treat animals as if they 
were things. Also to respect our own dignity.

WHAT DOES LIVING OR 
DYING WITH DIGNITY MEAN? 

Given this panorama, on attempting to 
define dignity we are faced with a kind 
of circle that’s very typical in philosophy. 
We define the human condition from 
the perspective of dignity. We’re human 
because we have dignity. And we have 
dignity because we are human. There is 
no way out of this circle. And that’s why 
the concept is so confusing. 

The philosopher Ruth Macklin, in an 
article ten years ago, stressed the value of 
freedom, even the freedom of taking one’s 
own life. She asked why we don’t limit 
ourselves to talking about autonomy of the 
person and freedom to choose. Ruth Macklin 
was bothered by the religious aetiology of 
dignity. I believe the religious foundations 
of dignity contribute something else: 
in the case of people who cannot be 
autonomous because of a malformation 
or disease. If we eliminate the theological 
element we are left with reason, which 
is a highly contentious concept. What is 
reason? What empirical basis is there to 
know we are truly rational? In my opinion, 
trying to find the fundamental basis of 
everything is quite a useless enterprise. 
But throughout the history of humanity 
we’ve accepted, increasingly unanimously, 
that there are fundamental values that 
constitute us, and one of these is dignity. 
At least theoretically, we also have law, 
the Declaration of Human Rights.

From a religious point of view, human life 
is indispensable and therefore certain 
behaviour by people regarding their own 
life is not accepted. A non-religious basis for 

“This respect that we owe all 
persons equally, not only dignity 
but also equality, is based on the 
fundamental difference between 
what can and cannot be bought”
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dignity not only accepts the dispensability 
of one’s own life but converts this into a 
way of manifesting dignity per se. 

How can human dignity be lost? A 
person’s moral conduct does not make 
them lose this intrinsic dignity, as Begoña 
has explained very well. Only aggressions 
coming from humans can affect a person’s 
dignity. People who’ve experienced the 
horror of concentration camps, such as 
the writer Primo Levi and the protagonist 
in a story by the Nobel Prize-winner 
Wole Soyinka, “A quest for dignity”, believe 

that life is not worth living. We arrive at 
the paradox of suicide or euthanasia: to 
preserve the dignity of human life there is 
no other option than to seek death. 

“Only aggressions coming from 
humans can affect a person’s 
dignity. People who’ve experienced 
the horror of concentration camps, 
such as the writer Primo Levi... 
believe that life is not worth living”

HUMAN DIGNITY

When we talk about death with  
dignity, are we talking about euthanasia? 
Isn’t this an unacceptable reduction?

Begoña Román. The aim is to encourage 
the idea that this way of dying (where 
life is appropriate and death as well) 
is respectable. Words have a magical 
importance in today’s digital world. 
There’s a huge amount of interest 
in legalising euthanasia. And, from a 
marketing point of view, the smart way to 
propose this is by appropriating the word 
“dignity”. As if other deaths didn’t have 
dignity! I would go even further: if dignity 
is intrinsic, then all deaths have dignity.

If humans are the only animal with 
self-awareness, is the demand for  
respect also a feature of human nature?

Victoria Camps. I don’t tend to talk 
about human nature but rather the 
human condition. The human condition is 
circumstantial; we’re constantly constructing 
it. I’m always reminded of something 
Wittgenstein said: “Everything we see could 
also be otherwise”. We could have taken a 
different path but we chose this one. This 
whole structure forms part of what we are 
and how we act and we don’t want to give 
it up. We’ve been progressively giving our 
condition all these characteristics which we 
subsume under the concept of dignity. 

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS



1 5

“The meaning of history” is the title of the talk given by Lluís Duch, anthropologist 

and Doctor in Theology from the University of Tübingen, and the philosopher Josep 

Ramoneda, Director of the magazine La Maleta de Portbou and Coordinator of 

the European School of Humanities. Organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation and the 

Joan Maragall Foundation, this formed part of a cycle of talks on the relationship 

between theology and secular thought. The talk was held at the Palau Macaya on 

15 March 2017.

A crisis in the idea of progress, the breakdown of trust in society, new types 

of trust generated through the media, the economisation of life, planned 

amnesia: nihilism through over-acceleration. What does theology say about 

this? And philosophy? Do they meet at any point?

The chair, Ferran Saéz Mateu, started the dialogue with a question about 

relations between theology and secular thought. The first time progress was 

mentioned was in a Christian context, in a text by Joachim de Fiore (1130-

1202): The Age of the Father, The Age of the Son and The Age of the Holy 

Ghost. “Was this by chance or is it significant that the first time progress was 

mentioned was in a theological context, in a Christian context?”

By:

- LLUÍS DUCH, anthropologist and monk from Montserrat.
- JOSEP RAMONEDA, philosopher and journalist.

1 5  M A R C H  2 0 1 7

“ T O D AY  W E ’ R E  I N  A N  A N T I -
E S C H AT O L O G I C A L  P O S I T I O N ,  V E RY 
FA R  F RO M  T H E  C H R I S T I A N  A N D 
F RO M  T H E  M A R X I S T  I D E A S  O F 
H I S T O RY,  W H I C H  H AV E  B E C O M E 
O B S O L E T E ” 
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THE MEANING OF HISTORY

Lluís Duch. Indeed, the thoughts of 
Joachim de Fiore, with the issue of 
the three ages, have been important, 
albeit sometimes in the background, for 
European thought: for Böhme, Hegel and 
even Marx. But I believe we should focus 
on the status of history in today’s society, 
which is characterised by an increase in the 
complexity of life, of its social systems and 
types of relationships. Within this context 
we must tackle the idea of meaning. We 
need to manage this greater complexity of 
life in order to establish meaning - which is 
always provisional and always requires a 
context. The idea of progress is the secular 
catechism of the 19th century. Today we’re 
in an anti-eschatological position, very far 
from the Christian and from the Marxist 
ideas of history, which have become 
obsolete. Stating that today’s world is 
affected by greater complexity is the same 
as saying it’s touched by ambiguity.

Josep Ramoneda. It seems clear to me 
that the theological idea of Christianity 
has influenced the formulation of modern 
progressive thought. Karl Schmitt talked 
about the influence of the theological on 
politics, on the construction of the great 
modern systems. And one of the ways 
to penetrate the theological is through 
theology. We are living in disoriented 
times, to some extent. The idea of progress 
put forward in the 19th and part of the 
20th century has almost disappeared 
from view. We’re facing a number of 
threats which, more than threats per se, 
are the consequences of disorientation. 
Technological progress has made 
extraordinary leaps, with information 
technology and biotechnology, which 
have led us to talk about post-human, as 

if the species were mutating into another 
species. It’s increasingly difficult to find a 
profile that guides and gives meaning to 
things. I don’t know if history has meaning 
in the transcendental sense of the word, 
but I do believe that meaning is necessary 
for life and that, consequently, the creation 
of meaning is a permanent factor to be 
taken into account for societies to advance 
and humans to relate to each other. 

We’re witnessing the collapse of the 
latest utopia: neoliberal hegemony. The 
process of constructing a society on the 
ashes of the modern project. We’re now 
experiencing a project that destroys limits. 
People believe anything is possible. For 
me, that’s nihilism. And when one reaches 
a nihilistic situation, there’s a crisis in 
which orientation becomes difficult. 
That’s what’s happened over the past few 
years, culminating in the outbreak of the 
economic crisis in 2008. People now talk 
about a liquid society. It may be liquid but 
the bumpy surface of the present is made 
up of very diverse cultures that are highly 
resistant. We’re facing a situation in which 
people feel as if the world has moved from 
under them and we’re now going through 
a time of contraction, of looking for points 
of reference in areas that have made us 

“Ramoneda: I don’t know if history 
has meaning in the transcendental 
sense of the word, but I do believe 
that meaning is necessary for 
life and crucial for societies to 
advance and humans to relate to 
each other”
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THE MEANING OF HISTORY

feel secure in the past. A kind of return to 
the nation state, and a kind of return to 
cruder ideological forms that simplify the 
scenario and allow people to feel a little 
more protected.

THE BREAKDOWN  
OF TRUST

Duch. We should talk about a new concept 
that’s affecting the whole of life nowadays: 
the breakdown of trust. The world we 
once thought of as certain has collapsed. 
The world of pre-judgments. Today, not 
even political parties or churches or 
associations or the legal system warrant 
our trust. They don’t deserve that radical 
step of being seen as acting in good faith. 
The Christian and Marxist view of history 
have been entirely brought into question. 
Neither political leaders nor religious 
leaders nor trade union leaders warrant 
our trust. And in a place where there’s no 
trust, new types of trust emerge through 
the media: they said it on the TV. 

Ramoneda. But remember the media have 
created a word that’s almost shameful: 
post-truth. It’s a way of accusing ourselves 
of having lost the ability to be genuine 
points of reference. The project of 
enlightenment has become divided. Surely 
this is the greatest human ideal ever built: 
the idea of Kantian emancipation, that each 
person is capable of thinking and deciding 
for themselves. This collapses when, based 
on the project of enlightenment, systems 
of domination and control are created. 
The 19th century culminated in a great 
moment of globalisation that generated 
movements of rejection, culminating in 

Nazism and Communism. Today we’re 
faced with another globalisation that is 
overwhelming us and also generating 
movements of rejection. Marx didn’t have 
a tragic sense of life, he didn’t have limits 
and, without limits, you end up following a 
nihilist course.

TRIUMPH OF  
THE ECONOMY

Duch. Life has been economised. The idea 
of progress is only understood in terms of 
success. This has helped to devalue what 
we might expect from history. What’s left? 
Carpe Diem. And, at the same time, we’re 
going through a huge grammatical crisis. 
We use an incredibly limited lexicon. And, 
for humans, only what can be expressed in 
words can truly exist. Critique, in the Greek 
sense of the word, has disappeared, as the 
art of searching for and finding criteria, of 
being discerning. In a society where life is 
ever faster and increasingly complicated, 
formulas are totally ineffective. What we 
need are criteria. Knowing what I should 
choose and what I should reject. We’re 
living at a time of immense credulity. Our 
discerning skills aren’t working and aren’t 
even taught. What does educational 
failure mean? It means that 90% of parents 

“Duch: The Christian and Marxist 
view of history have been entirely 
brought into question. Neither 
political leaders nor religious 
leaders nor trade union leaders 
warrant our trust”
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encourage their children not to trust their 
teachers. So education is not possible.  

Ramoneda. Ultimately, community ties 
are weakened. Prescriptive power used 
to lie in the hands of the religious powers, 
educational powers and has gradually 
moved to economic powers. Through 
the mechanism of consumerism, which is 
extraordinarily perverse because it doesn’t 
produce a tie with an object but with a 
relationship. It suppresses the libido, which 
creates social ties, and leaves only drive. 
How can trusting societies be created with 
drive but without libido. It’s a contradiction. 

There’s something that marks the premature 
end of the modern era: the descent into 
the hell of the Second World War as well 
as Hiroshima. Michel Foucault includes 
Freud and Nietzsche in a triad together 
with Marx which has become known as 
the “hermeneutics of suspicion”. Marx sees 
contradiction in terms of improvement 
while Freud sees contradiction in terms 
of compensation, balance. Nietzsche 
introduces a circular rather than linear 
history and adds a central element of 
willpower and a desire for truth. Foucault 
says “History has no ‘meaning’, though this 
is not to say that it is absurd or incoherent. 
On the contrary, it is intelligible and should 
be susceptible to analysis down to the 

smallest detail – but this in accordance with 
the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies 
and tactics”. It’s the destruction of history’s 
logic as a beginning, development and end. 
Or of history’s logic as redemption. 
 

PLANNED AMNESIA

Duch. One of the worst things capitalism 
has done, according to Ernst Bloch, is 
to make desire perverse. He always 
maintained that true desire is that which 
always remains a desire. In our society 
there’s only the here and now; there’s no 
past or future. And the perversification 
of desire is related to another element: 
we’re living in a society of oblivion. The 
state of memory in our societies is highly 
conflictive. It’s like what Steiner has said: 
in modern educational systems, amnesia 
is planned. This has a lot of repercussions. 
The campaign against learning by heart, for 
example. This planning of amnesia is related 
to the nihilism we’re creating through over-
acceleration. Nietzsche saw nihilism taking 
over the future of Europe. Speed is power. 
Today, power is kinetic power. There’s no 
history; only instantaneity. 

Ramoneda. We’re living in a continual 
present, without a past or future. 
Economic power operates much more 
quickly than political power, dragged 
down by a huge amount of bureaucracy. 
We’re living in a society of oblivion whose 
short-term memory is totally ephemeral. 
Every day brings more historic news and 
each definitive news item eliminates the 
ones before. This introduces new variants 
such as impunity through forgetting. I 
wouldn’t say it’s a form of decadence but it 

THE MEANING OF HISTORY

“Ramoneda: Community ties are 
weakened. Prescriptive power used 
to lie in the hands of the religious 
powers, educational powers and has 
gradually moved to economic powers”
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is certainly a time of great disorientation. 
We’ll have to wait and see whether 
expectations can be created regarding 
decent jobs, preserving the environment, 
the human condition. We’re going through 
a time of great uncertainty. We’ll have to 
wait and see whether we can generate 
expectations that help us to regain trust in 
the fact that technology isn’t going to finish 
us off. This uncertainty goes very deep; it’s 
anthropological because the changes are 
affecting substantial things: work, nature, 
the human condition...

THE MEANING OF HISTORY

“Duch: One of the worst things 
capitalism has done... is to make 
desire perverse... True desire is 
that which always remains a 
desire. In our society there’s only 
the here and now”

For those of us who are believers,  
what should be our attitude,  
as believers?

Lluís Duch. The only tool that, I believe, 
is effective in regaining trust is self-
corroboration. And self-corroboration is 
a very Christian thing. It means testing or 
trying out, in practice, in one’s own life, what 
one believes in. It’s living, every day, in the 
midst of life. And as we corroborate, we also 
get closer. In an ever-accelerating world 
such as we have today, those who want to 
be Christians must choose between moving 
closer or further away. At the moment we 
have a lot of opportunities to move closer 
and you don’t have to become a missionary, as 
we used to say. Without leaving Barcelona, 
there’s more than enough opportunity.

How do you see the co-existence between 
messianic politicians (Putin, Trump) and 
the end of a strong idea of history?

Josep Ramoneda. They perhaps go together. 
It seems a bit strong to me to call them 
messianic. But they are clear exponents of that 
crisis of the future, of the loss of expectations. 
Trump is much more unpredictable but Putin 
has reinvented a mythical tale of Russia to 
link today’s Russians with a long history that 
comes from the Tsars, continues with the 
Communist regime and ends with him. From 
here on he aims to reconstruct the pride 
that has been lost in order to make people 
forget their daily misery. Trump has also 
capitalised on a segment of society that has 
felt humiliated. From my point of view, victory 
in the Cold War was handled too lightly. They 
wanted to do things too quickly. It might have 
been different at a more adaptive pace.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“Session to commemorate 60 years since the signing of the Treaty of Rome”, 

given by Enrico Letta, former President of Italy’s Council of Ministers and 

former MEP, organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation and the Club of Rome. 

Jaume Lanaspa, representing the Club of Rome’s Catalan Office, noted that 

the EU’s current situation is not what had been hoped: a future of modernity, 

democracy, progress and solidarity. Europe is quite unsettled, with a rise in 

populism, Brexit and the cooling of relations with the United States, in addition 

to the serious consequences of the economic crisis for the more disadvantaged 

segments of society. 

Jaume Casals, Dean of Universitat Pompeu Fabra, then focused on the theme 

of the lecture: the European ideal that seems to have weakened recently, 

threatened by unfounded political options, is the only way we have to become 

cosmopolitan. Europe is a moral obligation. 

By:

- ENRICO LETTA,  politician.

“ D I S C U S S I O N  O N  E U RO P E 
C A N N OT  B E  L I M I T E D  T O  T H E 
C O S M O P O L I TA N  PA RT  O F  S O C I E T Y ”
3  A P R I L  2 0 1 7
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SESSION TO COMMEMORATE SIXTY YEARS SINCE  
THE SIGNING OF THE TREATY OF ROME

My aim is for us to leave this talk with 
more hope and a better idea of how to 
revive Europe; something which, I must 
say right from the start, is not impossible.

I’m convinced that 2017 will see the 
relaunch of Europe, just as 2016 was 
the year when the idea of disintegration 
raised its head again. One year ago it was 
unimaginable that Trump would be the US 
President, that the UK would leave the EU, 
that Italy’s referendum on constitutional 
reform would be a disaster both for the yes 
and the no vote, and that there would be 
a new Italian Prime Minister: yet another 
one. What I say here today about the near 
future will lead us towards a different and 
much more positive idea of integration.

25TH MARCH AT CAGLIARI

On Saturday, 25th March, I was in Italy 
to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the 
Treaties but not in Rome, where a great 
deal of attention had been paid regarding 
what was going to happen. There are a lot 
of people living on the periphery of Europe 
who want to think about Europe, to discuss 
Europe. I’d received an invitation from the 
students from the University of Cagliari, 
on Sardinia, on the far periphery. I spent 
the day with them and it was fascinating. 

When I returned to Rome, I watched the 
TV and read the next day’s newspapers 
and was simply shocked. The event we’d 
been anticipating, for so long: twenty-
seven European leaders in Rome, the 
fear of demonstrations, the fear of large 
attacks, the fear that no agreement would 
be reached... Well, the main news story 
in the Italian papers was Pope Francis’s 
visit to Milan. The Pope had visited 
Milan and said some very strong things, 
with such vehemence and empathy, very 
bravely... He talked about the part of our 
society that has the biggest problems: 
marginalised people. It was on the front 
pages of all the newspapers and had 
wiped out what had happened in Rome. It 
was very surprising. 

MENTAL FRONTIERS

In 1954 France and Germany blockaded 
the European Union. This initiative was 
launched again between Italy and the 
Benelux countries in 1955 in Messina. 
Italy played a decisive role and it’s no 
coincidence that the treaties were signed 
in Rome. We’re now entering a third phase 
of the European Union. The first started 
in the 1950s and ended with the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. The second was from 1989 
up to yesterday. We can enter this third 

“I’m convinced that 2017 will see 
the relaunch of Europe, just as 
2016 was the year when the idea 
of disintegration raised its head 
again”

“The Pope visited Milan and said 
some very strong things, with such 
empathy... It was on the front pages 
of all the newspapers and had wiped 
out what had happened in Rome”
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phase in one way or another: we have to 
choose.

There are differences in terms of mental 
frontiers between these three phases of 
the European Union. In the first phase 
the aim was to construct a small Europe: 
France and Germany, with a few of the 
countries around them: Benelux, Italy… 
This was the heart of Europe which had 
constantly been at war with itself in the 
previous centuries. The second phase saw 
enlargement towards the Mediterranean: 
Spain, Portugal and Greece. With the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, Europe stretched as far as 
Moscow. Kohl started to work on reunifying 
Germany. I remember it perfectly: I was 
a young man working at a meeting of the 
Christian-Democrat leaders in the city of 
Pisa. It was an important meeting: Kohl 
managed to get the other prime ministers’ 
approval to immediately unify Germany. 
This was an extensive Europe whose 
borders reached Russia.

2016: Brexit and Trump gave us a wake-
up call. The change has been radical: 
Europe has been attacked at its very 
heart. These events - one in June and 
the other in November - come from 
the outside and are clearly against 
integration. This watershed forces us to 
decide on the mental frontiers for the 
latest phase in Europe’s existence. 

EUROPE AT THE 
CROSSROADS

The French elections will be decisive. As 
the English say, it will be the “sliding door”. 
The outcome may be sun or moon, black 
or white, day or night. If it turns out as the 
polls suggest, Le Pen and Macron will face 
each other in the second round. Marine Le 
Pen means the end of Europe. France can’t 
be represented on the Council of Europe 
by someone who wants to destroy Europe, 
the euro and integration. If Emmanuel 
Macron wins… It’s the first time I’ve seen 
a French leader carry out an election 
campaign with the European flag behind 
them. It breaks with a Euro-hesitant 
tradition. Mitterrand, Chirac - they were 
great European leaders once they were 
elected but not during their election 
campaigns. If Macron becomes President, 
after so many years of uncertainty, for the 
first time France will be a driving force. 

And straight afterwards come the 
elections in Germany, which will be very 
interesting. Until now, we’ve never had 
competition in Germany between two big, 
pro-European leaders. Schröeder won 
because he was less pro-European than 
Kohl. Today we have Merkel, who’s much 
more pro-European than she was just two 
years ago. Schulz has completely altered 
the norms. When you lose an election, 
they send you to Brussels to represent 
your country. Which is not good news. 
Because if Europe is in the hands of 
bureaucrats and losers, then its capacity 
to break down walls must surely diminish. 
Schulz has developed his whole political 
career in Europe and now he’s investing in 
Germany. 

“Brexit and Trump represent a 
watershed that forces us to decide 
on the mental frontiers for the latest 
phase in Europe’s existence”
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Perhaps France and Germany will 
ultimately follow a very pro-European 
line, more than they have before. We 
have to choose. One way is Brexit, Trump 
and the mood that has taken us over: the 
fear of globalisation, not being able to 
see the positive side of globalisation and 
not realising that we can democratise 
globalisation, ensuring that even the 
downsides can be handled through 
policies. Why the return to nationalism? 
Because, when you’re frightened, when 
things aren’t working, when immigrants 
are flooding in and identity becomes a 
key issue, it’s very easy to fall back onto 
the symbols of nationalism: our identity 
against others. The alternative is to 
realise that the mental frontier - after 
small Europe and large Europe - mustn’t 
represent a backward step. That goes 
against our history. The mental frontier of 
the third phase must be the World. This is 
the key point in the challenge we’re facing.

GLOBALISATION  
AND NATIONALISM 

For the past ten years globalisation 
has been speeding up and it’s altering 
our lives completely. This revolution 
changes companies. Until now, there was 
a gradual progression in technological 
terms. Several steps couldn’t be taken at 

once. We westerners were in a privileged 
position. But the digital and industrial 
revolution can now take place four steps 
at a time. Countries which had previously 
been left out have now modernised 
and overtaken us. This change could be 
positive if we make the right choices. 

We either unite or we’ll all remain small. 
What I don’t understand about Brexit 
is the idea that, by remaining isolated, 
they’ll become an independent country 
again that can restore the East India 
Company. Making everything English 
the centre of the world again. This is 
the same discourse as Marine Le Pen in 
France. Such discourses totally ignore 
the transformation we’re going through 
at a global level. If Trump continues with 
protectionism, then he places German 
industry in his sights. If Germany wants 
to defend itself it will have to do so as 
Europe, not as an isolated Germany.

For my work, I’ve spent the last two years 
in Paris and I still haven’t met a single Front 
National voter. I only know people who 
form part of the French establishment. The 
Front National gets its votes from all those 
people outside the city: it only has 6% of 
its support in Paris. Why? It’s the same 
thing as with Brexit. There is a segment 
of our societies that’s cosmopolitan, that 
speaks foreign languages, that travels and 
loves Europe. But there is a large part of 
our populations that’s not cosmopolitan 
and is afraid of anything from outside its 
borders.

We must comprehend perfectly what’s 
happening in our societies to understand 
why people have moved away from 

“The mental frontier of the third 
phase must be the World. This is 
the key point in the challenge we’re 
facing”
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Europe. Certainties have disappeared. 
Europe is mortal. If Marie Le Pen wins, 
nationalism returns. How can we convince 
people that, in this world which is ever 
larger and increasingly interconnected, 
disconnecting and going back to the 
past is the wrong response? We need an 
effective, more united Europe in which 
the discussion on Europe isn’t limited 
to the cosmopolitan part of society; in 
which we’re able to speak to everyone. 
Constructing a positive, effective and 
concrete Europe which our children will 
experience in a better world: this is the 
best gift we can give them.

“We need an effective, more united 
Europe in which the discussion 
on Europe isn’t limited to the 
cosmopolitan part of society; 
in which we’re able to speak to 
everyone”

SESSION TO COMMEMORATE SIXTY YEARS SINCE  
THE SIGNING OF THE TREATY OF ROME
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What can Europe contribute to the 
global world?

Because of our past, we Europeans have 
a mission to pass on and apply a series of 
values which only we possess, all together. 
Protecting the environment, equality 
between men and women, a secular 
state, workers’ rights, human rights 
and protecting refugees, the rejection 
of capital punishment... We want these 
values to become even more influential. 
The Erasmus project has been a very 
important tool and could be even more 
useful in breaking down stereotypes 
regarding different countries. We would 
realise we live in a Europe that has started 
to create something that’s unique in 
human history.

What can be done to improve the EU’s 
effectiveness?

We have to create a European political 
space alongside the political space of 
the member states. Although it may be 
federalist, I have never believed Europe 
should become a super-state. It would be 
a mistake to think like that. We have to 
de-Brusselise. Avoid Brussels being seen 
in the same way as Paris is seen in France 
or Rome in Italy or Madrid in Spain. 
That would be the greatest of errors. 
The key issue is to create a European 
democratic political space together 
with the national states. The British are 
leaving the EU because of an incredibly 
absurd decision regarding their future 
and the future of all of us. We have to 
respect that. The UK leaving frees up 63 
seats in the European Parliament. How 
should they be distributed? I believe we 
must take advantage of the situation and 
elect those 63 MEPs in a pan-European 
constituency, with European electoral 
lists and related to the idea of Europe.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“Scientific infrastructures as drivers of development and innovation: the case 

of Alba Synchrotron” is the title of a talk, given by Caterina Biscarri, Director 

of Alba Synchrotron, organised by the Club of Rome and held at the Palau 

Macaya on 3 May 2017. Alba Synchrotron, set up seven years ago, is Spain’s 

foremost scientific infrastructure. 

Born in Italy, Biscari’s career has led to her work in the country’s leading sci-

entific facilities such as the Laboratorio Nazionale di Frascati, Italy’s fore-

most particle physics laboratory, as well as at CERN in Geneva and at a proton 

therapy centre in Pavia. She forms part of the Sesame board, a synchrotron 

light source recently set up in Jordan, built as a joint project between Arab 

countries and Israel. 

The physicist Ramon Pascual, one of the founders of Alba Synchrotron, ex-

plained the background to its name. The initial idea was to find a word that 

would be the same in Catalan, Spanish and English and had something to do 

with light. The name Aurora was chosen but there was already a small syn-

chrotron with this name in Japan so Aurora was changed to Alba (“dawn”), 

although the word doesn’t exist in English. This name does have an advantage, 

however: when listed alphabetically, Alba always comes first. 

By:

- CATERINA BISCARI,  physicist.

3  M A Y  2 0 1 7

“ T H E  A L B A  S Y N C H ROT RO N  I S  A 
P U B L I C  S E RV I C E  W H I C H  G I V E S 
I N D U S T RY  T H E  C H A N C E  T O 
D E V E L O P ”



2 7

SCIENTIFIC INFRASTRUCTURES AS DRIVERS OF DEVELOPMENT AND INNOVATION:  
THE CASE OF ALBA SYNCHROTRON

The history of science is very short compared 
with human history. Galileo Galilei used to 
carry all his technological instruments to 
observe nature in just one case.  Research is 
now carried out at huge facilities such as the 
Roque de los Muchachos Observatory on 
the Canary Islands, or the Laboratorio LIGO, 
using highly advanced technologies which 
have helped us to detect gravitational waves. 
On the one hand is the desire to see the 
infinitely large (the universe) and on the other 
the desire to see the infinitely small, using 
accelerators dedicated to high energy physics. 

The foremost driver of scientific 
infrastructures is basic science. The need 
to understand for understanding’s sake, 
nothing else. This is what has always pushed 
science forward. Together with science is 
technology, which has resulted in the world 
we live in today with so many comforts, at 
least for some of us. What motivates us 
is the idea that, one day, such advantages 
could be within reach of all humanity. 

Basic science needs technological 
developments that result in applied 
science, which must meet the challenges 
faced by society that, in some cases, are 
actually due to technology. We must 
tackle such challenges with knowledge and 
collaboration between groups and nations. 
Science has no barriers. Sharing and being 
able to learn from others constitutes the 
essence of what is scientific. 

 

FROM THE ATOM BOMB 
TO CERN

The term scientific infrastructures dates 
back to the 1990s: before they were 
called laboratories. They always depend 
on political aims. Los Álamos was the 
first, with the goal of developing the atom 
bomb. In 1955 CERN was set up by twelve 
countries as a project for peace. CERN is 
now supported by 22 countries, including 
Spain, and has an annual budget of 1.2 
billion Swiss francs. Spain pays 80 million 
and it gets a positive return. Firstly, it 
forms part of the scientific elite. The 
industries of member countries take part 
in producing technology. Young Spaniards 
can get top class training. The costs may 
seem high but so are the returns. 

In addition to pure scientific research 
there are many medical applications, 
for example to treat brain tumours. 
Specialised hadrotherapy treatments have 
been developed, proton therapies. Unlike 
radiotherapy, with protons or carbon ions 
the dose remaining in the tissue, around 
the tumour, is much lower with fewer 
side effects. Over 150,000 patients have 
been treated in just a few years. There’s 
no infrastructure of this type in Spain. 
This is something that should be done. 
At Alba we support the possibility to 
develop technology to take part in future 
developments.

When we talk about large infrastructures 
we mention costs that may seem very high. 
There are several cost-benefit analysis 
models. One group from Milan, led by 
Professor Massimo Florio, has reached the 
conclusion that the cost-benefit ratio for the 

“Science has no barriers. Sharing 
and being able to learn from 
others constitutes the essence of 
what is scientific”
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Large Hadron Collider in Geneva is a factor 
of 3 regarding the initial investment made. 
The EU has substantially helped to promote 
large scientific infrastructures by setting 
up the ESFRI (European Strategy Forum 
on Research Infrastructure) which creates 
roadmaps for Europe’s infrastructures so 
that different countries can come together 
in their quest for excellence.

How are these large amounts of investment 
distributed among the infrastructures? 
Japan, for instance, is in the highest 
bracket in terms of percentage of GDP, 
between 2.5% (1985) and 3.5% (2015). 
Spain started in 1985 with 0.5% and 
reached a peak in 2008 with 1.3%. Since 
then the effect of the crisis can clearly be 
seen. When investment started to fall in 
Spain it began to rise in Germany. But it’s 
China’s investment which is increasing the 
fastest. Most patents come from Japan and 
the United States, followed by Germany. 
Spain is at the bottom. China is the country 
climbing the most in the rankings, both in 
terms of research investment and also 
patent registrations. There is a clear 
correlation between these figures.

WHAT IS  ALBA USED FOR? 

In Spain we have ICTS (Singular Scientific 
and Technical Infrastructures). There 
are around thirty: some smaller, others 

larger. There are two in Catalonia: the 
Alba Synchrotron and the BSC (Barcelona 
Supercomputing Center).

There are approximately fifty more 
synchrotrons in the world and about 12 
of these are from a similar generation 
to Alba. Others are now being built. 
Building work started on Alba in 2006 
and it began operating in 2011. In 2012 
it had its first official user. The number 
of users has grown up to 2016, very 
quickly at the beginning. Alba is a public 
institution financed jointly by the Spanish 
and Catalan governments. Its workforce 
is international with 20% coming from 
outside Spain. Two thirds of the users are 
Spanish and one third foreign. 

What’s Alba used for? To produce 
synchrotron light: a part of electromagnetic 
radiation. Just as we have visible light, 
X-rays and radio waves there’s also a light 
with a shorter wavelength that allows 
us to see more details in matter. This is 
produced using accelerated electrons. 
Electrons are subjected to energy that 
helps them reach the speed of light. Alba 
has a circumference of three hundred 
metres: it’s five times smaller than the 
Large Hadron Collider in Geneva. In 
one second, the electrons complete one 
million laps of the circuit. As they pass 
through magnetic fields they emit light: 
photons. These are removed through 
windows located around the accelerators 
and taken to the Beamlines, which are 
laboratories that use various techniques 
related to the different ways in which 
light interacts with matter. From this 
interaction between light and different 
materials we can find out how they are 

“The costs of large scientific 
infrastructures may seem high but 
so are the returns”
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made. Light may be reflected, absorbed, 
diffracted... Each Beamline specialises in 
one of these phenomena. Each experiment 
has a specific purpose. 

At the moment we have eight Beamlines in 
operation but we’re building another three 
and have the space to build more in the 
future.

IS  ALBA PROFITABLE? 

A cost-benefit analysis has also been 
carried out at Alba, at the start of the 
project in 2003-2004. This was carried 
out by a group from the Pompeu Fabra 
University. The results are very similar to 
those of Professor Massimo Florio with 
the Large Hadron Collider in Geneva. 
The added value is 40%-50% of the initial 
investment. Even without including any 
scientific results that are going to be 
achieved, this is a positive investment. 
Another assessment was carried out in 
2010 which came up with very similar 
figures. This confirms the economic 
importance of having such a facility in a 
city which didn’t have any. 

The work carried out at Alba is related 
to materials science and life sciences. 
For instance, the magnetic properties of 

materials are studied. One field in which the 
synchrotron is incredibly useful is catalysis, 
the characterisation of materials for the 
accumulation and transfer of energy, soil 
analysis, analysis of ultra-fine films, materials 
for engineering and communication... And 
among the life science are areas such as the 
characterisation of proteins, cellular level 
imaging of biological structures, analysis 
of human and animal tissues, development 
of medicines, foods, cosmetics... It has been 
estimated that 80% of all new drugs in the 
world have passed through a synchrotron 
light facility.

The users are mostly academics and 
also industries. Since Alba was opened 
around 800 different experiments have 
been carried out. Most of the users come 
from Spain but also the rest of the world, 
especially Germany, Italy and France, up to 
28 countries in total. Industrial users make 
up a small but very important portion. Alba 
is a public service which gives industry the 
chance to develop.

We have a student scheme which is growing, 
with doctoral, degree and even vocational 
training students. We collaborate with a 
lot of countries in Europe and also with 
Iran, which pays for and uses 1% of our 
photons. We’re establishing new ties with 
scientific organisations in Barcelona in 
order to set up an advanced microscopy 
centre. We don’t only focus on our daily 
work but also on a strategy for the next ten 
years. And we form part of LEAPS (League 
of European Accelerator-Based Photon 
Sources) to develop joint strategies and 
avoid duplicating work, in accordance with 
the European Commission.

“We can study very small material 
samples which might be cells, 
materials used in batteries or 
to develop new cosmetics... The 
possibilities are endless”

SCIENTIFIC INFRASTRUCTURES AS DRIVERS OF DEVELOPMENT AND INNOVATION:  
THE CASE OF ALBA SYNCHROTRON
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Cooperating with Iran - couldn’t that 
create a strategic geopolitical problem?

I hope Iran will serve as an example for other 
countries. We have contacts with Mexico 
and Turkey. The most logical country for 
an agreement would be Portugal and there 
wouldn’t be any geopolitical problems... 
Regarding Iran, in the past few months 
the situation has become more difficult 
again. It used to be very complicated 
to go there. The group we worked with 
couldn’t buy materials or sell anything... 
The doors were then opened and we took 
advantage of this to reach an agreement. 
To date we haven’t had any problems, apart 
from funding because some banks won’t 
operate with Iran. We have to find ways to 
carry out our work. In the next few years 
I won’t be able to go to the United States 
(she laughs). To Israel, yes, because they 
collaborate in the Sesame project, and to 
Jordan. The members sit around the table 
in alphabetical order: Iran and Israel asked 
for an exception to be made in their case.

Why are there no European scientific 
structures?

There’s no budget. Certain structures have 
been built with European funds: a small 
synchrotron in Poland called Solaris. They’re 
based on European structural funds but 
the host country is responsible for running 
them. The amount of money allocated to 
research in the EU is very small.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS

SCIENTIFIC INFRASTRUCTURES AS DRIVERS OF DEVELOPMENT AND INNOVATION:  
THE CASE OF ALBA SYNCHROTRON
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“ T H E  F U T U R E  O F  T H E  RU S S I A N 
P E O P L E  L I E S  W I T H  E U RO P E , 
W H AT E V E R  T H E  F O R M U L A”

“Russian interventionism: a dangerous attempt to regain a powerful status” 
was the title of the lecture given by Marie Mendras at the Palau Macaya on 8 

May 2017, as part of the Proposals for a habitable future cycle organised by 

the Escola Europea d’Humanitats and ”la Caixa” Foundation.

Mendras is currently one of Europe’s greatest specialists in Russian politics, a 

CNRS researcher and Professor of Political Science at University’s School of 

International Affairs in Paris. In 2017 she spent a sabbatical year in the United 

States, at the Wilson Center in Washington and at Georgetown University, so she 

was able to experience first-hand the Putin-Trump adventure in the US elections. 

According to the Director of the Escola Europea d’Humanitats, Josep Ramoneda, 

“Mendras has helped to renovate Russian studies based on a knowledge of the 

historical practices that have made it weak. Many of the actions carried out by 

Vladimir Putin are due more to the country’s domestic weaknesses than to any 

apparent external force”. Marie Mendras’s latest book is called La Rusia política: 
la paradoja de la debilidad rusa (Political Russia: the paradox of Russian 

weakness) and her lecture at the Palau Macaya was based on this theme. 

8  M A Y  2 0 1 7

By:

- MARIE MENDRAS,  political scientist.
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RUSSIAN INTERVENTIONISM:  
A DANGEROUS ATTEMPT TO REGAIN A POWERFUL STATUS

Increasing populism in the world has 
taken the Kremlin’s leaders by surprise. 
They never imagined Brexit would 
happen. They never imagined Trump 
would win. The Russian authorities were 
absolutely convinced that Hillary Clinton 
would win and their strategy was to erode 
her legitimacy: to ensure the US President 
would be elected under a huge cloud of 
doubt. More than a hundred days after 
Trump’s investiture, relations between 
the two countries are tense, especially 
since the US attack on the Syrian base on 
6 April 2017. Those who believe the US 
demagogue and the former KGB leader 
would understand each other perfectly 
and it would be the beginning of the end of 
democracy were mistaken. Today Trump 
says he has no faith at all in the Russian 
leaders, is starting to treat NATO very 
well and also to speak highly of the EU. 

Faced with a disconcerting political 
situation, the people in Russia are 
more confused than we are. The people 
in Russia can’t understand what’s 
happening because there’s no free public 
life. The leaders have decided to close 
down all the mass media. And they’ve 
created a kind of bubble of fake news, 
of propaganda. They’re trying to force 
Russians to live in this disinformation 
bubble. The leaders themselves form 
part of this bubble. They live with fake 
ideas, with false impressions of what’s 
happening in the United States, in Great 
Britain and in Spain. This is the lesson 
I’ve learned since I was a young Soviet 
specialist: when a regime is authoritarian 
and controls information, it loses its 
critical capacity and the regime itself 
ends up misinformed.

THE UKRAINIAN CONFLICT

Putin’s regime is 17 years old. It’s made up 
of an elite that’s increasingly retreating 
in on itself, that’s afraid of the external 
world, that’s afraid of the unexpected and 
acts inconsistently. The theme underlying 
my work for more than three years, since 
the annexation of Crimea in March 2014, 
is the question: Why has Putin embarked 
on such a huge adventure? What has he 
gained by it?

I could give you a long list of the things 
he’s lost. I know I’m going against the 
customary ideas of Russia as a great 
power, the return to imperialism, the 
ability to disrupt the US election campaign 
or the French election campaign... This 
group of leaders, increasingly isolated, 
maintains united a country with 140 
million inhabitants, a country in economic 
decline, with social unrest, with serious 
security problems in many regions, with 
terrorism. Terrorist attacks are habitual 
in Russia although they don’t always make 
our headlines… 

In 2013 this group of leaders rearmed 
because of the attempt by Ukrainian 
society to get rid of a corrupt regime. 
Putin’s reaction was totally visceral. 
Thousands of families had decided not to 
leave the large square known as “Maidan” 

“When a regime is authoritarian 
and controls information, it loses 
its critical capacity and the regime 
itself ends up misinformed”
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RUSSIAN INTERVENTIONISM:  
A DANGEROUS ATTEMPT TO REGAIN A POWERFUL STATUS

in Kiev. There was a critical mass of almost 
three million citizens in favour of new 
elections and a change in government. 
On using armed forces in Ukraine, 
Russia lost its international support. In 
February 2014, 100 people died in the 
square, almost all of them young unarmed 
civilians. The Maidan revolution had the 
support of the EU and honest elections 
were held. The Russian authorities didn’t 
accept Ukraine’s peaceful evolution (and 
I stress that it was a peaceful evolution). 
The Russians annexed the Crimean 
peninsula. The war lasted several months, 
causing 10,000 deaths, many of them 
civilian, while hundreds of thousands of 
people were injured or displaced. And 
the western countries immediately joined 
together in an attempt to stop Russia 
through specific economic sanctions.

 

EU SANCTIONS

Authoritarian regimes like to say that Europe 
is weak because it doesn’t have weapons. 
But if Europe is appealing it’s because it no 
longer makes war: the EU is peaceful and 
prosperous. It was unprecedented that we 
Europeans, together with the Americans, 
Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders 
and Turks, were able to vote in favour of 

sanctions. The Kremlin didn’t expect that at 
all. They believed they could make Ukraine 
a complicated issue and that the EU and 
NATO would turn their backs on it. Against 
Russia’s expectations, so far all the western 
countries have remained united. Sanctions 
were increased after the Malaysia Airline 
plane was shot down in Ukraine by a Russian 
missile. From then on Putin decided to get 
directly involved in the battles in Syria. 

My argument is that when a powerful 
state like Russia, a nuclear power, 
suddenly decides to use weapons against 
civil populations, this is a major act that 
destabilises the whole region and once 
again jeopardises Russia’s relations with 
its partners. The message I want to convey 
is that the use of force and intervention 
has created permanent confrontation with 
western countries that had been important 
partners for Russia.

A VERY HIGH COST

The economic cost of intervening in 
Ukraine has been extremely high. Armed 
conflict and uncertainty do not make good 
bedfellows for financial markets and trade. 

“An increasingly isolated group of 
leaders maintains united a country 
with 140 million inhabitants, in 
economic decline, with social unrest, 
with serious security problems in 
many regions, with terrorism....”

“The sanctions against Russia 
were unprecedented. The Kremlin 
didn’t expect that at all. They 
believed they could make Ukraine 
a complicated issue and that the 
EU and NATO would turn their 
backs on it”
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From a diplomatic point of view, Russia has 
become isolated together with the usual 
suspects: Syria, Iran, Venezuela... eight 
or nine dictatorships that voted against 
Ukraine at the UN Security Council. 
With the annexation of Crimea, the 
parliamentary assembly of the Council of 
Europe decided to put an end to the right 
of Russian MPs to vote. Russia had been a 
member of the G-8 since the 1990s. It was 
asked to leave the G-8 and we now have a 
G-7 again. 

The political costs have also been high. 
The Russian regime has lost some of its 
reputation. France had previously had a 
very indulgent attitude towards Putin. 
“He’s not nice but he’s serious, you can 
do business with him, he’s very popular, 
people support him”. He had a lot of 
capital - not of trust but of respect, which 
has been lost. And the reason? For Putin 
it’s very important to restore the eternal 
greatness of Russia. The Russians want 
to be great and strong again. Bombing 
Syria - is that a sign of a great power? 
Or of an extremely weak regime that 
no longer knows how to change things 
inside its own country? Has it managed to 
become great again? Has it consolidated a 
sphere of influence by occupying the east 
of a country? Has military security been 
reinforced? 

Many of us imagine Ukraine as a periphery 
of the old Russia. But it’s a huge country, 
larger than Poland, with 45 million 
inhabitants, located in a strategic position. 
Ukraine isn’t interested in belonging to a 
very big unit called Russia which would 
pull it towards Asia. It wants to remain 
at the heart of Europe. Ukrainians are 

convinced, and with good reason, that if 
we continue supporting them, educated 
Russia will move closer to the European 
space. I also believe this: the future of the 
Russian people lies with Europe, whatever 
the formula. 

Ukraine has left Russia’s sphere of 
influence because it has been able to resist 
the pressure in spite of the occupation 
of Crimea. It’s very unlikely that a new 
government in Kiev would choose to 
become a kind of colony or province under 
Moscow. Our problem, and that of the 
Ukrainians, is that the Kremlin has another 
view of the continent. As long as the offices 
of Russian leaders contain a map of a Russia 
with a privileged right over the former 
republics, there will be no solution. Putin 
is not thinking of conquering the Baltic 
republics in the old way but he doesn’t want 
these countries to be completely sovereign 
either, with their own economic, diplomatic 
and security powers. Russia wants to keep 
a lid on Europe and the Atlantic world.  

CAN THE CONFRONTATION 
BETWEEN MOSCOW AND 
EUROPE BE REVERSED? 

In 2013, Putin changed his opinion 
regarding the Ukrainian dossier because 
it was widely questioned: millions of 

“It’s very unlikely that a new 
government in Kiev would choose 
to become a kind of colony or 
province under Moscow”

RUSSIAN INTERVENTIONISM:  
A DANGEROUS ATTEMPT TO REGAIN A POWERFUL STATUS
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Russians demanded that the general 
elections held in December 2011, which 
had been rigged, should be annulled and 
new elections held. This was the first 
time Putin had faced such extensive 
rejection and he was very afraid. When 
Putin won again in the elections of 
March 2012, which were neither honest 
nor completely free, he embarked on a 
cycle of media repression and control. 
Regarding the Maidan revolution in 
autumn 2013, he couldn’t run the risk of 
greater democracy in Ukraine because 
he’d seen the effects this had produced 
in Russia. Only by including this fear as a 
variable can we attempt to decipher the 
decision-making process in Moscow.

The Russians don’t expect the autarchy to 
improve much. And there’s little likelihood 
of more openness as long as Putin, 
trapped in the logic of confrontation, 
remains in power. But things might speed 
up. When I speak to my Russian friends I 
perceive a fear of war, a desire to reopen 
the doors to Europe, to once again be 
able to send their children to study in 
Paris, Barcelona and Oxford... You can’t 
imagine to just how concerned Russia’s 
middle classes are about everything 
they’ve lost in terms of purchasing power 
and the possibility to travel. And a lot of 
people are starting to believe they could 
live without Putin.

RUSSIAN INTERVENTIONISM:  
A DANGEROUS ATTEMPT TO REGAIN A POWERFUL STATUS
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RUSSIAN INTERVENTIONISM:  
A DANGEROUS ATTEMPT TO REGAIN A POWERFUL STATUS

The Russian regime appears to be based 
solely on one person. Will it fall when 
Putin disappears?

That’s an evil question! Putin isn’t on 
his own. He’s built up a system that’s 
been extremely powerful for the last 
seventeen years. Putin is the system but 
the system is also Putin. The question is 
whether Vladimir Vladimirovich has built 
up power structures, outside the public 
institutions, which might remain in place 
should he decide to “retire” or is pushed 
by his friends and accomplices and leave 
his position. It’s absolutely impossible to 
answer this question. Because, in Russia, 
the public institutions no longer work: 
parliament is no longer a parliament, the 
courts aren’t courts, the government isn’t 
a government. Everything is carried out 
via other services: through the national 
guard of Putin and his old judo friends. 
These networks are much more powerful 
than the state structures. And these 
networks will continue in place.

What alternatives are there?

In an authoritarian regime, in which the 
media are not free and in which elections 
are not pluralist or free or honest, in 
which propaganda is aimed at convincing 
the average citizen there is no alternative 
to the Putin system (it may not be 
fantastic, we may not be very rich but at 
least it’s better than chaos and war...): you 
can’t construct a model of popularity in a 
regime like that, in which citizens aren’t 
free. There are a lot of people in Russia 
who feel trapped by the current situation. 
They’re afraid of a bigger conflict, they’re 
afraid of change, of the future. They’re 
deeply conservative. But this doesn’t 
mean Putin has popularity. Those of 
us working in political science always 
evaluate popularity in relative terms: 
one politician against another. That’s not 
possible in Russia.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“Public policy: from saying to doing” was the title of the talk given by Dan Levy, 

Professor of public policy at Harvard University, in the series Horizons: Talks & 
Lectures, organised by the ”la Caixa” Fellows’ Association at the Palau Macaya 

on 5 July 2017.

In his introduction, Enric Fernández, Chief Economist at CaixaBank, highlighted 

Dan Levy’s communication skills: “He’s someone who explains himself very 

well, who communicates knowledge and opinions straightforwardly. Social 

programmes are always very well-meaning but you never know if the goals are 

being reached unless they’re rigorously evaluated.”

Dan Levy is one of the world’s experts in this subject, he’s chair of the SLATE 

initiative at the Harvard Kennedy School, which promotes excellence in 

teaching, and he’s co-principal investigator of Transparency for Development, a 

programme working in the field of healthcare in developing countries.

5  J U L Y  2 0 1 7

By:

- DAN LEVY, sociologist.

“ F RO M  S AY I N G  T O  D O I N G :  T H E 
I M P O RTA N C E  O F  M E A S U R I N G  T H E 
I M PA C T  O F  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y ”
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PUBLIC POLICY: FROM SAYING TO DOING

I’m going to talk to you about an issue that 
has defined a large part of my professional 
career. What can we do to assess public 
policy’s social programmes? The first 
premise is that we can take better decisions 
if we use evidence; and I define evidence as 
a fact that can be empirically verified. The 
second premise is that evidence regarding 
the impact of public policies can lead us to 
better decision-making in terms of where 
to invest resources. I’m going to give you 
three examples.

TEXTBOOKS IN KENYA

When I started my career twenty years 
ago, I took a year in the middle of my 
doctorate to go and work for the World 
Bank and I was research assistant to a 
prominent North American professor, 
Michael Kremer. He asked me to help 
him with some statistical work aimed at 
answering a very simple question: what 
was the impact of textbooks on how much 
students in rural towns in Kenya learned?

I couldn’t understand how such a 
prominent North American academic 
could dedicate his time to measuring the 
impact of such a basic thing as textbooks. 
Let’s take a look at what happened.

The context is that rural schools in Kenya 
lack basic educational resources, including 

textbooks. A European NGO funded the 
donation of textbooks to 100 schools, 
where only one in every six students 
had a textbook. It seemed like a pretty 
reasonable measure to try to improve the 
students’ performance. The average impact 
of the textbooks on learning was – wait 
for it – zero. This experience really left an 
impression on me and influenced my career. 
Why did the textbooks not work? They 
were written in English: many students in 
rural areas in Kenya, despite the fact that 
education is in English, could not read them 
or could not understand them properly. If 
you investigate further, you realise that the 
textbooks did have an impact among the 
students with a better command of English. 
But this was not the case for the majority.

I start from the premise that a large 
proportion of social programmes 
genuinely intend to improve the living 
conditions of their beneficiaries. I’ve 
been working for around twenty years in 
assessing public policy programmes and 
I still haven’t met a social programme 
administrator who is not convinced that 
their programme works. If they thought 
it didn’t work, it would be very hard for 
them to get up every morning to run a 
programme which, in their mind, was 
doing no good, because it’s a vocation for 
many of them. 

But the fundamental problem I discovered 
with the textbooks in Kenya, and which 
I’ve encountered many times over the 
years, is that saying isn’t doing. While 
those programmes may have very good 
intentions, they don’t always end up 
improving the living conditions of the 
people they aim to help. Hence the 

 “…evidence on the impact of 
public policies can lead us to 
better decision-making in terms of 
where to invest resources.”
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importance of measuring the impact of 
social programmes: our intuition about 
what works or what doesn’t work doesn’t 
necessarily coincide with reality.

CIGARETTE PACKAGING

The second example is a little closer to 
the reality you live in. Many governments 
have been trying to reduce the number 
of smokers. One of the measures they’ve 
used is plain cigarette packaging, with no 
branding and with horrible photos.

I’m going to tell you about an assessment 
carried out recently in Australia to 
determine whether this actually worked. 
The number of smokers before the plain 
packaging was 19% and after the packaging 
it was 17.2%; that’s a 2.2% difference.

I’m going to ask you to respond to a 
survey: what’s the impact of the plain 
packaging programme on the number of 
smokers in Australia? Large? Medium? 
Small? There’s not enough data? There’s 
no way of knowing? You don’t want to 
answer? (The audience participates and 
50% think there’s not enough information. 
Other responses were that it had a small 
or medium impact).

There could have been other factors, 
such as an awareness-raising campaign 
or an increase in taxes. And not just that: 

the number of smokers is decreasing all 
over the world. It could be that the 2.2% 
decrease is due to a natural tendency, 
because people tend to smoke less or 
tend to admit less that they smoke. If you 
look at this data, you realise the number 
of smokers in Australia has been dropping 
for some time. What we want in an impact 
assessment is to measure what would have 
happened if the change in the packaging 
hadn’t taken place. This is what’s called 
counterfactual. If what really happened 
is borderline counterfactual, then the 
programme had no impact.

In the case of Australia, we can see that 
the packaging change had an impact 
not of 2.2%, but of only 0.5%. This is 
the function of impact assessment: to 
measure a certain social policy’s effect 
that is attributable only to that policy and 
not to anything else.

THE PRICE  
OF MOSQUITO NETS

Malaria is a disease that affects millions 
of people all over the world, with a million 
deaths each year. What’s dramatic, in 
the case of malaria, is that there’s a very 
simple solution to reduce the number of 
deaths: mosquito nets impregnated with 

“This is the function of impact 
assessment: to measure a certain 
social policy’s effect that is 
attributable only to that policy 
and not to anything else.”

“…our intuition about what works 
or what doesn’t work doesn’t 
necessarily coincide with reality”
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substances that allow people to sleep 
during the night when the mosquitoes are 
most active.

Imagine you were running a development 
cooperation agency and you had resources 
to allocate to such mosquito nets. The 
question I want to ask you is: at what price 
do you think these mosquito nets should 
be sold? 1. Free? 2. At a heavily subsidised 
price? 3. At market price? (Dan Levy asks 
the audience to form groups and gives them 
three minutes to debate the three options; 
next, he moves on to the conclusions.)

Offering them for free makes a lot of 
sense: the people who need these nets 
can’t afford their price of 60 cents. Not 
paying for them, however, can mean 
they’re not valued, they’re not used or 
they’re used for other things, such as 
fishing or women’s dresses. In Africa, 
these things happen.

Empirical evidence can help us decide 
between two arguments that make 
equal sense. Researchers carried out 
an experiment: they offered mosquito 
nets for free in some health centres in 
some towns, in other health centres they 
offered them at 60 cents, and in others, at 
market price.

The study revealed two things: the demand 
for mosquito nets was 60% lower when the 
price was 60 cents than when they were 
offered for free. The price deterred many 
people from buying the mosquito nets. The 
second piece of evidence is that the people 
who paid for their mosquito net were no 
more inclined to use it than those who got 
it for free. Other studies on disinfectant 

mosquito nets for treating malaria in Africa 
reveal a significant difference in results 
when you go from zero to any price, even 
if it’s very small.

All this highlights the usefulness of 
assessing the impact of our social policies: 
in theory, either of the two arguments 
was valid but, in practice, at least in this 
context, offering them for free was better.

We have three examples and three 
lessons. What I learned from the textbook 
example is that intuition is not always 
right, that what seems to clearly have 
an impact doesn’t necessarily have one. 
From the example of the smokers, we can 
see that the impact does not depend on a 
before and after but on counterfactuals: 
what would have happened without 
our programme? And the third example 
illustrates that evidence can be very 
useful for making decisions. If you were 
running that hypothetical cooperation 
agency, you’d have better information 
to make decisions on the price at which 
mosquito nets should be sold.

“Empirical evidence can help us 
decide between two arguments 
that make equal sense.”

PUBLIC POLICY: FROM SAYING TO DOING
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Does it pay to assess a programme?

If the reason for carrying out an impact 
assessment is to improve the allocation 
of public resources, the cost of the impact 
assessment should be subject to the same 
calculation. It often depends on how large 
the programme is. If we have a programme 
that reaches 100 people and costs 20,000 
euros, it doesn’t make sense to carry out 
impact assessment. It would be enough to 
monitor the programme to know whether 
it’s working or not. The other factor to 
bear in mind is: depending on the results 
of the assessment, are you willing to do 
things differently?

The universal basic income everyone’s 
talking about: can its impact be 
evaluated?

The first evaluation of an official social 
programme in the United States, of the 
type I’ve described, was in the 1970s. 
What it did, specifically, was to give 
money to people who were below a 
certain level of resources. Now we’re all 
talking about this issue. I don’t know if 
it’s been evaluated. I know a programme 
in which, instead of giving money to an 
NGO to help an end beneficiary, the NGO 
is bypassed and the beneficiary is given 
money directly. In purely conceptual 
terms this is very appealing: it ensures 
all citizens have a minimum level of social 
welfare. But from an economic point of 
view it also discourages citizens from 
working. The question is: “Which of these 
two goals is valued the most, and how big 
is this demotivating effect? 

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“The effects and consequences of inequality” was the title of the talk given 

by Kate Pickett, Professor of Epidemiology at the University of York (United 

Kingdom), held at Palau Macaya on 7 September 2017. It formed part of the 

Combating inequality cycle of talks organised by the Fundació Catalunya-

Europa, Club of Rome and the Department of Labour, Welfare and Family of the 

Catalan government, in collaboration with ”la Caixa” Foundation. 

The usual approach to inequality is from the perspective of economic science. 

Pickett offers a different perspective in terms of epidemiology, based on other data 

and studies. In her opinion, inequality can take on the form of an illness in the body 

of society which mutates and transforms itself. Pickett breaks with convention and 

proposes that the priority of governments should not be to stimulate economic 

growth, as claimed by most politicians, but to encourage equality. 

Kate Pickett is the author, together with Richard W. Wilkinson, of the book The 
Spirit Level (2009) which has become a global bestseller with over 250,000 

copies sold in English. It has been translated into twenty-five languages, 

including Spanish under the title Desigualdad: un análisis de la (in)felicidad 
colectiva (Turner).

“ I N E Q UA L I T Y  I S  L I K E  A 
P O L L U TA N T,  L I K E  S M O K E  O R  C O 2”

By:

- KATE PICKETT, epidemiologist.



4 3

I’m an epidemiologist. Not everyone knows 
what epidemiology is. It concerns the study 
of health by observing differences between 
groups of people exposed to different 
types of diseases and contexts. When we 
diagnose a new illness we try to see what 
has caused it. These methods can be applied 
beyond the sphere of health, to all kinds of 
social problems. I’m a social epidemiologist. 
I analyse the social determinants of health: 
the district where you live, education, 
air quality and other factors… In the past 
few decades my work has focused on the 
impact of income inequality, what we might 
call inequality based on the structure of 
society: the difference between the rich 
and the poor. What are the effects and 
consequences of this inequality? 

THE HEALTHCARE PROBLEM

Inequality causes a very wide range of 
problems. Firstly, we have the healthcare 
problem. There is a big difference in life 
expectancy across different countries, 
in the age range from forty to eighty. 
This figure is related to GDP. It’s not the 
only one: more unequal societies have 
higher levels of infant mortality, higher 
incidences of mental illness and higher 
HIV/AIDS infection rates. 

If we analyse indicators of social cohesion 
we can also see the huge impact of 
inequality. In more unequal societies people 
trust each other less than in other societies. 
There is more violence and more violent 
crime. In the United States, mass and serial 
homicide is related to higher levels of 
inequality. At the same time, there are fewer 
people who vote or get involved: there is 
less social capital. The communal attitude 
disappears: volunteering, solidarity, reading 
the newspaper... I believe the pro-Brexit 
vote and Trump’s election may be related to 
the inequalities in the United Kingdom and 
the United States.

Cultural aspects are also substantially 
affected. In unequal societies there are 
fewer people involved in the world of arts 
or who take part in cultural activities. 

One fundamental aspect is the impact on 
children and their life chances. There is 
less social mobility in unequal societies: 
there is less equal opportunity and less 
equality of results. Surely because more 
unequal societies fail to take full advantage 
of potential talent. Girls are more likely to 
become pregnant teenagers…

Social mobility is greater in more equal 
countries and less in more unequal 
countries. Most politicians talk about 
equal opportunity but there will never be 
equal opportunities if there is no income 
equality. The lower classes are always 
harder hit by inequality but it affects 
everyone: lower life expectancy and less 
chance to improve our position in society.

“In the past few decades my 
work has focused on the impact 
of income inequality, inequality 
based on the structure of society: 
the difference between the rich 
and the poor”

THE EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF INEQUALITY
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THE EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF INEQUALITY

COMPETITION FOR STATUS

I’m not an economist. Economists have been 
studying the impact of inequality and they 
relate this to economic instability, poverty 
and unemployment. In other words: they 
have established that inequality has very 
clear economic consequences. 

Recently, environmental experts have 
started to study the impact of inequality on 
the inability to create a more sustainable 
economy. An unequal society has more 
competition for status. Materialistic 
and individualistic societies where 
people compete for status are consumer 
societies. Extremes are reached such as a 
rubbish bag designed by Louis Vuitton. On 
eBay you can buy used designer shopping 
bags to carry clothes made by cheaper 
brands. Such things are sold the most in 
more unequal societies. More unequal 
societies have less recycling. Inequality is 
related to the over-use of resources, over-
consumption and higher CO

2
 emissions. 

Doing work for which you are likely to 
be judged negatively by society results 
in stress. In more unequal societies, 
where people have more status anxiety, 
people respond in three ways. First: 
depression, anxiety, self-harm. Second: 

self-enhancement. Third: narcissism. We 
find people with an unrealistic idea of their 
abilities, without empathy, manipulative... 
In more unequal countries people drink 
too much, eat too much and buy too much 
because these things cheer them up.

INEQUALITY AFFECTS  
US ALL

The second point I’d like to share with 
you is that these are very big differences: 
they’re not subtle differences between 
states or regions. They’re very big 
differences: an increase of one or 
two times in mental illness. And six or 
sevenfold in the teenage pregnancy 
rate. And tenfold in the criminality or 
imprisonment rate. 

The third point is that inequality affects 
us all, not only the poor. Probably 
everyone here in this room is from a high 
level in society. In a more equal society 
people like us are certain to live longer, be 
healthier and our children won’t have so 
many difficulties. But some problems are 
huge and we can’t avoid them. 

Inequality isn’t like a virus; it’s more like 
a pollutant, like smoke or CO

2
. Some 

colleagues have stated that inequality 

“The lower classes are always 
harder hit by inequality but 
it affects everyone: lower life 
expectancy and less chance to 
improve our position in society”

“In more unequal countries people 
drink too much, eat too much and 
buy too much because these things 
cheer them up. The communal 
attitude disappears”
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THE EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF INEQUALITY

is social pollution because it affects the 
whole of society, irrespective of the 
position you occupy on the social pyramid.

REWRITING THE RULES OF 
CAPITALISM

At a global level, the world is less equal 
than it used to be. Various countries have 
become more equal but differences within 
the same country have increased. Both 
are important. If we have a lot of global 
inequalities we have one type of problem: 
emigration, conflict over resources... If we 
have inequality within a country we have 
health, social and cultural problems, as we 
have seen. 

We need to tackle the situation from both 
angles. We need to achieve growth that’s 
better distributed and more sustainable. 
We must learn from the bad example of 
developed countries: poorer countries 
do it better than we do. In the rich, 
developed world the challenge is to create 
a sustainable economy that doesn’t harm 
the environment. We have to find the way 
to limit economic awareness, which is 
only motivated by consumerism and the 
struggle for status. 

We have to think about what kind of 
world we want. A recently published study 
analyses the return on profit for the ten 

most important companies in the United 
States. There is a higher return when 
executives receive a below-average salary. 
This fact tells us something about business 
culture: what kind of companies have better 
productivity, which companies manage to 
engage their workers… It’s better to have a 
more democratic environment than a more 
hierarchical structure. 

When we find that, in one firm, there’s a 
relationship of 300 to 1 between the person 
with the highest salary and the one with 
the lowest, there’s no kind of responsibility 
or accountability. We assume that those at 
the top must be very intelligent and deserve 
to earn all that money. What can we do 
against that? This has to be tackled at an 
international level, from a multidisciplinary 
perspective, to prevent tax havens and 
achieve sustainable development. We 
might design a more progressive taxation 
system or offer incentives for companies 
to limit the highest salaries and improve 
the lowest. 

The most equal countries in the world are 
Japan, Sweden, Norway, Finland. There 
are few social problems there. The United 
Kingdom, United States are the most 
unequal and suffer more social problems. 
Spain is in-between. As stated by Joseph 
Stiglitz in the cycle’s inaugural lecture, 
we must rewrite the rules of capitalism 
to advance. There are two solutions 
to combat inequality: reduce income 
differences before tax or do this via a tax 
and benefits system.

There are many policy levers that could 
be used, at a local level, to organise 
companies. We don’t need to think of a 

“These are very big differences: 
they’re not subtle differences 
between states or regions”
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single solution. As we move up the social 
ladder a little, things become easier; we 
don’t need to reach the top. With a little 

more equality we see that things improve. 
We can’t change the world but we must 
advance with small steps.

How has the recession affected  
inequality?

In the United States the mortality rate 
has gone up for older people and also 
for children. Children’s education has 
been compromised because of inequality, 
because it has an impact on their parents, 
who certainly have to work longer hours 
and have fewer resources, more debts, 
suffer more mental illness... The correlation 
between inequality and child development 
is very clear. It’s important to know the 
social structure at a state level, the social 
pyramid, to be able to study relative 
aspects. Is the social pyramid very steep? 
In a very steep social pyramid people have 
more status anxiety and everyone suffers 
the consequences of that.  

What role might technology play against 
inequality?

Technology offers us a lot of opportunities 
but also a lot of challenges. The digital 
revolution has given people all over the 
world access to information. Before this was 
the privilege of an elite. But at the same time 
there are the limitations of mechanisation, 
of robots, of artificial intelligence, which 
will bring about some challenges. We are 
at a watershed with a huge number of 
opportunities and many threats. The danger 
is that these changes will concentrate wealth, 
power and income instead of becoming a 
means of redistributing the benefits among 
the whole population. There should be a 
debate among academics, business and 
politicians to ensure the gap between rich 
and poor doesn’t get any wider.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS

THE EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF INEQUALITY
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“The circular economy in the fight against climate change and for a better 

life” is the title of the talk given by Teresa Ribera, former Secretary of State 

for Climate Change and Director of the Paris-based Institute for Sustainable 

Development and International Relations (IDDRI). This talk formed part of the 

cycle Growing without consuming. Experiences of the circular economy, 

organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation. 

Born in Madrid in 1969, Ms. Ribera is a member of the Cuerpo Superior de 

Administradores Civiles del Estado (Higher Corps of Civil State Administrators) 

and was Associate Professor at the Department of Public Law and Philosophy 

of Law at Universidad Autónoma de Madrid. She was Head of the Regulatory 

Coordination Service at the Ministry of Public Works, a Technical Member of 

the Cabinet of the Sub-Secretary of the Environment, Head of the Compliance 

and Development Area and Coordinator for the Spanish Climate Change 

Bureau, which she managed from October 2004. 

“Only if it’s beneficial for all of us and we think of the planet as a common 

good will we be able to prosper and be fair” she stated recently. Her lecture at 

the Palau Macaya on 13 September was based on this idea.

“ W E  M U S T  C H A N G E  H OW  W E 
G E N E R AT E  G O O D S  A N D  S E RV I C E S , 
H OW  W E  C O N S U M E  A N D  R E L AT E  T O 
E A C H  OT H E R”
1 3  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 7

By:

- TERESA RIBERA,  specialist in environmental policy.
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THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOR A BETTER LIFE

This isn’t a neutral or technical debate. It’s 
related to how we can guarantee, fairly, 
prosperity for everyone. Can we grow 
without consuming? This discussion about 
growth or degrowth, green growth and its 
limits, is not new. I would say we can: we 
can guarantee some economic prosperity 
under conditions that are reasonably 
compatible with the physical and chemical 
limits of the environment in which we live. 
And, what’s more, we must. 

AN EXISTENTIAL 
CHALLENGE

I think it’s useful to provide some figures on 
what we’re doing collectively. In 1987, the 
complicated estimate of how much water, 
how much land and how much energy 
we consumed meant that we could live in 
relative equilibrium with the resources 
provided by the earth’s systems up to the 
19th of December. In 2005 this date was 
the 20th of October, in 2010 the 21st of 
August and, this year, we’ve used up all the 
resources by the 2nd of August. There’s 
always a headline about it in the newspapers. 
We read the headline, fret about it and then 
go on consuming on credit.

These symbols are sufficiently simplified 
and relevant to convince us that, indeed, a 
lot of things need to change. They lead us 
to a threefold conclusion. Firstly, the model 
needs to be changed. It’s not a question of 
cosmetic changes, of easing consciences. 
We’re facing a structural problem of 
balancing the physical and chemical 
reality with the need for certain economic 
prosperity so that men and women can 
live well. The second conclusion is that 

we’re already experiencing some finite 
planetary limits which have been analysed 
by the scientific community, from many 
perspectives. As the economist, Nicholas 
Stern, has said, it’s the greatest market 
failure. The market hadn’t realised that 
it’s not true that we can go on producing 
and consuming while ignoring the physical 
reality of what supports this production 
and consumption. And the third conclusion 
is that, in the past thirty years, with our 
debates and discussions, we’ve developed 
the capacity to lie. We can’t say we don’t 
know or we don’t act inconsistently. We 
have a lot more information and we’re in a 
much better position to know what we’re 
talking about. 

The challenge is huge. Barack Obama 
called it an existential crisis. How humanity 
relates to its environment and how it 
alters a system that has, in the past two 
hundred or two hundred and fifty years, 
helped humanity to improve substantially. 
This is a systemic challenge which, in the 
words of the circular economy, has now 
come to an end of its useful life. The “use 
resources-produce-consume-dispose” 
model, the lineal economy, is over. We must 
think about how we can provide ourselves 
with what we need while ensuring such 
products become a resource again and 
don’t pose problems for us.

“The market hadn’t realised that it’s 
not true that we can go on producing 
and consuming while ignoring the 
physical reality of what supports this 
production and consumption”
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THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOR A BETTER LIFE

CHANGING THE MODEL

This is a multilevel challenge that forces 
us to look at a lot of variables. Everyone 
must be involved and must think about 
how they operate and to what extent 
reasonably compatible answers can be 
found. This discussion concerns everyone. 
There is no economic sector that’s 
particularly involved while others can 
look the other way. We must change how 
we generate goods and services, how we 
consume and relate to each other.

The most painful and striking variable 
is that we’re running out of time. We’re 
reaching certain limits that can result in 
much more complicated systemic changes 
that are more difficult to handle. The 
model must be rectified and changed as 
soon as possible because that gives us 
reasonable leeway to design a transition 
that frees up resources to tackle the 
most vulnerable situations and enough 
time to develop solutions which, today, 
are still incipient and have yet to become 
widespread.

All this is now on the international agenda. 
It’s important to stress this because, 
sometimes, and with some cynicism, we say 
“yes but then politicians and governments 
don’t do anything about it”. And I think 
that’s a mistake. This forms part of the 

official agenda, endorsed by heads of state 
and government, as part of adopting the 
Agenda of Sustainability Development 
Goals within the framework of adopting 
the Paris agreement. How easy it is to free 
yourself from the onus of doing something 
because you don’t believe others are doing 
anything: it’s a big mistake.

CLIMATE WARS

What’s happening in Syria matters to us. 
And what’s happening in Africa. The Syrian 
war has been classed by the Pentagon as 
the first climate war, largely caused by 
severe drought over a long period that 
has forced some communities to move to 
the cities, which don’t have the capacity to 
absorb such a large displaced population, 
creating a conflict between different 
cultures, religions and traditions. We can 
see the same thing on many other fronts 
and also much closer to home. In other 
words, the belief that we are all in the same 
boat is very deep-rooted. We’re not going 
to be able to solve this from one day to the 
next, it’s not something that’s going to be 
resolved in one place but not another. We 
can all do something about it, although not 
everyone can do the same thing.

What do we mean when we talk about 
greenhouse gas emissions? Three quarters 
of these emissions come from energy: 
more or less 25% or 30%, depending on 
the system used by countries to generate 
electricity. More or less 25% or 30% is 
associated with mobility. 10% of emissions 
are related to agriculture and changes in 
land use. A further 10% from industrial 
processes and 4% or 5% from waste. 

“We’re reaching certain limits that 
can result in much more complicated 
systemic changes that are more 
difficult to handle”
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The distribution of the population has 
also changed a lot over the past few 
years and is going to change even more. 
The increasing concentration of people 
in urban locations means a number of 
issues need to be reconsidered related 
to energy, mobility, services, water, land 
and the demands made on rural areas to 
supply this large black hole which cities 
become. We’re shifting from one third of 
the population living in towns and cities in 
1950 to two thirds of humanity by 2050.  

Tackling all these issues reasonably 
coherently requires thinking quite 
differently. We tend to expect magic 
solutions from science and technology 
but they’re not going to resolve the 
problems. It’s true a lot of factors can be 
improved with science and technology. 
But it’s not enough. A discussion needs to 
be held concerning what citizens expect, 
what technology provides them with and 
the mediation which, at any given time, 
institutions may have to perform. 

It’s important for those institutions 
that are meant to lead this process of 
change to take it seriously. On their 
own, it’s very unlikely that citizens, will 
champion the cause and look for a model 
of consumption that permits the recovery 
and reuse of locally sourced goods that 
have been designed with materials that 
can be reused... Or that, on their own, 
the solutions provided by technology 
will become widespread without any kind 
of tension regarding the withdrawal of 
previous models. We need the support of 
institutions.

PROPOSING HORIZONS

No-one has completed this process; no-
one has transformed their economic 
model, making it fully compatible with a 
scenario of zero emissions or greenhouse 
gas neutrality, enabling the coexistence of 
economic systems and ecosystems, giving 
the right signs, reasonably organising the 
coexistence of urban and rural territories 
and exteriorising this in trade policies and 
relations with others. No-one has carried 
the whole exercise out completely. 

It’s of vital importance to have benchmarks 
for the future. To agree on the level of 
risk, the degree of ambition for specific 
dates which can serve as a horizon to mark 
stages in the process of transforming our 
economic and social model.

The importance must be stressed of 
learning, of measuring, of reporting and 
interiorising the conclusions resulting from 
reflections, from the adjustments that need 
to be introduced over time. Indicators must 
be constructed. In the case of the climate, 
these have already existed for some time, 
albeit associated with the measurement 
of greenhouse gases and not so much with 

“It’s true a lot of factors can 
be improved with science and 
technology. But it’s not enough. 
A discussion needs to be held 
concerning what citizens expect, 
what technology provides them with 
and the mediation of institutions”

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOR A BETTER LIFE
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incidence, with risk, with impact. In the 
case of the circular economy, the reuse of 
materials and eco-design, they’re still being 
constructed. We’re at a different stage in 
the case of other concurrent agendas: how 
to measure progress in another way, which 
variables to introduce apart from GDP... 
There is no consensus regarding most of 
these variables. 

How are messages of value and devalue 
transmitted? How do we operate based 
on this information we’re updating? 
Via taxation, through prohibitions that 
generate an immediate economic impact, 
by regulating institutions? In most cases 
there’s a factor that can effectively 
generate the right signals if used properly: 
public procurement. Once administrations 
convey the message “we want this under 
these conditions”, this has a knock-on effect 
on everything that follows in the value 
chain, completely different processes.

CORE VALUES

Attention needs to be paid to the strategies 
used to withdraw the current production 
model. This model has generated an 
experience, a culture, core values that are 
not so simple to get rid of from one day 

to the next. Rules of logic, for instance 
the appropriateness of renewable energy 
sources and their increasingly lower cost, 
are not applied immediately. Not even 
when prices are rising. There is resistance 
to change. You may ask yourself why. 
Obviously some people and institutions 
are trapped by investments they have 
made, waiting for a return. And they 
don’t like having to give them up. Apart 
from this, there are also identity-related 
realities that are even more difficult to 
manage. For example, the debate in mining 
communities. Only 3,000 miners remain 
out of the 45,000 miners in Spain in the 
1970s. But it’s impossible to close the 
mines. And the same thing is happening 
in Germany. Hence the importance of 
acting locally. Here there’s a combination 
of factors: the quality of the coal, even 
though you may have another solution, 
and the feeling, in the affected areas, of 
social cohesion, of a connection with the 
past, of social solidarity, of limiting fierce 
capitalism thanks to trade unionism... 
Consequently, we have to work on identity-
based solutions that help people to see 
a different future. We have some very 
interesting examples. In the 1980s, the 
mayor of Vitoria created the identity of a 
green city for Vitoria which has continued, 
even when the political colour of the mayor 
has changed. There is no single solution: 
each must find their own. 

It’s in the urban sphere where the changes 
are most evident and the improvements 
noticed. People are increasingly going to 
be held to account who wouldn’t make 
changes if they didn’t have to. As the 
NGOs say, we have to act as a flotilla but 
not like the Spanish Armada. Each with 

“Once administrations convey the 
message ‘we want this under these 
conditions’ this has a knock-on 
effect on everything that follows 
in the value chain, completely 
different processes”

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOR A BETTER LIFE
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their own tools. It’s vital to foster those 
channels that help us share what we know 
of science and technology, through social 
dialogue and shared without forgetting 
support for those who see this process of 
change as a huge threat.

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOR A BETTER LIFE

“People are increasingly going to 
be held to account who wouldn’t 
make changes if they didn’t have 
to. As the NGOs say, we have to 
act as a flotilla but not like the 
Spanish Armada”

How will fossil fuel prices affect the 
changeover in energy supply?

The idea that high fossil fuel prices 
would encourage change isn’t necessarily 
accurate. We can find scenarios in which 
gas, oil and coal costs have remained low 
for quite some time. It’s not a problem of 
the availability of resources because they 
may still be available; it’s a problem of what 
is socially and economically accepted. We 
have to imagine the future of energy in 30 
years’ time. We must have a clear idea of 
where we want to be and start to imagine 
how we can get there.

Is development compatible with  
environmental equilibrium?

For a long time the answer was “no”. 
Environmental limitations were in conflict 
with economic progress. This was a 
negative side effect that had to be accepted 
and that was that. We’ve gradually realised 
that the side effects are so huge it’s a lie 
that there can be economic progress. The 
other great misconception is that progress 
means social progress. According to that 
lineal approach, GDP was shared around a 
little and painted green. The environmental 
cost was socialised while profit tended 
to be privatised. The belief that we’re all 
in the same boat is very strong and has 
underpinned the construction of a positive 
multilateral agenda. We’re going through a 
phase of far-reaching changes in which it 
would be sensible to reconcile this alliance 
between social and environmental factors, 
realising that any development is unlikely 
to last if environmental variables are not 
taken into account.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“An emerging movement: transhumanism” is the title of the talk given by the philosopher 

Francesc Torralba as part of the transhumanism cycle organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation 

and the Club of Rome at the Palau Macaya on 5 October 2017. Transhumanism was a 

recurring theme in the sessions held at the Palau Macaya throughout 2017, involving 

scientists, biotechnicians, engineers, doctors, philosophers, legal experts and theologians: 

a pluralist view of a highly contemporary issue. 

What consequences could transhumanism have from the point of view of biotechnological 

transformations? What are its ethical, social, legal and economic implications? Another of 

the cycle’s aims has been to bring humanism and science closer together. Scientists can help 

humanists to understand whether certain proposals are really feasible. “One single mind 

cannot foresee all the consequences involved” says Francesc Torralba, the cycle’s coordinator.

A Doctor in Philosophy with a doctoral thesis on Kierkegaard, and a Doctor in Theology 

with a thesis on Hans Ur von Balthasar, Torralba is Professor of Contemporary Philosophy 

and Philosophical Anthropology at Universitat Ramon Llull in Barcelona and author of a 

large number of works, some of the most recent being “Córrer per pensar i sentir” (2015) 

[Running to think and feel], “Saber dir no” (2016) [How to say no] and “La vida secreta de 

la pregària” (2017) [The secret life of prayer]. He also sits on the ethical committees of 

various institutions. Since December 2011 he has acted as consultant for the Pontifical 

Council for Culture of the Holy See. Born in Barcelona in 1967, he’s one of the youngest 

members of the Club of Rome.

By:

- FRANCESC TORRALBA, philosopher.

“A TRANSHUMAN HAS BEEN TECHNOLOGICALLY 
ENHANCED: IT’S A HYBRID FIGURE. POSTHUMAN 
WOULD BE WHAT COMES AFTER, A TYPE OF 
FIGURE THAT’S SO BIOTECHNOLOGICALLY 
MODIFIED WE CAN NO LONGER CLASSIFY IT AS 
HUMAN OR TRANSHUMAN”
5  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7
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AN EMERGING MOVEMENT: TRANSHUMANISM

There are different theories of 
transhumanism, almost all from the Anglo-
Saxon world. According to one of them, by 
the Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom, 
“Transhumanism is a cultural, intellectual 
and scientific movement that affirms the 
moral duty to enhance human physical 
and cognitive capacities, and to apply 
new technologies to man to eliminate 
undesirable and unnecessary aspects of the 
human condition, such as: suffering, disease, 
ageing and even the mortal condition”. 

This is not a philosophical movement: 
we’re not talking about existentialism, 
structuralism, Marxism or personalism. 
Transhumanism isn’t a utopia of a group 
of social thinkers: it’s a multidisciplinary 
movement forged between scientists, 
philosophers and legal experts. 

It’s based on the assumption that human 
beings can be perfected, which is nothing 
new: the same idea can be found in Aristotle. 
What is new is the duty to enhance and the 
use of technology. It’s not a minor movement. 
It leads philosophers to reflect on what we 
are, on what we could be and on the limits 
and possibilities of the intervention of 
technology on the human condition. It’s a 
proposal to defeat finitude, overcome it or 
transcend it. The prefix trans is extremely 
fertile: transgression, transcend... Transgression 
means having crossed a moral boundary, a 
regulatory framework which should not have 
been breached. Transcend also means crossing 
a boundary but ascending. Transcend doesn’t 
have a negative connotation: when someone 
transcends, they raise themselves higher 
and have a broader field of view. It suggests 
moving towards a sphere but one we are not 
in - not yet.

Transhumanism states that the human 
condition can be transcended by using 
technology applied to the body and brain. 
And this is already the case in many instances. 

HUMAN, TRANSHUMAN, 
POSTHUMAN

Transhuman distinguishes between three 
figures: the human, the transhuman and 
the posthuman. The human being is born 
from a union between two human beings, 
in vitro or in utero. A transhuman has been 
technologically enhanced: it’s a hybrid figure. 
Posthuman would be what comes after, a 
type of figure that’s so biotechnologically 
modified we can no longer classify it 
as human or transhuman. This would 
be a different reality in terms of skills, 
intelligence, memory, imagination... It would 
be the arrival point while transhuman would 
be the transition stage. These three figures 
have been compared with Nietzsche’s 
metaphor of the three metamorphoses of 
the spirit: the camel which becomes a lion 
which becomes a child. 

The notion of the therapeutic power of 
medicine has changed. Technology no 
longer serves to make up for a lack or 
dysfunction. It doesn’t give us glasses to 
correct our eyesight: it inserts a device 
that gives me the sight of a hawk, sharper 
eyesight, both in the micro and macro 

“It’s not a minor movement. It leads 
philosophers to reflect on the human 
condition: on what we are and what 
we could be”



5 5

AN EMERGING MOVEMENT: TRANSHUMANISM

sense, than the healthiest human eye in the 
world, ever. This is a device incorporated 
into the body in order to improve an ability: 
in this case, eyesight. It can also be applied 
to the classic faculties which Descartes 
called the soul: memory, imagination, 
intelligence… Leading to extensive debate 
on what we mean when we talk about 
intelligence and intelligences. 

We’ve moved away from the traditional 
concept of technology: improving 
the raw material and increasing its 
capacities. We’re talking about an 
enhancing or perfectionist medicine. The 
aim of traditional medicine is to cure: to 
reorganise the chaos brought about in an 
organism by endogenous or exogenous 
causes. We insert a valve or prosthesis 
into a body to ensure it functions with 
the pre-established order, to regain the 
cosmos. But in the case of transhumanism, 
a doctor becomes a kind of Platonic 
demiurge: someone that shapes the raw 
material according to an archetype or an 
ideal. I’m not talking about exterior shape 
or form, which would be clearly visible 
today and generates a considerable 
amount of business: namely cosmetic 
surgery. I’m talking about the interior form 
of humans: modifying everything that can 
be modified inside a person. Like a kind of 
doctor-sculptor shaping a raw material 
according to an archetype or model. 

And what do scientists say about the 
possibility of making people’s dreams 
come true? Transhumanism has such 
huge prospects, even the expectation 
of overcoming our mortality, which no 
philosopher had ever talked about before. 
This is known as the Frankenstein syndrome, 

referring to Mary Shelley’s novel which, in 
2018, will be two hundred years old.

TRANSHUMANIST  
MANIFESTO

The transhumanist manifesto is a 
declaration of intent comprising seven 
points. Each one is worthy of attention. 

The first states that, over the next few 
years, humanity will change radically due 
to technology. This is difficult not to accept. 
We imagined technology as something 
that was going to change the world we live 
in but the subject that creates technology 
is also transforming. We foresee the 
possibility of redesigning the human 
condition. The ills of the past, elements 
of fatality, the imponderables which, until 
now, we believed to be inevitable may 
be eradicated. Dreams appear, such as 
eternal youth. Here the reference is Oscar 
Wilde: The Picture of Dorian Gray. But one 
thing is literature and another is when 
scientists from several universities claim 
that it’s going to be possible. 

The second point states that systematic 
research must focus on understanding these 
future developments and their long-term 

“Transhumanism has such huge 
prospects, even the expectation of 
overcoming our mortality, which 
no philosopher had ever talked 
about before. This is known as the 
Frankenstein syndrome”
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AN EMERGING MOVEMENT: TRANSHUMANISM

consequences. Who would not agree with 
this idea? There are consequences of many 
different types: economic, demographic, 
social, educational, family… They may be 
difficult to imagine but we must make an 
effort to anticipate such consequences. 
Discerning is the capacity to anticipate 
consequences before taking a decision. To 
this end, it’s important to deliberate with 
those who don’t think like yourself. Because 
if you only deliberate with those who think 
as you do, you can easily become stuck in a 
tribal or endogamic bubble. 

The third point is that transhumanists 
believe that being receptive to new 
technology means it can be used to benefit 
Humanity. More than if we try to condemn 
or ban it. In this respect, the bibliography 
reveals a highly visible battle between bio-
conservatives and techno-progressists. 
Techno-progressists say “why depend on 
the gene lottery when we can enhance by 
using the resources we already have? Being 
able to improve the human condition and 
not doing so would be sinning by omission”. 
There is a blind or absolute confidence in 
technology. However, the 20th century 
has shown us how technology can be used 
in very different ways. Sometimes it’s been 
used to annihilate ethnic or human groups. 
Technology can be placed at the service 
of ignoble causes. The manifesto does not 
discuss this possibility. 

The fourth point states that transhumanists 
defend the moral right of those who 
wish to use technology to enhance their 
cognitive and physical abilities and to 
improve their control of their own lives. 
There is a neoliberal kind of transhumanism 
and, above all in France, a more socially-

focused transhumanism which believes that 
everyone can enjoy the chance to improve. 
The epicentre of neoliberal transhumanism 
is the Singularity University in Silicon 
Valley and also some British and Australian 
professors, while French transhumanists 
say we should improve but this cannot 
be arbitrarily decided by each individual. 
Behind all this lies a very serious debate 
about aequitas. 

No-one will be forced to improve. But 
for those who want to improve, there 
cannot be limits. These two beings will live 
together in the same spaces, in the same 
firms, in the same cities. This would result 
in huge grievances comparing physical 
and economic performance, memory, the 
capacity to foresee problems or withstand 
death. Such changes could open up a 
huge rift in society and create massive 
inequality should some common minimum 
standards not be applied to all citizens.

The fifth point is very interesting. It states 
that, in view of the future, we must take 
into account the possibility of dramatic 
technological progress: it would be a 
tragedy if potential benefits did not emerge 
because of unwarranted technophobia or 
unnecessary prohibitions. It would also be 
tragic if intelligent life disappeared due to 
a war caused by advanced technologies. 

The sixth point: we need to create debates 
to decide what must be done and create 
spheres in which such decisions can 
be put into practice. The idea is to take 
debate to the very heart of the agora. It’s 
also difficult to disagree with this point. 
But this is not a minor issue: it’s a global 
debate, albeit unequally distributed as 
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AN EMERGING MOVEMENT: TRANSHUMANISM

far as technologies are concerned. How 
can a debate of this nature be set up? 
What auctoritas is capable of setting the 
boundaries regarding the use, abuse, 
appropriateness or inappropriateness of 
applying certain biotechnologies to our 
bodies? Without governance regulated 
by common criteria, transformations to 
humans could very well occur somewhere 
in the world which are not accepted 
elsewhere. These transhuman beings 
will be able to move around and compete 
throughout the whole planet and work in 
the same multinational companies.

Seven: transhumanism upholds the well-
being of all conscious life, be it human, 
animal, artificial or even extraterrestrial 
intellect, and is made up of many principles 
of modern lay humanism. Transhumanism 
doesn’t support any particular group or 
political platform, although there is a 
Transhumanist Party in the United States, 
with few supporters.

ETHICAL DILEMMAS

And now to the conclusions. There are 
two possible critiques - or question marks 
- regarding transhumanism. A priori: the 
idea that the vulnerability of the human 

condition may be eradicated is difficult 
to digest. I believe that, if there is no 
vulnerability, there is no human condition. 

Then there is the a posteriori criticism 
which focuses on the issue of equity. 
Human beings and transhuman beings 
will live together in the same cities, 
they’ll work in the same companies... 
which will cause huge rifts in society 
should certain minimums not be 
applied. Without common governance 
regarding this issue, there may be 
human transformations somewhere 
in the world which are not accepted 
elsewhere. Access to biotechnology will 
open up a gap that already exists today. 
French transhumanism proposes a social 
transhumanism - naively, in my opinion. 

Lastly: is indefinite longevity desirable? 
What problems would this entail globally? 
We will talk about all this in the next few 
sessions of the cycle.

“How can a debate of this nature be 
set up? What auctoritas is capable 
of setting the boundaries regarding 
the use, abuse, appropriateness or 
inappropriateness of applying certain 
biotechnologies to our bodies?”
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AN EMERGING MOVEMENT: TRANSHUMANISM

What’s the limit of enhancement?  
How far are we going to improve 
eyesight? Until we become electronic 
microscopes?

Transhumanist philosophy is what the 
English call a “no-limits philosophy”. There 
is a limit but we don’t know where it is. 
And while we don’t know where it is, we go 
on exploring. I think of it as an asymptote 
infinitely approaching the X-axis and the 
Y-axis but never actually intersecting 
them. The same thing happens with 
physical performance. We were able to 
imagine running 100 metres in under 
10 seconds. We definitely could but no-
one imagined it would happen so fast. 
Transhumanists believe it might go down 
to eight or even seven, if we apply a series 
of enhancements. But the thing is that the 
person running will no longer be human 
but transhuman. It’s based on the idea 
that we can perfect ad infinitum. But if you 
eradicate contingency, you’re eradicating 
the human condition.

What is the relationship between 
transhumanism and dataism?  
What role does Google play in all this?

Big Data, dataism and transhumanism 
have points in common. You can’t 
understand the Singularity University 
without Google. Such projects have huge 
funding but a company is unlikely to invest 
if it doesn’t get a return on its research… 
An analysis that is neither malicious nor 
blinded by naivety allows us to glimpse 
some kind of long-term outcome. There 
are other powerful institutions involved, 
such as NASA itself, which support 
the Singularity University. It’s no joke: 
there’s theoretical discourse, intellectual 
supporters, philosophical thought and a 
large number of scientists, technology 
experts, biotechnology experts, engineers 
who hope to validate these proposals 
over time. However, I don’t know whether 
there’s any direct relationship. 

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“Inequality and tax havens” is the title of the talk given by Gabriel Zucman, 

Assistant Professor at the University of California at Berkeley, as part of the 

cycle of talks Combating inequality:  the great global challenge, organised 

by ”la Caixa” Foundation, the Catalunya-Europa Foundation, the Club of Rome 

and the Department of Labour, Social Affairs and Families of the Catalan 

government on 19 October 2017. 

Zucman specialises in studying social inequality and tax havens and he’s the 

author of several reference books such as The Hidden Wealth of Nations 
(2015). In December 2017, just after his talk at Palau Macaya, the World 

Inequality Lab, of which he forms a part, published the World Inequality 
Report 2018 which has been widely reported in the general press, apart from 

specialist circles. 

“Many observers have been quick to blame globalisation, China and technology 

for the stagnation of working-class wages in the US” the report’s authors told 

The Guardian newspaper. “But the global data presented in our report offers a 

fuller picture. The US has run a unique experiment since the 1980s – and the 

results have been uniquely disastrous”

“ H OW  C A N  W E  M A K E 
G L O B A L I S AT I O N  A N D  TA X  
J U S T I C E  C O M PAT I B L E ? ”
1 9  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 7

By:

- GABRIEL ZUCMAN, economist.
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INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS

Today we’re going to address one of the 
most pressing questions of our time: how 
can we make globalisation and tax justice 
compatible? All regions and countries 
in the world are facing this question. 
For a very simple reason: globalisation 
is making it increasingly difficult to 
redistribute wealth. Globalisation is 
contributing to the rise in inequality 
observed in many countries. The 
magnitude is different from one country 
to another; it has grown more in the 
United States than in European countries 
but this is a global phenomenon. 

Globalisation increases pre-tax inequality 
because it makes it possible for successful 
business people and entrepreneurs to 
earn much higher incomes. At the same 
time, in the advanced economies it’s 
putting pressure on the wages of the 
working classes, who are competing 
with hundreds of millions of workers in 
emerging countries. So we have these 
two trends: much higher incomes among 
a tiny elite and stagnating or hardly 
increasing wages among the working and 
middle classes.

REDISTRIBUTING  
THE TAX BURDEN

Globalisation is also redistributing the 
tax burden. And this has consequences 
which have not been analysed sufficiently 
in depth. Large multinationals can pay 
increasingly less taxes. The rich can 
invest in countries where taxes are 
low, they can benefit from tax evasion... 
Increasingly lower tax rates are applied 
to those whose income is very high. But 
tax revenue has not fallen; the burden 
has fallen on the middle and working 
classes. The response of the middle class 
has been: perhaps we should protect 
ourselves from globalisation. Perhaps we 
should restrict the free flow of capital, of 
labour and goods… 

Brexit could be interpreted as a 
protectionist movement. I think it 
wants to turn the United Kingdom into 
a tax haven. The same month as Brexit 
occurred, the British government 
announced a plan to reduce corporate tax 
to below 12%, which was the minimum at 
that time. Something similar is happening 
with Trump’s election. The kind of fiscal 
policy Trump will put into practice 
will be an even bigger cut for large 
multinationals and for high-earners. 
Emmanuel Macron’s first measure has 
been to abolish the wealth tax which had 
existed in the French Republic: applied to 
1% of the richest families in the country. 
The idea is: we can’t tax the rich because, 
if we do, they’ll move to other countries 
with lower taxes. France, just like Ireland, 
the United Kingdom and the United 
States, is becoming a kind of tax haven.

“We have these two trends: much 
higher incomes among a tiny 
elite and stagnating or hardly 
increasing wages among the 
working and middle classes”
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INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS

PROFITS IN BERMUDA  

I’d like to convince you that there’s another 
way of doing things. I think it’s possible to 
have an open, well-organised economy and 
a fair tax system. To this end we need two 
ingredients: a good understanding of the 
problem and creative policies. Academia 
has talked about this a lot and the 
conclusion has been “we can’t do much”.

What are the issues we’re talking about 
here? Firstly, tax havens are making 
it easier for large companies to easily 
shift their profits to places where taxes 
are lower. The cases and figures are 
sometimes striking. For instance, which 
is the most famous company on the 
planet? Google, right? In 2015 Google 
made a 15.5 billion profit... in Bermuda, 
where corporate tax rate is 0%. It’s as if 
every inhabitant in Bermuda had created 
300,000 euros in profit for Google. And 
no-one is in Bermuda; two or three people 
at most, working for Google. This gives 
a sense of how this artificial shifting of 
profits is totally out of control. 

Technological changes are making it 
easier for the rich to hide their assets in 
tax havens. There is proof that offshore 
wealth has grown considerably since the 
1970s. This has a very serious effect on 
the redistribution of the fiscal system, 

which is less and less progressive. 
Governments have realised that income 
is being shifted increasingly to tax havens 
and have said “Alright, so let’s stop taxing 
profit and wealth”. That’s why, in the past 
twenty years, income from corporations 
has fallen dramatically in the OECD 
countries. 

In Europe there’s a great tradition of 
taxing the rich but it’s disappearing. At 
present, only Norway and Switzerland 
tax wealth. The taxes that are no longer 
collected must be compensated by 
other sources of revenue. Taxes such as 
VAT and income tax, which fall on the 
middle and working classes, are tending 
to increase. Do we believe globalisation 
has a future? If this means increasingly 
lower taxes for the rich and higher taxes 
for the rest, I sincerely believe it’s not 
sustainable. We’ll reach a tipping point 
where we’ll have to admit that this kind 
of globalisation has no future. Perhaps 
we’ve already passed this point, with the 
election of Trump in the United States. 
Perhaps this explains Trump’s election. 
Perhaps we’re now entering a phase 
where globalisation will start to retreat. 
I’m more optimistic than this. 

“At present, only Norway and 
Switzerland tax wealth... Taxes 
such as VAT and income tax, which 
fall on the middle and working 
classes, are tending to increase”

“Brexit could be interpreted as a 
protectionist movement. I think it 
wants to turn the United Kingdom 
into a tax haven”
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OFFSHORE WEALTH

The way multinationals are taxed was 
invented a century ago, in the 1920s, when 
the League of Nations, the forerunner of 
the United Nations, realised that cross-
border trade was growing. They were 
concerned about the possibility of double 
taxation: that the same profit would be 
taxed twice in two different countries. 
They asked economists to think about 
how multinationals should be taxed. In 
hindsight, we realise their ideas weren’t 
so great. 

1. The first idea was source-based taxation. 
For example: a company based in the 
United States has a subsidiary in Brazil. So 
the Brazilian subsidiary produces coffee 
and exports it to the United States, to 
the parent company, which sells it to US 
clients. The League of Nations specialists 
claimed that Brazil’s profits should be 
taxed in Brazil. And the profits achieved in 
the United States should be taxed in the 
United States. But how do we know how 
much profit has been made in Brazil and 
how much in the United States? 

2. The League of Nations experts defined 
a second principle: transfer pricing. This 
is based on the idea that the parent 
company in the US should import the 
coffee from its own subsidiary at the 
market price for coffee, as if they were 
totally independent entities. But they’re 
not: they form part of the same group. 

3. The third idea was that we should have 
bilateral tax treaties that respect these two 
principles. Such treaties should define the 
details and not a single, global agreement. 

For a long time no-one cared about what had 
been defined with these three principles. 
For one reason: at the end of the 1920s 
this globalisation retreated. Multinational 
profits were very low. In the 1930s, 40s 
and 50s, the profit of US multinationals 
abroad was just 5%. The other 95% of 
profit was obtained in the United States. 
Afterwards globalisation arrived and there 
was an explosion. Currently 35% of all 
earnings are achieved outside the country. 
Globally it’s lower: 20%. 

These are huge figures. Now we’re 
certainly concerned about these 
principles! Each one of them raises issues. 
Source-based taxation is a bad idea because 
it encourages large multinationals to 
operate in low-tax countries. And even if 
they couldn’t artificially shift the location 
of their profits, it would be an incentive 
to move their factories and workers to 
places where taxes are low. 

Transfer pricing is also fundamentally 
a bad idea. Because there are billions 
of transactions carried out within 
multinational groups. The authorities can’t 
check whether these transactions are 
carried out at the correct price. And there’s 
an even bigger issue. Lots of transactions 
don’t have any market price. For instance, 
in 2003, Google transferred its search and 
advertising technology to its subsidiary 
in Bermuda. What was the price of this 
technology? No-one knows, nor do they 
know the price charged by Google. But it 
was likely to be close to zero. With Skype 
we know the price was zero; we know from 
the Luxembourg papers. It doesn’t make 
any sense to separate a multinational into 
independent entities.

INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS
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Bilateral agreements aren’t a good idea 
either: now we have hundreds, or even 
thousands of bilateral agreements and 
they are not consistent with each other. 

The consequence of all this is that, 
if we take all the profits made by US 
companies, where are these profits 
made? 63% of the foreign profits of US 
multinationals are made in Ireland, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland, Bermuda, 
Caribbean islands such as the Cayman 
Islands and Singapore. Profits in these 
locations are taxed at a rate of 2%.

WHO OWNS THE WEALTH 
IN TAX HAVENS?

What is the rate of tax that multinationals 
should pay? In the United States it’s over 
35%. In practice, because of the huge 
shift towards tax havens, on average 
they only pay 20%. We all know Google, 
Facebook. Apple, Microsoft… But digital 
economy firms only represent 10% or 
15% of all these profits in tax havens. 
There are also manufacturing firms, 
pharmaceutical companies... If we 
analyse the world’s multinationals, we 
can estimate that 600 billion euros in 

profit are channelled to tax havens each 
year. In the EU, the loss is 22% of tax 
revenue. In Spain it’s over 15%. 

The other problem is the offshore wealth 
of families. The Swiss central bank is 
relatively transparent. Each month it 
publishes the amount of wealth held by 
foreigners in Swiss banks. Just looking 
at this, we can see that there are 2.4 
trillion dollars. In other tax havens no-
one publishes data and we have to use 
indirect methods. If we examine the 
planet’s data globally, its assets should 
match its liabilities. But this is not the 
case. The planet has more financial 
liabilities than assets. It’s as if planet 
earth were partly owned by another 
planet. The explanation is that all these 
liabilities missing from the financial 
statistics are in the hands of households 
outside their countries of residence. 
Based on these data, we have tried to 
make a global estimate. According to my 
calculations, this is more than 10% of the 
world’s GDP: around seven trillion euros. 
The amount is huge and is growing more 
quickly than wealth and world GDP. 

Who owns the wealth in tax havens? 
In 2007, 10% of world GDP was in 
tax havens. This figure varies a lot 
across countries and masks a lot of 
heterogeneity. Among countries with 
over 10% of their GDP in tax havens are 
the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia 
and Russia: oil-exporting countries, oil 
autocracies and also old democracies 
such as the United Kingdom, France, 
Germany and Spain. At the other end of 
the spectrum are countries with little 
offshore wealth: Korea and Poland, 

“63% of the foreign profits of US 
multinationals are made in Ireland, 
the Netherlands, Switzerland, 
Bermuda, Caribbean islands such as 
the Cayman Islands and Singapore. 
Profits in these locations are taxed 
at a rate of 2%” 

INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS
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with low tax rates, and Norway, Finland, 
Denmark, with high tax rates. It’s not 
taxes in themselves that lead people 
to move wealth to tax havens. It’s a 
combination of specific historical and 
geographical reasons. In particular: a lot 
of things can be explained by proximity 
to Switzerland. Economic and political 
instability after the Second World 
War also explains things: Greece and 
Argentina had dictatorships…

One step forward is that we now know 
more about how concentrated this 
wealth is. Before the 2008 financial 
crisis, tax evasion had expanded a great 
deal; we could say that it had become 
democratised. Millions of people had 
declared bank accounts in Switzerland. 
But the wealth of these accounts is 
extraordinarily concentrated: it belongs 
to incredibly rich people. We know 
this from the tax amnesties that have 
occurred in many countries. We’ve 
been able to analyse who these people 
are, who have made use of these tax 
amnesties. 80% of the wealth declared in 
these amnesties belongs to the top 0.1% 
of the richest people. 

Most people don’t evade tax. If you earn 
a salary or a pension, your taxes are 
sent immediately to the tax authorities. 
You can’t evade anything. Most of the 
population only has this kind of income. 
But in the upper portion, wealth is not 
declared for income tax. Not even in 
Scandinavian countries! There is a huge 
supply of tax evasion services for the 
wealthiest people. This turns into a loss 
of revenue and a very unfair tax system.

CLEAR SANCTIONS ARE 
NEEDED

A lot of people see these figures and get very 
depressed. They think nothing can be done. 
But it’s not true. In the past ten years there 
has been a lot of progress. There has been 
an automatic exchange of bank information 
that didn’t exist before. As from next year, 
banks in tax havens must report to foreign 
tax authorities. But it’s not enough to ask 
who’s benefitting from tax evasion but also 
to ask them to stop evading.

If there isn’t a clear sanction for countries 
and banks that help tax evasion, things will 
continue the same. When you ask banks 
if they have French, Spanish or US clients 
they say no, because they’ve transferred 
the wealth to shell corporations. It’s not 
enough to make a formal request for 
information: the problem of financial 
opacity must be addressed. How can 

“If we analyse the world’s 
multinationals, we can estimate 
that 600 billion euros in profit 
are channelled to tax havens each 
year. In the EU, the loss is 22% of 
tax revenue”

“How can we have an informed 
debate about government policy, 
about redistribution, about taxes 
if we don’t know who owns the 
wealth?”

INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS
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we have an informed debate about 
government policy, about redistribution, 
about taxes if we don’t know who owns the 
wealth? Financial wealth should be on a 

kind of register, like real estate. And, finally, 
we need to change the way multinational 
corporations are taxed, with an EU-wide 
regulation.

INEQUALITY AND TAX HAVENS

What sanctions can be applied?

I think sanctions must be applied to those 
who provide evasion services, not so 
much to those evading taxes. We have to 
restrict the supply because the suppliers 
are financial institutions. How can we 
do it? By saying to them: if you go on 
providing services for tax evasion, money 
laundering or other financial offences 
you’ll be thrown out of the business; we’ll 
take away your banking licence. That’s 
very feasible. Regarding the register 
of financial wealth, some international 
cooperation is required. In the short 
term the best thing is to do it at an EU 
level. The target could be for the EU to 
become the most transparent economy 
on the planet. If you want to invest in the 
EU, buy a flat in Barcelona or German 
bonds, you can do it. But we’re going to 
record it in a public European register.

Social democracy has been destroyed: 
what can be done?

Social democracy can be reinvented! 
For me, the problem is that things have 
changed too quickly. In twenty years 
we’ve had a combination of globalisation, 
the revolution of information and 
communication technologies and political 
changes in many countries. Only now can 
we understand the consequences of all 
this and we can say: we’ve made mistakes. 
In the US it started with Reagan. The 
highest tax rate went from 90% to 40%. A 
radical experiment. Yes, yes: income has 
gone up, for the top 0.1% but not for the 
rest of the population. Thirty years on 
we’ve realised the nature of the problem: 
finding a solution is only a matter of time.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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“Predistribution to fight against inequality” was the talk given by Jacob S. 

Hacker, Professor of Political Science at Yale University, on 16 November 

2017 as part of the series Combating Inequality: The Great Global 
Challenge, organised by the Club of Rome, the Catalunya Europa Foundation, 

the Catalan government’s Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Families and 

”la Caixa” Foundation. 

Hacker is one of North America’s most influential political scientists. He’s a 

young man—born in Eugene, Oregon in 1971—and the author of several books, 

the most recent being American Amnesia (2016), written in collaboration 

with Paul Pierson. He’s internationally renowned for having reclaimed and 

theorised the concept of predistribution. According to Xavier Martínez 

Celorrio, who introduced the lecture, in our country we’ve always worked to 

counter inequalities once they’ve been produced. Meanwhile, we’ve forgotten 

to think about their origin, which lies in the markets, their regulation and the 

quality of public policies.

Hacker has focused his work on the appalling growth of social inequalities, 

forcing us to reconsider the redistribution and predistribution of income and 

wealth. How can we organise markets so that, from the outset, they generate 

more prosperity, fairness and social cohesion?

By:

- JACOB S. HACKER,  political scientist.

1 6  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 7 

“ T H E  M O S T  E F F E C T I V E  R E F O R M S 
PA C K A G E  WO U L D  B E  O N E  T H AT 
A L L OW E D  T H E  M A R K E T  T O  WO R K 
H A R D E R  A N D  B E T T E R  F O R  T H E  B E N E F I T 
O F  T H E  M I D D L E  A N D  L OW E R  C L A S S E S ”
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A few months ago, a total solar eclipse took 
place in the United States, spreading from 
the East of the country to the West (he 
shows a map with a large red strip going 
from coast to coast). The reason why the 
strip is red is because, in the United States, 
when we talk about the Republican Party, 
we talk about red America. It comes from 
the electoral maps produced in the era of Al 
Gore and Bush. The small blue dots are the 
places where Hillary Clinton won. As you 
can see, most of the territory of the United 
States is Republican. We can trace a line 
from North to South, West to East and the 
majority of the counties and states voted 
for Trump. But, as you know, Trump didn’t 
win the most votes. How is that possible?

Here we have another map from the 
perspective of political geography. Most 
of the country is Republican but, in urban 
areas, where more people live, they voted 
en masse for Hillary Clinton. The bars 
that are coming up from the cities are the 
number of votes, and you can see that there 
are a lot of voters in urban America. You can 
also see that they voted nearly unanimously 
for Hillary Clinton, not Donald Trump.

This is a pattern that’s getting more 
and more pronounced, and not just in 
the United States—urban areas support 
the moderate left, non-urban areas the 
populist right (and sometimes the extreme 
left). When I saw this map, I thought: what 
does this remind me of? Of a map of the 
earth, at night, with the lights from urban 
areas standing out. These more prominent 
points are the cities. They are the places 
where economic growth and prosperity 
flourish. And they are where people vote 
Democrat: blue America.

So Democratic voters are concentrated 
in urban, prosperous America, while, at 
the same time, large and much more rural 
areas of the United States overwhelmingly 
supported Donald Trump. In the end, 
Trump won the elections because he told 
the people living in rural America that he 
wanted to “make America great again”.

RURAL, URBAN

Why did Donald Trump say the United 
States needed to be made “great again”? 
Why did this rallying cry resonate with 
the red areas of America? Recently, two 
renowned economists carried out a study 
of American health and the findings 
they’ve just published are shocking. 
Middle-aged white Americans—a group we 
consider privileged—have experienced an 
increase in premature mortality: they are 
dying younger than they used to. This is 
just the case for white Americans. It’s not 
the case for Hispanics living in the United 
States, or African Americans either. And 
it’s a pattern we only find in the United 
States. Not in France or Germany, or the 
United Kingdom or Canada or Australia or 
Sweden: all countries with low and falling 
mortality rates. 

Why are people in the white population 
in the United States dying young? The 

“Most of the country is Republican 
but, in the cities, where more people 
live, they voted en masse for Hillary 
Clinton. It’s a pattern that’s getting 
more and more pronounced.”

PREDISTRIBUTION TO FIGHT AGAINST INEQUALITY



6 8

two economists call these countless lives 
cut short “deaths of despair.” We don’t 
know exactly why death rates are on the 
rise, but we do know the trend is driven 
by rising opioid overdoes, liver disease 
from alcohol abuse and suicides. And we 
do know these deaths are concentrated 
among white Americans without a college 
degree, particularly those living outside 
the cities.

There are more and more differences 
between the rural world and the urban 
world—and this isn’t only true in the United 
States. The Brexit map is very similar to 
the one we’ve seen of the North American 
elections. The large urban centres voted 
in favour of remaining in the EU while the 
most rural regions voted in favour of leaving 
because they were afraid of the economic 
future; they believe that things are going 
badly, they fear economic changes, social 
delocalisation and immigration that are 
threatening their status and security.

In addition to the urban-rural divide, there’s 
also a big divide between those who have 
university qualifications and those who 
don’t. This divide is producing some very 
significant consequences in many developed 
democracies. 

WHAT CAN WE DO TO 
REDISTRIBUTE WEALTH?

When you heard I was coming to talk to 
you about predistribution, you probably 
thought that I’d start with income inequality. 
But the most fundamental inequalities 
have to do with the right to health and the 
opportunity to unlock one’s full potential. 
What has happened in the United States, 
and perhaps also in Spain, is that there’s a 
feeling among less affluent citizens that 
their economic opportunities have become 
curtailed; that their children won’t have the 
same opportunities as their predecessors. 

Why do they think that? The fundamental 
reason is inequality. If you were born in 
the 1940s, according to recent research, 
you had an almost 100 percent chance 
of having a higher income than your 
parents had. But chance has been falling 
in subsequent generations. For example, 
for those born in the 1980s, the chance 
is only 50-50, a coin flip. According to this 
research, almost all of the change is due 
to the widening of income gaps within the 
United States, not slower growth overall.

We normally study the increase of 
inequality in a national context: in a country 
like Spain or the United States. The data 
are very different when we examine the 
situation at a global level. In developed 
countries incomes have not increased in 
the lowest bracket. Between 1998 and 
2008, 15% of the world’s poorest citizens 
experienced no growth in their income 
while, in the middle bracket, in countries 
such as India or China, there has been 
very significant growth. Then we come to 
our context: countries with the highest 

“Why are people in the white 
population in the United States 
dying young? It’s what’s called 
death of despair”
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“What has happened in the United 
States, and perhaps also in Spain, 
is that there’s a feeling among the 
lower classes that their economic 
opportunities have ended; that 
their children won’t have the 
same opportunities as their 
predecessors.”

earnings, where those who aren’t rich have 
experienced slow income growth.

The stagnation of salaries at intermediate 
levels is a highly significant problem in 
many democracies. It’s not an issue that 
affects the wealthy in these countries. 
Therefore, when we get to this tail in 
the graph, we can see that incomes have 
increased a lot for part of the population. 
Globalisation and the development of 
countries such as India and China have put 
pressure on the middle classes in wealthy 
countries, even while they’ve helped the 
very rich pull away.

We are talking here about enormous 
changes—and mostly changes in income 
before government taxes and benefits: 
what people earn from the labour and 
capital. It’s very difficult to see how 
you could reverse this trend simply by 
increasing redistribution. For one, the 
quantity of taxes and spending that would 
be needed for this to work is substantial. 
For another, it doesn’t seem realistic that 
these policies would find widespread 
support even among those who might 
benefit from them. Moreover, there’s 

another danger: the feeling of loss of 
dignity. A Universal Basic Income, for 
example, would provide people with an 
income floor but not the sense of social 
belonging that comes from engagement in 
employment and civic life. 

For this reason, I think we need to take 
predistribution much more seriously. 

SPAIN ON THE HEELS OF THE 
UNITED STATES

We can learn a lot from the North American 
experience, from the increase in right-wing 
populism and the political demons that 
have brought about such transformations. 
The United States and Spain have some 
highly significant similarities: they both 
have a high level of inequality. After the 
United States, only the United Kingdom 
outdoes Spain. It was thought that the 
financial crisis had caused this problem 
but when the economy began to grow 
again, first in the United States and later in 
Spain, the inequalities didn’t diminish. 

In 1979, in the United States, the richest 
1% had an average annual income of 
400,000 dollars. The year before the 
financial crisis, inequality had grown 
enormously in the United States. That 
richest 1% had distanced itself from the 
rest of the population. The winner takes it 
all: the richest 1% has had an almost 300% 
increase in income! This increase was 
greater in the United States than in other 
countries.

The fact that the United States has 
experienced such a large increase 

PREDISTRIBUTION TO FIGHT AGAINST INEQUALITY



7 0

PREDISTRIBUTION TO FIGHT AGAINST INEQUALITY

relative to other rich democracies 
suggests that there is nothing natural 
about rising inequality. Yes, all countries 
have experienced pressures for growing 
economic divides. But policies and politics 
within countries have been critical as 
well. In particular, policies have greatly 
weakened the bargaining power of middle 
class workers while increasing the ability of 
those at the top to extract higher incomes. 
We have seen predistribution—it’s just 
been from the less affluent to the rich!

I think it’s crucial that we consider 
how future policies can improve this 
situation. Firstly, we need to turn back 
the deregulation of the financial sector, 
which has allowed executives to make 
huge profits while transferring the risks 
to the rest of society. Secondly, we need 
to slow and hopefully reverse the drop 
in trade union activity. After the Second 
World War, trade unions represented a 
third of workers while today the number of 
unionised workers in the private sector is 

just 5%. Again, this isn’t natural; it is a result 
of the policies that have been implemented. 
Canada, our northern neighbour, for 
example, hasn’t experienced a comparable 
reduction in trade union activity.

Thirdly, we have to boost workers’ 
involvement in politics. The political 
system in the United States is dominated 
by money, there’s very little participation, 
especially among the most disadvantaged 
citizens. We need far-reaching political 
reform. Ultimately, the most effective 
reforms package would be one that allowed 
the market to work harder and better for 
the benefit of the middle and lower classes.

To finish, Hacker shows a video of a session 
of the British Parliament where former 
Prime Minister David Cameron calls him 
the guru of predistribution and mocks him 
because of his name. The possibility of 
predistribution scares right-wing parties, 
as Xavier Martínez Celorrio points out 
before opening the floor to questions.
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Is there any cause for optimism?

Economic and political inequalities spur 
each other on. But there are cases that I’d 
like to think we could be a little optimistic 
about. Was it the world wars or the 
mobilisation accompanying these world 
wars that reduced inequality in the 20th 
century? Inequality also diminished in 
the Great Depression. We often forget 
how forceful the political struggle was in 
the framework of the war. Those risking 
their lives don’t believe that, in addition 
to risking their lives they should also 
risk their wages. That leads me to think 
that it’s essential to mobilise people 
around one basic idea. The other common 
factor for all three periods is substantial 
government investment. We need 
progressist mobilisation, from the left, and 
someone on the other side to listen to us. 
The problem is that large companies are 
against the state instead of cooperating.

At this politically hostile time, with 
so much power concentrated in the 
financial sector, is a new predistributive 
agenda truly viable?

I do think it’s viable. I don’t think the global 
financial elite dictate policies. Donald Trump 
won because he spoke of alternative policies 
that would help the middle classes. He 
clearly united them behind a very restrictive 
and regressive view in terms of race and 
immigration. And he has abandoned the 
economic interests of his core supporters: 
Trump’s tax cuts will benefit those at the 
top, not the middle class. But I don’t think 
this is inevitable. After all, Barack Obama 
promoted the policies that helped the 
middle classes; policies that the Republicans 
are now dismantling. Globalisation and 
financialisation play a role, because capital 
mobility is putting pressure on the middle 
classes. But ultimately politics can turn the 
tide. Our greatest challenge is to bring back 
worker representation, both in politics and 
in the market.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS
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