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The Palau Macaya has become a point of reference in the life of Barcelona. 

The initial idea of turning the centre into a venue for intellectual debate that’s 

open to social and cultural organisations, academia, private firms and public 

institutions dates back to 2012. Since then, its activity has grown non-stop. 

Talks and courses have been given on specific issues, as well as holding a call for 

applications to encourage new social organisations and setting up many different 

channels of dialogue with specialists from all kinds of fields. Its audiences have also 

grown compared with previous years, attracting a large number of enthusiastic, 

engaged people with an ever-increasing interest in such issues. 

Located in a wonderful setting, in a building that has witnessed the social 

development of Catalan society and its cultural dimension, the Palau Macaya has 

become a palace of thought. With its doors always open, with a courtyard that 

acts as a meeting place and conference rooms and classrooms constantly filled 

with a wide range of activities, the Palau Macaya helps to fill a very important 

gap. We live in a time when knowledge has multiplied; with growing specialisation 

accompanied by a need for greater teamwork. On the one hand, there are few 

platforms where experts from different areas can contrast and compare their 

opinions. On the other hand, we’re not always aware of the work carried out 

by public institutions and private initiatives in creating multidisciplinary teams 

capable of providing complex answers to complex situations.

The Palau Macaya serves both these needs and many of its activities are based 

on dialogue between experts from different areas. For example, in relation 

to one of the star themes of recent years, namely the advances being made in 

T h e  Pa l a u  M a c a ya ,  a n  a go ra  
f o r  d i a l o g u e  a n d  t h o u g h t
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medicine and the possibility of prolonging people’s lives, or transhumanism; and 

in relation to the new technologies of industry 4.0 and robotisation, as well as how 

to encourage the circular economy. 

During a Palau Macaya session, a biologist explains the results obtained in the 

laboratory, a philosopher examines the ethical consequences of indefinite 

longevity, and a theologian presents the religious views of different cultures. 

An engineer explains the work being carried out by the most advanced research 

centres, a journalist considers the consequences of robotisation for employment 

and a historian explains how the revolution we’re living through today differs 

from other times of technological change. At the same time, a mathematician and 

a biologist explain the studies they’re conducting together to assess the effects 

of climate change on health, while two experts in communication and networks 

employed in different regions, the United States and Latin America, combine their 

observations and experiences to propose alternative models of action. 

One of the most frequent conclusions of the Palau Macaya talks and dialogues 

is that we must build bridges of knowledge, of dialogue, and that, faced with 

the great challenges of the future, we must have an opinion; we must stop being 

passive observers and get involved in a better future.

This book covers 15 of the sessions held at the Palau Macaya throughout 2018. 

It’s been a hard choice and, without doubt, we could have included many more. Our 

aim has been for this selection to represent the breadth of the themes and points of 

view. Among the participants are leading international figures in the fields of history, 

thought and foresight; scientists at the head of cutting-edge research laboratories 

and thinkers and communicators with both knowledge and experience. 

There are a few constant themes that run through several sessions. First of all, 

the role of people regarding mechanisation, regarding climate change, regarding 

the increase in inequality in the world and regarding the role of education. Palau 

Macaya sessions are a benchmark for humanism. 

Secondly, a concern for politics: for corruption and how to tackle it, the difficulties 

in consolidating European values, freedom and democracy, the risk posed by the 

The Palau Macaya, an agora for dialogue and thought
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rise of populism throughout the world and the need to create new forms of social 

participation. 

Finally, one of the cycles from which two sessions have been chosen deals with 

the women who’ve exerted a great influence on the history of human rights. These 

sessions are doubly interesting: because of the growing prominence of women 

in society and also because they present the wonderful example given by these 

women, with their individual stances that are also collective in scope. Thanks to 

the courage and determination of these women who changed the history of human 

rights, the world today is a little better and they’ve become an example to follow.

I would especially like to thank the European School of Humanities  for the 

endless curiosity it generates regarding philosophy, history, literature and 

politics, leading it to tackle highly diverse issues with the help of outstanding 

thinkers. And also the collaboration of the Spanish division of Club de Roma, 

which has an office at the Palau Macaya and works closely together with “la Caixa” 

Foundation. And also the work carried out by the organisations and associations, 

public institutions and universities which, throughout 2018, collaborated with 

“la Caixa” Foundation to ensure the Palau Macaya project reaches an ever-

increasing number of people, with more voices and different approaches. And I 

would not want to forget the very important contribution made by the speakers 

and specialists taking part in the sessions; a truly magnificent team.

This is the second volume in the collection dedicated to the Palau Macaya 

dialogues. We hope it will become a truly useful tool to raise awareness of the state 

of the question regarding major issues that concern both our present and future; 

presented clearly, with a universal focus and a humanist and social approach.

IsIdre FaIné

Chairman of ”la Caixa” 

The Palau Macaya, an agora for dialogue and thought
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Populism and contemporary Europe
Cycle: The cultural and social bases of present-day Europe, organised by the 

European School of Humanities and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Máriam Martínez-Bascuñán, Professor of Political Science at the Autonomous 

University of Madrid

M o n d a y ,  1 5  J a n u a r y  2 0 1 8

“A t h e n i a n  d e m o c ra c y  o n l y  l a s t e d 
7 0  y e a r s  a n d  t h e re ’ s  a  d a n ge r  t h e 
s a m e  t h i n g  w i l l  h a p p e n  a ga i n”

I don’t know if you know Philipp Blom’s book Fracture: Life and Culture in the West. I 

remembered it as I was preparing this talk. I was amazed to find that the sensation 

we have today, that we’re experiencing a time full of contradictions and friction 

with events occurring at a dizzying speed and an uncertain future, has already 

been experienced many times throughout history. It’s not something new but that 

doesn’t mean the feeling of confusion we’ve been experiencing for the past two 

years is no less central to our time. New realignments of social and intellectual 

positions with no firm ground on which to tread; visions of the world in dispute, 

continual confrontation in electoral contests that place generation against 

generation (baby boomers versus millennials), rural areas against cities, traditional 

media against social media... 

Democracy  without  promise

The electoral shock waves of recent years reflect a huge reaction to the old 

institutional and power structures. We have the feeling that, although the old 

power and institutional structures have been shaken, new movements have little 
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chance of imposing themselves. I would like to repeat a question asked by Wendy 

Brown, an internationally renowned political scientist who, in my opinion, is one 

of the best voices at the moment. How do we live in these broken narratives, when 

nothing has taken their place? The narrative of progress, Fukuyama’s narrative of 

the end of history, have expired but nothing has replaced them. We’re living in a 

time of democracy without promise, in which the alternatives have disappeared. 

The regime of a promising future has been destroyed and we are functioning by 

seeking evasion in the past. 

Hence the great dictums which, in some of the big elections, have substantially 

changed the world we live in: Take Back Control (Brexit), Make America Great Again 

(Trump), Remettre la France en Ordre (Le Pen - Set France to Rights). These are 

emblems, simplifications which have served to encapsulate, to redirect the mood 

in society. They recognised the emotional atmosphere and redirect it; its accuracy 

didn’t matter so much as its impact. 

We live at a time when parties no longer call themselves parties but have become 

movements, such as Spain’s Podemos (We Can) and Macron’s Movement en Marche 

(Movement on the March). They cease to represent interests, ideas and opinions 

and are fundamentally states of mind. Populism is not an alternative: it’s pure 

rhetoric. What characterises our time is the inability to imagine any alternatives. 

The emerging options are neither legitimate nor legitimising. Some people want to 

call this the post-truth era. This is probably the case even though the relationship 

between lies and politics is as old as politics itself. Again and again Hannah 

Arendt’s prophecy has been confirmed: it’s not the facts that end up convincing 

us, not even the invented ones, but the consistency of the system to which we 

feel we belong. It may be unfair to compare what’s happening with other periods 

in history. The problem is not so much one of real inequality but our perception. 

It’s important for academics to recognise these emotional states of our time. I 

remember the night when Trump won the election. The philosopher Judith Butler 

wrote an entry in her blog questioning the failures in academia: what are we failing 

in; who haven’t we asked and what questions have we stopped asking, given that 

we didn’t predict this political earthquake? 
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A fragi le  system

We must be careful because democracy is a fragile system. What we thought was 

never going to happen has happened, and it shows. Here I’d like to use another 

quote from Blom: “Democracy and human rights are neither the norm nor the 

logical consequence of progress. They are a recent and rare historical exception, 

perhaps a mere episode.” 

This premise regarding the fragility of democracy should be accompanied by a 

warning: it cannot be an excuse to reaffirm the status quo, to make populism with 

populism. Identifying what may be maladies of the system of democracy should 

not prevent us from self-criticism, given all these political upheavals produced. 

Whatever the case, these emotional perceptions and political turbulence exist 

and they must be analysed to produce good forecasts and diagnoses. We must 

attempt to understand all these phenomena from all those aspects I pointed 

out previously: the decline in democracy and various other factors related to 

economic, geopolitical, spatial, racial, generational and also gender issues.

Another excerpt from Blom’s book helps us to understand what’s happening today 

from a gender perspective: “’It was not easy to be a man in 1914. Traditional forms 

of manliness and social hierarchies had been undermined by industrialization and 

urbanization.” Sound familiar? “New jobs and occupations were hard to reconcile 

with the ideas previous generations had had of manly virtue”. In other words, new 

occupations, for example a modern office worker, have certainly ceased to reflect 

the image of manliness that had predominated during the years of education. 

Many feminists, when talking about these male office workers, referred to such 

jobs as “manhood coffins”. 

Then as now, all these silent revolutions that have to do with progressive, 

pacifistic, cosmopolitan and multicultural changes were phenomena that helped 

to shake up the identity of what it meant to be a man, a citizen or a worker. To what 

extent have all these transformations we’re going through today contributed 

to a similar situation? Those lost identities succeeded in asserting themselves 

with the outbreak of war. It seems to me that the metaphor of war, at that time, 

would become what Trump’s coming to power has symbolised. Trump has been 
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hailed as an opportunity. He represents everything that’s perceived as the 

destruction of the old forms of authority, including gender, the bonds of belonging 

and the humiliation that comes from frustrated expectations, especially due to 

globalisation. In this respect, the explanation provided by Obama was moving: 

he attributed his triumph to the irresistible argument of being willing to blow 

everything up. I wonder to what extent this argument also serves to explain Brexit 

or the French presidential elections. 

Although this hypothesis of those losing out to globalisation can be qualified with 

the data available, it’s useful to link this idea of political upheaval with the economic 

decline and new insecurities arising among those who’ve been socialised along 

the lines of the traditional framework of power and whose sense of identity has 

been undermined. Before I mentioned the opposition between baby boomers and 

millennials, between rural areas and the city. This has been very clear in Brexit and 

in the UK elections which resulted in ample support for Corbyn. It was very clear 

in Trump being elected President. Local phenomena are affecting the general 

trends in successive electoral contests. 

What i s  popul i sm?

Populism is a highly elusive word. Jan-Werner Muller begins his book What is 

Populism? (2016) by saying that we don’t have anything like a theory of populism; 

the term is subject to many interpretations. We could say, following Muller, that 

it’s “a particular moralistic imagination of politics”. Why moralistic? It’s a way of 

constructing politics based on a Manichean fiction that maintains a fictitious 

division between a corrupt elite (this does not mean it doesn’t exist) and good 

people. Here I would like to stress that populism is not an ideology but a logic 

of political action. The formulas of political action are more important than 

the doctrine, converted into acts through stereotypes that help to establish a 

dichotomy between us and them (immigrants, political class).  

That’s why we can talk about right-wing populism and left-wing populism. This 

distinction would be meaningless if ideological content played an important role. 

Moreover, it doesn’t lead to a simple definition because the adjective “populist” is 
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being increasingly used as a weapon of political disqualification, freely employed 

to refer to political leaders and parties, and also because almost every example of 

praising “the people” ends up being catalogued as populist. It’s a phantasm that’s 

difficult to grab hold of. 

In the 1960s Isaiah Berlin spoke of the “Cinderella Complex”: there’s a shoe, the 

word populism, so somewhere there must be a foot. The prince is always wandering 

around with the shoe and we’re sure that, somewhere, a foot called pure populism 

awaits him. All other populisms are deviations of this but, somewhere, lurks true 

populism. We’re going to see just how far what we’re currently witnessing are 

manifestations of pure populism or variations on a theme.

What surprises us today is that populism has succeeded in the world’s oldest 

democracies: Britain and the United States. What elements of the political 

landscape is populism occupying? How is populist logic colonising the traditional 

liberal logic? The fundamental goal of classical populism is to return to a 

fraternal, cohesive community threatened by the transformation of society. It’s 

a return to an idealised past and is in response to abrupt social transformations: 

industrialisation, modernisation, globalisation, robotisation, migration... Faced 

with all this, populism believes there’s an urgent need to react and adopts a 

dramatic tone, using a communicative style impregnated with negativity and 

a tragic mind-set. It calls for the restoration of an order of cultural and political 

coexistence in the face of an order that is considered subverted. One of Le Pen’s 

inflammatory electoral slogans was “Set France to Rights”. Such a statement 

implies there’s a real France which is being violated and plundered. It’s based on 

a homogeneous and disciplined “we”, and on the exclusion of what is different and 

not pure.  

The paradox is that this nationalist self-affirmation is achieved by employing 

French Republicanism, which actually resulted from a universalist stance. Le Pen 

is resorting to these values to bring order to the republic, with the result that they 

cease to be universal. Secularism, for example, has taken the place of clericalism 

and become the new religion of the state. This is a narcissistic movement that seeks 

the authentic in us and rejects whatever violates this purity. It’s a consequence of 

the fear of losing power, self-esteem and identity, resulting from contemporary 
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processes related to globalisation. “The people” represent the core concept. This 

is very difficult to specify; a homogeneous entity suffering from the negative 

aspects of the time and those most affected by the new situation, which has been 

contaminated by whatever is strange or foreign: immigrants, elites or both. Such 

an antagonist is necessary to establish the totalising entity of “the people”.

Manichean antagonism 

Populism is built on a persecution complex, on a Manichean antagonism and 

always through polarisation. The moralising view of politics ends up colonising 

the rest of political debate, whose distinction is based on good versus bad. The 

allegedly aggrieved party is endowed with greater moral courage while the 

offender is denigrated and blamed. Populism denies a pluralist view of democracy. 

Its discourse, based on rage, is profoundly simplifying. It simplifies the idea of 

people and simplifies specific policy proposals. As I have said, there’s no political 

programme: it’s rhetoric supported by slogans. The traditional media and, in 

particular, the press, are the target for populist politics.

Populism operates through three types of simplification: political, procedural and 

a simplification of what’s understood by social ties. It’s said that the representative 

system alienates people and is structurally corrupted by politicians. The paradox 

is that, at the same time as rejecting the representative dimension of democracy, 

populists claim to be the only true representatives of the people. We get the man-

people, the man-masses, who appeals to “the people” and claims to have the right 

to represent them in their entirety. The intermediate powers of liberal democratic 

power are rejected; impersonal powers without which the participatory dimension 

of democracy would not be possible. Two fallacies occur: firstly, the belief that 

having a political preference implies having political judgment (defending your 

political position with arguments and listening to other arguments). 

Secondly, assuming that voting means the same as having a voice when, in these 

participatory processes (e.g. Erdogan’s referendum for constitutional reform), 

what generally occurs is that the participants’ voices are dissolved into a leader’s 

covert interests. The opposite of representation is not participation but a lack 
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of representation. In a representative democracy, exclusion first takes the form 

of silence. Someone stops being heard because they don’t count proportionally. 

The dimensions of democracy are: deliberative, representative and participatory. 

Without these three dimensions, democracy doesn’t work.

 

The third populist simplification has to do with understanding the meaning of 

social ties. What builds social cohesion in a community is not social cohesion but 

the internal quality of social relations. This is achieved through protection and 

distribution, which results in solidarity. When solidarity disappears, identity is 

used to configure these social ties and cracks appear, because identity is always 

defined in a negative sense, provoking the stigmatisation of those who exclude 

themselves from the identity of the “us”.

Where do populist parties operate? Since 1960 the percentage of votes in 

European parliaments for populist parties has doubled. But this rise is even more 

significant from a qualitative point of view. Traditional party systems have been 

reconfigured in our democracies and the ideological space of traditional parties has 

been reconfigured so they can take on populist prerogatives. This is not confined to 

a single region. They have appeared in rich countries such as Norway and Finland, 

as well as in the heart of Europe such as France and also in the countries of Eastern 

Europe. It’s not a consequence of the crisis suffered by Europe since 2008; it’s a 

deeper epiphenomenon that has to do with the crisis in democracy itself.

Anti-establ i shment

Most of these populist movements aim to challenge the political establishment, 

also denouncing the inability of traditional political forces to present alternatives. 

Traditional parties can no longer be distinguished from each other and populist 

parties are emerging as the alternative to the status quo. The problem is that the 

response to this moralistic, anti-establishment rhetoric employs a tone that is also 

moralising and precludes any political combat. 

Traditional parties have preferred to take the fight against populism to the terrain 

of moral confrontation and, instead of offering far-reaching socio-ethnic and 
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democratic proposals, have opted for a defensive attitude, claiming not to be 

populist. This reactive attitude is one of the dangers we face. It all boils down 

to three questions: how can we reclaim a narrative of progress? On what values 

should the professional politician be based, as opposed to the politician-masses? 

How should we speak to citizens? The narrative of progress can no longer be linked 

to economic growth. The discourse of progress depends on enhancing democracy. 

We must rethink the relationship between those who govern and the governed 

by listening, starting from the virtues of the politician, the idea of trust which has 

been erased by seductive politicians; the idea of responsibility, accountability, of 

setting an example. The activity of politicians must be made legible and truthful 

speech must be recovered (when it’s used for everything, the word democracy no 

longer has any meaning).

Public space has been fragmented and basic consensus has been lost; we’ve gone 

from a society of the masses to a mob society that has lost the conventions of 

rational discussion. Four concepts emerge. Balkanisation: a tendency to consume 

news modelled on pre-existing political preferences. Post-factualism: the tendency 

for facts to lose their persuasive force in the face of emotions and beliefs. Fake 

news and conspiracy theories. Post-censorship: the non-regulated restriction of 

freedom of expression caused by the aggressive behaviour of many people on 

social media, which creates spirals of silence. Since 2006, democratic government 

has weakened around the world. The third wave of democracy has stopped and 

the quality and stability of democracy has been reduced in emerging countries 

such as Turkey and in some western countries such as Hungary and Poland. 

Athenian democracy only lasted 70 years and there’s a danger the same thing will 

happen again.

Populism 
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We’re talking about an extremely recent category in political usage. Why this 
word now? Does it have to do with the disappearance of the working class as a 
political agent of change?

The emergence of populism has to do with the dissolution of traditional political 

subjects. Traditional narratives have run dry at a time when everything is more 

complex, with globalisation destructuring labour markets and the categories 

and identities of what it means to be a worker; what it means to be a citizen. 

Right now there’s no category that can really describe a person’s objective 

position within the social structure. Populist parties make use of the obvious 

category of subject, namely the people.

In the populist framework, you’ve placed Macron at the beginning because of 
the way he leapt into power. The first thing he implemented was very tough 
labour reforms and lower taxes for wealthier people. If the French right is moving 
towards the Marine Le Pen model, what remains? A non-existent Socialist party 
as the only legitimate democratic space? 

This is one of the aspects I underlined regarding qualitative transformations. 

Very often the term populist is used to whiten an image. For instance, in the 

case of le Pen: le Pen’s tradition is openly fascist. The danger lies not so much 

in the emergence of such forces but in the inability to deactivate such political 

proposals and their impact on traditional political agendas, which is related to the 

assumption of prerogatives of this type.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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The vertigo years of the 20th century
Cycle: The cultural and social bases of present-day Europe, organised by the 

European School of Humanities and “la Caixa” Foundation.

“ We ’ re  l i v ing  through  huge  changes 
wi thout  unders tanding  them”

Philipp Blom, historian specialising in Modern History, author of The Vertigo 

Years. Change and Culture in the West, 1900-1914 and Fracture. Life and 

Culture in the West, 1918-1938

Imagine if you knew nothing of what happened between June 1914 and 1918; what 

would you think of the time between 1900 and 1914? We’re used to look as this 

time as a time that led to catastrophe. A catastrophe that seems so unnecessary 

to us and so sudden. What was the reason? We say: German militarism, the failing 

Habsburg Empire... It’s a very one-sided way of looking at a time. On the other 

hand, there was talk of a lovely, sunny and stable climate: the last good years 

before everything broke down. But if we analyse the letters and diaries of the 

time, we discover an era in which everything was bursting, in which all possibilities 

of orientation had been lost. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? It was an unstable time; a 

time when, for the first time in human history, mass culture and mass production 

really bit into the lives of most people.

People were living at different times or even centuries, depending on whether 

they lived in a small village or a metropolis. But there was a sense of dynamism: 

the Paris World Exhibition in 1900 received 50 million visitors. That is not the 

good old days of horse-drawn carriages and peaceful sunny afternoons: it’s a 

time of mass culture. Newspapers had circulations of over a million; hundreds 

of thousands of people would go on holiday by train and started commuting by 
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public transport; advertising became important. And all the great football clubs 

were founded around this time: a mass culture of the working classes. Between 

1890 and 1920, cinema and recorded music started to appear, including cinemas 

for four thousand people; everyone went to see a film at the same time but it was 

also an experience that, for the first time, was repeatable. You could listen Caruso 

singing an aria anywhere in the world. 

The price  of  socia l  change

It was a time of new experiences. But when things change so fast, that takes a 

toll. It changes the intimate self-perception people have and what they feel... 

Women stood up en masse: we want to vote. The suffragettes had ideas that look 

like those of the 1970s: we must decouple sex and reproduction; we want to be 

fully on a par with men. An important woman in Vienna, Rosa Mayreder, said that 

offices were the coffins of masculinity, because before that, if you wanted to be a 

farmer or a warrior, you needed to be very strong physically. But if you work in an 

office and answer the telephone, a woman or a child can do the same job. So what 

is the purpose of your masculinity now? Men became anxious and wanted to hang 

onto their masculinity. For the first time men started body building. It was a time 

when men grew large moustaches and walked around in uniforms and fully-armed 

in the streets. It was the first time male scientists tried to prove, scientifically, that 

women were physically inferior to men.

 

These things change because of technology. I see certain parallels here. It was a 

time of vertigo, of dizzying speed, of rapid developments which left a lot of people 

behind; a time of great social discord. Social inequalities grew very strongly. This 

is another subject that still has some echoes today: the rich were getting richer 

and the poor were getting poorer and poorer, or remained poor. 

Imagine a couple living in Paris around 1900: the man, let’s call him Pierre, came 

from a Protestant region of France, Languedoc and his father was a winemaker. 

But with industrialisation the vineyards couldn’t support all the children and he 

went to Paris. There he met a girl from Brittany, Marie, a Catholic. These two 

people have to construct themselves in a completely different way. They come 
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from different regions, they work in different factories and they have different 

religions. They have to choose how they intend to live. 

Picasso’s cubist portraits represent the men and women of this period very well; 

made up of many different fragments. We live in a very similar world: we bring a 

lot from our families but we also have to make a lot of decisions about who we are 

and who we want to be.

Looking at  the  21st  century  from the  future

What aspects of our time will grab the attention of future historians? Imagine a 

historian, around 2070, who has never known our time but is looking back at it. 

Some aspects may surprise her. For example, each year of the first 16 or 17 years 

of the 21st century broke a record. More storms, more droughts, longer summers, 

warmer winters. Didn’t people see there was huge climate change going on? Were 

there no scientists? Why didn’t they do more? That was going to change the map 

of the world, physically, because the coasts would change and also because there 

would be large population movements following that climate change. Huge areas 

would become arid and people would not be able to make a living from agriculture. 

They knew all this would happen. Why didn’t they do more?  

In supermarkets and petrol stations, people often didn’t interact with other 

people: only with machines. Why didn’t they think about this seriously; why didn’t 

they consider what would happen when most work would no longer be done 

by human beings? What happens to that society? How will it function; how will 

people live; how will they consume and where will people get their sense of social 

usefulness when their work no longer pays for their lives? That brings us to a 

similarity between 1900 or 1914 and the world today. We are living through huge 

changes without understanding them. 
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Violence  and the  refugee  cr i s i s

In his book The Age of Anger, historian Pankaj Mishra argues that the violence of 

World War I was no accident: it was part of the game. Just as friction generates 

heat, such change generates violence. We could argue that we have lived in seventy 

years of peace and prosperity in Europe. But there’s an answer to this observation: 

Western countries have been enormously successful in pushing this violence 

beyond their horizons. After 1945, Europe and the United States have fought very 

cruel wars far from their borders, in Iran and Afghanistan. We have cleaned up our 

rivers and our air but not really the rivers and air elsewhere, where we get our raw 

materials from and where industry produces our consumer goods. In Europe we’ve 

achieved a remarkable degree of social equality but there’s still slavery almost 

everywhere. They’re just outside our horizon where we can’t see them. 

The refugee crisis is simply the consequence of the fact that, because of the 

internet, a lot of the poorest people in the world have had the courage to make 

decisions about their own lives. Travel has gone down in price and we have these 

problems in the backyard of our societies. The refugees themselves are not the 

problem but they do represent these problems. We don’t like having to face the 

fact that our peace and security are predicated on the fact that others do not have 

that peace and security. This is a new phenomenon.

By 1900 King Leopold of Belgium had a personal possession, the Belgian Congo. 

There, in order to finance his luxurious lifestyle, he harvested rubber to meet a 

new, growing demand because of the mass manufacture of cars. Also condoms, 

which were beginning to be used on a massive scale, were made from this 

galvanized rubber. King Leopold of Belgium made a lot of money. But the rubber 

was growing in the jungle and, to get it, you had to send people into the jungle and 

they might never come back. So they rounded up villages; they shot and burned 

the villages and people and held onto the women and children as collateral. That’s 

how King Leopold managed to kill ten million people in the Belgian Congo. But 

we don’t hear about that much and it’s not taught in schools in Belgium. There 

are still statues dedicated to King Leopold. But there is a positive note: nowadays 

genocide of this magnitude would not be possible without the press talking about 

it, without NGOs intervening. 

Philipp Blom
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A new era  of  vert igo

We’re living in a new era of vertigo in which change is very fast. World War I 

soldiers learned that a human body could not win against machines. They had gone 

to war with the idea of proving their masculinity but they died from poison gas and 

long-distance shots from machines; artillery batteries that were located twenty 

kilometres away, machine guns.... It didn’t matter who was courageous, who was 

cowardly, Catholic or Communist. They were all killed by the same grenade. 

The answer was to create the new man, associated with the idea of a machine. A 

robot man: a perfect cog in the great machine of Communism, for example, or the 

reincarnation of the great heroism of the past in the case of Nazism and Fascism. 

Sometimes it was even thought of as a fusion with the machines themselves. 

There’s a novel by Luigi Pirandello, Shoot! which describes a cameraman who goes 

everywhere with his camera. He says: I am nothing more than the tripod of this 

camera, it films through me; I look through it and I’ve become a part of it.

Today we run the risk of being replaced by machines. It’s an issue that worries a lot 

of us. Even the fact that machines replace parts of our body. We wonder when the 

robots will start to be a little more intelligent than us. Will they no longer need us, 

as much as we need them? There are people who say this is never going to happen. 

Another difference between 1900 and 2018 is that the industry then was enormously 

more polluting than now. The cars were much dirtier then but there were far fewer 

of them. Today, for the first time in the history of Humanity, we’ve got ourselves into 

a position in which, as a species, we can make a mistake that can only be made once. 

How can we deal with the rapid change brought on by mass production, digitisation 

and technology? The answer is quite discouraging: we seem to think we’ll never be 

wealthier; we’ll never be safer than now. The only thing we can hope for is that the 

present time never ends. We don’t want a big change: we want to keep what we have 

now. The problem is that, with climate change and digitisation, this is not an option. 

We can try to ride this wave of change or we can let it break over us. But we can’t say 

“We’re not interested in that, thank you.” But before we get depressed, we should 

spend at least five minutes thinking about how this might be possible. 

I would simply like to say that the biggest philosophical trap we can fall into, and 

into which we all fall, is to think that things are the way they are because they have 
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to be that way; because it’s just the logic of the market or the logic of history. As a 

historian I believe that historical developments are enormously contingent. How 

many times have we depended on the sheer chance of a person’s randomness? 

What would have happened in South Africa after apartheid if the person who 

was released from prison after 26 years was not Nelson Mandela but someone 

bent on revenge: it would have been carnage. History so often depends on a hair-

breadth of difference. 

Our economies need to grow continuously, which means we must consume more 

fossil fuels, pump more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere; we have to make 

more things we don’t really need. Isn’t there a more intelligent way to act? I think 

it’s good to have good things and people will always want that: it’s a normal part 

of human nature. But consumption has become a religion and that’s a problem. By 

1918 American industry had developed such enormous capacities for production 

people feared it would collapse in peacetime. The army has a great advantage: it 

buys a lot of stuff, immediately breaks it and needs more. They went to a New York 

publicist called Edward Bernays. He was Sigmund Freud’s nephew! And he had read 

his uncle’s works. If you don’t have consumers for all your goods, you have to invent 

them. There are two ways to market a car: you can tell somebody “buy this car 

because it’s very solid and very fast” or you can say “buy this car because it makes 

you more masculine”, “it makes you the person you want to be”. “Buy this lipstick and 

you become a real woman”. It’s an act of communion and transubstantiation. 

If we want to be a part of that world, we have to engage in that act of communion 

of buying stuff. But do we need this act of communion? The thing is, this system 

doesn’t really work anymore. Society is split between those who already have 

18 pairs of jeans and those who can’t afford them and feel that part of heaven is 

closed to them. Perhaps we should define our communion differently. We won’t be 

making a living from our work anymore. Perhaps respect will no longer be gained 

through consumption but by being useful. That could be a beginning. 

It’s not about doing penance and stopping everything. But the world is made up 

of tiny differences that make a huge difference. Two years ago, in Britain, they 

introduced a 5 pence charge for each supermarket plastic bag. And after 18 

months they found that 9 billion plastic bags fewer had been sold. This is the 
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result of a little, trivial decision. I think it’s possible to change our societies without 

becoming radically different ones. We can be modern and scientifically advanced 

societies, with healthy economies, with a good level of consumption but we can 

still find different priorities in our lives.

The visions of the future at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of 
the 20th century were built on utopia. At the end of the 20th century and the 
beginning of the 21st, it’s based on dystopia: it’s believed we’re moving towards a 
worse world... Is it better to have a dystopian perspective or a utopian perspective 
that ends badly?

From a pragmatic point of view we could say that, if you start with utopia and 

don’t get everything you want, you’ll end up frustrated. And if you think of 

dystopia and it doesn’t end badly, you’ll think you’ve achieved something. But I 

believe we need hope; something we can look forward to, believing the best we 

can achieve is not just our physical survival. At the beginning of the 20th century, 

people believed that science and technology could solve everything. Progress! 

We don’t believe in that anymore. We’re like someone who takes a very powerful 

medicine and believes it’s working but the side effects are terrible. Our main 

problem are the side effects of industrialisation and technological progress. We 

have to find answers. And without altering how we behave, we won’t manage it.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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The first democratic world is moving towards the extreme right. How do you see 
this shift?  

There are two trends here. The first is: we’ve realised that things are not going 

to get better and we want to keep out all those people who are different from 

us. The second is even more fundamental and not easy to rule out: people who 

vote for extreme right-wing or populist parties, you could say they are stupid, 

uninformed, left behind by the modern world. But if you look at an analysis of 

the votes you realise this is not the case: they’re middle-class people with very 

dignified and decent lives. Wages for skilled workers have stagnated since the 

1980s while the 500 wealthiest people in the world have become three times 

richer. The consensus of our democracies used to be that, if you work hard, you 

can improve your life. That has changed and people don’t think it’s fair. If this 

system doesn’t work for me, why don’t I look for a different system? It’s a matter 

of human psychology. And it’s much easier to empathise with the discourse of 

the extreme right, which is inhumane and, moreover, doesn’t solve the problem.

Do you think machines might end up paying Social Security? 

The answer is yes, and that’s part of the solution. One of the few ideas on which 

right-wing and left-wing economists agree is on the issue of the universal wage. 

For the left, it’s a question of social justice. For the right, it’s a question of the 

system surviving: how can you sell anything if there are no consumers? The 

robots will pay Social Security and many other things and, as long as they’re not 

self-aware, they’ll do so without complaint.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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“ The pol i t ica l  world  has  not  taken 
on board the  fact  that  combating 
corruption i s  a  means  to  a  better 
democracy  and a  better  society :  i t ’s 
not  merely  instrumental”

Corruption is one of the issues that citizens are most concerned about. In 

December 2016, the barometer promoted by the Anti-Fraud Office of Catalonia 

gave us a very high percentage for citizen perception: 74.2% of the population 

believes there’s a lot or quite a lot of corruption in Catalonia. And the situation 

is similar in Spain, with the latest CIS survey indicating that perceived corruption 

has increased by 3.5%. 

This phenomenon doesn’t affect just our society. At the International Conference 

on the History of Corruption held in Barcelona in November and December 2017 

there was talk of very remote antecedents and, if we read some the literature on 

the subject, we can see that corruption dates back to antiquity.

One of the characteristics we have in Spain is being very benevolent. We would 

use the terms cronyism, patronage, etc. and, instead of prevarication, we’d say 

abuse of authority, which doesn’t sound quite so bad. We’re not explicitly aware 
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of what is described by the foreword of the United Nations Convention: “This evil 

phenomenon is found in all countries—big and small, rich and poor”.   

So what is corruption? There are various definitions and, in society, it has a very 

broad meaning. From a more classical perspective it’s the abuse of power for 

private gain: abuse when exercising a public function against the general interest. 

The Anglo-Saxons talk of petty and grand corruption; we talk about episodic and 

systemic corruption, public and private. 

The state has two functions. The first, the function of governing, deciding and 

defining public policy. The second is of an administrative nature: when such public 

policies are implemented. There can be corruption in one function or the other. 

Hunting down corruption is not an end in itself: it’s a way to achieve a more 

advanced, efficient and social society. Corruption undermines institutional trust 

and has a cultural, social and economic cost: one trillion six hundred and seventy 

million euros per year worldwide (2% of the world’s GDP). In my opinion, it gives 

rise to the violation of human rights (if not affecting these directly) because it 

affects the right to equality and non-discrimination. Every time the administration 

acts corruptly, there are citizens who are discriminated against. Every time a 

commission is paid on a contract, for instance on health policies, capital is diverted 

that should have been used to benefit the general interest. 

 

Anti-Fraud off ices

The 2003 United Nations Convention is the first international standard with a 

global view of corruption and this from two perspectives: preventive and reactive. 

I would like to emphasise the aspect of prevention. It’s the first time the need has 

been established for countries to set up anti-fraud offices. Another matter is the 

fact that one country which has signed this Convention has yet to set up any such 

authority. The Anti-Fraud Office of Catalonia, established in 2008, was the first 

in Spain. The Valencia office was set up in 2017. One is about to be set up in the 

Balearic Islands. The Community of Madrid is also starting now. But the state of 

Spain, which signed the Convention, has done absolutely nothing. There is a Bill 

but it has been proposed by a political party; it hasn’t come from the government. 
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One of the most interesting concepts is that of a corruption environment. Corruption 

occurs in both public and private environments and is equally damaging to both, 

while there is just one fight against corruption, not many. This is part of the 

problem: depending on the sector in question we might design one strategy or 

another, but we must have a global vision of what corruption means and, above all, 

what must be done. 

Often, this distinction between public and private corruption doesn’t mean much. 

The definition I’ve just given (“the abuse of public power for private gain”) already 

includes the private aspect in the definition itself. In the case of corruption taking 

place in organisations and companies of a strictly private nature, for instance when 

they carry out bribes in other countries, there’s also damage of a public nature.

Compliance  and integr ity

Compliance is often mentioned in relation to companies: a set of procedures and 

good practices adopted by organisations to identify and classify the operational 

and legal risks they face and to establish internal mechanisms to prevent, manage, 

control and react to such risks. 

At our Office we prefer to talk about integrity rather than compliance. It’s not the 

same thing; far from it. It’s true that the term integrity has already been taken on 

by the public sphere. The OECD, in a resolution by the Public Integrity Council 

of January 2017, gives a definition that’s related to adhering to shared ethical 

values, principles and standards of public interest. A renowned author in this field 

says: “If a public official thinks about himself then he’s making a serious mistake 

because he’s obliged to think based on the criteria and values of the institution”. 

The fight against private corruption, as it’s being proposed, has one drawback: it 

doesn’t have a global vision. In our country we lack integrity plans, not just anti-

corruption plans. And this is the problem of compliance: it’s defensive. When it 

appeared in Article 31b of the Criminal Code, when the Criminal Responsibility of 

Legal Persons was established, one of the sections in the precept established that 

the penalty could be lessened or mitigated if a series of actions had been taken 
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to prevent it. At present, all companies carry out compliance but they only do so 

to prevent legal persons with criminal liability from being convicted. When we 

talk about integrity, we’re talking about something else. It’s not just about avoiding 

penalties: we want to improve the organisation’s culture in terms of ethics and 

regulatory compliance.

State  capture

Systemic and episodic corruption can occur when there are many cases of 

corruption, perhaps not very large-scale but potentially jeopardising the system, 

the structure of a country, of a society. But corruption that occurs during a 

political decision is not exactly the same as corruption that occurs during the 

administrative execution of this political decision. During public planning and 

policymaking, activity harmful to the general interest occurs in a more subtle 

but no less effective way. It’s what we call state capture. In a similar way, the 

Commission against Corruption, which reports to the European Commission and 

the European Parliament, talks about regulatory capture.

In 2015, Spain’s National Commission on Markets and Competition estimated that 

the country’s public procurement accounted for 18.5% of GDP: 194,000 million 

euros or 4,100 euros per citizen. That’s a lot of money. The situation changes 

radically depending on whether the investment is directed in one direction or 

another. Well, we don’t seem to have it all figured out. Execution is important, of 

course, but I’m talking about how different countries design policy.

The basic structure of the public or private sector can foster or weaken corruption. 

If we don’t reduce the incentives allowed by the structure we’ve created, the 

effect of penalties and anti-fraud offices will be greatly reduced.

I’ll give you a few examples. The first is what is known publicly as revolving doors. 

When someone championing private interests enters the public administration 

or when someone who’s been in the administration leaves to go to a private 

institution. Citizens may feel that private interest and public interest have been 

confused. How can we defend ourselves against this? We have mechanisms, even 
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preventive ones: conflicts of interest. If each person joining the public administration 

makes a declaration of interests and a declaration of activities, when a decision 

needs to be made, we can foresee whether there’s going to be any apparent or 

potential conflict of interest and control it; the person in question doesn’t make 

the decision and it’s taken by someone without a conflict of interest. That creates 

a lot of public confidence.

Lobbies are another issue: interest groups or pressure groups. It must be 

admitted that, in a plural society such as ours, it’s desirable for there to be 

dialogue between public administrations and external interlocutors, but among 

everyone and transparently. If it’s not done transparently and we don’t know who 

had an influence, we have a problem. We must know the regulatory footprint. We 

must know, regarding every rule that’s brought in, who was involved and, if they 

contributed any documentation, what interests it supports and whether the others 

are aware of these interests. Of the more than 6,700 people who had interviews 

in 2016-2017 in the thirteen departments of the Catalan government with senior 

positions, 168 were found to correspond to actions in favour of certain private 

interests. Five cases were taken at random and it was found that, in four of these, 

there was no reference to this topic in the meeting.

 

Party  f inancing 

One very important point is the financing of political parties, which represent the 

basic structures of our democratic system. It’s one of the greatest sources of mistrust 

among citizens. Political parties don’t appear very willing to reform this situation. 

We have a highly professionalised political model. The connection between a party’s 

political activity and public management is very close. From our point of view, public 

offices should not be compatible with organic links to political parties. 

We started a study on the Foundations of political parties. There are eight 

registered in Catalonia. When we looked at organisations without the legal status 

of foundations but of another type, a very large number had relations with political 

parties. How did we establish this relationship? With the same methods used by the 

Court of Auditors. Are some of the people in this association, with representative 
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positions, also on the electoral lists in municipal elections? Surprisingly, there 

were a lot of them. And they had also had economic relations with many town 

councils. It’s like Il Gattopardo: for everything to stay the same, everything must 

change. I don’t know how many legislative changes and amendments there have 

been on the financing of political parties but there are always loopholes, so nothing 

changes. We found that political parties produced accounts but weren’t audited. 

This happens in Catalonia but, in the rest of Spain, it’s not strictly necessary for 

parties to produce accounts; it’s not mandatory. It’s very lax in that respect. 

That’s why I’m talking about state capture. Democracy isn’t just good government; 

it goes beyond elections. It’s related to complete information, discussion of 

the issues of a range of interest groups and not just economic ones... If interest 

groups are able to defend their positions, we’ll achieve more stable, more viable 

agreements that will be taken on board by our society.

The work of  the  Anti-Fraud Off ice

Finally, I would like to talk about fighting corruption from the perspective we 

have at the Office. I believe there’s no real anti-corruption policy in our country. 

Moreover, we have no tradition of preventive policies or practices. The political 

world has not taken on board the fact that combating corruption is a means to a 

better democracy and a better society: it’s not merely instrumental, just so you 

can say you’re fighting against corruption or throw that in the face of someone 

else who isn’t. That’s why any examples we have of combating corruption are 

highly deficient and, moreover, thin on the ground. 

When we talk about Anti-Corruption Agencies, the one in Catalonia is reputable; 

we’re renowned for our experience. The directors of other agencies come here on 

fact-finding visits. Our agency, like the others, is instrumental; it’s a tool to fight 

corruption. This tool does not resolve the whole problem, far from it, because we 

need a general plan that coordinates all of us: from the Public Prosecutor’s Office 

to the Anti-Fraud Offices. We’ve been through a huge financial crisis that has been 

resolved with adjustments but without an anti-corruption policy. Society would 

have welcomed action in this area. That’s one of the reasons why political elites 
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are being called to account. Strong leadership is required, as well as changing 

the structural factors that foster corruption. A scandal can act as a catalyst but, 

sooner or later, it peters out. 

The Anti-Fraud Office is an institution aimed at preserving the transparency 

and integrity of administrations and the personnel serving the public sector in 

Catalonia by means of prevention and by investigating specific cases. I stress this 

because not all agencies also have investigative functions. 

It’s an independent parliamentary institution with budgetary autonomy. The 

director is appointed by a three-fifths majority of the full Parliament. There 

are classified causes for dismissal and a strict regime of incompatibilities. The 

maximum term of appointment is nine years. 

From the point of view of prevention, we have a maxim: let us assume that, 

whenever there’s access to public, economic, material or personal resources 

and someone has decision-making powers, there’s a risk that advantage will be 

taken of this situation for private gain and not for the general interest. Based 

on this principle, we have divided the system for public institution integrity into 

four areas: 

1.  Guidance and orientation for people, to promote ethical leadership 

and codes of conduct. 

2.  Professionalism in managing goods and services, planning, evaluation 

and prevention by identifying, assessing and managing risks. 

3.  Mechanisms of detection and response. This has to do with the channels 

for complaints, audits, internal controls, disciplinary regimes... 

4.  Providing services: recommendations, training, claims against rules, 

advice, consultations, etc.

Investigation deals with complaints about specific cases and is based on 

principles such as confidentiality and anonymity. Since 2016, when I took 

over as director, anonymous complaints have been admitted. Although this 

has been criticised by some quarters, I believed there was no reason not to 

admit them. 
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We have implemented an open-source system so that anonymous complaints 

can be made over the internet without leaving any trace of who the complainant 

is. This system can be two-way but if the complaint reaches us and there are 

objective elements, then the complaint is justified and we don’t need to know who 

filed it. It would be another matter if the case had to go to court, as then there 

would be an identification problem. 

All complaints go through a credibility check and, if they don’t pass, they’re filed. 

If they’re deemed credible, they’re investigated. There are various possible 

outcomes. The case may be passed on to the legal sphere or to the competent 

administrative body for disciplinary action, as we have no disciplinary powers. We 

end with a reasoned report, urging the relevant authority to correct the actions 

in question or the case might end up being filed because no lack of integrity has 

been detected. 

The a larms should sound sooner

We always draw three concentric circles: that of corruption per se (a legal 

irregularity involving an economic or other injury for the administration), 

economic irregularity that has not been carried out for private gain, and conduct 

which does not comply with the demands and values of the institution. The most 

appropriate instruments for all this are integrity plans, promoting and monitoring 

integrity plans, managing and controlling conflicts of interest, declarations of 

interest and their control.

We have to protect whistle-blowers. Only 8% of complaints reach us through 

public officials. That doesn’t make sense because the people who are most likely 

to know what’s going on are public officials. A study should be carried out on the 

role of new technologies in checking declarations of interest. 

Fighting corruption concerns the state; it’s not a question of party politics or 

leadership. It must be carried out based on consensus, with a global plan and 

emphasising prevention. Getting a corrupt person convicted is all very well but 

we’re much more interested in the crime not being committed in the first place. We 
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cannot rely exclusively on people’s honesty. We have to support ethical leadership 

in professional behaviour, of course, but we can’t rely solely on that. We need to 

create the conditions and structures that allow us to establish controls and checks 

so that the alarms sound sooner.

There’s a German saying that trust is good but control is better. As Mediterranean 
people, we believe that, if you try to control us, it’s because of mistrust... 

I don’t think Latinos are any better or worse than people from the north. There’s 

less corruption there but, when you talk to people who’ve studied the subject, 

they tell you it wasn’t always like that; far from it. At the end of the 19th century 

corruption was rife but certain rules were established...

Civil servants and elected representatives, especially at a local level, we 
should be the first to blow the whistle. But the principle of indemnity, which is 
constitutional, doesn’t apply to us... 

We’re pushing for it. We’re laying the groundwork for how whistle-blowers 

should be protected, and they might be a civil servant or also someone not 

related to the Civil Service. Either we propose this position of defence or people 

will be more worried about potential reprisals, which are sometimes very 

subtle. In view of the elections in Catalonia in December 2018, we proposed, 

to the political parties, a list of ten vital measures in the area of corruption, 

one of which had to do with protecting whistle-blowers. There’s also a project 

at a European level in this respect. I believe there should be a comprehensive 

law that also affects the private sphere. At present there’s a law to protect 

witnesses but it’s very old and doesn’t offer much protection.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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“ C o u l d  m o n e y  a n d  p o w e r 
u n d e r m i n e  t h e  h u m a n  ge n d e r 
e q u a l i t y  e x p re s s e d  i n  t h e 
ge n o m e ? ”

María Blasco. First of all I would like to present the questions we asked ourselves in 

my research group and which I’m sure you’ve all asked yourselves. Why do we get 

sick and die? Can diseases be eradicated? Could we live longer without getting sick? 

One of humanity’s great achievements has been the fight against infectious 

diseases, when we realised that some pathologies that caused death were 

produced by germs: viruses and bacteria. The case of the AIDS virus has been one 

of the great successes of molecular biology in the 20th century. A disease that, 

when it first appeared, would kill those infected in just a few years and is now a 

chronic illness. We know how to control a disease like Ebola and develop tools to 

kill the germ. This has been a great lesson from research and humanity because 

it’s had an incredible impact on our life expectancy. 

In 1900 our country’s life expectancy at birth was about 33-35 years. By the 

year 2000 it had risen to 80 in men and women. That’s extraordinary. It has been 
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possible to more than double life expectancy at birth by understanding the origin 

of these diseases, which are infectious diseases. Even if terrible new germs appear, 

we’ll know how to kill them. Finding out what they are, characterising them and 

developing drugs or vaccines that will eliminate them.

The diseases  of  ageing

At the same time, other types of illnesses associated with this process of getting 

older have also appeared, which are the most frightening for us now: cancer, 

myocardial infarction, neurodegenerative diseases, fibrosis, diabetes... These 

pathologies have a common cause which is the very process of ageing itself. It’s 

a biological process that occurs at a molecular level and which we can figure out. 

In the case of cancer, although we know that children can get cancer, childhood 

cancers are rare diseases and they’re very different types of tumour from those 

affecting adults. It’s from the age of 40 or 50 when cancer starts being a prevalent 

disease in men and women. The same goes for myocardial infarction and 

degenerative diseases. They’re telling us that this ageing process is something 

important to understand and characterise. 

By 2050 one third of the Spanish population will be over 65, an age at which 

the risk of suffering from any of these diseases increases greatly. It’s not only 

an important issue from a biological point of view but also from a demographic 

and socio-economic perspective. We need to prevent and treat these diseases 

more effectively and this necessarily involves research in order to understand the 

molecular processes involved. 

We know that ageing has a genetic component but within the same species there 

are people who live to be 100 years old. Here the way of life can have an impact: 

if we exercise or not, if we smoke, even perceived stress can have an impact on 

this ageing process within the same species. Both genes and environment are 

going to affect the molecular causes that are going to produce ageing and, as a 

consequence of ageing, diseases. If we know these causes - some might think we 

could develop biomarkers to identify which people are at risk of suffering these 

diseases and detect them in time... But, perhaps being more imaginative and more 
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ambitious, if we know the causes, we could design therapeutic strategies that are 

really going to lengthen our youthful lives and, as a result, we would expect not 

one but many pathologies to be delayed at the same time. 

In the words of Cynthia Kenyon, who’s researching into the ageing of a worm 

called C. elegans, it would be like having the body of a 40 or 30-year-old when 

we’re 80; As if we’d really been able to delay molecular ageing and pathologies. 

As you may imagine, we’re not talking about grey hair or wrinkles: ageing is an 

invisible molecular process that’s happening in our organism and that happens at 

different speeds for different individuals. 

Antic ipat ing i l lness

In fact, quite a few studies have suggested that diseases start decades before we 

can diagnose them. This is the case of the formation of atheromatous plaques in 

different arteries of the body from the age of forty onwards, which is telling us 

that the disease is there even though we can’t see it, even though there are no 

clear symptoms, even though we don’t have to go to the doctor because we feel ill. 

This is telling us that we have to anticipate the disease and have techniques that 

allow us to detect it.

This is a paradigm shift because, until now, we had believed that one non-infectious 

disease had nothing to do with another; that we had to study each of them in detail 

in order to find therapeutic interventions to treat them. I am at the CNIO (Spanish 

National Cancer Research Centre) and next door is the CENIEC (Spanish National 

Cardiovascular Disease Research Centre). But we’re actually studying the same 

molecular processes. In fact, the way we now perceive these pathologies is that 

they all have a common origin and we have to design therapeutic interventions 

that are going to prevent or slow down this ageing process. You’ll be thinking: 

that’s very ambitious, to stop ageing after so many years of evolution. How are we 

going to reverse it?

If we look at nature we can see that life does not have an expiry date. There 

are organisms that live for one day and others that live thousands of years. It 
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depends on each species. There are even very similar species, small animals, 

more or less the same size, a mouse that lives underground and a bat: one lives 

two years and the other can live up to forty. Among the mammals are whales 

that live up to two hundred years; they’re much more long-lived than humans. 

There’s no universal law that says, as humans, we have to live for eighty years 

and can’t live any more or less. It’s what we’ve been given by our genes but it 

doesn’t have to be that way.

In the last twenty years there’s been very intensive research, at a very high 

level, on the mechanisms of ageing. I’ve studied one of them: the erosion 

of structures that protect our chromosomes: telomeres. Life is designed 

in such a way that telomeres truncate as our cells multiply to regenerate 

the organism. As we age, we get shorter telomeres. This, in turn, triggers 

other molecular processes of ageing, such as our stem cells not being able to 

regenerate tissue. 

Curiously, life is also designed in such a way that there’s an antidote against 

this shortening of the telomeres, which is called telomerase. It’s an enzyme, 

essential to life, that’s capable of lengthening telomeres. That’s what allows 

generations of the same species to be maintained. Telomerase resets the 

new individual’s telomeres. We know there are human pathologies related 

to mutations in this telomerase. Short telomeres can also lead to a higher 

incidence of cancer. But the difference between cancer and a degenerative 

disease is that a cancer cell is a cell that has survived although it’s damaged. In 

cancer this telomerase is activated abnormally. Healthy cells are mortal while 

cancer cells are immortal. 

This opens up the possibility of using telomere length as a marker to find out 

the rate of ageing and identify which individuals are at risk. What we’ve been 

trying to do in my group has been to show whether, if we could slow down 

the telomere shortening, it would be key to delaying ageing and its associated 

pathologies. In an experiment we carried out with mice, we managed to delay 

the appearance of pathologies. We’re not making these mice live longer as old 

mice; we’re making an old mouse look like a young mouse, compared to a mouse 

with normal telomeres.

Indefinite longevity
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Living without  disease
 
What if we could do that with humans? Certainly we could live longer, free 

from illness. If this happened, it could certainly also increase the maximum life 

predetermined by the longest-living individual of each species. What we did next 

was to develop a therapeutic strategy, with mice. This delayed not one but many 

pathologies at the same time. What side effects does this have? The only side 

effect we saw was that they lived longer. The sooner the therapy was applied, 

the better. We can’t treat healthy people with telomerase; regulatory agencies 

don’t consider ageing to be a disease, although I think it’s clear that it’s the cause 

of diseases. What we did next was to apply this therapeutic strategy to diseases 

associated with ageing. We’ve seen that, in preclinical trials with mice, telomerase 

activation has had an effect on myocardial infarction, aplastic anaemia and 

pulmonary fibrosis. 

In short, although it’s not a disease, ageing is the molecular cause of many of the 

diseases that kill us today and, if we can modulate the ageing process, we’ll be able 

to delay the onset of diseases and find more effective strategies than we have today.

Indef inite  longevity

Margarita Bofarull. The issue we’re addressing in this session is not a trivial one. 

Indefinite longevity is a dream or may be a nightmare for humanity. When we’re 

healthy and happy, we all want this state to last. We see ageing as a threat due 

to the limitations and deterioration it entails. Many notable efforts are being 

made in various scientific fields to slow down or halt ageing. In 2001 the experts 

in biodemography and ageing studies, S. Jay Olshansky and Bruce A. Carnes, 

in their book The Quest for Immortality: Science at the Frontiers of Aging said the 

following:

“We are optimistic that aspects of the aging process will eventually fall 

within the control of the biomedical sciences - permitting humanity, 

for the first time, an opportunity to influence the biological forces that 

govern life and death”

María Blasco |  Margarita Bofarull
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The same authors, at the end of the book, illustrated this with a quote from the 

book Tuesdays with Morrie:

“If you’re always battling against getting older, you’re always going to be 

unhappy, because it will happen anyhow”

These authors encourage people to contemplate life and live it not as a lost battle 

against death but as an eternal quest for new ways to make the most of life. They’ve 

alerted us to the danger of confusing being healthier with becoming younger. 

Rather than wondering if you can do something to live an extra day, it would be 

more reasonable to wonder if you can do something to be healthier tomorrow 

than today. It seems evident to me that we all want to be healthier. What doesn’t 

seem so evident is that we all desire immortality in our earthly bodies. We are as 

we are because we are mortal and contingent and our condition influences our 

longings, our desires and how we live our lives. 

I don’t believe we like death. I always think of a phrase in the Bible that says “The 

last enemy that shall be destroyed is death”. Death is an enemy; it will be destroyed 

by faith in the resurrection. Death frightens us. We don’t have the description 

of those who’ve already died to tell us about this process. The experiences we 

have of death are about the death of others, not our own. That affects us. I doubt 

we’re ready to eternalise our earthly existence. I wonder what we would yearn 

for if we weren’t aware that time flies. Would we want to live the present with 

the same intensity? Human immortality raises countless questions, starting with 

the sustainability of the planet and natural resources; the questions that would 

arise in the area of procreation. I don’t think humanity wants to give up sexual 

procreation for the most part. The combination of procreation and immortality 

leads us to overpopulation and problems of resource distribution. 

We’re interdependent beings. We can work on increasing longevity without 

working, for example, to increase the quality and quantity of natural resources. 

Relationships constitute what it is to be human. I don’t know if we’re sufficiently 

aware of the basic relationships that shape us: our relationship with others, with 

the environment (Creation), with ourselves and with God, with the Transcendent. 

Indefinite longevity would affect all our relationships. If we follow the definition 

Indefinite longevity
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of health in the WHO Constitution (“health is a state of complete physical, mental 

and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”), a 1948 

definition, it implies that, in order to have health, we must work to improve social 

well-being, among other things. Do we work with the same eagerness to achieve 

social well-being as we do to achieve physical well-being? Because all this will 

result in better or worse health. Are we aware that we are community beings? Or 

that our exacerbated individualism could wipe out our social health? We cannot 

understand health exclusively based on biophysical parameters. 

Beyond the  body

To be healthier we need to address issues that go beyond our own bodily existence. 

Transhumanism offers us, with the force of the media, the chance to go beyond the 

biological limits of the human condition. Through three key disciplines: genetics, 

robotics and nanotechnology. Genetics opens up endless possibilities. We are 

only too aware that we can’t look at genes in isolation. Epigenetics highlights 

the modifying force of the environment, the interaction between genes and the 

environment. When we come close to intervening in human genes, we start to 

get a bit anxious. From the start, this has raised ethical questions. We realise 

we’re dealing with something very elemental. We realise that altering what could 

be called the alphabet of life might modify humanity itself. We wonder whether 

modifying the human genome may be an attack on human dignity; if we might 

help to produce societies in which there are manipulators and manipulated; 

if every person has the right to be loved for themselves, beyond their genetic 

characteristics.

This led UNESCO to formulate the Universal Declaration on the Genome and 

Human Rights as early as 1997. The first article states that “The human genome 

underlies the fundamental unity of all members of the human family, as well as the 

recognition of their inherent dignity and diversity. In a symbolic sense, it is the 

heritage of humanity”. Assuming indefinite longevity was a dream and that this 

dream is now possible, several questions arise. Could such genetic modifications 

be universalised? In other words, could the whole of humanity be affected or would 

we have two classes of human family? Might humans coexist with transhumans 

María Blasco |  Margarita Bofarull
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and post-humans? Might the rich have one type of genome which those without 

means can’t afford? Could money and power threaten the equality of humankind 

expressed in the genome? It seems to me that it’s important to take a broad view 

that also considers those humans who are currently on the margins of history. We 

cannot ignore the excluded and create new exclusions. 

I also wondered: who has the power and capacity to take decisions regarding 

non-therapeutic modification of other people’s genomes? Where would be the 

sovereignty to decide this, the justice, the beneficence, if we applied the power 

to decide to other people? These modifications would be carried out without us 

fully knowing what they represent. I wonder if we’re talking about strategies of 

positive eugenics but without prior universal agreements on what we really mean 

by human improvement. The biologist Stuart Newman fears that certain genetic 

modifications in humans blur the boundary between man and man’s creation. 

Cynthia Kenyon, who has already been quoted here, says that we’re getting closer 

and closer to many more years of healthy life and adds “with our capabilities 

intact”. Some scientists have announced the death of ageing. Will living longer 

allow us to be happier? In my opinion, the task in hand is to humanise ourselves, 

to place people at the centre. Only love will transform and broaden our gaze so as 

not to leave anyone on the margins. This was already said in 1975 by the Second 

Vatican Council, in the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, which said our 

time needs wisdom more than any other era to humanise all the new discoveries 

of humanity. Much more recently, a book by Siddhartha Mukherjee, The Gene: 

An Intimate History (2016), said “Our genome has negotiated a fragile balance 

between counterpoised forces, pairing strand with opposing strand, mixing past 

and future, pitting memory against desire. It is the most human of all things that we 

possess. Its stewardship may be the ultimate test of knowledge and discernment 

for our species”. We must not stop investigating out of fear but neither can we act 

unconsciously, ignoring our responsibility.

Indefinite longevity
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From the real knowledge of current processes and the scope of science, does the 
idea of indefinite longevity seem like a chimera to you?

María Blasco. Hydras have an indefinite longevity: it has not been possible to 

see them die, as long as they have food. I don’t like to talk about immortality: 

nothing alive is immortal. Some books speak of an amortal condition: an organism 

is capable of being alive indefinitely but it’s mortal. This tells us that life per se 

does not have an expiry date. This longevity can be adjusted; that’s what I find 

interesting from a biological point of view. But I wouldn’t dare, nor do I think it’s 

my place, to say when amortality or indefinite longevity will be achieved. 

In philosophical theories about happiness, extension over time never appears: 
neither in Seneca nor in Epictetus nor in St. Augustine nor in St. Thomas. 

Margarita Bofarull. What frightens us is pain, illness, deterioration, dependence: 

everything that accompanies or might accompany ageing. We battle against 

it. But I asked, at the beginning, whether we really desire immortality. Our 

existence has meaning because we have an end. Some might worship the body 

but there are also societies in which older people have a role which they don’t 

have in others. We live in societies where economic productivity lies at the 

heart of our system. There are many interrelated issues.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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Talking about speed obviously means talking about limits or about overcoming 

limits. We can ask ourselves the question: what is the best rate for a human 

existence; one that neither ends up as frenetic nor with apathy and boredom? It’s 

evident that a human being’s quality of life, i.e. their physical, mental and spiritual 

health, has always depended largely on the quality of what Merleau-Ponty called 

“anthropological space and time”. How we build our life space, remembering the 

obvious fact that human beings have their limits. This was Kant’s great discovery 

which must always be borne in mind. 

It’s curious that, nowadays, we can see signs both of an exacerbated desire for 

speed and also a profound apathy and irresponsibility in spheres as diverse as 

politics, religion, social responsibility and all kinds of interest and pressure groups. 

On the one hand there’s curiosity; the driving force of modernity, especially since 

the 16th century. And on the other, the capacity for reflection and contemplation 

that’s so strong, so active and widespread in Western culture. It’s as if we’ve now 

reached a time of breakdown and decomposition that result in over-accelerated 

attitudes towards life, without a goal. They also lead to a kind of mutism that has 

Speed and acceleration in today’s society
Cycle: The idea of limits in a fast-paced world, organised by the European 

School of Humanities and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Lluís Duch, theologian and anthropologist
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devastat ing consequences  of  the 
excess ive  increase  in  speed”
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nothing to do with true silence. The effect of this breakdown in our authentic 

curiosity and reflective capacity is to disrupt true communication - not information 

- between human beings.

The nervous city

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, one of the great thinkers of the time, 

Georg Simmel, wrote that he’d detected a kind of diffuse nervousness in society; a 

kind of restlessness caused by the increase in speed in all orders of life. That’s why 

he began to study the system underlying fashion, which is an indicator of speed. 

And something that may seem irrelevant and unimportant: the emergence of prêt-

à-porter, which by the end of the 19th century had begun to impose itself in a way 

that, today, appears self-evident to us.

Since the 19th century, a characteristic feature of our society has been the 

excessive acceleration of human time accompanied by a growing trivialisation 

of space. All cultures, but particularly Western, have been confronted with the 

problem of speed. When we say “speed” we’re not simply referring to a mechanical 

issue but rather the quality of all kinds of relationships established by human 

beings both individually and collectively within the framework of a given society. 

In different eras, “speed” means the pace of the many different human relations; 

between words, silence, memory, forgetfulness, health, calendars, artefacts, 

environment and events. In other words, between all the factors involved 

in constructing our existence. From an anthropological perspective within a 

question-answer framework, one fact that seems very evident to me is that, in 

the diversity of the different who’s and now’s, the quality of each specific person’s 

relationality indicates the dimensions of their true humanity.

Historically, speed has been a direct factor in the increase of wealth and the 

capacity to exercise power. To have speed is to have power: the greater the 

speed, the greater the power. This is an obvious historical fact in both Western 

and Eastern cultures. Nowadays, with the indispensable help of technological 

development and the markets, this kinetic obsession has spectacularly surpassed 

the kinetic possibilities of any other time. Today, to use an expression by Paul Virilio 

Lluís Duch
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Speed and acceleration 

(one of the great experts on the issue of speed), chronopolitics reigns supreme in 

all areas of human existence; in other words, the ever-increasing subjection of 

humans to the particularly mental domination exercised by the very artefacts 

manufactured and marketed by humans. This over-acceleration prevailing in our 

societies is not limited to a specific field; it does not occur within the framework 

of the mechanical but can be seen in all material and spiritual manifestations 

and transmissions of what I call reception structures: the family, the city, shared 

symbolisms and the intermediation of the mass media.

Mankind’s ever-increasing pace has an incredibly strong impact on the 

transmissions carried out by the first three reception structures (family, city and 

shared symbolisms). The media, to a large extent, rely on this increase in speed, on 

unearthing the latest news or rumour.

Society without memory
 

I will now look at the impact of over-acceleration on two specific areas: memory 

and forgetting and also health, although other areas are important, too.

We live in a society without memory: this is one of the most de-structuring and 

devastating consequences of the excessive increase in speed imposed by us 

on our daily lives and coexistence. Anyone who understands does so because 

they remember. According to Egyptologist Jans Assmann, if hermeneutics have 

defined man as a being who understands the investigation of cultural memory, 

then it defines someone who understands as a being who remembers.

According to Hans Blumenberg, we cannot disassociate ourselves from 

remembrance and anticipation because there can be no comprehension without 

memory and there can be no human existence without tradition. Human beings, 

whether they like it or not, are always context-dependent. As Assmann points out, 

this tension between memory and forgetfulness is socio-genetic but also has an 

undoubtedly psycho-genetic function. We cannot disassociate ourselves from 

remembrance or anticipation. There can be no comprehension without memory 

nor human existence without tradition.
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Nietzsche referred to the connective nature of memory. Such connections 

create community and make it possible for societies and individuals to forge 

their biographical paths in a constant struggle against forgetfulness and what I 

call symbolic de-structuring, which are manifestations of chaos. The creation of 

community is a major attribute of memory and has important ethical nuances. 

It institutes responsibility as a privileged type of relationship between human 

beings. That’s why Nietzsche could define an individual capable of remembering 

as “the animal entitled to make promises”. 

It has been repeatedly noted that one of the most remarkable characteristics of 

Western modernity consists of a gradual loss of tradition and neutralising of the 

reference points that had previously enabled a connection - not only informational 

but truly communicative - between individuals and groups. Ironically, we’re 

increasingly caught up in social media that are superconnected in information 

terms but disconnected in communication terms. This is McLuhan’s idea that a 

well-informed society is not necessarily a well-communicated one. Information 

often becomes a barrier to communication. We forget that, for many decisive 

aspects of human existence, the future depends on provenance. 

The setting in which modern civility is born is one of agitation and turbulence, 

of madness and mental vertigo, of extending the possibilities to experience and 

destroy moral barriers and personal bonds. It’s a time of expansion and disruption 

of the personality, of fantasies in the streets and in the soul.

Fetish commodity

Following on from Simmel, Walter Benjamin also reflected on fashion and 

how it’s become the modern measurement of time. In fashion, says Benjamin, 

following Marx, commodity as phantasmagoria adheres to our skin. “Fashion 

prescribed the ritual by which the fetish commodity wished to be worshipped”. 

We could say that modernity is predominantly a kind of total mobilisation. Hans 

Jünger introduced this idea of total mobilisation, which comes from the military, 

as an expression of modern societies in the 1930s. In the middle of the 19th 

century, Charles Baudelaire, referring to the traffic in Paris, already warned that 

Lluís Duch
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modernity is the fugitive, the transitory, the contingent; something which rings 

even truer in the 21st century. 

Modern urban space is entirely subject to speed and determined almost exclusively 

by it. We live in a non-stop society that makes people’s here and now irrelevant 

and close down the presence of the future, which is truly appalling. In the 19th 

century you could still explore the presences contained in the future, for instance 

through a political dream, trade union dream or cultural dream. Now more and 

more people believe that the future has been lost forever. In other words, the 

future is no longer the place where hopes are placed but has become something 

that appears to be within reach.

For a real improvement in individual and collective health, these violent, dissonant 

rhythms which the fourth reception structure, the mass media, attempt to impose 

must be slowed down. Today’s electronic mass media are hugely altering our 

temporal and spatial awareness, as well as the relationships we establish within 

this awareness. Often, although it may seem surprising, information is provided 

in order not to communicate. And it’s not just because the mystical traditions 

of humanity have shouted the virtues of calm from the rooftops; they’ve 

experienced intensely the quest for inner peace and spiritual stillness, in spite 

of the conflicts and uncertainties that constantly threaten human beings due to 

their overwhelming urgency.

In this realm of serene stillness, some of us may remember others and remembering 

enables what Max Scheler meant by sympathy: putting oneself in another’s skin. 

Genuine peace is not a flight into the supposedly deepest and most intangible 

regions of a human being, nor is it a desperate attempt to ignore the challenges 

and anxieties that concern us and raise doubts during our lifetimes. Vita activa and 

Vita contemplativa, to use the traditional terms, are not irreconcilable forms of 

human existence but the two inseparable faces, always in tension, of this peculiar 

incarnate spirit, of this strange coming together of opposites that is always the 

human being.

Speed and acceleration 
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Health and speed

Is there a link between speed and health? Between the increasing acceleration of 

our society and feeling good? Are peace, inner pacification, harmony between our 

interior and exterior important factors for what we usually call health? Is there a 

relationship between the individual and collective illnesses of today’s societies 

and the over-acceleration of time and trivialisation of space? Perhaps one highly 

significant consequence of the over-acceleration to which we consciously or 

unconsciously subject our daily lives is the increasing number of mental illnesses 

that are diagnosed and the frequent somatisation we see today. Aren’t the 

depressions that are so frequent and palpable now a very clear and alarming sign 

of the displacement of the professional and biological existence we’re suffering? 

The quality of human health depends on a healthy relationship between what 

is maintained and what changes, between calm and speed; a good and creative 

balance between the right to continue the same and the right to change. The 

health of our society is unhealthy health because it’s a way of life that tends to 

forget the fact that all dimensions of human existence are closely implicated and 

not merely juxtaposed. Today’s medical practice, in spite of some honourable 

exceptions, also tends to see the human being as a heterogeneous and at the same 

time dislocated set of Mecca no pieces which can be decomposed and composed 

at will by the merely instrumental intervention of different specialists.

Politicians, teachers and, in general, all people of good will should ask themselves 

how our society might organise the transmission of its structures of belonging so 

that this prevailing climate of total mobilisation, this incessant increase in noise 

and commotion, of inarticulate silence, of unexpressed feelings and the presence 

of the most varied forms of violence may result, in the family, at school and also 

in religion, in a slowdown of the pace of life, in a search for the pacification of 

hearts, in a feeling of calm which would reduce the huge amounts of stress and 

belligerence in public and private life today.

Lluís Duch
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Could it be that the man we know and whom you’ve defined is a historical man 
and that we’re now entering a new dimension?

That’s the big question: where will biological evolution, and particularly cultural 

evolution, take us? There are many theories. If you look at The Bible, the Book 
of Daniel and Revelations are visions of the future. Jules Verne: just think how 

many of the things he imagined actually came about. We may say that humans 

are beings with limits but we don’t know the extent of these limits.

Transhumanism, which is talked about so much, represents the destruction of 
this idea of man. What’s your opinion?

At times of crisis, Nietzsche’s beliefs, reinterpreted as you will as they can be 

interpreted in many ways, take on great force. Deep down, Nietzsche says that 

man as we know him (and he’s thinking about democratic man and the Prussian 

state) is a mistake. He’s an Untermensch and something else must come. 

Transhumanists are very skilled in criticism but imaginative in construction. It’s 

what Bloch called waking dreams, which anticipate for better and for worse.

Many utopias emerged at the end of the 19th century but dystopias now hold 
more weight than utopias. 

I believe a very important category has entered a crisis in Europe: namely 

progress, linked to the category of success. Enlightened people believed that 

material progress was linked to moral progress but, of course, this has now 

broken down. Today there’s great mistrust of enlightened thought.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic

Speed and acceleration 
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How could the neo-liberal regime be reformed? It needs reforming because it’s 

ignoring too many social needs. Neo-liberalism attempts to fasten ever wider 

areas of life to market forces. And this is a problem in itself because those 

needs the market cannot serve are ignored, such as environmental damage or 

inequalities. 

In my opinion, neo-liberalism has three contradictions. The first, between 

corporate neo-liberalism and market neo-liberalism. The second is the relationship 

between neo-liberalism and the new xenophobic populist movements. The third is 

that, as neo-liberalism advances, inequality increases and this begins to weaken 

the mass consumption which is required to nourish the system.

When you read about neo-liberal ideology or its political forms you only hear 

about markets. If we had perfect markets, each individual could make their 

demands known, demands or needs, and the economy would respond to them. 

This works in some parts of the economy where this works. As consumers we love 

Can we reform the neoliberal system?  
Cycle: Combating inequality: the great global challenge organised by the  

Catalonia-Europe Foundation, the Catalan government, Club de Roma  

and “la Caixa” Foundation. 
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Colin Crouch, sociologist and professor at the University of Warwick, 

author of the book Coping with Post-Democracy.

In corporate  neo- l iberal i sm what 
dominates  i s  not  the  market  but  a 
very  smal l  group of  key  players”
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having a choice of products, goods and services and, if a company goes bust, it 

doesn’t matter because there are other companies that can supply us. 

But there are two problems. An internal one: if you have a need that doesn’t 

form part of the market transactions, it cannot be met. For example, you can’t 

buy happiness. Two: in many sectors of the economy there’s no perfect market 

where producers and consumers come and go and everyone has a choice. These 

are sectors where, sooner or later, only a very small group of large multinationals 

can compete. This reduces the choice. If one of these multinationals goes bust, it’s 

a shock to the system. In a true market economy this couldn’t happen. 

Energy, water, the railway system... in these sectors it’s very difficult to have a real 

market with a lot of producers, as was the case in the past when they were state-

owned. Under the pressure of neo-liberalism they’ve been liberalised. Global 

banking is another great example. There are a large number of small banks that 

provide specialised services but the global economy is dominated by a very small 

number of banks. And, as we learned in 2007 and 2008, you only need one or two 

of these banks to have problems and the entire global financial system is affected.

  

Network external i t ies

More recently we’ve seen a very new sector of the economy that, apparently, 

seemed to be a perfect neo-liberal market sector: the internet, information 

technology, which at first created a huge range of producers. So how did it end up 

being dominated by such a small number of companies? This is what we economists 

call network externalities. If having a large network is fundamental to the success 

of a business, very quickly there’ll be a monopoly or domination by two or three 

companies. When you have to buy or sell on a network, you always want the largest 

possible network. If you use an internet browser, you want the biggest one. So very 

quickly there are huge advantages for the larger player who can crush the rest. For 

who would want to join the second network when you can use the first?

If we look at clothes, it’s true there are some dominant companies but no one 

will ever say: I’ll only buy clothes from biggest company. Generally you do the 

Can we reform the neoliberal system? 
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opposite: you want your clothes to be different from the rest and you look for 

small local shops. This is a sector in which the market works very well. When you 

buy a network or access to a network, being the largest has great advantages. 

That’s why the newest and most central part of our economy very quickly moves 

away from being a pure market and becomes dominated by what I call corporate 

neo-liberalism, in which a very small group of key players dominates the market. 

This means that, if any of these companies leaves the system or goes bust, there’ll 

be a huge crisis. And it means, as we saw in 2008 with the banks, that governments 

will have to bail them out.

If we look at the economy in any country around 2009 and 2010, there were 

companies everywhere with problems. There was one sector that was very happy: 

banking, because they were being bailed out and everyone was very concerned 

about saving them because they were indispensable to the system.

Extensive  inequal i t ies

Another consequence of this corporate neo-liberalism is that these large 

multinationals become political agents. It’s very difficult for a company in a 

competitive market to be politically active. They can only do this by forming 

associations or employers’ organisations that represent their sector because, 

if they spend money on political action, their prices will rise in relation to other 

companies not spending money on political action. This situation changes with 

dominant companies. They earn massive profits and can all devote resources 

to politics. There’s no market control in this case. There’s significant lobbying 

pressure on governments. The energy sector is a good example of this situation. 

Giant multinationals become political agents to gain favours and access to new 

markets that will further boost their profits. This leads to extensive inequality in 

political resources, which contradicts the very idea of democracy. This is the way 

neo-liberalism is weakening itself because, instead of dealing with markets, it’s 

affecting the market itself.

I’ve already mentioned that the market cannot serve needs which cannot be 

expressed in the market, especially environmental damage. Very large multinationals 

Colin Crouch
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can be socially responsible. They are in such a dominant market situation they’re not 

afraid of competition and can devote their resources to good causes. The problem 

is that it’s the Boards of Directors of these large multinationals that choose the 

causes they’re going to support; it’s not a democratic process. 

If we look at the seafood industry, for example, many companies produce 

tuna. And they’re very keen to tell you that tuna is caught in a way that doesn’t 

harm dolphins. That’s what they say: it’s dolphin-friendly tuna. But these same 

companies, especially in Thailand, employ slaves on their ships: Burmese slaves. I 

don’t know of any company that says “our product hasn’t been caught by slaves”. 

When big corporations boast of how well they’re behaving we should ask ourselves 

what they’re hiding.

Dominant corporations are very sensitive to consumers. There are a lot of people 

who aren’t interested in politics but they still shop. And they can use their power 

as consumers to punish companies that do certain things. This works, slightly: 

there’s a certain amount of consumer power. But it’s like a fad. It doesn’t look good 

to wear old-fashioned clothes or shoes made by child labour. Okay. But it’s not 

enough. 

The r i se  of  xenophobia

Overall, globalisation has been positive throughout the world. But the deregulated 

way in which it has occurred has created shocks in various countries and has 

fuelled the tendency to blame everything on foreign forces. Because globalisation 

is out there, in the world, outside your own country. If people think they’re 

suffering because of globalisation, they blame foreigners for their suffering. It’s 

Trump’s argument. 

Only a partial reform of neo-liberalism would make it possible to tackle the 

huge conflicts in the Middle East and Africa. But it would be unfair to say that 

the conflicts in Syria, Afghanistan, Sudan and Libya are conflicts created by neo-

liberalism: there are other factors, hostilities and hatreds that existed before 

neo-liberalism and will continue afterwards. It could be said that the current 
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animosity between the industrialised and developed world and Islam is a result 

of globalisation. Because, as people come into contact with each other, they’re 

also confronted with lifestyles they may find negative. Xenophobia is a huge force 

throughout Europe, especially in the countries of Eastern Europe, in the United 

States, in Japan and also in India and other parts of the world. 

The a l l iance  between neo- l ibera ls  and conservat ives

Looking back over the last forty or fifty years, conservatism and liberalism have 

created a kind of coalition and have ruled in most countries. In the 18th and 19th 

centuries they were enemies but they came together to fight off the challenge of 

socialism and we’ve become used to them being in government. 

Conservatives are under pressure from the most nationalistic wings of their 

movements. Liberals tend to be social liberals but are increasingly becoming 

economic liberals. The two forces that seem to be most dynamic at the moment 

are neo-liberalism and xenophobic conservatism, leaving moderate conservatives 

and moderate liberals in the middle. These are very different voices because neo-

liberals want markets and markets are universal. Neo-liberalism isn’t interested in 

ethnic, cultural or gender borders, whereas xenophobia is purely about borders. 

So cracks are appearing in this alliance between neo-liberals and conservatives.

In my country, Great Britain, the most important neo-liberal groups are very 

hostile to Brexit. But the more political neo-liberals think: if we can focus 

everyone’s opinion on opposing transnational institutions and if we focus on the 

nation state, people won’t care about the global market. This was in the minds of 

the multimillionaires who decided to support Donald Trump: there’s a danger that 

people will oppose business; we need someone to take this in a different direction. 

Trump criticises the elites but he’s one of the richest men in the world. He criticises 

the elites because they’re neo-liberal towards Mexicans and Muslims. So, by 

changing the focus of attention, the big multinationals are no longer attacked. But 

when Trump proposes protectionist laws this breaks the first rule of liberalism. 

And that’s why, in the United States, at the moment, there’s tension between the 

xenophobic neo-liberals and the classic neo-liberals.

Colin Crouch
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Post-democracy

Xenophobic movements want highly protected economies. There are alliances of 

convenience between neo-liberalism and xenophobia but this is a very dangerous 

alliance for each of them; it’s an unnatural relationship and they can only make 

temporary pacts.

In 2003, when I wrote my book Coping with Post-Democracy, I said that, in 

advanced democracies, we were on the road to corporate democracy. Democratic 

institutions work but the energy goes elsewhere. This means that democracy 

becomes a game: there are political managers who manage the elections, who 

produce the policies, produce the demands, use the techniques of marketing and 

the advertising industry and create a very artificial system of competition. 

I can see some of the energy that comes from civil society going into the political 

system and keeping it alive. And I see free movements: feminism, the green 

movement. And I have to accept that xenophobic populism is a third movement. 

What has happened since 2003? The third movement has become the most 

important. 

I saw post-democracy as something that happens when political systems show 

signs of fatigue. Because we get used to elections every four years and no 

longer participate in them. The part of the world where the shift towards post-

democracy is fastest is Eastern and Central Europe, where democracy is still 

young. Participation figures have plummeted. Very few political parties have been 

able to develop real roots in civil society. These are developed around a very 

rich man who spends a lot of money and then gets bored... One consequence of 

all those years of state socialism is that civil society has become very weak and 

cannot support a living political system. Then some people discover that deeply 

nationalist sentiment can be used to connect people in this part of the world with 

their political system.

Can we reform the neoliberal system? 
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Socia l  democracy  in  trouble

Social democracy had three problems. The first: during that important period 

in the 1990s and the beginning of this century, a number of social democratic 

parties went through a period when they felt they couldn’t withstand neo-

liberalism. They accepted much of its arguments. They also wanted to get some 

kind of support from the big multinationals pushing neoliberal programmes. 

They continued to pursue social policies (the British Labour Party, for example, 

launched a very ambitious and effective programme against child poverty) but 

without proclaiming this, almost secretively. They gave away so much ground to 

neo-liberal ideology that, when the crisis came in 2008, they couldn’t say: we told 

you so. Social democracy got on the neo-liberal train just before it crashed. 

The second problem: one of the two main social constituencies of social democracy, 

namely the organised working classes in the industrial manufacturing sector, has 

gone into decline. This is due to economic and technological change but it means 

that the founding social class of social democracy has become a class that is 

disappearing from history. This has affected the trade unions, the only important 

social creation of the working class. The second most important constituency 

is made up of professional workers, mostly but not necessarily aimed at the 

public sector. In this sector, there are more and more female union members and 

leaders. There has been a change in the class base and a change in gender, in social 

democracy. The third factor is that the working classes, an industrial class that 

used to be predominantly male, has been particularly vulnerable to attracting 

xenophobic movements.

If the only support for xenophobic movements was provided by the declining 

working class, it would be a very small movement. But they also get support from 

very wealthy people. The social democratic coalition is finding it increasingly 

difficult to keep these groups together and is getting smaller. It ignores all those 

who aren’t industrial workers or employed in the services sector. There are a 

lot of people for whom life is very insecure, on very precarious contracts, and 

these people should be the new constituency for social democracy. Often they 

don’t even have the status of employees: they’re self-employed. They live outside 

society and are very difficult to reach.

Colin Crouch
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A lot of these workers are young: do they have a sense of identity, of solidarity that 
might identify with a political movement?

The problem of precariousness in Great Britain is different from that in Spain 

where it’s a problem of temporary employment. We don’t have many temporary 

jobs because very few people have a permanent job. But we have another 

problem: forced self-employment. For example, someone driving a taxi for Uber. 

Uber says: you’re not my employee. You’re a guy with a cab; you use our platform 

to get your customers. And we demand that you work a certain number of hours 

a day and that you drive a vehicle displaying our name. If you have an accident it’s 

not our problem; you won’t get any kind of pension, you’re an entrepreneur. 

This kind of workforce is growing in Britain and these people are starting to get 

organised. It’s very difficult because they don’t have a position. They’re starting to 

find ways to meet up and have set up a union, which isn’t accepted by the general 

trade union movement and has very few resources. They’re insecure and invisible; 

they don’t meet up in factories like the industrial working classes could to show 

solidarity. Social media are useful for getting together. They create platforms and 

the company can’t break up their meeting because it’s being held on the internet. 

One of the great debates at the moment is where we should position political will 
and debate: at a global level or at the level of nation state? 

This is the key problem. When the economy is increasingly global and its regulation 

requires international action, we have a problem because democracy is limited 

to the nation state. It can’t reach the level it should. Either we destroy the global 

level and return to the nation state, by means of trade barriers, or we build global 

institutions. But for these to be effective, people must be able to identify with them. 

I see myself, as a modern person, like a Russian doll with a series of identities that 

contain other identities. I live in the city of Oxford, I feel English, a citizen of the 

United Kingdom and what is very important to me is that I’m European, I support 

charities working all over the world. All these activities can work together. I 

believe that, in Spain, there are problems with accepting these different levels of 

identity. We need to be able to invest commitment and passion in all these levels. 

Quest ions  from the  publ ic

Can we reform the neoliberal system? 
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The limits of law
Cycle: The idea of limits in a fast-paced world, organised by the European 

School of Humanities and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Juan José López Burniol, jurist and notary

M o n d a y ,  1 6  A p r i l  2 0 1 8

“ T h e  l aw  i s  l i ke  a i r :  y o u  c a n ’ t 
l i v e  o f f  i t  b u t ,  w i t h o u t  i t ,  y o u 
c a n ’ t  w o r k ,  y o u  c a n ’ t  e a r n 
a  l i v i n g  a n d  y o u  c a n ’ t  h av e 
n o r m a l  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ”

What is law for? What are the limits of law or the places it can’t reach? At present, 

in Spain, this topic has relatively significant practical dimension.

You live the law without realising it. You’re listening to me quietly; no one’s 

shouting, no one’s getting up: you observe certain rules and not only these rules 

of civilised society, of courtesy. Some of you will have come by car and perhaps 

you’ve parked illegally and you’ll be fined. If you don’t pay, they’ll seize your 

current account. Some of these rules are coercive: they’re imposed by legitimate 

violence. That’s law.

But everything is relative. In 1967, I’d just finished my degree and I found myself 

on a street in Pamplona with a former teacher, a Salesian. He asked me: “What are 

you doing here?” I answered: “Finishing my law degree.” And he said to me: “The 

law kills life”. Another anecdote: it was the 1990s or 2000 and I’d written an article 

in the newspaper La Vanguardia entitled “In praise of legitimate violence”. I used 
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this title in the sense that there’s no legal rule without coercive power: without 

coercion there’s no law. A journalist friend said to me: “That’s outrageous, there’s 

no such thing as legitimate violence.” I said to her: “Do you have a second home? 

And why do you think people don’t enter it when you’re not there? Because the 

Civil Code says so or because of the Mossos d’Esquadra (Catalan police force)?” 

The law doesn’t kill life: to a large extent, it makes it possible. It’s the minimum 

degree of ethics required to prevent us from going around slapping each other on 

the street. And this minimum is imposed coercively.

Dispensing with  the  law i s  dangerous

Like it or not, the law is a binding plan for coexistence with justice. What characterises 

the law? Its obligatory nature: the existence of a power that enforces it when it’s not 

accepted voluntarily. Who has this monopoly on violence? The state.

To simplify my ideas about human history I tend to say that human history’s a 

process involving threefold expansion: expansion of scenario, expansion of actors 

and expansion of freedoms. We started out in a cave, moved on to the tribe and 

then the city and now supranational union. Expansion of actors: it was passed 

on from military chiefs and priests to the aristocratic classes and, from these, to 

the bourgeoisie, later on to all citizens and, finally, women have been included. 

Expansion of freedoms: this has been evident throughout the centuries. Anyway, 

at present the base organisation is the state. The state is a contingent historical 

entity. There will come a day when it will be no more, but at present it does exist. It 

is a contingent entity for organising political power in a given human community. 

The state is a structure, a legal system, a set of rules: from the Constitution to the 

latest municipal by-law and even the Highway Code.

Dispensing with the law is dangerous. I’m reading a book called Constitutional 

Failure: Carl Schmitt in Weimar, by Ellen Kennedy. It tells of how the great 20th-

century European jurist saw that critical moment of the Weimar Republic and said: 

this has to be sorted out based on Article 48. How? By granting special powers 

to the President of the Republic. The Constitution allowed it. They gave those 

powers to Hindenburg. But in January 1933, Hitler was democratically appointed 
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Chancellor of the Republic. A few months later, Hindenburg died. Hitler became 

President of the Republic, those special powers were expanded and there’s no 

need to tell you what happened after that. I insist: dispensing with the law is 

dangerous. Dispensed with it on one side and you end up with dictatorship; on the 

other side, with revolution. Neither dictatorship nor revolution.

What ’s  the  law for?

The law is a tool that can be used for anything, for good and evil. The law is 

meaningless if it’s not linked to two ideas: security and justice. Some economic 

historians consider the following question: How is it that, from the Renaissance 

onwards, Europe progressed economically and ended up gaining control over 

the whole world, which it exploited colonially for 500 years? Because, from the 

Renaissance onwards, Europeans embarked on a kind of unstable balance. Rulers 

were very interested in there being a sphere of security that would help them to do 

business. The promissory note and the public limited company appeared. Security 

is predictability.

Spain, 1835: real estate is confiscated. The state forced the Church and aristocratic 

families to sell the large amounts of property they owned. An emerging petty 

bourgeoisie and wealthy farmers began to buy up these lands and significant 

redistribution took place. And what did they want, those who were buying up 

these properties? Security and public order on the roads: they created the Civil 

Guard. And for title deeds to hold sway: in 1860 the Organic Law on Notaries was 

created and, in 1861, the Mortgage Law. The law serves to provide predictability 

and security, which facilitate economic development.

Just ice  of  the  speci f ic  case

There’s economic progress because there’s a market, but there’s a market because 

there’s legal security. But justice is equally if not more important than security. 

Justice is the constant and permanent will to give each person what they’re due. 

What does this mean in practice? 
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I learned from my teacher, Álvaro d’Ors, that absolute justice does not exist, 

only the justice of the specific case in point. You have to weigh up the conflicting 

interests, weigh up the intentions and, in the end, as a judge, you must agree with 

the person whose interest is most worthy of protection. Álvaro d’Ors said: “We 

think that continental law, Spanish law, French law, German law, etc., is the follow-

on of Roman law. In a way it is. But the systems that are most similar to Roman law 

are not the continental systems but rather the Anglo-Saxon ones. For them, the 

source of law, par excellence, is what the courts say.”

And what is just? What each society, at each historical moment, considers to be 

most convenient. Human Rights fall outside this because they are what we jurists 

call a Prius: they are primordial. But everything else... The media, for example. 

Should they be publicly or privately owned? Each society, at each historical 

moment, will decide. Who decides? Military and religious leaders, the aristocracy 

and the absolute monarch, then the bourgeoisie, the people and, from the 20th 

century onwards, all citizens. 

Laws cannot  be  ta i lor-made

The source of law is parliament. And how does parliament express its will? 

Through law: general legal rules. Parliament can, in general, regulate the system 

of ownership affecting all your apartments. But what parliament can’t do is have 

your apartments expropriated by law. José María Ruiz Mateos, from the holding 

company Rumasa, got up to all kinds of tricks but it was impossible for a law to 

expropriate his assets, because singular laws (or ius singulare) are not admitted. 

Laws cannot be tailor-made for a specific case.

The French Revolution took the idea that parliament was the prime source of law so 

seriously that it claimed it ruled over the courts and insisted that judges had better 

not come complaining later. All they had to do was engage in syllogistic reasoning: 

“We don’t want complicated interpretations and case law will never be considered 

the source of law.” The French revolutionaries believed that judges were a hang-on 

from the Ancien Régime, much the same opinion as here, in Spain, at the time of the 

Transition to democracy. One thing is what the laws say and another is the reality, 
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which is deeply complex. Laws have to be applied. And, like it or not, the case law of 

the courts has an interpretative value and often, I would say, a normative value as well.

The Enlightenment is a great moment in human history. It tells us that reason is 

above tradition, that we must seek happiness in this world rather than salvation in 

the next and, thirdly, that we all have the same rights because we’re all equal. It’s a 

fantastic vision which laid down a good part of the foundations of today’s Europe. 

Romanticism was a step backwards. In the legal field, it gave rise to the historical 

schools of law. In Germany, a school emerged that believed the spirit of the people 

was more important than the law. But who defines what the spirit of the people is? 

The law doesn’t cover everything: there’s also custom. A Spanish jurist, Federico 

de Castro, defined custom as: “a rule created and imposed through social use”. 

You can create the belief that something is obligatory through repetition. The 

general principles of law are also important. We use our intelligence to perform 

abstractions. Others talk about natural law: it’s inscribed in the nature of things 

and can be understood through reason. And finally, we have case law. Laws are 

applied and, in the Spanish case, when a law is interpreted by the Supreme Court 

in the same way twice, if another court does not abide by that, its decision can be 

appealed. This unifies the interpretation and changes the sense of laws.

How does  the  law evolve? 

This brings us to a particularly interesting topic. Laws are the text and its circumstances 

of time and place. We are applying laws from the 19th century. Laws are passed, 

circumstances change. Laws grow old. Sometimes just an update suffices to make 

them applicable again. Sometimes they need to be amended. And sometimes they 

need to be replaced by others. The law is not crystallised forever: it evolves.

There are branches of law. Law is one, but it’s very plural. Big law firms are 

generally engaged in commercial law, tax law and some elements of civil law. But 

when we have a serious problem of the criminal or marital type, or even relating 

to inheritance, normally we don’t go to the big firms but to offices where there’s a 

more direct relationship and greater trust.
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The first distinction: public law and private law. Let’s say that, in the beginning, 

there was private law. When there’s a problem, private law professionals look 

at the conflict of interests, we decide it should be resolved and use the rule of 

law with a certain degree of flexibility. When I used to spend more time writing 

about law, I wrote that its evolution involves an erosion of the peremptory norm 

or jus cogens. In contrast, public law professionals have a much more respectful 

approach to the rule of law. They have an innate tendency towards maintaining 

greater stability in the system.

I’ve been a notary for 45 years. When I passed the public examination to become a 

notary, you could do whatever you wanted in the field of property law: regulation 

was minimal. In contrast, in the area of family and inheritance law, everything was 

extraordinarily restricted. Now the tables have turned. In the field of property, 

regulation is fierce, more and more aspects are regulated. In contrast, in the field 

of family and inheritance, regulation is now more relaxed. This brought to mind an 

observation made by Hannah Arendt, writing in the 1960s: “In our times, in our 

society, the following situation has come about. Those who really have power are 

starting to say, ‘Let these people vote every four years, let them buy anything they 

like. From a personal point of view, let them take their hedonism to the highest 

level, if that’s what they want. But they need to be kept away from issues of 

property.’” This is what Hannah Arendt called permissive totalitarianism. 

There have been times when private law has been much more important than 

public law: in our liberal regimes, for example. When liberalism declines, the state 

intervenes. After the Second World War, the European Union and welfare state 

were created and both depend on a large dose of public law and interventionism.

Changes  in  the  family

I studied law in the 1960s. Since then, the following events have taken place: firstly, 

the desacralisation of family law. The Church controls society through education 

and control of the family. When you want to make a civil code that admits civil 

marriage and divorce, you come up against intense opposition from the Church. 

In Spain, the secularisation of family law came two hundred years too late. The 
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French Revolution was in 1789 and divorce and civil marriage in Spain, if we leave 

aside the years of the Second Republic, came with the reform of the Civil Code in 

1981. Almost two centuries later. 

Secondly: greater equality between women and men. I studied a civil code that 

said that crazy or demented people, minors and married women didn’t have legal 

competence to enter into contracts. This was abolished in 1975. 

Thirdly: greater equality between children. In Catalan law, until 1984, when it was 

constitutionalised, it was relatively difficult for illegitimate children, children from the 

clergy or those born out of incest to inherit. They couldn’t be left anything in a will.

From the patriarchal family we have moved on to different types of families: 

domestic partnerships, homosexual domestic partnerships, situations of 

cohabitation, etc. Each person arranges the situation on the basis of freedom and 

pacts and the mandatory rules are reduced.

What has completely changed is inheritance law. Catalonia is not rich but has 

been very well structured because family agricultural enterprises, rural dynasties, 

can’t be divided up. For an enterprise of this type to work, you need two things: 

for the assets not to be divided up and for just one person to be in charge. It’s very 

tough and creates population surpluses but it’s the only way to operate. And don’t 

think that the wealthy operate any differently today. Those who are truly wealthy, 

people who have productive assets that give them economic dominance and 

political influence, what they’re looking for is to keep the assets that give them 

power and money within the family. And this is the case the world over. This sense 

of family has disappeared; it only remains among the wealthy. Property has been 

spread around. Everyone’s an owner. Inheritance has been trivialised. We have 

tiny inheritances: halves of flats and apartments and a little bit of money. People 

save less because they think the future will be covered partly by their pension.

In the last stage of my career, I noticed a large deficit of mine in the area of urban 

planning. I never had any in-depth knowledge of urban planning because I didn’t 

study it at the time, because it didn’t exist. Regulation in urban planning matters 

is now vast. And in matters of legislation and contracts too; all the new consumer 
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legislation, which is necessary because, before, the sale of a house was uncommon 

but now homes are a consumer durable.

What about  the  Const i tut ion?

The framework law within a state is either imposed by force or is the result of a 

pact. The Constitution is a pact. Pacts must be respected. But, rebus sic stantibus: 

things thus standing. If circumstances change, the law needs to change. Politicians 

have to anticipate when a significant part of the population wants a change.

The law needs coercive force but, in order to have legitimacy, the society the rule 

of law is applied to needs to accept it. When a significant part of the population 

asks for the Constitution to be adapted to the new reality, this needs to be taken 

up and work needs to begin through transactional dialogue. The worst pact is 

preferable to the best lawsuit. A Spanish constitutionalist once said: “In Spain, we 

haven’t had much of a tradition of constitutional changes: this explains the large 

number of revolutions.” We can’t stem the tide of societal change.

As of 11 September 1714, the local sources of Catalan law were no more. Until 

the Civil Law Compilation of 1960, Catalan law had miraculously survived thanks 

to the fantastic work of generations of jurists who had the talent to adapt the old 

rules. Catalan law has served as evidence of an identity and is now an instrument 

of self-government.

Conclusion: The law is not a dogma to be obeyed but a rule of conduct imposed 

by the predominant social belief, which must be applied with good judgement to 

each case, because there is no absolute justice or security but only the justice 

of each specific case. Consequently, legal reason par excellence therefore does 

not come in the form of justice but rather good judgement. The law is not a set of 

immutable rules, immune to the passage of time and the change of circumstances, 

but rather it must always be applied and interpreted in accordance with the times 

and circumstances. The law doesn’t exist without a legitimate coercive force to 

back it up, which is the monopoly of the state. It could be said that a trial is a 

ritualised act of violence.
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The law is never forever, which is why its rules must be amended or the whole 

thing replaced by another regulatory structure when the social change is strong 

or radical enough to require it. The law is not a cover for dodging political 

responsibilities or the assumption of risk. The law has no basis for its obligatory 

nature other than the voluntary acceptance of its validity by a very large majority 

of the society it’s applied to. The law is not a science. The law is like air: you can’t 

live off it but, without it, you can’t work, you can’t earn a living and you can’t have 

normal social relations. It’s a modest but absolutely essential creation.

So, the law always arrives once the changes have already been accepted by society…?

I’ll quote the Spanish jurist Federico de Castro: “Revolutionaries of all sorts wipe 

the slate of the previous situation clean and then arrange a new legal system dedi-

cated to perpetuating their own situation.” That’s the way it is: the law always co-

mes later. But, of course, it’s very different, when the situation being perpetuated is 

that of a landed aristocrat or a few entrepreneurs dealing in slavery, from when it’s 

the people of a democratic and free country. One current misgiving is that, thanks 

to today’s much-vilified social media, we’ve all started to participate very directly in 

collective life. We’re abreast of everything that’s happening.

How does the increase in life expectancy affect inheritance law?

I remember once I made a will for a firefighter. I told him: “Make your wife heir but 

leave the reserved share to your children.” And he replied: “But if I have to leave the 

reserved share to my children, why am I making a will? I don’t want to leave them 

anything; I want my wife to have it all. She’ll take care of them. The reserved share is 

looked down on.” And he’s right, because we don’t owe our children anything. We’ve 

given them an education, clothing, travel and so on. I once wrote an article in the 

newspaper La Vanguardia where I said that the most you can give your children is 

the time of day. People get that. And this is slowly changing.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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Marina Garcés. I would like to begin by expressing a concern: how can it be, that what 

has been called the democratisation of knowledge, achieved by many different 

initiatives, struggles and battles (including public education, the universalisation 

of certain rights concerning literacy and access to knowledge, open culture), all 

this historical struggle, which is very old... How can it be that it’s not necessarily 

resulting in more democratic societies? 

I think this is a starting point for our discussion because it’s a situation that 

requires a lot of analysis, diagnosis and specific consideration, which we can all 

share. What’s happening here, and what additional effort does today’s situation 

require of us, if we want to aim for a deep, radical democracy and not only for a 

formal democracy that’s increasingly inoculated with authoritarianism, despotism 

and dogmatism? Why can’t we claim to live in complete democracies?

I think, inheriting what have been the assumptions of some of these struggles 

to democratise knowledge, provide access to education and literacy as a means 

T h u r s d a y ,  2 7  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 8

The power and control of ignorance
Cycle: Democracies under control, organised by the Ernest Lluch Foundation 

and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Ángel Gabilondo, philosopher. Former Minister of Education in the government 

of Rodríguez Zapatero

Marina Garcés, philosopher. Founder of the collective project for critical and 

experimental thought Espai en Blanc

“ We  l i v e  i n  a  “ p o s t - w o rd ”  t i m e . 
W h a t  k i n d  o f  k n o w l e d ge  i s  t h a t , 
w i t h o u t  t h e  w o rd ? ”
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of emancipating the masses, women and colonised peoples... All these struggles 

were based on an assumption: that access to knowledge through education, free 

information, the circulation of ideas, is emancipating per se. Becoming more 

educated, more erudite, more informed is, in itself, emancipating. We might think 

that more informed citizens are freer citizens. This is the case of the struggles 

by the masses for literacy, not only to be able to participate in the culture of the 

upper classes but also, in this country, the whole tradition of the athenaeums, of 

educating workers, of educating women... 

There’s a scene I sometimes mention, because I’m intrigued by it, from Ettore 

Scola’s film Una giornata particolare: Marcello Mastroianni and Sofia Loren are 

in a working class apartment while Mussolini is parading through the streets. 

The workers go down to the street while she dresses the children and stays 

behind to make the beds. A neighbour appears, a homosexual journalist who’s 

threatened by the new situation in Italy. They have a long conversation-

relationship-situation, which is the film. There’s a moment when Sofia Loren 

says, “You can do anything to an uneducated woman”. She talks about her 

shame at not being cultured, her impotence as a woman, as a working class 

person and as an Italian, at a time when the masses are parading for fascism. 

And I ask myself: how can it be, that anything or almost anything can be done 

to people who are so educated, as we indeed are in historical terms, in today’s 

societies? What’s going on?

Universa l i s ing  and democrat i s ing  knowledge

Ángel Gabilondo. I think we’re mistaken if we believe that the universalisation and 

democratisation of knowledge are one and the same. I’m convinced that knowledge 

has become more universal but I’m not so sure it has become more democratised. 

For example: to believe the schooling of all children is simply fulfilling people’s 

right to education is to confuse the universalisation of education with the right to 

education, which is not the same thing. 

Universalising knowledge has not made us more erudite or cultured. There’s a 

technocratic, utilitarian type of knowledge that does not entail culture or wisdom. 

Ángel Gabilondo |  Marina Garcés
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The control of ignorance

I mean that the urge to master knowledge present in those of us who’ve had 

the opportunity to enjoy higher education should make us more humble and 

unpretentious, and thankful to society for having had that opportunity, rather 

than using it as projectile, throwing our moral superiority in the faces of those 

who haven’t had that chance. 

I say this because some supposedly and at times brazenly progressive sectors 

show off their academic degrees as a symbol of superiority over those who 

haven’t even had the chance to study. I think this is very important because the 

pure exaltation of knowledge as if it were a value in itself seems to me to highly 

debatable, perhaps because, as a young man, I read a book entitled Knowledge and 

Human Interests by Jürgen Habermas. 

In the same way, we believe that knowledge, in itself and for itself, and any kind of 

knowledge, results directly in the liberation of the person or of peoples. So the more 

knowledge, the better. And I agree. The more knowledge, the better, better. But the 

first thing we have to do is to see what’s being presented as knowledge in a society 

where even knowledge per se is presented as a consolidated form of ignorance, 

which could lead to this extreme: a society in which we all have more knowledge but 

where ignorance is greater than it has ever been in the history of mankind. 

And this is what should concern us; we know more and more things, we’re aware 

of more and more things but we’re not more erudite; rather, sometimes we’re 

well-trained ignorant people. And that’s where the problem might lie.

Championing the  common

Should some elites determine the pedigree of knowledge? Proper knowledge 

as opposed to insane and dangerous knowledge? Well, I believe that what we 

need is something called democracy: realising that communication is the key - 

the key - to finding and establishing those values that sustain a common mission 

of justice and freedom. And if we don’t believe that, any more discussion we 

might have will be very interesting to scholars but it won’t help to build the 

society we want. 
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I’ve read and heard Marina Garcés talk about “championing the common” and I 

think that’s what we have to do. Not “the common” in the sense of being linked 

to an identity but the common in relation to creating community spaces. And 

my question is: is there a community of knowledge? We university academics 

get enthusiastic about this. Is scientific knowledge in a community together 

with humanistic knowledge? Is university the place where different types of 

knowledge coexist in joyful harmony, singing hymns that praise what is common? 

Where is the common spirit in a society that has valued individualism above 

all else: the “each man for himself”, and the “let’s succeed anyway we can, at any 

price”? What has cultivated the intellectual geniuses that, endowed with a great 

qualification, have been able to appear before society and use knowledge as a 

symbol of power? 

I’m in favour of us having a lot of knowledge, but knowledge is also acquired for 

us, it’s also given to us, it’s doled out to us so that we can be what is sometimes 

required of us in some situations: docile employees and not active, free citizens.

Defect ion or  inf i l trat ion

Marina Garcés. There are some institutions, even public ones, that aren’t 

necessarily working for the common good. There’s quite a lot of deeply felt unrest 

today that has to do with that. And this manifests itself in two ways. On the one 

hand, it leads to escape, to defection and other ways of being involved with what 

concerns us. Knowledge isn’t data but rather the meaning we produce with each 

other, concerning what we live through and experience and when don’t know how 

to live. That’s knowledge: when we don’t know how to live. 

On the one hand, some people are looking for a place where they can come 

together with others to exchange, read, invent, transform different types of 

knowledge, from the most artisan to the most sophisticated. This is a path that, 

today, I believe is altering the institutional and parainsitutional situation for many, 

especially for younger people who are the ones that have to find a place where 

there are people they can trust, which I believe is a vital element when it comes to 

learning and knowing: trust.

Ángel Gabilondo |  Marina Garcés
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And, on the other hand, we have infiltration, which is also a very necessary 

practice, always. Otherwise we would just go around abandoning the ship, 

leaving it to drift or in the hands of those who want to use it for their own 

interests. The task of the infiltrator is to distort the rules of the game to 

ensure that common issues are included, to defend them against those who 

would use them to their own advantage and turn them into agendas of all 

kinds: economic, political ... 

There are some positions between desertion and infiltration that can also be 

useful: ways of putting into practice knowledge and ignorance (for me the two 

always go together). We must achieve an alliance between our knowledge and 

our ignorance. And we must also incorporate, not only through the apology of 

diversity but also through political, cultural and epistemological conflict, other 

types of knowledge that are also forcing their way into our mental space. In the 

face of the tendency of the institution of knowledge and its satellites towards 

standardisation, there’s a dehegemonisation of what we had understood as 

knowing, deciding and thinking. 

Against  dogmatism

Ángel Gabilondo. There are other ways of knowing. One of the things that worries 

me the most is living in a society, in some contexts, where you meet people who 

are very clear about what needs to be done, because they know. They don’t 

need to talk, discuss or waste time. They also tend to be experts in discouraging 

people, incapable of being open to even slightly different possibilities. I believe 

philosophy is a way of knowing and, when you lose philosophy, you lose knowing. 

“No, knowledge is science. And then there’s that other stuff to entertain boring 

pedants.” The different types of knowledge fight each other for power. These 

types of knowledge are not innocent, some compared with others. The different 

types of knowledge wrangle over spaces in order to achieve hegemony and 

impose themselves as the dominant knowledge in societies where having more 

knowledge means having more power and having more resources. We must not 

be so naive as to talk about “knowledges” in plural without realising that they 

interrelate. 

The control of ignorance
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All of us have an unrepeatable singularity which is absolute value and that must 

be contrasted with individualism. One can only be different within the common. 

Outside the common one is indifferent. And this is very important to know, 

because those of us who champion the common are championing the singularity 

of the different, which is the opposite of homogenising the uniform. 

What has happened is that, in our liberal society today, singularity has been replaced 

by individuality, which is not what produces the most universal. Something can only 

be truly unique if there’s some kind of universality, for example the universality of 

rights. I would like to champion the singular, unrepeatable experience of looking 

after and improving ourselves, getting the best out of ourselves in order to access 

and contribute a space in the construction of what is common. 

May I speak a little Greek? The individual is an idiot: that’s speaking Greek. Because 

the Greeks use the term “ιδιωτης” for someone who lives isolated, without any 

social, political or public sensibility. That’s a “lost idiot”. That’s what the Greeks 

used to say: but the Greeks are wrong too. An individual is ignorant, an individual 

is arrogant. A singular person is simple; they recognise their own limitations and 

desperately seek conversation with others.

The house  of  non-knowledge

Marina Garcés. The relationship between singularity and individuality can 

be explained in many ways; it’s an issue that lies at the heart of contemporary 

philosophy. Last Friday I gave the inaugural lecture at the Universitat Politècnica 

de Catalunya, with the engineers, and I thought: how can I explain to them, 

precisely, that university should be a house of non-knowledge? A place to share 

what we don’t know about ourselves, the world or anyone else we live with - 

because we can never know everything about others, not even with the most 

extreme Big Data. That’s our condition: not to know, and that’s not the ignorance 

of the idiot but the ignorance of the wise. 

I talked to them about Nicholas of Cusa, who’s a very interesting gentleman from 

the 15th century and who, among other things, invented the lenses that allow 

Ángel Gabilondo |  Marina Garcés
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short-sighted people to move around the world. A great achievement! Nicholas of 

Cusa provides a good explanation of individuality and singularity. He says that, in 

order to come closer to the truth, which we can merely approach, we must learn 

to accept disproportion, that dimension of any element of life and its condition 

of not being able to be reduced to a single measure. Whoever claims to have that 

single measure for all things will believe they have everything for a time, but they 

will have profoundly ignored the truth. 

Ángel Gabilondo. The more you know, the more you realise how much you don’t 

know. The more knowledge you have, the larger the extent of what you don’t 

know. Today we’re even astounded by what we don’t know, because we know a 

little more. And so it is with each one of us. Who has never felt like a stranger 

in his own life? The first xenophobia begins by not accepting the diversity or 

disproportion you represent for yourself. Someone who is complete, whole, 

finished: I’m not interested in them in at all. Plato, in The Sophist, introduces a 

character, the Stranger. When you let him talk, he changes the whole notion of 

being. Not-being is otherness, the other thing about being. This is very important 

in a society of self-sufficiency, where conceit in social, political and public spheres 

is the supreme form of ignorance.

Marina Garcés. Another character from philosophy is Rameau’s Nephew, whom 

Diderot presents to us as a fraud and who lives by being amusing in the salons... 

of the arrogant. Diderot describes him thus: “nothing is more unlike the man 

than he himself”. He ends up being the bearer of a truth: a truth that unmasks the 

hypocrisy, stupidity and pretensions of a time in which certain emerging social 

classes are building their power on a new monopoly, through which they appear 

to be cultured and worthy of their power, when in reality they’re building their 

power on stupidity.

The society  of  appearance

Ángel Gabilondo. Not coinciding with oneself is called time. If we didn’t have 

a certain distance from ourselves, we’d be dead. This distance is travelled by 

living. The fact that we’re mortal means, as Pindar says, that we are “creatures 

The control of ignorance
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of one day”. This non-coincidence makes us fight for life. We live in a society of 

appearance; everything has been lost in a sham. Knowledge has no prestige. What 

has prestige is to make a show of knowledge. Democracy has many dangers if it’s 

reduced to the appearance of democracy. But does that mean we should give up 

democracy? No! I’m in favour of more democracy, not less. “Since democracy is not 

the truth of the development of the Polis, let us leave democracy and move on to 

something else”. I don’t believe that but there are some that do.

Aristotle says that theory is the ultimate expression of praxis. “Less talk and more 

action”, people say. Theory is born out of a certain way of doing: we are what we 

do. Our true being, as Hegel says, is what we do, our true word is our way of life. 

Why does politics get such a bad press? Because we say one thing and do another. 

There’s a distance between what we say and what we do: we’ve lost the logos. 

We live in the time of the post-word. What knowledge is that, without the word? 

When the beings of word are lost, then so is justice.

Marina Garcés. I would say that this loss of the word has to do with fear, the fear 

of the most important thing contained in the word: the experience of the distance 

between us and the world. When the word expresses this distance, it allows us 

to move with it, it allows us to get close to it, it allows us to make mistakes with it 

and therefore to rectify... The Taoists have the answer: we must forget words to 

be able to speak. We must cast aside the cages we built for ourselves to exorcise 

our fears, which is how the word is used today, as a projectile, as a zone to confirm 

and readily recognise those who seem to speak like us. There’s only a relationship 

when there’s listening.

Ángel Gabilondo |  Marina Garcés
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Do you believe the most educated people are the most domesticated?

Ángel Gabilondo. More than a question, it’s an assertion. It’s not that there’s a 

wicked person organising society so that a lot of people drop out of school and 

there’s a lot of ignorance, and then people don’t know who to vote for so they tell 

them who to vote for. I don’t have that notion of things. But I do mean there are 

effects that alter how things work. Rather than answering in the sense of “do you 

think there’s an evil person who’s organising all this”, what I’m saying is that, given 

how everything is going, it appears as if there’s an evil person behind it all.

Is a culture of planned ignorance necessary to bring stability to society?

Marina Garcés. There’s a lot of manufactured ignorance and, today, there’s even 

a field of study called agnotology, very specialised, in the United States. The-

re are deliberate actions and people who conspire. It’s a field to produce new 

forms of ignorance that have to do with information, not with the absence of 

information. Being informed doesn’t mean knowing any better what’s going on. 

There’s another author who talks about the production of illegibility; but text 

is illegible in the sense of producing understanding and relations. What really 

worries me is learned impotence, which is something learned all the time nowa-

days, even going through school and not knowing what to do with it. People 

going out into the world armed with learned impotence is considerably dama-

ging the community we live in.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic

The control of ignorance



7 6

Artificial intelligence, robotisation and the fourth digital revolution
Cycle: Democracies under control, organised by the Ernest Lluch Foundation 

and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Ramon López de Mántaras, computer scientist and physicist at the Artificial 

Intelligence Research Institute (IIIA) of the CSIC

Lorena Jaume-Palasí, Member of the Spanish government’s Expert Group on 

Artificial Intelligence and Big Data
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“If the idea is to place humans at 
the centre of problem solving and 
use machines as a complement to 
improve the outcome, then artificial 
intelligence is welcome”

Ramon López de Mántaras: What is artificial intelligence? Does what has been 

developed so far deserve to be called intelligent? Is AI very different or very similar 

to human intelligence? I will try to clarify this a little, because these are words, or 

labels, that can lead to some confusion.

Marvin Minsky, one of the fathers of artificial intelligence, spoke of suitcase words 

because they carry a lot of baggage. We tend to think that everything we do, 

which is more or less intelligent, when a machine does it, even if it only does one 

very specific thing, this can be extended to other aspects. If an AI system does 

something complex very well, then we assume it must be able to do anything 

else well.
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Artificial intelligence

I’m going to illustrate this with an exercise of imagination. Imagine we have a time 

machine and bring Isaac Newton back from the end of the 17th century to the 

present day. Let’s imagine we place him somewhere he’s familiar with: the chapel 

at Trinity College, in Cambridge, where he was a lecturer. Then, in that imposing 

darkness of the chapel, we take a mobile phone out of our pocket and start it up. 

Newton, who’d discovered that light decomposes into all its colour components 

when it passes through a prism, would surely be astonished to see the number of 

different colours produced by the screen. We play a piece of music familiar to him, 

for instance a piece by Handel. Then we make one of his most important works 

appear, Principia Mathematica. We enlarge one of his equations... Then we show him 

how we can take photos, make videos, arithmetical calculations with extraordinary 

accuracy, to him who is the father of infinitesimal calculus. The mobile phone counts 

our steps as we walk. And also, although sometimes we forget this, it can also be 

used to talk to someone somewhere else, on the other side of the world. 

Would Newton, one of the giants of science, be able to provide a minimally 

coherent explanation for all this? Obviously he wouldn’t have a chance of explaining 

anything at all. Remember that, in his age, alchemists wanted to turn lead into 

gold. Maybe it can turn lead into gold! Maybe he thought that energy could last a 

lifetime: Newton lived a hundred years before Volta, the inventor of the battery. 

All these things he wouldn’t even be able to imagine, not in the slightest, and he 

might think that everything is magic. And that’s what’s happening to us today with 

artificial intelligence.

Competence  without  comprehension

We’ve seen very positive results in some highly defined fields, such as chess, where 

AI surpasses human intelligence. Poker, video games... in this field, machines 

have competences that surpass human competence. I use the word competences 

on purpose, to introduce the following concept: the problem with current AI is 

that it’s not really intelligent and it doesn’t really learn, at least in the sense in 

which a human being conceives the concepts of learning and being intelligent. It has 

extraordinary competences in very specific areas: I usually call this competence 

without comprehension. 



7 8

Ramon López de Mántaras |  Lorena Jaume-Palasí

In fact, science philosopher Daniel C. Dennett, in his latest book, From Bacteria 

to Bach and Back, says that we humans are also sometimes competent at doing 

something we can’t explain. How we recognise objects, for instance: we can’t 

explain it yet we do it. The difference with humans is that, although we also have 

limitations in terms of finding thorough explanations of how we do things, once 

we’ve learned and acquired them properly (especially things that have to do with 

perception and the sensory and motor system in particular), our capabilities are 

more developed than a machine to explain them. We have an intelligence that, I 

think, deserves the name of intelligence, even if we’re not sure how to define it: 

we’re capable of doing things with comprehension. 

When I read a phrase I understand the phrase thoroughly, not like Google 

Translator which translates a text but doesn’t have a thorough comprehension 

of what it says. It doesn’t carry out a semantic analysis: it’s based on looking for 

correspondences between patterns, among millions of translated documents 

on the internet. It’s based on statistical search techniques for correspondences 

between strings of symbols. When it translates, it gives us the impression that it 

has understood, but that’s not the case. It cannot be asked questions about that 

text because it’s incapable of any kind of reasoning. The real situation of artificial 

intelligence today is competence without comprehension and making machines 

carry out very well-defined things. 

But be careful; the fact that there’s no general artificial intelligence doesn’t mean 

we shouldn’t be concerned - and a lot.

That ’s  how machines  l earn

Lorena Jaume-Palasí: Yes, you’re right; they’re inductive processes, in which 

situations are simply repeated, in which certain calculations are correct or false. 

That’s how machines learn: crudely. Machines go around banging at the wall until 

they find the door. Humans would first try to understand the concept of a door. 

Can a wall be opened? Can a door be opened? Ah, OK, so I’ll go out the door. There’s 

a joke that one of my developers usually tells: a father goes up to his son and says 

to him: if everyone else jumps out the window, do you jump out the window, too? 
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Artificial intelligence

The son says “no”! And the father, who’s a developer, asks his program: “What do 

you do?” And the program says: Yes! Because it works by imitating what others do.

Humans are not merely logical machines: they also have empathy. They have the 

ability to put themselves in someone else’s place, not only at a logical level, at a 

strategic level, but also at an emotional level. And all these are aspects that are 

hard to transform into data. Emotional intelligence, social capacity that entails, 

in its negative aspects, the capacity to lie or deceive. In such cases you don’t just 

need logic; you also need the ability to understand what emotional state the other 

is in and how to make use of it. 

What’s also very shocking to me are the debates we’re having at a global level. In 

Asia they don’t understand the debates and discussions we’re having in Europe. 

They love robots and see them as a support: they see them as friends. Since data 

protection in Asia has become so internationally famous, they ask you: “But what 

risks do you see there?” 

It has to do with the different philosophical and also religious cultures. In the 

West, both monotheism and the Enlightenment have taught us that the human 

being is the summit of Evolution. And we don’t only have the right but also the 

duty to overpower all hierarchies below us. In Asia, the Shinto religion believes 

that, behind every entity, this vessel, there is a spirit and that all spirits are equal; 

there’s no hierarchy whatsoever. They experience this with euphoria. In the West 

we focus on projecting fears and on looking less at what is actually a problem.

Humans at  the  centre

Ramon López de Mántaras: At the Artificial Intelligence Research Institute there’s 

a line of work that has to do with socialisation: algorithms based on multi-agent 

systems involving human-machine collaboration. Some call it social intelligence. To 

solve a problem you may need the collaboration of more or less intelligent software 

and also human interpretation: both are important. This human-machine team, 

which is usually called “Human Centre Artificial Intelligence”, is fundamental. 

In other societies perhaps not so much but, in our society, we need to get rid of 
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our sometimes not very rational fear of AI and machines. When you demonstrate 

there’s synergy and when the result produced by the two of them working 

collaboratively is better than either of the two separately. This has occurred in 

various fields. There are well-documented examples, in scientific journals with 

experiments that have been properly carried out. It’s absolutely credible and the 

results are impressive. There’s one very clear example in medicine: to assess the 

probability of a breast cell biopsy being negative; i.e. there may be cancer. The 

system combined several sources of images and the error rate was 4% or 5%. 

Among doctors the average error rate wasn’t very different. But together the error 

rate fell to 0.5%. This is a wonderful example of human-machine collaboration. 

And there are many others.

One very widespread fear we have in society, and logically so, is the transformation 

of the world of work; that machines will take our jobs. If the idea is to replace 

humans with machines, then maybe we’re not doing the job very well. If, on the 

other hand, the idea is to place humans at the centre of problem-solving and to 

use machines as a complement to improve the outcome, then artificial intelligence 

is welcome. In Europe, fortunately, a lot of emphasis is being placed on this kind of 

AI that keeps humans at the centre of problem solving. It’s a value we have and we 

must promote it. It’s the kind of AI we’re developing at the Artificial Intelligence 

Research Institute.

Socia l  i s lands

Lorena Jaume-Palasí: The AI we’re using nowadays is not going to be able to replace 

humans and all the processes required in terms of the jobs that people have to do. 

There are a lot of jobs that require deductive behaviour, which is what machines 

can’t do: contextualize, explain, interpret, adapt to unforeseen changes... 

What worries me most is the kind of modelling we’re carrying out. These are human 

tendencies that have to do with certain fashions. In the 1950s two scientists, 

Lazarsfeld and Merton, created the concepts of homophily and heterophily. The 

concept of heterophily has practically disappeared but homophily is much more 

present than before. It’s the heart of the principle that Facebook or Google work 

Ramon López de Mántaras |  Lorena Jaume-Palasí
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with: the idea that human beings look for people with the same opinion, with the 

same point of interest, with the same tastes. So the modelling that’s being carried 

out at the level of automation is based on this assumption. 

I find this problematic, from two perspectives. On the one hand, because it’s based 

on the assumption that people will always behave as in the past. On the other hand, 

it results in segregation, in social islands that can’t understand each other. Cities, 

society... they’re more heteronomous than we assume. Mathematically, other 

types of modelling can be carried out. The models we produce for climate change, 

for example, are based on identifying the crisis. Then they focus on people’s habits 

and an attempt is made to model how this present behaviour is going to change 

and end up in that future crisis. This type of modelling could also be used in other 

sectors, which is something we’re not doing. In the financial sector, for instance, 

when we carry out scoring.

Ramon López de Mántaras: Do you think that what the people are doing in climate 

change, studying possible future consequences... do you think they’re doing it 

properly and that we’re not doing it so well in other areas?

Lorena Jaume-Palasí: In climate change modelling, what we’re doing is concentrating 

less on the assumption that the past is going to be an indicator of the future and 

that it’s going to be continuous. And you, do you think modelling could be carried 

out differently at a social level as well?

Ramon López de Mántaras: It’s true that recommendation systems are absolutely 

based on the assumption that you’ll almost never change your mind. Very 

often the dynamic, temporary aspect escapes them, and that’s why you get 

recommendations you don’t understand and that make no sense at all. Data is 

always data from the past. Algorithms cannot do magic, so they learn a model 

based on data that has already occurred. The problem is that you have to be very 

careful with this model. The model should be predictive, but we can never be sure 

of the predictions; we must always handle them very carefully. You have to be 

critical. A large number of algorithms are based on models we call probabilistic, in 

which the prediction they give you is not absolutely certain. You have to know how 

to interpret the results produced by algorithms. 

Artificial intelligence
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Lorena Jaume-Palasí: Algorithms sometimes remind me of how you can increase or 

decrease the volume on a speaker. You can make the voice louder or quieter but 

you do anything else. An algorithm per se can’t take into account all minorities or 

all profiles.

The r i se  of  determinism

Ramon López de Mántaras: Before a new food product is launched onto the 

market, it undergoes very demanding quality and health tests... There’s very 

strict certification before it can be marketed. Perhaps something similar should 

happen with AI algorithms: there should be a way of certifying that they’re not 

discriminatory and not being used for the mass control of people; for things that 

might violate democratic values, as is happening with China’s social credit system: 

they’re already testing 7 million people who’ve voluntarily signed up to apply AI 

software. Among the variables used by this algorithm is: if you have a lot of books 

at home but what you do for a living doesn’t warrant you having so many books, 

this can lower your score. It has a lot of variables, some of which clash with the 

most elementary human and privacy rights. If you get a low score, you’re lower 

down the list to enrol your child in more prestigious schools or universities or to 

get a bank loan under better conditions. This is happening and Chinese society 

seems to accept it. I find it amazing.

 

Lorena Jaume-Palasí: Some companies are doing that in Europe as well; companies 

offering services to insurance companies or governments. And they’re using it to 

better understand who might be a potential terrorist. With this type of technology, 

when you decide to optimise one thing, at the same time you’re deciding not to 

optimise other things because this kind of technology can only do one thing. 

I’m also concerned about the rise in determinism: some studies, such as those by 

Michal Kosinski, claim that, by studying the shape of the nose and ears (oh, what 

does that remind us of?), you can determine whether someone is homosexual or 

not. And then there are companies like Spotify that are mixing musical preferences 

with genetics... that also reminds me of something. The mere fact of being able to 

use software means we’re reverting to issues we’d already put behind us. 

Ramon López de Mántaras |  Lorena Jaume-Palasí
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Ramon López de Mántaras: It’s very worrying because this software has yet 

another problem; namely that these might be pure coincidences in which there 

can’t be any cause-effect relationship. Maybe there’s a hidden variable that’s 

really the cause of something. AI’s problem at present is based on a limitation of 

mathematics itself: functions are symmetrical. When you detect a correlation, 

you’re detecting a coincidence but not a cause-effect relationship. It’s very 

complicated to create causal models; we don’t know how to do it. An AI system 

might even think that it’s the cock crowing that makes the sun rise in the morning. 

There’s no directionality, no distinction. That’s a limitation that comes from 

mathematics itself. 

One of the most powerful or promising lines of research, in my opinion, is how 

to expand mathematical language, and then how to improve AI learning so that 

algorithms are able to model causal behaviour. 

Artificial intelligence
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Ramon López de Mántaras |  Lorena Jaume-Palasí

How do artificial intelligence teams work?

Lorena Jaume-Palasí. When we analyse a system, if we want to analyse it 

properly we need a team of at least six or seven people with different profiles. 

Now we’re analysing software used in quite large companies, for human 

resources, companies of 6,000 or 8,000 workers, in which the Human Resources 

department has decided to use software to manage its employees but at the 

same time, to detect talent among the personnel and be able to employ them in 

a much more effective way. 

We need a mathematician, a programmer, a psychologist, a human resources 

person, an anthropologist to watch how the personnel interact with machines, 

an ethicist, a data protection lawyer and a labour lawyer. We’re getting very 

good results because everyone is asking different questions which no-one 

expected and that suddenly bring to light a lot of things that otherwise wouldn’t 

have come up.

And at the Artificial Intelligence Research Institute?

Ramon López de Mántaras. Artificial intelligence is too important to be left solely 

in the hands of AI experts, no matter how aware we may be of the ethical issues. 

We need people by our side who see things from another perspective. And that 

has to be done from the earliest stages of algorithm design. What must prevail 

in all these specialists, and this is important, is common sense. 

At the institute we collaborate with experts in ethics, with philosophers, we’ve 

worked with sociologists... It’s also necessary to encourage citizen participation: 

it’s very useful and artificial intelligence allows us to do that.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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How unified is Europe?
Cycle: After the Wall: A changing world. Science, politics, culture and society, 

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

Wolf Lepenies, sociologist and historian
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“ T h e  E U ’s  f u t u re  d e p e n d s  o n  o u r 
a b i l i t y  t o  t a c k l e  t h e  m i g ra t i o n 
p ro b l e m  a n d  d e v e l o p  a  c o h e re n t 
p o l i c y  t o wa rd s  A f r i c a”

Four years ago I gave a speech in Barcelona on the North-South conflict, which 

has been a constant in European thinking since the time of Montesquieu. In 2007 

Nicolas Sarkozy suggested creating a Mediterranean Union. This union was clearly 

directed against Germany. The person who wrote the speeches for Sarkozy, when 

asked, couldn’t help but admit they were “contre les allemands”. There had been a 

division of labour in Europe and Germany had been the most important economic 

player. After 1989 that changed. The EU expanded eastwards and Germany 

became not only the main economic player but also the leading political power of 

the EU. Sarkozy devoted a lot of effort to creating this Mediterranean Union but 

Angela Merkel vetoed it. 

This was the situation in 2014. Since then, a lot has happened. In August 2015, the 

German Chancellor Angela Merkel opened up Germany’s borders to more than a 

million refugees from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan and also to migrants from Africa. 

Her slogan was “We’ll manage this”. In October 2015 the right-wing nationalist 

Law & Justice party won the Polish elections. In June 2016 52% of the British 
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electorate voted in favour of Brexit. In November 2016 Donald Trump was elected 

the 45th President of the United States. In May 2017 Emmanuel Macron was 

elected President of France. In September 2017 Sebastian Kurz won the elections 

in Austria and formed a coalition government with the right-wing populist party. 

In March 2018, the right-wing nationalist Lega Nord and the 5 Stelle movement 

formed a government in Italy. And in April 2018 Fidesz - Hungarian Civic Alliance, 

Viktor Orbán’s party, won a two-thirds majority in the Hungarian parliament. 

All these events threaten the EU. In a way, the conflict between the North and 

South that I was talking about at the beginning is no longer relevant because what 

we have now is a conflict between what we might call globalists or Europeanists on 

the one hand and nationalists and populists on the other. This confrontation will 

have a huge effect on the 2019 European Parliament elections. We can already 

imagine the possible scenarios but I don’t want to talk about that because, in my 

view, they’re too terrible.

Hope for  a  peaceful  future

I’d like to make a very personal remark. I was born in 1941 in East Prussia and 

became a refugee who grew up in the West with his family. We were talking 

about war, about our hopes for a peaceful future. The future of Europe, the 

reconciliation between those arch enemies, France and Germany, was like a sign. 

It’s often said that, from an emotional point of view, the younger generation no 

longer understands the reason why the EU exists, which is essentially to prevent 

any more wars on the European continent. For my generation I have to say that 

this reason will always be extremely valid. I cannot talk about Europe having a 

certain emotional attachment with this idea because, for my generation, the EU 

failing is not an option. If the EU failed, it would be a catastrophe. 

From the end of the 1960s to the present day I have lived in the city of Berlin. The 

Wall marked the division between East and West. Berlin lived with the constant 

threat of aggression from the Soviet Union. During the Prague Spring of 1968 

it seemed as if the military conflict between East and West was imminent and it 

seemed that Berlin would be the first to be affected. But then the Wall came down 

Wolf Lepenies
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How unified is Europe?

and the feeling of relief was overwhelming. The Cold War was over, Communism 

had collapsed and we could see a new age of liberty emerging. This feeling was 

shared throughout the continent and led to a dangerous exuberance. The path 

that had begun with the French Revolution led ultimately to the final victory of 

liberal democracy. 

We saw how that political dream could become a reality. The dream was seen above 

all in the countries of the East, and among scholars and intellectuals. Europe was 

known as the “verbal continent”. And it was a great surprise that the literati came 

to power, not because of their economic competence or because of their political 

skills, but because they had behaved decently under difficult circumstances and had 

fought for a true European ideal: human rights. For them morality and politics had 

to go hand in hand. Václav Havel and Árpád Göncz, two writers, were the Presidents 

of Czechoslovakia and Hungary, and the historian Bronislaw Geremek was Poland’s 

Minister of Foreign Affairs. In Romania, an art historian was Minister of Culture and 

then Minister of Foreign Affairs. They all were not nationalists: they were European 

patriots. And they reflect what I like to call the romantic phase of post-war political 

history, when culture triumphed over power. 

Routinisat ion of  char isma

But this triumph was very brief. What Max Weber called the routinisation of 

charisma took a toll on the second round of free elections in Central and Eastern 

Europe. The old political parties returned. The only thing that had changed were 

the names. Brussels became more distant and the return to the nation began to 

be a rallying cry for all of Central and Eastern Europe. And that’s where we are 

now. A nucleus of non-liberal democracies has formed in the centre of Europe and 

threatens the survival of the EU. The leader, the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán, and the political legitimacy he claims for his actions, is based not least on 

the fact that, by opening up its border with Austria in 1989, Hungary speeded 

up the dismantling of the Iron Curtain. Listening to Orbán you realise just how 

serious the threat is, because he’s not only attacking but also destroying the EU 

from within. The words of Hungary’s Prime Minister reflect the mood of many 

people in Eastern Europe. 
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I have followed, with disbelief, the direction taken by Hungarian, Polish, Czech 

and Slovak politics but I should have expected it. In 1989, after the fall of the 

Wall, I began my third year as Rector of the Institute for Advanced Study in 

Berlin. Very quickly, I and my colleagues became aware of the great problem 

concerning Eastern Europe. More and more scholars and also artists who didn’t 

find a good job were heading west. We had something to do against this brain 

drain and that’s why we set up four high quality research institutions in Hungary, 

Romania, Bulgaria and Russia. The most ambitious project was the creation of the 

Collegium Budapest which became one of the very few success stories in Eastern 

Europe after 1989. 

Only recently have I realised that a meeting I had in Budapest, at the beginning 

of our Hungarian adventure, was a forewarning of what was going to come. I 

told the Hungarian Minister of Science and Research about our plans. He took 

out a notebook and began scribbling and from time to time he said, “There 

are just too many of them”. I said, “What do you mean?” He replied, “Too many 

Jews”. As a German I didn’t feel entitled to criticise the Hungarian Minister for 

his anti-Semitism. But he saw I’d become somewhat nervous and said, “Don’t 

misunderstand me; I’m not an anti-Semite, I just mean that you’ll find it difficult if 

you work together with so many Jewish colleagues. And, by the way, if you move 

into a building in the Buda area, in the old part of the city, you’ll run into problems 

because it’s a place of national pride where foreigners aren’t altogether welcome”. 

And all these predictions turned out to be true.

Why has  nat ional i sm returned to  Europe?

Political responses are needed to address this situation. Firstly, to understand 

why nationalism has come back to Europe, if indeed it had ever left. And we 

must also establish efficient sanctions against the anti-democratic policies of 

EU member states. When the Communist dictatorships crumbled we believed 

the countries of Central and Eastern Europe wanted, more than anything else, 

to join Western Europe, both politically and mentally. This was largely the case: 

there was a sincere wish to create democratic structures, to hold free elections, 

establish the rule of law and engage in a market economy. But in Western Europe 

Wolf Lepenies
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we have underestimated the price paid by the peoples and countries of the East 

for this development, which they regard is too high: the partial abandonment 

of their national sovereignty. In Western Europe we did the same thing but in a 

gentler way. We got used to the EU because we created it ourselves. They found 

themselves faced with a fait accomplit. They weren’t asked to create an EU but to 

conform to one that already existed. 

The small countries of Central and Eastern Europe had never had the chance to 

become true sovereign nation states; they’d always been dependent on the large 

European powers. When we thought that opening Europe’s borders to them would 

mean the joy of joining Western liberalism for them, in fact it represented their 

first chance to become true nation states. That’s where we are today. They believe 

they don’t have enough sovereignty and they’re demanding it from Brussels. I 

believe we must take this wish seriously because it’s a wish that also exists in other 

parts of the EU. I’m convinced the EU will survive only if it accepts, as legitimate, 

the wish of the member states to be more independent from Brussels. 

Need for  sanct ions

This is also true for the migration problem. The quota system, envisaged by 

Angela Merkel and now also by Emmanuel Macron, will not work. We must accept 

that countries such as Poland or Hungary do not want to join what Germany 

calls a welcoming culture and they won’t accept migrants. But since migration will 

continue to be a European problem, countries such as Poland and Hungary will 

have to share the financial burden. We can no longer accept that Greece, Italy 

or Spain should bear a very significant part of the financial burden while the 

countries of the East are not willing to pay for the problem. If they don’t do that, 

they should be asked to leave the EU. Obviously that’s very easy to say and very 

difficult to do. I’m talking about migrants and not asylum seekers, let us be clear 

on that, because in the second case there’s no debate because the right to asylum 

is inviolable everywhere.

Self-proclaimed liberal democracies cannot be tolerated for disregarding the 

values and principles that have shaped political structures and European identity. 

How unified is Europe?
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In Eastern Europe, the separation of executive, legislative and judicial powers is 

more and more disregarded. Censorship reigns supreme. Accepting the return 

of the nation state must be accompanied by sanctions when European principles 

and basic human rights are disregarded. Meanwhile, the European Parliament 

has activated the famous Article 7 against Poland and Hungary. This could lead 

to them losing their voting rights and ultimately leaving the EU, but only if the 

Council accepts it unanimously. But it’s hard to imagine Poland voting against 

Hungary and Hungary against Poland. We have to establish a system of sanctions 

that works.

A year ago it would have sounded crazy but now it’s conceivable that, in France, 

Jean-Luc Mélenchon and Marie Le Pen will join forces in 2019 to defeat Macron’s 

party La République En Marche in the European Parliament elections. Brexit will 

result in a significant weakening of the EU, and also of Great Britain, I think. This 

suits Trump because he wants to weaken the EU. But at the same time, Brexit 

should have reinforced the influence of the Franco-German alliance in the EU and 

it has not. Macron has not been able to turn to Germany for Angela Merkel to 

support his European project. As far as migration policy is concerned, Chancellor 

Merkel appears to be the person most responsible for the migration crisis and 

this has weakened her position in the EU. But Macron is no longer enchanting the 

European public either; he’s lost steam abroad because his reforms at home are 

stalling and his critics claim that his new world is becoming more and more like 

the old world. 

Global i s ts  and nat ional i s ts

The failed project of the Mediterranean Union was the sign of a rift in European 

politics. Sarkozy wanted to reduce Germany’s influence over the EU and the 

project was clearly a seed of conflict within the EU. But at the same time it was 

an attempt to establish a policy that took Africa more into account, in response to 

the problem of migrants and refugees, which assumed a dramatic scale after 2015 

when the German government decided to open its borders. Europe has never 

lived up to its commitment to Africa; on the contrary. The EU’s agrarian policy, 

with its horrendous subsidies to European farmers, has destroyed much of the 

Wolf Lepenies
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agriculture in Africa and is one of the reasons for migration. Resolving the refugee 

and migration problem has become the main EU conflict beyond the North-South 

and East-West axes. The confrontation between France’s President Emmanuel 

Macron and Italy’s Minister of the Interior Matteo Salvini reflects the new key 

conflict in the EU: the clash between globalists and nationalists.

In June this year we saw the case of a German ship with more than six hundred 

African migrants that was not allowed to dock in Sicily. Emmanuel Macron was angry 

and criticised the policy of the Italian government. Mateo Salvini accused France of 

financing the war in Libya and of not keeping its promise to help Italy provide food 

and shelter to the thousands of refugees arriving each year on its shores. Salvini 

received support from Viktor Orbán, who called the Italian Minister of the Interior 

“my hero, my comrade in destiny”. They jointly signed a document rejecting any 

migrants who wanted to reach the borders of Europe. Donald Trump applauded.

The EU’s future depends on our ability to tackle the migration problem and develop 

a coherent policy towards Africa. Whether we have a small chance of success in this 

respect depends on the unity and strength of the EU, whether this set of nations 

share the same values. The EU desperately needs an immigration law in order to be 

able to differentiate between asylum seekers and economic migrants. We have to 

accept the former but we also have the right to reject the latter. 

I know this all sounds very idealistic and surely it is. Has Africa not become a 

lost continent for Europe? Has it not been bought by the Chinese who have built 

streets, bridges and football stadiums - “don’t ask questions” and then take the 

minerals home with them? In order to change this flow of African migrants, a 

unified, strong Europe must develop the continent’s democratic structures. We 

must bet on democracy. There’s no alternative.

The s i tuat ion in  Catalonia

And now a personal remark. The 1st of October, the referendum on the 

independence of Catalonia, has a lot to do with the extent to which Europe is 

unified. I’m not qualified to take sides with one group or the other; I have friends 

How unified is Europe?
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on both sides. I believe that jeopardising the existing system of nation states 

would weaken the EU; I don’t believe in a Europe with more and more independent 

regions. I also believe that historical arguments should not be used by either party; 

only arguments with regard for the present and even more so for the future. 

The French Revolution resulted in the state proposed by the Jacobins; they didn’t 

consider the model of state proposed by the Girondins: a federal state that granted 

political, financial and cultural autonomy to the regions. In Europe, a Girondins 

state was created in Switzerland and the cantons became strongly independent. 

The United States followed the same model. Autonomy contributes to a country’s 

strength. Even Donald Trump can’t stop California from complying with its own 

climate policy. Only self-confident but non-authoritarian nation states, as the 

Girondins said, can expect full solidarity from its regions. 

I hope that Madrid will consent to a degree of autonomy to Catalonia so that 

Catalonia wishes to continue in Spain.

Wolf Lepenies
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To what extent is the concept of an illiberal democracy sustainable? Isn’t it a 
contradiction in terms? Shouldn’t we call it post-democratic authoritarianism?

I use this term because it’s the one coined by Viktor Orbán. He’s very proud of it. 

It’s like a vicious attack on liberalism as we know it. He doesn’t want to use anything 

we believed in. We can’t use a better term because we’d be doing him a favour. You 

have to use the term, as bad as it is. You have to use his word because, if not, I think 

we’re being too timid. They must be attacked.

Why didn’t the traditional parties anticipate the problems emerging now?

That’s the million-dollar question: if I knew the answer I’d be a great politician. 

It’s hard to understand. To say the elite parties didn’t listen to the people... that 

isn’t true. They had to talk to people because they wanted to be re-elected: they 

knew the problems. I think it has to do with the fact that these problems weren’t 

in the interior of Europe but outside. 

For example, the problem of migration. Or Trump’s election in America. Angela 

Merkel made a big mistake but no-one could have imagined that millions and milli-

ons of people would come. Trump won the election and then, whether we like it or 

not, has been quite successful economically, with policies that are also somewhat 

illiberal. People have started thinking, “Hey, maybe this is what’s going to get us 

out of our problems.” It’s understandable that people are thinking like that.

Is migration the main problem? Or is it a smokescreen so as not to tackle other 
problems?

Yes and no. It’s not the main problem right now; the main problem is economic and 

it’s a scapegoat. But it’s one of the biggest problems we face in terms of the future. 

Millions of Africans will arrive. People who know the history of Africa and Europe 

and who know about demographics are using figures that frighten us. It’ll be an 

overwhelming problem. How can we tackle it? 

Quest ions  from the  publ ic

How unified is Europe?
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Watching over digital capitalism
Cycle: Democracies under control, organised by the Ernest Lluch Foundation 

and “la Caixa” Foundation. 

Renata Ávila, lawyer specialising in technology and human rights, defence lawyer 

for Julian Assange and Rigoberta Menchú 

Evgeny Morozov, writer specialising in technology and politics
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“ Pe o p l e  n e e d  t o  b e  t o l d  t h a t , 
w h e n  a  p ro d u c t  i s  f r e e ,  t h e n 
y o u’ re  t h e  p ro d u c t ”

Renata Ávila. I’d like to start with a question that’s very simple but highly relevant 

in today’s world. We continue to think of the internet as something American. Is 

that still the case or has it changed? 

Evgeny Morozov. I’ve written a lot of articles about the history of the internet. 

And when I was at Harvard, preparing my doctorate, I focused on the history 

of the internet and how we’ve been inventing improvements in the internet 

over the past few decades. What we can see very clearly is that, in the 1960s 

and 70s, a lot of countries developed networks. Some of these were computer 

networks that were used to transmit financial data. There were also networks 

used to digitise the existing connections between offices, departments, 

ministries... Some countries adopted the stance of a centralist state, for 

example France. Everyone was using an interconnected computer but only the 

French state had access to the content. But, of course, it was an extremely 

rudimentary network. 
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Digital capitalism

In the 1970s something extremely important happened, which defined the history 

of the internet: the Cold War. Due to the large amount of resources invested in 

developing a network that could link the army and different universities... The 

United States managed to dominate the internet in the world. Up to 2008 or 2010. 

In the last decade the internet has been developed in many countries. The digital 

network we have today is a geopolitical network that has served the interests of 

North American corporations and companies and also their intelligence agencies, 

more than to respond to citizens’ needs. 

Also, in a lot of countries, especially in those countries with resources and in 

conflict with the United States, they’ve undertaken measures to limit their 

dependence. China is a case in point. In the newspapers we read reports about the 

Great Firewall in China and what it means for human rights and for dissidents. But 

in the case of China we see that Firewall, that huge protector of the internet which 

means that North American companies can’t operate in China... it’s also been an 

instrument for trade that has managed to develop internet technology. Today only 

China has an effective defence against the North American model that dominates 

everywhere. A lot of countries have been looking at the Chinese experience and 

are trying to develop digital companies based on a similar model. The Firewall has 

been a means of repression but also a way to de-americanise the internet.

A single  internet?

Renata Ávila. That’s all very interesting. When I started to explore these issues 

there was a mantra: a single internet. People thought that academics and activists 

would move towards a unified system. People kept on insisting that it would be 

impossible to develop various networks. If we don’t have a single internet for a 

globalised world, they said, we’ll be going against the public interest. 

I’m very interested in the case of Cuba. There was absolute condemnation of 

the limited access given by Cuba to its citizens, via an internal network instead 

of connecting to an international network. The fact that a state that was 

under sanctions, that had an embargo on it, without the economic capacity to 

develop networks, not even cables, produced a very interesting experience: an 
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Renata Ávila |  Evgeny Morozov

intranet was created dedicated to distributing very interesting educational and 

informative materials that escaped the fierce control of systematic clicks of the 

North American economic model of the internet. How can we get more and more 

countries to think outside this comfort zone? Where are firmer steps being taken 

towards the systematic de-monetising of the internet? 

Evgeny Morozov: Until recently, the internet was driven by a single motivation: 

privacy, freedom of expression, surveillance... In the last four or five years it has 

become evident that the data that are mined, exchanged and processed in this 

digital economy are not only of political use, because governments use them to 

persecute dissent or anticipate protests and demonstrations; they’re also used 

massively for economic purposes. They’ve been used to develop machine learning 

systems: artificial intelligence. Many of these systems, which are already relatively 

out of date, were developed thanks to the possibility of gathering millions of data 

and of developing a certain capacity to do several things: facial recognition, voice 

recognition, object recognition.  We now realise that, if we have a database with 

two million images, we can use them to teach a system to identify and differentiate 

between a tree and a traffic light. We have an element that will allow us to develop 

self-driving cars.

 

A lot of countries have realised that everything revolves around the economy and 

the ability to develop internal capacities so as not to have to depend on other 

countries, in this case the United States and China, which are the only two giants 

capable of meeting the internet needs of the rest of the world. But what happens is 

that countries that want to develop models like this face a number of multifaceted 

problems. Firstly, it’s very difficult, without much geopolitical force, to be able to 

defend the idea that data produced in a country should remain in that country. 

The global trading system facilitates the free flow of data and penalises any effort 

to limit location, because it’s argued that this goes against commercial freedom. 

China has reacted against this logic; it has created a Great Firewall and has 

autonomous artificial intelligence systems. There are other challenges for countries 

that want internet independence: it costs a lot of money. The Chinese strategy 

to develop artificial intelligence, which is a plan until 2030, has an important 

economic impact. The government is spending $120 billion on developing artificial 
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intelligence. That’s public money, not private capital. Not even the European Union 

could invest so much.

Digita l  colonia l i sm

Evgeny Morozov: You’ve talked a lot about digital colonialism in your publications, 

Renata. Countries that fail to develop these artificial intelligence resources will 

end up being colonised and dependent on either China or the United States. 

Perhaps we’re approaching a situation of dependency that we’d forgotten about. 

What do you think of all that? 

Renata Avila: There’s no serious artificial intelligence project in Latin America. We 

haven’t even managed to achieve access to public education for the population. It’s 

a tragedy! We have a poorly educated population that can’t attain certain standards 

of quality of life, so how could we possibly be developing artificial intelligence 

projects?! We don’t even have a well-trained workforce. And the workforce is 

increasingly irrelevant in the world we live in. We have a lot of young, unemployed 

people who spend their days online. The Latin American middle classes are 

constantly entering data into the internet. They’re feeding their own enemy! 

The people of Latin America, Africa and Asia are becoming free labour that feeds 

the artificial intelligence systems of the United States. It’s a kind of exploitation, 

mining. All day we’re using new technologies and we believe it’s improving our 

quality of life; we don’t realise and that’s terrible. 

When we see a mine, it’s obvious we’re being robbed, that there’s an abusive 

relationship between the mining companies and the indigenous communities; the 

profits go away but the contamination stays. But with technology we don’t see 

that. We think we have a wonderful tool in our hands but they’re actually stealing 

our data.

 

Many people are now becoming exposed for the first time to new technologies. 

It’s very different from the situation in Europe or China. In Latin America we’re 

only just getting 4.0 technology now. It’s very hard to convince the population 

Digital capitalism
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of the economic purpose underlying these systems. People need to be told that, 

when a product is free, then you’re the product.

Who f inances  technolog y companies?

Evgeny Morozov: The connection between new technologies and finance is a very 

interesting field of research. When we talk about digital capitalism we imagine 

there’s a new focus of power based in Silicon Valley. But actually there are two places 

of power: Silicon Valley and Beijing. The largest companies, with the biggest market 

capitalisation, are technology companies: they’re not oil companies, not even banks. 

We think of Silicon Valley as if it weren’t related to the Pentagon and Wall Street, 

as if it were something new, appearing from one day to the next, with its own 

agenda. No! Because technology companies present themselves as if they wanted 

to fix the world; you fight against climate change and solve all the problems of 

the world through applications that help us live in a better world. But what they 

really want is to gather more and more data. We have to fight against this idea of 

a separation of powers. 

The boom in technology companies has gone against the logic of the financial 

crisis. The world was on the verge of collapse, with so many businesses going 

under, so many investments stopped because of a huge financial crisis. Financial 

capital from around the world began to invest in technology, in digital platforms, 

which promised high revenues very quickly. One of the world’s leading investors, 

the Norwegian Sovereign Wealth Fund, owns 5% or 6% of all global technology. 

This has led to a highly perverse situation: Apple exploits its Chinese workers and 

then this enriches the Norwegians who live better and better. It’s perverse logic.

Who’s the main financer of technology at present? You’d think they’re very smart 

capitalists; bankers who watch presentations given by those tech leaders and 

that’s why they buy. No, they’re the sovereign wealth funds of Saudi Arabia and 

the United Arab Emirates. It’s becoming a very complicated situation. First of all 

because Saudi Arabia is a difficult financer... It’s a situation we’re not familiar with 

and we don’t know where it will lead.

Renata Ávila |  Evgeny Morozov
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Renata Ávila: There are no studies on what it means to concentrate so much data in 

so few hands. There’s no map of the sources of funding. When you talked about the 

financial crisis, I thought about another important issue: the increase in inequality 

at a global level. Technology has played a role in this increase in inequality at a 

global level. There aren’t any studies about that, either. With their funding, tech 

giants have taken over the research sector to ensure the research is in line with 

their interests. There’s discourse on sustainable development and how technology 

is contributing to sustainable development, to ecology. It’s impressive because it’s 

all very closely related to biometrics. There’s increasing interest in the global poor 

being connected to this global payment structure through mobile telephony. 

The mobile phone is humanity’s most perverse invention, disguised with narratives 

of how brilliant it is. There are a lot of anecdotes: farmers in Kenya selling their 

coffee online, social entrepreneurs... But we have very little data on how all this 

relates to the situation of globalisation and domination by the United States. 

There’s a kind of race to connect as many people as possible, to get their data 

from them as much and as soon as possible, but it’s sold to us as philanthropy. The 

technological world is a monster in disguise. 

And then there’s the system of tax evasion that makes those companies more and 

more powerful. They present themselves as very good people who want to save 

humanity but they don’t pay tax! They flee from one country to another. What’s more, 

the structures of free trade agreements have prepared the terrain for technology 

firms to grow without too much regulation. Instead of helping us to regulate new 

technologies, the 2008 crisis ended up giving them even more freedom.

Evgeny Morozov: We often think of digital capitalism, or that digital layer of 

capitalism, as a consequence of the world we live in and not a cause of it. Uber 

is possible not only because someone has invented an algorithm that allows the 

driver and passenger to meet up but because the idea of the need for a common 

platform has spread to all countries with standard international laws. We’re 

making it easier for certain companies to monopolise a lot of markets: the winner 

takes all. 

Digital capitalism
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How did we get here? We’ve lived through three decades of increasingly liberal 

labour laws, which have produced an enormous mass of cheap labour who live 

in precarious situations - but it’s as if they should be thankful for being able to 

work for Uber. We’ve generated precarious working conditions so that global 

capitalism, supported by a country like Saudi Arabia, has decided to use that 

platform as much as possible and exploit the structure of globalisation, which 

many Western governments support.

China versus  the  United States

Evgeny Morozov: Latin America is a battlefield between the Americans and the 

Chinese who want to invest a huge amount in digital infrastructures. What do you 

think about all that?

Renata Ávila: In Latin America all the streets and squares are the same. The same 

thing goes for the laws. Digitally, the same thing is happening all over the world. 

There’s a significant pattern in the standardisation of the basic elements of our 

lives. There are fewer and fewer differences and a rapid loss of cultural and 

digital diversity. Control structures are being deployed which, in the past, were 

violent structures applied by Spanish or Portuguese colonisers. What I see today, 

however, is that digital colonisation is being deployed progressively and subtly, as 

if nothing were happening. Since you’re already there and you can’t leave... they 

take advantage of the technological illiteracy of people and politicians. Speaking 

out against Silicon Valley companies means facing a brutal smear campaign: it’s 

speaking out against progress. 

In Latin America we’re on very good terms with China. I don’t think it’s a dominant 

player but China does have a very important role when it comes to hardware. It’s 

their competitive advantage: they produce at a very low cost. But the general 

perception is that Chinese products aren’t safe and they could threaten national 

security. That favours the United States. In Brazil there was an attempt to achieve 

a certain level of independence and have a data warehouse in the country, Marco 

Civil, but it failed. You can’t say the Chinese model is any better than the American 

model or vice versa; it’s the same model but presented with a different face.

Renata Ávila |  Evgeny Morozov
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Evgeny Morozov: From your observations, a very important pattern emerges; 

namely the fact that modernity and capitalism are no longer antagonistic concepts, 

as they were the past. Urban planning facilitated the circulation of vehicles and 

capital but, on many occasions, when it was in the hands of anti-capitalist parties, 

it was a force that benefited the middle and working classes, who required public 

spaces, bookstores, universities... There was a certain humanist logic. These 

processes of the past have become integrated within the logic of financial markets 

and digital technologies. How can we promote change in the developing world if 

everything ends up becoming a social enterprise, with measurable objectives, in 

which you pay only if certain targets are achieved? 

Renata Ávila: I have a very interesting example. In Guatemala many of the 

workplaces are call centres. Youth unemployment is very high and there are 

often people who go to these four or five-hour jobs, to answer calls from other 

countries, from telephone companies and so on. 

Microsoft says it’s a very generous company, so do Google and Dell. And they 

give free licences for children to use them in the poorest schools in Guatemala. 

Children use these applications day after day. The entire public education system 

works with these platforms. And what do they do? Feed the machines, make them 

more efficient. Some of these machines will, in the near future, be able to recognise 

voices, and recognise the interaction of children in different languages. And feed 

an intelligence that’s very difficult to achieve: the indifference of children. If there 

weren’t any applications about children, there would be no information about 

children. Our public education system is very limited. People often don’t finish 

their compulsory education. And they end up getting jobs that will eventually 

disappear as a result of them entering data for free. What a terrible paradox! We 

could try to break this cycle by using those interactions between boys and girls, 

ten million boys and girls, to feed a system that helps the country develop better 

models of public education. 

There has to be a change in the relationship between technology and people 

because technology often goes against people. We have to consider investing -- 

even in small countries like mine, Guatemala -- in the public interest. The logic of 

data mining goes against our own interests.

Digital capitalism
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What’s the connection between everything we’re talking about and, for example, 
the phenomenon of fake news?

Evgeny Morózov. What has caused a lot of people to start paying attention to 

criticism of technology is Donald Trump! All the digital wars he’s launching, the 

methods through which he was elected... We’ve finally realised, many people 

have finally understood, that data help us to manipulate humanity, to interfere 

in electoral processes. 

How is this experienced in Latin America?

Renata Ávila. In Guatemala the public media have failed, as in the whole region. 

What we’ve succeeded in doing is having very solid electoral authorities that 

regulate the electoral period with exceptional measures. Recently we’ve 

begun to regulate the times, the mandates, the governors, the distribution of 

electoral advertising. I’m now asking the electoral authorities in Guatemala to 

regulate the platforms used to distribute information and to criminalise certain 

candidates. There are people who have an electoral advantage because they 

have a lot of followers on Twitter and perhaps that should be analysed. We 

have to analyse the digital architecture of the parties; they should publish their 

situation.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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Consciousness and free will evolved together
Cycle: After the Wall: A changing world. Science, politics, culture and society, 

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

Daniel C. Dennett,  philosopher

T u e s d a y ,  2 3  O c t o b e r  2 0 1 8

I’ll begin with a poem by T.S. Eliot, which some of you probably know, the Love Song 

of J. Alfred Prufrock. It says: “Do I dare Disturb the universe? In a minute there is 

time For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse”

Who or what is this “I”? And how can it disturb the universe that it forms a part 

of? It’s not just poets who think about these questions. So do physicists and 

researchers in artificial intelligence. The physicist Freeman Dyson entitled his 

autobiography Disturbing the Universe. And later, out of her enthusiasm for artificial 

intelligence, Judea Pearl wrote The Book of Why, a wonderful introduction to new 

ways of thinking about causation. In my talk today I’ll be relying somewhat on 

some of the ideas developed by Judea Pearl and her colleagues in the world of 

artificial intelligence.

A few years back, a friend of mine, the philosopher and magician Lee Siegel, 

wrote a wonderful book, Net of Magic. It’s a book about the street magic of India, 

where he was born. Magicians were a caste and their knowledge was passed 

on from father to son. The epilogue of this book contains a very interesting 

“Free  wi l l  has  a lmost  nothing to 
do with phys ics .  A mil l ion years 
ago free  wi l l  d idn’ t  ex i st ;  today  i t 
does  but  phys ics  hasn’ t  changed”
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passage. He says: “I’m writing a book on magic. I tell people about it and I’m 

asked: real magic? They mean miracles, thaumaturgical acts, supernatural 

powers... And I answer: no, conjuring tricks”. In other words, for people real 

magic refers to magic that’s not real, while magic that can actually be done is 

not real magic. 

What Chomsky thinks

This idea of real magic has bedevilled me throughout my career, for fifty years. 

Many people declare that both free will and consciousness are mysteries beyond 

any solution. Noam Chomsky has argued for many years that we’re incapable 

of understanding consciousness and free will. That annoys me a little; Chomsky 

telling me I’ve wasted my time with insoluble mysteries, but it hasn’t discouraged 

me. Recently his positioning has changed somewhat. He now argues that there’s 

a conceptual distinction between problems and mysteries: we can solve problems 

but not mysteries. He says: “We accept the best explanations science can give us 

even when we can’t imagine how they work”. 

It’s the same as saying: it doesn’t matter what we can imagine; we’ve given up 

on that. But I haven’t. And I’d tell all of you not to get discouraged. Chomsky’s 

concession is surprising, especially for him. It’s a very important change because 

Chomsky is a highly influential man. If he says it’s insoluble, a lot of people will give 

up and that would be a shame. I’ll tell you why. 

This  i s  Di lbert .

The cool thing is to observe how these two mysterious phenomena evolved 

together: we need consciousness to have free will and we need free will to have 

real consciousness. I’ll try to show you why that’s the case.

I often find marvellous expressions of the view I want to consider in the Dilbert 

comic strip, a very popular comic strip by Scott Adams.
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“Do you think the chemistry of the brain controls what people do? 

- Of course.

- Then how can we blame people for their actions?

- Because people have free will to do as they choose.

- Are you saying that “free will” is not part of the brain? 

-  Of course it is! But it’s the part of the brain that’s out there just being  

kind of free.

-  So, you’re saying the “free will” part of the brain is exempt from the 

natural laws of physics?

- Obviously. Otherwise we couldn’t blame people for anything they do.

-  Do you think the “free will” part of the brain is attached or does it just 

float nearby?

- Shut up.”

This captures the problem of free will. We can’t have real free will if our brains are not 

exempt, to some extent, from the laws of physics. That’s a very common view and I 

say it’s a big mistake. Real free will, that one we’d like to have, that gives responsibility 

and meaning to our lives, has nothing to do with exemption from the laws of physics. 

Dilbert isn’t through with expressing ideas that need to be examined. In a newer 

comic strip he says: 

-  Free will is an illusion. Humans are nothing but moist robots. Relax and let it 

happen.

Since this strip was published, I’ve adopted the expression “moist robots”. Yeah, 

we’re moist robots. Robots made of robots that are, in turn, made of robots. Real 

robots are autonomous; and they have a lot of autonomous parts that perform 

specific functions. Human cells are also autonomous and even parts of those 

cells, such as ribosomes, have a certain autonomy. These are the robots made of 

robots I was talking about. If you want to see a microrobot or nanorobot, look at a 

ribosome: it’s incredible. There are a lot of images on YouTube that show how they 

work. Ribosomes are not conscious and have no free will. Bacteria are unicellular 

organisms with some degree of autonomy. Can a bacterium try to do something? It’s 

equipped to discriminate opportunities but it’s not conscious and has no free will. 

What would need to be added to get consciousness and free will? The answer is 
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simple: more and more skills. Bacteria notice things; trees notice things and even 

ribosomes. There are enzymes that notice and correct errors in DNA. But they 

don’t notice that they notice things: that’s the key. 

Drones  and degrees  of  f reedom

And now I want to illustrate that idea by looking at a non-autonomous entity: a 

drone. And I want to talk about the intellectual task of turning a drone into an 

autonomous vehicle. Drones have human teleoperators. And to understand 

what would make a drone autonomous, we need to understand a very familiar 

engineering term that is degrees of freedom. Up-down, left-right, tilt, veer. There 

are many degrees of freedom and they all have to be controlled by the operator, 

the person who runs the drone.

(A scene is shown from the film Men in Black: a man’s head is opened in the morgue 

and, inside, a small being appears in a control room). 

In my book Consciousness Explained I wrote about Cartesian theatre. The film’s story 

is perfectly coherent; there’s no logical contradiction in this scene. But that’s not 

the actual case. The conceptual point is that we have to take that being and offload 

the work to lesser beings. We have to put all the skills, all the controlling power of 

the teleoperator into the drone. Then we’d have an autonomous drone. We have 

to get away from the Cartesian theatre: control is accomplished through opponent 

processes. Nature is full of them. The outcome of their interactions leads us to do 

things. That’s how nature works, without having a central boss giving orders.

One way to pass all the control to the drone is top-down intelligent design. What does 

the drone need to know? What does it need to discriminate? What does it need to be 

able to modulate, in order to control degrees of freedom? This allows me to question 

the work of a friend of mine, who’s also become a chief critic of mine these days: Sam 

Harris. He asks: where’s the freedom in doing whatever we want when our desires are 

the product of previous events that we’re completely unaware of and have not been 

able to modify? My advice is: when you hear a rhetorical question, try to answer it. You 

may be able to answer it and take away the argument implied by the rhetorical question. 
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Harris says a puppet is free as long as it loves its strings. I say: yes, that’s freedom, 

loving the strings that control you. But controlling a puppet takes a very high degree 

of precision and feedback in signalling vision capacity. We’re puppets who control 

our own strings, unless we fall into the clutches of someone who can usurp that 

control. Nature doesn’t control us; the past doesn’t control us because it’s not an 

agent. The only thing that can control you is an intelligent agent that can be guided its 

own controlling actions, obtaining information about our current situation. Control 

Theory is a well-established discipline in engineering and is the key to free will because 

the absence of sensors does not imply an absence of causation, contrary to what we 

might think. What’s important is the control of the degrees of freedom.

Every living organism, even organisms such as trees, can be viewed as an organism 

that, at any moment in its life, asks itself: what do I do now? What should I do now? 

We do it but, in addition, there’s another question that’s superimposed on this: what 

do I think now? That’s where we differ from any other living being on the planet. 

Consider the different degrees of control you can exercise over your own stream of 

consciousness. One thing that can happen is that our minds wander and we just sit 

back and enjoy whatever comes to mind. It’s important to be able to do that, if we want 

to be creative and get out of ruts. The other extreme is a kind of obsessive-compulsive 

repetition, those times when you can’t get an idea out of your head. That’s a very 

disabling lack of control. Then there’s the case where we’re trying to pay attention 

but have to fight distractions. There are also those wonderful times when we discover 

we’re concentrating on one problem and screening out all the distractions. 

Why is all this important? Because we have language and other thinking tools, 

because our heads are so full of possibilities. We don’t have eight or twelve degrees 

of freedom, like drones; or twenty or a hundred. We have millions or billions. 

Unless we have some kind of brain damage or suffer some kind of blockade.

Knowing what  to  do when you don’ t  know what  to  do

Years ago, talking to a neurosurgeon about a patient with serious brain damage, he 

told me the man was mute apart from being able to say just one thing: “God damn”. 

A student I had at the time thought that perhaps the patient didn’t want to say 
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anything else anyway. The best definition of intelligence I have ever encountered 

is: “intelligence is knowing what to do when you don’t know what to do”. Many 

animals have instinctive behaviours; they do what they know how to do but, if they 

don’t know what to do, they stand still.

How do we learn to gain control over our degrees of freedom? Gradually, as 

we grow up, we mature and become responsible adults. Determinism is often 

described in terms of railroad tracks of causation. In America we have a children’s 

book, the story of Tootle, the train that wanted to jump the tracks to go off and 

play in the fields with the sheep and cows. But the older trains told him to follow 

the rules and stay on the rails. It’s the third all-time best-selling children’s book 

in English. I guess parents want to teach their kids to stay on the rails. Because 

restricting degrees of freedom often makes for more reliable systems. 

When I was working on a robotics project at MIT, we had a robot with very limber 

arms that could move in many different ways. But it had to learn how to thread 

a needle and couldn’t do it because, in order to thread a needle, you have to rest 

your arm on the table and restrict movement. Determinism is our ally, contrary to 

what we generally think in relation to free will.

A dear friend, John McCarthy, the man who coined the term artificial intelligence 

and who ran the Stamford AI lab, once explained to me that he asked his daughter, 

Sara, to do something. The girl said, “I can, but I won’t”. He said, “That’s the essence 

of free will”. Real free will and real consciousness go together. We have to see 

ourselves as an autonomous agent. We need to have the skills, the abilities, the 

knowledge to figure out and choose what to do when we don’t know what to do. 

People are dynamical wild cards, as J.T. Ismael said in her book How Physics Makes 

Us Free. Being free is being able to make decisions on our own behalf, nothing 

more and nothing less.

Tom Wolfe ’s  opinion

People still worry because scientists are telling us we’re not free. The writer, Tom 

Wolfe, in a 2001 book, said, “The conclusion people out beyond the laboratory 
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walls are drawing is: the fix is in. We’re all hard wired. That and: don’t blame me. 

I’m wired wrong”. That’s not what comes out of labs. What - that we’ve been wired 

wrong? What would it mean to be wired right? What would it take for a moist 

robot to have moral responsibility? 

Remember what Dilbert said: “free will is an illusion. Just relax and let it happen”. If 

we see free will as moral competence, we’ll realise it’s an artefact of society. It’s like 

money: these are very useful social constructions but they give rise what we could 

call user illusion. We have two options: we can say that free will doesn’t exist or we 

can say that it exists but it’s not what we thought it was. I’ve been fighting this issue 

for years. I think real consciousness isn’t what we thought it was. And people think 

that consciousness isn’t real because, for them, consciousness is real magic and, if it 

isn’t, then it’s not real. 

I’m going to show you a cartoon by Tom Gauld that explains this very well: “Reality 

is an illusion created entirely within the human mind, but it’s the only place you 

can get a decent cup of coffee”.

The conclusion is that free will and consciousness are important because we must 

live in a world we’ve created, a world full of opportunities, more opportunities than 

the world in which any other living thing lives. If there’s one thing philosophers 

agree on, and there isn’t much, it’s that those of us who can control ourselves 

should control ourselves. Those who can’t are excused: they don’t have free will in 

the important sense and have to depend on others. 

It took 3,500 million years for us to become a self-governing agent. Now there are 

billions of us and we can manipulate each other. We have an obligation to protect 

our free will, to avoid becoming another agent’s puppet.

I’d like to give you four cases of causation:

1.  The doctor tells me Bran Blobs cereal would be good for my heart. I go 

out and buy it.

2.  I go to the supermarket and read what Kellogg’s says on its Bran Blobs 

box and they convince me.

3.  I see a box of Bran Blobs with a gorgeous picture of Cameron Diaz and 
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I buy it. I’m not naive; I buy it because I want to reward Kellogg’s for 

having such good taste in feminine beauty. I like the box. I know they’re 

trying to manipulate me but that’s OK.

4.  I see a box of Bran Blobs that has a secret microchip transponder that 

sends a message to my brain and I buy it.

In all these cases there’s another agent who’s the cause of my choice, but only in 

the last case does it imply puppetry. That’s what we want to avoid. 

Free will has almost nothing to do with physics. A million years ago free will didn’t 

exist; today it does but physics hasn’t changed. Why is it important to believe in 

free will? Because if we just relax and let it happen, as Dilbert says, we’ll be turned 

into puppets and this will destroy something very precious that we’ve taken three 

billion years to achieve.
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All this has political consequences...

Oh, yes, it does. I think it’s a mistake and a failure of philosophy to distract at-

tention by worrying about quantum mechanics and indeterminism as if that was 

the problem. No! The important thing is the issue of political freedom. My goal 

is to show that we can have political freedom only if we have the kind of free 

will that’s worth having, that has nothing to do with physics and very little with 

neuroscience. 

It’s a question of protecting free will from manipulation. Have religious traditions 
historically used mechanisms of manipulation?

Yes, often. Religions have managed to establish certain degrees of freedom in 

people’s minds by teaching them they should not explore certain areas or have 

certain thoughts. That they should stay on the railroad tracks of their religious 

traditions and not think differently. And, at the same time, I’m tempted by the 

hypothesis that, without religion, which made us start, we wouldn’t have free-

dom of thought. It was a way of protecting social institutions until civilisation 

grew up enough to take care of itself. 

What do you think of free will in relation to artificial intelligence?

We don’t want to have powerful artificial intelligence agents; we want intelli-

gent tools. The idea is that, as long as they’re not conscious agents, with fee-

lings, we’re not hurting them. They’re friendly tools and that’s good because 

it means we can dismantle them, we can ignore them and we can throw them 

away. They’re like cars: they have a lot of intelligence but they won’t be agents. 

We don’t want to have artificial consciousnesses that are like human beings, be-

cause they won’t want to do what we want them to do. All the benefits we want 

to get from artificial intelligence, which are many, we must get by making sure 

they’re not autonomous. Ah, but we’re going to do it!

Quest ions  from the  publ ic



1 1 2

Eleanor Roosevelt’s legacy to humanity:  
Universal Human Rights
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“Eleanor Roosevelt  has been an 
example and an inspiration.  We must 
raise awareness  of  her contribution 
to a fairer,  peaceful  world”

To begin the talk, Cristina Gallach played a speech given by Eleanor Roosevelt in Paris 

on the 10th of December, 1948, about the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

It’s amazing to think that, at that time, in the midst of the post-war period and 

with so many divisions in Europe, this document was drawn up. Women have long 

been forgotten by history. When Eleanor Roosevelt encouraged people to vote 

and stated that Americans would vote in favour of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, she was referring to men and governments. This is an extraordinary 

situation because Eleanor Roosevelt, who was at the heart of the negotiation, was 

talking about voting and referred to men. It is not a Declaration that respects 

gender: in Spanish it talks about Derechos del Hombre or the rights of man.

Eleanor Roosevelt was born in New York in 1884 and is a key figure in 

understanding the struggle for human rights. She was a writer, a diplomat, a 

journalist, a politician, an activist, a First Lady, a mother of six children (five lived 

but one died very young): a committed leader in the broadest sense of the word, 
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a world champion of social justice, women’s rights, African Americans, workers, 

the poorest and most disadvantaged, young people and refugees. An exceptional 

woman: a leader with the strength to transform and unparalleled commitment.

In the foreword to the biography written by J. Williams T. Yongs, the writer Laura 

Freixas states that: 

“Without doubt, Eleanor Roosevelt is a political and human model, and 

particularly for women because she managed to do great things for 

herself without paying the unfortunately customary price of loneliness, 

marginalisation and confrontation with men. She was an example; 

perhaps not so easy an example to follow but hugely motivating.”

Her reputation and political career as an activist reflect a life full of determination 

and courage to tackle social, gender and racial injustices by being outspoken and 

independent.

The awakening of  a  socia l  conscience

Born into an elite New York family, she was the niece of a President. On losing 

her parents, she was raised by her maternal grandmother. She had an awakening: 

three years at a boarding school in England where a forward-thinking tutor made 

her reflect and understand the importance of social commitment and personal 

independence. On her return to New York, at the age of 18, she gave free classes 

in Manhattan and worked for the Red Cross... It was a very tough time for workers. 

She gave them all the support she could. Over time, her concern for society grew. 

She was very active in politics and joined the Democratic Party in the 1920s. Her 

participation in the League of Women Voters and the Women’s Division of the 

Democratic Party was key to gender issues being incorporated into the party’s internal 

demands. In fact, she was the first woman to speak at a Democratic convention in 1940. 

At the age of 19, she married a relative of hers: young Harvard student with a great 

political future: Franklin Delano Roosevelt. It was she who encouraged him to 
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return to public life after suffering from polio. He became President in 1933 amid 

the Great Depression of 1929. The United States had been plunged into crisis, in 

need of new ideas and projects. The First Lady was the President’s eyes, ears and 

legs and she travelled all over the world, sensing what was needed and how people 

lived. As First Lady she championed human rights and justice even more. 

Here I would like to mention some specific aspects of her commitment which 

are clearly a legacy. Gender equality, for example. “Well-behaved women seldom 

make history” wrote the historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich. It’s evident that 

Eleanor Roosevelt made history because she was not “well-behaved” according 

to the canons of her time. She played a very important role in pay equity, also 

insisting that she should be paid and donating her salary to social causes. Two 

other important aspects were her transparency and accessibility. She was the first 

First Lady to hold press conferences at the White House and demanded that only 

women journalists attend. This forced newsrooms to have women on their staff. 

She wrote memorable columns in which she expressed her ideas independently 

and freely on all the issues of the time, continuing up to her death in 1962.

Fighting for  c iv i l  r ights

During the Roosevelt administration, in the midst of the segregation era, she 

was an important link to the African American population and the Civil Rights 

movement, in spite of the President’s own desire to appease growing resentment 

in the South. She was one of the few people at that time to insist on the need 

to extend the benefits of the New Deal to everyone equally, regardless of race, 

thereby losing popularity among the whites of the southern states but getting 

African Americans to become unconditional supporters of the Democratic 

Party, when they had mostly been supporters of the Republican Party until then. 

There are many examples of Eleanor Roosevelt’s public life dedicated to fighting 

injustices and inequalities; an approach to politics that may seem normal to us 

now but, just a few years ago, meant that she was truly a pioneer.

Sent by President Truman, she arrived at the United Nations in 1946 as a US 

delegate and sat on the Human Rights Commission. The UN had been set up 
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in San Francisco in 1945, from the ashes of the disasters of World War II: an 

exceptional moment. After the unimaginable violations that had occurred, 

it was necessary to work to save mankind from the same horrors happening 

again, to lay the foundations of a new order and a global system to defend 

human rights.

Eleanor Roosevelt, who chaired the Commission, was the key figure for the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Without doubt, the contribution she 

made to drafting, negotiation and proclaiming the Declaration has gone down 

in history as her greatest political legacy. The text was drawn up by a drafting 

committee of nine people and she was the only woman. It’s the document 

that has been translated into the most languages: more than five hundred. 

Remembering and reading it from time to time makes us reflect and realise 

the long road that still lies ahead of us. At a time when the world was divided, 

achieving international consensus was very difficult. She said so herself: the 

text was not perfect but it was the one that everyone managed to agree on. The 

Declaration was a great moment for the United Nations; the Magna Carta of 

all men and women everywhere. It was the first time in history that the rights 

inherent to human beings, simply because they are human, were codified in a 

single document. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, with a preamble and thirty 

clear, simple, emphatic articles, is universal in nature. It has been echoed in 

many subsequent documents, in countries’ constitutions, such as the Spanish 

Constitution of 1978. It’s an exercise in synthesis; a set of basic principles 

without the force of law that are assumed by all countries, becoming a model 

of legal instruments that do have the force of law. There are around twenty 

international treaties on various subjects: the elimination of various forms of 

criminal, racial, civil and economic discrimination, the elimination of all forms 

of discrimination against women and children’s rights... Every ten years the 

body of law expands. The Declaration is used as a yardstick to measure how 

well governments are doing and how well United Nations agencies and non-

governmental organisations are doing because, although it does not have the 

force of law, it’s constantly monitored by different international bodies. And 

these assessments are reflected in the media and civil society.

Eleanor Roosevelt 
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Eleanor Roosevelt knew that it was just the beginning and worked non-

stop to ensure that people lived and worked in their countries to secure 

freedom and justice for every human being. Great politics, great summits 

and international meetings had to be translated into the everyday life of the 

people. She always believed that human rights began “In small places, close 

to home–so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the 

world”. In 1952 she ended her time as a delegate but continued to work in 

different fields. In 1961, at the behest of President Kennedy, she headed the 

government Commission on the Status of Women. This was her last political 

responsibility as she died in 1962 and never saw the fruit of her work. But 

it’s no coincidence that the conclusions of the Commission’s report make it 

clear that women’s equality is achieved by recognising gender differences 

and needs and not just equal rights. 

A legacy  for  our  t ime

Between 2015 and 2017 I worked at the United Nations. In the midst of 

crises, wars and problems, unique international conditions were created. 

Major international conferences were held that laid the foundations for a 

new multilateralism. Five big agreements in five big cities (Sendai, Addis 

Ababa, New York, Paris, Quito) with the aim of saving the planet and 

transforming people’s lives for the better. The New York meeting was the 

central pillar: the 2030 agenda, the Sustainable Development Goals, was 

adopted. In Paris the climate change agreement was approved, in Quito the 

new urban agenda agreement, in Addis Ababa the international agreements 

to finance development and, in Sendai, international agreements to manage 

disaster risk.

There’s a great connection between Agenda 2030 and the work of Eleanor 

Roosevelt because the Agenda is grounded in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. It’s a concrete representation of the ambitions and aspirations 

regarding respect for people and protection of the planet. Agenda 2030 is both 

a vision and a plan; principles and action must be united in all areas of life. 
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Agenda 2030 revolves around five themes: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace 

and Partnerships. Why partnerships? Because, in a global world, almost nothing 

we do alone has an impact. It’s an agenda for transformation and the goals 

involve everyone, throughout the world. It’s a comprehensive vision in which 

citizens are no longer merely entitled to rights but key actors. And that’s why it’s 

very important to ensure the mechanisms to defend human rights and concrete 

actions are increasingly integrated. 

There can be no development without human rights, and no human rights 

without development. Peace and security are essential for development and 

human rights. This triangle affects all the actions that need to be taken into 

account by the major international organisations and governments.

Eleanor Roosevelt is an example and an inspiration and that’s why we must 

continue to value her legacy and recognise her contribution to a fairer, peaceful 

world. “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” 

Let’s follow these words; let’s dream of beauty but let’s also take action in our 

daily lives. If we do, the Agenda will be met and we’ll achieve our goals.

Eleanor Roosevelt 
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You have stated several times that, when they reach a management position, 
women are scrutinised and criticised more than men. Have you encountered a 
lot of obstacles?

It’s been tougher for women to advance in their career but now people are very 

aware of this inequality. I had to be much more demanding on myself than my 

colleagues. The next generations will not accept a single place where basic rights 

are not fully recognised, including gender equality. When there’s government 

action, situations change. Spain was at the bottom of the European countries 

at the beginning of the year 2000. Legislation was brought in, the government 

took action the country surpassed the average. 

Putin, Erdogan, Trump, Bolsonaro... do they feel the same respect for human rights 
as those who preceded them in their countries? Austria has come out of a UN 
agreement in favour of refugees... Do we always have to fight for human rights? 

The answer is obvious: we must always fight for human rights. In the smallest 

things and at the highest levels. They are aspirational rights, basic rights. It 

takes effort to achieve them. The United Nations Human Rights Committee, 

although imperfect, forces all countries to talk to each other. We’ve come a long 

way. We mustn’t think everything’s going terribly; there are many people who 

risk their lives to move forward and others who, through their daily work, are 

building positive environments. There’s no option but to keep on working.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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The “no” that changed a country’s history
Cycle: Women who influenced the history of Human Rights, organised by  

Club de Roma and the United Nations Association-Catalonia

Antoni Bassas, journalist
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“ O p i n i o n  l e a d e r s  t e n d  t o 
a p p r o p r i a t e  t h e  n a m e s  o f  c e r t a i n 
f i g u r e s  s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  t h e i r 
d e c l a r a t i o n s  a r e  n o  l o n g e r  a 
t h r e a t  t o  a n y  p o w e r ”

What I’m going to tell you is the result of my American experience. I lived in 

Washington DC for four years and I had the opportunity to travel through 

many states in the US as a correspondent for Televisió de Catalunya. I don’t 

claim to have in-depth knowledge of the American situation because we’re 

talking about a country that takes longer to cross than if you travelled 

from Barcelona to Moscow. We’re talking about a country of continental 

dimensions, with many different realities. But of course I had some first-

hand experiences.

Before I start, I have to say I feel the same historical sympathy for the figure 

of Rosa Parks as any of you. But I’d like to go a little beyond the obvious. Rosa 

Parks was indeed the star of a historic moment in the 20th century (in 1955 

she refused to obey a bus driver’s order to sit at the back of the vehicle and 

leave space for white passengers). Martin Luther King summed it up perfectly: 

“The moment in which Rosa Parks decided to stay in her seat was the moment 
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in time when she was anchored to it by the accumulated indignities of days 

gone by and the countless aspirations of generations yet unborn: all of that 

anchored her to the seat.”

Why Rosa  Parks? 

The quote is extraordinary, but I’d like to go a little deeper. For example, I’d like to 

tell you that in no way was Rosa Parks the first person to do what she did. You’ve 

probably never heard of Ida Wells-Barnett. She was born a slave in Holly Springs, 

Mississippi, in 1862. At the age of 16, she became the head of the family because 

her parents died and she had to take care of her six siblings. In the 1880s, she 

went to live in Memphis, Tennessee. It seems she was a very intelligent woman. 

She began to study to be a teacher and on a train trip between Memphis and the 

rural school where she worked, the ticket collector told her she had to leave the 

carriage because it was first class and black people couldn’t travel there. She 

refused. The driver and other passengers tried to throw her physically from 

the train. She went back to Memphis, hired a lawyer and reported the railway 

company. The court ruled in her favour and awarded her $500, which at that time 

must have been a fortune. The company appealed in 1887 and the Tennessee 

Supreme Court overturned the previous decision and ordered Wells-Barnett to 

pay the legal fees. Six months before Rosa Parks, Claudette Colvin refused to give 

up her bus seat. She was 15 years old. She was arrested. 

Why do we know the case of Rosa Parks and not of the many other women who 

did the same as her? Women whose names are relegated to the B-side of history. 

According to North American historians, it’s impossible to say precisely how many 

women did things relatively similar to Rosa Parks’ heroic act, because these social 

injustices were common on public transport in many American cities, particularly 

in the south, particularly in Alabama and especially in the city of Montgomery, in 

the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. Black organisations of the time admitted they 

considered the case of Rosa Parks would be better because she was an adult and 

because she had the type of hairstyle and appearance necessary to demonstrate 

that the act was not committed by a rash woman, a radical activist with dangerous 

ideas, a communist, but by someone who belonged to the middle class.
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A perfect  s torm

A few months ago, I interviewed Elaine Brown, a woman of some 70 years, activist 

and former president of the Black Panther Party (which was indeed radically 

communist), and when I asked her why they’d revealed Rosa Parks’ case, she 

said: “It was the perfect storm. It all happened in those years. Sometimes, in my 

generation (she was 20 in 1968), we like to think we were special but we weren’t. 

What we had in the United States in the 1950s which we hadn’t had before 

was television. All over the world you could see how they were beating people 

just because they wanted to vote. That caused a wave of anger that couldn’t be 

stopped.” We should bear in mind that history contains an element of chance and 

sometimes an element of convenience and that, when Rosa Parks did what she 

did, not only was society mature enough for some people to do the same as her 

but society as a whole could understand that it was the right thing to do. Either 

way, it was a heroic act because, when Rosa Parks decided to remain seated, she 

knew she would be arrested and that there would be consequences. 

Although only 60 years have passed since those events, sometimes we lose 

perspective and judge things according to today’s prevailing values. Today, 

nobody would deny that it was a flagrant injustice that white and black people 

weren’t allowed to sit together on the same bus and, what’s even worse, that 

black people had to give up their seats to white people. But it wasn’t so clear-cut 

in 1955. If we talk about Rosa Parks today, we’re doing two things. Firstly, it’s 

an act of justice because her name deserves to be remembered from generation 

to generation. However, I also get the impression that every generation, as well 

as those who hold political and economic power, the opinion leaders, tend to 

appropriate the names of certain figures simply because their declarations are 

no longer a threat to any power. Sometimes, when honouring certain names, we 

find evidence of what is acceptable to the powers that be which realise that, in 

order for things to change, the ability of some people to maintain what we might 

call social control has to be challenged. 
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The factor  of  te levis ion

The factor of television and, more recently, social media have speeded things up. 

When Rosa Parks did what she did, slavery had been abolished for almost a century in 

the United States. But as with so many social and political battles, writing something 

in a document, even a constitution, doesn’t always influence custom or does so 

very slowly. Black people stopped being slaves as a result of the North’s victory in 

the American Civil War but continued to have a very bad quality of life, with little 

access to culture or healthcare. They became the poorest class in American society. 

In addition, the principles of discrimination remained alive and well. Barak Obama 

explains how his parents met in the book Dreams from My Father. His mother was a 

white North American and his father an African from Kenya. In the early 1960s, his 

father went to study in the United States for the first Kenyan government following 

independence. He was preparing to hold positions of leadership in the future. He 

was sent to Hawaii, which two years previously had become part of the United 

States. His mother was studying at the university and that’s where they met. One 

evening, at the end of 1960 or early 1961, someone knocked on the door of Obama’s 

grandparents’ house and said: “I’m a neighbour and you should know that I’ve seen 

your daughter strolling and holding hands with a black man. You know that’s wrong.” 

This happened five years after the Rosa Parks incident. At that time, in many states, 

it was illegal for a white man to marry a black woman, or vice versa.

Obviously the stain of slavery, the stigma it meant for African Americans, has been 

very significant and still lives on. From my point of view, the United States is still 

paying for its original sin. The United States has extremely powerful founding values 

because they’re universal: democracy, freedom and, above all, equality. “All men are 

created equal” wrote Jefferson. Well, all white men, because black men were not 

equal until 70 or 80 years after the adoption of the United States Constitution.

Racia l  s t igma

Discrimination continued, especially in the Southern States. What I want to say here 

is that this stigma in the United States has not fully disappeared, despite undeniable 

advances in the social integration of African Americans. They are still, statistically, 
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the poorest class. Each month, the United States publishes its unemployment 

figures. It also provides them broken down by race: on average, unemployment 

among black people is always double that of white people. This is less of an issue 

now because, in the last few years of the Obama administration and this last year 

and a half of Trump, the economy has performed well and unemployment has fallen 

to 3.7%. Asians have the lowest level of unemployment, at 3.2%, white people have 

3.3%, Hispanics have 3.4% and black people have 6.2%. There are many other 

indicators in this respect, such as teenage pregnancies and prisoners: 34% of 

prisoners are African American, five times more than white people.

All this is clearly visible in the United States where there are poorer 

neighbourhoods with a black majority. On television you still hear stories like 

the journalist remembering his mother’s advice: “Above all, child, never run on 

the street, because a black man running looks like he’s escaping from a crime. It’s 

much easier for them to shoot you.” Obama has admitted he was told the same 

thing in his house. When African Americans are asked if they believe they are 

discriminated against in the United States, 92% say yes. The presence of black 

families in a neighbourhood can lower the value of the houses. A study was carried 

out with actors which showed that black people with money who wanted to buy a 

house had more difficulties than white people. There is discrimination in wages, in 

access to the labour market and in their treatment by the police. 

I produced a report on this last aspect. I spoke to a civil rights attorney and he 

explained the harsh reality to me. If one day the police stop your son, with two 

friends, and he’s been drinking, he’ll be fined and, depending on the police officer, 

he may spend a night in the station. If they’re black, the three of them will be taken 

to the station because there’s racial abuse against black people among the police 

force and there are judges who apply the law more severely if the kids are black.

Controvers ia l  Obama

I had the opportunity to be a TV correspondent at the time when the first African-

American president was elected. Obama was much discussed: his mother was 

white; his father wasn’t African American but came from Kenya. He lived first in 
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Hawaii and then in Indonesia and was not brought up with American values. He 

went to university and, since his white grandparents looked out for him (his father 

abandoned him and he almost never saw him), he could pursue his studies like a 

white person. He didn’t speak with the same accent as, for example, his wife, an 

African American from Chicago, who’s extremely intelligent and was able to study 

thanks to scholarships and the system of positive discrimination that obliges 

universities to accept students from poor families. On the day of Obama’s first 

speech, a journalist from a progressive network said: “He’s done it so well that I 

even forgot he was black.”

Black people are still deeply stigmatised in the United States today: it’s considered 

acceptable to make them the butt of jokes: “What’s the difference between a black 

guy and a pizza? The pizza can feed a family of four.” That’s the perception people 

have when nobody is listening in American society. It’s no laughing matter. There’s 

a stereotype that, in part, corresponds to reality because the kids born in largely 

black neighbourhoods often don’t know their father. The father often has children 

with several women; the children are unfamiliar with the concept of a father figure. 

The first man who speaks to them is a teacher in class and it’s already too late. So 

they don’t study and they enter into the cycle of drugs and crime. They’re unable to 

take on the responsibility of caring for a family. They reproduce the same situation 

that they’ve seen at home. Statistically this is decreasing but it’s still there.

In the interview the other day, Elaine Brown said to me: “Despite some successes, 

the majority of black people have the lowest standard of living in the United 

States. Martin Luther King was assassinated because he had influence over 

millions of people all over the world; he was watched at all times by the FBI. 

Now he has a statue in the National Mall in Washington and they’ve opened an 

African American museum. Lenin (Brown is a communist) said that oppression 

can accommodate many things and remain in power. We have Donald Trump as 

president and a statue of Martin Luther King in the Mall. What does that mean? 

That at the expense of everything else, Donald Trump is president.”

One can see how certain realities are now indisputable. There’s admiration for 

Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King. Every February is Black History Month. The 

third Monday in January every year is Martin Luther King Day. The campaign to 
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dedicate this day to him began shortly after his assassination in 1968. Ronald 

Reagan signed the law decreeing the holiday in 1983 and it was celebrated for 

the first time in 1986. Some states refused to celebrate it and gave it alternative 

names or combined it with other holidays. It was celebrated for the first time in 

50 states simultaneously in the year 2000. We have to understand that social 

changes are always difficult, even in these fast-paced times, and changes related 

to something as deep as the colour of our skin are the most terrible because they 

bring out the worst in people. 

Racist  discourses

I have no doubt that some of the more aggressive language I heard being used 

against Obama or being used by Donald Trump has a racist basis. I can’t prove 

it empirically but I’m intimately, spiritually convinced: it’s racism. Donald Trump 

offered 5 or 10 million dollars, I can’t remember which, to whoever proved that 

Obama wasn’t American. He didn’t stop until Obama went to the White House 

press room in person and showed his birth certificate from Honolulu. 

The most shocking thing is that Donald Trump’s percentage of acceptance among 

black voters is increasing. It has increased from 19% to 36%, even after the 

release of recordings of people stating that Trump is capable of the most racist 

comments imaginable. In one of his father’s developments where he worked, in 

New York, they directly banned black people from buying or renting apartments. 

This happened a long time ago.

All of this hangs over American society and makes Rosa Parks’ protest even more 

valuable, a protest which, as I’ve said, has been digested by the powers that be and 

made acceptable in a sense that reminds me of a phrase from the Brazilian bishop, 

Helder Camera: “When I take care of the poor and I worry about the poor, they tell 

me I’m a communist.” In American society, the reasons for poverty are passed on 

from generation to generation.
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When we see that xenophobia is spreading, and not only in the United States, do you 
think society and the political class are taking a step backwards in terms of values?

When you see extreme right protesters on the streets again, with their arms held 

high, we’re certainly witnessing a step backwards. It’s very worrying. It has a lot to 

do with two feelings that are very easy to encourage and, politically, are extremely 

profitable: hatred and fear. 

They’ve done an extremely good job with manipulating our fear through terrorism. 

It’s clear that it exists, but Islamic terrorism has caused many more deaths in 

Islamic countries than in non-Muslim countries. They’ve bartered with us: give us 

your freedom in exchange for security.

Hatred of what’s different comes next: identifying a group as a representative of 

a vague danger we have the right to hate. In his election campaign, Donald Trump 

extended this feeling to Mexicans and Central Americans in general. The wall is 

not exclusive to Trump: Spain has one in Ceuta and in Melilla. Sometimes the sea 

also serves to conceal deaths.

Do you think there’s a lack of resistance in civil society or we’re unable to respond 
to this?

I believe we have never been so aware of these types of attacks. Fortunately, the 

average cultural level of Western societies has increased. But we’re faced with 

very powerful propaganda machines. 

There are flagrant contradictions. The United States is a country of immigrants: 

British, Irish, German, Italian, Korean, Japanese and, more recently, Mexicans and 

Salvadorans. The official language of the United States was very nearly German. 

There are a lot of people who believe in the American dream, generation after 

generation. Migrants give societies an extraordinary boost: they’re hard-working 

people who want to escape poverty and educate their children. The United States 

is a migrant country that’s in denial.

Trump and his advisers would object: “Yes, but the United States is also a country 

of laws.” It has been clearly demonstrated, however, that societies that are closed 

off and inward-looking end up with demographic and cultural decline.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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Pluriarchy or the political logic of the contemporary world
Cycle: Democracy, diversity and social cohesion, organised by Club de Roma 

and “la Caixa” Foundation.

Daniel Innerarity, Professor of Philosophy at the University of the Basque Country
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“In complex societies ,  the models 
and procedures of  governance 
cannot aspire to a form of unity 
that overrides diversity ”

If it’s still possible to speak of a “sense of history”, I see no other than that of 

things getting progressively more complicated. We’ve gone from the medieval 

common good, theocratically conceived sovereignty and indivisible general 

will to the checks and balances of liberal democracy, the corps intermédiaires 

(Montesquieu) to the polyarchy of Dahl and Schumpeter, understood as various 

groups competing electorally for power. Dahl believes that dynamic, pluralist 

societies are characterised by the widespread dispersal of political resources, 

strategic locations and negotiating positions, a profusion of powers and 

counter-powers, establishing an environment that prevents power from being 

overly concentrated in one place and fostering a large number of competing and 

relatively independent players. 

Like Pareto’s “circulation of elites”, such pluralism refers to the divergence of 

interests among those who strive to represent these interests at the highest level 

of government. But things are getting increasingly complicated because plurality 

is not limited to the battles between political elites. None of these conceptions 

of pluralism in our societies has sufficiently taken into account the fact that 
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complexity also affects the interaction between leaders and those they lead, 

that we no longer live in a world with a clear contrast between civil society and 

state, as conceived by Hegel and reformulated by his followers, but rather there’s 

a polyarchy outside the institutionalised political spheres which competes with 

them and affects them in very different ways. There’s more an inflation than a 

deficit of power, to use Parsons’ metaphor, more dispersal than concentration.

Multipl ied powers

Today, this growth in complexity should be understood in a more radical way, at 

a time when the planes and frameworks within which these multiplied powers 

are located are also diverse. The problem is how to conceive of order and 

representation in this more extreme pluralisation referred to by various terms 

such as the knowledge society, distributed intelligence, network society, empowered 

citizens or active engagement of civil society (depending on whether the term is 

formulated by someone from the left or from the right), what it means to govern 

with semi-sovereign powers or opinion poll regimes, when instead of the invisible 

hand we speak of diffuse risks, where an electoral programme has come to be 

called a “citizen charter”, with new social demands and unprecedented possibilities 

for self-organisation, in the “post” world (colonial, hegemonic, Westphalian...) and 

“multi” world (level, cultural, lateral...) of interdependency.

I would like to tell a story based on a few images or metaphors: the absence of the 

centre, the plurality of voices, the vacuum on which democracy is built, how things 

are seen from a minority perspective, Europe as an anti-unilateralist experiment 

and the possibility of imagining government differently. 

In complex societies, the models and procedures of governance cannot aspire to a 

form of unity that overrides diversity; governing means managing heterogeneity. 

With a non-hierarchical, cooperative structure, the specific aspects of each element 

don’t need to be defended against a governance structure perceived essentially as 

controlling; rather they can expect support, advice, mediation; i.e. help to exercise 

self-responsibility. This increases the likelihood that decentralised, networked 

action will provide advantages both for the parties and for the system in general. 
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This requires a different view of power, moving towards a more relational and 

cooperative approach to politics not based the models of hierarchy and control. 

Although omnipresent, power as an imposition is an atavistic, suboptimal way 

of handling conflict. The possible political configurations are currently declined 

differently: influence, diplomacy, understanding, deliberation, procedure. 

A networked world

A networked world requires relational governance. Networks require more complex 

instruments such as trust, reputation or reciprocity. We are moving towards forms 

of governance that go beyond the idea of a strict separation between a subject who 

directs and an object who is directed. No power operates in a vacuum, without 

forces capable of acting upon it, of contradicting and altering it. When the system 

that is meant to control is also and at the same time a controlled system, the idea 

of unilateral control becomes somewhat obsolete, as illustrated by the metaphor 

of the thermostat used by Bateson to show that it’s not yet clear who rules over 

whom. The form of power that best reduces complexity is one where there is no 

need to impose, with forms of mutual conditioning that renounce unilateralism or 

threats. What if, deep down, this new constellation does no more than allude to the 

irresolvable paradox that, in a democratic society, we can never know whether it’s 

the government that rules over the governed or the other way round?

Regarding the form of government, the idea of pluriarchy can be seen as a 

“principle of potential direction”: in a complex network the authority to govern 

the whole resides in the party that has the best information at any given time. 

The example given by Foester to illustrate this principle is a naval battle between 

the Americans and the Japanese, in which command was assumed by those who 

realised that, due to their position at a given moment, they knew best what had 

to be done. The authority to govern does not reside¬ forever in the same place 

but fluctuates towards where there is greater¬ knowledge. And when, as is often 

the case, this knowledge is not available to a single system, what is required is 

consultation between the different systems concerned. One specific function of 

government could be precisely this: to moderate interactions without imposing a 

solution or having to resort to forms of direct governance. 
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Inte l l igent  governance

In this new context, the problem we face is how to envisage and implement 

intelligent governance for the knowledge society. Since the crisis in the planning 

state, the political landscape has been filled with statements about the difficulty 

of governing with hardly any proposals about how to do this in the midst of the 

current conditioning factors (which did not involve depoliticisation nor were they 

mere requests for efficiency; i.e. something which would conveniently balance the 

two poles of the classic tension between effectiveness and legitimacy). The idea 

of democratic governance arises precisely in response to the collapse of hierarchy 

as the ordering principle for societies. Complex systems cannot be governed from 

a¬ hierarchical¬ perspective, which would entail a simplification that does not 

correspond to the wealth, initiative or expertise of its elements. Any democratic 

governance, in its own interest, should avoid the overload that would follow from 

adopting unshared leadership.

In principle, a centralised authority cannot motivate any behaviour related to 

citizen initiative, innovation or commitment, and it comes up against the resistance 

of its target at a time of growing desire for self-government. In a knowledge 

society, people are less willing to accept decisions taken in a hierarchical or non-

transparent way. On the contrary, new forms of participation and communication 

are demanded. Laws and rules established on the basis of hierarchical forms of 

decision-making are only one of the possible forms of political regulation. Other 

structures in which governance is not through monopolised regulation but acts 

as one among other players or through participatory or federal procedures can 

produce better political effects in terms of both the effectiveness and legitimacy 

of collective decisions. This is true at the level of cities as well as within states, at 

a European level or globally.

It is therefore not a question of dismantling the state in the neoliberal sense, 

but of finding functional equivalents to the institutions of the national state that 

are compatible with these new scenarios of interdependence and polycentrality. 

What has collapsed is not politics but a certain type of politics, namely that which 

corresponds to the era of the territorially delimited and politically integrated 

society. All this has also led to a modification of statehood, as suggested by 
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concepts such as “guaranteeing state” (Gunnar Folke Schuppert), “activating 

state”, “cooperative state” (Anthony Giddens) and “context governance” (Helmut 

Willke) . These and other formulations embody a shift from control to regulation, 

from order to empowerment, from benevolence to activation (Jan Kooimann). 

Politics must move from hierarchy to heterarchy, from direct authority to 

communicative connection, from heteronomy to autonomy, from unilateral 

control to polycontextual involvement. It must be able to generate the necessary 

knowledge (of ideas, instruments or procedures) to moderate a knowledge society 

that operates in a networked, transnational way.

A horizon for  g lobal  governance

The principle of polyarchy is also a horizon for global governance, where the idea of 

multilateralism refers not only to military geo-strategy but to all kinds of relations 

between players, the regulation of processes, negotiation of common challenges 

and new institutional construction. This is the case from the outset because the 

capacity of state governments is increasingly dependent on international factors 

and global restrictions in what has been called “disaggregated sovereignty” 

(Anne-Marie Slaughter): the dispersal of power throughout a multilevel political 

architecture, with overburdened states that have lost much of their prerogatives 

(especially regulatory authority) in the midst of powerful transnational flows and 

networks.

The current forms of governance are relatively ineffective at a global level. It’s not 

surprising that studies of international relations have gone from an obsession with 

power (sovereign, central, hierarchical...) to underlining the role played by norms 

and ideas, networked structures and the relevance of argumentative interactions. 

Although it’s true that we need to improve the leadership of global institutions, we 

should not forget that many of the components of governance are not an exercise 

of power (of the classic centralised, hierarchical power) but a combination of 

incentives that are carried out through rational argument, the expectation of 

mutual benefit or the fear of a damaged reputation. For this reason, in addition 

to regional or global regulatory institutions, watchdogs such as Transparency 

International, consumer organisations and the global supervision exercised by 
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various social movements are very important. When we talk about the global 

governance of capitalism, we actually mean a complex system involving elements 

of self-regulation, global institutions, the authority of states, their cooperation 

procedures and the informal regulations that come from international trade or 

global watchdogs.

Global governance does not consist of a hierarchical management structure; 

it’s not the imposition of one level over another but rather a fragile and often 

conflictive composition of different levels of governance. We’re not on the verge 

of creating an inclusive system in which global decisions are taken nor, given the 

complexity of the problems, does this seem desirable. Instead of a “worldocracy” 

coordinating the different tasks involved in integration, there will be a number of 

regional institutions acting independently to solve common problems and produce 

different public goods. We won’t have a world government but a governance 

system made up of institutionalised regulatory agreements and procedures that 

require certain behaviours without any written constitutions or material power. 

It is in this sense that governance can be defined as the capacity to do certain 

things without the capacity to order them to be done; i.e. a kind of authority rather 

than jurisdiction. “In a disaggregated world, what enables one actor to secure 

the agreement of another is an interdependent convergence of needs and not a 

constitutional specification that assigns supreme authority exclusively to states 

and national governments” (James Rosenau). The outcome of all this is more 

like an unstructured battlefield than a formal negotiation, where participative 

intervention is possible but also different types of pressure or hegemony. It’s 

possible to think of sub-state, inter-state and transnational political levels as 

elements within an overall pluriarchical structure. If we manage to give some logic 

to the contemporary world, to imagine the democracy of the future and the justice 

that is possible, this can only be achieved within a pluriarchical framework as the 

structuring principle for our societies.
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Those with power won’t let go; won’t there be a great resistance to multipolar 
systems?

When I speak of multilateralism as a positive concept, I have to clarify two 

misunderstandings. First of all, I’m not talking about a harmonious world. 

Rather, the institutionalising force comes from negotiation which, as everyone 

knows, is a place of conflict. The other misunderstanding is that these forms 

are more or less diplomatic. What is harmonious (in the worst sense of the 

word) is hegemony and subordination. I’m talking about a horizontal structure, 

counterweights and contrast. Secondly, I’m not suggesting that those in power 

should surrender themselves to the interests of their neighbours. This is totally 

impracticable in politics. We’re talking about well-understood interest. Brexit 

and Trump are two regressive movements in this respect.

I studied robotics and have the feeling that people who’ve worked in science and 
technology with complex systems are better able to understand this idea of social 
and political complexity.

All the fundamental concepts we deal with in politics and in the organisation 

of society, such as sovereignty, territory, power, representation, come from 

two or three hundred years ago, a time when, what people wanted to do, 

was social physics. A notion as important to the liberal system as checks and 

balances are an application of Newton to the world of politics. My theory is 

that all democracy is designed based on the Newtonian paradigm. There’s very 

little based on the new paradigms. I’ve been talking for years with biologists, 

ecologists, economists and organisational theorists who provide wonderful 

metaphors and frameworks. Compared to these, the way we do politics today 

is totally atavistic.

Quest ions  from the  publ ic
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