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10 - English Summary

The Future of Social Democracy

The present volume examines not only the future of social democracy. but its foundations and
historical roots as well. The analytic portion focuses on four related questions: how does a modern
democracy acquire legitimacy; what is the role of social justice in it; what basic rights does it
necessarily protect; and what significance does democracy have for the stability and efficacy of a
given society?

All contemporary democracies of the Western. constitutional type are founded upon the basic
liberal model. the pillars of which include: a state committed to the rule of law; equal and universally
applicable civic rights; and political power that is constitutionally linked to popular sovereignty.
Social democracy developed out of the critique of the contradictions inherent in liberalism.
Hermann Heller. a prominent political scientist and constitutional law scholar during Germany’s
Weimar Republic. was the first to sketch the outlines of a comprehensive theory of social democracy.
The deficiency that Heller detected in political liberalism is its refusal to confront empirical reality.
Liberalism systematically evades the question of how or whether equal human and civic rights can
be validated under the unequal empirical conditions that prevail in liberal societies. Hence. in his
view. liberalism cannot in practice fulfill the promise inherent in its theoretical committments. To
correct this deficiency Heller advocated structural reforms that would establish a social welfare state
and economic democracy.

The civic. political. social. economic. and cultural basic rights set forth in the United Nations charters
of 1966 and ratified by 148 countries from all cultural zones and stages of development. represent
the normative basis of modern-day social democracy. In all cases where the basic rights of persons
are jeopardized by risks for which political authorities should reasonably assume responsibility.
the state has a prima facie duty to act. It must insure that the life chances of citizens subject to such
risks are not inferior to those of citizens who have not been victimized by equivalent risks. Indeed.
in the first instance the state has an obligation to prevent such risks from occurring at all. If it
cannot do that. it must compensate “losers” for the consequences of the risks they have undergone.
But all citizens are likewise obligated to make whatever contribution they can toward avoiding or
compensating for such risks by their own efforts.

The state fulfills its obligations to act on several levels. It offers social protection against risks that
violate its citizens” basic rights; guarantees them equal educational opportunities. not only for
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acquiring skills. but also for partaking in broader cultural life; and it safeguards their dignity in
economic and social contexts. To accomplish those ends. it may need to regulate markets in a
capitalist economy and guarantee a functioning public sphere. among other things.

Citizens too have certain obligations that complement their basic rights: not simply to accept the
dignity of all human beings. but actively to assume responsibility for their own lives. Every citizen
is obliged to request the aid of the community only to the extent that his or her own efforts to earn
a living have not met with success. This is a precondition for the maintenance of the entire social
security system.

For social democracy civil society plays a crucial role. Not only does it offer opportunities for citizens
to advance their own interests and exert a democratizing influence on representative procedures; it
also allows for the provision of supplementary social support. Furthermore. civil society promotes
the political socialization of the citizenry. and assumes important society-wide steering functions.

Another fundamental element of social democracy is an open. discursive political public sphere.
The latter insures that a shared understanding of social justice can emerge from practical discourses
and be connected to projected political actions. This is one of the essential conditions for success
in the process of political integration undertaken by social democracy. A functioning public sphere
not only provides the individual with information and arguments; it furthermore enables citizens
to reach agreement about the values that will shape their commonwealth. for example in matters of
educational. economic. and social policy.

In practice. the political economy of social democracies may accommodate a wide range of
variations. The relationship between politics and the market is everywhere characterized by specific
areas of tension: productivity and growth. flexibility and innovation are constantly pitted against the
principles of social justice and social security. Hence. the fundamental goal of political economy in
a social democracy is to harmonize the market’s operation with the policy

requirements generated by liberal. political. economic. and social basic rights. Of course. the
functional capacity of the market should ideally be maintained in all of its productive aspects. Yet
the goals of rising living standards and free consumer choice have to be balanced against those of full
employment. ecological sustainability and long-term economic growth prospects. The coordinated
market economy is therefore a more appropriate arrangement for social democracy than the liberal
market system. since the latter often lacks the institutional means to balance productive against
social aims.

For the political regulation of markets to succeed. a suitable legal framework must be created.
and various micro- and macroeconomic strategies for managing supply and demand need to be
instituted. in order to insure the primacy of the common good and basic rights over individual
private interests. In principle. the political community must be in a position to influence the market
subsystem so as to minimize potential conflicts between the rationality of individual economic
decisions and goals that have been defined politically as in the interest of the entire society. Yet
economic enterprises need to have sufficient latitude to continue and enhance the socially desirable
entrepreneurial activities they engage in.

Social democracy is also characterized by a comprehensive social welfare state that insures protection
of the basic rights alluded to earlier as well as maintaining a just distribution of life chances. It
likewise contributes to economic efficacy and growth as well as to social cohesion and political
stability. The social state acts as a kind of shock absorber. damping down the insecurities generated
by market capitalism by underwriting state-sponsored security guarantees that are independent



of the market. It provides a minimum income to individuals and families. while offering effective
protection against sickness. poverty in old age and unemployment. Moreover. it provides a range of
social services such as child supervision and care for the aged.

In the economically advanced democracies there are three types of social state: the universalistic
social state on the Scandinavian pattern; the conservative version well represented in Continental
Europe; and the liberal model characteristic of the Anglo-Saxon countries. These types of social state
may be distinguished in part by ascertaining whether and to what degree they have institutionalized
social civic rights. One condition for the achievement of social democracy is that there must be a
constitutionally guaranteed civic right to social services. The liberal social state. in which there is
only a form of poor relief without any legally binding claim on the part of recipients. would thus
fail to meet the criterion for social democracy. The other two variants. by contrast. clearly have
institutionalized social civic rights.

Social democracy requires a social market economy tied to social citizenship. Globalization thus
poses new challenges for social democracy. Since the 1970’s it has spawned unprecedented risks to
social rights. while at the same time considerably reducing the opportunities for political actors to
address the root causes of unwelcome economic and social developments. The sovereignty of the
nation state is being dismantled along a range of dimensions in which it used to be able to act alone;
yet transnational institutions capable of replacing the sovereign nation state’s capacity for action
have yet to be created. The age of globalized markets demands that democracy also be globalized. We
must make sure that the procedures liberal democracies have adopted to make decisions and take
action also begin to operate at the global level. Open markets must be imbedded socially. politically.
and ecologically. Market globalization is not just a fact of life to which all social and political actors
must accommodate themselves; it can be shaped and reshaped by deliberate political intervention.
Global civic rights and global democratization are among the prerequisites for a positive future
development.

Contemporary societies are becoming more and more multicultural. To offer fair terms of integration
to all their members. societies must embrace a politics of recognition. Besides the preservation of
cultural identity on the basis of equal civic rights. such politics should also encourage the equal
participation of all in the social and economic resources of the society.

The present volume. “The Future of Social Democracy.” also investigates the political practice of
social democracy (or the approximations of it) in six countries (Germany. Great Britain. Japan. the
Netherlands. Sweden. and the USA). The policies of each of these countries will be compared with
respect to their success or failure in insuring their citizens against social risks and in the granting of
equal social and political participation. It will turn out that a culturally universal model of democracy
finds fullest expression in social democracy. since all five categories of basic rights are most effectively
secured by it. Social democracy should therefore be considered a condition for the achievement of
full participatory. stable democratization. By contrast. libertarian democracy. which is concerned
exclusively with the assignment of civic and political rights while ignoring social and economic
ones. deserves to be labeled a “defective” democracy. It can neither ensure the efficacy of basic rights
in the real world. nor can it vouchsafe the equality and political autonomy of its citizens.

Social democracy. already largely a reality in a range of mostly European countries. is not only
a model for the nation-state. but a project for progressive globalization as well. It guarantees the
efficacy of democracy even under conditions of social and economic globalization.
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