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While the need for the renovation of critical social 
theory has been evident for decades, radical critique 
has disappeared among leading philosophical schools. 
Mainstream social criticism, having silently accepted 
the rules of the game, has turned itself to the other side 
of the same, to a ʻcritical allyʼ of capitalism. As one 
modern critic puts it, ʻpostcolonial discourse generated 
in the “First World” academies turns out to be one 
more product of flexible, post-Fordist capitalism, not 
its antithesis .̓1 After the collapse of the Soviet bloc 
and the triumphal and seemingly unconditional victory 
of capitalism, it has become fashionable to talk about 
all-human values, universalistic morality, discourse 
ethics, public discourse, and similar concepts, as well 
as of the unlimited perspectives that await us in the 
light of modern technological revolutions. 

Indeed, there are serious confirmations for such 
a view. If one were to generalize its underlying 
assumptions they would be the following: there exists 
a relatively embedded democratic system; there exists 
a relative economic prosperity; there exists a relative 
social stability; the modern technological revolution 
promises a permanent growth. When combined, all 
of these promise further improvement in transcending 
the caution expressed in the word ʻrelative .̓ Hence, 
the feeling is that the details can be worked out from 
within the system. This is most emphatically expressed 
in the recent collapse of the Marxist option, the most 
serious challenge to the system. The old claim of the 
status quo about the lack of realistic alternatives now 
seems to be justified. 

One cannot but remember Popper here. For Popper 
too, ʻthe injustice and inhumanity of the unrestrained 
“capitalist system” described by Marx cannot be ques-
tioned .̓ The problem consists in ʻinterpretingʼ the situ-
ation. Freedom under capitalism is indeed what Marx 
and Marxists call ʻmerely formal freedom .̓ However, 
such ʻmerely formal freedomʼ is a realistic foundation 
and the only warranty for democracy in an ʻopen 
society .̓ It makes it possible to ʻcontrolʼ capitalism and 

exploitation, and this is better than any other alterna-
tive. On such matters, says Popper, one must think in 
more pragmatic terms than Marx. One must realize 
that control over physical power and exploitation is not 
only an economic but also a central political problem. 
So, in order to establish democratic control, one has 
to establish that ʻmerely formal freedom ,̓2 offered by 
capitalism. Popper s̓ claim is not that we live in the 
best world in general, but – as if agreeing with Leibniz 
– that we live in the best of all possible worlds. The 
outcome of such reasoning turns out to be identical: 
although this world is far from perfect, one may work 
to improve it, but it is not worth taking the risk of 
radically altering it. Note that this argument was raised 
at the time of a serious challenge to capitalism. 

Today, the legendary fierce attacks on Popper by 
the Left in the 1960s and early 1970s have ceded their 
place to a peculiar agreement about the post-com-
munist era.3 Besides some rhetorical and linguistic 
differentiations, today sections of both Left and Right 
share Popper s̓ assessment. Hence, modern discourse 
rotates around the ʻrevivedʼ notion of ʻcivil society ,̓4 of 
its discontents, its nature, its perspectives, and so on. 
As Rorty sarcastically remarks in his recent A̒chieving 
Our Country ,̓ the modern Left, having historically 
suffered from Marxist radicalism5 has been today 
transformed into a ʻCultural Leftʼ specializing in what 
they call the ʻpolitics of differenceʼ or of ʻidentityʼ or 
ʻrecognition .̓ He adds: 

When the Right proclaims that socialism has failed, 
and that capitalism is the only alternative, the cul-
tural Left has little to say in reply. For it prefers not 
to talk about money. Its principal enemy is a mind-
set rather than a set of economic arrangements – a 
way of thinking which is sometimes called ʻCold 
War Ideologyʼ, sometimes ʻtechnocratic rationalityʼ, 
and sometimes ʻphallogocentrism  ̓ (the cultural Left 
comes up with fresh sobriquets every year). It is a 
mind-set nurtured by the patriarchal and capitalist 
institutions of the industrial West, and its bad effects 
are most clearly visible in the United States.6 

Globalization and  
modern philosophy
Nectarios Limnatis
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I would add one significant comment to these remarks. 
The choice of reply is not just a matter of taste. The 
modern Left does not ʻoptʼ to deal with something else. 
To the contrary: it deals with something else because 
it has nothing to say in reply. Its theoretical impotence 
in the field of political economy and the abandonment 
of the latter makes inevitable the turn to other fields 
of criticism. 

In the last few decades critically oriented philosophy 
has changed its role; it ceases to challenge capitalism 
as such, and loses sight of a realistic alternative. 
Its social and political involvement is now grounded 
on liberal ideals of Kant, Locke and Rousseau. In 
revitalizing the ʻforgotten in the 20th century notion 
of civil societyʼ7 critical philosophy thus appropriates 
what was earlier considered precisely the theoretical 
background of capitalism. 

This reorientation is matched with a specific focus 
on and understanding of the ʻforgottenʼ social prob-
lems of capitalism that globalization brings to the 
surface. I will argue that modern critical philosophy 
has an explicitly ʻWesternʼ vision and fails to assess 
the proper dimension of globalization and to evaluate 
capitalism at both its periphery and in its centres. As 
the most celebrated leader of the ʻsecond generationʼ 
of the Frankfurt School (which had once emerged as a 
ʻneo-Marxistʼ), Habermas represents, one might claim, 
the best of what recent social criticism has produced.8 
He is also known for his political involvement. His 
work therefore offers a paradigmatic case for the 
critical purposes of this article. 

Compulsory cosmopolitanism

A core aspect of globalization is the abolition of the 
nation-state. For Habermas the dilemma is one of 
A̒nnulment or Sublation?ʼ9 The former means abo-
lition via domination (through the neoliberal policies 
of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, 
etc.), whereas the latter represents a democratic trans-
formation. Habermas s̓ support for the latter and his 
proposals for its methodological elaboration are pre-
sented in his discussion of Kant s̓ essay ʻOn Perpetual 
Peace .̓10 Habermas suggests that a potential ʻworld 
commonwealthʼ should develop obligatory policies 
at the expense of member statesʼ inner and outer 
sovereignty. Although it has been fiercely criticized, 
the idea of the compulsory character of international 
decisions could be extremely fertile as it is based on 
the acknowledgement of the substantial, organic unity 
of the world. The democratically minded Habermas is 
by no means unaware of the Kantian concern about a 
global ʻgraveyard of freedom .̓ Yet this concern does 

not annihilate the global perspective: in the same way 
that policies are obligatory within a separate nation-
state today, they should – eventually – be obligatory 
for unified humanity dealing with its ʻinternalʼ prob-
lems. 

The process of globalization is far from smooth and 
linear. Habermas mentions its negative potential and 
observes that ʻin a stratified world society the asym-
metric interdependence between developed, newly 
industrialized and underdeveloped countries seems 
to produce irreconcilable opposition of interests .̓11 A 
radical critique could emerge from this remark; but 
it does not. According to Habermas, such irreconcil-
ability applies only under the conditions of the absence 
of relevant organs for ʻglobal governanceʼ that would 
express a transnational will-formation and administer 
the obligatory policies mentioned above. Habermas 
claims that the problem of economic disparities would 
be solved through the conscientious raising of the 
standard of living in poor countries, introducing the 
idea of ʻcompulsory solidarityʼ (Zwangssolidarisi-
erung): ʻThe decisive question, therefore, is whether 
in civil societies and political public spheres of largely 
developed regions there can emerge a consciousness 
of compulsory solidarity.̓ 12 Habermas s̓ suggestion 
adequately expresses his Kantian moralistic view on 
politics. 

Habermas s̓ assessment of global unity is thus contra-
dictory. On the one hand, the problem is touched upon 
at its centre: both the perspectives of global unity and 
the results of current stratification are acknowledged. 
On the other hand, the suggestions and expectations 
that he expresses are clearly based on an optimistic 
view about the dynamics of modern capitalist democ-
racy, presuming that it will affect the world community 
and reorganize international economic relationships. 
The evaluation of modern capitalism and its potential 
is the point at which the whole Habermasian strategy 
stands or falls. Habermas has certainly been a realist 
thinker, often discerning the utopian facet of political 
radicalism. But his current call for a ʻcosmopolitan 
compulsory solidarityʼ is no less utopian (no tendency 
to enforce such a measure is in place or expected to 
emerge any time soon).

Apart from posing the dilemma, Habermas does not 
offer an answer to the question of why the current situ-
ation should change. His view represents a moralistic 
assessment, whereas a critical social science would 
reveal necessity in social processes and thus would 
unite the ʻisʼ and the ʻought .̓ Seen from that perspec-
tive, the difficulty that Habermas s̓ assessment faces 
is twofold. Not only is his ʻoughtʼ utopian; the ʻisʼ is 
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not accidental. The modern status quo is the result of 
hard necessity, formed by the social and economic 
interests of world corporations coinciding with the 
interest of the masses in the capitalist centres. The 
relative stability of these centres is sustained by the 
resources brought from the periphery, and counterbal-
anced by the instability in the periphery. The fragile 
public support for the capitalist system in its centres is 
directly related to existing (also fragile) welfare. The 
change of strategy towards the Third World would 
negatively affect such welfare, and thus the social and 
economic structures of the masses in the capitalist 
centres. 

The solution of world contradictions will thus not 
come from a ʻsocial solidarityʼ movement, reminiscent 
of Christian morality, but from a resistance move-
ment created from within Third World countries; that 
is, conceived by those who are directly negatively 
affected. A realistic concern about the abolition of 
world inequalities demands a theoretical scrutiny of 
such resistance, its social and economic roots, and its 
shape and potential. Modern social theory, instead of 
assuming a ʻpost-capitalistʼ view, should thus question 
the objective nature of capitalism as a global socio-
economic system as well as the varieties in its centres 
and the periphery. As long as the dispute is not brought 
to the surface, resistance in Third World countries will 
inevitably be exploited by local nationalist movements, 
religious fundamentalisms and other inverted forms 
of protest. 

Let us consider Habermas s̓ notion of the develop-
ment of international obligatory policies. A common 
objection to the possibility of world integration main-
tains that the existing local particularities exclude 
organic unity. The objection is clearly unsupported as 
the tendency towards unification and obliteration of 
particularities is more and more evident worldwide. 
The problem, however, is not unity as such but its 
current negative potential, the way the unity advances 
today. It actually forms the substance of antiglobalist 
phobia. Such negative potential has to do with the 
system itself. Although Habermas acknowledges and 
discusses the current Machtpolitik, he contrasts only 
neoliberal policies with other policies within the system 
of capitalism. However, under the conditions of the 
power of the market, globalization becomes repression 
independently of who is in power in capitalist centres, 
neoliberals or ʻsocial democrats .̓ During the past few 
years the world community has witnessed the (ab)use 
of slogans about democracy and human rights under 
which interventions in the Persian Gulf, Yugoslavia, 
Afghanistan, Somalia were carried out. Of course, the 

situation in those places called for some involvement. 
However, interventions were undertaken not to solve 
the existing problems but to use them (if not create 
them) in order to enhance Western strategic positions. 
In other cases, notably the Middle East conflict, the 
Western reaction ranges from mild to cynical, to say 
the least.

Habermas offers no theoretical insight about why 
this happens or why it should change. The same contra-
diction between ʻisʼ and ʻoughtʼ applies: Habermas 
poses the problem and juxtaposes its morally right 
solution, but critical social science needs to demon-
strate the necessity of both. 

The entire Third World issue rests on an underlying 
economic exploitation that is not difficult to discern. 
Occasionally, Habermas implies that the roots of the 
predicament are of such nature.13 Nevertheless, those 
instances do not exhaust the matter. One needs to 
analyse it systematically, to assess its importance, 
to explain its inevitability and to outline its solution. 
Habermas does not, having long ago replaced the 
essence with the surface of social process by initially 
ʻcomplementingʼ and then simply substituting the 
importance of the labour process with that of communi-
cation (respectively, the role of political economy with 
that of communicative reason). The assumption is that 
the latter proceeds independently of the former, and, 
even more, that it is able to determine instead of being 
determined. Habermas s̓ vision is the Western vision. 
It is in the West that democratic consensus, conflict 
resolution and peaceful transformation have become 
possible, where the power of public opinion affects 
policies, and the power of democratic institutions as 
interceding transformations is given. What Habermas s̓ 
assessment overlooks is that this democratic consensus 
is not the cause but merely the effect. Democratic 
consensus becomes possible in the West only under 
certain economic arrangements, namely, the stability 
reserve offered by unequal relationships with the Third 
World. For the Habermasian assessment, however, it 
is a vicious circle: the stability reserve changes the 
view of capitalism as being capable of democratic 
transformations, and this view does not discern the 
stability reserve.

It is not, then, accidental that in those rare cases 
when Habermas attempts a socio-economic critique, 
he does so by employing old and inefficient schemes, 
especially that of an alleged increasing impoverish-
ment in the capitalist centres. Here is a lucid example: 
ʻThe sources of social solidarity are drying up so 
that the living conditions of the former Third World 
expand in the centres of the First ,̓ resulting in the 
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creation of a new ʻunderclass .̓14 Habermas reiterates 
common arguments about the widening of ʻthe gap in 
the living conditions of the employed, underemployed 
and unemployed ,̓15 quite in accord with Rorty s̓ ideas 
on this question. Rorty claims that globalization will 
negatively affect the US population: ʻThe new eco-
nomic cosmopolitanism ,̓ he writes, ʻpresages a future 
in which the other 75 percent of Americans will find 
their standard of living steadily shrinking.̓  Rorty 
further draws a dramatic picture in which the status 
quo plots to keep the masses distracted from their 
true problems: 

The aim will be to keep the minds of the proles 
elsewhere – to keep the bottom 75 percent of 
Americans and the bottom 95 percent of the worldʼs 
population busy with ethnic and religious hostilities, 
and with debates about sexual mores. If the proles 
can be distracted from their own despair by media-
created pseudo-events, including the occasional brief 
and bloody war, the super-rich will have little to 
fear.16 

These arguments are reminiscent of a desperate 
radicalism with which neither Habermas nor Rorty 
would probably like to be associated. It is a radicalism 
unconsciously reproduced in the face of a theoretical 
dead end: the inability to assess capitalism as a global 
system and capitalism as a global system. For the 
undeniably contradictory nature of modern Western 
societies is today subordinated to the broader contra-
diction(s) of global capitalism. 

The old orientation towards the worsening problems 
of and ʻdecliningʼ life standards in capitalist centres 
does not take into account the new reality of the 
particularities of class struggle within the centres, 
and the differences in the periphery. While ʻrelative 
impoverishmentʼ (that is, the broadening gap between 
rich and poor) is beyond question, it has a quite specific 
content at the beginning of the new century, a content 
which includes accessibility to a whole spectrum of 
social goods, radically affecting social behaviour. 

The nineteenth-century argument about the ʻabso-
lute impoverishment of the working classʼ does not 
suffice when applied to realities of the twenty-first-
century capitalist centres. In the epoch of global 
capitalist production, absolute impoverishment affects 
entire nations on the periphery, but is by no means 
massive within the centres. Starvation on a world 
scale has never been more widespread, but this affects 
the Third World exclusively. This is precisely where 
ʻsources of social solidarity dry out .̓ Not only does the 
Habermasian argument underestimate what the masses 
in the West have achieved; it also has no way to explain 

their apathy other than to attribute it to manipulation. 
It resorts to a conspiracy-theory version of history as 
the result of ʻclass connivanceʼ and, once again, rejects 
the necessity of social process. However, if 75 per cent 
of the population were truly economically unstable 
(with, say, unemployment rates of between 20 and 30 
per cent, annihilation of social benefits, a decline in 
the affordability of basic goods), there would be no 
ground for the distraction by ʻethnic and religious 
hostilitiesʼ and the like, as Rorty claims. There would, 
instead, be catastrophic social instability. There is in 
fact a real ground for the existing conformity to the 
system. The conformity of the working mass is the 
result of the positive outcome of its struggle. But the 
fragile social stability and welfare within the capitalist 
centres was not achieved by class struggle alone. The 
struggle has been successful in the centre because of 
the redistribution of additional resources offered by 
the periphery. This success makes possible for the 
masses to go on accepting the system, and is reflected 
in the weakening of social criticism. There is no ʻcon-
spiracyʼ in that, but unity and difference of interests 
in the time of global capitalism. Neither Habermas 
nor Rorty seems to see that.17 Furthermore, within 
their proposed conceptual frameworks universalism 
is in fact lost. The real concern is not humanity as a 
whole, but just a part of it – the West – viewed from 
the perspective of an exaggerated internal conflict. The 
true issue is occasionally mentioned, but nevertheless 
bypassed as something of secondary importance. The 
Third World is remembered to the degree that some 
of its negative characteristics are reproduced in the 
capitalist centres. 

These references to Habermas should not create the 
impression that he focuses on the conflicting make-
up of globalization, world political economy, Third 
World matters. In his voluminous work one finds very 
few references to these issues. However, even fewer 
references can be found in the works of other leading 
academics. One of the most widely discussed works 
in the last decade was Charles Taylor s̓ Multicultural-
ism,18 in which an interesting argument on the road to 
the further embedment of democracy, tolerance and 
mutual recognition in multi-ethnic Western countries 
is advanced. The principles of a democratic common-
wealth are proposed, however, with the Third World 
simply absent, as if social and economic processes 
in the West take place entirely independently. Hab-
ermas s̓ latest collection of essays spanning the past 
ten years revolves around similar problems, with the 
focus on a unified Europe taken as a model (instead 
of Canada, as in the case of Taylor). Habermas dis-
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cusses the prospect of a world citizen [Weltbürger] 
on the basis of expanding the European model. He 
discusses the democratization process, the problem 
of mutual understanding, the problem of the public 
sphere and its moral principles. The Third World is 
mentioned again ʻparenthetically .̓ Habermas points 
out the need to bridge the divide between developed 
and undeveloped countries: ʻthe long-term goal should 
be to overcome, step by step, the social split and 
stratification in world society without the impairment 
of cultural particularities .̓19 Habermas is surely right 
about the ʻlong-term goal .̓ But with the problem being 
mentioned only at the very end of one of his articles 
(and being impressively absent from the rest of the 
book) it is clear that the multidimensional Third World 
issue is not adequately perceived as the key concept 
in evaluating Western society. Instead, in an inverted 
scheme, the West plays the role of an exemplar, and 
Western problems are represented as universal. 

Globalization from the South

Within this intellectual framework – which, with few 
exceptions,20 characterizes the orientation of many 
leading political philosophers – the voices from the 
dissident academy are drowned out, along with those 
of the starving in the Third World, protesting against 
their economic suffocation by Western states. More-
over – and not without a contribution from the media 
– protest against the negative results of globalization, 
although granted some initial moral justification, is 
represented overall as protest against any form of 
globalization in general. It is thus branded as regres-
sive and utopian; as based on an emotional reaction 
instead of intellectual substantiation; as marginal in 
influence, politically extremist and irresponsible.

The ʻmoral justificationʼ of the protest is granted in 
accord with the rules of absolute morality, and with 
the acknowledgement of the existence of the Third 
World problem, without considering the production  
and reproduction of Third World hardships by the 
West. The assertion of absolute morality is reconciled 
with tolerance towards immorality, with double stand-
ards and indifference. At a time when the additional 
resources needed to provide basic health and nutrition 
for everyone in the world are less than what Europeans 
and Americans annually spend on pet food,21 no one 
would seriously claim that the value of life is the same 
in the West and in the Third World. 

In the so-called digital age large areas of the Third 
World still contain societies that have maintained 
much of their medieval scaffolding and social struc-
ture. Economists have attempted long ago, not without 
success, to explain how global capitalism embraces and 
squeezes large regions of the planet, by holding them 
at a precapitalist stage of development, and using them 
according to its own needs.22 It would not be correct to 
call these societies genuinely precapitalist, since they 
are a part of the world economy. On the other hand, a 
society in which the majority of the population is still 
occupied in agriculture cannot be called a genuinely 
capitalist society. In the Third World there is today a 
mosaic of societies existing at various stages of capital-
ist development as well a mosaic of fractional capitalist 
structures in each one of them taken separately. These 
societies remain undeveloped not because of their 
own lack of dynamic, but primarily because of their 
inclusion in a system of unequal economic dependen-
cies. Their low economic growth, and the anarchy of 
their own fractional capitalist structures are not to 
be identified with their pauperization within global 
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capitalism and its consequences. These two sides are, 
however, matched; the former exploited and magnified 
by the latter. 

Despite its nefarious political intent, the ʻclash of 
civilizationsʼ argument is based on the observation of 
an immense divide in a globalized world. It is a clash 
between dominant world capitalism, with its culture 
and mentality, and the feudal remnants still resisting 
in the capitalist periphery. Western economic policies 
rapidly broaden the economic and cultural chasm 
between the two. 

Technological advances offer unprecedented oppor-
tunities to overcome many of the problems of poverty, 
hunger, illiteracy, that plague the modern world. Tech-
nology alone does not have the power to transform 
mentalities and cultures rooted for centuries.23 The 
problem demands a permanent, systematic effort for 
structural change in the long term. Furthermore, any 
attempt to restructure international economic relation-
ships must be aware of the economic and social cost 
for the ʻdevelopedʼ nations, although the possibilities 
of growth offered by new technologies might make the 
burden of ʻredistributionʼ lighter for those who will 
ʻlose ,̓ and a systematic and planned restructuring of 
world economic relations would create greater growth 
possibilities than those existing now. 

The challenge for modern capitalism is whether 
it will be able to integrate the whole of the planet in 
a constructive way, and not barely as a by-product 
to accommodate the needs in capitalist centres. It is 
utopian to expect that this will occur as a result of 
some good will or unfolding of democratic process in 
the West alone. The official assessment of the events 
of September 11 fails to understand the core of the 
problem, and, despite the claims of those immediately 
affected in the Third World and of some moderates 
in the West, the response of the status quo tends 
towards a restitution of the previously existing order 
without any change. If there is any change on the 
horizon, it is aiming at stricter control and preventive 
mechanisms (created for ʻpreventing terrorism ,̓ but 
potentially preventing any resistance). Nevertheless, 
the problem is not simply the inability to assess the 
real roots of the predicament, and the reaction of the 
status quo is not accidental. If one accepts that Western 
economic prosperity and social stability (fragile as it 
is), are largely based on the exploitation of the Third 
World, it follows that the system is unable to solve the 
problem, because it is the problem itself that is the 
ground of the maintenance of the system. It is created 
and perpetuated by the system. 

As precapitalist structures (in the South) are 
combined with postcapitalist elements (mostly in the 
North), the latter magnified by the reserves offered 
by the South, the misleading impression of a techno-
logical super-civilization is created. The view of the 
whole has been overshadowed even in philosophy. 
Despite the acknowledgement and condemnation of 
the contradictions between the ʻisʼ and the ʻought ,̓ 
the theoretical search for alternatives to capitalism 
and control over the powers of the market has been 
abandoned by critical philosophy as utopian. Follow-
ing a mistaken re-evaluation of the nature of modern 
Western societies, the discourse has been derailed 
from the tracks of radical socio-economic critique to 
cultural and moralistic interpretations and reflections 
on an abstractly, often even irrationally, understood 
ʻhuman condition .̓ 

Current critical philosophy indulges in consider-
ations and assessments of an artificial and artificially 
defined world. This world is artificial because it is 
based on a multifaceted exploitation of Third World 
countries (raw materials, intellectual resources, cheap 
labour force, and so on), not to mention the unsolv-
able contradictions of current energy consumption 
and environmental damage. This world is artificially 
defined because it consists of roughly 20 per cent of 
the population of the planet. Current philosophical 
assessments of capitalism as a social system fail to take 
into account 75–80 per cent of the world s̓ population. 
The internal problems faced by the West, no matter 
how serious, are small in relation to the problems of 
the Third World and certainly misleading for evaluat-
ing modern society. The contradictory nature and the 
importance of social problems in the capitalist centres 
are not to be reduced. However, for the theoretical 
evaluation of capitalism as a global social-economic 
system a broader view is needed. 

Globalization changes the optical angle. It refocuses 
on the ʻforgottenʼ Third World problem and the part 
it must play in any understanding of the nature of 
modern society. Critically oriented social philosophy 
will remain at its dead end until it overcomes this loss 
of focus.24  The question now is whether philosophy 
will be able to discern the real roots of the current 
crisis of globalization or will remain within the logic 
of anti-terrorist campaigns, and unwillingly provide 
theoretical coverage for conservative interventions for 
in the name of ʻfreedomʼ and ʻdemocracy .̓ This is 
not to turn philosophy into politics or to pursue new 
utopias, but to detach it from academic inwardness and 
a new provinciality, so that philosophy might have the 
chance to comprehend its time.
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