
The Good Society
By Henning Meyer

Brief Background
When the global financial crisis hit in 2007/08, many social democrats in Europe (and beyond) 
believed that their time had finally come. Deregulated financial markets had developed into a 
self-referential system that was becoming more and more detached from the wider economy. 
And when the finance industry collapsed, it had wide-ranging consequences, given global 
economic interdependency. The crash of Wall Street brought down not just other financial 
centers, like the City of London, but plunged the entire global economy into a deep crisis that 
is still not resolved to date.
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It also became clear, quite quickly, that this global meltdown was bound to have 
significant political repercussions. Surely this should have been a “social dem-
ocratic moment,” as the Oxford historian David Marquand mused. Wasn’t it 
social democracy that had always argued for appropriate regulation to steady 
inherently unstable markets? Wasn’t this just what had happened? Real world 
evidence emerged providing confirmation that one of the main planks of social 
democratic theory is right: markets need to be regulated to function properly.

Almost a decade on, it is fair to conclude that the “social democratic moment” 
never happened. In Europe, the political repercussions of the crisis have mate-
rialized as substantial political volatility and permanent emergency politics. The 
problems of the financial sector also corresponded with major shortcomings in 
the construction of the Euro. What started as a financial crisis quickly became 
a crisis of the entire Eurozone and the European Union at large; moreover, the 
refugee crisis added another dimension to the plethora of unresolved questions. 
The resulting political discontent has not benefited social democrats. So why is 
this the case and what does this mean for the future of social democratic politics?

In order to answer these questions, one has to understand the development of 
European social democracy in the decades before the economic crisis. In the 
1990s and 2000s, Social Democratic parties assessed their situation and tried 
to determine why they had been significantly losing electoral appeal since the 
late 1970s. There were, of course, many country-specific explanations, but one 
common concern was that against the backdrop of the emerging free market 
doctrines, traditional social democratic politics looked outdated. The old ways 
were identified as to blame for declining electoral fortunes.

In reaction to this, and inspired by the experiences of the New Democrats 
and Bill Clinton in the US, many Social Democratic parties started a renewal 
process to adjust their political programs. This “Third Way” adjustment period 
basically led to different forms and degrees of social democratic accommo-
dation towards the neoliberal mainstream. New Labour in Britain and the 
Neue Mitte in Germany were just two examples of different “Third Ways” that 
emerged all over Europe. 
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The term “Third Way” had of course been used for a long time with several dif-
ferent meanings before. In this 1990s context it was basically understood as a 
middle way between old style social democracy and neoliberalism. This middle 
way approach was often found in the presumed distinction between means and 
ends. Social democratic values were seen as permanent ends, but the means to 
achieve them were adaptable to new circumstances. “Good policy is what works” 
was an often-heard phrase. Of course, there is necessarily interaction between 
means and ends and it is far from obvious “what works.” Who decides the criteria 
of what works and doesn’t? As politics usually involve trade-offs, for whom does 
a policy work and for whom not? There have always been issues with these kinds 
of overly simplistic definitions.

This programmatic renewal of social democracy had several consequences. As 
it meant moving towards, rather than challenging, neoliberal political ortho-
doxy, the development of real political alternatives and visions was neglected. 
This was especially true of the acceptance of the “economization” of almost all 
areas of politics, including social policies, which led to a monolithic political 
discourse. Political renewal is always necessary and social democracy should, of 
course, learn lessons from conservative, green, and liberal ideas. But the extent 
to which this political adjustment process was conducted in many cases led to 
the accusation—one still heard to this day—that Social Democratic parties 
have sacrificed their core beliefs and have become almost indistinguishable 
from their political competitors.

In electoral terms, the Third Way worked well for a time. At the end of the 1990s, 
all but a few EU member states had governments led by social democrats. Many 
of them had implemented bold policy agendas based on their new politics. The 
Third Way seemed to have won the day. 

Eventually, however, cracks started to appear. Fundamental problems emerged 
when the financial crisis revealed that all the old-fashioned social democratic talk 
about the inherent instability of markets was not that outdated after all, and that 
we were entering a period of global economic turmoil.
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At this point, what seemed like strengths before the economic collapse became 
fundamental weaknesses: as social democrats had neglected the development of 
an alternative political program in the previous decades, the crisis hit them while 
they were intellectually unprepared. There simply was no real political alterna-
tive on offer. Even worse, as many social democrats in government had pushed 
through deregulation agendas, they were not just seen as politically clueless, but 
as collaborators in a failing system. This led to a breakdown of trust and alienated 
significant parts of the traditional social democratic support—already disaffected 
by unpopular policy measures—even further. Against this backdrop, it is fore-
seeable that social democrats were not the political beneficiaries of the financial 
crisis and new questions, such as how to deal with the Eurozone and refugee 
crises, have reinforced the lack of political orientation.

The reasons why the “social democratic moment” never happened are the back-
drop to the contemporary challenges of social democracy. European social dem-
ocrats struggle with the rapid change that is taking place around them. The 
Eurozone crisis requires bold decisions and further steps towards European inte-
gration that seemed unthinkable only a few years ago. The current refugee crisis 
requires coordinated European action too. The alternative to an integration leap 
forward is a process of renationalization, which has been equally unthinkable 
until recently but has—according to some commentators—already started.

This political storm requires bold leadership and has hit social democrats ill pre-
pared. The evolution from the global financial crisis to the Eurozone/refugee cri-
ses has further intensified the social democratic malaise. The Third Way period 
is over, but a genuinely new social democratic politics has not been established 
yet. The list of urgent tasks is daunting: social democrats have to redefine their 
political offering, rebuild credibility and trust, and, as if this was not enough, they 

 The idea of a Good Society is based on     
democracy, community, and pluralism.“ ”
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must achieve this in the most turbulent political times in decades. The current 
struggles of social democracy are therefore unsurprising.

But not all is gloomy. Clarity about the task ahead will help to address it. A group 
of thinkers and practitioners from all over Europe has been working on a new 
social democratic politics for several years now. What has been developed under 
the concept of the Good Society is a new social democratic narrative that takes 
a thorough, value-driven analysis of our current economic and political problems 
as a starting point to craft a new politics. The underlying idea is to develop a 
political vision that provides direction. The goal is to define the Good Society in 
order to make a “better society” possible and sketch the political way towards it. 
Such a value-driven political compass provides an important tool to navigate the 
stormy political seas we are currently facing, and is a useful starting point from 
which to address wider challenges.

The idea of a Good Society is based on democracy, community, and pluralism. It 
is democratic because only the free participation of every citizen can guarantee 
true freedom and progress. The Good Society is based on a community approach 
because it recognizes our mutual interdependencies and joint interests. And it is 
pluralistic because it draws vitality out of the diversity of political institutions, 
economic activities, and cultural identities.

In practical terms, this means reestablishing the primacy of politics over eco-
nomic interests. It means defending and expanding citizen rights, where possible, 
and transforming the relationship between individuals and the state into a new 
democratic partnership, one that strengthens transparency and accountability on 
all levels. The primacy of society means the supremacy of general social goods 
such as inclusion, education, and health over market interests. It also involves 
redistribution of wealth and power. The economic philosophy of the Good Soci-
ety is rooted in the idea of an ecologically sustainable and just economic develop-
ment that benefits the whole of society, not just a few at the top.

It is the lesson of the last decades that we have to rethink our current politics. One 
of Willy Brandt’s key observations is as potent today as it was several decades 
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ago: “What is needed is a synthesis of practical thinking and idealistic striving.”1  
The ambition of the Good Society is exactly this: to be the synthesis of a realistic 
vision of a better society and the practical steps needed to get there. Will the way 
be easy? Of course not. But “it always seems impossible until its done,” as the late 
Nelson Mandela once said.

The Good Society approach also breaks with some of the political techniques that 
have run their course. During the Third Way period, policy making had a rather 
transactional character. Based on political research and focus groups, a political 
offer was developed that sought to cater to the identified needs of the electoral 
customer. The resulting politics was reactive rather than transformational. But in 
times in which the limits and constraints of our current economic and political 
systems have become all too obvious, a more ambitious politics is needed.

The task for European social democracy is to analyze the current situation, read 
political trends, and develop a new politics based on this. The focus must be on 
the development of a new and convincing political agenda—one that is able to 
stand its ground, and win in the electoral competition—rather than reverse engi-
neering a political agenda that has its starting point in a specific electoral target.

In the political arena, there is also an additional reason for why a new, values-driven 
approach such as the Good Society is needed for the revival of European social 
democracy. Societies are becoming more and more diverse and the logical conse-
quence is that if you try to generate electoral success by targeting specific social 
segments with transactional politics, you are chasing groups that are continuously 
becoming smaller and more differentiated. Politics is thus becoming narrower 
and more exclusive in the process. A values-based political agenda should be able 
to create a broad buy-in, and unite otherwise diverse social groups drawn in by a 
positive social and economic vision.

Political change is, however, a slow process and takes place only in small steps 
alongside the necessities, and within the constraints, of day-to-day politics. Cre-
ating a new distinctive social democratic agenda is also difficult because the 
political competition is not static, and because, in an interdependent world, it is 
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simply not good enough to build a Good Society in a European shell, let alone 
within national borders. The global dimension of the Good Society approach 
therefore deserves special attention.

Many of today’s most important issues, such as rising inequality, problems in 
the workplace and environmental degradation, simply cannot be addressed on a 
national or European scale. The Good Society project therefore aims to revitalize 
the internationalist tradition of social democracy and seeks to build alliances 
across the globe. The global nature of many political issues means that citizens are 
politically experienced, albeit differently, in countries across the globe.

Reaching out and building bridges to other progressive traditions in various parts 
of the planet is therefore a vital part of the Good Society project. How are the 
same or similar political issues perceived in different parts of the world? What 
are other progressive solutions to these problems? And where are there con-
nection points for discursive and political alliances that can help to conceptual-
ize and address today’s pressing issues in a more aligned way? These are crucial 
questions that give the Good Society a truly global dimension; a dimension that 
social democracy has neglected in recent decades.

I have personally discussed the Good Society with thinkers and practitioners in 
Asia (South Korea, China, and Japan) and with representatives from different 
Latin American countries. There is openness and curiosity in Asia, especially as 
solid public welfare systems are largely missing. The experience with Latin Amer-
ica was more sobering. Even though there are discussions about “buen vivir” and 

Reaching out and building bridges to other 
progressive traditions in various parts of 
the planet is a vital part of the Good Society 
project. 

“
”
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“twenty-first century socialism,” the political content associated with these terms 
seemed very traditional and dogmatic. The obvious candidates for joint discus-
sion in the future are the US and Canada, especially against the backdrop of 
current political developments in these countries.

A new regional political dimension is also a constitutive part of the Good Soci-
ety. Be it in Europe, Asia, Latin America, or Africa, a new quality of regional 
integration of political ideas and discourses is a requirement for effectively 
addressing today’s pressing issues. The Good Society project is a hub for creating 
improved regional connections. It seeks to nurture and inspire the development 
and exchange of ideas.

And last, but not least, national Good Society activities should also be adapted 
to fit particular national circumstances. It is a great strength of the Good Society 
that it is not a one-size-fits-all approach that seeks to implement the same poli-
cies everywhere, regardless of specific circumstances and national traditions. The 
Good Society is, instead, an approach that is conceived as a political toolbox con-
sisting of best practices and general policy guidance. These policies have common 
roots in the analysis of today’s pressing problems and the social democratic values 
underpinning this analysis. The continuous adaptation of the Good Society to 
different national circumstances, therefore, remains an important line of work.

Social democracy is in transition and it needs to adapt to the current political and 
economic circumstances. Small or simply rhetorical adjustments will not suffice 
and the digital revolution, which looks like the most transformative economic 
and social development in decades, is adding a completely new dimension, which 
is why we are now talking about the “Good Society 2.0.” Below, I will answer 
some more specific questions about the Good Society concept reinforcing some 
of the key points I have made in this brief introduction and adding more content 
and context. 
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Core Goals
Briefly, what are the principal, core goals your model or system seeks to realize? 

The Good Society 2.0 aims to be a transformative political project that seeks 
to create policies designed to establish a more values-based society. The specific 
values in question are the social democratic core values of freedom, justice, and 
solidarity. It is a political project that seeks to establish economically, socially, 
and environmentally sustainable societies. The Good Society 2.0 seeks to shape 
the outcome of two meta trends that have been transforming our societies: the 
impact of our economic system and how the digital revolution is changing soci-
eties. We need a dynamic economy as a wealth creation engine, but our polit-
ical economies have failed to make sure society as a whole benefits from this 
dynamism. The digital revolution threatens to bring with it similar distributional 
issues. There is a clear need for a new public policy approach to shape the social 
outcomes of these forces for change.

Major Changes
What are the principal changes you envision in the current system—the major differ-
ences between what you envision and what we have today?

First, the way policies are created needs to change. What we have seen too often 
across Western countries in recent decades is a transactional policy making 
approach that is primarily driven by electoral concerns, and which has led to 
a reversal of means and ends. Gaining office is a means to implement a policy 
agenda that has won support in a democratic election. But too often, winning 
the election is the end, and creating policies designed to win a specific election 
becomes the means. This has led to intellectual emptiness and a loss of trust in 
progressive parties. As this often goes along with assimilating conservative pol-
icies, this has also created a crisis of authenticity and identity. What is different 
about progressive political parties today?

The Good Society 2.0 is based on the need to reestablish a transformative policy 
approach that starts with an analysis of what is wrong and what kind of values-based 
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policies could help to improve the situation, thus helping us move closer to a val-
ues-based Good Society. To be clear, the Good Society will never be achieved—
there are not even the means to identify whether we live in a good society and 
societies are by definition dynamic and subject to constant change—but this kind 
of political narrative functions as a political compass. The goal is the journey.

Major modifications in the current system have to be preceded by adjustments 
to the way we formulate policies to govern and change the system. This should 
also include looking at a broader set of indicators above and beyond the often 
far too narrow focus on GDP. In recent years, a whole variety of new indicators 
to measure different elements of happiness and well-being have been developed. 
Also, choice design in public policy, often referred to as nudging, has seen some 
interesting developments. Public policy needs to be formulated on a broader 
foundation of concerns and relevant indicators.

Principal Means
What are the principal means (policies, institutions, behaviors, whatever) through 
which each of your core goals is pursued? 

What is often referred to as “glocalism” has an equivalent in social democracy. 
Some years ago, I called this the necessity of unifying social democracy’s com-
munitarian and cosmopolitan traditions. There is no necessary contradiction or 
trade-off in supporting and nourishing strong local communities, while at the 
same time being responsive and proactive about global problems.2 

How can we bring about such change? So far, identifying the principal means to 
implement the Good Society approach—which means moving away from the 
short-term incentives of politics (at least to a degree)—has been the biggest problem. 

Yet, the key to understanding the means through which change might be 
achieved is in the realization that, in recent years, progressive parties (in Europe, 
at least) have been managing their own decline whilst social, economic, and envi-
ronmental problems have become more pressing, and have not been adequately 
addressed. There is a short-term incentive problem as most political decision 
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makers are focused on day-to-day politics and the next election. For change to be 
realized, there must be a break from this narrow focus. 

We have already seen counterreactions such as Syriza, Podemos, and the election of 
Jeremy Corbyn as the leader of the UK Labour Party. These are likely to be reactions 
to past failures rather than the solution for the future, but they open up the political 
space to rethink what progressive politics is all about. This space should be used.

Geographic Scope
What is the geographic area covered by the model? If the nation-state, specify which 
ones or what category you address.

The Good Society project was conceived in the context of European social democracy 
and it is explicitly designed to fit the particular circumstances in different countries—
which does not necessarily limit it to Europe. In addition, it involves an explicit inter-
national dimension. As many of the most pressing issues today are regional or even 
global in scope, there is an urgent need for more joined-up thinking (and practice).

Temporal Scope
Recognizing the large uncertainties, if there is a transition to the revised system about 
which you write, what would you suggest as a timeframe for the new system to take 
shape? 

The key point about the Good Society approach is a change of direction rather 
than achieving any final state of affairs. A change of direction could be intro-
duced reasonably quickly and is feasible, especially if introduced internationally 
at the same time. The most likely scenario for change, in my view, would be a 
reaction to a new crisis. We saw after the financial crisis in 2008 that interna-
tionally coordinated policy responses are indeed possible in crisis situations. This 
cooperative approach was, however, short-lived. 

Where on the spectrum from imminently practicable to purely speculative would you 
place your proposals?

The proposal is imminently practicable.



~12~

possibilitie s & propo
sa

ls

ne
w systems

Theory of Change
What factors or forces might drive deep change towards the system you envision? 
What is the explicit or implicit theory of change in your work? What is the importance 
of crises? Of social movements? Of available examples of change?

As mentioned above, a crisis of some form is often a catalyst for policy change. On 
top of this, however, social movements can play a crucial role in terms of agenda 
setting and bringing a topic into debate in political circles. The subject of inequal-
ity, also an important part of the Good Society approach, is one such example. 
Even though their organizational capacity might be weakened now, movements 
such as Occupy Wall Street and others have managed to get inequality firmly on 
the political agenda. President Obama even called it the defining issue of our time 
(as it also de facto makes the “American Dream” impossible). There has not been 
significant policy reaction, but working in the framework of broad progressive 
alliances to get a topic onto the political agenda is an important initial step.

What’s the biggest problem or impediment for adoption of your model?

Changing policy direction is very hard, especially if the political system is unre-
sponsive because of personal incentives and power relations. 

Some Specifics: Economy
Insofar as your work addresses the nature of the economy, how (if at all) do the fol-
lowing fit into the future you envision?

How are productive assets and businesses owned? Does ownership differ at differ-
ent scales (community, nation, etc.)? Do forms of ownership vary by economic sector 
(banking, manufacturing, health care, etc.)?

The social democratic model of a Good Society is based on the notion of a mixed 
economy, in which different forms of ownership and organization exist alongside 
each other. The definition of public goods, including the securing of life risks 
such as ill health, is key in this context. It is perfectly fine to create a profit-seek-
ing consumer electronics firm that seeks to maximize profit and get ahead in a 
competitive landscape. It is not clear to me why the securitization of individual 
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life risks of citizens, for instance, should underlie the same logic. Here it is not 
clear why a profit-seeking private health insurance company should be the main 
mechanism to provide health security—not least because the profit motive con-
flicts with the provision of services. Here a nonprofit collective solution aimed at 
dispersing risk and providing needed services is a much better and (if one looks at 
the US health care cost structure) more efficient system. So, in essence, one needs 
to define the guiding logic of different parts of the economy and create structures 
that are suitable for this logic.

The idea of a mixed economy is also the key distinguishing factor between social 
democracy and what is often referred to as socialism or democratic socialism. All 
these terms are linguistic minefields and many of the terms have been used inter-
changeably, in different countries and at different times. But as a rule of thumb, 
democratic socialists put a much greater emphasis on general public ownership 
of the means of production; whereas, social democrats advocate a mixed econ-
omy approach such as the one set out above.

How are public and private investment decisions made?

Investment decisions are made in the usual way, although governments urgently 
need to rediscover their role in proactive fiscal policies. The misguided dogma of 
austerity has led governments to significantly underuse fiscal policy and under-
invest in many countries, particularly in Europe. 

What is the role of private profit and the profit motive? Who owns and controls eco-
nomic surplus?

See above. It depends on what the guiding principle in a segment of the economy 
should be. Profit seeking is fine in some sectors but not in others.

What is the role of the market for goods and services? For employment? Other?

In terms of wage setting, a conducive regulatory environment is crucial. From 
the Good Society perspective this includes national and international minimum 
wages (a European minimum wage was an early policy under the Good Soci-
ety banner), as well as strong worker representation on the company and wider 
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economic level, to make sure productivity gains are fairly shared. There is no gen-
eral need to dismantle market functions, but it is crucially important to design a 
political economy that produces the desired outcomes in the primary, as well as 
the secondary, distribution of income.

The digital revolution is likely to challenge our historic ideas about jobs and 
employment. There are three trends that need to be understood and which will 
play out in varying ways in different countries:

What role do you see for innovative corporate forms, coops, public enterprise, social 
enterprise, and public-private hybrids?

In the digital age, we will see many more forms of cooperation and economic 
activity. Depending on decisions about the distribution of the likely productivity 
gains coming with the digital revolution, we can also expect somewhat more 
leisure time in the future.

What is the evolution of the workweek (hours worked, say, per year)?

If productivity gains are used to reduce working hours, we will see much more 
flexible arrangements. This might impact hours worked per week, but is also likely 
to have an impact on total hours worked across the work life, where changes in 
hours occur, for instance, from early to mid to late career.

Substitution

Which jobs will be 
completely replaced?

Which jobs will be 
partitioned and crowd 

sourced (gig economy)?

Augmentation

How do skill 
requirements change in 

the changing relationship 
between humans and 

machines?

How does augmentation 
change the quantitative 
requirements for human 

labour?

New Jobs

How quickly are new jobs 
being created?

In what quantity and 
quality are they created?

Where are they created?

©† ©†
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What is the envisioned future of organized labor?

Trade unions are key to make sure that worker concerns are heard in the time of 
disruption we are likely to enter. They suffer from their own organizational prob-
lems, but will be indispensable if the digital society is shaped in a fair manner.

What are the roles of economic growth and GDP as a measure of growth in your sys-
tem? What is the priority of growth at the national and company levels?

GDP is an important measure of economic activity but—as is well known—
incomplete and sometimes even misleading. The Good Society approach also 
puts an emphasis on hard to measure or intangible measures of social well-being.

How is money created and allocated?

Monetary policy remains as it is. However, the functioning of financial mar-
kets and institutions needs to be reformed to avoid the kind of speculation and 
capital misallocation we have witnessed in the past. There is nothing inherently 
good or bad about finance.3 It is a tool that should be used also for social pur-
poses. Progressives too often just dismiss finance rather than trying to capital-
ize on the possibilities to use it for progressive purposes. Therefore, there will 
be activities in Europe this year under the banner of “progressive finance” to 
recapture this tool.

Some Specifics: Society
How do you envision the future course of income and wealth inequality? What factors 
affect these results? 

We already have very high levels of inequality and two drivers are likely to worsen 
the situation further: the structural inequality problem of capital and the poten-
tial polarization of labor markets as a result of the digital revolution.4 Shaping the 
digital revolution and rethinking taxation as well as capital ownership (employee 
ownership and public ownership) are therefore crucial. 

I have already referred to the need for a conducive political economy to moder-
ate inequality in the primary and secondary distribution of income. This can, to 
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an extent, be done via taxes and institutions (e.g. collective bargaining).  But, if 
Thomas Piketty’s analysis in Capital in the Twenty-First Century holds, and there 
is a structural distributional imbalance in the relationship between growth and 
capital returns, then capital ownership needs to be rethought. This would provide 
the opportunity to resocialize capital returns. This could include (part) worker 
ownership of companies but also using financial vehicles—such as a sovereign 
wealth fund—to resocialize capital returns across the wider economy.

What, specifically, is the role of community in your model? What measures and factors 
affect community health, wealth (‘social capital’), and solidarity, and how central are 
local life, neighborhoods, towns and cities?

The Good Society seeks to combine an activist cosmopolitan outlook on global 
issues with a refoundation of social democracy’s communitarian roots. Too often 
there has been the assumption—sometimes explicit—that there is a conflict 
between these two dimensions. There is no necessary conflict between being 
responsive to global issues and at the same time creating strong local communi-
ties. The marrying of these two key dimensions is important. 

Do you envision a change of values, culture and consciousness as important to the 
evolution of a new system? If so, how do these changes occur?

The Good Society is values-based, and the challenge is more to bring these values 
back into our daily political and social lives, rather than changing them.

How do “leisure” activities—including volunteering, care-giving, continuing learn-
ing—figure in your work?

I think we are moving into a much more colorful economic life in which the 
traditional economic categories of wage labor (reduced hours) and leisure sit 
alongside elements of the sharing economy (financial interest) and a new form of 
digital commons (not for profit). If the digital revolution is shaped well, we could 
have much richer and adaptive social and economic lives.

Some Specifics: Environment
In your work:
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If your system addresses environmental concerns, how do you conceptualize “the envi-
ronment”? Do you envision the economy as nested in and dependent on the world of 
nature and its systems of life?

The Good Society is based on the notion of sustainability understood as social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability.

Do you envision addressing environmental issues outside the current framework of envi-
ronmental approaches and policies (e.g. by challenging consumerism, GDP growth, etc.)?

GDP is an incomplete measure (as described above) but I see no reason why eco-
nomic growth, per se, has to be environmentally degrading.  If we solve the clean 
energy puzzle, which depends on political will and investment, many products 
and services we will buy in the future could be carbon neutral. I see no natural 
barrier here.

How do you handle environment-economy interactions, trade-offs, and interdepen-
dencies?

Environmental sustainability should be a guiding principle for all economic activities.

Some Specifics: Polity
To what degree would your proposed model require Constitutional change? What 
specifically might be required or recommended?

This highly depends on the countries in question. In the UK, for instance, consti-
tutional reforms to strengthen localism would be very useful. This is not an issue 
in Germany where more robust structures already exist.

How does your model address questions of political and institutional power?

The seizure of the political system by special interests prevents the change that is 
needed. This is therefore a natural starting point.

Milton Friedman, among others, believed that only a crisis produced real change. 
Another old expression is that “good government is just the same old government in a 
helluva fright.” Do you examine crisis-driven political change and crisis preparedness?

Yes, as mentioned above, a crisis is the most likely trigger for change.
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Do you envision social movements as important in driving political change and ac-
tion? If so, can you elaborate on how this happens?

Social movements can be important to set the political agenda as mentioned above.

Real-World Examples, Experiments and Models
Are there other models that you see yourself aligned with or close to yours? 

There are no other models that are directly connected, but creating points of con-
tact with other progressive ideas is a crucial part of the Good Society. Even if the 
solutions might look a bit different, many of the problems are similar and a sense 
a mutual understanding and exchange is therefore important.

The Good Society approach combines different social democratic welfare tradi-
tions (the Nordic system based on taxes and the German model based on social 
insurance, for instance). It provides a coherent analytical umbrella with a set of pol-
icy options that can be adapted to different circumstances in different places. I see 
it as a necessary development of European social democracy, and it would also help 
to avoid breaking up into different camps. If you look at the myriad of different 
responses to the current refugee crisis, for example, you could be forgiven for miss-
ing the allegedly joint value-basis of some Western and Eastern European parties.

Notes:

1 Willy Brandt and Leo Lania, My Road to Berlin: The Autobiograhy of the Crucial Mayor of 
Berlin and Biography of his Crucial City (London: Peter Davies, 1960), 286.

2 Henning Meyer, “The challenge of European Social Democracy - Communitarianism 
and Cosmopolitanism United,” In Henning Meyer and Jonathan Rutherford, eds., The 
Future of European Social Democracy: Building the Good Society (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011). 

3 See Robert Shiller, Finance and The Good Society (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University 
Press, 2012). 

4 On the structural inequality problem of capital, see Thomas Picketty, Capital in the 
Twenty-first Century, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2014).
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New Systems: Possibilities and Proposals
Truly addressing the problems of the twenty-first century requires going 
beyond business as usual-it requires “changing the system.” But what does this 
mean? And what would it entail? 

The inability of traditional politics and policies to address fundamental U.S. 
challenges has generated an increasing number of thoughtful proposals 
that suggest new possibilities. Individual thinkers have begun to set out-
sometimes in considerable detail-alternatives that emphasize fundamental 
change in our system of politics and economics. 

We at the Next System Project want to help dispel the wrongheaded idea that 
“there is no alternative.” To that end, we have been gathering some of the most 
interesting and important proposals for political-economic alternatives-in 
effect, descriptions of new systems. Some are more detailed than others, but 
each seeks to envision something very different from today’s political economy. 

We have been working with their authors on the basis of a comparative 
framework-available on our website-aimed at encouraging them to 
elaborate their visions to include not only core economic institutions but 
also-as far as is possible-political structure, cultural dimensions, transition 
pathways, and so forth. The result is two-dozen papers, to be released in small 
groups over the coming months. 

Individually and collectively, these papers challenge the deadly notion that 
nothing can be done-disputing that capitalism as we know it is the best and, 
in any case, the only possible option. They offer a basis upon which we might 
greatly expand the boundaries of political debate in the United States and 
beyond. We hope this work will help catalyze a substantive dialogue about the 
need for a radically different system and how we might go about building it.

James Gustave Speth, Co-Chair, Next System Project

Visit thenextsystem.org to learn more.


