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It is difficult for a generation to be fully aware of the historical experience in which it is playing a role.  The German philosopher Georg Hegel encapsulated this problem in a metaphor; the owl of Minerva-which symbolizes knowledge-first takes flight with twilight closing in.  That is, the intellectual effort that produces understanding of an era does not bear fruit until that era nears its end.

One of the paradoxical features of our time is the desire to somehow revoke this iron law of historical consciousness.  From the beginning, we have wanted to know who we are and how to make sense of the uniqueness of our experience.  Partly because of the unprecedented power of the media, but most of all due to the democratic nature of our culture, it is difficult for us to accept that the world just runs its course.  Our aim is to understand, and perhaps even control, the organizing principles of a history in which we see ourselves as agents.

This is the hallmark of a democratic era, an era of citizenship.  Being a citizen means wanting to know where we are headed and to what extent this depends on our own decisions.

Within each country, we have witnessed a strengthening of democratic ideals over the last few decades, especially after the end of the Cold War.  However, democracy is everywhere an open-ended process, even in those countries where it was established long ago.  Threats of praetorian coups, bigotry, and all kinds of intolerance will continue to exist.  This will require a bolstering of democratic solidarity among countries,

Moreover, in the international arena, challenges are arising that threaten the exercise of
democratic, global citizenship.

We have managed to create bolder mechanisms for international cooperation in areas such as human rights, the environment, and social issues.  Yet, the growing global importance of economic processes has not been matched by a proportional improvement in international
governance structures.

Much remains to be done to frame a more stable global financial environment, to correct the asymmetries in international trade and to ensure better opportunities for competition to emerging and low-income countries.  The ways in which the international economy functions - or fails to function - affect our individual lives in an increasingly direct manner.  At the same time, however, the mechanisms for international policy cooperation and coordination have proven to be widely insufficient for responding to the problems arising out of globalization.  As a result, even as globalization broadens the opportunities available to mankind, it simultaneously represents a genuine challenge to democracy.

1 Fernando Henrique Cardoso, sociologist,. is President of the Federative Republic of Brazil.
A picture is emerging in which we can see a cosmopolitan and globalized homo economicus alongside a provincial civis, restricted by national frontiers.  The consequences of this disparity will be felt on a large scale and over a long period of time.  Perhaps the most important of these consequences are tied to social injustice, the threat of unemployment and the outrageous inequalities, both within and among countries, that coexist with unprecedented levels of prosperity.

No description of our times would be honest or accurate if it failed to place a high ethical and political priority on these problems.  Widespread consensus already exists that economic growth must be accompanied by domestic efforts to promote higher standards of social justice.  The agenda of progressive governance only grows stronger.

But the characteristics of the globalized economy call for that agenda to be adopted internationally as well.  The essence of the problem lies in harmonizing two different, and sometimes contradictory, needs-a robust international economy and the democratic exercise of citizenship rights.  We will not get very far if we choose a path that eliminates either of these two dimensions.

On the one hand, there is little to be gained by clinging to old-fashioned models of autarky and by refusing to integrate into the international economy.  The economic opportunities that arise out of integration into global flows of trade, finance, and technology are essential for developing countries to ensure economic growth with stability, as well as modernization of their productive infrastructure.

On the other hand, and perhaps more important at this time, it would be equally disastrous to choose the path of "market fundamentalism".  The market is vital for producing wealth, promoting efficiency and better allocating scarce resources, but it does not offer solutions for all problems.  Markets are subject to "manias, panics, and crashes," to recall a famous saying.  Markets offer even fewer solutions when the problems are related to fundamental ethical values, such as the idea that ail human beings are created equal.

To avoid facile solutions, we must squarely confront the fact that there is a deficit of democratic citizenship at the international level and insist that progressive governance expand beyond the domestic scene.

The principal challenge of international politics in this era of globalization is that of shaping innovative forms of international cooperation that can provide an opportunity for citizens of all nations to see their concerns reflected in policy decisions on global issues such as the financial system and international trade.

It is essential, moreover, that this occurs through democratic means and not solely through the isolated, albeit legitimate, actions of the well-organized groups most capable of extending their influence beyond national borders.

The mere development of science and technology, however revolutionary it may be, is not in and of itself sufficient to characterize an era.  In order to understand the meaning of human actions, we must also consider the network of social interactions, not only w each nation, but also in an emerging "transnational society."

What we become will largely depend on what we do.  Issues such as strengthening the multilateral trading system or constructing a more rational framework for financial flows will be decisive in determining if this "information age", as Manuel Castells calls it, also be an era of citizenship and equal opportunity.

It is precisely because this future will depend on us - on our leadership capacity and political accomplishments-that the owl of Minerva is not yet ready to take flight.  It is too early and the most important issues are still open.  When the moment comes for the flight, however, may it be to behold a world not divided between the globalized and the excluded, but rather a more pleasant historical landscape, one that reflects the triumph equality.

