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Social rights are presently being eroded by two processes: by restrictions upon
public systems of social welfare, imposed in the name of the national
competitiveness upon the global market; and by privatisation of public services. Huge
public welfare systems of the past nowadays seem irrational for two main reasons:
they withdraw a large part of socially produced value from the process of
capitalisation and immobilise it in a sterile off-side where it does not produce profit;
they prevent capital from entering into extensive dimensions of social life where
important profits can be made.

And yet, it has not always been this way: general security, guaranteed by the
systems of public welfare, was viewed as a solid foundation for a successful national
economy. Why and when did the change of view occur? Was it only an ideological
change of interpretation — or was it a sound response to new historical conditions?

To answer this question, we have to take a larger and a longer look: we have to
consider processes beyond the horizon of national economies, and to analyse long-
term processes that extend not over decades, but over centuries.

We shall examine the history of the modern world-system, i.e., the history of
capitalism. We shall try to trace general trends and discontinuities in the history of
capitalism, with the view to grasp the transformation that is going on right now.

We shall then attempt an interpretation of the withering away of the welfare state,
and will try to understand the reduction of social rights.

Our main goal will be to present theoretical tools that can help us to understand —

and eventually to engage in socially relevant activities.
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