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In his fascinating book _A Short History of the Fu ture , 
published in 1992, W. Warren Wagar lay s out a futu risti c 
vision of the world over the next tw o hundred years that 
draws extensively on Inunanuel Wallerste in' s world - system 
theory . In the year 2001 began the la st of the grea t 
Kondratieff upsw i ngs of the capitalist wor ld- ec onomy . 
That economy had come to be in creas i ngly dom ina ted by a 
few giant corporations, so that by 2015 12 "megacorps " 
had assumed control of the world - econ omy and the 
governments of the major cap i ta li st powers . The 
Kondratieff upswing ran its course by t he ear ly 2030 s 
and then a devastat i ng wor l dwi de depress i on set in, t he 
lowest point of which was reached in 2043 . 

The world of the early twenty - f ir st century was 
rife wi th massive soc ial prob l ems, some of the most 
ser i ous of which were environmental in na ture . The most 
catastrophic event of the twenty - first century, however, 
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was the nuclear holocaust of 2044 . Thi s holocaus t 
destroyed most of North Americ a , Europe, and the Indian 
subco ntinent, a nd within a year of the catastrophe some 
70 percent of the earth ' s populat i on had d i ed , e i ther 
from the direct effects of the holocaust or from the 
nuclear winte r that followed . Most of the surv i vors 
were in the Sout he rn hemi s phere . 

Pr io r to the holocaust a polit ic al party know n as 
the World Party had formed . After the nuclear 
holocaust, th i s party began working for t he crea t io n of 
a world socialist co rrunonweal th, and this became a 
reality in 2062 . The economy was converted i nto a fo rm 
of soc i a li sm that wa s devoted to t he production of 
use - values rather than exchange - values . Th e work 
specialization and work hierarchies character i st ic of 
capitalism were abo li shed , and workers were required to 
le arn a var ie ty of sk ill s and to rotate jobs over t i me . 
Ultimately the class hierarchy came to be elim i nated, 
and everyone had a guaranteed minimum income as long as 
they worked; those who chose not to work received a 
half - share . Medical care was f ree to everyone , as we re 



s uch t h in g s as s c h ooli ng and p ub li c t ransp o r t. 
On t he p olitic a l s i de the Conunonwea l th abo li shed 

a ll n ational boundar i es and state sovere i gnt i es . The 
Coirunon wealth was a single wo rld state that was organized 
i n to 1,000 departments . There was a Peop l e ' s Congress , 
who se memb ers were e l ecte d t o off i ce , and every 
dep a r t ment wa s a ll owed two representat i ves . The 
Co irunonweal th established a system of world courts and a 
wo r l d mili t i a wi t h a mono po l y of armed force . Wagar 
des c ribes t he Co irunon wealth as relatively democratic in 
s t ru ct ure , and opp o s itio n par ti es to t he Wor l d Party 
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were allo wed . 
I t i s c l ear , th o ugh , that the Co iruno nwea l th did not 

allow many o f the l i bert i es that preva i l today i n the 
c a pita l ist democr a cies . No one was all owed to form 
groups that cou l d secede from the Coirunonwea l th , no free 
ec o n o mi c enterpr i se was perm i tted , and re li g iou s and 
other mi nor i tes had no r i ght of se l f - determ i nat i on . 
I nd i v i dua l s and groups thought to be a threat to the 
Coirunonwea l th were put under surve ill ance , and the r e were 
var i ous restr i ct i ons on the r i ght of free speech . The 
Coirunonwea l th was a l so character i zed by a horrendous 
bureaucrat i sm . 

Di ssent aga i nst the Coirunonweal th grew over time and 
new politica l parties formed . The most important of 
these was the Sma ll Party , whi ch wanted to abo li sh the 
Coirunonweal th and establ i sh a h i ghly decentral i zed 
pol i t i cal system that perm i tted the ex i stence of many 
small and highly autonomous po li t i ca l coirunun i t i es . The 
Smalls received increas i ng popu l ar support over ti me, 
and by 2147 they had won 67 percent of the seats in the 
People ' s Congress . Once this party became the domin ant 
par ty , the Coirunonweal t h was d i sassembled . In i ts place 
grew up 41, 525 autonomous coirununit i es, which were 
allowed t o choose their own fo r ms of gove r nment, 
economy , and religion . They were ent i t l ed to revive 
capitalism if t hey wished, and many i n fact d i d so . It 
turned ou t that the Smalls had no i nterest i n powe r o r 
self - perpetuation , and they were willi ng to g i ve up the 
reins of power qui t e happily . The party thus d i sbanded 
i n 2159, and th e world i t left behind was str i k i ngly 
different from t he world of the Coirunonwea l th . 

How realistic is t hi s sce na r io of t he future? we 
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know that capita l ism is fi ll ed with numerous 



contradictions, and that it only has so much life left 
i n it. It has turned out to be a much more f l exib l e , 
vigorous, and adapt iv e system than Marx and early 
Marxists ever thought, and thus it ha s s urviv ed much 
longer than predicted. Neverthe l ess , i t will eventually 
run up again st i ts l i mi tat ion s , and th i s i s l ik ely to 
occur within the next century or so, perhaps even less . 

So any prediction of the demise of capita li sm i s quite 
sensible. Will capitalism be rep laced by s ome sort of 
socialism? Th is is perhaps as l ike l y an outcome as a ny 
ot her , and it is certainly more than rea l istic . I find 
it qu ite in terest ing that Wagar chose to p l ace the 
devel op ment of the Commonwealth only after a mass i ve 
nuc l ear ho lo ca u st had occurred. I n my i n itial rea d i ng 
of the book, I assum e d that Wagar was i mpl y i ng that a 
s ocia l i st wo rld state only had a chance in the af term a th 
of some massive crisis. But in his paper "T oward a 
Praxis of Wor l d Integration," which he presented at t he 
Amer ica n Sociological Association annual meet ing s i n 
1995 , he denies that this was his intent. " It was never 
my in tent ion in choosing this particular sce nario," he 
wr i tes , "to argue that only in the aftermath o f a 
ru ino us world war that destroys the core nat io ns and 
drast ic a lly reduces the earth's popu l at io n can hu mankind 
f i nd a way to bu i ld a de moc r at ic and soc i al i st wor ld 
order " (1995 :1 3) . Perhaps not , but I t hi nk t hat fo r 
socia li sm to ha ve a chance in t he near future so me sor t 
of mass i ve cr i s i s will be needed as a prec i p i ta n t . 
However , I myse lf wou l d choose an eco l ogica l and 
econom i c catastrophe rather than a nuc l ear one . 
Cer ta i n l y the chances of nucle ar war wi th i n the next 
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half - century are fairly high - at l ea st 50-50 according 
to Chri s topher Chase - Dunn and Kenneth O'R e illy (1 989 ) . 
Yet I would argue that the chances of eco l ogica l 
devastation are considerably h i gher, a l most a ce r tainty 
perhaps , within the next 50 year s . 

In their recen t book ~ Beyond the Limi ts (19 92 ), 
Donella Mea dows , De nnis Me adows, and Jor gen Rand e rs ra n 
a numbe r of compute r simulations that see m to s ho w that 
a numb e r o f d ramatic economic and eco lo g i cal changes 
nee d to be made , a nd be made ve ry soon, to pe rmit a n 
ecologically s u s t a in a bl e world . The authors ran 13 
computer s imul at i on s invol v ing va riou s rest ric t i on s on 
ind ust ri al output o r populat i on growth, and on l y one of 
these y i el ded a sustainable world . For a susta i nab le 
wo rl d , Meado ws , Meado ws , and Ran de r s s howed t hat e very 
s ingl e on e o f t he f o ll owing r es t ric t io n s must be put 
into effect : pollution control, land y ield enhancement, 
l a nd ero s i on protection , a more re s our ce - effic i en t 
t echnolog y, faster dev elop ment of new t echnol ogy, th e 
l i mi tat i on o f e ve ry co upl e i n the wo rld to two ch i ldr e n, 



and the reduction of the industria l outpu t of the 
advanced capitalist countri es to approximately the level 
of South Kor ea . Anyth ing short of this fails. Can it 
be done, or perhaps the better question i s , will it be 
done? It i s ext r eme l y hard to see how. The only way 
co up l es i n Third World countries woul d limi t themselves 
to two or fewer children is th rough the imp l ementation 
of strict fertility policies by highly authoritarian and 
r ep r ess iv e gov e r nments , something along of the l ines of 
what China has been do ing s in ce the 1970s . It can be 
done, but it is very d ifficu lt to imagin e that it is 
lik e l y to be done. As fo r the vo lun ta r y r est rict i on of 
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in dustr ial output by capitalists, th i s i s almost 
i mposs i ble to imagine. Robert Heilbroner (1980) argues 
that private individuals and groups wi ll not vo lu ntarily 
accept such restrictions but will have to be coerce d , 
and th i s means the necessary r is e of highly 
authoritarian governments that could easi ly l ead to the 
collapse of our bas ic democrat ic i nst i tut i ons . The 
restr ic t i on of i ndustr i a l output on the part of 
cap i tal i sts would be econom i cally su ici dal i n t he shor t 
run, and every cap i ta li st knows i t . Cap i ta li sts all 
over the world will co nt i nue to bet t hat the doomsayers 
are wrong, and thus will mortgage the futur e . Inasmuch 
as the expanded accumu l ation of ca p i ta l is the driving 
principle of the modern wor l d , I can i mag i ne capi t alis t s 
abandoning t ha t pr i nc i ple only under t he most extreme 
circumstances . To my mind, i t is lik e l y to be aba ndo ne d 
only when a genuine c r i s i s has ensued, and by that time 
it will probably be too lat e . As for governments 
com pell ing c ap i tal is ts to reduce the i r in dus tr ia l output 
markedly, I have serious doubts about that too given the 
enormous con tr ol t hat cap i tal i sts normally ha ve over th e 
act ion s of states . Governments would probab l y be 
willing t o exercise such coerc i on on l y when the c risis 
had arrived . 

Wagar claims t hat a wor ld state i s essent i al t o 
deal wi t h t he problems c re a ted by mode r n cap i ta l ism , and 
I couldn ' t ag re e more . But is Wagar ' s part i cu l ar 
concep t ion of what t hi s world state would have to be 
l i ke a reasonabl e one? For Wagar, this must be a 
socialist world commonwealth . As he says, " no effecti ve 
and durab l e a l ter na t i ve to t he capi t alist world ~sys tem 
i s imag in able except through a coordinated process of 
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wo rld s oc i al i st revolut i on " (1995 : 15) . But i s this the 
on l y way? Wagar ' s Conunonwea l th seems t o me t o go 
c on si derab ly farther than what i s really requ i red . I 
wou ld pre f er a d iff erent k i nd o f world state , one that 
had c on si derab l e coerc i ve powers but that wou l d 
nonethe l ess be l ess coerc i ve and l ess overwhe l mi ng than 
Wagar ' s Commonwea l th . I have i n mi nd a wor l d federation 
that would ex i st i n con j unct i on wi th a large numbe r of 
nat i on - states , the l atter be i ng a ll owed to reta i n a 
certa i n amo unt o f sovere i gnty , cultural d i st i ncti vene ss , 
and sel f- determ i nat i on . Th i s federat i on would be a 
po l itica l structure ab ove the l eve l o f the nat io n - s t a t e 
that wou l d have the power to do two fundamenta l things : 
impose sharp l imitations on the mi l itary opera t i ons of 
the i nd i v i dua l nati on - states, and engage i n econo mi c 
p l ann i ng that wou l d a ll ow for a substant i a l amount of 
red i str i but i on of wealth from the r i ch countr i es to the 
poor and that wou l d he l p to produce an eco l og i cally 
susta i nab l e wor l d . Th i s wor l d federat i on wou l d not 
i tself be soc i al i st i n outlook , but would attempt to 
combine the best f eatures of capita l ism and so c i a li s m 
whil e mi n i mi z i ng the i r most un a ttr a ct i ve fe a tures . I n 
my v i ew , the more pos i t i ve features of cap i ta li sm are 
its promotion o f enormous scienti f ic and techn ol ogical 
deve l opme nt (desp i te the downs i de of th i s deve l op ment ); 
i ts promot i on of enormous i ncreases i n econom i c 
product i v i ty and the creat i on of wealth; i ts associa ti on 
wi th par l iamen t ary democratic governments th a t , whatever 
t he i r l i mi tat i ons, ha ve been a vast i mprovemen t over the 
various despotisms of the past; and its promotion of 
enormous oppor t unities f or the rea l ization of human 
potential even i f these oppo rt un i t i e s ha ve not been 
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e x ten ded to t he entire populat i on . I see cap i talism ' s 
ma in weaknesses as it s creat ion of very high leve ls of 
economic inequali ty bo th with i n, and, espec i ally, 
be twee n nations; i ts ge ne rat ion of forms of work th a t 
have been assoc i ated wi t h very h i gh l eve l s of boredom 
and ali en a ti on; i ts promotion of the i ntense 
commerc ializa t ion of e conomic and s oc i al l i fe and a 
cons umer i st mental i ty that has increas i ngly pushed other 
human va lu es , espec i a lly those related to a est hetic a nd 
in te llec tua l endeavors, in t o t he background; i ts 
debilitating e ff ects on t he l eve l of cu l t ura l li fe (as 
a resu lt of it s int ense conune rc i a liz at ion ) ; and, as we 
know all t oo well, its dr ama t ic impac t on t he natural 
env i ronment . 

What t hen are t he strengt h s and weaknesses of 
s ociali s m? I ts main stre ng t hs lie in i ts much more 
huma ne co ncer n f or the we lf are o f a ll individua l s in 
soc i et y and for a more ega lit ar i an and econom i ca l ly 
democratic form of soc i a l lif e . Its ma in weaknesses are 



we ll kn own. The s e are i ts t e ndency to central iz e 
ec onomi c p l ann i ng to an extent that produces a r a nge of 
i neffi c ie nc ie s and o ther eco no mi c pr ob l ems that lead to 
ser iou s d i ff i c u lt i es i n the l ong r un (cf . Korna i , 1992), 
and i ts t e ndency to concentrate po li t i ca l power in a 
hu ge bu reaucracy that li mi ts human freedom . Because of 
these d i ff ic u l t i es , I am much l ess opt i mi st i c than 
wo rld - system theor i sts and other Marx i sts concerni ng 
s oc i a li sm ' s c apa ci t y to produce a mode of human 
ex i stence tr u ly s uper i or to ca pi tal i sm . I have 
gradually , and somewhat rel uctantly , arr i ved at the 
c onc lu si on that perhaps the best we c a n do , at l eas t in 
the f o rese e ab le future , i s t o extend t o as much o f the 
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world as poss i ble someth i ng l i ke the Swed i sh mode l of 
s oci al dem ocr a cy . This mea ns a c a pit al ist system with 
a la rge number of bu il t - in socia l and econ omic 
protect i ons and a l arge amount of soc i a l and econo mi c 
p l ann i ng . A wo r l d federat i on that wou l d seek t o combine 
the best features of the p l an and the market i n the 
nat i on - states ove r wh i ch i t exerc i ses a substantia l 
amount of control seems to me the most appropr i ate path 
to fo ll ow . 

Wagar wants a world conunonwealt h, i t should be 
noted , only as part of a grand h i stor i c i st (s en su 
Popper) future design . His Conunonwea l th i s on l y 
a way - stat i on to someth i ng bette r , a stage of h i storical 
development that must ex i st i n order to produce the 
i deal future . And what i s this i dea l future? It is, as 
we have seen, a strong l y decentra li zed wor l d i n which 
many small and highly autonomous pol i t i cal conunun ties 
coexist . Putting aside the question as to whethe r s uch 
a denouement would be socia ll y or po l itica ll y desirable, 
is i t realistic from a s oc i al - scientific point of view? 
Not from mine . As Robert Carneiro (1978 ) has 
convincingly shown, t he overa ll trend of po li t i cal 
evolution over t he past 10,000 years has been from 
decentralization t o centraliza t i on . From tens or 
hundreds of thousands of tiny bands and t r ibes of long 
ago we have been evolving in a direct i on marked by e ver 
fewer and ever large r political uni ts . The ult i mate 
outcome of this pol i t i cal e volut i on, Carne i ro argues, 
will be t he fo r mat ion of a single world state, wh ich he 
predicts i s no t all t ha t fa r away . From th i s 
perspective, what sense doe s it make to assume that a 
gigantic Commonwealth will give way -- and quite 
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harmoniously, it might be added -- to tens of tho u sands 
of little political islands each going its own way? Not 
much . Such an ou t come overwhelmingly contradicts th e 
evolutionary flow of all of wor l d his t ory and 
p r ehistory, and is extremely dubi ou s . 

But there is another problem, and that is that 
Wagar assumes t ha t the tr ans iti on t o th ousands o f ti ny 
political conununi ties will be a fundamentally peacef ul 
and harmonious process resulting from democratic act ion. 
A gigantic world s t a t e with enormous coercive powers 
simply says, " Okay, guys, we see what you want; no 
problem, come and ge t i t ." And th us the Smalls t a ke 
over. But there is more to beho l d, for the Smal ls turn 
out t o be very unusua l individua l s in that they ha ve no 
interest in power or self-perpetuation , and as a r esu lt 
vo l untari l y put their po l itica l party out of existence 
only a few years af ter it achieved what it wanted . Is 
this the way politics works? Not for sociologists who 
appreciate Max Weber, who characterized socia l l ife as 
essentia ll y a continu ous strugg l e f o r power . In fact 
when you think of it, there is remarkably little 
po li tica l s tr uggle going on anywhere in Wagar's 
futuristic scenario once capita l ism has been defea ted 
(actually , the defeat of capital i sm hardly seemed t o 
i nvolve any political struggle e i t her) . One has to 
wonde r , exact l y wha t kind s of human o rg an i sms are the s e 
that populate Wagar ' s world ? 

De spite its insights, Marxism has a l ways s u ffered 
f ro m a number of fata l f l aws. With respect to the 
conce r ns taken up by Wagar , t he mos t serious f l aw i s th e 
un be li evab ly na ive concep t ion of po l i t ic s he l d by Marx 
and many Mar xis t s since Marx ' s day . The state is 
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largely t he re t o serve t he interests of a r uling c lass , 
and when such a cla s s is no lo nger on the histor i cal 
stage t he s tate's rulin g functions disappear . Th e 
e vents of 1917 in Russia, of 1949 in Chi na, and of 1959 
in Cuba hav e made minc e mea t of t his idea . But Wag ar 
st ill seems to hol d onto i t , or somet hing lik e i t, and 
it creates maj or probl e ms for hi s futur i st i c 
projec t i ons. 

One o f t he t h i ngs t hat impre sse d me most abou t th e 
paper Wagar presented at the 1995 ASA meetings was his 
exp os ing of con te mpo r a ry mul ti cul t u r alism for the folly 
t hat i t most s u re l y i s . In t h is visio n, so mehow 
" radi ca l f e minism, fundam e nta li st Islam, popu lis t 
libe rt arianism, milita n t Hinduism, Marxian s oc i a lism, 
bor n - again Christianity , megacorporate capita lism, 
Bosnian nationali s m, Ser bi an nationali s m, and a l l the 
other co lliding for ces a t work in our whirli ng world 



somehow lie down tog ether like lion s and lam bs i n the 
New Jer usalem and agree to eat grass, or better yet , 
deve lop the capacity t o feed themse lv es by 
photosynthesis" (Wagar, 199 5 : 1 -2). As Wagar conunents , 
this is a wonderfully "nice" solut i on to the huge 
p r oblems of the contemporary wor ld; the only proble m 
with it i s that i t i s hopelessly wr ong. A number of 
years ago the soc iologi st Orlando Patterson wrote a book 
en titl ed _E thn ic Chauvinism: Th e Reactionary Impu lse 
(19 77) in which he argued that ethn ic pluralism was a 

prescription for disaster and the on l y hope for 
humankind was some sort of large - scale blending of 
cultures. Wagar woul d seem t o agree, a nd th i s kind of 
thinking i s no doubt what i s behind his notion that a 
s i ngle world state i s necessary to prevent extremely 
d i v i s i ve i de olo g i es lik e Islamic f undamentalism from 
acquiring political l eg iti macy . I f in d myse l f in 
agreement with both Patterson and Wagar on this po int , 

[Page 11] 
Journal of World-Systems Research 

but there i s a ser i ous i ncons i stency i n Wagar ' s 
th i nk i ng . I f Waga r antici p ates the horrendously 
divisive results t ha t multiculturalism is likely to 
produce, then why on earth does he favor a h i gh l y 
decentral i zed world future i n which people li ve i n small 
political communities notable for t heir sharp cu l tural, 
economic , and political differences? Won't this lead us 
r igh t back toward the k i nd of d i v i s i veness he wants to 
avoid , and, moreover, won ' t t he way be paved for a 
res umption of cap i ta li sm and of the evo lu t i onary process 
whereby many smal l po li t i ca l un i ts event ually become one 
big one? On t he ot her hand, perhaps t his will be 
avo ided, because Wagar ' s 41, 525 po li t i ca l communitie s of 
the twent y- third century don ' t really interact wi t h each 
other much and just sort of live ha ppily ever after! 

I admire Wagar ' s book and think that it gives us 
some enormous food for tho ugh t about some of the things 
the future is likely t o bring . I t i s an extremely 
important contribution , and I don ' t want my criticism s 
of i t to be seen as some so r t of casua l d i smi ssal . I 
certainly don ' t feel th a t way a bout i t . In c l osing I 
would s imply like t o ra i se a quest i on : Is i t rational 
for people in the world of the late second millen nium AD 
t o f o r m the equivalent of a World Party and struggle fo r 
a better wor l d . Ye s , I think it i s , a l t hough I have 
little id ea as to j ust how that sort of th i ng should be 
done. At this point in his t ory, we are in ser i ous 
t roub le and unless so me dra ma t i c changes are made one or 
another type of catastrophe awa i ts . Yes, le t ' s form a 
World Party, bu t le t ' s also be re a listic abou t i ts 
po s s i bi li tie s . If it can , theory shou l d l ead to praxi s . 
Yet we all know how difficult good theory can be, and 
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let us no t forget that good prax i s i s undoubtedly even 
har der . 
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