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The trilemma of our modern world 
 
 
In his text (Financial Times (16th May 2012), author Dani Rodrik  
http://www.ftd.de/politik/konjunktur/:zeitalter-der-globalisierung-das-trilemma-der-
weltwirtschaft/50114226.html) described an interesting trilemma of our modern world, 
including the theory that out of the following 3 things, we can have a maximum of 2 at the 
same time: economic globalization, national sovereignty, (national) democracy. The following 
considerations draw the connection to democracy, which increasingly moves into the general 
focus today, as the basis for its legitimization seems to be disappearing. The initial question 
to the author was as to whether democracy today suffered from a lifestyle disease. 
 
(1)  Democracy is the best form of government known to us. It requires, however, a 

variety of prerequisites. Democracy today is not faring particularly well. Nevertheless, 
it is not suffering from a lifestyle disease. The disease it is suffering from is actually 
more related to globalization. 

 
(2)  Democracy only works in a framework under which people have a sense of solidarity. 

Basic questions regarding property, freedoms and distribution of power need to have 
been clarified well in advance. The early industrialized, successful nations are a great 
example for this.  

 
(3) Democracy can only work out if the questions which are relevant for the social 

background in its territory can be clarified.  
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(4) With regard to national debt, for example, this means that the government primarily 
should be in its own citizens' debt and that these citizens cannot withdraw themselves 
from this situation all too easily. The citizens should moreover approve of this 
constellation and want this situation because it is their nation. Throughout history, this 
system has worked out well for as long as the international position of elites was 
closely linked to the international position of their (home) nation. This link has 
meanwhile almost completely disappeared. The entire world has become the home of 
financial capital.  

 
(5) Today, core questions, such as a global trade order and the global financial system, 

are subject to global rules in today's globalized world. Usually, respective contracts 
can hardly be changed later, even if vast majorities of people in all participating 
nations would want to do so. Their supra-national structure circumvents national 
democracy at the benefit of the most powerful actors in this sense. Casualization and 
neo-feudalization are thus promoted.   

 
(6) Pictures from Athens and Madrid show the citizens' helplessness before these 

circumstances. National politics can contribute little to a change of these 
circumstances. It is moreover wrongly blamed for the circumstances. Usually, politics 
have implemented the will of the vast majority. This is how democracy is supposed to 
work. Due to the global shift of power in the wake of the global economic and financial 
crisis, politicians are now forced to implement programs resented by the vast majority 
of citizens. In the end, Europe is scared of a possible voting held in Greece.  

 
(7) As politics refuses to admit that it is at the mercy of existing "no-alternative" supra-

national restraints, voters are frustrated as politics fails to "deliver" to their 
expectations.  

 
(8) However, if politics admits to not being able to "deliver", voters become all the more 

frustrated and question democracy's justification and ask why the established parties 
have failed to prevent the nation from entering into such a helpless position.   

 
(9) Driven by this frustration, citizens will sometimes vote for just any party, even parties 

which declare that they do not know how to improve the situation, since this seems to 
be still better than voting for those who receive the blame for the current situation or 
voting for those who pretend to be able to "deliver" but who have empirically proven to 
be unable to deliver in the past.  

 
(10) The global problems, which become increasingly visible today, can at best be solved 

in the context of enforcing improved global governance, e.g. in the form of a reaction 
to an expected large-scale international crisis. 

 
(11) The eco-social market economy movement targets adequate global governance 

(www.oecosozial.at). This is exactly the framework which links wealth, market and 
sustainability. On a content-based level, it is linked to a movement towards global 
democracy elements. The initiative for a parliamentary assembly 
(http://de.unpacampaign.org/about/unpa/index.php) at the Unitad Nations, which has 
meanwhile even earned the support of the EU parliament, provides a silver lining at 
the horizon.  

 
(12) Containing tax havens must be a central element of any sensible global governance. 

They are "black holes" in global economics. The additional tax means thus obtainable 
would suffice to pay off national debt-reliefs. A movement towards a global eco-social 
market economy also targets the consistent regulation of the global financial sector 
and the enforcement of a globally comparable taxation of all value adding processes, 
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partially those crossing borders. They would aid democracy everywhere - on the 
national and the supra-national level.  

 
 (13) The movement in Europe towards a more federal structure and a fiscal union as a 

reaction to the global financial crisis and the EURO crisis with a simultaneous 
strengthening of the EU parliament show the right direction.  

 
(14) A Global Marshall Plan and the enforcement of the millennium development goals of 

the United Nations would promote the path towards eco-social market economy and 
towards global democracy.  

 
(15) In times of globalization, democracy and freedom rights, wealth and social balance 

are feasible only if we abdicate the yielding of national sovereignty rights. Literature 
discusses a topic known as the "trilemma of globalization". It states that the three 
social structural elements of democracy, globalization and national sovereignty 
cannot exist simultaneously. Today, globalization and national sovereignty exist at the 
expense of democracy. To find a way towards more democracy in this situation 
means to ponder global domestic politics. This is not an easy task, however, it is at 
least a perspective - probably the only perspective for a functioning democracy in an 
era of globalization.  


