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Letter from the Editor 
 
 
 
Aristotle maintained that the mark of an educated mind is one who can entertain a thought without 

accepting it.  Ilios has strived to maintain this notion by creating an arena for dialogue on conflicting 

political philosophical thought, issues and ideals through argumentation and evaluation.  However, 

those who continue to pursue this type of knowledge know that it is an activity not undertaken 

lightly.  Nietsche described it as “living voluntarily among ice and high mountains—seeking out 

everything strange and questionable in existence, everything so far placed under a ban by 

morality…” Those who continue to read and subscribe to our journal know this to be true.  It is one 

of the roles of Ilios to explore these philosophical mountains and reveal, through an in depth 

analysis, their true nature.  Hence the need for open dialogue upends the very ideals that sustain 

successful democratic structures.   

 

The articles in this edition explore political, economic and literary theories and their applications to 

society.  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels felt that ideas arise only as products and reflections of 

material conditions.  Thereby adopting a materialist approach, holding that any attempt to combine 

or reconcile materialism with idealism must result in confusion and inconsistency.  This volume 

highlights authors describing how changes within political and economic systems are answers to the 

problems arising from local to global issues; as well as, an analysis of Plato’s Republic as a literary 

piece. 

 

I would like to take a moment to thank each individual who contributed to this issue of Ilios.  The 

formulation was a collaborative effort by two Ilios editorial teams.  The previous team obtained the 

thought-provoking pieces seen in this issue, while our new team finalized the end product.  As 

always, thank you to our faculty advisor Professor Anthony Kammas for contributing not only his 

time but also his incredible insight.   
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Outline of a rationalist democracy 
Saul Tobin 
 
 
 
In my essay Why anti-rationalism is the biggest problem in politics, I discussed why anti-rationalism is the 

undercurrent of both the current global crisis and the nascent populist response to it. I was vague, 

though, about what, if anything, we can do about it. In this essay I want to give an outline in the 

spirit of Montesquieu and Rousseau of a theoretical constitutional government. The hypothetical 

government will institutionalize checks and balances to address the problem of institutionalized anti-

rationalism. I hope that this exercise will elucidate the forms of possible responses to anti-

rationalism, and suggest other possible, perhaps more moderate, approaches to reform in today’s 

democratic governments. I also hope that young democratic movements in such places as Libya and 

Egypt might read this essay and learn something from the mistakes of the older democracies. None 

of this should be taken to imply that the “rhetorical disarmament” I spoke about in the other essay 

is secondary or unnecessary. The first line of defense against anti-rationalism will always be to be 

scrupulous in distinguishing fact from opinion, and indeed this is probably the only defense populist 

movements have. Institutional reforms can only ever be a supplement to pro-rational rhetoric, and a 

last line of defense against anti-rationalism. No system of checks and balances can force officials to 

govern in good faith. 

 

It is an unfortunate property of democracy that rule according to what is popular need not have 

anything to do with what is true. The Enlightenment thinkers upon whose ideas modern democratic 

governments are based did not see this as a problem, because they thought that people would be 

reasonable, and that reasonable people could not fail to come to eventual agreement. Experience has 

shown, though, that neither of these things is true. On the one hand, it often happens that 

government pass laws based not on reason but based on popular sentiment. If such laws succeed in 

being both just and effective, it is only by accident. More commonly, they are either unjust, like Jim 

Crow, or ineffective, like harsh drug laws aimed at reducing crime. Successful democratic systems 

generally combat unjust laws by including constitutional principles such as equality under the law. In 

the scheme of things, this is an effective strategy. There is no redress, however, for a law that aims at 

a purpose but fails at it, except to affect public opinion so as to change it. Today we see many 

examples of laws based on false premises, but which are nearly impossible to change because of 

entrenched popular support. Often, this is because the supporters of these laws have a vested 
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interest in supporting them. Voters support lax environmental regulations even though stricter 

regulations are necessary because there is easy money to be made under the more lax regulations. 

White affluent voters in the United States support harsh drug laws because those laws primarily 

affect blacks, which has the end result of giving more power to white voters. In general, when denial 

takes hold of the voting public, we will see policies based on denial, rather than reality. But denial is 

much more comfortable than reality. So it is clearly inadequate to simply have faith in the voting 

public to be reasonable and come to the correct conclusions about policy. Some institutional “reality 

check” is necessary if government is to be insulated from laws based on false premises. This is 

clearly desirable: the current global crisis demonstrates the necessity of government policies based 

not in denial but in reality. 

 

On the other hand, genuine conflicts of values cannot be resolved by Reason: hence the need for 

representative government. I remarked in the other essay that one great fallacy of anti-rationalism is 

to think that questions of fact can be reframed as questions of principle, and thus made relative. I 

also pointed out that we must be careful not to let this lead us into thinking that conflicts of 

principles are really disagreements over fact. There are genuine disagreements over values and 

priorities, just as there are genuine questions of fact. 

 

A government that disregards the objectivity of fact while embodying the values and principles of its 

constituents must be unjust the same as a government that embodied policies based on fact while 

giving its constituents no say over values and priorities. This follows from the observation that Fact 

is the basis of Liberty. Anyone who has been bullied on the schoolyard knows that rules of conduct 

are no protection if a bully can lie or equivocate her way out of trouble. Similarly, even in a 

democratic society, the oppressed have no redress unless they can call upon facts for their support. 

So the institution of “reality checks” is not a case of balancing Democracy against the contradictory 

value of Truth. Rather, democracy itself is worthless unless truth is held sacred. 

 

A few skeptical readers have doubtless been thinking that all this talk about objective truth is very 

nice sounding, but rather vague. Who, after all, gets to decide what counts as true? Isn’t there a case 

to be made, for example, that science is just an institution of the patriarchy? There are two points in 

objections like these that need to be disentangled. First, there is a philosophical issue. For instance, 

given how the eyes may be easily tricked, it seems difficult to say why we should trust the evidence 
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of our scientific experiments. The philosophical issue gets tangled up in politics because, for 

example, the philosophical view that truth is a social construct seems to legitimize political views 

that twist truth to their own ends or reject it altogether. Really, philosophical skepticism ought to 

have nothing do with politics, because the ends of philosophy are different from the ends of politics. 

Politics is concerned with practical concerns, and furthermore with practical concerns of an 

existential nature. Philosophy is concerned with neither of these. Because of this, the criteria by 

which factual claims ought to be judged in politics are altogether different than the criteria by which 

they would be judged in philosophy. A philosopher crossing the street might wonder if there really 

are such things as buses, but this sort of reasoning is counterproductive and out of place in politics, 

because in politics we are concerned first and foremost with not getting run over by a bus. 

Philosophical skepticism also ought not be considered to provide any support for anti-rationalism. 

Philosophers, after all, are concerned precisely with employing Reason! Philosophical explorations 

of the nature and limitations of Reason should not be taken as evidence for the rejection of Reason. 

 

The second, more germane issue is the practical issue that somebody must be the arbiter of truth for 

the purposes of government. Given the huge power vested in this authority, it seems hugely 

important to address the potential for conflicts of interest. It is compelling to think that this 

authority must be representative of the citizenry, since otherwise it would create the appearance of a 

potential conflict of interest, and anywhere there is the appearance of a potential conflict of interest, 

there is also the real potential for a conflict of interest, subconscious or conscious. At the same time, 

though, fact must not be decided by simple majority rule, or even more sophisticated derivatives of 

this method, because Fact must be an avenue by which even a lone individual can compel the state, 

and by extension society, to change. How? By pointing to evidence and by illustrating contradictions 

of reasoning. These are the ways we distinguish between true and false in general. 

 

There is already an institution that embodies this tension between impartiality through 

representation and the individual’s right to redress: the court of law. The court of law is specifically 

engineered to create an impartial and objective venue for determining facts and ordering legal 

redress on that basis. To be sure every legal system has its flaws, some of them major, but it cannot 

be denied that on the whole the court system is an effective means of determining truth in a 

democracy. I don’t wish to discuss even systemic critiques of the court system here, as they are still 

essentially haggling over the details. The point is that the court system in principle is an effective and 
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just arbiter of Fact in a democracy. It must be stressed here that legal truth is not supposed to be the 

same as philosophical truth. Just as policy thinkers are concerned with developing the best possible 

laws, while government is concerned with passing laws through a just method, though individual 

laws may not be ideal, similarly, philosophers are concerned with finding out what is really true, 

while courts of law are concerned with finding out what is true through a just method, though 

individual findings may be incorrect. 

 

So far, we have established that laws based upon false premises are a problem for democracy, and 

that courts are both the traditional and a successful means of determining the truth in a democracy. 

The essence of the solution, then, is that any citizen ought to be able to sue her government on the 

grounds that one of its laws is based upon a false premise. Since most laws nowadays do not 

conveniently express their aims and factual premises, this type of lawsuit would be most difficult in 

the systems of today. In order to make this type of lawsuit possible, laws would need to contain 

statements of intent, factual assumptions, and measurable criteria for attainment of policy aims 

within a specified time window. Taken together, these constitutional reforms would go a long way 

towards insulating any democracy from the dangers of policy based on denial. 

 

The suggestions just given could be made to fit most existing democracies. Let us now go further, 

though, and imagine a hypothetical government that embodies institutional checks and balances 

against the passage of laws based upon false premises: a rationalist democracy. Observe that 

questions of ends, of aims, are properly answered by appeal to values, principles, or priorities, while 

questions of means, of how, are properly answered by appeal to facts. Under traditional democracy, 

however, both sorts of questions are decided by opinion. The reforms suggested in the previous 

paragraph would alleviate the worst cases of laws built on false premises by providing redress for 

them, but, since they would not address the legislative process itself, they would do little to promote 

the writing of better laws in the first place. If we believe that an ounce of prevention is worth a 

pound of cure, a modified legislative process that embodies the distinction between questions of 

means and questions of ends is to be most desired. 

 

Since in a just government no laws may be passed without the consent of the governed, final say on 

legislation must belong to a representative elected body. For the purposes of outlining this 

hypothetical government, let’s call this body the Parliament. Since the setting of legislative aims is a 
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question of ends and therefore of values, it must also belong to the Parliament. (We can take it for 

granted that each branch of this hypothetical government has checks and balances for any given 

power of another branch, as in the executive veto in relation final say on legislation, but for 

simplicity’s sake, we need not go into detail about all of these. We are discussing an improvement on 

an already refined form of government, so there is no need to reinvent the wheel.) Since how best to 

achieve legislative aims is a question of means, and therefore of fact, the drafting of legislation ought 

not to belong to the Parliament, but rather to a body of experts. Let’s call this the House of Experts. 

Imagine the House of Experts as being composed of leading experts representing the most 

significant fields for law making: it would probably include some lawyers of different sorts, some 

economists, some scientists, some engineers, some doctors, perhaps some religious leaders from 

different groups, some community organizers, some artists, etc.  

  

So the legislative process starts when the Parliament passes a Bill of Aims directing the House of 

Experts to draft legislation to solve a particular problem. Let’s use unemployment as an example. 

The House of Experts sends the Bill of Aims to a committee composed of the expert 

representatives from the most relevant fields, probably mostly economists in this example, who then 

write some legislation to lower unemployment. In writing this legislation, the committee makes note 

of specific factual assumptions and gives measurable criteria for judging the success of the legislation 

at achieving its aims in a specific time frame. The proposed legislation, which we can call the Bill of 

Means, then needs to pass a vote by the entire House of Experts, which gives experts from other 

fields a chance to object and give input. Once the Bill of Means passes the House of Experts, it then 

gets passed back to the Parliament. The Parliament then gets a chance to vote on the Bill of Means. 

If Parliament rejects the legislation, the original Bill of Aims gets sent back to the House of Experts 

and the legislation writing process starts again. Only once the Parliament passes the Bill of Means 

does it become law. Since rewriting legislation from scratch is so painful, there is a strong incentive 

for Parliament and the House of Experts to negotiate ahead of time to assure agreement on the 

form of the Bill of Means. After the time window given in the legislation elapses, any citizen may sue 

the government to change the law on the grounds that a particular law has failed at its stated aims by 

its own stated measurements. 

 

The big question for such a system, of course, is how the members of the House of Experts are 

picked. This is likely the single most difficult practical issue involved in setting up this type of 
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government. Let us as a first approximation imagine that the Parliament decides on a set of 

professional organizations to be represented in the House of Experts, and that these organizations 

choose for themselves their representatives. So, using the United States as an example, the 

Parliament might decide that the National Bar Association should get four seats, the American 

Medical Association three, etc. There would need to be very strict conflict of interest rules for 

members of the House of Experts. (There should also be strict conflict of interest rules for other 

government officials, but the rules for the House of Experts should be especially strict because the 

same things that qualify someone as an expert might also constitute a conflict of interest. For 

example, an economist might become an expert by working in business, but her business ties might 

disqualify her from legislating on business issues. By contrast, conflicts of interest for members of 

Parliament, executives, and jurists usually have little to do with their professional qualifications.) The 

rules for a bill to pass the House of Experts ought to be stricter than simple rule by majority, since 

the House of Experts addresses questions that can be settled by Reason. At minimum the House of 

Experts ought to require a supermajority to close debate, which would allow filibusters as in the 

United States Senate. This would keep the concerns of any particular discipline from being ignored. 

The separation of aims from means embodied by this hypothetical government enables the 

institution of an effective form of direct democracy. Direct democracy traditionally is plagued by 

the incredible difficulty of drafting good legislation, not to mention the way it makes worse the 

tendency of democracy to treat questions of fact as questions of opinion. By allowing Bills of Aims 

to pass by referendum, direct democracy can be enacted which has neither of these problems. It 

might also be a good idea to empower the House of Experts to write its own Bills of Aims and send 

them to referendum, thus bypassing the Parliament with the consent of the people. As a counter-

balance, the Parliament should be able to sue the House of Experts for neglecting to act on a Bill of 

Aims. These measures should enable the system to address policy problems as necessary even if one 

house wants to stall the process. 

 

This outline of a rationalist democracy is far from perfect, I have no doubt. I hope that it is clear, 

though, how this hypothetical government would solve some of the problems of today’s 

democracies. I further hope that my proposals will inspire discussion and introspection about 

reforms to solve these problems. If my essay gains criticism, I will be all the happier, because it will 

mean that people are thinking about the importance of Fact in democracy, and refining these ideas 

to a more perfect form. 
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Southern Subservience to the Economic Elite 

The Hegemonic Structure of International Trade 
James Beirne 
 
 
 
Abstract 

This paper broadly analyses the structure of international trade from the critical perspective of 

international political economy. It begins by outlining the contemporary orthodox view of the trade, 

including the assumption that trade is mutually beneficial. It then examines the power relations of 

trade, finding that the United States and the rest of the Global North accrue more benefit than does 

the South. The paper then uses both evidence and theory to suggest why this imbalance follows 

inherently from the structure of international trade. In the conclusion, it is suggested that only 

through significant systemic reform can the economic power relations be altered. 

 

Introduction 

 Since the dawn of civilization, people have engaged in trade with other societies to gain 

access to goods or services that are either expensive or unavailable in their home countries. Empires 

have risen, gone to war, and fallen on the basis of international trade, and it has resulted in the 

success and ruin of uncountable millions of livelihoods. Particularly since the end of World War 

Two, international trade has become perhaps the single most powerful motivation for actors on the 

global scale, and it has therefore been the focus of intense academic study. The mainstream 

consensus among neoliberals and economists is that trade is overwhelmingly positive for all involved 

parties, but a sizable minority of academics dissent. In recent years, many traditional assumptions 

about economics have been challenged, and a critical approach to trade illuminates some major 

problems. The hegemonic structure of the international political economy means that the Global 

South is forced to participate in a system designed for the benefit of the North. In particular, the 

global division of labour, foreign direct investment, and the extraction of natural resources are three 

primary vectors by which the North – by proxy of its many transnational corporations – benefits at 

the expense of the South. Despite its theoretical potential for benefit, international trade as it exists 

now is highly imbalanced in structure and only further entrenches the hegemony of the global elite. 
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Overview of International Trade 

 Though global economic growth accelerated with the formation of the Bretton-Woods 

system, its collapse and the two oil crises of the 1970s severely tempered this growth.1 As a result, 

conservative politicians such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan reintroduced neoliberal trade 

policies, believing these would allow their economies to grow. Intergovernmental institutions like 

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund adopted what became known as the 

Washington Consensus. This required countries receiving aid from these organizations to adopt a 

series of structural reforms, such as cutting social programs and decreasing trade barriers.2 The long-

term success of the Washington Consensus is highly debatable, but it kick-started the resurgence of 

international trade. From 1980 to 2001, trade grew at twice the rate of income worldwide, and many 

developing countries saw significantly higher economic growth.3 

To a large degree, this rise in trade can be attributed to the “vertical disintegration” of 

production. Whereas historically products were entirely produced within a single factory, today 

production is spread all over the world. Parts in various stages of production are shipped back and 

forth across borders. The result is that manufactured goods now make up more than half of world 

trade, while primary industry – resource extraction and agriculture – make up only a quarter. Trade 

in tertiary industries, represented by service offshoring, account for approximately 20% of trade. 

Despite this shift in the nature of traded goods, many of the principles of trade can still be applied, 

though perhaps less concretely than in previous decades. 4 

 Another trend, ongoing for the last three decades but accelerating noticeably over the past 

fifteen years, is trade liberalization. The continued integration of the former Soviet Union into the 

global economy, the pursuit of trade-friendly policy by countries such as China and India, and the 

establishment of the World Trade Organization in 1994 attest to global commitment to free trade 

ideals. In the post-Cold War world, economic power is arguably much more important than military 

power, and very few states are willing to risk being left behind. The global economy has become 

more tightly integrated than at any point in history, so study of trade is of paramount importance. 

 

                                                           
1 Brien and Williams, Global Political Economy, pp. 323-4. 
2 Brien and Williams, Global Political Economy, pp. 384-5. 
3 Dollar and Kraay, “Trade, Growth, and Poverty”, p. 16. 
4 Krugman, Obstfeld, and Melitz, International Trade, pp. 19-23. 
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Gains from Trade 

A principled, model-based approach to international trade makes a compelling case that it is 

mutually beneficial. As economics assumes all actors behave rationally, theorists begin by assuming 

that states will trade only when they can achieve a net benefit. The most basic trade model is the 

Ricardian model, which describes gains from trade by analyzing the opportunity cost of goods – that 

is, the amount of other goods that must be given up to produce a given good. The model holds that 

when countries have the opportunity to trade freely, each will specialize in whatever good it makes 

most cheaply relative to other countries. Each country can then use its surplus of their specialty 

good to purchase goods from other countries. A useful way to conceptualize the gains from trade is 

to imagine trade as an indirect means of production. Each country can produce the good it is most 

efficient at making and trade whatever surplus it gains from that efficiency for other goods. We can 

see, therefore, that countries have a significant incentive to trade, and the predictions of this model 

are supported by the evidence. Countries do in fact tend to specialize in certain sectors so that they 

can import from other sectors.5 

 While theoretical models predict a causative relationship between trade and economic 

growth, demonstrating this empirically presents challenges. One can imagine that the causative 

arrow might run the other way – economically prosperous countries might choose to trade more 

than poorer countries. In 1996, Jeffrey A. Frankel and David Romer demonstrated a strong, though 

not definitive, relationship between trade and per capita income. In their own words, this “suggest[s] 

that trade has a quantitatively large and robust, though only moderately statistically significant, 

positive effect on income”, and “bolster[s] the case for the benefits of trade.”6 

 

Overview of the Critical Perspective 

 The critical perspective marks a movement away from the traditional, liberal view of 

international political economy. This view, influenced by Marxism, feminism, and post-structuralism, 

challenges the mainstream assumptions of the international political economy. The critical 

perspective provides several insights of particular relevance to international trade. First, it rejects the 

majority view that the structure of the world economy is largely fixed. Critical theorists hold that the 

structure is shaped by the opinions of those who form it, and that if those opinions change then so 

does the structure. Secondly, the critical perspective assumes – not without reason – that the 

international political economy is zero sum: in order for one entity to make a profit, another entity 
                                                           
5 Krugman, Obstfeld, and Melitz, International Trade, ch. 3. 
6 Frankel and Romer, “Does Trade Cause Growth?” pp. 1, 17. 
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has to suffer a loss. However, the extent to which trade does benefit developing nations remains 

unclear; much evidence supports the proposition that trade benefits the North at the expense of the 

South. Finally, critical theory does not accept that more trade is always good, and recognizes that 

trade is heavily biased. Even if it boosts states’ national outputs, it does not guarantee the well-being 

of individuals and households within those states; in fact, it may be detrimental.7 As a whole, the 

critical perspective leads logically to the conclusion that the current world order has emerged to 

favour the goals of the world’s most powerful political and economic actors. It therefore may serve 

to maintain an exploitative relationship between the advantaged and the disadvantaged. This 

relationship is at the heart of the current form of the international political economy. 

 

The Hegemony of Trade 

Structure of American Hegemony 

 The power imbalance between the Global North and South has existed since at least the 

1400s, when European empires began pursuing policies of colonialism. There is a tendency to view 

colonialism as a purely economic process, but in reality it represents a political relationship as well, 

as colonizers almost always seek to maintain political control over their colonies. We can analyze 

colonialism as occurring in a series of waves. At the outset of European expansion, it took the form 

of the establishment of trading routes between Europe and her colonies. Economic practices during 

this first wave of colonialism focused on the extraction of raw resources, such as sugar, furs, or 

precious metals, to provide materials unavailable in Europe. Once the Industrial Revolution had 

taken place in European powers, they sought to offshore labour to their colonies to minimize the 

costs of production.8 The process of colonialism led to great riches for Europeans but great 

suffering for the original inhabitants of the colonies. Though the empires of Europe have collapsed, 

and the global centre of power has shifted to the United States, the history of colonialism eerily 

parallels the spread of American capitalism – hence the term “neocolonialism”. The reason for the 

similarities between colonialism and the modern world is simple: colonialism, like globalization, was 

driven by a thirst for profit.9 The almost identical ideological foundations for these two processes 

have resulted in the striking parallel between them. When a set of ideas is adopted by a large number 

of those in power, the structure of the world changes to reflect those ideas.  

                                                           
7 Brien and Williams, Global Political Economy, p. 27. 
8 Potter, Geographies of Development, pp. 47-61. 
9 Potter, Geographies of Development, p. 63. 
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 While traditional views of international political economy, perhaps especially when applied 

to international trade, do not place much importance on ideas, critical theorists consider them 

paramount. Ideas have historically been seen as tools with which to analyze the world, but their 

ability to influence the world’s structure has often been underappreciated.10 As pre-eminent critical 

theorist Robert Cox stated, “Theory is always for someone and for some purpose.”11 It is apparent 

that a neoliberal, profit-centred understanding of the world has resulted in a neoliberal, profit-

centred world. 

The post-World War Two struggle for global influence between the Soviet Union and the 

United States ended with the latter as the victor; many view this as a victory of capitalism over 

communism. Even in the West, different forms of capitalism – for instance, Keynesianism and 

neoliberalism – struggled for domination. After the collapse of the Bretton-Woods system, 

Keynesianism fell out of favour as it was perceived to artificially restrict the markets. Thus, we can 

see that free-market capitalism is often seen as the only viable economic system. From the 1970s to 

the 1990s, the US treasury, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, operating under 

the Washington Consensus, spread this idea around the world. It has therefore played a 

predominant role in the foreign policy of many states and in the development of globalization. 

 The apparent global dominance of American capitalist ideology over the past forty years has 

inspired many critical theorists to examine in depth the concept of hegemony. The traditional realist 

view of hegemony is that those states with the most military power will get their way through means 

of coercion. In the context of the Cold War arms race, this conceptualization was perhaps intuitive. 

However, the idea that the country with the biggest military will always get its way is overly 

simplistic at best. In 2012, Richard Saull published his theorization of American hegemony, 

combining neo-Gramscian views with a structuralist approach to the uneven nature of capitalistic 

development.12 As Saull summarizes: 

This suggests that the specificity of hegemony, as a form of international order, is more than 

just a calculation of a state’s material power and economic dynamism. It is not enough, then, to 

assume that the surpassing—by China in the next decade or so—of the GDP of the United States is 

an indication of hegemonic transition, because the social order of hegemony, as stressed by neo-

Gramscian writers, rests on a consensual acceptance of socioeconomic and political hierarchy 

through a network of social, ideational, cultural, and institutional means (Cox 1987; Gill and Law 

                                                           
10 Brien and Williams, Global Political Economy, p. 375. 
11 Cox “Social forces, states and world orders” p. 128. 
12 Saull, “Rethinking Hegemony”, p. 327. 
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1989; Gill 1995, 2003; Rupert 1995; Robinson 2004; Morton 2007) that are particularly associated 

with liberal-democratic forms of governance.13 

In the neo-Gramscian view, American hegemony is due to the head-start of a “historical 

bloc” of middle- and upper-class Americans who were united in their commitment to certain ideals. 

Saull’s insight is that as the historical bloc engaged with people from other countries, these ideas 

began to spread around the world and became entrenched in institutions like the United Nations, 

the Bretton-Woods institutions, and eventually, other states’ political institutions. Saull describes 

how, when faced with a series of crises that could potentially threaten its dominance, the United 

States instituted reforms and structural changes that further entrenched its hegemony.14 

It is perhaps prudent to note here that use of the term “American hegemony” should not be 

taken to suggest that the United States is the sole beneficiary of the structure of today’s international 

political economy. Many other countries in the Global North also accrue economic and political 

benefit from this structure. However, its origins are distinctly American in nature, and the United 

States retains dominating influence in the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the 

World Bank, the World Trade Organization, and other institutions that reinforce the world’s 

hegemonic structure. Thus, while other states undertake actions and policies that benefit themselves, 

they also serve to strengthen the dominance of the United States. 

 

The Global Division of Labour 

Having established the hegemonic nature of American policy, we can now examine how it 

affects international trade. As stated above, international trade has long played an important role in 

the global economy. Yet only in the last half century have we seen the emergence of a global 

division of labour. As a result of structural and policy changes in the global economy, transnational 

corporations (TNCs) have increasingly been diverting production of goods to the Global South to 

take advantage of lower wages and less stringent labour laws while maintaining headquarters and 

research centres in the Global North. Initially an almost exclusively American phenomenon, the 

global division of labour has been accelerated by the increased participation of TNCs based in 

Europe and Japan.15 

From a theoretical perspective, the global division of labour can be viewed as a specialization 

of production. The South has an abundance of cheap labour, and so has a comparative advantage in 

                                                           
13 Ibid., p. 328. 
14 Ibid., pp. 329-330. 
15 Brien and Williams, Global Political Economy, p. 194. 
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labour-intensive manufacturing processes. The North, meanwhile, has an abundance of skilled 

labour. It therefore has a comparative advantage in research and development. Taking advantage of 

these specializations is critical today, as technological advancement occurs at an unprecedented rate 

and products are often on the shelves only a few years before they become obsolete. The investment 

that companies must put into research has therefore increased as products’ life cycles decrease while 

manufacturing must occur at a similarly fast rate.16 Additionally, firms have discovered that 

producing in countries in which they sell results in lower costs. Consequentially, expanding 

production overseas results in expanded markets for their products allowing TNCs to recoup the 

costs of research and development.17 Thus, we can see that TNCs’ motivations for the global 

division of labour are relatively straightforward. This gives rise to two further questions. First, how 

did TNCs gain enough power to effect such a significant structural change? Second, what are the 

implications of the global division of labour? The answers to these questions make it clear that the 

global division of labour is a tool of American hegemony. 

It is only in the last thirty to forty years that TNCs have become major international actors, 

as they have shifted towards globalized production and strategy. At the same time, the world has 

seen TNCs take on the role as the primary producers of wealth. Traditional theorists will often point 

out that TNCs only have this power because states allow them to.18 However, as Susan Strange 

explains, this view is somewhat misguided: 

The state has authority to act by virtue of its role as gatekeeper to the territory. The 

legitimacy of its power to give or withhold access to its internal market, to its natural resources, to its 

labour and capital is acknowledged by other states. The only trouble is that, though legitimated, 

these are all negative powers. The gate can be barred, but when open, it is up to the TNCs, not the 

state to decide whether they should enter. Therein lies the rub. If there is too much restriction, too 

rigid regulation of the way they operate once they are inside the gate, then the foreign-owned firm 

(FOF) will stay away, or leave, or enter only in such a way as to minimize the risk.19 

 Strange goes on to offer another insight. Since the collapse of the Bretton-Woods system, 

states’ various capital markets have been integrated into one global market making it much quicker 

and cheaper for TNCs to transfer large amounts of money between states. This allows them to 

develop production centres in whatever country they please regardless of whether they can raise 

                                                           
16 Ibid. 
17 Strange, “Big Business and the State”, pp. 247-8. 
18 Ibid., p. 246. 
19 Ibid., pp. 246-7. 
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funds within that specific territory. These observations explain the global trend towards trade 

liberalization.20 Many states in the Global South have become convinced that the only way to 

develop further is to relax restrictions on foreign corporations in the hopes of generating income. It 

is obvious that the economic nationalist/realist perspective of states as the only significant units in 

the international political economy is woefully outdated. Critical theory provides two major insights 

that help to explain why the global division of labour serves the interests of the North. First, the 

structure of the international political economy ties the hands of both  TNCs and developing 

countries, forcing them to rely on each other when they otherwise might not.21 Second, the global 

economy is a zero-sum game: the gains of one country necessitate the losses of another. As an 

examination of global investment patterns will make clear, this dependence tethers the Global South 

to the Global North to the clear advantage of the latter. 

 

Foreign Direct Investment 

 It is important to note that while foreign direct investment (FDI) to developing countries 

has continued to grow, for the past 20 years the growth in FDI to developed countries has outpaced 

it. In 2005, only 25% of global FDI was to developing countries, and in 2000, the 49 least developed 

countries received only 0.3% of FDI inflows. Additionally, the past few decades have seen a 

geographical consolidation of TNCs – the vast majority of TNCs are based in Europe, the United 

States, and Japan. Of those that are headquartered in “developing” countries, almost all are from 

China, Hong Kong, South Korea, and Singapore. In fact, 90% of outward-flowing FDI originates 

from just 15 countries, and 80% of global manufacturing and service production takes place in 

another 15 countries.22  

As the goal of TNCs is to generate profit for themselves, and as most TNCs are 

concentrated in a small fraction of the world’s countries, there is a clear geographical bias in the 

structure of the international political economy. Developing countries cannot expect TNCs to make 

decisions for the wellbeing of their populations; rather, they make decisions for the wellbeing of 

their owners. Thus, even if FDI was proven to result in a higher standard of living, many of the 

world’s countries – including almost the entire continent of Africa – would be marginalized.23 

                                                           
20 Ibid., p. 248. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Potter, Geographies of Development, pp. 150-155. 
23 Ibid. 
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 However, it is far from clear that FDI does benefit recipient countries. The traditional view 

proposes several vectors via which FDI theoretically increases the welfare of its host countries. 

Analysts speak of FDI in terms of both horizontal integration whereby firms create local branches in 

other countries, and vertical integration which is in effect the global division of labour. The implicit 

assumption is that even if vertical integration harms countries’ welfare, horizontal integration can 

still be beneficial. In fact, Moxnes, et al. find that horizontal integration by necessity entails vertical 

integration.24 In any case, both types of FDI are predicted to result in job creation, capital formation, 

increased demand for inputs from local industry, spillover effects as TNCs import new technologies 

to the region, and increased competition in the host country. In fact, what little research has actually 

been done on these effects has been conflicting.25  

 The assumption that trade is mutually beneficial presumes a two-way flow of FDI, but 

JaeBin Ahn, a doctoral candidate at Columbia University, found that when FDI is asymmetric, it 

benefits source countries at the expense of hosts. In the short run, Ahn finds that the entry of 

foreign firms to a host market causes unproductive local firms to exit the market. This is basic 

economic theory. In the long run, though, foreign forms force more and more local firms out of the 

market and develop such an advantage as to discourage any new entrants. The result is an oligopoly, 

or even a monopoly, meaning the host country pays higher prices. Furthermore, the host country 

bears the cost of transportation, while the source country does not. Ahn therefore proposes that 

trade liberalization results in reduced welfare for host countries. The opposite effect occurs for 

source countries, which gain the advantages of the reduced price of production without bearing the 

additional costs.26 

Indeed, Moxnes, et al. provide empirical evidence to support this conclusion, as affiliate 

companies bear 90% of the costs of intra-firm trade. Furthermore, while shutting down 

multinational production severely affects employment domestically, it has only minor effects in 

foreign countries.27 This supports the proposition that the gains of transnational corporations are 

primarily felt in the Global North. 

As has been clearly illustrated above, the global division of labour has seen a shift wherein 

TNCs take advantage of the surplus of unskilled labour in the South to produce goods designed in 

the North. In addition to their home markets, firms can then sell these products in local markets 

                                                           
24 Irarrazabal, Moxnes, and Opromolla, “The Margins of Multinational Production”, p. 3. 
25 Ahn, “Three Essays”, p. 66. 
26 Ibid., p. 68. 
27 Irarrazabal, Moxnes, and Opromolla, “The Margins of Multinational Production”, p. 3. 
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with lower costs but at a higher price. The opposite process – TNCs based in the South investing 

and producing in the North – does not occur. This feature of the international political economy 

means that for the past 30 years, the increased standards of living of the world’s rich – a category to 

which almost all citizens of the North belong – has come at the expense of the poor.  

 

Primary Industry 

 While the above discussion makes heavy reference to secondary industry, the hegemonic 

structure described therein applies just as much to resource extraction as it does to manufacturing. 

Richard Auty is often credited with the discovery of the “resource curse” a pattern whereby 

resource-rich countries often experience less growth than resource-poor countries.28 As Kolstad and 

Wiig describe, the major cause for this is the structure of governmental institutions.29 They identify 

two patterns of national political economy, both of which are discussed below. 

 The first type of state they identify is ones with a centralized political economy. As they 

state: 

Centralized political economy models of the resource curse centre on the decisions of 

politicians governing resource rich economies. The decision analyzed is the allocation of resources 

between activities of self-enrichment, and activities that increase the productive potential of the 

economy. According to Caselli and Cunningham (2007), an increase in natural resource rents has 

two types of effects in these kinds of models: (i) it increases the value of staying in power since this 

means controlling greater rents and (ii) it increases the likelihood that others will challenge the 

government for power.30 

 Both points have, in the authors’ words, ambiguous effect. As they explain, the revenues 

from resource extraction could provide greater incentive to stay in power, or they could lead to an 

increased level of long-term planning and therefore better returns on investment. Likewise, the 

increased competition for power could lead to instability, or it could lead to the government creating 

alternative opportunities in the private sector to placate their opponents. Kolstad and Wiig argue 

that the presence or absence of democracy in a country tends to dictate whether the effect is positive 

or negative respectively.31  

                                                           
28 Potter, Geographies of Development, p. 243. 
29 Kolstad and Wiig, “It’s the Rents, Stupid!” p. 2. 
30 Kolstad and Wiig, “It’s the Rents, Stupid!” p. 2., Caselli and Cunningham 2007 
31 Kolstad and Wiig, “It’s the Rents, Stupid!” p. 3. 
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 The second type of state Kolstad and Wiig observe are states in which bureaucracy remains 

predominant. In these cases, the quality of the institutions in the state, measured by factors such as 

the rule of law and corruption levels, plays the primary role in determining whether resource 

extraction yields a net gain for the country.32 In other words, no matter the structure of the state, the 

level of democratization when resource extraction begins is critical to its future development. As 

Samarasinghe notes, there is a strong correlation between democracy and development.33 With this 

in mind, we can see that TNC investment in resource extraction in the Global South impedes its 

further development. In theory, TNCs could deliberately change this pattern by waiting to invest 

until after development had occurred via other means. However, it comes as no surprise that TNCs 

do not wait: given the current structure of the global political economy, it is in their individual best 

interests to pursue available investment opportunities immediately, before others reap the profits. 

 

Conclusion 

 Though the majority of academics believe that trade mutually benefits all parties, deeper 

analysis reveals that in fact, it heavily favours the Global North. Interpretations of the international 

political economy founded on comparative advantage and mutual consent ignore the reality that the 

structure of the modern world has been created by and for the North. While states in the South feel 

compelled to participate out of a fear that they will otherwise fall behind in globalization, in actuality, 

participation can lead to stagnation or even recession. 

The structure of the international political economy is very much one of neocolonial 

American hegemony. While actions taken within this system are perpetrated by a variety of powerful 

actors, they still reinforce American transnational corporations, American ideals, and American 

profits. The geographical bias in foreign direct investment results in cheaper goods for the Global 

North, increased prices in the Global South, and prevents Southern states from breaking free of the 

structure and becoming independent. Concurrently, the global division of labour concentrates 

human capital in the North and incentivizes the South to continue supplying unskilled labour, 

disadvantaging them even further. In particular, the actions of Northern transnational corporations 

in Southern countries have combined with the pre-existing post-World War Two American 

hegemony to create a structure that reinforces the divide between the advantaged and disadvantaged 

countries of the world. 

                                                           
32 Ibid., p. 4. 
33 Samarasinghe , “Democracy and Democratization”, p. 14. 
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Ominously, this system seems self-reinforcing; as the geographical patterns of transnational 

corporations show, wealth begets wealth. The exploitation of unskilled labour at low cost prevents 

the development and democratization of those countries that need it most. Short of a concentrated 

global effort by the South to challenge the assumptions and institutions upon which American 

neocolonialism is founded, the hegemonic structure of the international political economy will self-

perpetuate for decades or even centuries. Developing countries must realize that the current system 

is optional, and that with coordinated agreements and intra-South trade relationships, they can forge 

a new global economy separate from the domineering influence of the United States. Meanwhile, the 

onus is on critical theorists to investigate the international political economy and to pressure their 

governments to slow or reverse the increasingly hegemonic trend. Without a radical, deliberate 

change in both the ideological foundation and institutionalized structure of the international political 

economy, the Global South seems condemned to subservience to the North.
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City in Words 
Hermeneutic analysis of Plato’s Republic – interpreting the dialogue as a demonstration of 
‘dialectic’ 
Lukas Clark-Memler 
 
 
 
Abstract 

The standard interpretation of Plato’s influential Republic is that it represents the philosopher’s ideal 

political constitution; the Kallipolis is Plato’s ‘utopia.’ This interpretation has dominated Plato 

scholarship since Aristotle, yet it does not take into account the structural subtleties of the Republic. 

Examination of the dialogue finds the standard ‘literalist’ interpretation lacking on many levels. I 

propose a new interpretation of Plato’s Republic, based on the unity and ‘form’ of the dialogue as a 

whole. The purpose of this inquiry is manifold. By considering the flaws in ‘literalist’ interpretations 

of the Republic, I can defend Plato from allegations of totalitarianism. Through hermeneutic analysis 

of the Platonic corpus, I will show the importance of ‘action’ in the dialogues, and by considering 

the structural symmetry of the Republic, I can make the impressive claim that the dialogue itself is a 

concrete example of ‘dialectic.’ So understood, the Republic does not offer a blueprint for political 

reform, and should not be interpreted literally as representing Plato’s ideal state. Upon close reading, 

we find that Plato instead uses the various themes of the dialogue to demonstrate dialectic at work; as 

the text progresses, we witness the ascent of the Divided Line to the Good itself, and the 

subsequent attempt to use the Forms to impose order on the ‘sensible world.’ This interpretation 

takes heed of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s maxim that Plato’s “form and content are inseparable.” A 

new reading of the Republic that focuses on form, drama and structure can remedy two and half 

thousand years of misinterpretation. 
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"When he [Plato] was about to die, he saw in a dream that he had become a swan and was going 
from tree to tree, and in this manner he caused the greatest trouble for the bird-catchers. Simmias 
the Socratic judged that Plato would elude those after him who wished to interpret him. For the 
interpreters who attempt to hunt out what the ancients had in mind are similar to bird-catchers, but 
Plato is elusive because it is possible to hear and understand his words in many ways, both 
physically, and ethically, and theologically, and literally.” 

 –  Olympiodorus, Commentary on the First Alcibiades of Plato34 

 

"Nothing is accidental in a Platonic dialogue; everything is necessary at the place where it occurs.” 

–  Leo Strauss, The City and Man35 

 

 

       

Sir Thomas More begins his Utopia with an epigraph acknowledging the influence of Plato: "Plato's 

Republic now I claim, to match, or beat at its own game; for that was just a myth in prose.”36 More 

coined the term ‘utopia’ from the Greek ou (‘no’) and topos (‘place’): utopia is literally ‘no place.’ But 

the etymology of utopia is not so straightforward, for the homophonic Greek prefix eu (‘good’) can 

be equally applied to the word; More was a satirist and recognized the ambiguity of the term. Thus, 

the Western tradition of interpreting Plato’s Republic as a utopia is problematic.  

Should we consider the constitution of the Republic to be a blueprint for an ideal political state, or is 

it merely a ‘myth in prose,’ a ‘city in words.’37 

The orthodoxy holds that Plato’s political proposals in the Republic are sincere; this 

interpretation is strengthened by the clear designation of the Laws as a ‘second-best’38 constitution. 

However, this reading does not take into account the structural subtleties of the Republic and close 

examination of both dialogues finds the standard ‘literalist’ interpretation lacking on many levels. I 

propose a new interpretation of Plato’s Republic, based on the unity and ‘form’ of the dialogue as a 

whole. 

                                                           
34

 Olympiodorus was a 6
th

 century Neoplatonist who taught at the school of Alexandria. This passage appears 
in Book II, lines 156–162 of his Commentary on the First Alcibiades of Plato, translated by L.G. Westerink (emphasis 
added).   

35
 Page 60. 

36
 Thomas More, Utopia, vi (“Lines on the Island of Utopia”). 

37
 Plato regularly refers to the Kallipolis (city of the Republic) as a ‘city in words’ – Republic 369c, 592a; Laws 

739c. From the Greek ‘en logôi’ – best translated to ‘in words’ (though some versions of the Republic translate it to 
‘in theory’ or ‘in speech’). 

38
 Laws, 739a–e. 
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The purpose of this inquiry is manifold. By considering the flaws in ‘literalist’ interpretations 

of the Republic, I can defend Plato from allegations of totalitarianism. Through hermeneutic analysis 

of the Platonic corpus, I will show the importance of ‘action’ in the dialogues. And by considering 

the structural symmetry of the Republic, I can make the impressive claim that the dialogue itself is a 

concrete example of ‘dialectic.’39 So understood, the Republic does not offer a blueprint for political 

reform, and should not be interpreted literally as representing Plato’s ideal state.  

The task at hand is of no small importance. Considering the influence of Plato and his 

Republic on Western thought,40 the possibility of two thousand years of misinterpretation is indeed 

alarming. I must ensure that my argument is clear and comprehensive. Because of the inherently 

esoteric nature of such an inquiry, the potential for convolution is great; I proceed to outline the 

essay in appropriate detail. I will begin by discussing the totalitarian implications of the ‘literalist’ 

reading, highlighting the danger of misinterpretation. I will then analyze the relationship between the 

Republic and the Laws, focusing on the oft-quoted ‘second-best’ passage of the latter. After showing 

that the Kallipolis is not Plato’s ideal constitution, I will begin to develop a new interpretation of the 

Republic, based largely on the structure and form of the dialogue. The second section of the essay 

considers the ‘action’ of the dialogue; I contend that the central theme of the Republic is exemplified 

by the actions of its characters.41 The third and final section of this inquiry concentrates on the 

structural symmetry, or ‘form’ of the Republic. Upon close reading, we find that Plato uses the 

various topics of the dialogue to demonstrate dialectic at work; as the text progresses, we witness the 

ascent of the Divided Line to the Good itself, and the subsequent attempt to use the Forms to 

impose order on the ‘sensible world.’ This interpretation takes heed of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s 

maxim that Plato’s “form and content are inseparable.”42 And it respects Plato’s great premeditation 

in composing the dialogue.43 

                                                           
39

 ‘Dialectic’ is the ultimate philosophical activity that leads the capable student to an ineffable vision of the 
Forms. While Socrates regularly mentions the power of dialectic, he does not offer any comprehensive guide to the 
method of dialectical inquiry. In Book VII of the Republic, Socrates describes dialectic: “whenever someone tries 
through argument and apart from all sense perceptions to find the being itself of each thing and doesn’t give up 
until he grasps the good itself with understanding itself… dialectic is the only inquiry that travels this road, doing 
away with hypotheses and proceeding to the first principle itself” (532a–533e).  

40
 “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of 

footnotes to Plato” – Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, 39. 
41

 A survey of the Platonic corpus finds that this ‘self-referential’ nature is common – I will use the Meno as an 
example of the dialogue ‘acting’ on its characters.  

42
 Julia Lamm, "The art of interpreting Plato," 103. At this point, I should acknowledge the range of renowned 

Plato scholars that this interpretation is influenced by. Schleimacher’s insistence to view Plato as both an ‘artist 
and a philosopher’ greatly enhanced my perspective. Strauss’ hermeneutic techniques were of much use in this 
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I 

A literal interpretation of the Republic naturally leads to accusations of totalitarianism. The absolute 

rule of the philosopher-kings and the ‘noble lie’ have lead philosophers like Richard Crossman to 

claim that the Republic is, “the most savage and the most profound attack upon liberal ideas which 

history can show."44 Indeed the rigid autocracy and propagandistic indoctrination of the Republic 

were echoed in the dictatorial regimes of Hitler and Stalin.45 Karl Popper, too, is critical of Plato: "I 

believe that Plato's political program, far from being morally superior to totalitarianism, is 

fundamentally identical with it."46 Yet neither Popper nor Crossman consider the fact that the 

political proposals of the Republic are insincere and should not be taken literally.  

Before I can discuss my interpretation of the Republic, I must dispel the belief that the 

Kallipolis is Plato’s ideal political constitution. Many scholars see the Laws as representing a revised, 

more practical manifestation of the Republic’s ‘utopia,’ and that Plato’s “faith in enlightened 

absolutism” waned in the years between the composition of the two dialogues.47 This school of 

thought contends that Plato abandoned the Kallipolis in favour of Magnesia:48 the more refined, 

albeit pessimistic, constitution of the Laws. To explain the doctrinal development, scholars point to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
inquiry. As was the work of translators Allan Bloom and James Adam, who both rejected the notion that the 
Republic is a sincere political treatise. Robert Brumbaugh and Drew Hyland’s unique views on Plato were also 
significant to the development of my interpretation. 

43
 Ibid., 73. Further evidence that supports the view that Plato’s composition of the Republic was exhaustively 

premeditated and deliberate, comes from Dionysius of Halicarnassus. In his On Literary Composition he notes that, 
“Doubtless the stories about the man's love of labor are familiar to every lover of speeches, especially, among 
others, the one about the tablet which they say was discovered when he died, with the beginning of 
the Republic set down in manifold ways" – in William Roberts (ed.), On Literary Composition, 25. 

44
 Richard Crossman, Plato Today, 92. 

45
 Ibid., 9. Crossman deems the Republic a “handbook for aspiring dictators." 

46
 Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, 84. Bertrand Russell approved of Popper’s criticism of Plato, 

writing in an introduction to Popper’s text that the "attack on Plato, while unorthodox, is in my opinion thoroughly 
justified." Russell is also critical of Plato – in his magnum opus History of Western Philosophy, he aims to treat Plato 
"with as little reverence as if he were a contemporary English or American advocate of totalitarianism" (109). Yet 
we should be reluctant to take Russell’s criticism seriously, for he also attacks Plato on theistic grounds (he uses 
the Benjamin Jowett translation that inaccurately refers to God); since we now know that Jowett was mistaken in 
his translation – nowhere in the text does Plato mention a god – Russell’s critique is misguided.  

47
 Gregory Vlastos, Platonic Studies, 216. 

48
 Magnesia is the name that Plato gives to the constitution discussed in the Laws – in the dialogue, Magnesia 

is to be established in an abandoned part of Crete. 
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the downfall of Sparta,49 as well as Plato’s failure at Syracuse in educating Dionysius II. This 

interpretation is attractive, since Plato’s ostensible political maturity matches the chronological order 

of his political dialogues. The Republic comes first, as the optimistic, idealistic utopia, where a young 

Plato builds a transcendental society from the ground up, relying only on the Forms. This is 

followed by the Statesman, which gives the idealistic principles of the Kallipolis a practical dimension; 

and finally, the Laws, a comprehensive guide to legislation in the ideal society, where divine 

philosophising is eschewed for practical policy. However, the problem with this interpretation is that 

it presupposes the Republic to be a sincere political model; this is a position that must be challenged.   

The obvious refutation of the ‘literalist’ interpretation is that the constitution of the Republic 

is too politically naïve to be taken seriously; for to “suppose that Plato ever thought that the Republic 

was attainable would be to suppose him capable not merely of optimism or idealism but of sheer 

political naïveté.”50 However, the problem with an ‘insincere’ reading of the Republic – allowing that 

Platonic irony leads to a non-literal interpretation – is that the Laws explicitly discusses only the 

‘second-best’ state: “The state which we have now in hand [Magnesia], when created… takes the 

second place.”51 This leads the ‘literalist’ school to claim that the Kallipolis is Plato’s ideal society and 

Magnesia is simply the closest any human could come to replicating the perfect model. Analysis of 

the aforesaid passage reveals the error in this judgement. 

The Athenian Stranger52 describes in detail that the best state will be one of absolute 

communism: property, family, and honour will be shared by all citizens.53 To conclude from this 

                                                           
49

 In 371 BCE, Sparta was defeated by Thebes at the Battle of Leuctra, ending Spartan supremacy in Ancient 
Greece. Because Plato was influenced by Laconian society, the decline of Sparta may have led him to revise the 
Republic.  

50
 Trevor Saunders, The Laws, 28. 

51
 Laws, 739e. 

52
 The fact that it is an ‘Athenian Stranger’ and not Socrates that dominates the Laws is a significant point, and 

strengthens the argument that the Republic is not a sincere political dialogue. Many scholars, including Aristotle, 
simply consider the Athenian to be an incarnation of Socrates, but this is false reasoning. Strauss examines this 
situation: “The emphatically political character of the Laws would seem to explain why that work is the only 
Platonic dialogue in which Socrates does not participate, for Socrates was prevented by his daimonion ['voice of 
the daimon'] from engaging in political activity” (The Argument and the Action of Plato’s Laws, 1). In the Apology 
(31c–32a) Socrates describes his daimon as an inner voice that alerts him when he is making a bad decision: “It is a 
voice, and whenever it speaks it turns me away from something I am about to do.” If the Republic was a political 
dialogue, then it follows that Socrates’ daimon would have prevented him from participating in the discussion. We 
should not underestimate the importance of character in the Platonic dialogues. Scholars who believe that the 
Athenian Stranger is Socrates, point to the passage in Plato’s Crito, where Socrates alludes to the fact that Crete is 
the one place he would go if he were to escape from his cell (the Laws takes place in Crete). 

53
 The best state is one where, “there is observed as carefully as possible throughout the whole State the old 

saying
 
that ‘friends have all things really in common’… In which there is community of wives, children, and all 
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statement that Plato endorses the constitution of the Kallipolis is to misinterpret the Athenian’s 

words. In the Republic, Plato restricts communism to the guardians (philosopher-kings and 

auxiliaries); he allows the ‘third class’ of merchants and producers to have private property. Sir 

Ernest Barker considers the Kallipolis to be only “half communism.”54 The ideal constitution 

presented in the Laws is ‘full communism,’ in which all citizens share everything. Plato scholar 

Christopher Bobonich discusses this distinction:  

The Laws passage presents as the ‘first‐best’ city, not that of the Republic, but one in 

which there is, throughout the entire city, a community of property and of women 

and children. So the claim that the city sketched in the Laws is second-best does not 

suggest that the Republic still represents Plato's ideal political arrangement. What the 

Laws represents as the ideal… is a city in which all citizens are subject to the same 

extremely high ethical demands.55 

Advocates of the ‘literalist’ interpretation can no longer use the Laws as evidence that the 

Republic is a sincere constitutional model. Comparative analysis of the two dialogues shows that Plato 

instead believed absolute communism to be the ultimate political ideal; the ‘second-best’ constitution 

of the Laws is his “practical utopia.”56 I can now comfortably reject readings that hold the Laws to be 

an expression of “senescent disenchantment” or “senile aberration” or that it is “the outcome of a 

change in Plato's views about human nature.”57 Only when Plato’s Kallipolis is considered to be a 

sincere political model does it follow that his political theory changed as he aged.  

But if the Republic is not a blueprint for an ideal society, then what is it about?58 This section 

of the essay has been largely elenchic. In the spirit of Socrates, I have revealed the flaws in common 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
chattels, and all that is called ‘private’ is everywhere and by every means rooted out of our life, and so far as 
possible it is contrived that even things naturally ‘private’ have become in a way ‘communized’… No one will ever 
lay down another definition that is truer or better than these conditions” (Laws, 739b–d). See Sir Ernest Barker’s 
Greek Political Theory, 370, for an in-depth discussion on the ‘three grades of constitutions’ – the best is that of 
absolute communism, the second-best is Magnesia, and the third best involves all actual constitutions that are 
closest in kind to Magnesia. The Kallipolis is not even on the list.   

54
 Ibid. Also see footnote 1 to pages 370–371.   

55
 Plato’s Utopia Recast, 11–12 (emphasis added). 

56
 Kenneth Moore, Plato, Politics and a Practical Utopia, 82.  

57
 Leo Strauss, The Argument and the Action of Plato’s Laws, vii; Eric Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, 216; 

Trevor Saunders, The Laws, 545. 
58

 There are a myriad of ‘positive’ interpretations of the Republic that do not involve a sincere political 
constitution. Many consider the dialogue to simply be an exaggerated, shocking statement; a catalyst for political 
discussion. The Roman philosopher Cicero would subscribe to this reading: "Plato has given us a description of a 
city, rather to be desired than expected; and he has made out not such a one as can really exist, but one in which 
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interpretations of the Republic; in doing so, I have forced the ‘literalist’ to renounce her belief and the 

conceit of knowledge. In the next two sections of the essay, I will develop a new interpretation 

based on the structure and ‘form’ of the dialogue: starting with the ‘action’ thesis, and concluding 

with a discussion of dialectic. 

 

II 

There is a tendency in contemporary Plato scholarship to see the dialogue form as a hindrance to 

philosophical clarity. But to isolate the doctrine from the dialogue is to underestimate the 

importance of ‘form’ in Plato’s writing; such an act ignores the great premeditation of Plato’s 

composition. We should acknowledge Schleiermacher’s insight that in the Platonic dialogue each 

sentence can only be correctly understood in its place.59 Hegel’s claim, that scholars must “separate 

the form… in which Plato has propounded his ideas… from philosophy as such in him,”60 

represents the modern error of anachronistic interpretation. Leo Strauss abjures this variety of 

analysis and recognizes the “logographic necessity of every part.”61 In The City and Man, Strauss 

outlines his hermeneutic principle: 

One cannot understand Plato’s teaching as he meant it if one does not know what 

the Platonic dialogue is. One cannot separate the understanding of Plato’s teaching 

from the understanding of the form in which it is presented. One must pay as much 

attention to the how as to the what… one must even pay greater attention to the 

‘form’ than to the 'substance,' since the meaning of the ‘substance’ depends on the 

'form.'62 

 In light of this assertion, I will consider the ‘action’ of the dialogues and how it contributes 

to the overall meaning. Close examination of the Platonic corpus reveals that the characters of the 

dialogues exemplify the abstract themes that they discuss. In this way, the dialogues are 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
the principles of political affairs may be discerned" (De re publica, Book II, Chapter XXX). The French philosopher 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau considered the Republic to be a text on educational reform – in Emile he writes: “Do you 
want to get an idea of public education? Read Plato’s Republic. It is not at all a political work, as think those who 
judge books only by their titles. It is the most beautiful educational treatise ever written” (Emile, 40).  

59
 James Rhodes, Eros, Wisdom, and Silence: Plato's Erotic Dialogues, 73.  

60
 Ibid. 

61
 Strauss, The City and Man, 52.  

62
 Ibid. Strauss’ hermeneutics are essential in understanding Plato, and we can ignore his obscurantism 

without affecting our interpretation.  
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fundamentally reflexive and self-referential. The Straussian distinction between ‘speech’ and ‘deed’ 

clarifies this aspect of the dialogue form. The speech of the characters is analogous to the 

‘substance’ of the dialogue (the various Platonic doctrines), but the ‘deeds’ involve the traits of the 

participants, the manners in which their conversations arise, and the development of character.63 

 An example of this relation will make this thesis clear. In Plato’s Meno, the eponymous 

interlocutor demands an answer to the question, ‘can virtue be taught?’ Socrates considers the 

various positions of the argument – the Gorgian method of didactic instruction,64 or the virtuous 

man teaching by example – but ultimately ends up in aporia.65 Meno is an excellent example of 

Socratic elenchus at work, but ‘Meno’s Paradox’66 remains unsolved at the finish. While the substance 

of the dialogue results in no clear conclusion, the form and action of the dialogue shed light on the 

central theme; while Plato does not define virtue, he shows us virtue.  

Over the course of the dialogue we witness the transformation of Meno from irritable and 

rude, to calm, wise and indeed virtuous. At the outset, Meno rashly accuses Socrates of intentional 

deception,67 and interrupts him with frustrated comments; there is little harmony in the 

conversation. However, towards the end of the dialogue, after Socrates’ experiment with Meno’s 

slave, there is a clear shift in attitude. Meno improves in courtesy, wisdom and temperance; he 

becomes more agreeable and is better able to follow the discussion. From the action of the dialogue 

we learn that there is at least one way of teaching virtue: Socratic inquiry. The drama, characters and 

form of Meno answer the central question, while the substance (the ‘doctrine’) is inconclusive. Such 

is the power of the Platonic dialogue. 

This is the first important aspect of my interpretation of the Republic: the dialogue itself ‘acts’ 

on the characters; there is an intrinsic relation of action and theme.  For an obvious example of this 

effect, consider Socrates’ ‘taming’ of Thrasymachus in Book I. We are introduced to Thrasymachus 

the Sophist by way of metaphor: “He coiled himself up like a wild beast about to spring, and he 
                                                           

63
 Strauss, The City and Man, 58–61. 

64
 This is the standard Sophist position of pragmatism – ‘virtue’ can be taught, if virtue is understood as the 

practical means of ‘getting ahead in life.’ 
65

 Aporia is a situation typical in the Platonic dialogues, where Socrates objects to all definitions but fails to 
offer one himself. It is a ‘negative’ position where elenchic deconstruction results only in confusion.  

66
 "Man cannot search either for what he knows or for what he does not know… He cannot search for what he 

knows – since he knows it, there is no need to search – nor for what he does not know, for he does not know what 
to look for” (Meno, 80e). 

67
 “O Socrates… you are casting your spells over me, and I am simply getting bewitched and enchanted, and 

am at my wits' end… And I think that you are very wise in not voyaging and going away from home, for if you did… 
you would be cast into prison as a magician” (Meno, 80a–c).  
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hurled himself at us as if to tear us to pieces.”68 Thrasymachus forcibly enters the discussion and 

demands a definition of justice from Socrates (much like Meno). And while no conclusion is reached 

by the end of the first book, the temperament of Thrasymachus has softened.69 His brief character 

arc is itself a model of justice. Through engaging in philosophical discussion, Thrasymachus 

becomes more reasonable and restrained.70 The ‘wild beast’ is tamed by justice in action. Strauss 

writes that, “the first book surely does not teach what justice is, and yet by presenting Socrates' 

taming of Thrasymachus as an act of justice, it lets us see justice."71 

Similar results hold for the other characters of the Republic. While we are explicitly informed 

that the ‘city is the soul writ large,’72 and that there is an isomorphism of city and soul, we can 

implicitly identify the three principal characters with the sections of the tripartite soul. Socrates is 

unequivocally wisdom embodied. Glaucon – ambitious, competitive and musical73 – represents the 

‘spirited’ part of the soul: he has all the personality traits characteristic of ‘thumos.’ Glaucon is capable 

of abstract and theoretical discourse; it is he who discusses the Divided Line with Socrates in Book 

VI, and the cave and Forms in Book VII. Adeimantus can then be identified with the ‘appetitive’ 

section of the soul. He is concerned with empirical observations and concrete proof; he discusses 

the degeneration of the aristocrat to the tyrant and the problems of poetry.74 

In the first half of the text (roughly, Books I–VI), there is a tension between the three 

characters. Glaucon derides Adeimantus and objects to much of what Socrates says. Adeimantus 

regularly interrupts to voice his dissatisfaction with the abstract nature of the discussion. But after 

the Divided Line and cave are explored, harmony descends on the trio. Humor takes the place of 
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 Republic, 336b.  
69

 To those that claim Thrasymachus has merely lost interest in the discussion and has given up on Socrates, I 
would point out that the transformation from angry abuse to apathetic calm is itself an impressive act of justice. 
Most modern prisons would consider such a transformation to indicate the success of the ‘justice system.’ 

70
 At the end of Book I, Socrates thanks Thrasymachus for becoming more ‘gentle’ and ceasing harassment 

(Republic, 354a–c).  
71

 Strauss, The City and Man, 138 (emphasis added).  
72

 Republic, 368d–369b.  
73

 In Book III of the Republic, when the discussion turns to music, Adeimantus departs, and Glaucon is left to 
consider the intricacies of “words, harmonic mode, and rhythm.” When Glaucon asks which harmonies are 
‘expressive of sorrow,’ Socrates answers, “You tell me, since you’re musical” (398d–e). In Book VIII, Adeimantus 
claims that the timocratic man would be “very like Glaucon... as far as the love of victory is concerned,” to which 
Socrates responds, “He’d [the timocratic man] be more obstinate and less well trained in music and poetry” (548d–
e).  

74
 Consider the fact that Adeimantus is satisfied with the ‘city of pigs’ and agrees that economic interests are 

the most important. The dialogue might have stopped there had Glaucon not interrupted with the desire to create 
a ‘luxurious city’ (372a–373a): “It seems that you make your people feast without any delicacies… If you were 
founding a city for pigs… wouldn’t you fatten them on the dame diet?” (Republic, 372c–d).  
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discord; the interlocutors no longer interrupt, Socrates no longer condescends. The three laugh 

together, and this transformation – from heated debate to amiable conversation – personifies the 

correct alignment of the tripartite soul (Socrates’ definition of justice from Book IV). While 

Socrates’ definition of justice makes use of a metaphorical city, Plato uses his characters to exemplify 

justice in the soul. The form of the dialogue and dramatic development are essential in interpreting 

the Republic accurately. Plato constructed a ‘city in words’ but the reader need only consider the 

character relations to see justice in action. 

  

III 

So much, so good, but the ‘action’ thesis does not explain why the Kallipolis dominates the dialogue, 

nor does it address the structural abnormalities of the text. I now move on to the second tenet of 

my interpretation: that the aesthetic symmetry of the Republic highlights the art of dialectic, and that 

instead of simply acting on the characters, the Republic ‘acts on’ the reader. In her popular work of 

Plato scholarship, Platonic Ethics, Old and New, Julia Annas questions why Plato wrote Books VIII 

through X, since the ‘ideal’ constitution has already been described, and justice in the soul and state 

identified, by Book VII.75 

 The ‘literalist’ would indeed see the second half of the Republic as unnecessary and repetitive, 

and she would happily stop reading after the education of the philosopher-kings is adumbrated at 

the end of Book VII. In fact, the latter half of the dialogue is key to understanding the overall 

meaning. Reflection on the discussion topics of each book of the dialogue, and consideration of the 

themes synoptically, reveals a distinct aesthetic symmetry. At first this seems strange and erratic, and 

raises many questions: for instance, why does Plato abruptly return to poetry in Book X? While 

some translators, so unimpressed by the seemingly random digression, abandon conventional 

division of the books and opt for their own, more ‘logical’ order; we must remember that with Plato, 

“nothing is accidental.”76 

 The dialogue begins with a descent (“I went down to the Piraeus”), and finishes with one 

too (Er’s descent to the underworld). This is the first instance of symmetry, and the ‘descents’ of the 
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 Julia Annas, Platonic Ethics, Old and New; Rachana Kamtekar, “Review of Platonic Ethics,  
Old and New.”  

76
 Strauss, The City and Man, 60. The passage continues, “Everything which would be accidental outside of the 

dialogue becomes meaningful within the dialogue." 
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Republic characterize the structural pattern of the dialogue. The discussion then turns towards the 

topic of poetry and its role in the education of the guardians. But midway through the exchange 

Socrates claims that he “cannot settle the matter at present,”77 and so the subject of poetry is 

postponed until the beginning of Book X. In Book IV, the tripartite soul is introduced and justice in 

the soul is defined. Once again, the same topic returns in Book IX with the haunting metaphor of 

the ‘many-headed beast.’78 Book V is wholly concerned with detailing the constitution of the 

Kallipolis,79 while in Book VIII, Socrates considers the degeneration of the state.  

 This structural pattern is certainly unusual: the introduction of a theme in the first half is 

balanced by a return to the same theme in the final half.80 Why is there this thematic duplication that 

repeats topics in reversed order? We should note that the two treatments of the topics are not the 

same; by identifying the difference, we can begin to recognize the meaning and significance of the 

symmetry. 

 The first half of the dialogue is characterized by ascent:81 definitions are given, the state is 

erected, the discussion rises from ‘Becoming’ to ‘Being’; from the World of Appearances to the 

World of the Forms. In Books I-VII we may recognize an isomorphism between the levels of 

discussion and the stages of the Divided Line.82 

The latter half of the dialogue has the distinct feel of descent: the decay of the Kallipolis to 

the rule of tyranny, the fall of the ‘just’ man. The discerning reader should now ask the obvious 

question: which theme acts as the axis of symmetry? And such a reader should already know the 

answer, for the peak of the Republic’s ascension, the vertex of the Becoming-to-Being trajectory, the 
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 Republic, 392a 
78

 Ibid., 588c–589c 
79

 Note that Book V begins with an interruption from the long dormant Polemarchus. While Socrates begins to 
discuss the various kinds of constitutions (and corresponding souls), Polemarchus and Adeimantus demand that 
Socrates instead elaborate on the constitution of the Kallipolis. Socrates is once again pulled off track by the 
interlocutors; he returns to his original topic in Book VIII. Why are the interlocutors not ready to discuss the 
varieties of constitutions and souls? Because they have yet to fully grasp the abstract idea of the Kallipolis itself. 
They have yet to perceive the Good, and are not ready to incorporate concrete examples into the inquiry.  

80
 If we allocate numbers to the themes – justice is 1, poetry is 2, the soul is 3, and the state is 4 – we can 

clearly model the structural symmetry: 1–2–3–4–5–4–3–2–1. I have yet to discuss the axis of symmetry (the 

fifth topic), but the astute reader will be able to quickly identify it with the analogies of the Forms in Books VI and 
VII: the Sun, Divided Line, and Cave.  

81
 While I already acknowledged that the dialogue begins with a descent, it would in fact be more accurate to 

claim that it begins with an ascent. For Socrates begins his story after having already left Piraeus, and is walking 
back, up, to Athens when he is confronted by Polemarchus.  

82
 Robert Brumbaugh, Platonic Studies of Greek Philosophy, 34. 
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apotheosis of the inquiry, is the Good itself; a vision of the Forms marks the completion of the 

philosopher-king’s education.83  

 As we read the Republic and consider the structural symmetry, we witness the power of 

dialectic. The first five books of the dialogue represent the ascent of the Divided Line – from eikasia 

to noêsis84 – the discussion centers on abstract ideas, without reference to concrete phenomena; the 

basic templates of justice, the soul, and the state are identified. And then we reach the pinnacle of 

philosophical inquiry with a vision of the ineffable Good; like the philosopher-kings, we marvel at 

the majesty of the sun, blinded by the light. But after perceiving the Forms, we must descend back 

into the cave. A fact that is most often overlooked in Platonic epistemology is that the dialectical 

method is not completed once the Forms have been reached; that is only half the journey. For 

dialectic does not follow an upward sloping line, instead, it takes the shape of a parabola.85 In the 

words of classicist James Adam, "The dialectician's progress involves both an ascent and a 

descent."86 

 The second half of the Republic is thus most important, for now that the abstracted topics 

have been explored, the adequacy of the principles can be tested –  

empirically and existentially. The pure theorizing of Books I–VI is applied to the recalcitrant matter 

of the world in Books VIII–X. The Forms are the ordering principle of the sense world – they are 

what give shape and value to all material objects – but instead of merely describing this process, 

Plato shows it to us.  

 Consider the development of the Republic’s themes. The account of poetry changes from a 

meditation on meter and cadence, to the actual effect of mimēsis on the soul. The tripartite soul is 

first identified using the law of non-contradiction, and three corresponding character types are 

clearly defined – each perfectly fitted for a role in the ‘tripartite society’ of the Kallipolis. Compare 
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 "Quite literally, the Divided Line divides the dialogue, and what comes after it is illuminated by the vision of 
the intelligible world and its distinction from the sensible world” – John Bremar, “Some arithmetical patterns in 
Plato’s Republic,” 78. Note that the Good (through analogy) is the only theme that does not get the double 
treatment.  

84
 Republic, 509d–511e. The Divided Line, from bottom to top: eikasia (imagination), pistis (belief), dianoia 

(thought), noêsis (understanding).  
85

 More specifically, an upside-down parabola where the vertex is the Good, and the corresponding 
coordinates (sharing the same Y-axis values, but differing X-axis values) form the ascending and descending curves. 

86
 James Adam, The Republic of Plato, Edited with Critical Notes, Commentary and Appendices, Vol. II., 71. This 

passage is from Adam’s commentary on the Republic 511b: “Having grasped this principle [the Forms], it [dialectic] 
reverses itself and, keeping hold of what follows from it, comes down to a conclusion" (emphasis added).  
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this to the description of the man, lion and hydra fighting for attention in Book IX; the neat divide 

of the soul is no longer appropriate once applied to physical beings. The abstract templates inform 

the sensible phenomena, but must be adapted and molded to accommodate the complexities of 

human nature.  

 In sum, the symmetry of the Republic is key to understanding the dialectical process of 

inquiry. The treatment of themes in the first half is marked by pure rationalism, with the elimination 

of factors not relevant to the creation of generalized principles. This is reversed in the second half, 

where focus is given to empirical and existential application. So understood, the Republic depicts 

dialectic in action, with an actual application of the Forms to the sensible realm – introducing order to 

the world, and harmony to the soul. Thus, to “read it as a practical political proposal is to miss its 

point.”87 

 Because modern interpretation attempts to isolate a clear philosophical doctrine from the 

dialogue, the unity of the Republic as a whole has gone unappreciated; key aspects of the dialogue – 

the ‘action’ of the characters, drama, and dialectical process – have gone unnoticed. The Classical 

Greek audience would have been able to recognize the aesthetic symmetry of the text88 and 

appreciate the irony of the political proposals, though this temperament had largely dissipated by the 

Hellenistic period. Modern readers ignore the importance of form, which leads to profound 

misinterpretations; it is absurd to take one section of the text (Books IV–V, the description of the 

Kallipolis), out of context, as the literal meaning of the Republic. When the dialogue is examined as a 

whole, it is obvious that Plato’s ‘utopia’ is an "incomplete abstraction, not a prudential blueprint."89  

 The ‘literalist’ school cannot explain why Plato repeats themes, but they clutch to a concrete 

doctrine, separating the ‘philosophy’ from the drama, desperate to taxonomize.90 By focusing on 
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 Bradley Lewis, The Seventh Letter and Unity of Plato's Political Philosophy, 245. 
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 See Bremar, “Some arithmetical patterns in Plato’s Republic,” 78–82, for a discussion on the ‘Golden 
Section’ and the mathematical temperament of Ancient Greece. Also consider ‘Plato’s Number’ – a “perfect 
number” that “controls better and worse births” (Republic, 546a–e) – famous for its detailed and complex 
equation that controls the birthing cycle. This highlights Plato’s expectation of mathematical and aesthetic 
competency in the original audience of the dialogue.  

89
 Brumbaugh, Platonic Studies of Greek Philosophy, 36. Only when read alongside the constitutions of Book 

VIII does the construction of the Kallipolis have any meaning; a certain ‘holistic completeness’ is an integral feature 
of Platonic philosophy, to isolate one ‘part’ of the ‘whole’ is to lose the overall meaning. 

90
 It has become standard in modern philosophy to taxonomize doctrines according to very specific criteria. 

The obsession with categorisation began with Aristotle and his rigid identification system. The difference in 
method of Plato and Aristotle cannot be overstated – we may be reminded of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s assertion 
that, “Every man is born an Aristotelian or a Platonist. I do not think it possible that anyone born an Aristotelian 
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specific sections of the Republic, it is easy to consider the text to be pessimistic – with its emphasis on 

the inherent instability of justice in the city and soul, and the perpetual danger of moral 

degeneration. But by interpreting the complete dialogue to be a detailed account of dialectic, we find 

Plato at his most hopeful. We are treated to a rare glimpse of the Good, and come to understand 

that “there is order to be found when we use the light of the ideal to view the actual.”91 

 If my interpretation is correct, then Plato’s Republic should not be considered a work of 

political philosophy. The construction of the ‘city in words’ is simply a component of the dialectical 

inquiry; the political proposals themselves are of little importance to the overall meaning. Yet as an 

epistemological and metaphysical work, the Republic is the most important dialogue in the Platonic 

oeuvre, as it is the only account of dialectic in action. While other dialogues take an abstract theme up 

the Divided Line, only in his Republic does Plato use the Forms to impose order and harmony on the 

physical universe.  

 Due to the esotericism of hermeneutic analysis, the present inquiry may be insufficient in 

defending such a sweeping claim. But in developing a new interpretation of the Republic, I have 

honored the Platonic tradition by adding one more voice to a two and a half thousand year 

discussion; a discussion that began with a descent, and continues to progress towards the light.  

 

 

 

 

 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
can become a Platonist; and I am sure that no born Platonist can ever change into an Aristotelian. They are two 
classes of man, beside which it is next to impossible to conceive a third” (Specimens of the Table Talk of the Late 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 125).  

91
 Brumbaugh, “A New Interpretation of Plato’s Republic,” 668. 
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Social Democracy as a Response to Dialectical Materialism and as a Cure for 
Marxian Class Conflict  
Ryan C. Dau  
 
 
 
 
Abstract  

The claims of the paper are twofold; first, that classical Marxism is the correct lens through which 

economics, politics, and history are to be interpreted, and second, that the acceptance of Marxism 

implies the embracement of social democracy, not socialism or communism.  The paper begins with 

a broad overview of the Marxist system, linking its constituent parts to modern-day political and 

economic theories to prove the veracity of Marxian claims.  The paper then engages in a discussion 

of social democracy as a response to Marx’s critique of capitalism and how, if properly applied, 

social democracy holds within it the possibility of preserving capitalism into the indefinite future.  

The paper concludes with general remarks on the future possibilities of the socialist mode of 

production within society.  
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I. Introduction  

 
“A specter is haunting Europe- the specter of Communism”; thus began Marx’s 1848 polemic The 

Communist Manifesto, a short political pamphlet which irreparably changed human society as well as 

the social sciences which study it.
1  

History, however, has not been kind to Karl Marx or to his assemblage of economic, 

historical, and socio-political theories known colloquially as “Marxism”. With the failure of the 

Eastern Bloc countries to establish a functioning command economy and the Soviet Union’s own 

implicit rejection of Marxism in the late 1990s, epitomized in such reform efforts as glasnost and 

perestroika, came the West’s victory in the epochal Cold War. The command economy had been 

eclipsed in performance by the more robust and growth-driven capitalist models of North American 

and Western Europe, while the most stalwart element of political Marxism, that of the single-party 

dictatorship, proved ultimately susceptible to grassroots democracy movements like Solidarity in 

Poland and the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia. It seemed that Marxism could be confined 

safely to Leon Trotsky’s own dustbin of history.  

However, modern political and social upheavals in the United States imply that Marxism has 

begun to claw its way out of said dustbin. The richest tenth of Americans control two-thirds of 

America’s net wealth
2

, real median wages have stagnated since the 1970s
3

, and unemployment sits at 

an uncomfortably high 6.7%
4

. Stagnant economic conditions have produced a reaction from 

America’s far left, epitomized in the Occupy Wall Street movement and the heavy presence of the 

Socialist Party USA and the Communist Party USA at protests maligning the state of the American 

economy and its indisputable social and economic imbalances. While political Marxism may be dead, 

Marx’s own claims about the weaknesses and iniquities of free market capitalism seem alive and well.  

With this in mind, it should now be of pressing interest to the economic and political science 

academic community to engage in an analysis and reinterpretation of Marxism in light of modern 

socioeconomic theories on the functioning of the economy and the populaces’ place within the 

broader economic system. It will be the goal of this paper to demonstrate that classical Marxism 

largely sings in harmony with contemporary conceptions of microeconomics and macroeconomics, 

as well as with modern theories of philosophy and natural science, and that it is the correct 

apparatus for the dissection of history, economics, and politics. The paper will conclude with a 

possible ideological response to Marxism which, if applied correctly, provides a meaningful 

alternative to Marxian class struggle.   
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II. The Marxist System  

Marxism is, first and foremost, a prism through which one can translate and explicate human 

history, a theoretical corpus by which the intellectual can make sense of social upheavals and class 

dynamics. Broadly conceived, the Marxist political economy consists of three theoretical elements: 

technological progressivism, dialectical materialism, and class conflict. These explain, respectively, 

economic history, social history, and political history. Naturally, these elements are equally proficient 

at explaining modern-day occurrences and events, since it is a simple aphorism that today is the 

history of tomorrow. These three factors will be discussed individually along with their relationship 

to current economic theorizing.  

   

a. Technological Progressivism (Marxian Economic History)  

In the Marxist conception of economic history, the prime mover of the status of economic 

agents is not investment spending, the accumulation of capital, expansion of trade, or even gross 

domestic product; rather, “the mode of production” dictates mankind's “material life”, as well as his 

“social, political, and intellectual life” (discussed further in Dialectical Materialism).
5 

That is, society’s 

given level of material comfort and plenty is predicated on its technological sophistication, not 

necessarily on the depth of its accumulated capital. In the Marxist system, productive capital is a 

necessary but insufficient cause for economic growth.
6 

Rothbard, in his own interpretation of 

Marxian economic history, gives us the formula Tn=Sn, or that technology  

(T) determines the economic structure of society (S) at any given period (n).
7 

 

If it is indeed the case that economic growth and development is predicated on the 

technological acumen of a society, then it should bear out in econometrical and statistical analyses of 

the economy that the rate of economic growth hinges on the accumulation of different and better 

modes of production. Notably, this was the conclusion reached by the neo-Keynesian economists 

Robert Solow and Trevor Swan in their exogenous growth model, developed in Solow’s paper “A 

Contribution to the Theory of Economic Growth” published in 1956. The exogenous growth model 

indicates that economic growth is largely credited to improvements in technology
8

, not through 

increases in capital; the model generally indicates that seventy percent of economic growth is a 

product of technological improvement and thirty percent is a result of deepening the capital 

structure.  

The exogenous growth model correlates almost perfectly with Marx’s view of technological 
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progressivism, that is, that “more massive and more colossal productive forces” are unreleased by 

the “[s]ubjection of nature’s forces to man, machinery, [and the] application of chemistry to 

industry”
9

. In the Marxian system, and likewise with neoclassical economics, economic epochs 

reciprocate technological change; the Bronze Age gives way to the Iron Age as methods of smelting 

and forming raw ore are perfected, while once-dominant railroad trusts are circumscribed by 

improvements in trucking and airplane transit. Technological progressivism, then, is the least 

controversial but also the most important element of Marxism, as it will be shown to explain, along 

with dialectical materialism, movements in society beyond the purely economic.  

 

b. Dialectical Materialism (Marxian Social History)  

Dialectical materialism is the most complicated, nuanced, and complex element of Marxism; 

indeed, as Rothbard states, “[t]here is no place in his system where Marx is fuzzier or shakier than at 

its base…the inevitable dialectic of history”
10

. However, when dialectical materialism is unpackaged 

into its two base pairs (the dialectic and then the material) the theory becomes explicable and, above 

all, eminently cogent.  

By “dialectical”, Marx is referring to the philosophy of his intellectual predecessor Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, the founder of German historicism and German idealism. Hegel 

developed the concept of the dialectical method in his 1816 work The Science of Logic, which he 

described as the “study [of] things in their own being and movement and thus to demonstrate the 

finitude of the partial categories of understanding”; in other words, the dialectic method breaks 

down the whole into its subsequent parts and, through their mutual contradictions, redefines the 

whole itself.
11 

An example is best taken from the field of psychology, which uses the dialectic 

method principally to treat patients afflicted by borderline personality disorder, a personality 

disorder exemplified by conflicting emotions and ideas about persons, events, and memories. For 

example, if one afflicted with such a disorder was ambivalent about their sex life, the psychologist 

could deconstruct this feeling into its composite parts (“intercourse is immoral” versus “intercourse 

is permissible”), analyze these disparate elements, and then clarify the overall feeling of ambivalence 

by showing how one feeling necessarily subsumes the other.   

In the Marxist system, the dialectic method is applied to social constructs instead of moods, 

feelings, or personalities. Specifically, Marx applied the dialectic to broad categories of human 

history, outlined, described, and then explained further below
12

:  

1 Primitive Communism- a social organization typified by a lack of private property and 



44 
 

communal ownership of goods and services; lacks a sophisticated economy, whether it be controlled 

by markets or the state (e.g. early Native American tribes)  

2 Slave Society-the beginning of private property, especially the ownership of human beings 

who work agricultural estates (e.g. pre-Civil War American South)  

3 Feudalism- aristocratic control of territory and land (e.g. Medieval Europe)  

4 Capitalism- market-directed industrial economy, exemplified by private ownership of the 

means of production (e.g. current-day North America and Western Europe)  

5 Socialism- state ownership of the means of production  

6 Communism- communal ownership of the means of production  

It is in Marx’s stages of social development that his theory of technological progressivism 

comes to the forefront; each stage is established by the economic conditions which govern humanity 

during that time period, while these same economic conditions are predicated on the given level of 

human technological understanding. Thus, primitive communism lacks a central government, 

markets, or laws governing these markets because the economy (hunting-andgathering/foraging) is 

so unsophisticated that such laws are unneeded; the dichotomy of “master and slave”, and the 

dynamics governing this relationship, is established during the slave society epoch to allow for 

forced labor to exploit basic advances in agriculture; the aristocracy is needed under feudalism to 

create a mechanism for controlling the serfs who till the massive territories of the nobility; and 

finally, capitalism requires a hierarchy of property laws, monetary arrangements, and enforcement of 

contracts through judicial practices to keep its intricate system of markets functioning efficiently. 

Therefore, the base of society (technology and the structure of production) determines its 

superstructure (social norms, laws, form of government, etc).      

The validity of these categories is established if nothing else then by their vagueness; they are 

correct because they are sufficiently elastic to encompass the periods which they are designed to 

describe. The dialectic can then be applied to each period such that it will confess its inner 

contradictions, that is, the contrasting social forces which move history from one period to the next. 

It is the materialist element of Marxism which explains why these contradictions, and thus the 

dialectic, occur to begin with.  

When the Marxist system speaks of materialism it is referring to two phenomena. Firstly, it is 

recalling to mind the ontological school of thought materialism, founded in modern times by French 

philosopher Pierre Gassendi during his debate on free will with René Descartes, which holds that 

“the only thing that exists is matter; that all things are composed of material and all phenomena 
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(including consciousness) are the result of material interactions”.
13 

This is confirmed by modern 

scientific conceptions of particulate matter; the physicist, as well as the materialist, knows that all 

which can be meaningfully said to exist is composed of matter, including human beings. Therefore, 

actions which appear to be directed by free will are in fact the product of a long process of 

biological, chemical, and physical reactions within the body which prompt a specific action or choice 

on the part of the subject of said reactions. This leads naturally to determinism, especially historical 

determinism, which states that “every event is necessitated by antecedent events and conditions 

together with the laws of nature”
14

. This is the key to the Marxist belief that history operates 

according to laws of societal and human interaction which can be identified by the discerning 

philosopher, economist, or political scientist.  

Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, Marx uses materialism to describe the notion that 

one’s place in society is governed by his or her relationship to the structure of production. 

Capitalism was the main focus of Marx’s work, and correspondingly the class structure of capitalist 

societies is the most well-elucidated. This structure is listed below, in descending order from the 

constituency gaining the highest income to the cohort gaining the lowest
15

:  

1. Bourgeoisie (Upper Class)-those who own capital, both productive and monetary  

2. Petit Bourgeoisie (Middle Class)- managerial and professional labor   

3. Proletariat (Working Class)- those who work on productive capital; industrial labor  

4. Lumpenproletariat (Lower Class)- society’s criminal element (murderers, thieves, etc)  

It is a common proposition in economics that income is accorded to an individual based on 

his ownership of scarce resources, whether it be land, labor skills, capital, or some mixture of the 

three. Thus, the bourgeoisie, who own the constituent elements of the structure of production and 

therefore the most scarce productive resources, earn the highest income (a combination of profits 

and interest), while the proletariat, who own only their own labor, earn the lowest income 

(predominantly wages).  

The dialectic can now be applied to the material. To state the conclusion before the premise, 

it is technological progressivism which produces the inner contradictions in each state of societal 

development which can then be analyzed through dialectical materialism. Thus, primitive 

communism’s hunting-and-gathering societal is disrupted by the invention of agriculture, forcing the 

acquisition of slave labor to till and work the land; slave society then bows to feudalism with the 

genesis of mass agricultural production; finally, capitalism prevails over feudalism with the 

industrialization of society.    
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It can be seen, therefore, that technological change (technological progressivism) establishes 

new structures of production (materialism) which generate with them new social classes which 

inevitably clash over the distribution of society’s income (the dialectic). The “dialectic” is one class 

playing off another (slave vs. master, serf vs. fief, proletariat vs. bourgeoise), and the “materialism” is 

the deterministic struggle between the classes as well as their position being determined by their 

relationship to the structure of production. The dialectic is then completed by technological 

progressivism, which causes the subjected class to prevail over the ruling class; industrialization 

nullifies the estates of the aristocracy, and mass production, through gradual reductions in the rate of 

profit and the increasing stratification of industrial society, leads to the downfall of the bourgeoise 

and the lifting-up of the proletariat. 

b.i. The Inner Contradictions of Capitalism  

What has been outlined above in terms of the inner contradictions developed in primitive 

communism, slave society, and feudalism, though pithy, will suffice for the purposes of the 

argument established herein; Marx himself spent very little time analyzing these social epochs, 

devoting only one chapter to them (“Pre-Capitalist Relations”) in the third volume of Capital.
16 

It is 

worth, however, describing in detail the inner contradictions of the capitalist society beyond the 

cursory discussion given above, if only because this is the stage of social development most relevant 

to society at large.  

Firstly, the Marxist system posits that perfect competition, the economic model where a 

large number of both buyers and sellers respond to prices instead of setting them such that the 

socially optimal level of output is produced
17

, will give way to imperfect competition (monopolistic 

competition, oligopoly, and monopoly). Under imperfect competition output is curtailed while 

prices are raised, increasing profits for firm owners (the bourgeoise), reducing the buying power of 

the working class (the proletariat), and damaging general social welfare.
18 

The growth of monopoly 

power has been widely documented in economics, especially by John Kenneth Galbraith in his 1952 

seminal work American Capitalism: The Concept of Countervailing Power, where he states that “economic 

power belonging to the genus monopoly [is] commonplace in the economy”.
19 

If monopoly is 

commonplace then so to are the economic maladies which come part and parcel with it.  

Secondly, Marx theorized that there existed pressures in capitalism which would move the 

wage rate down to the point of subsistence; laborers compete for jobs, pushing down the wage rate, 

and large firms use their market power to suppress wages further, a mechanism referred to by Marx 
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as the iron law of wages.
20 

Under perfect competition this result is impossible, as the supply of 

labor’s downward pressure on wage rates will be equally matched by the demand for labor’s upward 

pressure from a multitude of firms competing for a scarce pool of workers, but under conditions of 

monopoly power this is no longer the case. Modern conceptions of monopsony, or monopsonistic 

competition, a situation where the firm has the power to dictate the price of its resources as well as 

the price of its output, indicate that firms which are large enough will use their market power to bid 

down the wage rate while simultaneously increasing unemployment.
21 

While this may not be to the 

subsistence wage rate as defined by economists such as David Ricardo and Thomas Malthus, it will 

nonetheless be below the level which would be earned in competitive markets.  

Thirdly, as the division of labor in the economy increases the worker will become further 

and further removed from the fruits of his labor, i.e. the good or service which he is investing his 

time in producing. In Adam Smith’s classic example of specialization, that of having workers focus 

on individual facets of production to increase output in a pin factory
22

, the more specialized a 

laborer is in this market the more he is alienated from the pins which he is producing. Instead of 

becoming a maker of pins, he or she becomes a maker of pin heads or pin needles, and the 

individual becomes more remote from the eventual output the further specialization is taken. This 

process of labor alienation divorces the worker from his work, contributing to his or her eventual 

class consciousness (discussed in Class Conflict below).  

Fourthly, economic profit is taken from the potential wages of workers. It is a common 

misconception that workers are paid a wage equal to their marginal revenue product, or the 

additional revenue which they generate for a firm from the output they produce under the firm’s 

hire such that marginal revenue product is equal to the wage rate. Rather, the wage rate is set where 

marginal revenue product equals marginal factor cost, or the additional cost of hiring a unit of labor, 

which will be lower than the marginal revenue product of some workers in the firm. 
23 

This 

difference between the wage rate and the worker’s marginal revenue product is defined by Marx as 

that laborer’s surplus value, or the additional value they bequeath to the firm beyond what they are 

compensated for producing.
24 

Surplus value is the quintessential Marxist reason for the belief in the 

exploitative nature of free market capitalism and the capitalist society in general.  

Fifthly, industrial capitalism is prone to periods of overproduction which results in business 

recessions and depressions. Notably, the traditional Marxist explanation for recessions is essentially 

equivalent to the Keynesian explanation for economic downturns. Prior to the Keynesian 
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Revolution, classical economists believed that the act of production produced the demand capable 

of absorbing a country’s full national output (“supply creates its own demand”), a doctrine known as 

Say’s law after its progenitor Jean-Baptiste Say.
25 

While Say’s law holds true for barter economies, it 

is not accurate for monetary economies; under conditions of money exchanges, it is possible for 

aggregate demand, the total expenditure on goods and services within the economy, to fall below the 

level necessary to preserve full employment.
26 

In other words, at certain levels of aggregate demand 

the total value of production is in excess of what the community is capable of purchasing, requiring 

a diminution in the future volume of output and a necessary reduction in the level of employment 

within the economy.  

Taken together, these contradictions within capitalism become more pronounced the further 

industrialization and economic development is allowed to occur. The growth of monopoly power 

and recurring business recessions will cause social stratification within society, producing an 

inevitable class consciousness which will further exacerbate struggles within the capitalist system.  

b.ii. The “Contradictionless” Nature of Socialism and Communism  

It is worth noting briefly that the contradictions outlined above for capitalism are wholly 

absent from socialism and communism; although if initiated prematurely these modes of social 

organization lead to economic scenarios which are detrimental to the community as a whole, an 

egalitarian mode of production eliminates social classes and with it surplus value, monopoly, and 

business recessions. Profit becomes nonexistent when all economic output is redistributed to the 

community as a whole, and recessions cannot occur when the commanding heights of the economy 

are within the boundaries of the state. This is not to state normatively that socialism or communism 

are superior to capitalism (indeed, it will be shown that this is rarely the case), but merely that these 

social stages, lacking the inner contradictions of the previous social epochs, will not be victimized by 

class conflict or the disruptive forces of technological progressivism.  

c. Class Conflict (Marxian Political History)  

In the Marxian system the internal contradictions lead naturally to class conflict, or more 

broadly, class politics. This is not an unknown element of contemporary American politics; in the 

paper “Political Polarization and Income Inequality” by political scientists Nolan McCarty, Keith T. 

Poole, and Howard Rosenthal, it has been established that income inequality in the United States has 

contributed to the lower-middle class and the working class to identify overwhelmingly with the 

Democratic Party while the upper-middle class and the upper-class align their politics to the 

Republican Party. American politics, therefore, are divided largely along class lines and not 
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necessarily racial, ethnic, or religious ones.  

The Marxist theory of class conflict seems to closely parallel the results of McCarty, Poole, 

and Rosenthal. As capitalism progresses and its internal contradictions become more pronounced, 

individuals will achieve class consciousness; that is, they will become increasingly aware of their 

place within the structure of production and will organize their political thinking accordingly. 

Ludwig von Mises went so far as to refer to this process as “class-determined thought”, where the 

individuals own consciousness is molded by his or her relationship to the capitalist mode of 

production.
27 

This process need not only happen to the proletariat; indeed, it is equally likely to 

occur among the bourgeoise, especially as its constituent members become increasingly aware of the 

extent of their control over the productive process.    

Likewise, class politics are not endemic to capitalism alone. Under any social epoch (sans 

socialism or communism) the upper-class will resist technological progressivism’s movement 

towards the next stage of social development by allying with conservative political movements 

(“reactionaries” in the Marxist lexicon) while the lower-class will encourage this movement by 

aligning themselves with liberal political movements (“progressives”). In the United States these 

roles are filled respectively by the Republican Party and the Democratic Party, in Britain by the 

Conservative Party and the Labour Party, and so on.    

Just as the inner contradictions of a social thesis form its interior dialectic, class conflict 

forms that period’s exterior dialectic. If the internal contradictions induced by technological 

progressivism are not mediated by some force exogenous to society’s base or superstructure then 

the dialectic is ultimately satisfied by the victory of the working class over the ruling class.   

d. Summary  

It has now been established that classical Marxist thinking is largely in line with modern 

conceptions of economic, political, and scientific thought; if this linkage is strong enough and the 

argument persuasive enough, then the validity of current modes of thought also validate Marxism. It 

is important to note, however, that the acceptance of theoretical Marxism is not prima facie evidence 

for embracing political Marxism; that is, one can acknowledge that technological progressivism, 

dialectical materialism, and class conflict necessitate the movement from capitalism into socialism 

and eventually communism without approving either of socialism or communism. For example, a 

physician may say that his patient will inevitably pass from youth into old age and eventually death 

without stating that such a result is valuable or desired. Indeed, the educated and pragmatic Marxist 

should attempt to resist the movement from capitalism into socialism, and it is to this argument 
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which the paper now turns.   

 

III. The Social Democratic Response  

The horrors inflicted on mankind by early attempts to implement socialism and communism 

need not be reiterated here; it is estimated by some historians that policies pursued by far left 

governments have resulted in the death of eighty-five to one hundred million people.
27 

Fortunately, 

the Marxist system itself offers an escape hatch from its own prophecy. Namely, if the internal 

contradictions of capitalism are ameliorated then capitalism itself can prevail indefinitely, or at least 

for a prolonged period of time. Social democracy, the political ideology developed by Ferdinand 

Lassalle during the First International from 1863 to 1869, offers itself as a potential solution to the 

problems of capitalism.  

a. The Social Market Economy  

Social democracy, despite its namesake, has little to do with the democratic socialism of 

George Orwell and Clement Attlee; indeed, modern social democracy can be traced back to the 

experiences of post-World War II West Germany, where Konrad Adenauer in 1949 instituted Soziale 

Marktwirtschaft, or the social market economy.
28 

Under the social market economy, the cornerstone 

of the social democratic agenda, and in contrast to free market capitalism, the market system is 

augmented with social insurance schemes (unemployment insurance, national pension funds, etc.), 

limited wage controls, a progressive tax structure, antitrust policy, and Keynesian macroeconomic 

management. Taken together, each of these elements offers a counterbalance to the inner 

contradictions of free market, laissez-faire capitalism.  

Firstly, perfect competition can be partially restored through the judicious use of antitrust 

policies; breaking up large firms into their constituent elements will reduce their market power and, 

therefore, make prices and output dictated by market conditions instead of the needs of 

monopolistic firms.  

Secondly, the iron law of wages can be completely escaped through unionism and a national 

minimum wage policy. In accordance with the laws governing monopsonistic competition, if a price 

floor is placed on one of the firm’s factors of production then employment of that resource within 

the firm will increase instead of decrease, as would be the case under conditions of perfect 

competition. Since labor is nothing more than another factor of production for hire by a firm, 

imposing a de jure minimum wage through legislation or enforcing a de facto minimum wage through 

union power will increase employment and wages in a monoposonistic labor market.  
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Thirdly, labor alienation can be countered via enfranchisement through other lines of social 

activity. Discomfort in the workplace can be countered by a sense of community through religion, 

patriotism, and communitarianism; that is, a “false consciousness” can be induced whereby the 

proletarian worker will identify with the needs of the nation-state or the Church or the local city 

council instead of with his economic constituency. Therefore, capitalist society holds within it the 

possibility of “eras[ing] the relations of domination and exploitation on which it depends”.
30 

This 

will reduce class conflict and the influence of class politics on democratic governance.  

Fourthly, surplus value can be returned to the laborer through the redistribution of wealth. 

This need not be redistribution along the lines of economic dirigisme; instead of nationalizations and 

land redistribution, wealth can be returned to the proletariat through a progressive income tax 

system, taxes on inherited wealth, a comprehensive welfare state, and state amenities (public 

housing, public universities, public roads, etc). Indeed, this is what Marx had in mind when he 

advocated for a “heavy progressive or graduated income tax”.
31 

 

Fifthly, industrial overproduction can be met with an active government policy of propping 

up aggregate demand within the economy. During economic recessions or depressions taxes can be 

cut, expenditures increased, and the monetary base expanded to increase total expenditures within 

the economy. As a result, the recessions described by Marx are avoidable if Keynes’s advice is 

followed: “the State…ought to be directed to increasing and supplementing the inducement to 

investment”.
32 

 

It is shown, therefore, that the capitalist stage of social development is preservable as long as 

its internal contradictions are ameliorated by the transition from a free market to a social market 

economy. However, if capitalism can be preserved ad infinitum is it ever valuable for the state to 

allow the dialectic to carry society beyond the capitalist mode of production and into socialism?  It is 

this final question which will occupy the concluding remarks of the paper.  

b. Premillennialist versus Postmillennialist Marxism  

Within Christian eschatology, especially among those denominations commonly referred to 

as Protestant, there is extensive debate on how and by what means the Apocalypse and Christ’s 

return to earth can be accomplished through the birth of a new Millennium (hence millennialism). 

Mainstream Protestant sects, among them Lutherans, the Reformed Church, Methodists, and 

Baptists, advocate the philosophy of premillennialism; that is, Christ’s ultimate salvation of mankind 

will occur after a series of preordained events which cannot be altered by human machinations.
33 

Radical Protestant denominations, including such groups as Dominionists and the historical 



52 
 

Anabaptists, instead align themselves with postmillennialism, which states that Christ’s return must 

be prefaced by the purification of mankind through human means.
34 

Therefore, broadly speaking, 

premillennialists believe that Christ’s reign will come to fruition without the need of human 

intervention while postmillennialists believe that said intervention is a prerequisite for Christ’s 

return.  

Likewise, a similar debate exists within the Marxist community; namely, whether or not the 

socialist revolution needs to be provoked by some outside social mechanism or if it will emerge 

naturally due to the processes of dialectical materialism and technological progressivism. Within 

classical Marxism (the system outlined above), the latter position has generally been taken; there is 

little within the writings of Marx and Engels, beyond their participation in the First International, to 

indicate that they believed some political mechanism was required for initiating the socialist 

revolution. It was Vladimir Lenin, especially in his 1902 political pamphlet “What Is to Be Done?” 

which introduced the idea of a vanguard party into the Marxist system. In his pamphlet Lenin 

claimed that “[c]lass political consciousness can be brought to the workers only from without, that is, 

only from outside the economic struggle”.
35 

Therefore, the “premillennialist Marxist” (i.e. the 

classical Marxist) conflicts with the “postmillennialist Marxist” (i.e. the Marxist-Leninist) on the need 

for a vanguard party of political revolutionaries to provoke class consciousness among the 

proletariat.  

c. The Future of Socialism and Communism  

Where, then, does this leave social democracy?  

If the argument outlined above is accepted, then the Marxist interpretation of history, 

politics, and economics is the correct one; naturally, if Marx’s system is accepted then his 

conclusions naturally follow, among them the inevitability of class conflict and the progression of 

society from capitalism into socialism and then communism. However, historical Marxist agitators 

believed that they had found a shortcut from capitalism into socialism and communism; under the 

Marxist system it is only when the economic problem has been solved, namely, when mass 

production has escalated to the point where goods and services are abundant and economic scarcity 

is effectively erased, that society can progress from capitalism into socialism, but the Marxist-

Leninists believed that it was possible to leapfrog over this period by enforcing widespread 

industrialization through the apparatus of a single-party dictatorship. Indeed, the history of the 

twentieth century largely tells the story of inept command economies attempting to cope with 

economic scarcity and failing, while their capitalist rivals, through the machinations of the price 
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system, achieve an efficient (if not necessarily equitable) allocation of productive resources and 

goods and services within the economy.  

Social democracy, then, strikes a middle ground between classical Marxism and Marxism-

Leninism, although tilted more towards the former than the latter, by preserving the capitalist mode 

of production and society until the populace has been sufficiently saturated with a wide variety of 

readily available, abundant goods and services. Once this point is reached, however distant in the 

future it may be, the welfare apparatus of the state can be rolled back and the dialectic can do its 

work by ushering in a post-capitalist society. Any attempts to achieve socialism before this critical 

juncture is reached will simply inflict the horrors of the twentieth century on the world of the 

twenty-first.   

 

IV. Conclusion  

Although Marxism is the correct philosophy for interpreting economics, politics, and history, 

it does not demand from its followers the concomitant acceptance of political socialism and 

communism. Indeed, when properly understood, Marxism points the way to a more moderate, 

peaceful, and equitable social democratic state until the time arrives when production is sufficiently 

high that the capitalist mode of production can be abandoned altogether. It is with this in mind that 

the call can be given for the workers of the world to unite—not today or tomorrow, but in the 

future.  
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