
Editorial

The Ariadne’s thread that runs through, and connects, the articles in
this issue of Theoria is the modern state. How should the state
approach welfare policy? Is the state’s power as absolute as once it
had been? What is the importance of nationalism for states? What
assumptions about the relationship between the state and civil society
should be examined, and how? What, especially in a developing soci-
ety such as South Africa, is—or should be—the relationship between
the state and the poor? These are the overarching questions that knit
together the contributions.

Asset egalitarianism or asset-based welfare has recently received
much attention in the theory and practice of welfare states, but it has a
long history that reaches back at least to the civic republicanism of
Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson. More recently it has also fea-
tured in the ideas of market liberals such as Friedrich Hayek, Guild
Socialists such as G.D.H. Cole, and market egalitarians such as
Samuel Bowles. It has its root in the idea that a healthy polity requires
that wealth and assets be widely distributed in order to moderate the
ownership of wealth, and that the best means of achieving this is to
provide every citizen with an individual property stake.  In doing so, so
the argument goes, it does not dictate a single or particular version of
the good life or society but provides individuals with the independence
and power to pursue whatever lifestyle or career they choose. One of
the main arguments in favour of asset-based welfare is that it is an effi-
cient instrument for reducing poverty because it encourages people to
save more for their own future and take steps to prevent the onset of
welfare problems, rather than simply react to problems once they have
already emerged by resorting to income-replacing welfare benefits.

In Assets and Poverty, Andrew Gamble and Rajiv Prabhakar assess
these and other related claims by analyzing the actual and possible
effects of asset-based welfare on individual well-being. They defend
the claim that asset egalitarianism is a necessary but not sufficient
requirement for reducing inequality and poverty in contemporary cap-
italist societies. They use empirical evidence from two pioneering ini-
tiatives in the U.S. and the UK to support their claim that the holding
of assets can encourage the accumulation of assets and improved
well-being. They also discuss a number of criticisms of asset-based



welfare; for example, the argument that the trumpeting of asset-based
welfare is part of a broader process that subordinates welfare policy to
the demands of the global market: a withering away of the welfare
state. Whether or not this is the case, it does highlight the fact, they
argue, that it would be both ineffective and undesirable to replace all
other forms of welfare with asset-based welfare. They conclude that
were it to be used alongside traditional welfare-state policies it would
play a useful role in redistributing assets and opportunities and thus
reducing inequality and poverty.

The relationship between wealth, the economy and political power
and agency in the contemporary context is innovatively explored by
Michael Jackson. In Philosopher-Kings and Bankers, Jackson asserts
that, too often, the insights of Plato are treated as ancient history
rather than as living theory. Worse, he says, experts on Plato are often
content to talk only to themselves. His contribution brings a Platonic
perspective to bear on current reality. The aim is to show that bankers
in national reserve and international banks are ‘cousins’ of Plato’s
philosopher-kings, figures whom Jackson views as ‘political agents’
rather than philosophical minds or metaphors of the human condi-
tion.  Jackson uses the term ‘philosopher-monarchs’ to reinforce
Plato’s assertion that men and women are equal; however, he does
concede that his research revealed no women bankers. Like Plato’s
philosopher-monarchs, bankers are carefully selected for the task.
They prepare for the task through long years of education in abstract
knowledge, they are beholden to no one and they rely on knowledge
rather than opinion to serve the whole. Further, they are insulated
from political pressure.  

Using Alan Greenspan as an example, Jackson also argues that
like the philosopher-monarchs, bankers reign rather than rule. Reign-
ing entails setting goals to achieve and playing a symbolic role, rep-
resenting and embodying the most admirable and enduring values of
the society as a whole, while leaving the details to auxiliaries. These
similarities persist despite the fact that there are differences between
the Platonic conception of philosopher-monarchs and bankers.
Bankers, for instance, are globally located in a way Plato’s philoso-
pher-monarchs were never conceived to be, and bankers are not the
mystics Plato imagined philosopher-monarchs to be. Another differ-
ence that Jackson points to is that bankers are allowed to have private
lives and do not ‘hold women in common’. While conceding that a
banker is allowed to marry and have a family, which a philosopher-
monarch would not be allowed to do, it would be an interesting exer-
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cise to question how true it is to say that bankers have private lives,
and to what extent this accounts for the reasons Jackson finds no
women bankers—something Jackson does not consider. Of late,
argues Jackson, philosopher-bankers have lost the invisibility they
once had, and they are now in the news. Moreover, they may be
tempted to cut across political authority and rule rather than reign, as
in the interventions of the International Monetary Fund in Mexico,
Korea, Indonesia, and elsewhere suggest. Jackson challenges previ-
ous conceptions of bankers, and, by using Plato’s concept of the
philosopher-king, offers a lens through which we can more clearly
understand our reality and systems of power.

Jackson invites reflection on the relationship between states and
markets, and between the polity and economy. The question of
whether the modern nation state is in ‘decline’ has become a fashion-
able concern in modern political studies. The perceived ‘disenchant-
ment’ with the state—so evident in the 1990s—raised questions about
its putative ‘obsolescence’. Was it, as Daniel Bell suggested, too big
for the small problems and too small for the big problems? Was ‘glob-
alization’ in the form of global economic integration and the emer-
gence of global systems of action beginning to herald the end of the
era of nation states? Were the more economically advanced countries,
at least, entering a new ‘era of the economy’ and exiting the ‘age of
national politics’? However meaningful these questions might or
might not be, and whatever the answers, it is difficult to disconnect
the modern state from the many and varied strains of nationalism and
thus from those forces that came to constitute the ‘nation’ as a politi-
cal community defined by its relationship to, and control over, state
power. Nationalism, in this respect, is a key feature and expression of
political modernity.

In his contribution, Nationalism and the Open Society, Andrew
Vincent examines the work of Karl Popper on nationalism. Popper’s
views on nationalism, which were uniformly negative, had been
deeply influential in the context of the cold war. Nationalism was
considered a characteristically ‘closed ideology’—akin to totalitari-
anism—and the precise opposite of liberalism. Vincent argues that in
2005, Popper’s views are doubly interesting, since the last decade has
not only seen a practical renaissance of nationalism in the politics of
Europe and elsewhere, but also a growing, and, at times, immensely
enthusiastic academic literature, trying to provide a distinctively
benign benediction to nationalism. Vincent locates Popper’s thought
spatio-historically, and focuses, first, on Popper’s critical views of
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nationalism and examines his reasons for why it should be seen as a
suspect mode of thought and practice. The second section of the paper
analyzes Popper’s political solutions to the nationalist mentality. The
third section offers some critical evaluations, implying that although
Popper provides a salutary cautionary voice against uncritical multi-
culturalism and nationalism, his ideas nonetheless lack internal coher-
ence and thus don’t provide the basis for addressing or resolving the
problematic relationship between nationalism and states.

The concept ‘civil society’ has, in modern political theory, come to
stand in complex counterpoint to the ‘state’. Lorenzo Fioramonti, in
Civil Societies and Democratization: Assumptions, Dilemmas and the
South African Experience, interrogates the notion of ‘civil society’,
paying special attention to its assumed positive relationship to democ-
racy and democratization. He maintains that one should take care to
distinguish between ‘civil society’ as an ideal-type concept that
embodies the qualities of separation, autonomy and civil association
in its pure form, and the factual world of ‘civil societies’ composed of
associations that embody these principles to varying degrees. In this
vein, he interrogates key assumptions including the separation of state
and civil society, the non-partisan nature of civil society, its promo-
tion of democratic values and social capital, and its advancement of
public participation. Fioramonti argues that, in reality, these assump-
tions are often mistaken or too simple, and that we are actually con-
fronted with a range of ‘civil societies’ that stand in contradictory and
ambiguous relationships with the state, parties, democratic values and
public participation. All this means that one cannot assume a unitary
and positive association between civil society and democracy, a find-
ing especially important for new democracies looking to consolidate. 

Fioramonti proceeds to illustrate this conclusion through the South
African case, arguing that not only are most of the dilemmas regarding
civil societies in general applicable to the South African experience,
but also that the introduction of democratic rule has significantly
reshaped the action of local civil society groups. In recent years, while
several organizations have been drawn into a corporatist pact with gov-
ernment, many other organizations and movements with relevant
grassroots participation have been officially opposed by government
as though they constituted a threat to democracy. In short, South Africa
has not one civil society perceived as friendly to democracy, but sev-
eral in varied relationships with the new order.

The themes of poverty, the economy and the democratic nation-
state are drawn together in Nigel Gibson’s article, Fanon, Marx and
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‘the Poors’: Black political empowerment and the ‘new reality of the
nation’ in South Africa. Gibson argues that the formation of a strong
black political and economic elite in South Africa does not signify a
revolutionary triumph for the nation because it has left the project of
human emancipation unfinished. The limitations of the struggle to
overcome apartheid are reflected in the lack of social and economic
change and the entrenching of material conditions of poverty. The
author discusses why political struggle in the new South Africa can
not be conceptualized in relation simply to a dialectic of race or class,
but is best envisioned through Fanon’s ‘untidy’ dialectic that bridges
race and class in relation to the lived experience of ordinary people.

Where power has come to wear a black face, political agency and
resistance may be considered through re-engaging both Marx’s and
Fanon’s conceptions of emergent subjectivities, such as ‘the poor’
who, he says, are no longer in quotation marks but are self-represent-
ing. Gibson takes up the question of why the poor majority continues
to vote for the ANC, and rejects both positivistic views as well as the
Marxist assumption of a ‘false consciousness’. The poor, he says,
may well express support for the organization that fought apartheid,
but this is now the party enforcing evictions and electricity cut-offs.
Rather than the people’s collective schizophrenia this expresses the
schizophrenia of the ANC, which so quickly embraced neoliberal
structural adjustment and gave up on its earlier populist promises.
Rather than imposing a politics of ‘the Poors’ from above, Gibson
urges for a shift in understanding that is grounded in the context of
emergent political agencies among poor communities in South Africa.
He argues that struggles for basic services in the community (e.g., the
‘right’ to electricity) not only change subjectivity but also change the
very way we think and speak about politics.

Finally, noting Fanon’s engagement with Marx’s Eighteenth Bru-
maire, his article suggests that Fanon’s critique of the nationalist
bourgeoisie’s ‘social treason’, seen through the lens of ‘black politi-
cal empowerment’, requires committed intellectuals to rethink the
ground and sources of humanism. Fanon’s conception of free-
dom and the unleashing of the creative powers of the mind of the
African are inseparable from his realistic assessment of independent
Africa—fragile, endangered and surrounded by imperialist forces
and ideologies. Yet it is in this context that Fanon reminds intellectu-
als that their active participation in the building of ‘the reality of the
nation’ means discovering and encouraging a cacophony of ‘univer-
salizing values’ already existing in both activities and in the ‘will of
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the people’, without which nationalism leads ‘up a blind alley’. Post-
apartheid South Africa has entered that blind alley. Yet at the same
time the actions of ‘the Poors’ shake up the current celebratory
morality and point to the social treason of the ANC. The struggles
around basic human needs in South Africa, which have forced them-
selves to be heard, commit radical intellectuals to lend their ears and
their resources to the needs of the dispossessed, and thus to battle the
privatization of space and to open new spaces in which a new human-
ism can be voiced and discussed.
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