
“Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy: A conference in honor of Professor John 

Roemer on his 60th birthday”  

 

Writing obituaries for egalitarianism is a popular pastime these days. The 

dramatic collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union about 15 years 

ago has confirmed, for many, the view that capitalism remains the uniquely best politico-

economic system for economic development and that there are no alternatives for the 

market. But both economic theory and reality do not yet enable us to write a complete 

balance sheet of the benefits and the costs of different political and economic systems.   

As Oskar Lange was able to show to Friedrich von Hayek in the socialist 

calculation debate of the 1930s, what economists now call the Walrasian economic 

theory exhibits the possibility of combining planning and the market. The non-Walrasiain 

framework, developed prominently by Joseph Stiglitz, also shows that equality is 

conducive to efficiency in many cases. Indeed at least until the mid 1960s both pro-

capitalists and market protagonists had been in a defensive position in both academic and 

policy circles. All the political and social problems notwithstanding, the so-called 

socialist economies underwent rapid industrialization and experienced full employment, 

while workers and machines were massively idle in the capitalist economies; thus many 

newly independent countries declared to adopt socialist planning as their development 

strategy. The so-called East Asian miracles (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and more 

recently China) may not have existed were there no good combination of planning and 

the market. The democratic corporatist models of Scandinavian countries also clearly 

showed how cooperation between workers, capitalists and government could solve many 

coordination failure problems prevalent in the market and thus induce sustained growth 

without sacrificing equality and solidarity among citizens. 

Today the tables are turned. For many of today’s observers the market is a 

panacea, and any attempt of bringing the state back in is simply futile. It is our view that 

pro-capitalists and market-protagonists of today jump too quickly to conclusions of 

market supremacy and impossibility of egalitarianism. As we now understand fully, the 

market does not perform its good deeds if unaided. The market should be supported by a 



myriad cast of institutional characters that have evolved painstakingly over time, and in a 

variety of ways.  

The demise of communist economies is raised as a definite evidence for the 

inferiority of socialism, planning, and equality to capitalism, the market, and incentives, 

but these economies also had political dictatorship. There is no evidence that developing 

countries that adopted a capitalist road to development under dictatorship performed 

better than those adopting a dictatorial and socialist road to economic development. 

When it comes to democracies, those democratic regimes that adopted socialist elements 

widely, such as the Scandinavian countries, Germany, France and Japan, outperformed, at 

least until the late 1980s, other laissez-faire capitalist democracies, such as the United 

States, in terms of the growth rate and various socio-economic indicators. It is not even 

clear whether there has been a unique model of capitalism: what we have observed is a 

variety of different capitalist models. 

It would of course be an error to define socialism or democracy as systems which 

bring about all the good things and capitalism as a system of all the bad things. To be 

faithful to science, socialism and democracy should be defined narrowly, for instance 

socialism as a nexus of property relations that provide equal opportunity to all citizens 

and their children or democracy as a rule of political competition among more than one 

parties where the chief executive and the legislature are regularly elected. Whether other 

nice things – such as abolition of racism, sexism, and war in socialism or accountability 

of political representatives in democracy – happen in consequence is a scientific question, 

one that cannot be settled by definition.   

The proposed conference is intended to rekindle interest, among scholars and 

policy makers, in the study of capitalism, socialism, and political democracy by asking 

the following questions:  

What are the institutional conditions that are necessary for the market or planning 

to perform well? What is the essential nature of the market relative to planning? Can 

there be a development path which brings about sustained growth without seriously 

worsening the distribution of income and wealth? How should we understand different 

political regimes and their effects on the market and planning? Does democracy engender 

equality? 



The conference borrows its title from Joseph Schumpeter’s famous book, 

Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, which was the fruit of almost forty years of 

Schumpeter’s reflection and research on the three subjects the book’s title refers to. In 

that book, Joseph Schumpeter expressed a view that capitalism would be killed by its 

economic successes, not by its failures, because these successes would create an 

unfavorable social and political climate to its own social order. Joseph Schumpeter was 

far from welcoming the advent of socialism, which he seems to have contemplated with 

the same gloomy apprehension as did Max Weber, but this attitude did not prevent him 

from analyzing those tendencies as carefully and dispassionately as he could. In our view, 

this is the attitude that contemporary students of the subjects should take, regardless of 

whether he or she agrees or not with the Schumpeter’s assessment of various political and 

economic systems.  

We would like to dedicate the conference to Professor John Roemer’s 60th 

birthday. We think Professor Roemer deserves the name of the conference for many 

reasons. 

Over the last thirty years Professor Roemer has reflected on three subjects: (1) the 

nature of capitalist mode of production; (2) theories of socialism and distributive justice; 

and (3) democratic political economy of government spending. These are exactly the 

three subjects that Schumpeter’s book focused on.  Professor Roemer’s path-breaking 

academic contributions on these subjects are innumerable. (See the attached CV of John 

Roemer.) Furthermore, we do not hesitate to say that Professor Roemer’s attitude toward 

the subjects has been exactly Schumpeterian. He has analyzed complicated aspects of 

capitalism, socialism, and democracy in a painstakingly careful and dispassionate fashion. 

If Joseph Schumpeter, while unwelcoming the advent of socialism, had studied the 

internal contradictions of capitalism in an extremely dispassionate fashion, John Roemer, 

while unwelcoming many undesirable aspects of capitalism, has analyzed many 

shortcomings of traditional leftist arguments in an equally dispassionate fashion.  

Joseph Schumpeter would certainly agree with us if he were alive. Indeed in 2003 

Professor Roemer delivered Graz-Schumpeter lectures by the invitation of the University 

of Graz and the Joseph Schumpeter Association.  

 


