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Introduction

Millennial Discontent and the Rise of a Democratic Socialist Alternative


IN THE LAST FEW YEARS, U.S. politics has been completely upended. The presidency of Donald Trump, which took politicians and commentators by total surprise, shattered a number of Washington orthodoxies. Very few experts thought that a vicious, loutish reality TV star was capable of rising to the nation’s highest office. But they had misjudged political reality and forgotten the cardinal rule: anything can happen.

Trump’s improbable rise to power was not the only political irregularity to occur over the last several years. While Trump was defeating the most powerful figures in the country’s two major political parties, another unexpected phenomenon was occurring: the rise of a new radicalism on the left.

When Bernie Sanders began his campaign for the 2016 Democratic presidential nomination, nobody expected him to pose a serious challenge to Hillary Clinton. Clinton was the consensus choice of the party establishment, and influential Democrats openly said that it was “her turn.”1 Sanders was in the race as a protest candidate. Not only was he considered a marginal figure in Washington, lacking both connections and funding, but he did not have any of the characteristics that traditionally made one electable. He was old. He was from a tiny state known for hippies and cheese. He was not particularly photogenic, polished, or popular. And he was an avowed socialist in a country that had had a half-century Cold War between Good American Capitalism and Evil Soviet Socialism.

It was not, however, a year in which the traditional criteria of electability would matter especially much. Sanders, perhaps as much to his own surprise as anybody else’s, quickly attracted a significant following. His radical message, stingingly critical of the existing Democratic Party, resonated strongly with progressives who felt let down by Obama and viewed Clinton as part of an uninspiring and possibly corrupt political dynasty. When the first primary contest came around, February 2016’s Iowa caucuses, Sanders achieved a shockingly strong result, coming close to beating Clinton outright.2 As Sanders began to fill stadiums with crowds, attracting a highly visible and well-organized following, it quickly became clear that the race would not be the “coronation” that Clinton had anticipated.

Clinton ultimately won the Democratic nomination, but it took a bruising fight. Sanders was no mere protest candidate; he was a serious competitor who won 23 contests to Clinton’s 34. While Clinton received over 16 million votes across the various primaries, Sanders achieved a remarkable 13 million.3 It was surprising enough that a socialist candidate could be anything more than a gadfly in a major party nominating contest. It was downright stunning that such a candidate could rack up nearly two dozen primary victories against one of the most experienced and well-connected members of the Democratic Party.

Sanders’ unexpected rise to prominence represented an extraordinary shift in the political landscape. The nearest precedent was Eugene Debs’ 1920 presidential run on the Socialist Party ticket. Debs achieved nearly 1 million votes despite being in prison for defying the World War I draft.4 But even Debs didn’t pose a serious electoral threat to the dominant parties, receiving only 3 percent of the general election vote. Sanders, who once recorded a spoken-word Eugene Debs tribute album and kept a portrait of Debs in his office while mayor of Burlington, Vermont,5 achieved a far greater measure of success. He may not have started the political revolution that he often spoke of, but he came relatively close to poaching the presidential nomination from the party elite’s preselected candidate.

The Sanders campaign was fueled by millennials, whose dissatisfaction with mainstream Democrats made them highly responsive to Sanders’ progressive alternative. Clinton may have had more support than Sanders overall, but young people of all races and genders preferred Sanders over Clinton by large margins.6 With the exception of Lena Dunham, it was hard to find many people under 30 who had much enthusiasm for Clinton, a candidate they associated with Wall Street, cronyism, and the Iraq disaster.

Sanders’ success with millennials, while unanticipated by pollsters, did not occur purely because of Sanders’ political skill. It happened because a revolt had been brewing among young progressives for years, as they had steadily grown more and more alienated from the Democratic Party mainstream. Ever since the Occupy Wall Street movement in 2011, young people in the United States had been becoming increasingly radicalized. Weighed down with debt, paying through the nose for health insurance, unable to afford to have kids, and frustrated by an undemocratic political system that implements the policy preferences of rich elites, millennials were both frustrated and tired. Sanders came along at just the right moment: they had been waiting for someone to say what was on their minds—that the economic and political systems were unfair at their core and needed a drastic overhaul.

But the Sanders campaign was just the start.



JOE CROWLEY HAD been in Congress for 20 years and was one of the highest-ranking members of the House Democrats. He was considered a serious contender for the party leadership and known in his New York City district as a well-connected part of the local Democratic machine. He was the sort of backroom deal–making congressman whose influence is disproportionate to his name recognition.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was not an important figure in the Democratic Party. Far from it. She was a 28-year-old bartender and activist who had once interned for Ted Kennedy and had worked for Sanders’ campaign.7 A member of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), she was considered the longest of long shots in her primary contest against Crowley. Crowley had endorsements from powerful political organizations like the AFL-CIO, the Human Rights Campaign, and Planned Parenthood, along with dozens of prominent elected officials, including New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand.8 The Crowley campaign spent $3.4 million to Ocasio-Cortez’s $194,000.9 Most major media outlets didn’t even cover the race, since Crowley’s victory seemed so certain. Crowley himself did not even bother to attend a debate against Ocasio-Cortez, sending a surrogate in his place.

Yet on June 26, 2018, Ocasio-Cortez received 57.1 percent of the vote to Crowley’s 42.5. The year before, Ocasio-Cortez says, while she was scrubbing restaurant tables, she thought “the train of [her] fulfilled potential had left the station.”10 In January, Ocasio-Cortez would become the youngest woman ever to serve in the U.S. Congress and achieve instant, nationwide fame as a face of the millennial left.

Ocasio-Cortez’s victory was impressive, even deeply inspiring, but not shocking. The Clinton-Sanders primary showed that the Democratic Party establishment was deeply unpopular and vulnerable, and that many primary voters were perfectly willing to get behind a socialist if they offered an alternative to the uninspiring, centrist politics that had destroyed the Democrats’ popular appeal.

The national media has sometimes downplayed the extent of the Democrats’ leftward drift. Just two days before Ocasio-Cortez won her primary, the New York Times published an article wondering why the candidates Sanders had endorsed had not been winning in larger numbers and suggesting that the socialist left was underperforming.11 The same thing happened in August 2018: after a few left candidates in “purple states” lost primary elections, Politico published an article titled “Down Goes Socialism,” arguing that left politics were only viable in deep-blue districts like Ocasio-Cortez’s Bronx.12 Yet, a few weeks after Politico declared the left moribund, Andrew Gillum won the Democratic gubernatorial primary in Florida, having pushed a “Medicare for All” policy of the kind favored by socialists as one of his key issues.13

In fact, the successes of the Sanders left have been striking. Before the Sanders campaign took off, the word socialist was still a political kiss of death, and advocating for Medicare for All or free college tuition was considered far too radical to be politically viable. In November 2017, however, Washington Monthly noted a startling transformation in what constituted the mainstream, writing that while, “not long ago, politicians advocating for single-payer health care were taken to be on the lefty fringe,” it was now the case that “Democrats of every stripe, including some with plausible presidential aspirations, are using the term to describe what they think America needs now.”14 We even see headlines like “The Democrats Have Become Socialists,”15 and not just from hyperbolic paranoid right-wingers. A few years ago, Bernie Sanders couldn’t get any of his Senate colleagues to sign on to his single-payer plan, and now presidential candidates, from Cory Booker to Gillibrand, all insist they are Medicare for All supporters.16 Single-payer healthcare has gotten so popular that it is now supported not only by a majority of Democrats, but, according to one poll, by a majority of Republicans. That shift can be attributed in large part to the effect of the Sanders campaign (as well as the Medicare for All activists who have been making the case to the public). Candidates who don’t support signature pieces of Sanders’ policy now find themselves on the defensive.

A number of progressive victories have been notched around the country. The Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) have launched numerous socialist candidates into national and local offices. In Virginia, Democratic Socialist Lee Carter was elected to the state House of Delegates. Dozens of members of the DSA have been elected to state and local offices, and the organization itself has grown to well over 50,000 members nationwide. There are even 300 DSA members in Houston. (Houston!) The New York Times reported in April 2018 that “many Democrats have begun to ask socialists for their support and adopt some of the D.S.A.’s platform on health care and pay.”17

Around the country, socialists are starting reading groups, running publications, and knocking on doors for candidates. In Austin, they successfully “pushed to pass what has been called the first mandatory paid sick leave requirement in the South.”18 The Chicago City Council now has five socialists,19 and Somerville, Massachusetts, is “dominated by a left-leaning wave.”20

There are other signs of change beyond the election of socialists. Waves of teachers’ strikes, even in red states like West Virginia, Oklahoma, and Arizona, have shown the rebirth of a kind of labor radicalism that has long been dormant. In Philadelphia, leftist public defender Larry Krasner won the race for district prosecutor by pledging to end mass incarceration and radically rethink the city’s approach to criminal justice.21

The New York Times has tried to understand why socialism is taking off among young people, and the answers are about what you might expect. Young socialists are often struggling to make monthly thousand-dollar student loan payments (in addition to rent, health insurance, and every other damn thing). And they experienced “profound disillusionment with the Democratic Party” after 2016. As Houston union organizer Amy Zachmeyer told the reporter, “We want to see money stop controlling everything. That includes politics … That just resonates with millennials who are making less money than their parents did, are less able to buy a home and [are] drowning in student debt.”22 One defense attorney who is running for a judgeship in Texas said openly, “Yes, I’m running as a socialist … I’m a far-left candidate. What I’m trying to do is be a Democrat who actually stands for something, and tells people, ‘Here’s how we are going to materially improve conditions in your life.’”23

This is not the politics of several years ago. This bears little resemblance to Clinton-era “triangulation” or Tony Blair’s “New Labour.” There is, in the words of the song that plays over every documentary about the ’60s, “something happening here.”24



MILLENNIAL DISCONTENT HAS its roots in the financial crisis of 2007–2008. It was hard for us to believe that capitalism was the magical, rational prosperity machine that free-market fundamentalists insisted it was when all around us we saw foreclosure and ruin. Even the libertarian magazine Reason admitted that the global economic collapse was a naturally radicalizing force, because many young people now “associate capitalism with crisis, not progress,” and “some of capitalism’s more dogmatic advocates have done it lasting harm.”25 If this is capitalism, many millennials thought to themselves, I’ll take something else, please.

Occupy Wall Street was a natural expression of this rage and disaffection. Its slogan, “We are the 99 percent,” accurately reflected the staggering disparities of wealth in the country, with a tiny fraction of people owning most of the actual wealth. To people saddled with tens of thousands of dollars in debt, the twenty-first-century economy seemed more feudalistic than meritocratic. Faced with a future that would consist of working endless hours to pay back impossibly large sums of money, many felt there was little to do except set up camp on Wall Street itself.

The “occupying” tactic was a reflection of just how alienated from the political system many members of the movement felt. In 2011, it didn’t feel as if electoral politics held much hope for radical economic and social change. After all, Obama had been elected as a transformative candidate who supposedly came bearing hope and change. But the Obama administration swiftly appointed Wall Street–friendly cabinet officials, such as Larry Summers, and declined to criminally prosecute anyone in the finance industry responsible for the crisis.26 Many prominent participants in Occupy Wall Street were anarchists, so thoroughly dispirited by the failures of the democratic process that they wanted to burn the whole system to the ground. It seemed like the only way to resist was to stand out in public and refuse to leave until they took you away. It wasn’t exactly a political strategy, but it was something, at a time when it felt like something needed to be done. Soon, Occupy encampments had sprung up across the country.

It’s important to understand just what Occupy Wall Street meant to those who participated in it. I was living in Massachusetts when Occupy began, and I spent some time at the Occupy Boston encampment. I still remember coming up from the Red Line subway station in the Financial District and setting eyes on the camp for the first time. It was breathtaking. The occupiers were not hippies or squatters; they were serious, intelligent people who felt it was necessary to make a powerful statement about the unity of the 99 percent and the level of popular dissatisfaction with the economy. They weren’t just protesters, though. They had also created a community.

People who never visited the Occupy encampments missed the chance to see something extraordinary. The best way I can describe it is as an ecosystem. As I walked through the Boston camp for the first time, I realized they had everything: food tents, a medical tent, sleeping accommodations, a library, bathrooms, and meeting spaces. It felt like a genuine, self-sustaining community, built from scratch by people who had been alone and desperate until they had found one another. Occupiers were sometimes caricatured in the press as a bunch of lazy, rich hipsters. That was not what I saw there. Certainly, it was not an idle place. People had literally built a miniature city within the city, from which they planned actions, debated policies, resolved disputes, and organized all aspects of their daily survival.

Most impressively, all of this had occurred spontaneously, without any support from outside institutions. People had come together and built a community from the bottom up, improvising innovative solutions to the problems that face any group trying to take collective action. Occupiers experimented with new kinds of democratic procedures for their meetings, trying to balance their commitment to leaderlessness and equality with the need for results and efficiency. In The Democracy Project, anarchist anthropologist and prominent Occupy supporter David Graeber describes Occupy as offering a radical experiment in a new kind of participatory democracy.27

And yet, when I first stood in Boston’s Dewey Square, looking over the remarkable, improvised tent city, it was also obvious that whatever it was the occupiers had built, it couldn’t last. City authorities were never going to allow protesters to live in their parks indefinitely, and while the participants had built something powerfully symbolic, there was never a clear answer to the question, What happens next? There were contentious internal debates within the movement, but it was never able to achieve consensus on whether it wanted some new kind of economic system, an amendment to the U.S. Constitution, a package of legislation, or merely the right to remain in city parks indefinitely.

That lack of cohesion can only partly be blamed on Occupy itself. It was inevitable. One reason Occupy took the form it did was because the traditional organizations through which collective economic action could be taken, like unions and community groups, have steadily been disappearing.28 It wasn’t clear what you could do or what you could join if you wanted to change something. You couldn’t change things through the electoral system; Obama’s disappointing presidency had shown that.29 So the occupiers were caught in a bind. The reason they couldn’t come up with a good answer was that there wasn’t one. As the months went by, and the activities of the camps turned more and more toward mundane matters of day-to-day survival (keeping the grounds clean, making sure there was food, maintaining the tents, resisting city attempts to clear the camps), the political energy of Occupy steadily dissipated. One by one, the camps were raided by police and their residents dispersed. When the final tents were taken down in the spring, it seemed as if Occupy hadn’t produced much except a powerful statement and that important rallying cry: “We are the 99 percent.”

Four years later, as Sanders ran for president, the same feelings that had caused people to gather at Zuccotti Park would come bubbling up once again. The movement had been dormant. But the anger hadn’t gone away.



SOCIALISM HAS BEGUN to set the intellectual agenda, too. Ironically, even though Trump occupies the White House and Republicans dominate the federal and the state governments, ideological conservatism seems to be in retreat. One of the most peculiar features of contemporary politics is how unwilling conservatives are to actually defend many of their core ideas and policies. Take a look at headlines in the leading right-wing publications and you’ll notice something: there’s a lot of talk about Democratic hypocrisy and the crazy campus left, but there isn’t much talk about conservatism. From Breitbart (“NBC Runs Heartwarming NFL Thanksgiving Commercial Featuring … Registered Sex Offender”), to the National Review (“Charles Manson’s Radical Chic”), to the Daily Wire (“SJW Screams at Black Man Dressed as Peacock”), they publish little more than a litany of cultural grievances. Hardly anyone seems to want to be associated with the GOP’s policy plans, and when conservative writers do try to stick up for them publicly, the result is underwhelming. Conservative Ramesh Ponnuru notes that some members of the right seem to be giving up on capitalism altogether.30

Bill Kristol, once one of the main “thinkers” in the conservative movement, doesn’t even know what he believes anymore:


The GOP tax bill’s bringing out my inner socialist. The sex scandals are bringing out my inner feminist. Donald Trump and Roy Moore are bringing out my inner liberal. WHAT IS HAPPENING?31



(Dinesh D’Souza mocked Kristol for his betrayal of the cause. D’Souza’s own recent intellectual output is a book literally arguing that the Democrats are Hitler.32)

One of the problems conservatives are running into is that the policies associated with the American right, if presented honestly, are unpopular with the American public. Most people believe the federal government should guarantee healthcare coverage, with a plurality supporting a single-payer system.33 I suspect the vast majority of people would be horrified by the consequences of pure free-market healthcare, in which people who couldn’t afford to spend huge chunks of their income on insurance would either have to put their faith in GoFundMe or die. Yet, because the right is ideologically wedded to its belief in free markets, it has been incapable of actually proposing any feasible alternative to Obamacare. The party spent so long defining itself by its hatred of Obama, it fell on its face the moment it was given the opportunity to actually implement something. Likewise, twice as many people want to see corporate taxes raised as want to see them lowered,34 but because the GOP has no ideas beyond cutting taxes and deregulation, the only thing it can do is scream about social justice warriors and liberal hypocrisy while trying to ram through an incredibly unpopular set of “reforms.” Conservatives have no plan to deal with the catastrophic consequences of climate change, and no vision for the common good beyond “what the market decides.” They are content to rationalize injustice rather than try to eliminate it.

By contrast, parts of today’s left are vibrant and intellectually exciting. It’s a great time to be a socialist, social democrat, or progressive, because these are the groups producing serious thoughts on how to solve social problems. This is not as obvious as it should be, partly because many prominent members of the Democratic Party have spent the past three years criticizing Trump rather than putting forward their alternative plans. But that’s strange, because they do actually have positive ideas. Have a look at the 2016 Democratic Party Platform.35 Hillary Clinton’s campaign didn’t talk about it very much, perhaps because it’s a strongly Sanders-influenced document, but it’s actually impressive. It goes through every area of policy and explains what the problems are, and what the Democrats intend to do about them. It includes plans like: strengthening overtime pay, stabilizing Social Security by taxing high-income earners, allowing the Postal Service to offer banking services, protecting net neutrality, toughening criminal enforcement against Wall Street executives, enforcing antitrust laws to stop corporate concentration, promoting the decriminalization of marijuana, guaranteeing lawyers for asylum-seeking immigrants, and offering debt-free college at public universities. It’s not a list of complaints about Republicans; it’s a set of clear, though simplified, policy priorities for how to fix the financial industry, campaign finance, education, healthcare, and civil rights. I don’t agree with all of it (it contains a totally unnecessary disavowal of the Boycott, Divest, and Sanctions movement). But thanks to the left wing of the Democratic Party, and the success of the Sanders campaign in drawing attention to the actual issues that affect people’s lives, it’s the sort of serious statement of priorities that a party ought to have. (If we could only get all Democrats to talk about the platform as much as some of them talk about Russia…)

There’s a very similar contrast in U.K. politics. The Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn performed unexpectedly well in the 2017 British election in large part because it has adopted a clear set of values, visions, and strategies. The most important moment in the 2017 election was the release of Labour’s policy manifesto, which was widely praised for its specificity: Labour said how many new affordable houses they planned to build, how they planned to allocate new funding for education, what new regulations on employment contracts they would introduce, and how they intended to pay for all of it.36 By contrast, the Conservative manifesto immediately proved so unpopular that parts of it had to be dropped and the party had no real suggestions for how it intended to improve the lives of the young people who began flocking to Corbyn’s Labour.37

It’s an encouraging time to be a socialist in America. The majority of millennials are skeptical of capitalism and have warm feelings toward socialism and social democracy. A pollster from Harvard’s Institute of Politics reported the surprising finding that “the only group that expressed net positive support for capitalism were people over 50 years old … The largest generation of Americans in history—millennials—have lost confidence. They are interested in finding a better way.”38

The stigma of the word socialism is evaporating. The reasons for this are fairly obvious: it’s hard not to laugh at paeans to the Free Market and Our Great American Democracy when the free market siphons every penny millennials earn and our “representative democracy” is neither representative nor democratic. If the right could explain to millennials how their beliefs would improve our lives, how they plan to generate economic growth without the benefits of that growth accruing to the already extremely rich, young people might not feel so sour toward capitalism. But since they can’t offer such a plan, or at least one that isn’t absurd on its face, the left looks more and more attractive.

On the ground, things are encouraging, too. Radical candidates are doing unexpectedly well in ways that would have been inconceivable a few years ago. It’s no longer considered fantastical to think that Corbyn might one day be the U.K. prime minister, or that Sanders would have beaten Trump. Membership in the DSA has taken off, and independent left media outlets are growing their audiences. (Although, in order to remain viable, they depend on your subscription dollars.39)

Of course, radical free-market conservatives still hold national political power, and for all Trump’s bluster and ineptitude, he is doing an excellent job gutting the regulatory state and installing right-wing federal judges. But battles of ideas matter a lot: persuading people to believe in your politics is a prerequisite to getting them to actually support you, and far more left-wing beliefs are suddenly becoming mainstream. More and more doctors are supporting single-payer healthcare, and the “Green New Deal” has gone from a fringe concept to the preeminent proposal for how to take the next major step on climate change.40

I don’t believe anyone who says that conservative power is in its death throes, or that Trump and the Republicans are floundering and 2020 will be an easy victory for Democrats. Overly optimistic predictions had devastating consequences in 2016, and how the left does electorally will depend on what the left does to convince people to vote for its candidates. But one thing does seem clear: there is something strange going on among conservatives. While they are more radical than ever in certain ways, many conservative intellectuals appear half-hearted about their own policies. Before the financial crisis, it would have seemed inconceivable that libertarian-leaning federal judge Richard Posner would write a book on the failures of capitalism.41 Before Sanders, it was inconceivable that an open socialist would come reasonably close to winning a major-party primary, and that even some Republican voters would find themselves rooting for him. When Kristol is talking about his inner socialist and the National Review is conceding that hardly any conservatives truly endorse free-market economics, the intellectual landscape is shifting. Conservative counterarguments to the left’s critiques seem increasingly flimsy and superficial, to the extent that they bother to offer arguments at all anymore. Recently, the conservatives’ sole tactic consists of invoking the specter of the Soviet Union, which persuades hardly anybody, since most people are capable of realizing the difference between guaranteed healthcare and Stalinism.42

Socialists are having what Ross Douthat called in 2014 a “miniature intellectual renaissance.”43 Douthat thought intellectual popularity wouldn’t translate into political popularity because ordinary people weren’t as upset and frustrated as socialism presumed them to be. Events of 2016 blew a great big hole in that theory. The left is doing well because millennials are tired of life in the gig economy. Young women preferred Sanders to Clinton by a stunning 37 percentage points.44 Our ideas are doing well, and with the right incapable of offering alternatives, we’ll only grow further.

If there is one certainty in politics, it is that nothing is certain and nobody actually knows anything. Political reality changes quickly. Pundits and experts can be absolutely certain that a particular event won’t happen, only to be dramatically proven wrong overnight. The received wisdom of one moment can look like laughable delusion the next. Nothing is harder to predict than the future, and that holds especially true in politics.

This uncertainty is both encouraging and terrifying. On the one hand, it means that seemingly impossible goals may be more reachable than we think. Hardly anybody thought there could be a black president. Hardly anybody thought there would be same-sex marriage in every state in the union. On the other hand, it means that the world is less stable than we may imagine it to be. People in the 1920s saw Adolf Hitler as a fringe figure, with little chance of ever attaining power. (“Hitler Virtually Eliminated” ran a New York Times headline from 1923.45) In just over ten years, he would amass almost total control over Western Europe. Likewise, in the 1980s, Ronald Reagan called the Soviet Union an “evil empire,” but by 1992 it had disintegrated. The world changes very fast, and because human beings also get used to new situations very fast, it’s sometimes hard to appreciate just how dramatic the shifts have been. Detroit was one of America’s most populous and industrious cities in the 1950s, and today huge swaths of it are overgrown and abandoned.

All of this uncertainty should leave us both apprehensive and hopeful: hopeful because we never know what might be around the corner, and apprehensive because, well, we never know what might be around the corner, and the progress we take for granted is less stable than we might assume.



IN THIS BOOK, I want to convince you that everyone should join the political left and identify themselves as a democratic socialist. I want to show you, as thoroughly and persuasively as I can, that leftist politics are not just consistent and reasonable, but that elementary moral principles compel us all to be leftists and socialists. I intend to define, as clearly as possible, what I mean by words like leftism, socialism, and principles, and show you how left ideas work, why they’re practical, and why the usual criticisms of them are false and/or frivolous. I also want to explain to you why democratic socialism has been gaining currency in recent years, and look at the changes in U.S. and global politics that are driving more and more people to embrace leftism.

I’m going to assume that you don’t consider yourself a socialist. In fact, I’m going to assume that you’re extremely dubious about socialism, and that when you hear the word you think something along the following lines:


Socialism is a discredited and naive ideology that was tried over and over again and failed. However pleasant it may sound in theory, in practice it is a nightmare. It means government control of resources, but sooner or later you run out of other people’s money. It destroys innovation and produces dependency. People who self-identify as socialists do not understand economic reality, and their ignorance is dangerous. If socialists had their way, freedom would be destroyed and we would live in a dystopia.



Here, for example, are a few representative contributions from the comments section of a YouTube video explaining socialism:


Socialism works great … if your goal is genocide.

If you Marxist idiots love socialism so much move to Venezuela.

Socialism is economic snake oil and you are fools to believe that it has ever worked or ever will work.

Socialism is cancer!

Socialism, in all its forms and names, always leads to Authoritarianism. This happened in Cambodia, North Korea, the Soviet Union, Venezuela, Cuba, and China.

Socialism is really evil shrouded in the veil of something good.

Socialism is evil! End of story. Snowflakes.

Socialism always leads to mass starvation and genocide. Always.



It would seem I have quite a task ahead of me.

If you’ve opened this book, however, it means that you’re at least willing to give me a chance to make the case. And I appreciate that, especially because political discussions are unimaginably tedious and we’d probably all rather be doing other things. I will do my best not to waste your time. I know that every moment you spend reading my words is a moment that you could be spending trying to pay off your debts, learning to be a pastry chef, or looking at pictures of baby sloths. (Wait! Please don’t go!)

I’m going to try to answer a few simple questions here: What is the political left? What is socialism? How do they relate? Oh, and why should anybody care? What should compel us to adopt these ideas? What does it mean to adopt these ideas? Why do criticisms of the ideas fail? And how do we put the ideas into practice? (If we have time, we may get into the question, What is an idea? Let’s hope we don’t have time.)

Here’s an important point I’m going to beg you to keep in mind as we proceed: don’t get too hung up on the words themselves. Discussions about socialism usually quickly descend into debates over whether some particular thing is or is not socialism. (Is Norway socialist? Is Venezuela? Is the U.S. Postal Service?) We’re going to have to go through that a bit, since it’s part of figuring out what we’re actually talking about. But ultimately, I’m more concerned with figuring out what to do, and I would much rather people say, “I think the ideas are right and we should adopt them, but they’re not Socialism,” than, “I agree that this is Socialism and I hate it.”

In some ways, I’ve set myself up for a frustrating terminological debate by framing this book the way I have. I could have called it Here Are Some Simple Things That I Think Are Very Obviously True and That We Should Believe Regardless of What We Call Them and just tried to convince you that certain features of society are dysfunctional and can be fixed. Then, since you’d instantly see that none of the fixes I propose sound anything like the failed policies of the government of Venezuela, you could sign on to them without us ever having to relitigate an impossible, interminable, centuries-old debate about what socialism “is.” (I put “is” in quotes because, if people disagree about a conceptual term, there’s not actually a factual answer to the question of what it is, in the way that there may be an answer to what a book is or what a glass of water is.46)

I’ve mulled it over extensively (if there is one thing I am good at, it is extensive mulling), and I’ve come to the conclusion that the words socialism and leftism are indispensable. Their meanings may be hotly debated, but so are the meanings of other words like democracy, freedom, virtue, and organic. And I think if we lose the s and l words, we lose convenient shorthands for the set of principles I’m defending and the common thread that binds ideas together as part of one tendency. I’ve talked to many people who have said something along the lines of “Well, I agree with what you’re saying, but do I have to call myself a socialist if I think that?” To which I answer: “No, you don’t have to do anything. But I think you ought to call yourself a socialist, because if you agree with the ideas, then that’s what you are.” Likewise, if someone said, “I believe in the right of the people to govern themselves and participate in the important decisions that affect their lives,” we would say, “Well, you believe in democracy, then.” And if they replied, “No, my system is called ‘potatoes’; I loathe democracy and this is totally different,” we might humor them and indulge their terminology, but we’d know inside that they had endorsed democracy whether they chose to acknowledge it or not.

I’m going to proceed as follows: In Part I, we will discuss how examining the world honestly and humanely produces a “socialistic instinct,” one that is frustrated by unnecessary injustices and unsatisfied with popular rationalizations of those injustices. We’ll use that instinct to examine the world and try to understand precisely what features of contemporary political and economic systems are so revolting to the left sensibility. We’ll also clear away some of the tempting myths advanced by defenders of free markets and social hierarchies.

Next, in Part II, I will talk about how that basic moral instinct can help us formulate a particular set of socialist principles—valuing solidarity, equality, and freedom. Then I will look at the long and honorable tradition of socialist thinking, paying particular attention to libertarian socialism and the great socialists of the United States. After that, I’ll talk explicitly about the kind of vision and ambition that these principles produce, laying out some of the utopian ideals that are worth thinking about. Then, we’ll get into some of the frustrating terminological discussions about socialism, democratic socialism, libertarian socialism, social democracy, liberalism, etcetera. (We will try to get this sorted out as quickly as possible, so that everyone can go home early.) Then, we’ll see how conventional political ideas failed, and why the world needs a socialist political response. I’ll explain what a strong left agenda would look like and give some suggestions for strategies to move it forward.

In Part III, I will deal with alternatives and criticisms. I’ll explain why conservatism is cruel and liberalism is oblivious. I’ll respond to common critiques of the left, examining why they all fail and everyone should reject them. I will conclude with a rousing call to arms for the new generation of democratic socialists who will make life better for billions of people around the world.



BEFORE I DO any of that, though, I’m going to tell you a bit about my own involvement with the democratic socialist tendency, and how I came to be running a modest, left-wing magazine called Current Affairs.

I’m one of many millions of people who have, over the course of the last decade, come to identify as an anti-capitalist. I had the same coming-of-age experience that many others did: watching my peers’ parents lose their houses in the mortgage crisis, friends give up on any prospect of ever owning a house themselves, and people who wanted to be parents forgoing parenthood because raising a child seemed hopelessly unaffordable. I saw some disturbing things: people I had gone to school with, whose personalities had sparkled with creativity and curiosity, went into the workforce and became depressed, dulled, and directionless. They were so tired and jaded that all they felt capable of doing at the end of a workday was flopping onto the sofa and watching Netflix. Democracy itself had become something of a joke, as everyone knew that business and political elites, not the mass public, determined the contours of government policy. There was a widespread sense of fear, anxiety, and helplessness. People joked that they didn’t know how long the human species had left, what with climate change and nuclear weapons and the steady piling up of mountains and mountains of garbage. The future seemed to hold, at best, something like the dystopia depicted in Pixar’s WALL-E: a grim, desiccated planet strewn with flaming rubbish, nary a plant in sight, and the remaining human population reduced to passive, internet-addicted lumps.

But I didn’t just see people who hated their jobs and dreaded the apocalypse. The financial crisis and its aftermath did not just lead to despair. They led to revolt, and many people began to question why their lives should be determined by vast, uncaring institutions over which they have no control. I saw the rebirth of a kind of humanistic, utopian worldview, one that bubbled up in Occupy and again in the Sanders campaign and is now a major force within the Democratic Party. I saw Ocasio-Cortez and Michigan gubernatorial candidate Abdul El-Sayed demonstrate resilience and a constructive alternative to the neoliberal consensus that had dominated for so long.47 And I saw people who realized that they didn’t have to live in a world where everything was privatized, everyone worked all the time, and if you couldn’t pay your debts, you were shit out of luck. They envisaged a better world, in which people had more control over their lives; basic needs like healthcare, shelter, and food were guaranteed for all; and retirement and pension did not seem like forgotten, mysterious words from some long-dead civilization. All around the country, there were organizations, podcasts, blogs, and publications springing up to promote discussion of left politics.

I was particularly inspired by one project: Jacobin, a socialist magazine started in 2009 by 21-year-old George Washington University student Bhaskar Sunkara. Sunkara had watched the steady collapse and merger of local newspapers and the mass layoffs of journalists, and he had put together a glossy newsstand periodical that combined radical politics with quality design. In a few years, it had reached tens of thousands of print subscribers, and by 2013, the New York Times was writing about its influence. In “A Young Publisher Takes Marx into the Mainstream,” the Times said that Jacobin “has certainly been an improbable hit, buoyed by the radical stirrings of the Occupy movement and a bitingly satirical but serious-minded style.”48 What Jacobin brought to left publishing was professionalism. The magazine looked and felt good, and it could sit alongside centrist periodicals like The Atlantic or the New Republic. Previously, the left had always lacked a certain slickness. Socialist publishing meant little zines on cheap paper and garish Geocities-like websites. Their aesthetics reinforced the perception that left ideas were fringe. Jacobin changed that. By hiring good designers and producing an object that would look stylish on people’s coffee tables, Sunkara gave socialist politics an aura of legitimacy. I was stunned by what could be done just by putting in a little effort and copying the techniques of mainstream outlets.

If you wanted to start a nationwide print magazine in 1990, the first thing you needed was $500,000. Possibly more like $1 million. Before the internet, it was all but impossible to get the word out about your new venture without spending a large amount of money on advertising. And you certainly couldn’t design the whole thing on a single PC. You would need a staff, advertisers, a distributor. If you were, say, a 26-year-old sociology PhD student with $150,000 in student debt, your prospects for getting a quality magazine off the ground without outside investment would be approximately nil.

In 2015, I was a 26-year-old sociology PhD student with $150,000 in student debt. I was not doing very well in my studies. I generally felt rather useless and spent a good deal of my time making self-published parodic children’s books with socialist messages (e.g., The Day the Crayons Organized an Autonomous Workers’ Collective).49 Seeing what Jacobin had done caused me to think about the possibilities for independent left media. It hadn’t had much funding or any real institutional support, and yet there it was, competing against national magazines and drawing the attention of the mainstream press. I wondered if I could do something similar.

One day in early September, I went down to the newsstand at a local Massachusetts bookshop. I picked up a stack of magazines, somewhat at random, and hauled them into the café. I started flicking through them, trying to figure out how magazines were made. I had written for a couple of magazines before, but I’d never actually tried to make one. Other than paper and printing quality, what was it that separated major periodicals from hand-stapled zines? What techniques did they use to make themselves look reputable?

I quickly realized that good magazine design actually boiled down to a few simple tricks: You needed to typeset and choose your typefaces well. You needed to have stylistic consistency. You needed to combine images and text in accordance with some basic design rules and use color elegantly. And you needed fancy drop caps, which are those giant letters that begin special paragraphs. Examining a copy of TIME magazine, I realized that none of this was hard to do. TIME’s visual and editorial content wasn’t especially sophisticated, and yet it was one of the leading magazines in the country. I could make TIME magazine in my living room, I thought. (Arrogant, but correct.)

So I tried. I decided to take the next 30 days and see if I could replicate a newsstand-quality magazine on my home computer. I resolved to neglect my schoolwork, eat badly, sleep little, and see what I could churn out over a four-week frenzy. If I could make something that looked decent, I’d see where it led. If I couldn’t, I’d forget the whole thing and get on with my schoolwork. I wasn’t quite sure what I was trying to do, and had no particular ambition beyond trying this little experiment. But it somehow felt like what I ought to be doing.

I opened up Adobe InDesign and tried to replicate a few pages from Wired and the New Yorker. After half a day, I had some layouts that looked moderately similar to the originals. Then I tried a few more complicated designs. When those looked semirespectable, I began writing some articles to fill the pages. Mostly opinion pieces, with a film or book review here and there. In my academic life, I was used to quickly churning out large volumes of needless words, so it was not difficult to fill seventy pages or so. I scanned some photos from old postcards to sprinkle in and liven up the visuals.

At the end of thirty days, I had something that looked remarkably like a magazine. Granted, many of its “articles” were long-winded, pompous, and boring (“The Philosophy of Buckminster Fuller as Applied to the Present Day”). But when I had a copy of the thing printed, it looked a lot like something you might see for sale in a shop. I called it The Navel Observatory, an attempted pun about academic navel-gazing.

I still wasn’t quite sure what to think about what I had done. Was I going to try to sell it? Was I going to make more of them? What was it, exactly? I showed it to friends and asked them what they thought. They liked it, they said, though they also seemed to wonder what I was doing with my life. I started to wonder how I could improve it, how it could attract subscribers, and how I could build a website. Soon, without realizing what I was doing, I was planning to publish an actual magazine.

It had been thrilling to put together a prototype. I realized that with printing costs lower than ever and social media allowing easy access to potential readers, it would be fairly inexpensive to put out a competitive publication. What’s more, I thought I could put one together that was very different from anything else.

So, with the help of my longtime friend and flatmate Oren Nimni, I filmed an introductory video for a crowdfunding campaign. We promised a magazine that was fresh, fun, and thoughtful. We were both staunch leftists (Oren is something of an anarchist), but we thought we could write in ways that would appeal to people who were, well, extremely skeptical of leftism. Too many political publications seemed to be talking mostly to those who already agreed with their editorial positions. We wanted to appeal to those outside our little bubble, to help make the radical libertarian socialism we subscribed to seem friendly, feasible, and reasonable. As part of our plan to seem “respectable,” I came up with a new name: Current Affairs. At first, I couldn’t believe that no other magazine had ever been called Current Affairs. It seemed like it ought to have been taken. Evidently, though, it was so generic and boring that nobody had even thought to use it. For our purposes, that was fine. Generic and boring meant nonthreatening. We wanted a name that would imply we were a venerable, century-old media institution, one whose opinions could be trusted. (The name has had the desired effect. Because Current Affairs sounds like the sort of magazine that has been around forever, and that people ought to have heard of, many people actually pretend to be familiar with our work even if they aren’t. “Oh, yes, Current Affairs. I’ve had a Current Affairs subscription for decades.”)

Our Kickstarter campaign netted $16,000. This was enough to build a website and a subscription system and print the first issue. In the early days, I still wrote a number of the articles under implausible noms de plume (e.g., Tex Wonder, A. Q. Smith, Darcy McEwan), and we spent many hours on our living room floor bagging up magazines and shipping them out to subscribers. At first, these numbered only a few hundred. But with each additional issue, our numbers grew, until they were in the thousands and we were sending magazines to all 50 states and 20 different countries. Slowly but steadily, we are building a powerful independent competitor to other national political magazines. We have built a real editorial team, opened a physical office in New Orleans, and been quoted in bourgeois media like the New York Times and the New Yorker.

We did not rise out of nowhere, though, and it would be a mistake to think of our magazine as some kind of fluke. We exist in large part because there has been a ready audience for our kind of work. People have been losing trust in major media institutions and are desperately hungry for an alternative to the blaring mindlessness of cable news. This does not necessarily mean that they want nonpartisan media. They want something trustworthy, thoughtful, and enjoyable to consume.

The election of Trump was also, I have to admit, a turning point for the fortunes of left media. I feel somewhat like a disaster profiteer because Trump’s election caused large numbers of progressively inclined people to wake up and realize just how important it is to have a vibrant, critical press. People horrified by day-to-day life in Trump’s America sought outlets that could give them a bit of comfort, hope, and truth during difficult times. Here’s how The Ringer explained some of the consequences for us and others:


Current Affairs is part of a wave of print and digital independent leftist media organizations gaining steam after the November presidential election. Not only are heritage brands like The New York Times and Vanity Fair adding tens of thousands of subscribers; business is also booming for Jacobin, the colorful Marxist journal founded in 2010; Chapo Trap House, a darkly funny roundtable podcast made up of mostly Brooklynite, mostly male 20- and 30-somethings; and The Baffler, a magazine of cultural critique first established in 1988 … that’s the closest predecessor to Robinson’s project. All are helping fill a political vacuum that Hillary Clinton’s loss created, or perhaps revealed to a wider public.50



Over the last three years, Current Affairs has published hundreds of articles by some of the left’s most thoughtful and imaginative writers. We’ve written about elections, economics, architecture, Star Trek, nuclear weapons, Silicon Valley, the rise of Hitler, automation, financial scams, murder mysteries, Mardi Gras, loneliness, Palestine, and dozens of other topics that may not all seem political. To each subject, we bring a fair but opinionated perspective: we don’t pretend to be neutral or objective, but we try to be scrupulous about not distorting the truth and always sourcing our factual claims. We also try to hear out the other side’s argument, even as we mercilessly criticize it. We attracted a good deal of attention in February 2016 when I wrote an article warning that Trump would probably become president if the Democratic Party nominated Clinton instead of Sanders. (And, lo and behold…) We have also become known for our withering essays on popular conservative figures like Jordan Peterson, Ben Shapiro, Charles Murray, and Ann Coulter. The difference between Current Affairs’ approach and that of other liberal or left publications is that we try to prove our case so thoroughly that even the strongest fans of these figures may come away a little unsure of themselves.

That approach is the one I intend to bring to this book. I have a strong viewpoint, but I understand that it is the writer’s job to convince the reader—and to be interesting enough that the reader wants to stick around. I am not going to attempt to indoctrinate you, but to explain my own thinking and show you why so many millennials now call themselves democratic socialists. Perhaps you are already one of those millennials, and this book will mostly help to clarify what you already instinctively believe to be true. Perhaps you are among those skeptics who think we who embrace the term socialism are naive at best and outright dangerous at worst. I will endeavor to keep both types of readers in mind.

Alright, enough harrumphing and dithering! Let’s get ready to become socialists together!








PART I

WHAT IS THE LEFT SO MAD ABOUT?









1

Revulsion, Curiosity, Moral Instinct

Orienting Ourselves in the World



“My sense of the equality of men was based not so much on an awareness of the masses as on loneliness. I can remember lying awake at night thinking of this human condition in which everyone living, without the asking, is thrust upon the earth, where he is enclosed within himself, a stranger to the rest of humanity, needing love and facing his own death … [H]ow unjust it seems … that there should be men and women who are not permitted to explore the world into which they are born, but who are throughout their lives sealed into leaden slums as into living tombs. It seemed to me—as it still seems—that the unique condition of each person within life outweighs the considerations which justify class and privilege.”

—Stephen Spender,
“Worshippers from Afar,” The God That Failed



HERE IS HOW I CAME to identify myself as a member of the political left: I began to look at the world around me. Human beings are naturally oblivious, and we tend to outsource much of our thinking to other people. Famous studies have shown that most people can’t even explain how simple everyday devices like toilets, zippers, and bicycles work. (We all say we can, and then when the examiner asks, “Alright, please explain how a toilet works,” a lot of people go silent.) Many of us use computer technology every day without understanding the first thing about how it works or how it’s made. Fortunately, this is not because we’re stupid, but because the world is extremely complex and we tend to retain only the knowledge we actually need in order to navigate our own lives. We forget everything we learned in school that proved useless, and we are too busy trying to survive to bother examining questions like, How do you build a submarine? Or, Who makes bricks? Or, What is GDP, anyway?

Generally, I’m just as clueless as everyone else about the functioning of the world. If you ask me how an iPad or a digestive system works, my answer will be mumbled sheepishly and worthy of a D minus. But I am also a person who tends to be unsatisfied when the questions I do have don’t seem to have satisfactory answers. And as I germinated into the literate and curious adult I am today (by “literate and curious,” I mean “now I sometimes read the first paragraph of a newspaper article instead of just the headline”), I realized that certain aspects of the world around me made very little sense. The simple, childlike questions that entered my head didn’t have satisfactory answers. Something seemed deeply, troublingly wrong.

I did not understand wealth and poverty. I saw luxury retailers offering the most ridiculous, unnecessary nonsense (Tiffany & Co. sells a $490 sterling silver protractor1). I saw colossal amounts of waste, from the 150,000 tons of uneaten food Americans discard per day to the tens of millions of dollars’ worth of fancy handbags that Burberry was incinerating every year to keep their products scarce and expensive. I saw people in my Florida hometown living in garish, seven-bedroom McMansions while there weren’t enough beds at the local homeless shelter. I saw people buying new phones every year and keeping the old ones in a drawer, while a few miles away, day laborers picked tomatoes, earning 45 cents for every 30-pound bucket. I saw reports of Americans being charged $5,000 by hospitals for an icepack and a bandage, or paying $1,200 a month in rent for a bunk bed. And I couldn’t understand why everyone wasn’t constantly enraged by all this.2

The more you learn about what life is actually like for people at the top and bottom, the more grotesque everything seems. If you want to see what being super-wealthy really means, but you don’t have the door codes to get inside their lairs—sorry, homes—you can simply pick up a copy of the Wall Street Journal and turn to its Friday real estate section, which is literally called “Mansion.” In Mansion, one can find illuminating descriptions of the kinds of houses currently for sale at the upper end of the market:


To aid in entertaining, the house has four kitchens, one of which has a loading dock for catering trucks … There are two garages: the owner’s garage, which connects directly to the house, and a guest garage that fits about 30 cars. A wine room, which doubles as a humidor, contains a wet bar and a champagne refrigerator, and there is an adjacent walk-in wine refrigerator. Off the master suite, there is a gym, a massage room and an indoor hot tub with a view of the river.3



Or, how about this comfortable estate:


On over 13 acres, the property includes a roughly 28,000-square-foot, four-level main house. The home, which is partially built underground, contains a 4,700-square-foot gym with a climbing wall and locker room; a home theater; poker and billiards rooms; “pizza room” with a pizza oven and a disco with a dance floor and disco ball. There is also a safe room with panic buttons and a sliding Kevlar door.4



To be fair, a sliding Kevlar door does sound like the sort of thing you might need once the marauding proletarian hordes discover how you live.

Now, before you jump on me for criticizing people for spending their money however they like (“Who are you to tell me what to do with my hard-earned property? Didn’t I earn it?”), I’d like us to look at a couple of other snapshots of contemporary economic life, of the kind that regularly pop up in the newspaper:


A quick trot through current appeals on GoFundMe reveals campaigns for a network sports cameraman experiencing an unspecified “very serious health issue,” a California toddler with “a fatal, progressive, neurodegenerative storage disorder,” a 33-year-old rugby player with chronic heart problems and a young man, “one of the most caring and loving individuals that you will ever meet,” who suffered brain and physical complications from a cardiac arrest.5



Another:


During one heartbreaking moment of the life-or-death drama, the victim implored her rescuers not to call 911 because she said she couldn’t afford the cost of the ambulance, the Boston Globe reported. “Awful scene on the orange line,” [Globe reporter Maria] Cramer wrote. “A woman’s leg got stuck in the gap between the train and the platform. It was twisted and bloody. Skin came off. She’s in agony and weeping. Just as upsetting she begged no one call an ambulance. ‘It’s $3000,’ she wailed. ‘I can’t afford that.’”6



Actually, these people have it comparatively well, since, globally, the American poor are actually among the world’s wealthy. While the most extreme poverty has been decreasing around the world over the last several decades (good news!), there are still nearly 750 million people on Earth who can’t afford the very basics and live on under two dollars a day.7 Let’s talk about the amount of preventable disease that goes unprevented because people can’t afford or don’t have access to necessary healthcare. Globally, there are still 1.5 million unnecessary deaths annually from vaccinable diseases, and the CDC has said that up to 40 percent of deaths from the five leading causes of death in the United States could be prevented.8

We all know that a lot of people die because they can’t afford medical care, and we all know that these people are other people’s mothers, fathers, coworkers, children, and friends. And we all know that instead of installing a fourth kitchen, the Wall Street Journal Mansion–dweller could have saved poor children from dying of malaria. And we all know that, therefore, the person’s decision not to do this meant a child died who otherwise would not have. And yet despite knowing all these things, most people don’t see this as a crime against humanity.

I’ve always found this puzzling. The distinction between murdering someone (taking an action that produces their death) and letting someone die (failing to take an action that would have prevented their death) has always seemed fuzzy to me. In both situations, your decisions are the reason that someone’s death happens. And yet those who murder people get sent to prison, while those who merely let people die get put on the Forbes rich list.

Importantly, my own sense of disquiet did not begin as a political ideology. I didn’t read Karl Marx and suddenly reinterpret old facts in a new light. It was a visceral, emotional reaction that came from encountering the facts. I couldn’t reconcile certain features of society with my deepest moral intuitions, and none of the available rationalizations did anything to change that. The arguments that were put forth to justify the existing state of things seemed unpersuasive. In fact, they seemed like nothing more than excuses.

SOME EXCUSES AND THE REASONS THEY SEEMED FISHY TO ME


	People are financially rewarded according to their economic productivity: Billionaire hedge fund manager and bestselling author Ray Dalio has said that “people get what they deserve in life,” and “how much money people have earned is a rough measure of how much they gave society what it wanted.”9 Whether this is true or false as an empirical matter (and it’s false), it doesn’t make me any less disturbed to see someone lose their teeth because they don’t have enough money to pay for a dentist, or lose their job because they couldn’t afford to fix their car, or have to return to work immediately after having a child because they can’t afford to take time off. I cannot accept this notion of just deserts.

	The rich deserve their riches because they were given to them through voluntary transactions: This is the theory advanced by libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick in his famous Wilt Chamberlain example: if a million people pay a quarter each to watch Wilt Chamberlain play basketball, and he ends up far richer than anyone else, isn’t this the fair result of voluntary exchange?10 But getting your wealth legitimately doesn’t justify hoarding it. Whatever entitlement we may assume people have to their earnings, theoretically, alleviating the deprivation of others seems far more important than preserving the right to wealth. Accepting that people voluntarily trade their money for basketball tickets does not mean accepting that it’s just to have one person sit on a mountain of wealth while other people cannot afford insulin or an asthma inhaler.

	If you don’t succeed, it’s because you didn’t try hard enough: This one is laughable. I saw people around me putting all of their energy into trying to keep afloat and still finding themselves deep in debt, exhausted from overwork, and lacking any semblance of a social life. Yet conservative commentator Ben Shapiro said, “If you fail [in America], it’s probably your fault.”11 That sort of comment viscerally disgusts me, because anyone who has spent any time examining the country they live in knows that plenty of people fail for reasons completely beyond their control.

	I worked hard, and I succeeded, so anyone can: This is just a logical fallacy. “I won the contest so everyone could win it” is a bizarre thing to say. If sixty people compete for thirty positions, thirty people are going to lose no matter how hard they work or how good they are. The economist Henry George pointed this out in 1879: “The fallacy is similar to that which would be involved in the assertion that every one of a number of competitors might win a race.”12 Yet somehow, this argument persists. Ken Langone, the CEO of Home Depot, recently wrote a book called I Love Capitalism!, arguing that he’s “living proof” that capitalism “works for everybody,” since he’s a billionaire who started off poor. “If I can make it, everyone can!” Langone said.13



People often seemed to simply be coming up with whatever flimsy rationalizations would allow them to avoid confronting the ugly truth: every day, we let others suffer, and we don’t care. Nobody wants to admit that because it suggests that we, and many of the people we love and think of as good people, are actually bad people. After all, indifference and inaction in the face of suffering is monstrous. It’s understandable why everyone would be desperate to avoid thinking of themselves that way. The sociologist Max Weber put it like this:


The fortunate is seldom satisfied with the fact of being fortunate. Beyond this he needs to know that he has a right to his good fortune. He wants to be convinced that he “deserves” it, and above all, that he deserves it in comparison with others. He wishes to be allowed the belief that the less fortunate also merely experience their due. Good fortune thus wants to be “legitimate fortune.”14



Jack London—whose socialist politics are often forgotten—offered in The Iron Heel a more dramatic description of the kinds of stories that the oligarchy tells itself:


They, as a class, believed that they alone maintained civilization. It was their belief that if ever they weakened, the great beast would engulf them and everything of beauty and wonder and joy and good in its cavernous and slime-dripping maw. Without them, anarchy would reign and humanity would drop backward into the primitive night out of which it had so painfully emerged … [T]hey alone, by their unremitting toil and sacrifice, stood between weak humanity and the all-devouring beast; and they believed it, firmly believed it.15



Justifications are one way of allowing ourselves not to be too disturbed. Sure, there are moms who have to choose between providing for their children and getting to see their children. “But if they didn’t want that to happen, they shouldn’t have had kids.” There are countless ways to shift responsibility onto other people and avoid thinking that there’s any duty on the part of bystanders to intervene. It’s a free country. I sort out my life, you sort out yours. Why should I be responsible for what happens to you? I can come up with lots of reasons why it’s not my fault, and therefore not my problem, if bad things happen to people who are not me.

Another way of avoiding a troubled conscience is to just be willfully blind to other people’s hardships. Many decent progressives I know have trained themselves to walk past homeless people and barely notice them.16 Nobody wants to hear how their food or phones are made.17 Wealthy people do everything possible to never have to notice the humanity of those in other social classes. They put their children in private schools, live in gated communities, upgrade to first class, avoid public transit, and make sure the cleaning staff come in at night when nobody else is in the building. Ironically, they do these things because they do have consciences: if they had to confront the reality of inequality, they would be disturbed, because all the intellectual defenses seem pitiful when you’re face to face with reality. If I was asked, point-blank, by a working mother, “How can you justify purchasing a new soft bathrobe when I can’t pay for my son’s asthma inhaler?,” it would be hard for me to come up with an answer.

Sociology professor Rachel Sherman, in her book Uneasy Street, shows that upper-class families are actually embarrassed by their advantages.18 Many she interviewed said things along the lines of “I know it’s obscene” or “I can’t justify it.” Some had furniture delivered without the price tags because they didn’t want the housekeeper to know what they had spent. They avoided explicitly discussing money, because it was uncomfortable, and would never describe themselves as rich, instead using euphemisms like “comfortable” or “fortunate.” (Funnily enough, the comfortable euphemism has been in use since the last Gilded Age; Edith Wharton’s 1905 novel The House of Mirth mocks the word and “the heiress’s view of a colossal fortune as a mere shelter against want.”19) Some, even those with millions in assets, referred to themselves as “middle class.” One woman who lived in a $2.5 million home was offended when Sherman referred to her as “affluent.” Another interviewee “was so uneasy with the fact that they lived in a penthouse that she had asked the post office to change their mailing address so that it would include the floor number instead of ‘PH,’ a term she found ‘elite and snobby.’”

Of course, there is a very easy way for these families to instantly quell their anxiety. They could give their money to the less affluent! (Sorry, less “comfortable.”) But at least they are aware, on some level, of the moral problem. They don’t want to talk about money. They will react defensively to anyone who brings up the subject of their money. They’ll keep it, but have to constantly stave off creeping feelings of guilt.

Not everyone is like this. There are some mega-rich people who love to conspicuously consume. Larry Ellison of Oracle bought the entire Hawaiian island of Lanai (it’s not even a tiny island, it’s one of the major ones!) and literally hired a “basketball retriever” to follow his yachts around, picking up errant balls from the water whenever Ellison shoots hoops on one of his custom, on-deck courts.20 Still, even Ellison might squirm if you asked him to explain why he needs two yachts with basketball courts when 3,000 children still die of malaria every single day.

I am not yet making any argument about capitalism. I am not suggesting that these inequities have a solution, or making any proposals as to what causes them. I am just talking about a general moral queasiness that I felt when observing aspects of the world that seemed wrong somehow. I have been unable to keep myself from constantly putting different facts side by side and telling myself, “No, no, that can’t be. That shouldn’t be. If that were the case, people wouldn’t be able to stomach it. They’d feel nauseated. They’d be ashamed of themselves.”

EXAMPLES OF THE SORTS OF FACTS THAT I CAN’T HELP BUT THINK ABOUT CONSTANTLY

Children die of preventable diseases.

And yet there are Ferraris.

There are tens of thousands of homeless people in New York.

And yet there are tens of thousands of empty luxury condos bought as investment properties.

Amazon warehouse workers work long, exhausting shifts for little money and no benefits.

And yet Jeff Bezos, the richest man on Earth, has declared that he has no idea what he could possibly do with so much money other than build spaceships.

Hedge fund managers do not seem to actually produce anything.

And yet they make millions of dollars while teachers buy their own school supplies.

We are told we cannot afford generous public-sector pensions.

And yet we maintain 800 U.S. military bases in 70 countries around the world.21

Many people make money simply because they were born with money, or they make money from renting out property rather than working.

And yet wealth is supposedly linked to hard work and merit.

Some children are sent to private schools while other children go to public schools where the heat doesn’t work and the desks are broken.

Yet, when the children who go to private schools grow up, they will feel as if they deserve their wealth.

The country you are born in seems to be a very strong determinant of how prosperous you’ll be.

And yet people’s birthplaces have nothing to do with their choices.

I fully realize that these thoughts are naive and childlike. I know there are plenty of people who will instantly snap at my simplistic reasoning. But I can’t stop myself. Across every area of social life, I have been unable to content myself with the available justifications for the status quo. I can’t see how anyone could be untroubled, and I think nearly everyone who confronts the actual facts is troubled. If you don’t spend much time thinking about the fact that 47,000 people every year in the United States are so despondent that they commit suicide, you probably won’t consider the possibility that there is something deeply cruel, alienating, and dysfunctional about our country.22 But if, like me, you just can’t get those deaths out of your mind, if they follow you and haunt you every day, you will always look around and feel that terrible sense of wrongness.

Some people are untroubled by the existing state of things. But if they thought more, if they questioned their assumptions and got closer to the facts on the ground, they might be more disturbed. If you don’t think about what it feels like to be a frightened Guatemalan child in an immigration jail, you can comfort yourself with phrases like “securing our borders” and “enforcing our laws.” If you know that child and see the reality underneath the words, it’s much harder to be sanguine. One reason I am dubious about those who justify, say, solitary confinement is that they don’t seem to do much thinking about what it feels like to be trapped in a box. It’s easy to justify something if you haven’t empathized with the person who experiences it.

When I was younger, I felt like I must be crazy for being unable to get past my horror. There are all sorts of clichés about how young people are natural bleeding hearts, until they actually understand the world. “If you’re not a liberal when you’re under 30, you have no heart, and if you’re not a conservative when you’re over 30, you have no brain.” But I actually found the opposite to be the case. The more I learned, the more I investigated, the more skeptical I was of justifications of the status quo.

Take, for example, crime. As I’ve met and gotten to know more criminal defendants, I’ve realized that tough-on-crime grandstanding is much more difficult when you more fully understand the lives of prisoners. It’s easy to talk about personal responsibility and say, “If you can’t do the time, don’t do the crime,” if you only see the victims as humans and the perpetrators as monsters. Those who commit crimes, however, often turn out to be fairly similar to everyone else. I once sat in on meetings in a maximum-security prison in upstate New York, where a group of inmates had casual conversations with students from Yale Law School. From a transcript of the back-and-forth, it would have been difficult to tell which speakers were the prisoners and which were the law students.

I also used to correspond with a man named Robert Pruett, an inmate on Texas’ death row who had been incarcerated continuously since the age of 15. Pruett was bright, funny, and loved to read works on psychology and philosophy. He had grown up in trailer parks, the son of a violent felon. In elementary school, he began using drugs, and by his teenage years, he was using cocaine and committing regular burglaries. In junior high school, Pruett was arrested as an accomplice after his father killed a man in their trailer park. Pruett was accused of involvement in his father’s crime and sentenced to 99 years in prison.

An adult prison was a brutal place for a scrawny 15-year-old, and Pruett’s life was characterized by extreme violence and trauma. When he was in his 20s, already without any hope of seeing daylight again, Pruett was accused of killing a prison guard and put on death row.

I read Pruett’s autobiography when I was in law school, and was struck by just how intelligent and sensitive he was. He had taken a psychology course in prison and spent a lot of time ruminating on the question of how he had gotten to where he was: his father had committed the crime that first landed him in prison, and we don’t choose our parents, but were there choices he could have made differently before age 15? Which ones?

As I read Pruett’s writings, which were poignant and full of insight into the human condition, I couldn’t help but think that if Pruett and I had been switched at birth, I’d be where he was and he’d be where I am. He was just as capable a writer, just as curious a reader. Yet here I am, with an expensive education and a happy career.

Pruett, meanwhile, was put to death in October of 2017.23



A FAILURE TO empathize is a failure to think.24 Every other person is, of course, a conscious being just like ourselves, who goes through many of the same experiences we do. They eat, shit, worry, and fumble. (Yes, those are the four main activities of life.) The fact that all other humans are human is so obvious that it seems stupid to even mention it. But it seems to be the most easily forgotten fact in the world. Soldiers are trained not to see their victims as people with aspirations and families like themselves, but as the Enemy. (If they weren’t, it would be difficult for them to do their job. Some people think this justifies the training, whereas I think it should make us question the job.)

During the Vietnam War, for example, U.S. troops were told not to call Vietnamese people “Vietnamese people.” Instead, they were “gooks.”25 When Lieutenant William Calley was originally charged with mass murder after the My Lai massacre, he was accused of taking “Oriental lives,” rather than just lives, and the top U.S. general in Vietnam said that the Vietnamese don’t mourn their dead like we do. In fact, the entire U.S. portrayal of the Vietnam War offers an instructive lesson on how easy it is to avoid thinking about other people’s lives. In television and movie accounts, press stories, and books, the war is almost always seen through American eyes, and the “tragedy” of the war is the nearly 60,000 Americans who lost their lives. But the number of Vietnamese people who lost their lives is in the millions. Because Americans have a pro-American bias and are simply more interested in our “own” people than “their” people, the effect of the war on the lives of the Vietnamese themselves is given far less attention than the effect of the war on American soldiers, politics, and culture.

Sometimes, dehumanization occurs because people talk about others as lesser creatures, as when the president talks about criminal immigrants as “animals,” or when young black men are stereotyped as “thugs.” But often, it occurs because we simply don’t notice other people at all. The United States is thought of as a free country by its admirers, but it has millions of people in a vast correctional archipelago dotted across the map.

In the media, there is a very obvious hierarchy of coverage, in which some people’s lives are considered worthier of attention than others. This is colloquially known as “missing white woman syndrome,” but we actually have data showing just how great the variations are in the “news value” of a life. A 2007 study looked at over 5,000 natural disasters and 700,000 news stories that ran on the major news networks such as ABC, NBC, and CNN. It found that the loss of one European life was equivalent to the loss of 45 African lives, in terms of the amount of coverage generated. Deaths in Europe and the Americas were given tens of times more weight than Asian, African, and Pacific lives.26

Now, you might think this is natural or justified. Plenty of people can look at the prison statistics and think, That shows the laws are being enforced; or at differences in coverage and think, Well, of course we care about our people more than others; or at the expulsion of unauthorized migrants and think, Well, a nation needs to protect its borders, you can’t just open the borders, there have to be rules. What I’m suggesting is that these responses are too easy; that they’re reflexive and sound good but that if we try to get serious about applying our moral values consistently, they begin to seem much less persuasive.

How many deaths does it take for a disaster in different continents to receive news coverage?

Ratio indicates how many casualties would make media coverage in major U.S. networks equally likely, all else equal

[image: ]
Source: Our World In Data, based on Eisensee and Stromberg (2007) ourworldindata.org/how-many-deaths-make-a-natural-disaster-newsworthy/


Once you start asking simple questions, interrogating the seemingly obvious, phrases that seem like arguments begin to look like evasions. The flip side of “ignorance is bliss” is that knowledge is painful. Why should we care about people in our country more than we care about people in other countries? In what sense are nations real, and in what sense are they artificial? Why should we defer to the authority of laws we find unjust? Why should there be countries at all? Why should groups of people build walls to keep each other out? Why does everyone care so much about whether someone broke the law, regardless of whether breaking the law actually caused any harm? Shouldn’t everyone be free to live in whatever country they like? And shouldn’t everyone’s life matter the same amount? Pretty soon you end up sounding like Thomas Paine, the most eloquent and humanistic of the Founding Fathers, who said that his values applied to everyone alike: “I view things as they are, without regard to place or person; my country is the world, and my religion is to do good.”27

There’s a left-wing slogan that says, “If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention.” Like all slogans, it has lost its meaning with overuse. But it expresses something profoundly important: It is only possible to be comfortable if we accept things as they are without questioning them. Once you start paying attention, once you start looking closely at the world, outrage is not just reasonable but inescapable.



LET’S PAUSE, BECAUSE I sense I’m already beginning to sound self-righteous, and if there’s one thing I should be careful not to do in Why You Should Be a Socialist, it’s to turn off people who are already extremely skeptical of socialism by becoming too much of a scold. Before we say anything more about prison and death, I’d like to mention the upsides of puzzlement and the majesty of the universe.

It is sad to think about other people’s pain, about the abuse and suicidal hopelessness that can exist behind any door we pass as we walk through our towns and cities. I think this turns a lot of people away from a left worldview. If you look at life around you, and all you see is global warming, nuclear weapons, suicide, deportation, wage slavery, factory farming, racism, and prisons, not only are you going to be unhappy yourself, but the people around you are unlikely to find you to be uplifting and engaging company. When leftists suggest that everyone should start paying more attention to other people’s problems and miseries, we often seem like real downers. Indeed, I know many people who are simply consumed by feelings of hopelessness, especially every time they realize that Donald Trump is the president of the United States.

Becoming a humane, conscientious person does mean dwelling on global warming, nuclear weapons, suicide, deportation, wage slavery, factory farming, racism, and prisons. Waving these things away is not defensible. But cultivating one’s intelligence and judgment also means recognizing the truly wonderful as well as the truly terrible. Not only is a bleak, brutal picture of the world unbearable to live with, it’s also inaccurate. For there are many things here that are so wondrous and beautiful that contemplating them should make you want to cry. There are things that are thrilling, sublime, and very, very strange.

In fact, next time you are feeling down, I strongly recommend taking a trip to the nearest aquarium. While you are there, watching anemones undulate and jellies drift, think about just how curious the natural world is. We share the Earth with so many other animals, and they are remarkably weird.

Take the seahorse. Seahorses are astonishing creatures indeed. This is not just because the males give birth, or they don’t have stomachs, or they’re the slowest swimmers in the sea, or they can consume 3,000 shrimp a day, fascinating as those factoids may be. It’s because … well, look at them. They look like horses. But they have nothing to do with horses! Where did they come from? What are they doing here? The ocean is full of creatures so curious that if we didn’t know better, we would think they were from faraway galaxies.

All of which makes it that much more tragic that humankind threatens to destroy itself and the rest of life on Earth. It’s because there are so many wonderful things that the terrible things are so devastating. I know the kind of bliss that can be enjoyed when one is free from worries about rent, medical bills, and the threat of violence, and it makes me viscerally angry that such joy isn’t available to all equally. The more you appreciate coral reefs, the more scandalized you’ll be when you read that they’ve declined in area by one-third since the 1980s and, “plagued by overfishing, pollution, and invaders,” these “gardens of colorful sea life” have been “reduced to furrowed, lifeless plains.”28

Leftists don’t just see the problems in the world. We see the things that make it wonderful, which is one reason why we sound so paranoid about threats. In Vanishing New York, Jeremiah Moss harshly condemns the gentrification of New York City.29 Moss can sound strident sometimes: under the plutocrat mayor Michael Bloomberg, developers built “glittering pleasure domes for the uber-wealthy,” with chains displacing mom-and-pop stores, luxury condo towers replacing old brownstones, and a “corporate monoculture” taking the place of the quirky, funky city of old. Bloomberg himself was explicit about his goal to turn New York City into a place for the rich, saying, “We want the rich from around this country to move here. We love the rich people.” And, “If we could get every billionaire around the world to move here it would be a godsend that would create a much bigger income gap.” But while Moss’ book is a complaint about what has gone wrong, it’s also a love letter to the city of bohemian weirdness and rich ethnic culture that he sees slipping away. He dislikes gentrification because he adores the old delis, diners, and dives of his romantic New York City youth, and he’s agonized to watch them close down one by one. Leftists can look like we’re being negative and driven by hatred, resentment, and bitterness, when what we feel most deeply is warmth and tenderness.30

It’s true, though, that this part of leftism often doesn’t come across. We can get wrapped up in sanctimony and forget to explain why we’re so worked up in the first place. If I grumble when I see what New York City developers have done, it’s because I miss the accordion shop on Forty-Eighth Street, and if I criticize what Amazon has done to small book publishers, it’s because I see how empty the bookstores in the French Quarter have become. If I seem enraged when I talk about the prison system, it’s because the Texas Department of Corrections killed my friend, and I know what a brilliant person he was and how much he added to the world. If I talk about why it’s a scandal that the United States doesn’t have guaranteed parental leave, it’s because I realize how much my own mother treasured the time she got to spend with me as a baby, and I feel rage when I think of parents deprived of that joy. Call it sentimentalism or moralizing or nostalgia or irrationality if you like, but it comes from a love for the world and those in it.

The leftist orientation I begin with, then, is one of deep appreciation of spectacular things and deep loathing for unjust and cruel things. It’s easily dismissed as “bleeding heart”-ism, and, well, that’s exactly what it is. People’s hearts should bleed more! If your heart doesn’t bleed, what the hell kind of person are you? On both left and right, those who tend toward weepy laments are trivialized as sentimentalists. Charles Dickens’ supposed weakness as a novelist is that he gets carried away with being sad about orphans. But while sentiment needs to be tempered with cool reason, an emotional reaction to the things we see around us is a good place to begin.

Where do our feelings get us? For me, they lead to a disgust with the way atrocities are papered over with pleasant-sounding euphemisms. In “Politics and the English Language,” George Orwell noted that nobody ever says, “I believe in killing off your opponents when you can get good results by doing so,” but plenty of political actors do engage in and defend exactly that. When they’re asked about it, though, they use evasive language to describe the acts. Orwell gave a made-up example of how an apologist for Stalin’s purges would talk:


While freely conceding that the Soviet regime exhibits certain features which the humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we must, I think, agree that a certain curtailment of the right to political opposition is an unavoidable concomitant of transitional periods, and that the rigors which the Russian people have been called upon to undergo have been amply justified in the sphere of concrete achievement.31



This tendency is not a Soviet invention, though, and it persists in our own time. Our discourse is saturated with euphemisms, which are like a thick forest between us and the underlying facts of a situation. The Bush administration, of course, used the phrase “enhanced interrogation techniques” to refer to what any honest person would call torture. The Obama administration used the term “disposition matrix” to describe its kill list.32 Intelligence agencies “neutralize” or “depopulate” rather than kill. People imprisoned forever are “indefinitely detained,” solitary confinement is the “special housing unit,” and killings by police officers are “officer-involved shootings.” Comedian George Carlin said that euphemism was the language invented by “smug, greedy, well-fed white people” to “conceal their sins.”


Poor people used to live in slums. Now the economically disadvantaged occupy substandard housing in the inner cities. And they’re broke! They’re broke! They don’t have a negative cash-flow position. They’re fucking broke! ’Cause a lot of them were fired. You know, fired. Management wanted to curtail redundancies in the human resources area, so many people are no longer viable members of the workforce.33



If there is one place we should begin, it is with a resolve to not conceal sins, to not seal ourselves off from people’s suffering by burying it under a mountain of vacuous bullshit. Euphemisms are an attempt to find pleasant words for an ugly reality, and in doing so, they allow their users to avoid feeling guilty or uncomfortable. This is why they are particularly common in the business world, where executives do not want to admit that they are ruining a lot of people’s lives through mass firings and so discuss restructuring, outsourcing, redundancy, and streamlining. An independent contractor is a worker who has no benefits or guaranteed hours, and increasing efficiency often means making people do more work in less time.

When it comes to U.S. foreign policy, where the stakes are far higher, euphemisms can conceal deadly realities. Often, U.S. politicians talk of “promoting democracy” abroad, with democracy simply meaning “the governments that favor U.S. interests,” regardless of whether those governments are actually democratic in any meaningful sense. Both Barack Obama and Donald Trump arranged billions of dollars in arms sales to Saudi Arabia, a country that imprisons—and even kills—political dissidents, and U.S. leaders are unwavering in their support for the government of Israel, even as it commits serious human rights abuses in Gaza.34 Pleasant and noble phrases are used to justify U.S. actions abroad—we are the world’s policeman, a city on a hill, a beacon of freedom—but when the facts are examined honestly, it turns out that we are, for the most part, simply a very powerful country pursuing its national self-interest.

Being an honest leftist requires one to have a nose for jargon and a determination to figure out what is actually going on. It means examining phrases like national security and globalization and ascertaining what they mean for real human beings. When we do so, we often find that the reality beneath the words is disturbing. The “freest” country in the world is also the one that imprisons the most people; the most “democratic” country in the world is one in which ordinary people’s policy preferences matter little; and “security” can be invoked to justify almost any kind of brutality. You can rationalize nearly anything if you speak at the right level of abstraction. But my kind of humanistic socialism, unlike the authoritarian Soviet variety, begins with a resolute determination to find the truth, to care about human beings, and to not turn away from unpleasant facts or find ways to make them less discomforting.
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Neoliberal Nightmares

Our Depressing and Unacceptable Present



“Is $30,000 a Month Too Much to Spend on Wine?”



—Wall Street Journal, March 14, 2017


“Husband of Teacher Killed in Texas Shooting Is Crowdfunding Medical Bills.”

—Vice, May 21, 2018



NOW THAT I HAVE REPUDIATED “depressing leftism,” let’s return to some matters that are, in fact, extremely depressing. We cannot spend all day looking at seahorses and forget our responsibilities. I will try to avoid being maudlin. I am a hopeful person, and I promise I ultimately won’t leave you feeling doomed. Part II of this book is very upbeat. Unfortunately, here in Part I, we have no choice but to confront a few dispiriting facts. That’s because, in the words of an infamous picket sign from Occupy Wall Street, “Shit Is Fucked Up and Bullshit.”

What is everybody on the left complaining about? Why are they so grouchy? Why can’t they just shut up and enjoy the miraculous consumer products that surround them, from Amazon Echo to the personal surveillance drone? What is their problem? Even Barack Obama has said that, for all its problems, the twenty-first century is the greatest time to be alive in all of human history.1 (Although, since Jim Crow only ended in the 1960s, that’s a fairly low bar.) Manhattan Institute fellow Scott Winship said that he finds the complaints of the political left “bewildering” because “we have under 4% unemployment, middle-class incomes are at an all-time high, and poverty is at an all-time low.”2 Harvard’s Steven Pinker has concluded that left-wing intellectuals must “hate progress,” because they don’t seem to appreciate that across the globe, life expectancy has grown, extreme deprivation has declined, and on average, people are more prosperous than ever before.3 People who wish to dismiss leftist complaints often point out that today’s poor people, at least in the United States, often have refrigerators and cell phones, something their ancestors never had.

But we shouldn’t measure contemporary well-being against Great Depression–era poverty, just as we shouldn’t measure it against life in the Ice Age or during the time of the Black Death. Instead, we should measure our achievements against our potential. It doesn’t matter if far more people were homeless fifty years ago than are homeless today. It might be worth a brief self-congratulatory pat on the back. More important, though, is the question of why we still have homelessness if we have bountiful resources that are being squandered on luxury rubbish. By showing that things used to be worse, we still haven’t explained why it’s reasonable for Burberry to incinerate thousands of handbags, or why healthcare is so costly.

The idea of the twenty-first century as a paradise of progress is also naive. Certainly, there’s much to admire about our time, and innovations like Twitter and the Roomba are the products of remarkable ingenuity. But statistics on human progress often miss crucial facts about the reality of people’s lives. We may live in a more comfortable time than many others, but it is also a deeply precarious and frightening time.

It should be remembered, after all, that for all the amusing and informative tweets we send (500 million per day), we are also ransacking and destroying the natural world at an equally impressive pace. People do not enjoy hearing about environmental destruction, because over the years it has successfully been painted as some kind of hippy-ish concern. Climate change and the environment were barely brought up during the 2016 presidential debates. And yet, the issues could not be more serious, nor the stakes higher.

The Union of Concerned Scientists has warned that the coming consequences of climate change will include rising sea levels, increases in both flooding and droughts, longer and more destructive wildfire seasons, more devastating hurricanes, more intense heat waves, mass forest deaths, the increased spread of insect-borne diseases, the death of coral reefs, and mass die-offs of insects that could have severe, disruptive consequences for major ecosystems. Some experts have warned that humanity may be approaching a “tipping point” from which there is no return, where feedback mechanisms will cause perpetual, unstoppable rising temperatures that will pose an existential threat to all life on Earth. Over 15,000 scientists from 184 countries have issued a statement warning that because of our excessive resource consumption, we face “widespread misery and catastrophic biodiversity loss,” and “soon it will be too late to shift course away from our failing trajectory.”4

Though we’ve become very good at not noticing it, human beings have caused colossal amounts of destruction and death all around us. Wild animal populations have been decimated, and over the last 50 years, there has been a 58 percent decline in the population of vertebrates, including an 81 percent decline in freshwater animals. That means that “for every five birds or fish that inhabited a river or lake in 1970, there is now just one.”5 Some have argued that we are in the middle of a new mass extinction, one of the rare periods in Earth’s history when species disappear at unusually high rates.6

The oceans are full of plastic, the rainforest is still diminishing, and we eat so many cows that over a quarter of Earth’s entire land surface is now used for livestock. One small bit of good news is that we’re succeeding in closing the “ozone hole,” thanks to the decades of effort by environmentalists and scientists to ban chlorofluorocarbons.7 But we are still overfishing, overgrazing, and overpolluting. And right when we desperately need to reverse course, the United States has elected a president who not only actively denies the existence of the problem, but is intent on rolling back the modest regulations that have kept environmental destruction from becoming much worse. The Republican Party, through its fanatical devotion to “cutting red tape” and “creating a favorable climate for business,” is threatening the future of life on Earth. The Democratic Party, seeing no political gain from giving environmental issues their due weight, has long been complicit in allowing environmental concerns to be pushed to the side. Now everything’s fucked. Good job, everybody!

Then there are nuclear weapons. In 1945, shortly after the United States obliterated two civilian populations with nuclear bombs, Albert Einstein warned that there was a very simple chain of logic that could spell humanity’s doom: First, that another war between the great powers would be “likely to bring destruction on a scale never before held possible and even now hardly conceived.” Second, “so long as there are sovereign nations possessing great power, war is inevitable.”8 In other words, the very existence of rival great powers means war will come sooner or later, and the destructive capacity of modern weaponry means such a war would have unthinkable consequences for humanity. This is also expressed in another, possibly apocryphal, quote from Einstein: “I do not know with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.”

It’s actually very difficult to appreciate just what the nuclear threat means, especially as we are now so many decades removed from the last world war. In the 1940s and ’50s, the threat of atomic annihilation was a prominent part of public discourse. It even seeped into popular culture—the six-disc CD box set Atomic Platters: Cold War Music from the Golden Age of Homeland Security collects nuclear-themed songs, including Muddy Waters’ “Atomic Bomb Blues” and a gospel number called “Jesus Hits Like an Atom Bomb.” All of this seems peculiar now, and the duck-and-cover exercises of the 1950s are a comical relic. But the weapons themselves are still there, armed and ready to be deployed the moment a world leader gives the say-so. Despite the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the United States and Russia each possess well over 6,000 nuclear warheads.9 With some commentators agitating for a “new cold war,” arms control should top the list of “Things Something Ought to Be Done About Rather Quickly.”

I hope I don’t need to remind you what this threat truly means. The bombing of Hiroshima killed 125,000 people in a flash. Since then, countries have developed and tested bombs a thousand times larger, bombs that could kill every living soul for fifty miles. It’s so unbelievable that it feels like science fiction. I can tell you that “all of Manhattan could be destroyed in less than the time it takes to blink,” but it’s hard to fully accept that that’s true or conceive of it happening.
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Source: World Nuclear Weapons Stockpile Report, Ploughshares Fund (April 2019) https://www.ploughshares.org/world-nuclear-stockpile-report


In part, this is because the threat is kept unseen. Former secretary of defense William Perry, who thinks people should be far, far more concerned than they actually are, has said that the issue is neglected in part because “the poised nuclear doom, much of it hidden beneath the seas and in remote badlands, is too far out of the global public consciousness.”10 Nuclear weapons are hidden away in remote areas or lurking beneath the sea on submarines. We may know they are real on an intellectual level, but they do not feel real because their impact is beyond the scope of what our imaginations can conceive, and they are totally invisible to us in our daily lives. We are walking around with a loaded gun to our head (and to the heads of everyone we love), but we don’t react as we would if the gun were right in front of us. We can go about our ordinary lives pretending it isn’t there, until the bomb goes off. But by then, of course, it’s too late.

The United States recently received a haunting preview of how the first moments of a nuclear war might look. On January 13, 2018, just after 8 a.m., the people of Hawaii received an emergency alert via text, radio, and television. It read: “BALLISTIC MISSILE THREAT INBOUND TO HAWAII. SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.” Terrified residents ran about frantically, unsure of what to do. They sent goodbyes to their loved ones, huddled in bathtubs, and climbed into holes. In the 38 minutes before officials managed to alert the public that it was a false alarm, Hawaiians had an agonizing insight into what the last moments of their lives may feel like.11

Some people think that nuclear arms control is not an especially pressing issue. With U.S.–North Korea tensions somewhat lower for the moment, and globalization tying the great powers’ economies closer together, some have suggested we are now in a global “Long Peace,” in which large-scale conflict has disappeared.12 This is a shortsighted view. For us to be safe, the peace cannot just be long, it has to be eternal. It’s not enough that the world’s powerful countries are getting along at the moment. They literally have to never go to war again for the rest of history. And if there is one thing we should have learned from the twentieth century, it is that conditions that seem permanent can often turn out to be fragile and temporary. One day, Berlin is a city of bohemian cabaret artists. The next, it is the center of the Third Reich. One day, the Soviet Union is a global superpower. The next, it has disintegrated. For us to feel safe, we must be assured that no nuclear-armed power will ever again be controlled by a fanatical and irrational government. Given the existence of Trump and Vladimir Putin, it’s difficult to feel confident.



CIVILIZATIONAL SUICIDE, WHETHER through killing the planet or setting off nuclear weapons, is so serious that it makes everything else look trivial. Alone, these two issues should be enough to cause everyone to immediately join the socialists. After all, we’re the only ones who treat these matters with the seriousness they deserve. Republicans deny that there’s even a problem, and Democrats mutter something every now and then but still don’t seem to feel much urgency. (You tell me how much time our “liberal” news networks like CNN and MSNBC spend talking about arms control policy and climate science.)

But there are plenty of other features of contemporary life that any sane and sensitive person should be troubled by. In the United States, with a higher gross domestic product (GDP) than any other country in the world, we have still somehow managed to inflict an impressive amount of unnecessary hardship on people. While less wealthy countries with strong social welfare states take good care of their residents, the United States’ commitment to further enriching the already extremely rich has made parts of this wealthy country look almost postapocalyptic. Drive through Detroit or Newburgh, New York, and observe the senseless decay of once-great cities. In these cities, you can see the consequences of a system in which people with money lack any commitment to the welfare of their fellow human beings.

The defining feature of our age is inequality. Even economist Larry Summers, certainly no socialist, has noted that “the world’s wealthy elite are more wealthy, more knit together, more separate from their fellow citizens, and probably more powerful than ever before.”13 Shortly before the financial crisis, Citigroup released a report concluding that these days, “the world is dividing into two blocs—the Plutonomy and the rest,” with a small number of wealthy plutocrats “absorb[ing] a disproportionate chunk of the economy.”14

People do not realize just how extreme the situation is. Empirical research from Harvard Business School has confirmed that Americans seriously underestimate just how much the wealthy have and how little the non-wealthy have.15 The study found that people’s ideal distribution of wealth was fairly egalitarian:

[image: ]

Then, it asked people what they thought the situation looked like in reality. This is where their guesses were, on average:
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In reality, the situation is far more extreme than that:
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The bottom 20 percent own almost nothing. In fact, many of them have less than nothing, because they’re also in debt.

The Institute for Policy Studies has found that the wealth of just the top three richest Americans—Jeff Bezos, Warren Buffett, and Bill Gates—is now greater than that of the entire bottom 50 percent of the population put together (160 million or so people).16 In the United States, billionaires have been adding about 13 percent per year to their wealth, while rank-and-file workers have gotten about 2 percent. Oxfam has concluded that “82 percent of all the world’s wealth created in 2017 went to the global top 1 percent,” while “the poorer half of humanity—3.7 billion people—got nothing.”17 In the United States, the top 1 percent holds more wealth than the bottom 95 percent of families, and the bottom one-third of families own about 0 percent of the country’s wealth.18

It’s hard to actually conceive of what concentrated wealth to this extent actually means. In an essay called “Who Cares About Inequality?,” my friend David Adler suggested that a good way to begin is just by appreciating how much $10 million is, in multiples of $10,000.19 While large sums of money can be quite abstract, we all kind of know what $10,000 is and can think of things you could buy with it, like a used car. First, he says, look at $100,000:
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Then, look at $1 million:
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David also shows us what $10M looks like, and I’d like to show you myself, but it goes on for four pages and my publisher steadfastly refused to let me waste that much paper. That’s just 10 million! Now multiply it by 10 again to get 100 million, which still only gets you one-tenth of the way to what a billionaire has. And for a few, the first billion is just the start! As David comments, this is “a powerful exercise, [because] we can see, from the piles of $10,000 that compose these larger figures, just how many ‘good’ and ‘decent’ lives can fit into the fortunes of the extremely wealthy.” Photocopy this page, spread the piles of $10,000s out on your floor until you have Jeff Bezos’ net worth, and then stand on it as you explain why the United States can’t afford a renewable energy program. And yet Financial Times writer Chrystia Freeland found when she interviewed wealthy people that “people making $5 million to $10 million definitely don’t think they are making enough money.”20 The 1 percent feel “deprived” when they look at the .01 percent. One telecom billionaire said $1 billion was the “minimum” he needed “to cover the fringe benefits, the plane, the boat.”21

However much you have, you can always desire more. Nobel Prize–winning economist Angus Deaton showed that “the richer you are, the more covetous you become.”22 There is some experimental evidence that just having money actually makes you a greedier person. University of California psychologist Paul Piff has produced research showing that “the more money you have, the more focused on yourself you become, and less-sensitive to the welfare of people around you.”23 Piff’s team has even concluded that people who drive luxury cars are less likely to yield to pedestrians, since being on top gives people a sense of entitlement and indifference.24


AMAZON: A VISION OF OUR FEUDALISTIC FUTURE

Bezos, the founder of Amazon, has a net worth of $150 billion, which is about seven times larger than the GDP of Afghanistan and about half the size of the GDPs of Israel and Hong Kong. Bezos is not known as an especially charitable billionaire, though he did open a small fruit stand on the streets of Seattle that gave out free bananas.25 He has refused to sign Buffett’s Giving Pledge and instead is using his money to create the largest luxury home in Washington, D.C., by converting the 27,000-square-foot Textile Museum into a single-family residence.26 Bezos has said that “the only way that I can see to deploy this much financial resource is by converting my Amazon winnings into space travel.”27 (Really, Jeff? The only way?)

The company’s treatment of its low-level warehouse employees has long been notorious. Stockers and packers often work 11-hour shifts and walk up to 20 miles a day.28 They are forced to work overtime and often go unpaid for required tasks. There is intensive surveillance, even of bathroom breaks, and weaker workers whose productivity lags are summarily fired.29

The company is constantly advising people “that you’re being watched” and giving ominous warnings about the swift termination that will follow any attempt to steal from the warehouse. The company “installed big-screen monitors to broadcast streams of images of workers fired after they were caught stealing on the job,” in which “employees are seen in silhouettes, stamped with the words ‘Terminated’ or ‘Arrested.’”30 And after losing a case that went to the U.S. Supreme Court, workers remain unpaid for the portion of their days spent standing in line for mandatory security screenings. For several years, Gawker compiled testimonies from people who had spent time in Amazon warehouses. The quotes were depressing: “I have never felt more disposable or meaningless than I do at Amazon,” said one worker. “They do not care if you keel over on the line,” reported another, who claimed to have observed multiple people pass out during their shifts.31 (Indeed, at an Amazon warehouse back in 2011, so many people were collapsing in the summer heat that the company hired ambulances to sit outside and wait for workers to drop.32)

Investigative journalist James Bloodworth has worked in an Amazon warehouse and wrote about what the job is really like.33 Turns out, the answer is: it’s awful. Bloodworth says it felt like a “prison” and confirms the stories about grueling shifts and security checks during bathroom breaks. The handheld devices they carried frequently transmitted “admonishments to speed up” and ranked workers from “highest to lowest in terms of the speed at which we collected the items.” Break time was minimal, and at lunch, “you had about fifteen minutes to bolt down the food.” Bloodworth would arrive back after lunch to find two or three managers “pointing at imaginary watches and bellowing peremptorily at anyone who returned even thirty seconds late [saying,] ‘Extended lunch break today, is it?’ [or] ‘We don’t pay you to sit around jabbering.’”

The atmosphere was suffused with jargonistic bullshit. You weren’t supposed to call it a warehouse, but a “fulfillment center.” Workers weren’t fired, they were “released.” (Given the prison-like conditions, that one might be accurate.) In fact, they weren’t even workers, they were “associates.” Bloodworth says that on day one management told them that Amazon was an egalitarian workplace because “Jeff Bezos is an associate and so are all of you.” (Some associates are more equal than others, by about $150 billion.) Posters of happy employees had captions like “We love coming to work and miss it when we’re not here!,” though Bloodworth cites a survey of Amazon staff showing 91 percent wouldn’t recommend working there, 89 percent felt exploited, 71 percent reported walking more than 10 miles per day, and 78 percent felt their breaks were too short. Workers were disciplined with points, and anyone who received six points would be fired—sorry, “released”—with points given out for being sick or late because the Amazon bus didn’t show up.

Conditions are little better for Amazon’s white-collar workers. A 2015 New York Times investigation found that Amazon’s corporate headquarters was a brutal place to work.34 Employees were intentionally pressed to their physical limits in a culture of ruthless competition and unreasonable demands for self-sacrifice. There was little sense of work-life balance, and workers were subject to intensive psychological pressure, “toiling long and late” and being “castigated for their shortcomings.” “Nearly every person I worked with, I saw cry at their desk,” one employee said. (Amazon pushed back hard on the New York Times investigation, arguing it was full of mistakes.) In the wake of the Times report, a group called Former and Current Employees of Amazon (FACE) formed in order to push the company for reform and attempt to form a union. A FACE representative told me that while there have been a few changes in HR practices since the Times exposé, “Amazon is still Amazon,” and “people are still pushed to their limits.”

Amazon warehouses have become symbols of twenty-first-century capitalism for good reason. They represent an extreme version of some very common tendencies, namely the ceaseless pressure on workers to be more productive, the stripping of benefits and dignity, and the increasing imbalance of power between workers and owners. In Amazon, we can see a bleak vision of a possible future, one that resembles a more technologically advanced version of medieval feudalism. Since wealth is power, the few extremely rich people at the top will have immense control over the lives of the majority.

It may sound outlandish, but it’s already the reality at Amazon, where one man reaps billions of dollars in rewards from the constant labor of hundreds of thousands of exploited, low-level laborers. And across the economy, the imbalance of power between top and bottom is increasingly evident. In the United States last year, 41 percent of workers didn’t have even one day of paid vacation,35 and 36 percent didn’t have a single day of paid sick leave.36 The word pension has become a joke, as 50 percent of private-sector pensions have disappeared.37 The absence of paid parental leave in the United States means that mothers and fathers often have to return to work immediately after the birth of a child, right at the point when they most need and deserve to spend time with their newborn. This lack of security has serious psychological effects on people. When you can’t afford to take vacations, when you can’t spend time with your child, and when you can’t afford to get sick, your day-to-day existence feels more precarious and stressful.



WHY MILLENNIALS ARE MAD

People in my generation feel powerless and frustrated. We see things like Apple achieving a $1 trillion market valuation and then look at our own lives and wonder why so little seems to be “trickling down,” even though we are working hard. Millennials are having far fewer children than previous generations, and American fertility rates have reached a record low.38 When the New York Times surveyed young people to find out the reasons they weren’t having as many children as they had wanted, the top ten answers were:


	Childcare is too expensive

	They want more time for the children they have

	Worried about the economy

	Can’t afford more children

	Waited because of financial instability

	Want more leisure time

	Not enough paid family leave

	No paid family leave

	Worried about global instability

	Struggle with work-life balance



Notice a common thread? Almost all are related to economic factors. People have to work too much, and they don’t have the time or money to have children. The reasons are informative because it’s not that millennials don’t want to have children. They’re interested in having children, but there are material obstacles standing between them and parenting. This is tragic. Here we have tons of young people who would like to bring new life into the world and spend their time caring for and educating the next generation, but they can’t. People are missing out on one of the most incredible human experiences, that of being a mom or dad, simply because they aren’t allowed to share in the country’s tremendous wealth.

Millennials’ financial situation, generally, is dire. A study based on the Survey of Consumer Finances concluded, “Millennials earned lower incomes, were less likely to own a home,… had lower net wealth than their parents at the same stage in life,” and “had amassed just half the net wealth baby boomers had at the same age.”39 The portion of government spending going to young people (such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) has decreased relative to the portion going to older people (e.g., Social Security), even as baby boomers have seen their wealth explode compared to millennials.

With these prospects, it’s no wonder there have been major increases in depression among teenagers, and studies have shown that young people are more anxious and mistrustful than older generations. According to Malcolm Harris in Kids These Days, the young have “greater levels of restlessness, dissatisfaction, and instability.”40 Harris’ picture of millennial life is bleak. While we have become more productive, we haven’t actually seen the benefits of that productivity, and young people are increasingly put into a dog-eat-dog economic competition that leaves them stressed, exhausted, and broke. According to Harris, “increase[s] in average worker output, rationalization, downward pressure on the cost of labor, mass incarceration, and elevated competition have shaped a generation of jittery kids teetering on the edge between outstanding achievement and spectacular collapse.”

As the economy becomes more competitive, it affects how children are being raised. From a very young age, many are being prepped to compete in the job market. Harris quotes a letter from a school explaining why the annual kindergarten play was being canceled: the children simply couldn’t afford to waste two days practicing a play, since the school is “responsible for preparing children for college and [a] career with valuable lifelong skills,” and “what and how we teach is changing to meet the demands of a changing world.” This is especially true for the upper middle class. Decisions over how children should spend their time are now made with an eye to cultivating their “human capital,” the knowledge, skills, and personality traits that will make them attractive to potential employers. One school Harris cites brags of its “kindergarten-to-career” pipeline, and since all leisure time has an “opportunity cost,” children are given enormous piles of homework and deprived of recess. Some have called for an end to summer vacation because students “lose ground” during the break from school in the never-ending struggle to be college-ready. Everyone is involved in the “arms race that pits kids and their families against each other in an ever-escalating battle for a competitive edge.” And the more schoolwork is designed to give students the skills that employers want, rather than those that cultivate a human to reach their full potential, the more education becomes a form of unpaid job training, that is, child labor.

Universities are the gatekeepers of social success and determine whether young people will end up in comfortable professions. “College admissions are the ‘boss’ of aspirational achievement,” Harris says. The already well-off are favored in this competition: they know which little dances to perform in order to impress administrators. Working-class students will probably have to hold jobs during college, and their grades will suffer. They may have to work late into the night: a quarter of students at Wisconsin public colleges worked jobs between 10 p.m. and 8 a.m. More and more effort is required to get to the top of the pile—we’ve all heard how jobs that used to require a BA now require an MA, the MA jobs need PhDs, etcetera.

No wonder people my age feel a bit piqued when we see headlines like “Millennials Are Ruining America’s Sex Life,” pondering why young people seem to be having less sex and delaying the decision to have children.41 One reason is that we’re all worried and stressed, and have neither the time nor money to live the kind of fulfilled and functional lives that our parents’ generation did. This is why we all collectively grumble when we hear Joe Biden saying he has “no empathy” for the complaints of young people. “Give me a break,” Biden said of millennials who “think they have it tough.”42 One might well ask Biden how much student debt he was left with when he graduated from the University of Delaware in 1965, and how long it took him to pay it off.

Out-of-touch perspectives like Biden’s are lampooned in the online meme “Old Economy Steven,” which depicts a blue-collar worker in 1970s garb making cracks about millennials set against the reality of the changing economy. Some of the captions include:


	“‘When I was in college my summer job paid the tuition’” / “Tuition was $400”

	“Loses job” / “Finds another one on the way home”

	“Bought a house in his 20s with a 9–5 job that didn’t require a bachelor’s degree” / “‘Kids these days have it easy’”



It is remarkable that a meme has a better grasp of young people’s economic lives than a Democratic vice president. Right there, you have an important clue as to why so many people under 30 are put off by mainstream Democratic Party politics and are turning leftward. I have seen the best minds of my generation depressed and saddled with debt.



THE INDENTURED LIFE

Debt is one of the defining features of contemporary American life. In 2019, household debt hit $13.67 trillion.43 $1.49 trillion of that is student loan debt, which is held by 44 million people, who now graduate with an average of nearly $30,000 each.44

Many economists think debt is a good or neutral thing. Debt allows us to get things done: borrowing money helps us pay for things that we couldn’t otherwise afford, and it’s win-win for the lender and the debtor. In Game of Loans, economists Matthew Chingos and Beth Akers argue that the problem of student loans has been overstated because most students manage to pay off their debt and taking on the debt enables them to go to college.45

But debt on paper is different from debt in practice. In reality, debt has serious psychological consequences for debtors. In a poll by LendingTree, most debtors said that worries about their student loans affect their lives and even give them headaches.46 Having $100,000 of debt hanging over you, gathering interest all the time, makes you feel exhausted and hopeless. At one point, I was paying $800 a month on my student loans just to cover the accruing interest. I’m not alone in that. In fact, $100,000 is no longer the high end of student loans. In May of 2018, the Wall Street Journal reported that there are 100 people in America who now have over $1 million in unpaid student loans. The Journal profiled a 37-year-old orthodontist who owes $1,060,945.42, and whose payments don’t cover the interest.47 Eventually, he can expect to see the amount double.

Mother Jones, in writing about the failures of federal loan forgiveness programs, gave some examples of the educational backgrounds and financial profiles of student borrowers, which show just how extreme the situation has become for many.


	University of New Mexico (bachelor’s, 2006); University of Minnesota (master’s, 2008); $70,000 owed at graduation; $50,000 paid back so far; $410 paid per month, on average;… $70,000 still owed today.

	Gettysburg College (bachelor’s, 2005); University of Detroit Mercy (JD, 2009); $139,000 owed at graduation; $58,000 paid back so far; $640 paid per month, on average;… $161,000 still owed today.

	University of Utah (bachelor’s, 2004); University of Denver (JD, 2012); $341,000 owed at graduation; $35,000 paid back so far; $530 paid per month, on average;… $410,000 still owed today.48



But the largest amounts of debt are not even necessarily the most unfair. Most people in default on their loans actually owe less than $10,000. In many cases, they were working-class students who went to for-profit colleges that gave them almost valueless degrees. For-profit colleges are an unacknowledged scandal: many bait prospective students into enrolling through flashy advertising campaigns, and then load them up with debt while giving them a product that does virtually nothing for their career prospects. (Unsurprisingly, Betsy DeVos’ Department of Education is making it easier than ever for these institutions to bilk vulnerable students with false promises.49)

There’s a racial and gender component to this, too. Two-thirds of student debt is held by women, and black women have greater amounts of student debt than any other group.50 This isn’t because they get more valuable degrees, but because they’re less able to afford college in the first place. Student debt is an extraordinarily unjust system: it punishes people who don’t have wealthy parents. It’s perverse, when you think about it: you can’t just go and educate yourself. Instead, you have to sign up for decades of indenture just to secure a qualification necessary for slight advancement in the workforce.

The United States is a nation of debtors. Eighty percent of Americans currently have debt, in one form or another, and average household debt is continuing to rise all the time.51 We can’t actually quantify the harm this does to people. How many couples have arguments over their financial predicaments? How many sleepless nights do people spend, worrying that they won’t be able to afford to keep their car running because their student loan payments are coming due? How does it feel to know that everything you receive is owed to someone else, and that you won’t be able to get out of this situation for a dozen years or more? What does it mean to have a country in which millions upon millions of people feel like that? So many people are living in this state of permanent indenture, and we have somehow come to accept it as natural and inevitable.



JUST A WHOLE MESS OF OTHER PROBLEMS

This is, I know, the part of the book where a critic will say, “Robinson rehearses a litany of familiar problems, making the usual complaints.” I can’t help it. The situation demands it! And who am I to deny what the situation demands? The fact is, while we on the left have a justified reputation as grumblers, for too long serious things haven’t been taken very seriously. As humanity careens toward environmental catastrophe and feudalistic inequality, someone had better make a fuss.


Race

Nobody likes to be called a racist, but anyone who looks at the facts honestly has to admit that the United States is still a very racist country. Why? Because the mere fact of being born a certain race makes a highly significant difference to your chances in life. If black America were its own separate country, and we examined its statistics, it would have a higher infant mortality rate than many developing countries, like Mexico and Libya.52 I am sure you know the horrifying statistics about race and incarceration. There are twice as many black men in the criminal justice system today as were enslaved in 1850.53 Just a few years ago, one in three black men could expect to end up in jail over the course of their lives.54 Predominantly African American cities like Detroit, New Orleans, St. Louis, and Baltimore have poor health outcomes, anemic economies, and dilapidated infrastructure.

The statistics on wealth are downright shocking. Black Americans have, on average, $5 in wealth for every $100 that white families have, and the average black family would need 228 years to amass as much wealth as the average white family holds today.55 In Boston, the average black family has about $8 in wealth (yes, that’s eight dollars), while the average white family has about $200,000.56 Generally, while white people own homes, black people do not. (In fact, just looking at averages can be misleading. Matt Bruenig has argued that when you dive deeper into the numbers, you find that the racial wealth gap is much larger than even the most widely publicized statistics suggest, since most black wealth is concentrated at the top.57)

This wealth gap is the direct consequence of slavery; it has existed since the founding of the country. Many people dismiss the importance of “historical” racism in determining today’s African Americans’ lives. But it’s impossible to deny. Around 60 percent of wealth in the United States is inherited,58 and slavery was much more recent than people seem to think. (There are still people alive today who, in their childhood, knew people who were former slaves.) And that’s just financial wealth: also passed down are social and cultural capital, that is, the connections and insider knowledge that help you get ahead in life.

As Bernie Sanders forcefully, and correctly, declared:


The racial wealth gap exists because slavery, segregation, Jim Crow and predatory lending stole wealth from African Americans. That racial wealth gap must be repaired, and institutional racism must be rooted out wherever it exists.59



There is some good news on race. In recent years, the life expectancy gap has finally diminished, with black and white people having similar life expectancies.60 (The bad news is that this is, in part, because white people are living shorter lives thanks to opioid and alcohol abuse epidemics.) But until being born black or Hispanic gives you the same life chances as being born white, everyone should be committed to an explicitly anti-racist politics. People tend to think that racism is about “hate,” and that if they don’t “hate” people of color, they can’t possibly be racist. “I don’t have a racist bone in my body,” you often hear them say. But racism is more about indifference and bias than hate: it’s about subconsciously preferring people of your own race, advancing their interests, and not caring how your actions affect people of other races. This is the way in which white Americans are still deeply racist: they do not care that black children go to worse schools, that black mothers are more likely to die in childbirth, or that a giant historical injustice distributed wealth unequally across races.



Sex & Gender

I try to be sensitive to the complaints of men about the difficulty of their lives. I, too, am a man, and I, too, find life difficult. Mortality and the human condition can be a hell of a thing, and there are some problems men face that women do not (prostate trouble, the draft).

But in the #MeToo era, nobody should have any doubt that there are specific gender-based harms that affect women more than men. Not only is there still a substantial gender pay gap (yes, it’s real), but the entire experience of being a woman involves significant burdens that men not only never have to endure, but never even notice the existence of.61 Anybody who doubts this should pick up a book like Everyday Sexism, which chronicles the innumerable instances in which the fact of gender intrudes on people’s lived experiences.62 Women and gender nonconforming people are not just routinely harassed and threatened, they are ignored, belittled, and excluded. A century after women’s suffrage was achieved, we are still far from achieving equal representation in government. While certain fields have more than rectified their gender disparities (in psychology departments, for instance, women often outnumber men three to one),63 women still have higher rates of poverty and lower net worths. Everything from student debt to domestic violence disproportionately affects women, to say nothing of a sexist culture that demeans those who defy gender expectations or cannot meet impossible beauty standards.

I have only touched here on gender injustice, which is even worse for transgender individuals, who experience homelessness, bullying, and suicide at unconscionable rates. Nobody looking out over the social landscape can say that meaningful gender equality has been achieved, and anyone who isn’t a feminist isn’t a socialist.



Militarism

The United States likes to think of itself as a force for good in the world. Our record over the past half century, though, has been shameful. We are the largest global arms dealer and supply morally repugnant dictatorships like Saudi Arabia. We have repeatedly overthrown democratically elected leaders and supported unconscionable acts of violence, from Indonesia’s mass murder of communists to Saudi Arabia’s ongoing bombing campaign in Yemen. The Vietnam War killed several million Vietnamese people, and the Iraq War killed 500,000 Iraqis.64 U.S. intervention in Central America over the course of decades led to permanent instability.65 We like to forget our own role in shaping the geopolitics that come back to bite us in the ass: North Korean anti-Americanism results from, in part, the fact that we destroyed 90 percent of the country’s capital with bombs in the 1950s,66 and the U.S. overthrow of the democratically elected Iranian government in 1953,67 and our support for a repressive dictator, partly explains why the phrase “Death to America” can still be heard in Tehran. The United States has built a sprawling military empire that pursues its own interest and does as it pleases, regardless of the consequences for other nations.



Immigration

Every day, there are nearly 40,000 people in immigration detention centers in the United States.68 Few of these people have committed any crime, beyond illegally setting foot on the wrong patch of land. And while the Trump administration is rightly lambasted for having cruelly stolen children away from their parents, the deportation regime has been separating families for a very long time. Every time a parent is swept up by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and sent back to their “home” country, a family is separated. Barack Obama’s administration deported hundreds of thousands of people,69 and each of those deportations represents a human life thrust into chaos by the state. When we talk about “illegal immigrants” being deported, we’re talking about ordinary people trying to eke out a living, who are swept up by armed agents and sent away. This was, of course, not how it worked for most of the country’s history: it used to be that you could simply get on a boat, get checked for diseases, and then join the American family. The strict legal/illegal distinction is a recent development (ICE itself has only existed since 2003), and we have created a regime in which ordinary people must constantly worry about being asked for their papers, without anybody seeming to notice just how authoritarian such a concept is.



Animals

Anyone who is honest with themself must realize that the mass killing and eating of animals raises deep and discomforting moral questions. Animals can suffer, they can feel emotions, they can have desires and joy. And yet, while we would be horrified to see someone torturing or killing a dog, we accept the mass killing of hundreds of billions of animals of equal intelligence and sophistication. The left often neglects animal rights issues, but based on the scale of death and suffering involved, the industrial farming of animals may well be one of the most important moral issues of our time.70



General Despair

There are over 47,000 suicides in the United States every year. This number has been steadily increasing. Economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton have directly linked the American suicide epidemic to the bleak, unequal social and economic landscape. It is, they say, a “failure of spiritual and social life that drives people to suicide,” concluding that “if we can only generate good lives for an elite that’s about a third of the population, then we have a real problem.”71

The economic roots of the suicide epidemic are obvious. Consider how Gene Sprague felt in the last days of his life. Sprague, a gentle 34-year-old punk rocker, had suffered from severe depression since his mother died during his youth. He had long talked about killing himself, and when asked what he wanted to have for breakfast, would sometimes reply, “Death.” His suicide, therefore, did not come as much of a surprise. But consider what Sprague wrote in the last entry on his blog before he jumped from the Golden Gate Bridge:


I have not heard from the future employer, I have not received a plane ticket to fly to Texas to interview for that job (I was supposed to leave tomorrow), I have completely run out of money, I am out of cigarettes, I am completely out of food, my eBay auctions have not been bid on, and I think my ferret is dying.72



Sprague had been suicidal for many years. But he only went through with the act once his material circumstances became unbearable, once a perfect storm of minor miseries added up. Case and Deaton call this “cumulative distress.” Poorer people’s mental health has been on the decline, and their access to care is minimal. The worse off you are financially, the more distress you’re going to build up.

Recently, increased attention has been given to so-called deaths of despair in the United States. After many years of continuous growth, life expectancy in the United States has actually been dropping overall. This is thanks, in part, to increases in suicide and alcoholism, as well as an explosion in drug overdose deaths, of which there are now 70,000 a year.73 That’s more than the entire number of Americans killed during the whole Vietnam War. And it’s happening every single year.

Widening Inequality In Life Expectancy

Life expectancy for 50-year-olds within a given year, by quintile of income over the previous ten years.
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Source: World Economic Forum https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/09/how-income-affects-life-expectancy/


One of the most disturbing features of the changes in life expectancy is that they vary considerably by income level. Poor people are living shorter and shorter lives, and rich people longer and longer ones. Between the very bottom and the very top, there is now almost a 15-year gap in average lifespan. To me, this feels like one of the most serious existing injustices. For your wealth to determine not only your level of comfort, but literally how much time you will spend on Earth, seems grotesque. Will we eventually see a far greater divergence, in which the bourgeoisie live two or three decades longer than proletarians? If present trends continue, we will.
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On the whole, it’s rough out there. Extreme poverty may have dropped, and the economy may be growing, but many millions of people are spending their whole lives trying to stay afloat, with little time to enjoy themselves. An Urban Institute survey found that “40 percent of American families struggled to meet a basic need last year—food, health care, housing or utilities.”74 Millions are faced with a choice between basic nutrition and paying rent.75 The number of people who kill themselves annually is greater than the entire population of Burlington, Vermont—the equivalent of a 45,000-person town just popping out of existence every year.76 Corporate profits are soaring, yet many people’s wages are barely keeping up with inflation, and it costs more than ever to pay for basic housing, healthcare, and college. Every year, tens of thousands of people are forced into bankruptcy by their medical bills, and a trillion dollars in student debt is forcing a generation of college graduates to put off parenting and sometimes move back in with their parents.

Okay, enough. I could go on, but I am already hearing that reviewer’s voice in my head: “Robinson’s seemingly endless list of greivances, which he thinks we shall find illuminating rather than exasperating, will be news to nobody.”

Let us pause once again to appreciate the majestic seahorse. Hopefully, this picture of the wonderful creature will give us the spirit and fortitude we need to get through the next bit, in which I say the word neoliberalism repeatedly.



YES, NOW WE have to talk about neoliberalism. I’m sorry. I wish we didn’t; but we do.

What the hell is neoliberalism?

I hate that word. I really do. First, it’s misleading. As Noam Chomsky points out, the phenomenon called neoliberalism is neither new nor liberal. Second, it sounds academic and pretentious, and it can be lazily used to describe just about everything under the sun. If you’re not careful with a word like that, it can become an all-purpose slur that you can deploy at will. Run out of tortillas? Curse you, neoliberalism. Subway running late? Fucking neoliberalism. (Actually, problems in public transit infrastructure are directly linked to … well, never mind for now.)

And yet, there is no other word that properly describes the tendency. The term refers to a set of ideas that have become conventional wisdom among political elites since the 1980s, in particular the belief that “free markets” are magnificent and capitalism should be set free to do pretty much whatever it pleases. This was once an extreme right-wing view (it makes Dwight Eisenhower look like Friedrich Engels). But in the 1980s and ’90s, it became the “Washington consensus.” Deregulate and privatize everything. Even the “liberal” parties, Bill Clinton’s Democrats in the United States and Tony Blair’s Labour Party in the United Kingdom, embraced the free-market agenda, calling themselves “New Democrats” and “New Labour,” respectively. Larry Summers, who advised both Clinton and Obama, said, “Any honest Democrat will admit that we are now all Friedmanites.”77 Think about that: it means that both parties followed the ideas of Milton Friedman, a free-market economist so radical that he resented the existence of a government postal service.78 Gone were the old Labour principles of collective ownership and the redistribution of power from capitalists to workers. To the extent government had any valuable role to play, it was simply in making markets work.79 Stephen Metcalf of The Guardian called it the “idea that swallowed the world.”80

Wendy Brown, in Undoing the Demos, says that there has been a “ubiquitous” embrace of “neoliberal rationality,” and it has profoundly changed politics around the world.81 This “rationality” is the idea that government should be run like a business, which means in part that everything has a price and should be judged accordingly. When you start to think this way as a policy-maker, trying to quantify everything and maximize return on investment, you end up governing very differently. If a public school is a “negative asset,” shut it down. The democratic populace, Brown says,


disintegrates into bits of human capital; concerns with justice bow to the mandates of growth rates, credit ratings, and investment climates; liberty submits to the imperative of human capital appreciation; equality dissolves into market competition; and popular sovereignty grows incoherent.



What does that mean in practice? Well, here’s an example of this kind of “rationality.” Forbes published an opinion piece called “Amazon Should Replace Local Libraries to Save Taxpayers Money.”82 The writer, Panos Mourdoukoutas, said that public libraries are not cost-effective. Taxpayers are subsidizing public spaces that are not used enough. Instead, we should turn libraries over to corporations, who can run them more efficiently. Librarians were appalled by the Forbes article, and rightly so. But this idea follows logically from neoliberal principles. You measure “value for money,” and if a public asset isn’t providing it, hand it over to the private sector. This is not the traditional leftist way of thinking about libraries. Leftists don’t say, “Is this asset performing?” They say, “People need to be able to access knowledge, and a public library is an important component of a community, whether or not many people frequent it.” We care about unquantifiable values as well as quantifiable ones, while neoliberal thinking tends to view anything you can’t measure as insignificant.

What’s striking about neoliberal rationality is that both liberals and conservatives embrace it. It has become the water in which we swim. For example, last year, a book by libertarian economist Bryan Caplan came out called The Case Against Education.83 Caplan argues that public schools are not good investments because they do not actually produce a “return” for students in the form of useful job skills. Caplan believes that the school system should be privatized and, to a great extent, dismantled, because it is “inefficient” in producing good job market outcomes. It’s not surprising that he thinks that; Caplan is a free-market libertarian, so we might expect him to see schools as little more than factories for efficiently manufacturing value for the job market.84

But here’s the part that shows you the bipartisan nature of neoliberalism: Caplan’s strongest critics accepted that premise. In response to Caplan’s book, liberal writer Kevin Carey wrote an article in the Washington Monthly harshly dismissing Caplan’s ideas.85 Carey said that education is a good investment: there is a “strong relationship between average scores on international tests and the growth rates of national economies,” and public schools improve students’ long-term productivity. In this debate, we can see what the neoliberal consensus means in practice. Everyone agrees that we should measures schools by whether they produce a return on investment, but the left argues that they do and the right argues that they don’t. Neoliberalism is that buried premise: that maximizing human capital output is the correct way to figure out whether a school is any good. It’s not about whether students become humane and thoughtful citizens; it’s about economic growth. The debate is not framed as a conflict of values but an empirical discussion about whether or not something contributes quantitatively to the economy. Unfortunately, because a lot of things the left advocates do not necessarily make people more productive, but simply make society more fair, neoliberal discussions nearly always favor free-market conclusions.

The term neoliberalism captures the tendency of people who are nominally on the left to make arguments based on conservative economic premises. For example, Republicans argue that their tax cut will increase GDP, reduce the deficit, and reduce taxes for the middle class. Democrats reply that the tax cut will not increase GDP, will not reduce the deficit, and will not reduce the middle-class tax burden. Both parties are arguing around a shared premise: the goal is to cut taxes for the middle class, reduce the deficit, and grow GDP. But traditional liberalism, before the “neo” variety emerged, would have made its case on the basis of different premises. Instead of arguing that Democrats are the party that will reduce the middle class’s taxes, traditional liberalism would make the case that taxes are important because it’s only through taxes that we can improve schools, infrastructure, healthcare, and poverty relief. Instead of participating in the race to make government smaller, old liberalism is based on a set of moral ideas about what we owe to one another.

Let me go through a few news stories that demonstrate the neoliberal character of our age. They don’t necessarily seem related, but I think they are related.


	The Return of Private Fire Services: During the 2017 California wildfires, according to the Wall Street Journal, some people received more fire protection than others.86 Insurers sent in private firefighting forces to protect valuable homes, and only those homes that had signed up for special policies were coated in fire retardant. The use of private firefighters for the wealthy has apparently grown over the past decade. A 2007 report documented insurer AIG’s use of a Wildfire Protection Unit to serve its Private Client Group, a plan “offered only to homeowners in California’s most affluent ZIP Codes—including Malibu, Beverly Hills, Newport Beach and Menlo Park.”87 Here, we have “efficient” firefighting: everyone gets just as much fire protection as they’re willing to pay for, rather than fire protection being equally guaranteed to all.

	Prisoners for Sale: In rural Oklahoma, a program called Christian Alcoholics & Addicts in Recovery (CAAIR) supposedly operates as a diversionary treatment program for drug offenders that judges can sentence defendants to as an alternative to prison.88 In reality, CAAIR operates a labor camp, in which residents work long hours in slaughterhouses for large food companies. There is no real treatment to speak of, and CAAIR pockets the workers’ wages. Sometimes those sent there haven’t even committed drug offenses. It appears to exist simply to provide convict labor for large corporations. This is an example of neoliberal criminal justice: maximize the return you get on your prisoners. The corporation gets profitable labor, and the state saves money that would have had to be spent on corrections. Everyone wins! (Except the prisoner, but if they didn’t want to do the time, they shouldn’t have done the crime.)

	Goodbye History, Hello League of Legends: The University of Akron recently announced that it would be cutting 80 different programs, both at the undergraduate and graduate level, including its history and sociology PhD programs.89 This isn’t because the university is out of money. In fact, at the same time they announced that they’re spending $750,000 to build a new facility for “esports” (aka video games). In explaining its decision, Akron said that few students enrolled in the programs it was cutting, whereas the video game program would attract more participation. Students are therefore “customers,” and the university exists not to offer knowledge, but to satisfy market demand. In fact, public universities increasingly operate like businesses and are bloated with administrators drawn from the private sector. Schools have hiked tuition through the roof and paid for huge legacy construction projects instead of improving instructor compensation. The “adjunct-ification” of academia has meant that instructors are poorly paid and have little job security. The share of budgets allocated to teaching has declined. Many universities seem to be portfolios of assets rather than educational institutions, with “ever-expanding real estate holdings, hospitals, corporate partnerships, and sports teams that are professional in every sense of the word—except that the players work for free.”90 None of this makes any sense if you think of a university as a place for learning and study. But if you run it like a business, the logic is obvious: cut labor costs (salaries) and dump negative assets (the history department). We are seeing deep cuts to research budgets at public universities, in part because it’s difficult for a lot of researchers to justify themselves under “market logic.”

	Kids 4 Cash: In 2008, there was a scandal in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania: Two local judges were accused of taking kickbacks from a private juvenile detention center in exchange for sentencing children to that facility. The judges ruined thousands of young people’s lives, imprisoning them for offenses as minor as cursing or creating a satirical MySpace page about their school’s vice principal. The judges were indicted and convicted over the scheme, and there was understandable moral outrage about the case: kids were being sent to a cockroach-infested prison because judges had been bribed. And yet the case was only an extreme example of something that goes on every day, the major difference being that, in this case, the misconduct was actually illegal. One of the Wilkes-Barre judges defended himself, saying, “Look, this was a finder’s fee. We needed this center built.” And while it’s uncommon for judges to be given “finder’s fees,” there is plenty of profit in criminal justice. The private prison industry in the United States is huge, and there is a tremendous amount of lobbying by prison companies against any measure that would reduce occupancy.91 Legislators receive hundreds of thousands of dollars from corporations like CoreCivic (formerly the Corrections Corporation of America). Coincidentally, these same legislators never enact criminal justice reforms that would meaningfully reduce the profitability of the prison industry.



In each of these news stories, we see a similar tendency: maximize, maximize, maximize. Values like fairness, democracy, and wisdom all disappear. Instead, everything becomes quantified, and market values predominate. This is neoliberalism: what happens depends on the market and almost nothing else. The courses a university offers are based on what the market wants: if that’s video games rather than history, so be it. Criminal laws are based on what best serves the profits of the prison industry, and who gets fire protection depends on who can pay for it. Community is not valued in a society like this. Money rules absolutely.92

The logical conclusion to this kind of society is terrifying. In Boots Riley’s satirical dystopian film Sorry to Bother You, we see a vision of what such a place might look like. Riley depicts a world in which most people are in debt and struggling to make a living, while a few incredibly rich people at the top live lives of unbelievable luxury and decadence. (So far, so familiar.) Against this backdrop, a company called WorryFree offers people a tantalizing bargain: it will wipe out their debts and give them guaranteed housing, food, and healthcare. All they have to do is agree to come and work at the WorryFree campus, for life. They sign their lives over to the company, and in exchange the company takes care of their essential needs. It’s the same bargain that once led many people to sign up for lives of indentured servitude and that still leads migrant laborers to accept exploitative work arrangements. But Riley shows us that if we keep going the way we’re going, there’s no reason such a thing couldn’t happen in our own time and place. After all, wouldn’t you want to be worry-free? It’s tempting for desperate people to accept the deal. Yet this free-market solution ends up reproducing slavery: we all end up owned by a company, and the company’s profits determine the course of our lives.

There is one more salient feature of neoliberalism that is essential in identifying it in the wild: fake social progressivism. This is one of its most sinister traits, because it helps unjust institutions appear benevolent and forward-thinking. To illustrate what I mean, consider the following real headline: “The U.S. and Israel Are Trying to Cure Breast Cancer with Tasteful Pink Fighter Jet.”93 That’s it in a nutshell. Two repressive governments tried to illustrate their progressive bona fides by painting a machine of death. You’ll notice that tendency over and over: an institution that is inherently hierarchical and unjust tries to defuse criticisms through superficial changes. A corporation, for instance, will not increase the rights of its ordinary workers or eliminate racial and gender pay gaps, but it might introduce racial and gender diversity on its board of directors.

One distinguishing difference between neoliberalism and plain old nineteenth-century free-market capitalism is this tendency to try to improve the “image” without changing the substance. Wall Street votes Democratic now, holds diversity trainings, and deplores outright bigotry. But they still won’t hesitate to profit off the victims of a natural disaster or close a factory to make a buck.

Finally, a caution against “totalizing” words to describe everything under one umbrella. Some socialists attempt to link everything together under one System: racism, sexism, capitalism. I am not this kind of socialist. I certainly see common tendencies that cause a wide variety of ills: greed, prejudice, obliviousness, etcetera. But I’m reluctant to lump lots of small things together as part of one Gigantic, All-Explaining Phenomenon. I use the term neoliberalism only with the most extreme reluctance and in full awareness that it may cause you to close this book and write me off. (I promise, it won’t recur after this chapter.)



ALRIGHT, THAT WAS all very grim. I am sorry. I am not a grim person by nature. But, well, if we’re going to be serious, we have to face up to Unpleasant Facts. And many facts are deeply unpleasant. The whole “serious existential threats to the future of our species” thing needs to be discussed.

Let us not, however, throw our hands up in despair just yet. We will find our way out of this mess. Please bear with me. First, however, I want to make one or two observations about capitalism, to clear the way for convincing you to embrace socialism.
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The Army of Psychopathic Androids

How Capitalism Works



“We must make our choice. We may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.”

—Louis Brandeis, quoted in Mr. Justice Brandeis, Great American (1941)

“The few own the many because they possess the means of livelihood of all … The country is governed for the richest, for the corporations, the bankers, the land speculators, and for the exploiters of labor. The majority of mankind are working people. So long as their fair demands—the ownership and control of their livelihoods—are set at naught, we can have neither men’s rights nor women’s rights. The majority of mankind is ground down by industrial oppression in order that the small remnant may live in ease.”

—Helen Keller, “To an English Woman Suffragist,” Manchester Advertiser (1911)

“God gave me my money.”

—John D. Rockefeller, Woman’s Home Companion (1915)



IF A CORPORATION WAS A person, they might be the worst person you have ever met in your life. They might manipulate you into doing things you didn’t want to do, take advantage of your weaknesses, lie to you if it benefited them, and show zero regard for basic standards of moral conduct. Then again, they might not, so long as it was to their advantage to treat you well. That’s a crucial fact about those who serve only themselves: It’s not that they’ll never be nice to you or will never do anything to help you. It’s that the moment you cease to be of use to them, they will abandon or betray you.

Economist Milton Friedman wrote a classic article called “The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits.”1 Friedman made his own position very clear: a corporation exists to serve its shareholders, period. The shareholders own the business, and the managers’ “responsibility is to conduct the business in accordance with [the shareholders’] desires,” which are generally “to make as much money as possible” within the boundaries of the law. Friedman was criticizing businessmen who talked of their companies as having a “social responsibility,” for example, to help the environment or improve their communities. Friedman said that even to use this phrase means “preaching pure and unadulterated socialism,” and executives “who talk this way are unwitting puppets of the intellectual forces that have been undermining the basis of a free society.” Friedman’s position sounds extreme. But he argued that any businessman who considers responsibilities beyond profit is, in effect, taking money from the company’s owners. Anything a company spends on, say, sponsoring a new ice rink for neighborhood children is frittering away that which rightfully belongs to the owners.

If corporate executives follow Friedman’s recommendation, what happens? Well, Friedman is quite literally endorsing a pathological pursuit of profit. Profit is all that the executive should think about. It doesn’t matter if people’s lives are made miserable as a result, or if a few rare animal species are wiped out. As long as it’s legal and makes money, do it.

To see what this kind of thinking leads to, we can look at Coca-Cola. President of Coca-Cola International Ahmet Bozer was once quoted as saying, “Half the world’s population has not had a Coke in the last 30 days … There’s 600 million teenagers who have not had a Coke in the last week. So the opportunity for that is huge.”2 According to the New York Times, a former Coke vice president said that the company’s goal “became much larger than merely beating the rival brands; Coca-Cola strove to outsell every other thing people drank, including milk and water. The marketing division’s efforts boiled down to one question … ‘How can we drive more ounces into more bodies more often?’”3 As a result of this policy, Coca-Cola has specifically targeted poor areas around the world. Coca-Cola’s former North American president Jeffrey Dunn was horrified by what he saw when he toured one of the impoverished districts the company was trying to flood with Coke. “A voice in my head says, ‘These people need a lot of things, but they don’t need a Coke.’ I almost threw up.” When Dunn raised his concerns and tried to change the business, he encountered “very aggressive” resistance and was fired.4

Coca-Cola is just doing what Friedman said it should. As a chairman of GM is alleged to have once said, the job of GM is to make money, not cars, and beverage companies operate the same way. So do drug companies. Internal documents revealed Purdue Pharma, the makers of OxyContin, were constantly seeking new ways to get people addicted to their product. Former president Richard Sackler wrote that the company should “measure our performance by Rx’s by strength, giving higher measures to higher strengths.”5 Lawsuits against Purdue have charged that the company “knew that putting patients on high dosages of OxyContin for long periods increased the risks of serious side effects, including addiction,” yet “promoted higher dosages because stronger pain pills brought the company and the Sacklers the most profit.”6 Perhaps most despicably, as tens of thousands of casualties mounted, Sackler encouraged the company to blame addicts for their own problems, despite the company’s deliberate efforts to get them hooked. “We have to hammer on abusers in every way possible. They are the culprits and the problem,” he wrote in an internal email. He objected to “criminal addicts … being glorified as some sort of populist victim.”7

There is a logic to this. You might think that it would be in a company’s interests to ensure that people don’t die. But it isn’t always. Ecologist Paul Ehrlich quotes a Japanese journalist who tried to explain why Ehrlich was wrong to assume whalers would have an interest in keeping whale populations high:


You are thinking of the whaling industry as an organisation that is interested in maintaining whales; actually it is better viewed as a huge quantity of capital attempting to earn the highest possible return. If it can exterminate whales in ten years to make a 15% profit, but it could only make a 10% profit with a sustainable harvest, then it will exterminate them in ten years. After that, the money will be moved to exterminating some other resource.8



The profit-seeking corporation isn’t always an extermination machine. Adam Smith famously argued that the pursuit of self-interest could be beneficial to all: the baker wants my money, and I want her bread; therefore, it’s in her interest to sell me bread and my interest to pay for it. The pursuit of profit is a powerful force for satisfying people’s wants, and it’s one reason I can go out and choose from hundreds of brands of shoes and find the one that suits my feet just right.

But there are also some truly perverse consequences to the unchecked pursuit of self-interest. It leads, for one thing, to exploitation, that is, taking advantage of people’s deprivation. If I see that you are desperate for work, I won’t offer you any more than the bare minimum necessary to get you to work for me, even if that isn’t nearly enough to live on. Smith admitted that companies were always careful to avoid paying their workers any more than they had to: “Masters are always and everywhere in a sort of tacit, but constant and uniform combination, not to raise the wages of labour above their actual rate.”9 That’s why, after Donald Trump’s gigantic corporate tax giveaway of 2018, we didn’t see companies sharing the proceeds with their workers. Instead, they were a windfall to corporate shareholders, who took home boatloads of extra profits even as workers continued to be paid far less than they needed to live on.10

In the early twentieth century, Frederick Taylor published The Principles of Scientific Management, one of the most influential business books of the last hundred years. His system, which became known as Taylorism, applied the ruthless principle of efficiency to the process of running an organization. It advocated timing every part of the production process, trimming here and there to make sure that maximum productivity was being extracted from workers. The philosophy quite literally treated workers as indistinguishable from “cogs,” in that as far as the organization was concerned, they were simply a statistical unit that created a certain daily output, an output that should be increased by whatever means necessary.11 When people talk about capitalism’s wondrous efficiency at improving productivity, they are often talking about disregarding the humanity of laborers and being willing to inflict any amount of fear and misery if it helps the collective.12 Certainly, this process is effective. But threatening a person at gunpoint is also effective, and unless we have a theory of what is and is not acceptable, a quest to improve results at all costs will lead to gross violations of people’s dignity.

Historically, some have assumed that this tendency would cause capitalism to self-destruct. Karl Marx believed that the pressure to exploit workers would make them more and more poor and miserable, at which point they would rise up and overthrow the capitalists. But the capitalists turned out to be wilier than Marx thought. They knew full well that there is a limit to what you can extract from people without them turning on you, and the lessons of the French Revolution were well learned. That’s why, in response to sixty years of labor agitation for the eight-hour workday, Henry Ford finally introduced it in the 1920s. When people point to the “increase in living standards” that capitalism has brought to the average worker, they frequently neglect to note that these increases have come as concessions to worker demands for a greater share of the country’s prosperity. If a company could get away with it, it wouldn’t pay its workers at all, and it’s only when it can’t get away with it that it generously expands pay and benefits. We see this at Amazon, which frequently defends itself against charges of exploitation by citing the benefits it offers to its full-time workers, benefits that its temporary workers don’t receive. If Amazon’s public image continues to worsen, it will offer workers more only to the extent that doing so benefits the company.



INTERESTINGLY, THERE IS no reason why a corporation has to be a profit-maximizing machine. Corporations aren’t found in nature. Governments “incorporate” them and set the rules by which they can operate. In many ways, corporations are an extremely generous gift from the state to investors. The law grants shareholders “limited liability,” meaning that they’re not fully legally responsible for the actions of the company they own. That is a highly unusual arrangement; in other spheres, you’re fully liable for what’s done with your property.

Corporations are downright bizarre entities: legally, they are artificial people that exist to maximize profits for other people, while shielding them from legal liability. Even if Friedman is right that, given the design of the institution, a corporation should maximize shareholder value, it’s unclear why we would design such an institution in the first place. Why would you create legally artificial people with no moral responsibilities and a pathological devotion to their own self-interest and set them loose on the world? This is like building an army of psychopathic androids!

The answer is that we didn’t actually design this institution. The American corporation evolved over time. Originally, it was an institution chartered by the government to carry out a specific set of functions for the public. You might charter a corporation to, say, build a bridge. But over time, the institution evolved as the legal doctrine of “corporate personhood” was developed. Yet, as late as the 1970s, few people thought corporations existed as pure profit-maximization machines. It was with the “shareholder revolution” of the 1980s that Friedman’s conception of the corporation’s function developed and a notion took hold that there was a legal duty to put shareholders above all other stakeholders.

Nobody went out and tried to raise an army of psychopathic androids. But that’s what we’ve got. And now they’re endangering us all.

There is a thought experiment called the “paperclip maximizer” that is often used by those who are concerned about the risks of artificial intelligence.13 The paperclip maximizer is a machine programmed to do one thing: manufacture as many paperclips as possible. It is built to innovate new ways of making office supplies more efficiently. And yet, that’s not what the machine does. Instead, it destroys the world. Why? Because it’s only programmed to do one thing: build paperclips. And it doesn’t care about anything else. At first, this might work quite well. It finds new materials and creates paperclips out of them, and everyone has more paperclips and is happy. Soon, though, things go quite wrong. The machine starts turning everything into paperclips. It has one mandate, and it follows it to the letter. It turns people into paperclips. It turns the whole universe into paperclips. That is, after all, its job.

The paperclip maximizer is science fiction. But it captures an important concept that should make us very dubious about profit-maximizing corporations. If you only give an organization one mandate and tell it to forget everything else, you might get the mandate fulfilled, but at a terrible price. If you build an artificial legal person and tell it to go and make as much money selling Coke as possible, it may hydrate many millions of people. But it may also market Coke to children, start offering 46-ounce bottles as single servings, and try to destroy every other beverage.

On a global scale, the consequences are existentially threatening. Look at climate change, for instance. The maximization of growth for fossil fuel companies will ultimately destroy large parts of the planet. These companies have distorted scientific fact, lobbied extensively, and done everything in their power to ensure that nothing is done about climate change, since it would threaten their organizational mandate. In the pursuit of growth, corporations routinely inflict serious environmental damage with a high human toll, but these “externalities” do not matter to them. In fact, if they’re taking Friedman seriously, they cannot matter and it would actually be irresponsible to consider anything other than the corporation.

It’s very obvious, given that we live on a planet with finite resources, that endless growth is impossible. And yet we have created artificial entities that exist to pursue endless growth, that cannot stop themselves from doing so. Like the paperclip maximizer, this is a recipe for civilizational suicide.


CAPITAL AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF PROPERTY

Nineteenth-century philosopher Pierre-Joseph Proudhon famously wrote, “Property is theft.”14 The phrase is a paradox because it seems strange to even speak of “theft” without having a concept of “property.” But for Proudhon, property was a paradox.

Proudhon asked us to consider where property came from in the first place. We all know what it is, or think we do. I own my shirt and my books, which means that I have the right to dispose of them how I wish. I can destroy them. I can sell them. I can carry them from place to place, and nobody else has the legal right to control them. If someone else tries to exercise the same rights as I have, by destroying or selling them, they have stolen from me.

Where did I get my right from? Well, I got it because I bought my possessions from others. I exchanged one thing I owned (money) for another (stuff). Where did the people I bought from get their right? Well, they bought it from someone else, and so on and so forth. However, Proudhon asks us to consider how property came about in the beginning. Why are there even property rights at all? How did the world go from being “unowned” to “owned”? When our ancestors were single-celled creatures, or fish-beasts, or even homo erectus, the world wasn’t owned, so why is it owned now?

The answer is that at various points, certain pieces of the world have been “claimed.” For Proudhon, however, that claim has no natural legitimacy. It’s unclear why, looking at an unowned world, I should be able to take part of it for myself and demand that other people recognize my right. By what right do I get to exclude people from certain parts of the world, and where does that right come from? Proudhon says that there is no such right, and that by claiming I can exclude others from using the world’s resources (because they are “mine”), I am stealing from them. Hence, “property is theft,” meaning that the very thing property rights supposedly do (protect people’s right to use things), they actually abrogate completely by denying people’s right to share in the world’s resources.15

In fact, the origins of private property are often even more unjust than that. If we trace back existing property to its roots, we find much of it originates in conquest, and it’s hard to say that we should respect property rights when the property itself is stolen. Texas was stolen from Mexico, and the United States was stolen from its Native population. In England, the commons were seized and privatized in the enclosure movement. There was no “right” to any of this, except to the extent that might makes right. That doesn’t mean that nobody should be entitled to keep anything they currently own. But it does mean that we should raise a skeptical eyebrow at people who get furious at any perceived infringement on “their” property rights.

Nineteenth-century economist Henry George pointed out that property rights were especially questionable when it came to land. If I make a birdhouse with my bare hands, we might think it logical that I should be the one who gets to decide what to do with that birdhouse. (Though, if I stole the wood to build the birdhouse from a person who chopped down a tree on land they did not own, the answer becomes much murkier.) But nobody created the land. The only way land is originally turned into property is through seizure, and seizure does not establish a particularly compelling claim. For George, that meant that taxes on land were the most just form of taxation, because the land belonged to all. Landlords do not create wealth, they merely benefit from their ownership of something that they have no right to own in the first place.

The sanctity of property rights forms a major part of the intellectual defense of capitalism. But while there may be a pragmatic case for respecting parts of the existing property regime, there is very little “natural” right, and there is nothing sacred about property. Everything we control derives ultimately from a historically illegitimate seizure of either the commons or the possessions of people who were too weak to protect themselves.

Let’s talk about capital itself. Under our capitalist system, many people make money not by working, but by having money. Thirty percent of income in the United States is capital income.16 It accrues to people based on their investments. We may, of course, find this perfectly legitimate, and the argument made in its defense is that investors “risk” their money by investing and are therefore entitled to the rewards that accrue when those investments pay off. Nevertheless, the amount of passive income devastates two core dogmas that are used to justify inequality:


	People work for their money.

	If people do not work for their money and get “handouts,” they become lazy and dependent.



A significant fraction of the wealthy’s wealth is not the product of their labor. They earn it in their sleep because they have money to invest. Now, I don’t think this in and of itself is a bad thing. I think it’s fine for people to get money they haven’t worked for, because I’m a socialist! But the idea that only hard work produces wealth is balderdash. Sean Hannity, for example, makes a large amount of money from rental properties he owns in poor neighborhoods.17 Hannity himself does not do anything to earn this money. He probably could not even tell you where the buildings are. Whoever manages Hannity’s money takes care of the entire process of collecting rent and maintaining the buildings, and Hannity doesn’t even need to hear a word about it. Hannity is reaping a good chunk of poor people’s salaries, without actually doing anything. He simply allows his money to be used in exchange for receiving even more money. The “risk” he takes is trivial.

If we believe all of the arguments that are made against welfare, this should make Hannity lazy. After all, when people don’t work for their money, when it’s just given to them, they have no incentive to work and they become freeloaders. This was the theory behind Bill Clinton’s “Welfare-to-Work” initiative and the conservative pushes to attach work requirements to social benefits. But this theory only ever seems to apply to poor people. Nobody ever says it about, for example, Dan Bilzerian, a wealthy heir who spends his life posting Instagram pictures of himself driving sports cars, flying on private planes, and sharing hot tubs with porn stars.18 Instead, the poor are lectured on the importance of “hard work,” while the rich enjoy the unearned “universal basic income” that would supposedly have such catastrophic effects on the moral fiber of welfare recipients.

Capital income is a significant driver of inequality. Poor people simply do not own stocks and are unable to invest in assets that will allow them to make money in their sleep. And once your money makes money, that money makes even more money, further contributing to the cycle of inequality. By contrast, indebted people spend all their money paying off their debts. Most single-parent households, for instance, have no savings or other assets, and “after debt payments, poor families are constrained to spend the remaining income on items that will not produce wealth.”19

We have the belief that people should earn their money through hard work. But that is not capitalism, which gives people their money according to how much capital they invest. Passively earning income can be a beautiful thing. But let’s hear a little less about the importance of hard work from people whose money does the work for them.



MARKET INEFFICIENCY

There is a principle everyone is taught in Economics 101 and then is swiftly encouraged to forget. It is called the principle of marginal utility, and it means that beyond a certain point, every additional unit of a good provides less satisfaction. If you give me a piece of chocolate, I may enjoy it a lot. If you give me a second piece, I will enjoy it, but perhaps a little less than I enjoyed the first, since the difference between no chocolate and a piece of chocolate is greater than the difference between one piece of chocolate and two. Each additional piece of chocolate thereafter will be slightly less satisfying to the point where I will feel I’ve had quite enough chocolate and will decline even if you offer me more.

What the principle of marginal utility means is that something is often more useful to people who have less of it than to people who already have a lot of it. If I am a gardener and I do not have a wheelbarrow, I will find a wheelbarrow very valuable. If I already have five wheelbarrows, an additional wheelbarrow will be quite unnecessary and possibly an inconvenience.

This concept is simple, but its implications are actually extremely radical. A dollar is worth far more to someone who has no dollars than to someone who has a billion. To Jeff Bezos, a ten-dollar bill on the ground may be of so little additional value that it’s not even worth the effort for him to stoop to pick it up. For a homeless woman, that ten-dollar bill may be the best thing that happens to her all day. What this means is that wealth creates much more utility if it goes to poor people than if it goes to rich people.

From a utilitarian perspective, the optimal maximization of total welfare would involve a significant redistribution of wealth from the top to the bottom. If you take $10,000 from Elon Musk’s bank account and put it in the account of a farmer in Myanmar, Musk may not even notice the absence, but the farmer’s life will be totally altered. The failure to redistribute wealth, then, creates significant economic inefficiencies. It destroys incalculable amounts of potential utility by not putting wealth to its optimal use. We may believe that this waste of utility is justified by our conception of property rights, or we may have other arguments against redistribution based on its consequences, but we must accept that all other things being equal, we are squandering our resources.20



MARKET IMMORALITY

Deferring to the judgment of the free market in allocating resources is morally odious as well as inefficient. Sentimental types like myself often react with horror when advocates of free markets say things like “morality has no application to market interactions under the conditions of perfect competition” or “the first principle of economics is that every agent is actuated only by self-interest.”21 The legitimizing of “self-interest”—aka, a callous indifference to the needs and desires of others except insofar as they serve you—creates a society that is intolerable to live in. Selfishness is unpleasant to be around, and people like Ayn Rand and Friedman make bad friends.

But there is also empirical evidence that markets undermine compassion. In The Moral Economy, Samuel Bowles reports on studies showing that when ordinary relationships become “transactional,” people’s morality erodes. He cites a famous study of a daycare that introduced a fine intended to reduce the number of parents who showed up late to pick up their child. Instead of reducing late pickups, the fine increased them, because people no longer felt a moral obligation to show up on time. They thought they could buy their way out of having to be a decent person. There’s even evidence that just by studying economics, with its implicit sanctioning of greed, people become less generous to others. That’s not surprising, since in economic textbooks, trying to secure an advantage over others is transformed, in Bowles’ words, “from a moral failing to just another kind of motive, like a taste for ice cream.”22 Many economists even treat price gouging, such as trying to get as much money out of disaster victims as you can, as a perfectly legitimate form of “maximizing mutual self-interest.”23 (The disaster victim gets a bottle of water, and I get $1,000. Everyone wins!)

John Stuart Mill said that economics was concerned with the human “solely [as a] being who desires to possess wealth.”24 But that’s not what we are, and we should be very careful about embracing that ugly picture of human motivation, since we may end up tempted to believe it!



WHAT’S WRONG WITH INEQUALITY?

Many billionaires now realize that inequality is a crisis. In 2014, investor Nick Hanauer warned his “fellow plutocrats” that “the pitchforks are coming for us.”25 BlackRock executive Larry Fink, in his annual letter to corporate executives, warned, “Those with capital have reaped enormous benefits,” while “many individuals across the world are facing a combination of low rates, low wage growth, and inadequate retirement systems.”26 At the annual Davos conference, where the world’s super-elites gather to schmooze and plot, several talks have focused heavily on the inequality problem, though without much attention to the role the conference itself plays in reproducing the problem. (The Davos attendees did, however, learn how the other half lives by engaging in an elaborate role-play of the “refugee experience,” in which they “pretended to flee advancing armies.”27 Interestingly, Marie Antoinette once did something similar, keeping a fake rustic village on her grounds where she occasionally dressed up as a peasant for fun.28)

There are, however, some outright defenders of inequality. Steven Pinker, in Enlightenment Now, says that equality is “not a fundamental dimension of human well-being.”29 He cites the philosopher Harry Frankfurt, whose book On Inequality suggests that it’s actually irrational to care about inequality.30 Frankfurt’s argument is that it doesn’t matter whether some people have a lot more than others. It only matters whether some people do not have enough. We should care about poverty, not inequality. This may seem like a trivial distinction, but Frankfurt and Pinker insist it’s important. After all, you could have a situation of perfect equality in which everyone is poor (there will be economic equality after the apocalypse, for instance). They argue that instead of focusing on making people equal, we should focus on making poor people less poor, even if we end up making rich people even richer in the process.

Frankfurt and Pinker are wrong to think that inequality doesn’t matter in and of itself. To see why, think about voting. In a democracy, every person theoretically has an equal vote.31 If some people were given two votes rather than one, however, those people would have twice as much power to affect political decisions. Wealth operates very similarly to votes, as a “bidding contest” to determine how different bits of property will be used. But in these “market elections,” people have very different numbers of “votes,” that is, wealth. Larry Ellison, for instance, owns the entire Hawaiian island of Lanai. He gets to determine what happens on it, and the residents don’t, because they can’t afford to buy the island. This is similar to a feudal system, in which the lord is in charge by virtue of his greater wealth. Democracy, on the other hand, is predicated on equality: everyone gets to participate equally because we all have a stake in the outcomes of political decisions. Objecting to inequality is just applying the same principle to the market that we would to the government.

Along similar lines, Warren Buffett has said, “The poor are not poor because the rich are rich.”32 This is false, and quite obviously so. The argument made here is that leftists are wrong to think of the economy as a pie in which one person will get a smaller slice if another person gets a larger slice. They even have a name for this type of thinking, the “fixed pie fallacy.” It’s a fallacy, they say, because unlike a pie, all of our portion sizes can grow simultaneously. The fact that the rich are getting richer does not mean that the poor are getting poorer, because if the economy grows, both the wealthy and the poor can get richer simultaneously.

It’s true that the size of the overall economic pie isn’t constant. It’s fallacious, though, to think this means that the poor aren’t poor because the rich are rich. If I’m getting slightly richer and you’re getting much richer, your vast riches still constitute a mountain of wealth that could be used to, say, provide good public schools or give working mothers paid maternity leave. Every dollar that the rich choose to or are permitted to keep is a dollar that isn’t going into the economies of Flint, Michigan, or Gary, Indiana.

Those, like Frankfurt and Pinker, who argue that economic inequality doesn’t matter don’t see the way money confers social power. That power is “zero sum,” in that when you have more of it, I necessarily have less of it. If you and I start with one vote each, and you are given three more votes, while I am given one more vote, my power has decreased relative to yours, even though my total number of votes has increased. Money operates similarly. The more say the rich have in society, the less the poor have, even if everyone’s income is rising at the same time.



CORPORATE POWER

Corporate power has important implications for people’s freedom. Friedman’s book Capitalism and Freedom famously argued that “economic freedom,” that is, free markets, and “political freedom,” that is, civil liberties, went together. But if we look at people’s actual lives, the promised freedom seems like a joke, because employers have so much power over their employees’ lives. Employers can decide what their employees wear, who they can talk to, when they can pee, and what they can say on social media. In the United States, we have complete at-will employment in most states, meaning that if you do anything to tick off your boss, they can send you packing and rob you of your livelihood.

You have very few rights at work. In society at large, you have protected rights: the government cannot abridge the First Amendment’s protections of your freedom of speech, and the Fourth Amendment means it cannot invade your privacy with unreasonable searches and seizures. None of that applies on the job: an employer can fire you not just for what you say at work, but what you say off the job. This creates an environment in which people are often as scared to voice their opinions as they would be in a police state; as a magazine editor, I’ve had plenty of prospective writers beg me to let them publish under pseudonyms because they were afraid that their employers would fire them if they were found to have publicly expressed their political opinions.

Chris Bertram, Corey Robin, and Alex Gourevitch explain the endless, nefarious ways in which employer power operates:


Outside the prison or the military … it’s difficult to conceive of a less free institution for adults than the average workplace … Employers [demand that employees] hand over passwords to their Facebook accounts, and fire them for resisting such invasions. Employers secretly film their employees at home. Workers are fired for supporting the wrong political candidates (“work for John Kerry or work for me”), failing to donate to employer-approved candidates, challenging government officials, writing critiques of religion on their personal blogs (IBM instructs employees to “show proper consideration … for topics that may be considered objectionable or inflammatory—such as politics and religion”), carrying on extramarital affairs, participating in group sex at home, cross-dressing, and more. Workers are punished for smoking or drinking in the privacy of their own homes. (How many nanny states have tried that?) They can be fired for merely thinking about having an abortion … [or] for being raped by an estranged husband.33



Bertram et al. also point out that because the government is constrained by the Constitution, private action can be used to punish people in ways the government can’t. For example, during the McCarthy era, very few Americans were actually sent to jail for having communist sympathies. But many were investigated by their employers. The Hollywood Blacklist was a private-sector form of repression: studios wouldn’t give work to people suspected of holding certain political beliefs. These private punishments, which do not come with the due process rights that defendants get in public criminal cases, can be just as effective in silencing dissidents. Political philosopher Elizabeth Anderson has even gone so far as to compare corporations to “communist dictatorships,” in part because they are surveillance states where the desires of the individual are subordinated to the mission of the collective.34

Corporations have nothing resembling the democratic decision-making that holds governments accountable. As an employee, your right to decide what the company does is usually nil. You don’t get to vote for your boss, and if you disobey them, you can find yourself without a paycheck! It’s worth considering what we’d call a country that was run along the same political lines as a company is.

All of these problems become much worse as corporations become more monopolistic. When a company is the only game in town, it has total power to dictate terms. The libertarian defense of corporate power is that we hand over our rights “freely”; nobody makes you sign up for Facebook or get a job in an Amazon warehouse. Friedman’s famous documentary series lauding capitalism is called Free to Choose. When a few companies win the market competition and own all the brands in a particular industry, choice becomes meaningless, and consumers exercise no meaningful power to decide which company should rule over them.

Mainstream economists recognize the negative consequences of monopolies. Yale’s Robert Shiller, a moderate who defends most features of capitalism, has said that we “will need to be vigilant to prevent the concentration of economic power, and we should work to disperse the ownership of capital even further.”35 When capital becomes concentrated in just a few companies, those companies develop formidable political power as well. Nobody can compete with them in terms of lobbying, and thanks to Supreme Court decisions like Citizens United, corporations are able to exercise their resources however they like to manipulate the political discourse.

The result is that government policy is set according to the wishes of the wealthiest residents rather than the will of the majority. Political scientists have confirmed that the desires of ordinary people in the United States have almost no effect on policy-making, a finding that should be somewhat shocking considering that we supposedly have “self-governance.” Instead, corporations have been “particularly effective at using the tools of a political democracy—where, in theory, the majority should rule—to protect its minority privilege.”36 Even the taxes that we do have are routinely avoided, and an entire “income defense industry” exists to help the wealthy avoid paying the sums that they are required to pay. If “the people” pose too much of a threat to a corporation’s finances, the corporation will just threaten to take its ball and go home. This is what happened in Seattle, where the city had to drop plans to impose a relatively minor tax on employers after Amazon threatened to leave the city.37 Corporate power is so great that cities must beg companies not to leave, offering as many tax breaks and other incentives as the company demands.

The growth of monopolies and oligopolies in the United States has been downright extraordinary. All of the major eyeglass retailers (LensCrafters, Sears Optical, Sunglass Hut, Pearle Vision) are part of the same company,38 and 90 percent of America’s domestic beer production is controlled by two companies.39 Google has a virtual monopoly on searches, and Facebook, YouTube, Apple, and Twitter each dominate their respective markets. This means they have total power to dictate terms. Current Affairs itself depends heavily on Facebook and Twitter to distribute its content. If either site were to ban our magazine, our business would almost certainly collapse overnight. These two companies hold our fate in their hands, and if they tell us we have to do something, we would have to seriously consider doing it. We remain in their favor, for now, but a benevolent dictator is still a dictator.

Friedrich Hayek, one of the foremost intellectual defenders of capitalism, wrote, “So long as property is divided among many owners, none of them acting independently has exclusive power to determine the income position of particular people.”40 But when property is not divided among many owners, they do have the power to determine people’s income positions. In Capital Moves, Jefferson Cowie tracks the growth in the power of employers and the declining power of labor unions, and shows the consequences. RCA, for example, simply moved its capital elsewhere whenever workers threatened to gain the upper hand:


Each of RCA’s plant relocations represents the corporation’s response to workers’ increasing sense of entitlement and control over investment in their community. Capital flight was a means of countering that control as the company sought out new reservoirs of controllable labor.41



Ironically, the concentration of capital means that one of the great fears about socialism—that decisions about what to sell would be made by small, unelected groups of bureaucrats, rather than determined by competition—is increasingly coming true under capitalism. As economist Rob Larson writes, “Rather than the ‘planned economy’ of socialism that haunts Friedrich Hayek’s dreams, it is corporate monopoly and oligopoly, and their industrial organizations, that are the main source of today’s central planning.”42 Instead of the government determining which speech will be heard and which product features will be offered, the decisions are made by Mark Zuckerberg and Twitter’s Jack Dorsey, whom nobody ever voted for.



MANY PEOPLE, ESPECIALLY those who are extremely wealthy, do not necessarily deny that we live in an economic system in which greed is rewarded and modesty punished. They just don’t see a problem with it. Friedman, when asked if he ever had any doubts about capitalism, replied, “Do you know any economy that doesn’t run on greed? You think Russia doesn’t run on greed?” (So, no, no doubts at all.) Hayek called it a “misfortune” that many had “defended free enterprise on the ground that it regularly rewards the deserving,” since it so frequently doesn’t.43

Plenty of the super-wealthy, though, do think they deserve what they have. Even Buffett, one of the few billionaires alleged to have a conscience, has said that the rich should not be called “undeserving” because “most of them have contributed brilliant innovations or managerial expertise to America’s well-being.”44 Chrystia Freeland, in her book Plutocrats, quotes several highly successful investors defending their right to riches.45 Billionaire Leon Cooperman says the rich are not “a monolithic, selfish, and unfeeling lot who must be subjugated by the force of the state … we employ many millions of taxpaying people, pay their salaries.” JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon says, “Acting like … because you’re rich, you’re bad—I don’t understand it.” Bond trader Dennis Gartman went even further:


We celebrate income disparity and we applaud the growing margins between the bottom 20 percent of American society and the upper 20 percent for it is evidence of what has made America a great country. It is the chance to have a huge income … Income disparity? Feh! What we despise is government that imposes rules that prohibit or make it difficult to make even more money.



At their core, these millionaires and billionaires believe that their money is theirs because they earned it, and the government has no “right” to take it away from them. They should get to spend it. Furthermore, they should not be criticized for their success. They should even be praised, because they are the “job creators” who get things done. Freeland quotes Wyoming businessman and conservative politician Foster Friess, who says, “I think we ought to have taxes as low as possible … [I]f you look at what Steve Jobs has done for us, what Bill Gates has done for society, the government ought to pay them … I’ve never seen poor people hire many people. So I think we ought to honor and uplift the 1 percent, the ones who have created value.” Right-wing economist Ludwig von Mises put this somewhat more bluntly in a letter to Ayn Rand, in which he praised her for being willing to tell the “masses” that “you are inferior and all the improvements in your conditions which you simply take for granted you owe to the effort of men who are better than you.”46

There are several important fallacies at the heart of this view. First is the conflation of market value and moral desert. Second is the idea that taxes are an illegitimate appropriation of “your” money. Third is the idea that capitalists build the fortunes of the workers, rather than workers building the fortunes of capitalists. Fourth, it is incontrovertibly true that being rich does make you a bad person. And fifth, the reason Friess hasn’t seen many poor people hiring anyone is that … never mind, I won’t insult your intelligence.47

It should be very clear why we can’t mix up what you’re “worth” in a market sense with what you’re “worth” from the standpoint of your usefulness to your fellow creatures. It’s an old observation that the people who do the least pleasant and most necessary work (such as cleaning up other people’s shit) are the least compensated, while the useless children of the superrich are able to live off inheritances. And conflating the two types of worth often leads to policies that border on the eugenic: valuing “productive” immigrants over “nonproductive” ones, for instance, results in excluding the disabled, sick, and elderly.

We can also look at specific examples of vital contributions that go uncompensated. Very few of the programmers and tinkerers who pioneered the internet, for example, got rich from their endeavors. Tim Berners-Lee, who created the World Wide Web, does not get paid each time we use it. Wikipedia has vastly expanded basic access to the repository of human knowledge, but has not yielded a fortune for its creator, Jimmy Wales. Even libertarian PayPal billionaire Peter Thiel has admitted that when it comes to scientific, technological, and medical innovation, the innovators themselves often receive about zero percent of the reward.48 Why? Because innovators are not businessmen. They pursue their creations for the thrill of discovery. The people who get rich are the ones who learn to monetize that discovery, the ones who can talk the innovator into signing over their rights in exchange for a small lump sum. How many people at the top of the Forbes 400 actually invented something? What did Buffett invent? Ray Dalio? George Soros? The Koch brothers?

It’s worth touching briefly on this idea that the government, by taxing people, is taking away something that belongs to them. Some people use the idea that they “own” their incomes to question the entire idea of “distributing.” Don Watkins and Yaron Brook, for instance, suggest that there is no such thing as distribution, only illegitimate seizure: “Wealth is not distributed by society: it is produced and traded by the people who create it. To distribute it, society would first have to seize it from the people who created it.”49 But all of this ignores the role that government plays in setting up the market to begin with.50 Money exists because of government; it is made by the government. And the government is responsible for creating the conditions under which all wealth creation is possible. Your pre-tax income cannot entirely be “yours,” because in order for you to have an income at all, there must be a large, powerful government, and for there to be a government there must be taxation.51 The government is involved in setting the rules of the economic game in a myriad of different ways, from defining how corporate charters work to defining liability rules to setting up ways of discharging debts in bankruptcy. The government is not a parasite, it is responsible for making sure that wealth can be created in the first place.



NOBODY COULD ACCUSE Frederick Douglass of minimizing the horrors of slavery. He wrote brilliantly and movingly about what it was like to be owned by another human being, and the physical and psychological degradation that was inflicted by slave masters. But Douglass knew that mere freedom from being owned wasn’t enough. Real freedom meant freedom from being exploited, as well, because even if one was nominally “free,” in an unequal society one could still be dominated by one’s employer. Douglass spoke of “wage slavery” and was very clear that the power to compel people in a free market could be as coercive as slavery itself.


Experience demonstrates that there may be a slavery of wages only a little less galling and crushing in its effects than chattel slavery, and that this slavery of wages must go down with the other … The man who has it in his power to say to a man you must work the land for me, for such wages as I choose to give, has a power of slavery over him as real, if not as complete, as he who compels toil under the lash.52



The twenty-first century is not, thankfully, as brutal to most working people as the late nineteenth century was. (Unless you are a Chinese iPhone assembler or a construction worker in Dubai.) But Douglass’ principle should be taken very seriously: The free market is not necessarily free. Whether people are free depends not just on whether they own themselves, but whether others have power over them in practice.



NOTHING I HAVE said here is in any way new. In fact, it is depressingly ancient. The same defenses of capitalism have been put forward for centuries, with the same criticisms from leftists, followed by the same replies from capitalists, followed by the same rejoinders from the leftists. Everything you might say in response to my points here has already been said, with leftists having already replied to your response. In fact, if you want to know just how predictable the course of these back-and-forths is, pick up a copy of At the Café, a 1922 book by Italian anarchist Errico Malatesta. The book is a series of dialogues between a socialist, a capitalist, and several others. The capitalist makes all the objections Friedman would reiterate forty years later, though Friedman was only ten years old when Malatesta was writing.


AMBROGIO: Owners and workers contract freely for the price of work, and when the contract is respected no one can complain …

GIORGIO: But you are speaking of a free contract! The worker who does not work cannot eat, and his liberty resembles that of a traveller, assaulted by thieves, who gives up his purse for fear of losing his life.

AMBROGIO: All right; but you cannot use this to negate the right of each person to dispose of their property as they see fit … The law recognizes their right to it.

GIORGIO: Ah! If it is only the law, then even a street assassin could claim the right to assassinate and to rob: he would only have to formulate a few articles of law that recognized these rights. On the other hand, this is precisely what the dominant class has accomplished: it has created laws to legitimize the usurpations that it has already perpetrated, and has made them a means of new appropriations.53



And so on. I would invite those readers who have prepared elaborate, multipoint rebuttals to my observations to consult Malatesta’s book. There, they will likely find that Ambrogio has already made their arguments for them and been exhaustively dealt with.
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Solidarity Forever

A Set of Principles



“A socialist is just someone who is unable to get over his or her astonishment that most people who have lived and died have spent lives of wretched, fruitless, unremitting toil.”

—Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction

“On a basic level, I am a socialist because I simply cannot fathom reconciling myself to a society where so many needlessly suffer because of circumstances beyond their control; where human dignity is distributed on the basis of luck and a social caste system is allowed to permeate every aspect of daily life; and where all of this is considered perfectly normal and acceptable in a civilization that has split the atom and sent people to the Moon.”

—Luke Savage, “Liberalism in Theory and Practice,” Jacobin1

“We are here to help each other get through this thing, whatever it is.”

—Kurt Vonnegut, A Man Without a Country



SO FAR, ALL I HAVE really argued is that outrage is necessary. I have rejected the idea that we should reconcile ourselves to human misery and accept excuses for the status quo. I have suggested that having a functioning conscience means being troubled by the pain of others and resolving to do something about it.

This may not sound like much. Everyone, no matter what their politics, will insist that they share this orientation. They will be angry that I’m presenting it as somehow radically left wing. “Concern for the unfortunate is not socialism,” as U.S. vice president Hubert Humphrey once said. But while Humphrey might technically be correct, I think genuine concern does at least entail socialism. (Moreover, I think a lot of people are lying when they say they are concerned for the unfortunate, and are actually concerned with the appearance of being concerned for the unfortunate.)

Let’s start here with a few questions. More than half of millennials describe themselves as more sympathetic to socialism than capitalism.2 What do they mean by these terms? What are they actually endorsing? Do they want to live in the Soviet Union? Do they want a centrally planned economy in which there is a government bureau for every product and the type of cheese you are able to buy depends on what the Bureau of Cheese has decided to make available that week?

I haven’t asked them all, but I suspect this is not what they want. Instead, I think they are socialists of Terry Eagleton’s description: people who are simply unable to get over the unfairness and brutality of the world, and who refuse to accept intellectual rationalizations for greed, bigotry, and hierarchy. They don’t like how undemocratic and unequal the world is, and they refuse to accept that this is the best we can do.

That, in and of itself, is not an endorsement of a specific “alternate” economic system. Instead, it’s a kind of instinct: an instinct of solidarity and a disagreement with a number of consensus beliefs about how wondrous and fair certain features of capitalism are. You will find that if you speak to these young people, many of them will have a difficult time articulating what exactly they mean by socialism. That’s not because they’re stupid. It’s because they are looking for a term that embraces a wide number of different feelings they have and allows them to show how disgusted they are with economic and political life in the twenty-first century.

Twenty-first-century socialism expresses a commitment to a certain set of values, values that are diametrically opposed to the dog-eat-dog, laissez-faire capitalism that both the Democratic and Republican parties seem to have fully embraced. It’s an expression of horror at “avoidable misery”—at long hours with low pay, at dying because you can’t afford medical treatment, at police shootings, at families being separated at the border. Not all of this is strictly economic. Instead, it springs from the solidarity ethic that sees all human fates as tied together, that says, in the words of Eugene Debs, “while there is a lower class, I am in it; and while there is a criminal element, I am of it; and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”3 The socialist does not accept that we are simply individuals who can freely pursue our self-interest, unencumbered by any duties toward our fellow creatures. For the socialist, in the words of an old labor slogan, “an injury to one is an injury to all.”

Before today’s socialists develop their theories, they start with facts and observations. For example, I have a friend who teaches second grade in Detroit. She buys her own school supplies—in fact, 94 percent of teachers end up spending their own money on school supplies.4 She told me that her kids are lovely and they are smart, but they just do not have what they need in order to learn. Many of them come to school hungry, some are often homeless and don’t know where they’ll be spending the night. Separate from the issues that come from poverty at home, the school just isn’t able to provide them what they need. My friend has about 30 students in her class, and because some of them are severely autistic, she spends all her time trying to keep order. At the end of the week she despairs because she wishes she could have taught them something but doesn’t feel like she’s been able to do her job. All this is made worse by the fact that the city’s schools are dilapidated and there isn’t enough money to pay for the basics. Forget having a good music program or decent sports equipment. Detroit recently estimated that its schools need $500 million worth of repairs, and the city admitted that it’s not going to happen.5 Here’s a description of conditions in one of the elementary schools in 2016:


The gym is closed because half of the floor is buckled and the other half suffered so much rainwater damage from the dripping ceiling that it became covered with toxic black mold. Instead of professionally addressing the problem, a black tarp simply was placed over the entire area like a Band-Aid. That area of the school has been condemned. The once beautiful pool sits empty because no one has come to fix it. The playground is off-limits because a geyser of searing hot steam explodes out of the ground. What do our kids do for exercise with no gym, playground or pool? They walk or run in the halls.6



I was thinking about my friend’s school when I went to give a talk at Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. Phillips Andover is the richest private school in the country, with a $1 billion endowment. Both George W. Bush and his father attended. It has 30 different sports programs, a world-class library, a dining hall like a cathedral, idyllic grounds. It’s an amazing place: it’s everything you’d ever want a school to be, and the students will all go on to be extremely successful. The school brings in experts from all over the world to give talks—they paid for my travel and offered me a substantial speaking fee.

How can one see such a place and then see a school in which the gym has been condemned and there is lead in the water and not become enraged? Whatever we might think about how people earn success, when you’re young, you don’t really earn much of anything. The kids in the Detroit school system are there because of an accident of their birth, and the Andover kids largely because of an accident of their birth. We all know that there is no element of justice in whether a 10-year-old is hungry and homeless, because children have very little control over their lives. The statistics on youth homelessness are staggering—in the United States, 4.2 million young people are going to spend at least some part of each year not knowing where they’re going to sleep that night.7 (And while we often discuss the United States alone, when we start looking at the rest of the world, where the nation of your birth is such a strong determinant of your future income, things become just unfathomably unfair.)

This is where the socialistic instinct starts. Jack London explains in his essay “How I Became a Socialist” that it was not because he had read Karl Marx and accepted the dialectical materialist conception of history.8 It was because he went out into the world and realized that not everyone was like himself, and that the things he told himself about why some people deserved more than others simply broke down once he actually got to know people. He says that when he was young, at first,


I looked on the world and called it good, every bit of it … This optimism was because I was healthy and strong, bothered with neither aches nor weaknesses, never turned down by the boss because I did not look fit, able always to get a job … And I looked ahead into long vistas of a hazy and interminable future, into which, playing what I conceived to be MAN’S game, I should continue to travel with unfailing health, without accidents, and with muscles ever vigorous … I could see myself only raging through life without end like one of Nietzsche’s blond beasts, lustfully roving and conquering by sheer superiority and strength. As for the unfortunates, the sick, and ailing, and old, and maimed, I must confess I hardly thought of them at all, save that I vaguely felt that they, barring accidents, could be as good as I if they wanted to real hard, and could work just as well.



What changed his mind? London went out tramping. He went from the west, where jobs were plentiful, to the east, where they weren’t, and he says, he “found [him]self looking upon life from a new and totally different angle.”


I found there all sorts of men, many of whom had once been as good as myself and just as blond-beastly; sailor-men, soldier-men, labor-men, all wrenched and distorted and twisted out of shape by toil and hardship and accident, and cast adrift by their masters like so many old horses. [I] shivered with them in box cars and city parks, listening the while to life-histories which began under auspices as fair as mine, with digestions and bodies equal to and better than mine, and which ended there before my eyes in the shambles at the bottom of the Social Pit.



London’s socialism was formed by getting out of his bubble and actually trying to understand lives that were different from his own. And that’s where millennials begin, too: not with economic theory, but with a sense of solidarity, a deep understanding of, love of, and sympathy with your fellow human beings in very different circumstances, and wanting nothing for yourself that you do not also want for them. A socialist is, first and foremost, not just perturbed by injustice, but horrified by it, really truly sickened by it in a way that means they can’t stop thinking about it. For them, platitudes like “we can’t do anything about that” or “that’s just the way of the world” are just not acceptable.



IT IS PERHAPS worth distinguishing between a socialist ethic—anger at capitalism over its systematic destructiveness and injustice—and a socialist economy that rearranges the way goods are produced and distributed. A socialist ethic is both more and less than a socialist economy: it is less than because it does not necessarily have a specific blueprint for exactly how society should operate. But it is more than because it is not just an economic system; it is also a way of looking at the world, one that does not allow you to pass by a jail or a homeless encampment or an Amazon fulfillment center without being stirred to political action.

The Polish scholar of Marxism Leszek Kolakowski, who was bitterly disillusioned by communism, once helpfully distinguished between socialism as an ideal and socialism as a system:


[It would be] a pity if the collapse of communist socialism resulted in the demise of the socialist tradition as a whole and the triumph of Social Darwinism as the dominant ideology … Fraternity under compulsion is the most malignant idea devised in modern times … This is no reason, however, to scrap the idea of human fraternity. If it is not something that can be effectively achieved by means of social engineering, it is useful as a statement of goals. The socialist idea is dead as a project for an “alternative society.” But as a statement of solidarity with the underdog and the oppressed, as a motivation to oppose Social Darwinism, as a light that keeps before our eyes something higher than competition and greed—for all these reasons, socialism—the ideal, not the system—still has its uses.



In fact, just as Kolakowski feared, the collapse of communism has indeed meant the triumph of a kind of Social Darwinist ideology and the disappearance of the socialist ideal. Not only has the Soviet Union disappeared, but so have labor unions and social welfare programs.

It may seem as if, by using words like fraternity to describe the socialistic ethic, I’m draining socialism of its substantive meaning. If it’s just a “statement of solidarity with the underdog,” then is it really anything it all? Is the only difference between a socialist and a non-socialist the fact that a socialist is, in Eagleton’s term, “horrified”? Is anyone who is “concerned for the unfortunate” a socialist?

I do think Kolakowski’s use of fraternity is too vague. Socialism does start with a feeling of connectedness and compassion, but this solidarity and concern are just the first principles. One’s socialism is meaningful, and not just a rhetorical affirmation of where one’s sympathies lie, only to the extent that it involves a determination to actually alter the conditions that one deplores. It’s not just about acknowledging the problems, but about committing oneself to finding the solutions. Socialism is also utopian, in that it believes transformative changes are possible.

Socialism leads not just to substantive convictions, but to radical ideas about how the world ought to and can be. From its humanitarian sympathies, it derives a vision: it seeks a world in which people do not go to war; there are no class, racial, and gender hierarchies; there are no significant imbalances of power; there is no poverty coexisting alongside wealth; and everyone leads a pleasant and fulfilled life. That’s not the world we currently live in, which is unequal, violent, and full of poor people. Socialists will not rest until we have averted environmental catastrophe and eliminated suicide, malnourishment, and tyranny, whether that of the autocrat or of the boss. That’s ambitious, but it’s hardly some vague statement about loving the underdog.

It might seem like a cop-out to define socialism more by what it is against than what it is for, and more by abstract values than concrete prescriptions. I don’t think it actually is, though, because concrete prescriptions vary from situation to situation, while the underlying values remain the same. So, for example, in the long term, believing in equality may mean that everyone should have an equal stake in the country’s wealth. But in the short term, it may mean using the regulatory powers of the state to ensure that lenders do not discriminate against black borrowers, or restricting corporations’ ability to contribute money to election campaigns, so that they don’t have an unfair advantage over less well-off people. It might involve taxing wealth and redistributing it, but it might also involve actions that have nothing to do with the government at all, such as forming a union in your workplace in order to give employees a greater say over what happens in the company. We could create a long list of different ideas that flow from socialism’s abstract values, the values being what seemingly disparate policy goals all share in common.



A COMMITMENT TO expanding democracy is at the core of all good socialist thinking. Democracy is the principle that people ought to have a say over decisions that affect them, and that they should be in control of their own lives rather than being subjected to the wishes of powerful economic and political elites. Not everyone believes in democracy; one prominent libertarian philosopher, Jason Brennan, has even written a book called Against Democracy, which argues that the masses are too stupid and ignorant to make decisions for themselves and should be ruled over by the wise and learned.9 (I swear I am not exaggerating, go read the book.)

Socialists not only believe in democracy, we believe it ought to be expanded. In the contemporary United States, democracy is very limited. Assuming you’re a citizen over the age of 18 without a criminal record and with the proper documentation and not living in D.C. or Puerto Rico, you get to vote for a congressperson. But money is extremely important in elections, meaning that rich people are far more able to sway the outcomes than poor people are. This reduces democracy because it limits the degree to which people have control over their government. That’s why you find democratic socialists like Bernie Sanders talking incessantly about campaign finance reform and trying to come up with ways to constrain the influence of money in politics. It’s very difficult to do this, however, because money is very powerful and the only real way to equalize people’s power is to equalize people’s wealth. A highly economically unequal society can never be a politically equal society.

But socialists are also interested in expanding democracy to cover the economic sphere itself. Workplaces are highly undemocratic. If, for example, a manufacturer decides to close a factory and move it overseas, the workers in that factory don’t get to “vote” on that decision. They are simply subjected to it against their will, no matter how much labor they put into building the factory or how devastating the factory’s closure will be for their community. Full ownership includes the right to make decisions about what happens to some piece of property and to decide what happens to anything it produces. Workers do not own their factories, so they don’t have any decision-making rights. The idea of “economic democracy” means they should get these kinds of decision-making rights.

Socialists have advocated numerous ways of democratizing the economy, from setting up worker cooperatives to nationalizing major industries. There are whole books on what aspects of this could look like, for example, Gar Alperovitz’s America Beyond Capitalism or Richard Wolff’s Democracy at Work. At the core of economic democracy is the notion that control should not be vested in a small group of people, but in the people who do the labor. Managers and owners shouldn’t decide what the workers have to do, the workers should decide what managers have to do (or if they need managers at all). And they should own the workplaces themselves.

Here, we can see why the authoritarian “socialist” regimes of the twentieth century did not deserve to be called socialist at all. In the Soviet Union, workers had very limited control over their workplaces. They were told what to do by party functionaries. Socialism does not mean control by the government, it means control by the people, and if the government is not responsive to the will of the people, it’s “socialistic” in the same way that Kim Jong-Un’s Democratic People’s Republic of Korea is “democratic.” This is also why, while I and many others use the term democratic socialism to draw a distinction between our ideas and the hideous so-called socialism implemented under Joseph Stalin, ultimately the term should be redundant. Socialism is a term for economic democracy, so an undemocratic system doesn’t deserve to claim the name.

You will notice that I am not providing a blueprint for what socialism will look like. This is because my kind of socialism does not have blueprints. It is not a fixed picture of how every single thing ought to look. Rather, it’s a set of principles that we use to measure whether society is operating fairly and guide us as we move toward a better world.



AT THIS POINT, I think I know what you are probably screaming. If you are, as I have assumed, extremely skeptical of the socialist position, you may well be worked up into a borderline sputtering rage. Your thoughts will probably be somewhat similar to those expressed by the Canadian philosopher Joseph Heath, who explained why the simplistic, moralistic view of the world held by young leftists is wrong in approximately a bajillion ways.


When I was younger, I thought that questions of social justice were easy. It seemed to me that there were two sorts of people in the world—those who were basically selfish, and those who were more generous and caring. Insofar as there was injustice or suffering in the world, it was because those who were selfish had managed to see their interests prevail … Anticapitalism therefore struck me as being a straightforward moral imperative … Now that I’m older, I think there are so many things wrong with this view that I wouldn’t even know where to begin enumerating them.



Heath says that “many different factors” changed his mind. The first factor was his time spent in Asia, “seeing what an incredible force for development even a poorly structured market economy can be.” Next was “meeting people outside my immediate circle of left-wing acquaintances” and finding “the system” was comprised of “people pretty much like everyone else,” with “the usual mix” of selfishness and selflessness. The last factor was “reading economics” and trying to find “alternatives to the existing order of things.” Heath concluded, “For any ridiculous, destructive, or unjust state of affairs,” typically one will find an “understandable reason” why it continues. The problem is generally not, he says, that we “lack the will to fix our problems,” but that we “don’t know how.”10

Heath’s position is a rearticulation of the old cliché “if you’re still a socialist after 30, you have no brain.” It is a direct challenge to the view I subscribe to, which is that anti-capitalism is absolutely a moral imperative. I take it very seriously. But Heath’s top reasons for abandoning the “easy” view are entirely unpersuasive to me. Let’s remember what he says changed his mind:


	Spending time in Asia and realizing that market economics could be helpful and governments were often incompetent.

	Meeting people and realizing that they had a mixture of selfish and altruistic motivations.

	Reading economics and realizing that there are reasons why injustices persist and we don’t know how to fix them.



Numbers one and two strike me as almost wholly irrelevant. A pragmatic anti-capitalist realizes, like Karl Marx did, that the further development of capitalism is sometimes a necessary precondition for a more egalitarian society, and libertarian socialists are highly concerned with government corruption and abuse. Second, it’s absolutely true that seeing the world as divided into purely good and purely evil people is a mistake, but it can still be true that there are “much better” and “much worse” people, and that the much worse people have disproportionate amounts of power. I, too, think most people are a mixture of selfish and altruistic, but I also think that the proportions of each vary considerably. There are people I know who spend their lives in the service of others, and there are others who spend their lives attempting to exploit others. Those in the former group sometimes do selfish things, and those in the latter group sometimes do kind things, but this does not mean that everyone is the same. Having Donald Trump in charge of a government is different than having Nelson Mandela in charge of one. There is good in this world, and there is evil, and almost nobody is purely one or purely the other, but some people feel solidarity and compassion and attempt to make others’ lives better, and other people are Ayn Rand.11

Heath’s third point articulates a kind of pessimism. Once you understand economics, he suggests, you realize that many human problems are insoluble. He says that those who issue the usual banalities about poverty in a world of riches fail to appreciate the world’s complexity. They latch on to simplistic solutions: “Industry is polluting? Make them stop. Employers not paying enough? Get them to pay more. People are poor? Give them more money … Most of the mistakes that people on the left make,” Heath says, “involve failures of self-restraint—an unwillingness to tolerate moral flaws in society, even when we have no idea how to fix them and no reason to think that the cure will not be worse than the disease.”12

To me, this usefully articulates one of the main factors distinguishing a socialist from a liberal like Heath. The socialist is indeed, as Heath says, unable to accept injustices. We can’t let the issue go. To the socialist, the fact that “we have no idea” how to solve a problem does not countenance resignation, but resolve. It’s not good enough to say that there is a “reason why unjust states of affairs persist.” A socialist is a person, as Eagleton notes, who refuses to get over their horror.

For some socialists, this may indeed mean an unjustified faith in simplistic solutions. Impose a tax on corporations that immediately gets passed on to consumers and ends up hurting the very people we want to help. Or we set price controls and then a market goes haywire. Heath spends much time lamenting the “economic illiteracy” of the left, who, he says, see law as a kind of magic wand that can get rid of social ills by banning them.

But we don’t actually face a choice between doing stupid things and giving up. In fact, saying “I once thought capitalism was bad, but then I realized I couldn’t think of an alternative” is shoddy thinking. If you can’t think of an alternative, that doesn’t mean capitalism isn’t bad, it means you need to think harder. The fact that we don’t know how to cure a disease doesn’t mean it isn’t a disease or that it’s not worth searching for a cure. Socialists do not have to be able to present an alternative; what we have to present is a recognition of the problem and a commitment to finding that alternative. This is how innovation works: you start with the question, not the answer. If we are on a riverbank and someone proposes building a bridge to the other side, we do not give up on the idea of building a bridge merely because we haven’t figured out how to do it yet.

Instead, this is where imagination comes in.
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A Better World

Envisioning Utopias



“When one came straight from England the aspect of Barcelona was something startling and overwhelming. It was the first time that I had ever been in a town where the working class was in the saddle … Waiters and shop-walkers looked you in the face and treated you as an equal. Servile and even ceremonial forms of speech had temporarily disappeared. Nobody said ‘Señor’ or ‘Don’ or even ‘Usted’; everyone called everyone else ‘Comrade’ and ‘Thou’, and said ‘Salud!’ instead of ‘Buenos dias’ … The revolutionary posters were everywhere, flaming from the walls in clean reds and blues that made the few remaining advertisements look like daubs of mud … [I]t was the aspect of the crowds that was the queerest thing of all. In outward appearance it was a town in which the wealthy classes had practically ceased to exist … All this was queer and moving. There was much in it that I did not understand, in some ways I did not even like it, but I recognized it immediately as a state of affairs worth fighting for.”

—George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia

“If others can see it as I have seen it, then it may be called a vision rather than a dream.”

—William Morris, News from Nowhere



LATELY, EVEN STAR TREK HAS given up. When series creator Gene Roddenberry originally spoke of his ambition for the show, he said openly that he had a political purpose: he wanted to show people a future very different from the present, a place where “this world’s petty nationalism and all its old ways and old hatreds” had disappeared.1 Roddenberry said that the “common man and common woman has an enormous hunger for brotherhood,” and that they “are ready for the 23rd century now.” Star Trek presented a society that had become, essentially, communistic. All human wants were satisfied, without competition, markets, or consumerism. As Trekonomics author Manu Saadia says, it is a world where “achievements are more important than the accumulation of wealth,” and Patrick Stewart’s Captain Jean-Luc Picard says of humanity, “We have grown out of our infancy. The accumulation of things is no longer thought to be the point of life.”

But as the United States has become more unequal, and socialistic political philosophy has faded, the Star Trek franchise itself has seemingly become disillusioned. As my colleague Lyta Gold has written, the latest series, Discovery, seems downright pessimistic about humanity’s future. The “post-scarcity utopia … is nowhere to be seen.”2 Life is once again violent, brutal, and competitive. As one character says, “The future came, and hunger and need and want disappeared. ’Course, they’re making a comeback now.” Star Trek’s abandonment of its utopian vision is part of a trend toward dystopian film, television, and literature. As people have felt more bleak and hopeless, and socialism has disappeared as a major political force, culture has come to reflect this kind of pessimism. The future is no longer “diplomacy in space”; it’s The Hunger Games or The Purge. In 2018’s Ready Player One, Earth of 2045 has been so devastated by pollution, overpopulation, and climate change that people escape into virtual reality.



ONCE UPON A time, people did dream of alternate tomorrows.

The history of utopian literature is both rich and neglected. Since the time of Plato, writers have thought deeply about what “ideal” societies might look like and sketched them out in words. Plato himself, in The Republic, depicted a perfectly governed city ruled by wise and educated philosopher-kings, in which justice is universal and poetry is banned.3 Thomas More’s Utopia showed a kind of communistic society where resources were shared freely.

In the nineteenth century, this kind of writing was not fringe. It was popular with readers. Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward was a bestseller, spawning multiple sequels and responses. It so captivated his contemporaries that hundreds of “Bellamy clubs” sprung up around the country, dedicating themselves to actualizing his vision. Unlike Karl Marx, who refrained from actually offering clear ideas of what a future society would look like and how it would work, Bellamy dared to make the fantastical seem feasible.

As a novel, there’s not much to Looking Backward: a Bostonian falls asleep and awakens in the year 2000, where he is shown around a future socialist society. But Bellamy goes into detail about the operations of the new Boston, presenting a world in which labor is minimal, goods are distributed equally among all, crime is treated as a medical issue, and everyone retires at age 45.


“Do you mean that all share equally in the national wealth?” Julian asked incredulously.

“Certainly,” replied the doctor. “And in return, we require precisely the same measure of service from all: namely, the best service it is in his power to give.”

“And supposing all do the best they can,” said Julian, “[and] the amount of the product resulting is twice as much from one man as from another?”

“That has nothing to do with the question of desert,” the doctor answered. “All who do their best, do the same. A man’s endowments, however godlike, merely fix the measure of his duty. [And although we reward excellence and diligence with public praise and increased responsibility,] you must not imagine that we consider such things a motive likely to appeal to noble natures. Such persons find their motives within, not without, and measure their duty by their own endowments, not by those of others.”4



William Morris’ News from Nowhere is similar in its structure: a visitor finds himself in the England of the future, where there is no government, no church, and no wage labor. People simply give each other whatever they need. Morris’ community is a place where art is valued far more highly than commerce, and people mostly seem to spend their lives trying to create beautiful objects to treasure. Morris’ visitor is astonished to see an artisan carving a beautiful wooden smoking-pipe, and even more astonished when the artisan offers to give it to the visitor for free. Morris depicts a world where everyone’s needs are met, and people can simply dedicate themselves to the higher pleasures of life.

Some utopias were more fantastical than others. Charles Fourier, whose views were so popular that they spawned an entire Fourierist movement, believed everyone would live in specially designed cathedral-like buildings he called “phalansteries.” Actually, that was the most realistic part, because he also believed the seas would turn to lemonade and lions would turn into an alternate creature called an “anti-lion.” Needless to say, this did not happen.

Other utopias force us to ponder which aspects of our own society arise from human nature and which are social constructs that could one day disappear. There is a whole wonderful subgenre of nineteenth-century utopian literature written by early feminists who conjured visions of a world in which gender roles were drastically different. Either women were in charge, and men had to wear dresses and do housework, or men had disappeared altogether after being discovered to be irrelevant.5

Science-fiction stories have given us windows into an endless number of possible civilizations, the best features of which we can adopt in our own time. Iain M. Banks, in his “culture” novels, envisaged a society where all of the problems of scarcity had been sorted out, and people had all of their needs satisfied. Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed features a functional egalitarian, anarchist society. As one of the society’s members explains:


We have no law but the single principle of mutual aid between individuals. We have no government but the single principle of free association. We have no states, no nations, no presidents, no premiers, no chiefs, no generals, no bosses, no bankers, no landlords, no wages, no charity, no police, no soldiers, no wars. Nor do we have much else. We are sharers, not owners. We are not prosperous. None of us is rich. None of us is powerful.6



Oscar Wilde once said, “A map without utopia on it is not worth looking at.” I believe that strongly myself. Utopias can be dangerous, though, because if you treat them as literal blueprints you can get carried away (sometimes murderously) trying to socially engineer the perfect society. But they can stimulate the imagination in useful ways. When we ask what would an ideal society look like and sketch the result, the exercise can help us come up with ideas that might actually be practical in our own world. I actually think that lacking a utopia can be just as dangerous as having one, because if you don’t have a guiding star for your journey, you won’t know whether you’re going in the right direction. Marx was famously an opponent of utopian socialism, and he and Friedrich Engels advocated a more “scientific” approach to thinking about future social transformation. But the lack of a clear vision of what a better world would look like is one of the reasons the Soviet Union successfully convinced many communists that it was what they had been asking for.

You’ve got to know what you’re striving for, and I have a sense that many people on the left often have a fuzzy vision in part because they’re wary of utopias. Once, I asked a liberal friend of mine to describe his dream world, to tell me what it would look like if everything he wanted had been accomplished. What did he see in the dream? “Full employment,” he said. Now, I think everyone should have a job who wants one, but I have to say this is a pretty pitiful dream! It looks exactly like our current world, except we all have jobs. And jobs suck!

I was more pleased with the answer given when I asked the Current Affairs staff to come up with a utopia. They fleshed out a whole city, a place where people lived in wonderful, elaborate tree houses with rope bridges connecting them, where there were fountains and public pools everywhere. There was a place where kids could come and play with every Lego piece ever made—for free!—and a communal pickle barrel where anyone could stop and get a pickle. There were lots of public parks and benches, free shows, dogs and cats galore. It seemed like the sort of place I wouldn’t mind living in.7

I also asked my friends and Current Affairs readers what they would put in their own utopias. Here are some of their answers:


	“A piano bar in every town.”

	“Real-life Pokémon.”

	“All restaurants’ menus legally have to include at least one nutritious free dish, and all hotels with vacant rooms after 10 p.m. have to offer them to the homeless.”

	“As many butterflies and parrots in the average city as there currently are pigeons.”

	“Super high-tech cities and towns with all the comforts of modernity that also [have] spacious green public parks so people wouldn’t have to travel too far to enjoy nature. Also, vast nature preserves where wilderness is allowed to do its own thing as much as possible.”

	“24-hour diners with well-compensated staff.”

	“So many cats … [F]ields and fields of free-range kittens.”

	“Amusement parks with short lines.”

	“An international government service that translates all newspapers and works of literature (and television/animation) around the world as quickly as possible after it comes out in that country into your prefer[ed] language.”

	“Libraries for musical equipment.”

	“Lots of palm trees.”

	“Municipal gaming lounges.”

	“Men are able to get pregnant and women’s reproductive age can be extended indefinitely.”

	“The cure for male pattern baldness.”

	“Free, publicly funded ice rinks in every neighborhood.”

	“Mid-rise (three- to six-story), multifamily housing complexes with common spaces allowing multiple families to live TOGETHER, rather than just close to each other.”

	“Widespread scientific literacy.”

	“Lots of public gardens and green spaces.”

	“A network of pneumatic tubes for moving stuff around.”

	“Candy corn that doesn’t make me feel sick.”

	“Way more public bathrooms … [B]athrooms so beautiful you feel honored to poop there.”

	“Synthetic meat, dairy, and eggs that are indistinguishable from the real thing, so we can phase out animal agriculture.”

	“Amazon pays taxes. Or maybe no Amazon at all … except the one with the iguanas.”

	“There are free psychedelics and everyone gets a dog.”

	“Three-day work week.”

	“Musicians everywhere.”

	“Schools would become smaller—qualified community members would have the time, energy, and competence to take turns as teachers in their local schools.”

	“Lots of street cafes.”

	“Broad swathes of the country left mostly untouched by urban sprawl, to be explored and available to the public for free.”

	“Cat libraries, which would be like cat cafés but free and more hygienic.”

	“There would be a corps of safety officers instead of police—more like fire fighters. Their mission would be to assist. Generally, if someone got dangerously unruly, they could be wrapped in a giant blanket and taken somewhere safe.”

	“Huge herds of buffalo roaming across an ecologically restored Great Plains.”

	“Return of megafauna.”

	“Libraries would be bigger, multipurpose community centers, but more social. Need a power drill? Check one out from the library. Need to host a banquet? Do it there. They have everything.”

	“High-speed, affordable trains to every major destination and many minor ones.”

	“Pants that stay warm like they’re fresh out the dryer and pillows that stay cold.”

	“Complete control over your own time.”

	“Acceptable to wear costumes every day.”

	“Excellent strawberries.”

	“Lots of local and regional holidays with their own traditions.”

	“Large communal play spaces with board games and role-playing games.”

	“Reliable, consistent, free public transit.”

	“Polar ice caps.”

	“Perfected medical science that can cure pretty much anything with non-invasive treatment.”

	“Space travel.”

	“All space used for advertising would be replaced by art.”

	“The rhythm of life changes with the seasons.”

	“Glass-bottomed airplanes.”8

	“Public spaces with lots of flowers and fruit trees.”

	“Public spaces that equal the magnificence and extravagance of private, wealthy-only spaces.”

	“Flying beds are a must.”

	“People speak a group of universal languages, which are familiar and diverse at the same time (but not in a top-down Esperanto way).”

	“Children and animals play together freely without fear of each other or others.”

	“Books with pictures, words, and games [on] every block and bench[es] with a neat little cupboard to put them back in after.”

	“Free canteens where people can be layabouts, make friends, be social, and argue with each other about every harebrained philosophical idea that comes to their mind.”

	“All buildings would be beautiful; art would be everywhere.”

	“Ice cream and hot fudge dispensers next to the water fountains.”

	“More sousaphones.”

	“All the Beatles would be back together.”

	“Everyone has everything they need and most of what they want and the only work that people do is the work they’re passionate about.”



An exercise: Imagine your own utopia. Tell us what you see in it.

You might think we’re being very silly here. After all, the problems I described in Part I were deeply serious and in many cases horrifying. Now we’re speculating about a world of sousaphones and palm trees. Is this the most detached and irrelevant kind of idle dreaming?

I don’t think it is. In fact, I think it is profoundly important.

Utopias matter because they help us understand what we really want out of life. They enrich our political philosophy by showing what we should actually be aiming for. If the purpose of government is to secure life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, then what would people actually need to pursue that happiness? What would it mean for them to be free? If their every desire were fulfilled, what would the world look like?

My friends and our Current Affairs readers are obviously disproportionately young lefties. But I think their dream worlds are very appealing. There are some common themes: They want to be free of the stress of having to think about money all the time. They want to be able to choose what they do with their time. They want a vibrant culture, where art, music, and literature flourish. They want people to be able to satisfy their intellectual curiosities and understand science and the natural world, but also have plenty of time for play and leisure. They want plants and animals in their life. (One thing you will notice about capitalistic spaces is that they tend to be very “dead.” From office blocks to suburbs, the plants are minimal and the only animals are personal pets. This is partly because the value of beautiful plants and wild animals is difficult to quantify, so they get destroyed, or developers don’t see the point of wasting money on introducing them.)

You will also notice that the concept of public space and community comes up over and over. People in my generation often feel very alone. We are isolated and depressed, and we want a world where people don’t just sit alone in their apartments watching Netflix, but have places to go. Places that are free and welcoming, where you don’t have to worry about whether you can afford to stay. They want time for reading, discussion, physical activity, and adventure. They want to contribute to a community, to take care of others and be taken care of.

How utopian is any of this really, though? Some of the things on the list are fanciful, but not much of it is technically impossible. (The megafauna might be difficult.) Public gardens and street cafés, healthcare and good food, a soft bed for anyone who wants one and musicians playing on the corner—when we look at how far humanity has come in the last few hundred years, why should any of this seem impossible? Utopian thinking is valuable in part because it can make us realize just how achievable something very close to paradise really is. Oh, sure, we’ll always bicker and hurt each other, we’ll always strive for things and fail. But making sure everybody has a house? Not being tyrannized by your boss? Communal spaces with free coffee and games? Giant playgrounds the size of cities? I think we could do that.

To help you come up with your own utopia, try thinking about a perfect moment you had. There aren’t too many of these nowadays, but they do happen. Moments when just about everything is right. The last perfect moment I had, I was sitting on a balcony in the quiet part of the French Quarter, eating a pistachio muffin and sipping an iced coffee. I was with an old friend, and we were talking excitedly about things we had read. There was a breeze, and we could see boats going by on the Mississippi River. In the distance, we heard the sound of a trumpeter playing on a street corner. I was wearing a comfortable shirt, it was spring, and there were flowers around. Music, food, sunshine, friendship, plants, old architecture, proximity to a body of water, and intelligent but unpretentious conversation: To me, these are all the elements needed for total peace and satisfaction.

When you think about what you’d need for a really perfect moment, you’ll probably soon realize that it’s not very demanding in terms of economic resources. Given the phenomenal productive powers that capitalism has unleashed, it shouldn’t be difficult to create an awful lot more rest and satisfaction than we currently have. We may not know quite how to get to utopia yet. But if we think about our ideal and start to move toward it, we will not just have an abstract and empty “hope” but a set of real things to strive for.9

Of course, some lives have far fewer idyllic moments than others. Some lives are lived in constant, unimaginable agony. We shouldn’t get onanistically lost in contemplation of our own bliss, because we also need to be angry at how unequally distributed that bliss is across the population. Our friends and neighbors may be suffering silently to a greater degree than we are aware. Utopian thinking is only possible if you have a certain amount of privilege—amid situations of extreme violence and deprivation, fantastical visions seem far more distant, and talking about how possible they are seems absurd. But it isn’t actually absurd. As Orwell put it, “The world is a raft sailing through space with, potentially, plenty of provisions for everybody.”10 We use our resources in ways so unfair that it seems like it would take a colossal amount of change to get anywhere close to justice. There is no reason, however, why that colossal change cannot occur.



IF YOU THINK utopian thinking is unrealistic or pointless, let me ask you to consider libraries. Everyone knows that libraries are incredible places. Multiple people mentioned them in response to my utopia survey. But we don’t often consider just how radical public libraries are. A library is a place where anyone can go and—for free!—explore a mountain of human knowledge. It has meeting spaces, computers, and research assistance. It’s there for everyone, regardless of their means.

A library is a pretty socialist institution, honestly. It’s owned by everyone, and there’s no money involved. (Unless you keep your books too long!) There’s no profit, no private ownership, no ulterior motive. It’s a place we all pay for and can all visit. They’re spaces of absolute equality, where anyone can go to study, learn, and hang out. You don’t have to purchase anything in order to get to sit in them, you don’t have to be means tested or background checked. They provide the same services to everybody, and there’s something beautiful (and increasingly rare) about that.

Privatization generally involves the elimination of that kind of place. It makes us think constantly about how much we can afford. Economist Noah Smith has explained what the results of that can be: when everything costs money, life becomes far more stressful (though that stress is distributed unequally). He discusses the situation in Japan:


What would it really feel like to live in a society where almost every single thing is privately owned and priced?… In terms of the constituents of daily life being privately owned and marginally priced, [Japan] is a libertarian’s dream world. [T]here are relatively few free city parks. Many green spaces are private and gated off (admission is usually around $5). On the streets, there are very few trashcans; people respond to this in the way libertarians would want, by exercising personal responsibility and carrying their trash home with them in little baggies. There are also very few public benches. In cafes, each customer must order something promptly or be kicked out; outside your house or office, there is basically nowhere to sit down that will not cost you a little bit of money. Public buildings generally have no drinking fountains; you must buy or bring your own water. Free wireless? Good luck finding that!11



Smith says that all this privatization doesn’t actually make him feel free. In fact, he says, it’s the opposite: “The lack of a ‘commons’ makes me feel constrained.” There is a “constant stream of mental effort” required, in which one has to determine whether it’s worth it to pay a few dollars to sit and have rest or get a drink of water.

I get the same feeling walking around New York City, actually. Sitting down or using the restroom can cost money, because you have to do them in a café, where you likely need to buy something. I find this experience extremely taxing; I just wish there were lots of big, public restrooms and big, public places to sit, free for everyone to use. This is, first and foremost, because the poor deserve to be able to sit down or pee, and obviously those things should be basic human rights. But it’s also because even non-poor people should be free to move around the world without constantly having to weigh their choices the way Smith discusses: Can I afford this extra 10 minutes? Do I want to sit down so badly that it’s worth two dollars? The book comparison here is useful. When I’m doing research, I want to be able to access all books, to look through them without thinking, Is this source so valuable that I am willing to pay X amount for it? The privatization of knowledge, with lots of important information stored in academic journals or newspaper archives or legal documents that cost significant amounts of money to access, makes it difficult to do open-ended research.

Imagine the library model in other spheres of life. Say, for example, free medical clinics where anyone could go and get treatment. Free colleges, where people could go and take whatever classes they wanted, without being bankrupted by debt. Free bikes to borrow, a free water park.

Libraries are not full socialism, but they show what socialized institutions can look like and provide a model for the left way of satisfying human needs. The conservative argument against left policies is often some variation on “do you want your healthcare to run like the post office?” And everyone usually thinks Oh God, no, because the post office is slow and loses packages. (One time they literally sold my mail at auction instead of delivering it.12) Of course, that could be fixed if the elected federal government actually cared about improving the post office, which they don’t. But more importantly, public libraries offer a clear counterpoint. Do you want your healthcare to be like the public library, where you can show up and get whatever you like for free? Where we’d pay a little more in taxes but get more than that back in services? Of course. People love libraries.

Now, I know, I know, nothing is actually free. (“That’s other people’s money!” I hear you shout, without remembering that property is theft.13) They’re free at the point of use. But there is something very liberating about not having to think about money when you use a service, about having everything prepaid and accessible to all. It makes life less stressful and transactional. It means we don’t have to constantly be conducting little mental calculations about value, and we can just go and enjoy our lives.

Lefties are often mocked for wanting “free stuff.” Free college! My God, what’s next, free ponies?14 But libraries work. Everyone loves them. (They’re most popular among millennials, actually.15) From a certain perspective, though, they seem just as crazy as anything dreamed up by Morris or Le Guin. Free books! What next?

In order to build these kinds of radical institutions, we need to dare to have those kinds of radical dreams.


A WORLD WITHOUT BORDERS

I want to give you one small example of a utopian vision that I find morally clarifying and politically useful: the dream of a world without borders between countries.

We can tell a little story about the existence of borders. Once upon a time, a small band of adventurers came across a sea and happened upon a continent. The continent was inhabited, but the inhabitants turned out to have vulnerable immune systems. The sicknesses brought by the band of adventurers wiped out a good portion of the inhabitants. The rest were pushed off their land, assimilated, or outright murdered. The band of adventurers built towns and cities, and when they needed more land, they stole it. After a few hundred years, they had the audacity to start talking about the importance of secure borders.

The United States is wealthy, in part, because it is rich in resources. It is as if we have happened upon the proverbial land of milk and honey, and instead of inviting people who desperately need milk and honey to come and join us, we have built a wall. Leftists are skeptical in principle of all immigration restrictions, which is why we are often accused of advocating “open borders.” That isn’t because we reject the idea of making sure the people in a country are safe from dangerous intruders. Rather, it’s because the whole idea of borders strikes us as somewhat odd: fencing off stolen land and refusing to share its bounties with perfectly harmless people who want to come and share in them seems downright immoral.

If you go and look at ports of entry along the border, they are strange things. Gigantic barriers tearing human populations in two, where soldiers decide who gets to see who. The Berlin Wall strikes us as perverse because of the way it divided people, but the wall separating San Diego and Tijuana is not that much different. And in the span of human history, it’s a very recent phenomenon. In the early part of the twentieth century, if you went to a border town, on one side of the street you would be in Mexico, and on the other side the United States. To go from one to the other, you’d simply step across. This is almost unimaginable to us now, but we actually have lots of “borderless” political units. The states that comprise the United States have independent governments, but you can go from one to the other without getting permission. The idea of “open borders” is just the idea of having countries operate more like states: you don’t become a voting resident of one simply by crossing into it, but nobody is going to stop you from passing freely back and forth.

The Berlin Wall came down. In fact, most of the borders in Europe came down, and among the countries of the European Union there is now almost complete freedom of movement. Borders are artificial, and they can disappear. Take a moment to imagine a future in which there are no borders at all. The whole world is open to everybody. You don’t need paperwork to leave your country; you just get up and go. Soldiers don’t stop you, walls don’t block you. You can wander the Earth at your leisure.

That’s not the case now, and it’s hard to think it will be the case anytime soon. There are endless pragmatic obstacles to a borderless world, and Republicans are horrified by anyone who even dares to suggest such a thing. But even though it may take us 50 years (or 200, or 1,000), I think it’s a state of affairs worth fighting for. A quick anecdote about present-day borders: I know a man, a friend of a friend, who has not seen his mother in ten years. He was living in the United States illegally and was deported and barred from reentering for a decade. She was here illegally, too, and cannot cross the border. The existence of nation-states and laws determining who is allowed to go where keeps families apart and makes people far less free than they would be if we let nature make the borders rather than governments.

I don’t know about you, but I think it’s worth imagining a radical alternative in which anyone could go and see anyone whenever they wanted. In fact, it doesn’t sound all that “radical” to me.



PRISON ABOLITION

The United States imprisons a hell of a lot of people. At any given time, it holds “almost 2.3 million people in 1,719 state prisons, 109 federal prisons, 1,772 juvenile correctional facilities, 3,163 local jails, and 80 Indian Country jails as well as in military prisons, immigration detention facilities, civil commitment centers, state psychiatric hospitals, and prisons in the U.S. territories.”16 This is like having an entire small country locked up. Prison America’s population is larger than the entire state of New Mexico. It’s an absolutely staggering number.

Prison conditions vary around the country. But at their worst, sending someone to prison means keeping them in a place where they will be tormented constantly by deprivation and violence. The Trump administration’s Justice Department, which has generally been reluctant to enforce civil rights protections, released a disturbing report on the Alabama Department of Corrections (ADOC). It concluded that conditions in Alabama prisons fell beneath the bare minimum standard guaranteed by the Constitution.


ADOC’s overcrowding and understaffing results in prisons that are inadequately supervised, with inappropriate and unsafe housing designations, creating an environment rife with violence, extortion, drugs, and weapons. Prisoner-on-prisoner homicide and sexual abuse is common. Prisoners who are seriously injured or stabbed must find their way to security staff elsewhere in the facility or bang on the door of the dormitory to gain the attention of correctional officers. Prisoners have been tied up for days by other prisoners while unnoticed by security staff … Prisoners are being extorted by other prisoners without appropriate intervention of management.17



Because the ADOC doesn’t bother to properly investigate sexual assault and violence, prisoners are constantly being victimized. The youngest and weakest are therefore extremely vulnerable to being brutalized, and the ADOC is “deliberately indifferent” to its obligation to investigate abuse.

Not only that, but the facility conditions are horrendous. The Justice Department reported that “decrepit conditions are common.” Moldy showers without hot water, overflowing toilets, cockroaches and spiders in people’s cells, rats and bugs in the kitchens, no heat or ventilation—ADOC simply neglects people.

This is at the extreme end of things. But what it means is that when some people are sentenced to prison, they are sentenced to being raped in a cage. They’re not just being taken out of society for violating its rules, but are plunged into a miserable place where they are going to live in a combination of fear, stress, tedium, loneliness, and pain. I think you would have to be a sadist to believe anyone “deserved” this.

I’m going into some detail here about the hidden reality of mass incarceration because it helps us understand why some on the left consider themselves “prison abolitionists.” They look at this mess and think, This cannot be the way to keep social order. It’s like having thousands of miniature totalitarian cities within the country. It’s even more disturbing, of course, when we add in the racial element: there are more black people in prisons than white people,18 even though black people compose only 12.4 percent of the U.S. population.

Looking at the absurdity of caging people by the millions, some have dared to imagine a world that didn’t have these places at all. Angela Davis, in Are Prisons Obsolete?, argued that prisons are a convenient way to avoid confronting social problems.


The prison … functions ideologically as an abstract site into which undesirables are deposited, relieving us of the responsibility of thinking about the real issues afflicting those communities from which prisoners are drawn in such disproportionate numbers. This is the ideological work that the prison performs—it relieves us of the responsibility of seriously engaging with the problems of our society, especially those produced by racism and, increasingly, global capitalism.19



Instead of wrestling with the extremely difficult task of figuring out how to prevent people from becoming criminals, we simply dump the problem people in a container and forget about them. This, Davis and the prison abolitionists say, is not really solving the underlying problem. There has to be a better way.

Prison abolitionists can be quite pragmatic, pushing to give prisoners humane conditions and educational programs, encouraging the greater use of alternate punishments like house arrest and community service. But they are also proud utopians: they are imagining a whole different kind of society, one where a “prison” simply isn’t a thing at all. It shouldn’t be that difficult to conceive of such a situation. Iceland, for example, has a population of 340,000, and about 130 people total in its prisons. Many of those prisoners live in “open” prisons where there isn’t anything to stop them from leaving. Inmates have comfortable rooms, are on friendly terms with staff, and engage in productive pastimes. Couldn’t we at least go from Alabama prisons to Icelandic prisons? And couldn’t Iceland someday go from 130 to 20, then from 20 to 0?

Many people hear the phrase “prison abolition” and think it means letting everyone currently in prison go free tomorrow, from purse snatchers to serial killers. That is not how I think about it. Instead, I think it is a demand to be more utopian in our thinking. Let’s say we’re trying to eliminate crime, but we don’t consider prison an option. What would we do? Don’t say it’s impossible. The value of utopianism is that it says impossible is not acceptable, you can’t know until you try.
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Socialism, Democracy, Social Democracy

Sorting Out Words & Terms



“The capitalist ideal is that government plays very little role in the economy—and the socialist ideal is that government plays the leading role in the economy.”

—Bryan Caplan, “Capitalism vs. Socialism”

“There’s incredible amounts of slippage in DSA messaging between ‘we should have an integrated national health care system like all other rich democracies’ and ‘we should eliminate profit unlike any other rich democracy.’”

—Matthew Yglesias

“In most economic issues … the new socialist movement doesn’t look that different from a standard progressive Democratic agenda.”

—Noah Smith, “Worried About Socialism Coming to America? Calm Down,” Bloomberg Opinion



LET ME ASK YOU A question: What is love? How about these: What is justice? What is beauty? What is perfection? Abstract words are often difficult to pin down because they mean different things to different people. That does not mean, however, that they are meaningless. They may describe a bundle of real tendencies, the precise boundaries of which people disagree over.

Political terms are no different. It can be difficult to define liberalism, conservatism, nations, or democracy. Fascism is a particularly tricky one. (Everything I loathe is fascism.) Socialism, then, while often vague, is not much worse than a lot of other terms that we frequently use. People use the term differently and then bicker endlessly about which one of them is using it correctly. Yet these disputes do not make the word meaningless. As G. D. H. Cole notes in his A History of Socialist Thought:


The impossibility of defining Socialism has often been emphasized, and sometimes regarded as reproach. But neither in Politics nor in Morals is any important idea or system ever capable of being exactly defined. Who can satisfactorily define democracy, or liberty, or virtue, or happiness, or the State, or, for that matter, individualism any more than Socialism?1



As a new democratic socialist tendency has arisen in the United States, much of the debate has focused on what exactly that term should be understood to mean. Is it simply a way of describing old-fashioned New Deal social democracy, of the kind many Democrats have historically endorsed? Or is it a call for the total abolition of private industry and complete government control of the economy?

Interestingly, this debate has actually been occurring since the word socialism was coined, with communistic and revolutionary socialists arguing that the only “true” socialism involved swift seizure of the means of production by the state, and reformist socialists arguing that socialism was a set of egalitarian ideals that could be implemented bit by bit on a gradual road to utopia. Sometimes these debates have torn apart socialist movements and made it impossible for multiple groups of people who call themselves socialists to work together. The famous split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks during the Russian Revolution, for instance, was a schism between two different groups of socialists who all nominally shared the same principles but couldn’t agree on what socialism required.

What is democratic socialism? is an impossible question to answer in a satisfactory way, then, because people who use this term disagree with one another. I can, however, explain how I use the term, and how I think some other people mean it.

Is this socialism or just social democracy? is a frustrating question. It is often used as a retort to Bernie Sanders: “Ah, you say you’re a socialist, but you’re just talking about Scandinavian social democracy, which is really just regulated capitalism.” I think there’s a key distinction we can draw, though, between socialism and social democracy. The socialist is a utopian. They might believe that small reforms over a period of centuries are the best way of getting to the utopia, but they’re fundamentally unsatisfied by the idea that the highest human ambition is simply to turn the United States into circa 2019 Scandinavia. It might be that we should borrow Scandinavian social policies, such as generous paid parental leave and universal healthcare. But this is not the dream. The dream is transformative. The dream is to see a total elimination of exploitation and hierarchy and a change in the structure of who owns capital. The dream is a decommodified life, where people have ownership over their work and cooperate for the common good.

The difference between a socialist and a social democrat is that a socialist is constantly thinking about the dream, taking into consideration whether every action gets us closer to the dream. The social democrat, on the other hand, is mostly content with the achievement of a robust welfare state. Socialists want that, too. But they won’t be satisfied with it.

At the same time, it’s important to not pooh-pooh social democracy. In the United States, at least, a real social democracy would be considerably different from what we have now. Parts of Scandinavia are actually much more socialistic than the phrase regulated capitalism assumes. In Norway, for instance, over 60 percent of the non-home wealth is controlled by the government, and the government owns and operates large-scale industries in a variety of sectors.2 Now, mere state ownership doesn’t itself make an enterprise socialistic, because socialism also depends on having robust democratic control. But vast government intervention in the economy does not sound like what regulated capitalism calls to mind.

Not all socialists are revolutionaries. Historically, there have always been “Fabian” socialists like Bernie Sanders, who try to work within existing institutions. (The Fabian Society, formed in Britain in 1884, aimed to bring about radical socialist ends through gradual change. Its logo, the tortoise, reflected its desired pace.) To a great extent, this was what the British Labour Party was. The Labour Party was founded by a socialist, Keir Hardie, and for most of its history it was officially a socialist party. The National Health Service, the crown jewel of Labour’s social democratic policies, exists in part because the Socialist Medical Association helped make it a viable idea, and because a democratic socialist, Nye Bevan, made it a reality.3

What do I mean when I say that Labour was “officially a socialist party”? I mean that until neoliberal war criminal Tony Blair took it out and replaced it with mushy pap about “realizing our true potential,” there had always been a clause in the Labour Party constitution calling for popular control of industry.


To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry or service.4



This clause, Clause IV, caused strong internal division between those who thought the party was taking progressive steps toward this radical end and those, like Blair, who did not have radical ends in mind in the short- or long-term. In this division, you can see the stark difference between a democratic socialist and a social democrat. Even though they can look identical in their policy platforms, there’s a difference between believing that your policies are a small step toward a utopian endpoint and believing that your policies are the endpoint. That difference is well captured in the debate over Clause IV: a democratic socialist believes in Clause IV, a social democrat does not.

I want to be careful not to reinforce the conflation of socialism with government. Many people, even some intelligent ones, think socialism means more government intervention in the economy and capitalism means less government intervention in the economy.

First, as we have seen, in every system the government plays a strong role in the economy. In Hong Kong, for example, supposedly one of the most “economically free” political territories on indexes of capitalist policies, the government owns nearly every square inch of land.5 A country like China, in which the state heavily controls industry but operates capitalistically and without any economic democracy, blurs the easy distinction between capitalism and socialism. Things we think of as products of the free market are anything but. In The Entrepreneurial State, Mariana Mazzucato shows that many innovations that we think are the products of brilliant entrepreneurs are in fact the result of massive investments by the U.S. government.6 You can have a society that looks “capitalistic”—because it allows corporations to trample and exploit people—but in fact has a vast state apparatus. You could also theoretically have a society that looks socialistic but has a small government (for example, if the government kept to peace-keeping and wealth-redistribution functions and a network of private, worker-owned cooperatives were far more important institutions in people’s lives). The distinction between public and private is something of a fiction, and we should probably focus less on the question of whether something is in one category or the other than on questions about who gets the benefits and who holds decision-making power. A country with a great deal of state intervention in the economy can be authoritarian or democratic, and a country with a smaller degree of state intervention can also be authoritarian or democratic. (Recall that some libertarians are quite open about their opposition to democracy, believing that philosopher-kings should govern in a capitalist utopia.)

There’s a further complication, in that a large number of socialists have historically been outright anarchists. People like Mikhail Bakunin, Emma Goldman, and Peter Kropotkin considered themselves libertarian socialists. They despised government and capitalism equally, and believed that the ideal society was one in which workers managed their own affairs without bosses or rulers. Those who believe socialism is intrinsically a system based on government authority and coercion have to reckon with the existence of a substantial socialist contingent that has rejected government authority entirely, that says, as Bakunin did, that the state “has hitherto only enslaved, persecuted, exploited and corrupted” human beings and must be abolished in order to create socialism.7 Bakunin believed that freedom from the state and freedom from the rich went hand in hand.

Other socialists, however, have suggested that government action to manage the economy is socialism, and that the measures we call “social democratic” should actually be considered partial steps toward a more fully socialized society. Socialist writer Robert Blatchford claimed in 1895 that England’s various attempts to regulate industry over the years should all be attributed to socialists.


The abolition of toll bars and bridge tolls was Socialistic action, for it made the roads and bridges common property … The Factory Acts are Socialistic, for they deny the employer the power to work women and children to death. The Compulsory and Free Education Acts are Socialistic. The Acts which compel the inspection of mines and factories, the inspection of boilers, the placing of a loadline on ships, and the granting of relief to paupers are all Socialistic Acts, for they all interfere with the “freedom of contract” and the “rights of the individual.”8



Some socialists argue that the U.S. Postal Service and our public schools are socialistic, because they operate on a principle of common ownership and control. Other socialists argue that these socialists are delusional. It can all get very confusing! But if you think socialists are confused about their own ideology, you should see the debates between religious conservatives and libertarian conservatives about whether conservatism means that the state should respect individual sexual liberty.9

For contemporary socialists like myself, it is difficult to give a clear answer to the question of whether socialism is a radical call for the total transformation of society or a push for social democratic reforms like those already existing in many European countries. That’s because it’s not necessarily either/or. For us, the answer is both: there’s a utopian and pragmatic element. While in the long term I’d like to live in a stateless society in which the means of production are democratically controlled, in the immediate future I think socialists have to devise and pursue attainable, useful goals like guaranteeing healthcare, demilitarizing the police, and creating a humane immigration policy.

There are important common elements among nearly all socialist ideologies, just as there are among conservative or liberal ideologies. One is a deep dissatisfaction with the existing state of economic life and a rejection of standard arguments for why it’s acceptable to have capital concentrated in the hands of a small number of rich people. Socialists believe that there ought to be a radically different distribution of wealth and power across society. This already sets them apart from the political mainstream. Socialists also believe that there should be greater “collective” rather than “private” ownership, and that assets that rightfully belong to everybody should be part of the “commons.” But there are many differences of opinion among socialists about the scope and structure of these new forms of ownership.

Personally, I consider myself both a radical and a pragmatist. I think there should be no borders, no prisons, and no bosses. That makes me a utopian socialist. But I also think that the job of a moral human being is to actually accomplish things that help people, and to understand political reality while trying to alter it. (These are essentially the political principles of Noam Chomsky, who nobody doubts is a socialist.10) It’s perfectly possible to believe that the most viable political causes in the twenty-first-century United States are paid family leave, single-payer healthcare, debt forgiveness, and prison reform and still hold out hope that someday our descendants will live in blissful Star Trek communism.




“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.”

—Inigo Montoya, The Princess Bride



Perhaps, however, you are a bit unsatisfied by my approach to terminology. You may crave a bit more specificity. I hesitate to offer precise definitions, for fear of triggering needless arguments that distract us from the underlying issues, but here are my own starting points for thinking about what a few highly contentious terms mean. These are personal definitions, not dictionary definitions, and I recognize that there are legitimate differences of opinion.


	Socialism: An egalitarian political tradition characterized by its skepticism of wealth inequality and private, for-profit ownership. There are many strands of socialist philosophy, including Marxism, anarchism, and the less radical “Fabian” socialisms. Some are in favor of centralized states, some are against the state entirely. Some are revolutionary and some are reformist. Some believe that markets, money, and some private ownership will be necessary, while others believe the world should be held in common and shared by all. But each has a radical vision for a more fair and equal social/economic landscape, and is trying to shift control of the production of goods and services from rich owners to ordinary workers. You are not a socialist if you do not aspire to drastic changes in the existing arrangement of economic power, meaning it is not enough simply to affirm vague rhetorical support for “equality.”

	Democratic Socialism: A strand of socialist thinking that emphasizes the role of popular participation in governance. The “democratic” modifier is used to distinguish this kind of socialism from the kind in which unelected central planners make decisions on people’s behalf. Democratic socialists strongly believe that people themselves should be the arbiters of their needs and desires.

	Marxism: A body of social and economic thought that draws from the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. There are as many varieties of Marxism as there are varieties of socialism itself.11 While Marxists often subscribe to the same kind of broad egalitarian vision that socialists generally do, they use particular analytical tools refined by Marx, such as class struggle and the materialist conception of history.

	Capitalism: An economic system characterized by the existence of a large number of people who work for wages and a small number of people who privately own the country’s economic resources. Capitalism and a “market economy” are not the same thing; market economies have existed for thousands of years, while modern capitalism came about in the last few hundred years. The existence of class differences, wages, and profits are key characteristics of capitalism. A market economy in which all of the factories were owned collectively and there was no class of rich profiteers would not be considered capitalist.

	Democracy: The belief that people ought to be able to participate directly in decisions that affect them. Democracy means that people themselves, rather than oligarchs or aristocrats, are allowed to decide how political power is used. Democratic socialists believe that democracy means more than just being allowed to vote for your government representative. It also means having a meaningful voice at work, and in your family, and at your school. Many conservatives are distrustful of democracy because they believe that it leads to a “tyranny of the majority,” by which they generally mean “poor people being fed up with being dictated to by rich people.” Some liberals distrust democracy, too, believing that ordinary working people are too uneducated to know how to exercise power responsibly.

	Social Democracy: A contested term. Some believe that one could maintain the basic structure of capitalism—the division between a few rich owners and many poorer laborers—and have a “social democracy,” if the government provided substantial welfare benefits to members of the working classes. Under this definition, it wouldn’t matter who owned the factories, if there was a national health program and free childcare provided by the state. Others, like Bernie Sanders, reject this idea of social democracy as limited, and see “social democracy” and “democratic socialism” as relatively synonymous aspirations. This is because they believe anything with the word “democracy” or “democratic” in it requires making sure small groups of wealthy people do not have colossal amounts of power.





LABELS ARE FRUSTRATING. Every moment spent discussing what socialism means or whether someone does or does not qualify as a socialist is not being spent discussing their actual proposals. The right does not have good arguments against what socialists are advocating today. Ted Cruz, a champion debater, was bested when he went up against Bernie Sanders.12 Why? Because, fundamentally, the right has no plausible answers to the questions of how we can ensure that people don’t need to use GoFundMe to pay for insulin, or why someone bleeding on a train platform would beg people not to call an ambulance because they couldn’t afford it.13 In Brazil, the Amazon rainforest—which is not only one of the great wonders of the natural world, but is critical to the fight against climate change—is being destroyed at a stunning rate (nearly three football fields per minute)14 thanks to a far-right president committed to deregulation. Conservatives are not thinking about this problem. They will not stop this problem. Regardless of what you think the term means, the socialists are the only ones who take the problem seriously and stand a chance of solving it.

We can no more hope for a perfect definition of what socialism is than we can ask for a definitive answer on what love or democracy is. But like those other terms, socialism is a value worth pursuing—a valuable orienting principle.
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One Long Struggle

The Grand Libertarian Left Tradition



“Arise ye workers from your slumbers

Arise ye prisoners of want

For reason in revolt now thunders

And at last ends the age of cant.

Away with all your superstitions

Servile masses arise, arise

We’ll change henceforth the old tradition

And spurn the dust to win the prize.

So comrades, come rally

And the last fight let us face

The Internationale unites the human race.”

—Eugène Pottier, “The Internationale”



SOCIALISM IS OFTEN CONSIDERED TO have a dreary pedigree. This could not be more false. The radical left has a beautiful tradition, one that has long been buried but is worth excavating and celebrating.

Some of the greatest minds in history have been radical socialists: Albert Einstein,1 Bertrand Russell, Helen Keller, Martin Luther King Jr. All of them dreamed of a far more equal world, one where the demands of profit didn’t cause widespread exploitation and predatory behavior. And while socialism as a word dates back only to the early nineteenth century, history has been full of thinkers who sought to restructure society among fairer lines.

Consider Thomas Paine, the most radical (and by far the most interesting) of the Founding Fathers. Paine is much neglected today, even though his popular treatise Common Sense laid the intellectual groundwork for the American Revolution. Paine was a freethinker and a humanist, and he alienated himself from many of his peers through his persistent questioning of religious dogma and his frank challenge to the legitimacy of Christian scripture. But Paine also advocated the redistribution of wealth, and his Agrarian Justice is known as one of the earliest texts to push for strong social welfare programs and the taxation of the rich. Agrarian Justice also explains how wealth is socially rather than individually produced:


Separate an individual from society, and give him an island or a continent to possess, and he cannot acquire personal property. He cannot be rich … [All accumulation] beyond what a man’s own hands produce, is derived to him by living in society; and he owes on every principle of justice, of gratitude, and of civilization, a part of that accumulation back again to society from whence the whole came.2



There are all sorts of inspiring left figures to be found in the annals of history. John Ball, one of the leading English peasant revolutionaries, gave a famous oration in 1381 making a case for the rights of working people: “From the beginning all men by nature were created alike, and our bondage or servitude came in by the unjust oppression of naughty men.”3 People remember 1216’s Magna Carta, but they forget another document from 1217 called the Charter of the Forest, which reasserted the claim of the people to share in the commons. The forest charter was radical, because it granted an affirmative right of people to a share in collectively owned wealth, and it’s unsurprising that the political right would prefer to forget it. As the American Bar Association described it:


The Charter has 17 articles, which assert the eternal right of free men and women to work on their own volition in ways that would yield all elements of subsistence on the commons, including such basics as the right to pick fruit, the right to gather wood for buildings and other purposes, the right to dig and use clay for utensils and housing, the right to pasture animals, the right to fish, the right to take peat for fuel, the right to water, and even the right to take honey. The Charter should be regarded as one of the most radical in our history, since it asserted the right of commoners to obtain raw materials and the means of production, and gave specific meaning to the right to work.4



In 1600s Britain, the Diggers tried to form an agricultural communal lifestyle, while the Levellers made demands for “a secular republic, abolition of the House of Lords, equality before the law, the right to vote for all, free trade, the abolition of censorship, freedom of speech and the absolute right for people to worship whatever religion [or none] that they chose.”5 The Chartists of the 1800s, “the first mass movement driven by the working classes,” pushed for the political rights of working people, including universal suffrage.6

In the nineteenth century, both pre- and post-Marx, there were dozens of fascinating socialist philosophers developing potent critiques of existing economic structures. Robert Owen, in England, tried to think of ways to redesign the factory system, and even inspired “Owenite” utopian communities in North America.7 Charles Fourier, of lemonade seas infamy, also led people to set up communes, which, you will not be shocked to find out, petered out rather quickly. Leo Tolstoy was a socialistic anarchist, and George Bernard Shaw, when he wasn’t writing classic plays, was putting out books like The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism and Capitalism. (Shaw thought women would be a far more receptive audience for radical ideas, though the result now looks insufferably patronizing.)

In Europe, socialist statesmen formed a substantial part of many national governments. They helped set up social welfare programs, opposed militarism and colonialism, and regulated industry to make workplaces safer and less exploitative. The French Socialist Party in the early twentieth century was an impressive force for reform and produced great statesmen who made their country a more humane place. In the decades prior to being outlawed by the Nazi government, the German Social Democratic Party (SDP) had produced an impressive record of egalitarian reforms, expanding the role of women in politics, improving working conditions and workplace safety, offering educational and cultural programs, eliminating child labor, and expanding social security, as well as producing the great revolutionary socialist Rosa Luxemburg and the great reformist socialist Eduard Bernstein.8 If we think of Europe today as social democratic, it is not because it was that way naturally, but because generations of socialists fought to make it that way and succeeded.


LESSONS FROM MARX

Karl Marx is the most famous historical socialist, and can’t be ignored. While not all socialists are Marxists, and there are vigorous disputes between Marxist and non-Marxist socialists, there is a great deal of value in his writings. You may have been told that Marx is “discredited,” or that the records of twentieth-century communist regimes are proof that Marx was wrong. But serious sociological and economic thinkers recognize that he was an intellectual force to be reckoned with. Joseph Schumpeter, the great exponent of capitalism, called Marx an important prophet, teacher, and sociologist, and recognized that Marx’s magnum opus, Das Kapital, while “partly unfinished, partly battered by successful attack, still stretches its mighty skyline before us.”9

Marx was prolific, and his thinking has many dimensions. Some are less applicable today than others, understandable given that he was writing about nineteenth-century industrial capitalism. The core reason to appreciate him, however, is that he had a better understanding than almost anyone else of the way that economics determines the fabric of the social world, and the way our economic system operates according to rules of its own that produce outcomes nobody wants. He brilliantly explained the conflict between capitalists and workers, and the way that changes in how goods are produced can affect the entire character of our relations with one another. Jim Sidanius and Felicia Pratto, in Social Dominance, offer a useful summary of his doctrine:


Marxist theory argues that capitalist societies are hierarchically organized social systems in which the economic surplus that technology and productive instruments produce is unequally distributed between the owners of this technology and those who actual produce the wealth … Marxism argues that those with the power and control over the means of production will exploit those with little power and control … These owners are able to structure economic transactions in ways that almost always benefit themselves at the cost of workers. Furthermore, the owners own not only the means of economic production (e.g, manufacturing), but the means of intellectual and cultural production as well (e.g., mass media, the universities). Because this ruling class controls the major venues of intellectual production, this gives [it] great power over the kinds of ideas available for public discourse and how this discourse is framed. Finally, this economic and intellectual power also translates itself into political power and control over the organs of the state. For Marxists, the ruling class’s control over the state is considered so complete that the state is regarded as the “executive committee of the ruling class.”10



This certainly rings true, as we’ve seen in previous chapters. Marx saw the way capitalism destroyed workers’ humanity, turned them into fungible mechanical parts who existed to generate profits for their bosses. As he wrote:


The worker’s existence is thus brought under the same condition as the existence of every other commodity. The worker has become a commodity, and it is a bit of luck for him if he can find a buyer. And the demand on which the life of the worker depends, depends on the whim of the rich and the capitalists.11



Marx had a profound understanding of the way people’s labor was exploited, with workers giving far more in production than they got back in compensation. He also showed how people were “alienated” from their labor, alienation being the difference between building a bookshelf for your own house for pleasure and building a bookshelf because you work at a bookshelf factory. An alienated worker:


… does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel well but unhappy, does not freely develop his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker, therefore, feels himself only outside his work, and feels beside himself in his work. He is at home when he is not working, and when he is working he is not at home. His work therefore is not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need, but only a means for satisfying needs external to it. Its alien character emerges clearly in the fact that labor is shunned like the plague as soon as there is no physical or other compulsion.12



Marx describes facts about the economic world that should be obvious, but that often go unnoticed. He shows how we are caught up in systems, and why having “good” people on corporate boards can’t fundamentally change the actions of corporations. He shows how we come to see the world as consisting of commodities, and lose sight of the labor that goes into producing them. Some of Marx’s writings are difficult to penetrate. Others, however, are poetic and clarifying. Marx has a way of showing things as they really are, of getting to the heart of the matter using powerful and original language. Take, for example, this famous passage from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte:


Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.13



There is great insight packed into these sentences; one can ruminate on them for hours. How does the past constrain our actions in the present? What power do we have to “make our own history” given that the circumstances are not of our own choosing?

Or take Marx’s famous passage about religion as an opiate. In its full version it reads:


Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo.14



That’s not some snarky dismissal of religion as a kind of stupefying drug. Rather, it’s a deep observation about the way that religion offers something powerfully important to people who desperately need it. His problem is not with religion, but with the conditions that make religion necessary. Throughout Marx’s writing one finds staggeringly original descriptions of everyday phenomena that cause us to examine them anew.

Yet while Marx’s sociological and economic analyses have value for all leftists, Marx offers only a limited guide to political action. Even in Marx’s own day, anarchists like Proudhon and Bakunin were sharply criticizing what they saw as authoritarian tendencies in Marx’s actual programmatic beliefs. Proudhon wrote to Marx and warned: “For God’s sake … do not let us think of indoctrinating the people … Let us not set ourselves up as the apostles of a new religion.”15 Proudhon said that communists of his time were becoming “fanatics of state power,”16 who held the “doctrinaire, authoritarian, dictatorial, governmental” belief that “the individual is essentially subordinate to the collective.”17 The historical record shows that Proudhon was right to worry. Marx’s followers frequently had too little regard for the importance of individual liberty, and were too inflexibly committed to their doctrine. The libertarian socialist Murray Bookchin, in his scathing essay “Listen, Marxist!,” cautioned that despite Marx’s “lasting contributions to revolutionary thought … a theoretical corpus which was liberating a century ago is turned into a straitjacket today,” and we should remember “the idea that a man whose greatest theoretical contributions were made between 1840 and 1880 could ‘foresee’ the entire dialectic of capitalism is, on the face of it, utterly preposterous.”18 Ultimately, this is why it’s important not to be a “Marxist,” but an independent thinker who takes what is valuable in Marx and discards what isn’t.

I know some socialists who believe that nobody can really be a socialist unless they have read Karl Marx. I don’t agree with them. To me, this is like saying that nobody can be a physicist unless they have read Isaac Newton, or that nobody can talk about triangles unless they have read Euclid. Karl Marx is the single most dominant figure in the history of socialist thought, and his ideas have influenced the course of left movements and thinking. But while any historical account of the development of socialism necessarily has to deal with Marx, socialist conclusions are fairly easily deduced through ordinary reasoning. It is worth knowing why Karl Marx is important and influential, but one need not crack open the dense text of Das Kapital to pursue the project of human liberation.



THE LIBERTARIAN SOCIALIST

In 1920, Emma Goldman arrived in the Soviet Union filled with hope. The Bolshevik revolution had swept away the oppressive Tsarist regime, and like many leftists, Goldman was thrilled at the idea of a revolutionary workers’ state. But when she saw how the country was run under Lenin’s government, Goldman’s excitement quickly turned to disgust. In Petrograd, she said, “the people walked about like living corpses; the shortage of food and fuel was slowly sapping the city; grim death was clutching at its heart.”19 This couldn’t entirely be blamed on the communist government—after all, the country was in the midst of a civil war. But she soon noticed concerning tendencies: police brutality and corruption, restrictions on basic freedoms. The bureaucracy was stifling: “To get a pound of nails one had to file applications in about ten or fifteen bureaus; to secure some bed linen or ordinary dishes one wasted days.”20 It certainly did not seem as if the workers were in charge. Goldman’s interactions with the Bolsheviks convinced her that they were not fighting for the same kind of freedom that she was.


On a certain occasion, when I passed criticism on the brutal way delicate women were driven into the streets to shovel snow, insisting that even if they had belonged to the bourgeoisie they were human, and that physical fitness should be taken into consideration, a Communist said to me: “You should be ashamed of yourself; you, an old revolutionist, and yet so sentimental.” In short, I had come to see that the Bolsheviki were social puritans who sincerely believed that they alone were ordained to save mankind.21



Goldman, never quiet in the face of injustice, took her concerns to Vladimir Lenin. She asked him why he was imprisoning her fellow anarchists and demanded to know what had happened to free speech. “Free speech,” Lenin replied, “is, of course, a bourgeois notion … There can be no free speech in a revolutionary period.” Goldman was appalled.

Philosopher Bertrand Russell had a similar experience when he met Lenin. Russell was impressed with Lenin’s personal humility but disturbed by his dogmatism. Remarking on his time in the Soviet state, Russell said, “I went to Russia a Communist; but contact with those who have no doubts has intensified a thousandfold my own doubts, not as to Communism in itself, but as to the wisdom of holding a creed so firmly that for its sake men are willing to inflict widespread misery.”22

Neither Russell nor Goldman abandoned their leftist politics. Near the end of Goldman’s life, she traveled to Spain to support the anarchists in the Spanish Civil War. And Russell was leading antiwar protests into his 90s. But each valued freedom as much as they valued equality, and they could not tolerate a socialism that involved restricting the liberties of the very people they were fighting for. Goldman and Russell were, in other words, libertarian socialists.

In the United States, libertarian socialism strikes people as oxymoronic. Libertarians hate government and love capitalism; socialists love government and hate capitalism. Surely these two things are opposites. But they aren’t: libertarian socialists hate government and capitalism alike! More specifically, libertarian socialists have rejected the false dichotomy between capitalism and communism. They recognize that the freedom promised by libertarian capitalists is illusory, that where there is economic and social hierarchy the people at the bottom are not free. But they also recognize that nobody wants to live in an oppressive bureaucracy, and that you don’t fix the problem of inequality by making everyone equally unhappy.

Libertarian socialists are often left out of discussions about socialism, because Marxist socialists are uncomfortable with their critique of Marxism, and both capitalists and mushy centrists want to pretend that all socialists are Stalinists. But during the time of Marx himself, there were vigorous debates about the relationship between socialism and freedom. Anarchist Mikhail Bakunin frequently sparred with Marx, saying that if a “dictatorship of the proletariat” ever arose, it would still beat the people with the same stick, but would call it “the people’s stick.” Bakunin issued a prophetic warning about what could happen if one’s commitment to socialism wasn’t coupled with a distaste for bureaucracy and centralized authority:


There will be a new class, a new hierarchy of real and pretended scientists and scholars, and the world will be divided into a minority ruling in the name of knowledge and an immense ignorant majority. And then, woe betide the mass of ignorant ones!… You can see quite well that behind all the democratic and socialistic phrases and promises of Marx’s program, there is to be found in his State all that constitutes the true despotic and brutal nature of all States.23



Bakunin had a simple formula that captures the ethos of libertarian socialists:


We are convinced that liberty without socialism is privilege, injustice; and that socialism without liberty is slavery and brutality.



Liberty without socialism means rule by CEOs, socialism without liberty means rule by bureaucrats. This is not a particularly difficult idea to grasp, but thanks to their willingness to condemn all unjust rule consistently, libertarian socialists are usually the ones who end up facing the firing squad when the new regime takes power.

The spirit of the libertarian socialist is consistent attachment to principle. Thomas Paine, for example, traveled to France to support the 1789 revolution. But Paine protested the execution of the French king because of his consistent opposition to the death penalty. He won himself no friends this way, and landed in the Bastille. Paine would die penniless and despised, having alienated nearly everyone with his commitment to his principles and consistency.

Libertarian socialism has long been a minority tendency, but it is an admirable and humane one. It forces us to ask difficult questions about when the use of power is and isn’t justified, what kinds of liberties matter, and what democracy really means. It does not offer simple clichés like “you have to break a few eggs to make an omelet” or “that government is best which governs least.” It commits itself unwaveringly to a set of respectable principles and compromises neither its radical socialism nor its radical libertarianism.



LOVE THY NEIGHBOR: THE CHRISTIAN LEFT


“Jesus answered, ‘If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.’”

—Matthew 19:21

“You cannot serve both God and money.”

—Matthew 6:24



Jesus was not big on material possessions, and there has long been a socialist tradition that takes seriously the words of the Beatitudes (“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” and “Woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort”) and sees egalitarianism as a Christian imperative. Left Christian writer Elizabeth Bruenig has said that because the faith teaches that, in the words of St. Augustine, “God made the rich and poor from the one clay,” there has long been religious skepticism of dividing up into private property a world originally held by all in common, and the Church has often “urged vigilance against the tendency of the wealthy to amass more than their due, to the detriment of the poor.”24

The socialist theologian David Bentley Hart has said that the Bible lends itself toward leftist or even communist conclusions, and that “while there are always clergy members and theologians swift to assure us that the New Testament condemns not wealth but its abuse, not a single verse (unless subjected to absurdly forced readings) confirms the claim.”25 Many Christians, of course, are right-wing rather than left-wing, and it is possible to use Biblical teaching to justify amassing colossal wealth (see the “prosperity gospel” and America’s rich tradition of huckster televangelists). But it would be a mistake to overlook the leftist currents in Christian thinking.

Take, for instance, Dorothy Day (1897–1980). She is a legendary figure among social justice Catholics, organizing the Catholic Worker Movement and advocating pacifism, economic equality, and civil rights from a Christian anarchist perspective.26 Arrested numerous times for her civil disobedience, Day often took Biblical teaching more seriously than the Church did. She was the kind of Christian who defers to the Sermon on the Mount rather than the prejudices of local priests and bishops, and as such has been long admired for her moral courage. Predictably, there have been attempts to sanitize her legacy and minimize her radicalism. The Catholic Crisis magazine has suggested she was a conservative, because she “lamented the encroachment of the state and the perils of the welfare system.”27 She did so, however, because she was an anarchist, not a conservative. It’s true that her economics were not purely socialistic, but her words made clear how she felt about capitalism:


I am sure that God did not intend that there be so many poor. The class structure is of our making and our consent, not His. It is the way we have arranged it, and it is up to us to change it. So we are urging revolutionary change … We need to change the system. We need to overthrow, not the government, as the authorities are always accusing the Communists “of conspiring to teach [us] to do,” but this rotten, decadent, putrid industrial capitalist system which breeds such suffering in the whited sepulcher of New York.28



There are other fascinating Christian socialists in history. Francis Bellamy, the author of the original Pledge of Allegiance, was one. Ammon Hennacy, a member of both the Industrial Workers of the World and the Catholic Worker Movement, established the “Joe Hill House of Hospitality,” a social service center in Salt Lake City, philosophically based on a mixture of radical leftist labor politics and Christian theology.29 Leo Tolstoy, in The Kingdom of God Is Within You, used a radical religious message to condemn “this social order with its pauperism, famines, prisons, gallows, armies, and wars” and urged the embrace of pacifism.30 The liberation theologians, most famously Gustavo Gutiérrez of Peru,31 mixed traditional Catholic values with Marxist analysis, developing the “preferential option for the poor” as a Christian imperative. The tradition flourished in Latin America, but also developed into Black Liberation Theology in the United States and even a variant unique to Palestinian Christians. Echoes of it can still be heard in Pope Francis’ critiques of capitalism and statements like “Human rights are not only violated by terrorism, repression or assassination, but also by unfair economic structures that creates huge inequalities.”32



GOOD OLD-FASHIONED, HOMEGROWN AMERICAN SOCIALISM

It is often claimed that the United States differs from Europe in that it lacks a socialist tradition. The title question of Werner Sombart’s 1906 book Why Is There No Socialism in the United States? was answered nearly a century later by Seymour Martin Lipset and Gary Wolfe Marks’ It Didn’t Happen Here: Why Socialism Failed in the United States. It is common to say that socialism “failed” here. This is true insofar as socialists never became a substantial force in American politics. But it overlooks the fact that we did, for a short time, have a socialist movement that positively thrived.

A century ago, when socialism was at its peak in this country, the Socialist Party held 1,200 offices in 340 cities.33 There were two Socialist members of Congress, dozens of Socialist state legislators, and more than 130 Socialist mayors in over half of the U.S. states. (The University of Washington has maps showing just how impressive socialism’s spread across the country was.34) Socialist Party successes were especially concentrated in the Midwest, which makes Senator Tammy Duckworth’s comment that you can’t “go too far left and still win the Midwest”35 somewhat ironic.

Many people are taught, mostly as a curious historical footnote, that Eugene Debs received more than a million votes when he ran for president, even when forced to campaign from a prison cell. But the socialists who actually did hold public office are rarely discussed. That’s a shame, because it could help us answer one of the most serious critical questions facing socialism: Would socialism be a disaster if socialists were actually put in charge? Are socialists impractical utopians whose ideology would crush freedom and destroy our fragile institutions? What would socialist political power look like in the United States?

In fact, we had a taste of socialist political power in the United States, albeit only on the local level. Three mayors of Milwaukee were socialists! And during their tenure, did Milwaukee turn into a bleak and bloody revolutionary nightmare?

Turns out, it did not.


Under the Socialists, Milwaukee gained a reputation as a well-managed municipality. They believed that government had a responsibility to promote the common good, but particularly to serve the needs of the city’s working class. They built community parks, including beautiful green spaces and recreation areas along the lakefront that are still widely-used. They increased the citywide minimum wage (28 years before the federal government adopted the idea) and established an eight-hour day standard for municipal workers. They championed public education for the city’s children, built excellent libraries and sponsored vibrant recreation programs. The city municipalized street lighting, the stone quarry, garbage disposal and water purification.36



Daniel Hoan, the longest serving of the three socialist mayors, was so popular among the city’s residents that he served in office for 24 years. In 1936, Hoan was featured on the cover of TIME magazine, which said that under his administration, “Milwaukee has become perhaps the best governed city in the U.S.”37 The city “won many awards for being among the safest and healthiest cities in the country,” and “regularly had among the lowest rates of infant mortality and epidemic diseases of any American city.” Hoan “experimented with the municipal marketing of food, backed city-built housing, and in providing public markets, city harbor improvements, and purging graft from Milwaukee politics.”38

We’ve even had a more recent example of a socialist mayor, a person many more people have heard of. Bernie Sanders served as mayor of Burlington, Vermont, for eight years, being reelected three times. How did it go? Did he create a little Leningrad on Lake Champlain?

No, it was fine. Sanders was regarded as “a hardworking, pragmatic, effective mayor who helped transform Vermont’s largest city (population: 38,000) into a thriving town.”39 And furthermore,


Burlington is now widely heralded as an environmentally friendly, lively, and livable city with a thriving economy, including one of the lowest jobless rates in the country. Burlingtonians give Sanders credit for steering the city in a new direction that, despite early skepticism, proved to be broadly popular with voters.



During the heyday of the Socialist Party, Socialist state legislators were always in the minority and usually outvoted. The party’s 1914 report on its legislative activities makes for fascinating reading, and documents a series of low-key socialist policy successes across different states. In Wisconsin, for example, “both major parties had adopted parts of the Socialist platform, and the legislature was passing bills that a decade before would never have been reported out of committee.”40 What sort of measures were these?


In 1907, the socialist measures were typical and serve to illustrate the nature and extent of the work. The socialists introduced 72 different bills during one session. Fifteen were finally carried. Among the successful measures were the following: (1) A bill which provided for the erection of guards and railings over dangerous machinery in factories. (2) A bill which provided that all metal polishing machines shall be equipped with blowers and sufficient draft to remove the metallic dust. (3) A bill requiring railway companies to equip all trains with sufficient men to handle the work without overburdening the train men, known as the Full Crew Bill. (4) An eight-hour telegraphers’ law. (5) A greatly improved child labor law. (6) Certain measures securing a greater degree of justice to labor through court processes. Thus it will be seen that as early as 1907 the socialist legislatures were beginning to force considerable concessions from the legislatures. By the time the 1911 legislature closed its session, the number of successful socialist measures had increased rapidly.41



Alright, but here I’m going to encounter the inevitable objection: this isn’t socialism! Sanders did not govern Burlington “as a socialist,” therefore his tenure tells us nothing about socialism. I think this is mistaken, for a simple reason: there is nothing inherent in the basic principles of socialism that precludes pragmatic governance. There is a distinction between “a socialized economy” and “socialist values,” and Sanders did govern in accordance with his socialist values. He took on developers, fighting to ensure that the Lake Champlain waterfront would be a “people’s waterfront” that everyone could enjoy rather than containing nothing but luxury condos for the rich. The bills passed by Socialists in the Wisconsin legislature may not have been particularly radical, since they had to have support of non-socialists. But they flowed directly from the socialists’ fundamental conviction that the way economic life functions is deeply dysfunctional and harms ordinary workers. So they advocated for an eight-hour workday, ending child labor, workplace safety regulations, etcetera. Today, these may seem standard-issue liberal policies, but it was radicals who made those issues mainstream. Today’s capitalists like to give Henry Ford credit for creating the eight-hour workday and the two-day weekend. But remember that Ford adopted them after labor radicals had been campaigning for sixty years to get the length of the workday reduced.42 Socialists’ job is to put radical ideas in people’s heads. After a while, they become mainstream, then they get taken for granted, and finally everybody insists they believed in them all along.

In other countries, the great socialists are legendary. In the United Kingdom, for instance, the contemporary welfare state wouldn’t have been possible without the diligent efforts of socialist statesmen like Keir Hardie and Aneurin Bevan. In the United States, however, we forget all sorts of extraordinary people from our past. People like Helen Keller.

Keller herself is, of course, well remembered. But her radical socialist politics are too frequently neglected. She was a member of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), a supporter of Debs, and an anti-militarist feminist trade unionist who was staunchly committed to the rights of working people. If you read her socialist writings, it’s a little surprising to realize just how firm her conviction was. Here she is describing the IWW and why she supports it:


The creators of wealth are entitled to all they create. Thus they find themselves pitted against the whole profit-making system. They declare that there can be no compromise so long as the majority of the working class lives in want while the master class lives in luxury. They insist that there can be no peace until the workers organize as a class, take possession of the resources of the earth and the machinery of production and distribution and abolish the wage system.43



I don’t remember hearing that when we watched The Miracle Worker in middle school! In her essay “How I Became A Socialist,” Keller says she is pleased that people seem so interested in her inspiring life story, particularly because it will help get the word socialism into more newspapers! (Ah, how she underestimated the power of the whitewashing machine!) She also amusingly recounted how the New York Times asked her to write an article, then soon after printed an editorial condemning the “contemptible red flag.” This would not do, Keller said.


I love the red flag and what it symbolizes to me and other Socialists. I have a red flag hanging in my study, and if I could I should gladly march with it past the office of the Times and let all the reporters and photographers make the most of the spectacle. According to the inclusive condemnation of the Times I have forfeited all right to respect and sympathy, and I am to be regarded with suspicion. Yet the editor of the Times wants me to write him an article!44



Nor did Keller think much of the Brooklyn Eagle when they suggested that her left-wing politics were a product of her physical disabilities. Keller’s reply is so deliciously scathing that it’s worth quoting at length.


The Brooklyn Eagle says, apropos of me, and socialism, that Helen Keller’s “mistakes spring out of the manifest limitations of her development.” Some years ago I met a gentleman who was introduced to me as Mr. McKelway, editor of the Brooklyn Eagle. It was after a meeting that we had in New York in behalf of the blind. At that time the compliments he paid me were so generous that I blush to remember them. But now that I have come out for socialism he reminds me and the public that I am blind and deaf and especially liable to error. I must have shrunk in intelligence during the years since I met him. Surely it is his turn to blush … Oh, ridiculous Brooklyn Eagle! What an ungallant bird it is!… The Eagle is willing to help us prevent misery provided, always provided, that we do not attack the industrial tyranny which supports it and stops its ears and clouds its vision. The Eagle and I are at war. I hate the system which it represents, apologizes for and upholds. When it fights back, let it fight fair. Let it attack my ideas and oppose the aims and arguments of Socialism. It is not fair fighting or good argument to remind me and others that I cannot see or hear. I can read. I can read all the socialist books I have time for in English, German and French. If the editor of the Brooklyn Eagle should read some of them, he might be a wiser man and make a better newspaper. If I ever contribute to the Socialist movement the book that I sometimes dream of, I know what I shall name it: Industrial Blindness and Social Deafness.45



The United States has produced other exceptional socialist women, like the rabble-rousing labor agitator Mary Harris “Mother” Jones, who once led a march of hundreds of child laborers to Theodore Roosevelt’s summer home, where she demanded to see the president to protest child labor.46 (She was refused admission.) Nor should one neglect the countless socialists of color, many of whom have been unjustly forgotten. Peter Clark, known as the first African American socialist, was an abolitionist, labor organizer, schoolteacher, and newspaper editor who was once fired from his teaching post for daring to mention Thomas Paine to his students. (Clark: “Whatever Socialism may bring about, it can present nothing more anarchical than is found in Grafton, Baltimore and Pittsburgh today.”47) Hubert Harrison, known to his peers as the “Black Socrates,” was a key figure in the Harlem Renaissance, known for combining radical race consciousness with radical class consciousness.48 Paul Robeson, the legendary singer-actor-lawyer-football player, was infamously blacklisted over his left politics. Robeson felt true solidarity with the “workers of the world,” and when he was in Britain he developed a lasting bond with the striking Welsh miners.49 Ella Baker brought radical democracy to the civil rights movement,50 and Black Panther Fred Hampton tried to politicize and broker peace between Chicago street gangs before being shot to death in his bed by the FBI.51 Angela Davis, the legendary black leftist scholar, has now spent over 50 years fighting against racism and capitalism, and was famously removed from her UCLA teaching post on orders from Ronald Reagan. Each of these figures merits a book-length biography of their own.



PEOPLE LIKE KELLER and Clark and Davis are just individuals, though. Just as important are the anonymous members of groups like the IWW, the thousands and thousands of radical labor organizers who waged small-scale campaigns to secure slightly better conditions. Social movements are mostly made up of devoted ordinary people who work tirelessly to try to improve the lives of those around them. In the Seattle General Strike of 1919, for instance, thousands of workers in all industries left work at once in protest.52

These people accomplished so much. They brought us the eight-hour day. It’s them we have to thank for the existence of social insurance, workplace safety standards, and minimum wages. If you want to read about just one of these “ordinary” lives, I recommend Matilda Rabinowitz’s Immigrant Girl, Radical Woman.53 Rabinowitz came here from the Ukraine as a teenager in 1900 and went to work in a shirtwaist factory. She had a difficult life, but she did everything she could to further the cause of women’s equality and workers’ rights. She did the thankless work that doesn’t end up being written about: coordinating a kitchen to make food for striking workers, collecting money for their legal representation, running strike offices, and getting arrested plenty in the process. Rabinowitz, and the hundreds of thousands of others like her, have bequeathed to us both an example and a responsibility.

A look through socialist history can yield all kinds of useful lessons for contemporary politics. The 10-point program of the Black Panther Party, dated as it is, still resonates: calling for decent housing, full employment, and an end to police brutality. (The program even borrows the language of the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.”) Instructive models can be found all over the world, from the postwar Labour government of Britain that introduced the National Health Service and achieved massive popular support to the Zapatistas who built authentic libertarian socialism among the indigenous people of Chiapas, Mexico. One does not have to look only at those explicitly labeled “socialist”; nobody should forget the record of courageous dissidents and rebels, from abolitionist John Brown to Chelsea Manning.54 History is replete with figures we can contemplate and take counsel from whenever we are feeling hopeless or dejected.



THE SOCIALIST LEFT has a great heritage, both in the United States and everywhere else. The historical record of socialism is not, as some would have it, merely a long string of authoritarian regimes. It is also the record of labor agitators and intellectuals who crafted ideas that later became public policy, who built schools and libraries, who developed the idea that everyone was equally entitled to a dignified life. This idea is commonplace now, but we wouldn’t have it if it weren’t for our dedicated socialist forebears. To be a socialist is to take part in a tradition that is intelligent, humane, and honorable.

Those who treat socialism as synonymous with the Soviet Union are being selective in their presentation of history. If we are going to inquire about history’s lessons honestly, we have to look at all of it rather than the bits that suit our ideological purposes, and it’s strange to talk about what history can teach us about whether socialism would be good for the United States without looking at the history of socialism in the United States itself. We have had socialists, and they have been good for the country. They have not been corrupt autocrats. They have been good people, trying to readjust the balance of power to make their country fairer.

Ultimately, one can only treat socialism as synonymous with the USSR or Venezuela if one deletes countless socialists from the pages of history. What about Kropotkin or Goldman or Rosa Luxemburg or Fred Hampton or Tony Benn? What about the great European socialists like August Bebel or Jean Jaurès? These individuals were not moderates, they were radical dissidents who stood up against the consensus of the day. Bebel led the only political faction to oppose Germany’s brutal genocide in West Africa and abhorred racism. Jaurès was murdered for his anti-militarist stance against a pointless war that killed millions. In our own country, what about Debs, who bravely defied the law in order to oppose that same war and was sent to prison for it? What about Victor Berger, the first Socialist congressman, who was denied his seat in the House of Representatives because he dared to oppose needless nationalistic slaughter? What about the socialists who fought the Nazis in the streets of Berlin, who died trying to prevent Francoism from rising in Spain, and who tried desperately to stop the Vietnam War? Some of the greatest humanitarians of the twentieth century, like King and Mahatma Gandhi, and the strongest opponents of state repression and totalitarianism, like George Orwell, were staunch critics of capitalism. If we’re going to discuss socialism’s “record,” we can’t limit ourselves to the brutal dictators who have claimed to rule in the name of the people and waved the word socialism around to justify whatever brutality they cared to pursue. We have to give credit to those who have consistently been humane voices for the downtrodden and improved the world by expanding our moral imagination.
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Making Our Plans

Sensible Agendas



“I am convinced Socialism is the only answer and I urge all comrades to take this struggle to a victorious conclusion.”

—Malala Yousafzai, Statement to the 32nd congress of Pakistani Marxists



WE HAVE, SO FAR, A set of basic principles, an instinct toward utopia, a clearer understanding of the term socialism, and a sense of the great tradition that today’s left continues. But this doesn’t tell us much about the practical side of politics. Hooray, yes, we have sound moral instincts and a good philosophy and some fine guidance from our forebears. But do socialists have a plan?

In fact, we have lots of plans, and they’re very good. Today’s socialists are generally avoiding getting wrapped up in disputes between utopianism and pragmatism, reform or revolution. They understand that you have to have both. You have to dream of a very different world, but also look closely at the world you actually live in and be realistic in setting short-term political goals.

Some socialists are still skeptical about anyone who talks about pragmatism or “being realistic.” This is a healthy reaction, because for a long time “be realistic” was code for “do very little” or “take baby steps.” Martin Luther King Jr. was constantly told by white liberals that he needed to go slow—his “Letter from Birmingham Jail” is written to supposedly well-meaning moderates who caution radicals that they need to go slow.1 Everyone who has tried to bring about major social change has been told that their agenda is unrealistic. Part of the core socialist commitment involves insisting on pressing forward even when you’re being told your goals are unachievable. When members of the British Labour Party selected a socialist leader, Jeremy Corbyn, the consensus in the press was that the move was political suicide. It wasn’t: in the next election, Labour increased its vote total by unprecedented numbers. As it turned out, an explicitly socialist agenda was far more appealing than the milquetoast “New Labour” liberalism of Corbyn’s unpopular predecessors.2

In fact, nearly every ambitious endeavor to some degree involves a defiant unwillingness to be pragmatic, to accept the consensus opinion on what’s possible. Those who want you to fail (because they don’t share your commitments) will try to convince you that you’re doomed. And even those who do share your commitments may be risk-averse and miss opportunities due to excessive skepticism. I don’t, therefore, mind those who are defiantly unrealistic. Most people who claim to understand what can and can’t be accomplished politically are just speculating. Expert political scientists, statisticians, and pundits were convinced Donald Trump could never be president. They were wrong. The truth is: political reality changes quickly, so it’s best to pick the things you want to see happen, and do your best to try to make them happen. The old anarchist slogan rings true to me: “Demand the Impossible.”3


We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.

—Ursula K. Le Guin



But while your long-term demands should be ambitious in the extreme, your short-term goals should be carefully grounded in an understanding of the needs of a particular time and place. You’ve got to actually get stuff done and materially improve the lives of people in the here and now.

To see an example of how pragmatism and utopianism can be successfully combined, we can look at the approach of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). The DSA states, “Many structures of our government and economy must be radically transformed,”4 and believes in a society without profit, exploitation, racism, sexism, or social hierarchy. That’s extremely ambitious, to say the least. But the DSA also admits, “We are unlikely to see an immediate end to capitalism tomorrow,” and so it “fights for reforms today that will weaken the power of corporations and increase the power of working people.” “In the short term,” it says, “we can’t eliminate private corporations, but we can bring them under greater democratic control.” There won’t be perfect democratic socialism anytime soon, but we can make the world more socialistic and democratic. The Medicare for All fight is a clear example of this kind of rational radicalism.

First, the problem: Everyone knows that American healthcare is dysfunctional. People pay obscene amounts of money for basic medical services, to the point where they have to fear calling an ambulance because it might cost $900 or more for a five-minute ride.5 By now, we have all heard that “despite having the most expensive health care system, the United States ranks last overall among 11 industrialized countries on measures of health system quality, efficiency, access to care, equity, and healthy lives.”6 Even after the Affordable Care Act, one-fourth of Americans have to refuse needed medical care because they can’t afford it. Americans borrow an astonishing $88 billion every year to pay for healthcare.7 Health insurance companies not only profit from denying people adequate care, they create vast bureaucracies that are almost impossible for ordinary people to navigate. We live in a country where people can be terrified of getting an illness, not because of the consequences of the illness itself, but because they know the bill will inevitably ruin their life.

The left has an elegant and efficient solution to this: instead of private health insurance systems, put everyone under the publicly run Medicare system.8 Make healthcare “free at the point of service,” meaning that it’s paid for by tax revenue rather than premiums and co-pays. This kind of single-payer system, in which one entity (Medicare) coordinates healthcare payments rather than a patchwork of for-profit companies, is used successfully around the world. The developed countries that employ it have better health outcomes, and they save money by removing the profit motive and giving the government greater capacity to negotiate costs. A Medicare for All system would make medicine more fair and less costly. As public health scholars Abdul El-Sayed and Micah Johnson write, it’s simple: “Too many of us don’t have healthcare. We spend too much on healthcare. And we hate our healthcare experience. Medicare-for-All solves all three of those problems.”9

Medicare for All is not what we might call “fully socialistic,” in that it does not eliminate the profit motive from medicine or bring hospitals under public ownership. It’s not a system of socialized medicine, it’s a system of socialized insurance—that is, the government isn’t managing treatment, it’s managing the payment system. In Great Britain, they do have actual socialized hospitals run by the government’s National Health Service (NHS). Its model is very popular. Even though budget cuts by neoliberal governments have devastated the quality of care the NHS can offer, over three-quarters of Britons still want to keep the service in its current form, and its core principles are supported by a staggering 91 percent of British people. The Commonwealth Fund has ranked Great Britain’s NHS as the best healthcare system out of 11 developed countries based on efficiency and performance (the United States was dead last at number 11).10

A group like the DSA would, naturally, prefer a system like the NHS (albeit a properly funded one that didn’t have outrageous wait times and service cuts). But it so happens that in the United States, there is an obvious next step for creating a socialized healthcare system: expanding Medicare. Medicare, which covers seniors, is already the largest insurer in the country. It is also very popular. Among Americans over 65, nearly 90 percent have a positive opinion of the program and say it is “very important” for them and their families.11 And there’s no good reason why this sort of program should be limited to older people.

Medicare for All is not a radical or utopian proposition. It brings the United States roughly in line with contemporary Canada (a country not known for political radicalism). It alters the way healthcare is paid for (premiums become taxes, insurance is public rather than private) but nothing about the way it is delivered. It’s not much more than an accounting tweak: instead of funds flowing through unnecessary profit-maximizing insurance corporations, they flow through a public institution. It’s designed to save people money.12 The Nobel Prize–winning economist Kenneth Arrow, no leftist, said that in healthcare markets it was simply obvious that “the government is better than the private sector at keeping costs down for insurance purposes.”13 Yet Medicare for All embodies the core socialist principle that everyone should be cared for equally well, and that we all have mutual obligations to support one another. This is why it’s now one of the DSA’s core campaigns.

DSA is pushing for Medicare for All by pressuring existing congresspeople to sign on to a Medicare for All bill introduced by Representative Pramila Jayapal (D-WA). Here in New Orleans, the local DSA chapter has several hundred members, and they regularly canvass local neighborhoods to talk to voters about healthcare and encourage them to call their representatives and ask them to support the bill. Local DSA organizers also hold regular “health fairs,” where people can get blood pressure and blood sugar screenings and receive information about ways to receive free and low-cost medical care. People are also offered assistance in trying to clear medical debt. Through the fairs, the DSA not only helps people directly, but builds a wider understanding about the problem and the proposed solution.

It’s not clear yet whether the Medicare for All campaign will succeed. Expanding Medicare to cover everyone would eliminate much of the private insurance companies’ business, meaning that they will lobby ferociously to stop the law from going through. But Medicare for All represents an example of a practical solution to a social inequity, one that is within the realm of realistic possibility in the here and now (after all, if lots of other industrialized countries have such systems, and they work, there’s no reason it can’t work in ours).



IT’S FUNNY, PEOPLE often talk about leftists as impractical dreamers. But in the last few years, the most concrete solutions to social and economic problems have been coming from the left. Medicare for All is a real fix for healthcare, one that actually makes sure everyone can get treatment. It’s based on a sound empirical understanding of how countries finance universal healthcare successfully. But it’s far from the only solid left-wing plan.

In fact, if you look at the Bernie Sanders’ 2016 agenda, what’s striking is how direct it is: a $15 minimum wage and free college tuition were not vague promises of “change,” but specific promises of particular outcomes. There’s no ability to fudge if you don’t deliver: either you raise the minimum wage or you don’t. Sanders’ book Our Revolution is worth looking at closely. Less than half the pages are taken up by typical campaign memoir material. Most of the book is dedicated to his Agenda for a New America. That agenda is clear as can be. It includes:


	Passing the College for All Act: This act would provide two dollars in federal funding to states for every dollar they spend making their public college tuitions free.

	Cutting interest rates on federal student loans. Sanders has since proposed an even more sweeping plan to cancel all outstanding student loan debt.

	Tightening regulation of for-profit schools: The U.S. would crack down on for-profit schools that make grandiose promises, charge large sums of money, and then deliver degrees that are essentially worthless.

	Ending federal subsidies for the fossil fuel industry: The U.S. government provides billions in support to oil and gas companies annually, even though their activities are directly causing catastrophic climate change.

	Passing the Climate Protection and Justice Act: The act would tax carbon emissions and give the money to Americans. Sanders has since gone even further and introduced a comprehensive $16 trillion plan to fight climate change.

	Ending new federal leases for oil, gas, and coal extraction on public land.

	Passing the Justice Is Not for Sale Act: The act would bar the federal government from contracting with private prisons.

	Having the U.S. Department of Justice investigate every death that occurs in police custody.

	Passing a series of financial reforms: Financial reforms would include new regulations on derivatives, separating commercial and investment banks, taxing speculation, capping ATM fees, and offering low-cost banking services through the post office.

	Passing the FAMILY Act: The act would guarantee workers twelve weeks of paid family and medical leave

	Introducing a universal childcare program.

	Creating an Employee Ownership Bank: The bank would provide loans to help workers collectively purchase their companies and turn them into cooperatives.



The list goes on (and on, and on). Bernie’s book is not exactly a page-turner, but it contains lengthy, statistic-laden descriptions of the various ways inequality harms people and a series of very clear steps that the federal government could take to make life better for people.

Paid family leave is a clear example. At the moment, many workers are guaranteed unpaid leave, but that means that only those who have accumulated savings can take any meaningful time off. Parents who live paycheck to paycheck, on the other hand, have to return to work almost immediately after the birth of a child. This is downright cruel to both the parents and the child. Obviously, families need to be able to spend time together! The United States really is an outlier in declining to guarantee any leave. Some other countries provide well over a year.

This really isn’t complicated. It’s a law that could be passed, a law that has been passed nearly everywhere else, but not in the Richest Country on Earth. What’s remarkable is that in the United States, only those on the left seem to feel any urgency about this. If you want to understand why so many young people are calling themselves socialists, one answer is that they can’t afford to have children, and Bernie Sanders is one of the sole politicians who seems to be presenting real-world solutions to that problem.

Socialists are the ones thinking of the most ambitious fixes. Matt Bruenig, of the left-wing People’s Policy Project, has come up with a comprehensive set of policies that would end child poverty and make sure families had what they needed in order to raise a child well. Bruenig proposes providing 36 weeks of paid leave, free public childcare centers, free pre-K from ages 3 to 5, free school lunch, Medicare coverage for everyone under 26, and a $300-a-month child allowance for parents.14 The difference these programs would make in people’s lives is astronomical—raising a child is terrifyingly expensive and labor intensive, and without state support, millions of children will end up poor and neglected.

Mandatory Paid Parental Leave
Across 41 Nations
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Source: Pew Research Center. Includes maternity, paternity, and parental leave requirements as of 2015. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/26/u-s-lacks-mandated-paid-parental-leave/
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These programs are also quite feasible. They are in place around the world. Most Western European countries have some type of child benefit, a basic income that goes to parents. Research shows that simply giving parents money to help them raise their children makes a huge difference in their lives: cutting poverty, improving health, and increasing the academic performance and lifetime earnings of the children.15 The moral case for these programs is clear. But it’s also true that if a country wants to raise a new generation of young thinkers and innovators, it’s absurd to have children that are homeless or unhealthy, or whose parents can’t spend time with them. The biologist Stephen Jay Gould once said that he was less interested in things like the anatomy of Einstein’s brain “than in the near certainty that people of equal talent have lived and died in cotton fields and sweatshops.” If you want people to blossom and fulfill their full potential, you have to nurture them properly and lavish resources on them when they’re young.

So what is all this about impracticality? Oh, sure, you always get the “How are you going to pay for it?” question. But when people on the left provide detailed answers to that question, they’re ignored. For example, the Political Economy Research Institute has put out the 200-page Economic Analysis of Medicare for All, explaining exactly where funding could come from to provide single-payer health insurance for all Americans.16 The study argues that it’s possible to implement a program that would save people money without reducing the quality of services. Now, economists can debate how well the study is conducted, but don’t tell me that nobody has thought about how to pay for it.

Much of the time, left-wing policies are simply adaptations of things that have already been tried successfully elsewhere. The silly debate over whether this or that European country is socialist or not obscures an important point: these countries are healthier and happier, and it’s in part because the government has programs that make people’s lives easier. Britons don’t want to give up NHS and Swedes love their family- friendly leave policies. It doesn’t matter if it’s socialism, it matters that it helps create something slightly closer to an equitable society.


A SLEW OF GOOD IDEAS

Leftists are constantly working on good and useful ideas. The Green New Deal, for instance, is an attempt to get serious about solving climate change. For decades, both Democrats and Republicans dithered on this. Republicans mostly denied that climate change was a problem at all, while Democrats acknowledged it was an important problem but didn’t seem to feel compelled to actually do anything about it. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) kept churning out increasingly dire reports, and tens of thousands of scientists were warning us to get off our failing trajectory before it was too late. Nobody in Congress seemed interested.

The Green New Deal is the result of the most pragmatic kind of thinking. It is, first off, a statement of goals. As introduced in a House resolution by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, those goals are pretty straightforward:


	To achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a fair and just transition for all communities and workers.

	To create millions of good, high-wage jobs and ensure prosperity and economic security for all people of the United States.

	To invest in the infrastructure and industry of the United States to sustainably meet the challenges of the 21st century.

	To secure for all people of the United States for generations to come—clean air and water; climate and community resiliency; healthy food; access to nature; and a sustainable environment.

	To promote justice and equity by stopping current, preventing future, and repairing historic oppression of indigenous peoples, communities of color, migrant communities, deindustrialized communities, depopulated rural communities, the poor, low-income workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused, people with disabilities, and youth.17



To me, this sounds like an excellent place to begin. Now, granted, it’s a statement of goals. But net-zero greenhouse gas emissions is an extremely clear target, and setting the aim is a precondition of developing a plan. You’ve got to understand what you’re trying to do before you begin figuring out how to do it. As Steve Cohen of Columbia University’s Earth Institute wrote, FDR’s original New Deal “was a series of improvisations in response to specific problems that were stalling economic development … [T]here was no master plan, many ideas failed, and some were ended after a period of experimentation,” while others, “like social security and the Security and Exchange Commission’s regulation of the stock market, became permanent American institutions.”18 It’s okay if the plan starts off vague, because the path to zero emissions is unpredictable, and we’ll only know what works once we experiment.

The IPCC has given us some guidance here. We’ll need to switch all of our power generation to be low or zero emission, change our food systems, electrify transport, plant a hell of a lot of new trees, and use sensible urban planning to make everyday life as energy efficient as possible. Sensible how? Well, in Los Angeles many people spend hours each day sitting in traffic, engines running. It’s a colossal waste of both people’s time and of the planet’s capacity to absorb new carbon emissions. In a well-designed city, that wouldn’t happen.

The Green New Deal is only at the beginning of its development, a fact that is important to understand.19 There has to be a strong public debate about what the most technologically feasible and cost-effective ways of getting to zero emissions are. Some proposals are no-brainers: taxing carbon emissions is an excellent way to account for their real cost to the planet, and the United States is the only large industrialized country without a carbon tax. (This is both colossally irresponsible and yet another reason for the rest of the world to think we are a bunch of selfish assholes.20) But most importantly, this debate should take place within the context of a political consensus. In other words, we all know we’ve got to undertake this project, now let’s figure out how to do it.



INTERESTING POLICY IDEAS are all coming from the left these days. Republicans spent years talking about their great plan to repeal Obamacare, but had no serious policy for replacing it. I once publicly challenged an economist from the libertarian Cato Institute on how capitalism could deal with climate change. He could not come up with an answer, instead dismissing the problem and saying that he knew a lot of people who thought the warnings were “Chicken Little stuff.”21 Same with fixing poverty: when Ben Shapiro is asked about poverty, he says that if people graduate high school, have a full-time job, and get married they won’t be poor.22 This is true, of course: anyone with a full-time, minimum-wage job is technically above the poverty line. But the bulk of the poor are children, old people, sick people, and those who care for children, old people, and sick people. Fully one-third of the poor are children, and unless we want to bring back child labor and underage marriage, it’s almost comically stupid to tell children to go get married and start working.23

On the other hand, you can look at the policy plans of 2020 presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren and see someone honestly committed to fixing injustices rather than rationalizing them. Warren is no socialist, but she has proposed specific criminal laws for Wall Street and vowed to break up giant tech monopolies using antitrust law; to provide universal, federally funded childcare for parents who can’t afford it; to invest billions in new affordable housing; and to have the federal government support small farmers instead of giant agribusiness conglomerates.24 When Warren talks about poverty, she follows it up by talking about her plans to fix it.

It’s exciting to have people on the left putting forward proposals, even when they’re flawed and need work. If you look at the current state of affairs I described in Part I, you may find yourself wanting to hide under a very soft blanket for a very long time. Many of these problems seem insoluble, and it’s impossible to know where to start. Once we have a set of ideas on the table, we can perhaps feel a little less helpless and hopeless. We can begin the process of having vigorous arguments over whether idea A or B is superior (and hopefully not vigorous arguments over whether idea A or B is “true socialism”).

Let me present, then, a few of the specific political and economic changes that various parts of the left are putting forward. There is no single left agenda, and some of these aren’t at all radical, but they show that the left is beginning to think concretely about how to turn our values into action.



THE “STRUCTURAL” CHANGES

If democracy is participation in power by the governed, the United States is not terribly democratic. We have lots of elections, it’s true, but there are all sorts of obstacles keeping the average citizen from having a meaningful say in how things are run. There are ways of making this better, however. There is a whole category of reform we might call “structural” because it rearranges the processes by which government power is exercised.


	Give statehood to Washington, D.C.: Most people have a representative and two senators. Not the residents of Washington, D.C., who have “taxation without representation.” Not allowing Washingtonians to have a voting congressperson tramples on the very basic principles of representational democracy.

	Make voting much easier: Why do we even have “voter registration”? If you’re eligible to vote, you should just be able to vote. Several states have now implemented automatic voter registration, and it makes perfect sense. As it stands, people are often denied the vote simply because they’ve failed to fill out a form months in advance. There are other sensible reforms: Election Day should be a holiday so that people who have jobs can vote easily. And at the very least, voting rights should be automatically restored to felons when they’ve finished serving their sentences (it’s supposed to be the end of their punishment, after all). But a serious commitment to democracy would mean that everyone could vote, even current prisoners and noncitizens. “Universal adult suffrage” should mean exactly that: everyone gets a say no matter what, without classes of voters and nonvoters. (And perhaps we should even question the “adult” part and consider lowering the voting age so that teenagers are allowed to have a say.)

	Make Elections Fairer: It’s absurd that political candidates have to spend so much of their time begging people for money. I get a “Can you give us 27 more dollars?” email from Sanders once every other day. Fundraising is like a nuclear arms race, and it has escalated absurdly. In one Georgia House district in 2017, the Republican and Democratic candidates each spent over $25 million to try to win. A voter from the district showed me the stack of glossy campaign mailers she had received from both candidates—there were dozens upon dozens.25 If each candidate was granted a fixed sum by the government to spend on their campaign, with outside contributions prohibited, not only would it be easier for less-rich candidates to be viable contenders, but the whole mad scramble for your money would cease. What should matter is votes, not dollars, and if you want a candidate to win, you shouldn’t have to give up your money to help them print signs.

	Scrap the Electoral College: The principle that the candidate with the most votes should win is a fairly elementary one, but it doesn’t hold in U.S. presidential elections. In six out of the last seven presidential elections, the Democratic candidate has gotten more votes than the Republican. Between 1992 and today, the only time the Republican candidate received more votes was George W. Bush’s defeat of John Kerry in 2004. Democrats are right to complain about this—if the rules of the game are rigged against them, those rules should change.

	Expand the Supreme Court: Everyone knows the Supreme Court is political.26 This means that one branch of the government, the branch passing judgment on executive and legislative actions, can be captured by one party or another. Because justices have life tenure, this can mean that a panel of jurists representing the popular will of 30 years ago is deciding whether to keep or throw out laws made today. Putting term limits on justices and expanding the size of the court to ensure it at least approximately represents the political allegiances of the population would make one of our least democratic institutions slightly more defensible.27

	Implement Ranked-Choice Voting: One reason third parties aren’t viable in the United States is that people don’t want to vote for a “spoiler” candidate. But if, in a three-person race, people could rank their preferences from one to three, a person’s vote would go to the voter’s second-choice candidate if their first choice wasn’t going to win. This way, a progressive could vote for Ralph Nader, giving Ralph a bump in votes, but when Ralph lost, the vote would go to Al Gore. Yet another way in which the 2000 election could have been saved and the Iraq War prevented.

	Preserve legal rights: Theoretically, the courts exist to uphold the laws. In reality, however, plenty of valid legal claims get tossed out on technicalities. Companies use their bargaining power to get people to sign contracts waiving all of their rights and agree to have disputes resolved by a private arbitrator selected by the company rather than in a court of law.28 Courts find all kinds of utterly silly reasons to deny perfectly valid claims. In Connick v. Thompson, a Louisiana man who was wrongfully convicted and spent 14 years on death row won a $14 million jury verdict against the prosecutors who had manipulated the evidence against him. The Supreme Court (5–4, on predictable lines) threw out the verdict, effectively declaring the prosecutors’ office immune from accountability for serious misconduct.29 Or look at Wal-Mart v. Dukes, in which the Supreme Court threw out a class action on behalf of women who worked at Walmart and had allegedly been subjected to widespread sex discrimination.30 The Court (5–4 again) set up a series of barriers that make it as difficult as possible for groups that have been harmed to file class actions. Because the American court system is such a web of tangled bureaucracy and formalistic rules, even when people have the legal right to something, they are often unable to get it. This explains why wage theft is so rampant in the United States. Every year, employers withhold $50 billion from employees that the employees have earned, but the workers have no realistic way to enforce their rights.



It will be argued that these “structural reforms” are actually partisan, that they clearly favor the interests of the political left. Of course they do! The bulk of the people in the United States lean left. As we make the political system fairer and more inclusive, it’s going to become less conservative. A democratic system will end up being very Democratic.

It’s also worth responding to those who give undue weight to the text of the Constitution and object to structural reforms that would involve altering it. It’s funny how much reverence the U.S. Constitution gets, considering that it’s a wholly illegitimate document. Women, African Americans, and Native Americans, despite together comprising the majority of the population at the time of the country’s founding, did not get to participate in the document’s drafting and ratification. If the basic rules of government were set up without consulting “we the people,” then what respect do those people owe to those rules? Of course, we all abide by laws we did not make, but laws should not be treated as anything other than useful tools, to be updated and altered as necessary.



ECONOMIC, SOCIAL, AND POLITICAL CHANGES

Moving away from reforms to government processes, thrilling as those are, let’s look at some more substantive changes to politics and the economy that left-wing people favor.


	Expanding Union Membership: Unions are crucial.31 They give workers much more power in negotiating to make life at their jobs better. Not only do unionized jobs pay better and have better benefits, but a union can push for a contract containing the kinds of rights that you don’t get under the law. (For instance, with a union contract, your boss might only be able to fire you if you actually do something wrong, whereas under the law they can fire you if they decide they don’t like your face.) Currently, it’s extremely complicated to form a union, but there is a proposed bill called the Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) that would make the process simple: if the majority of workers signed cards indicating they wanted a union, they’d have one. (Barack Obama promised to pass the EFCA, but forgot about it when he was elected president.32) This would be extremely useful, especially since employers use ruthless tactics to prevent their workers from unionizing.33 (The fact that they work so hard to prevent it shows you that unions really can redistribute power at a company.) Anti-union laws need to be gotten rid of. For example, right-to-work laws should be repealed, and there should be no ban on secondary strikes (in which union workers at one company go on strike to support union workers at a different company).34 While some union leadership is bureaucratic and hierarchical, this isn’t an argument against having a union, it’s an argument for having a democratic union whose leaders represent the will of the members.35

	Making Better Workplaces: Socialists talk a lot about what happens in workplaces because we realize that a lot of the “politics” of people’s day-to-day lives happens at work. Many left proposals aim to give people more power at their jobs. For example, Warren has proposed legislation that would require companies to have workers on their boards of directors. Germany already requires this, and the research shows it “leads to less short-termism in corporate decision-making and much higher levels of pay equality, [and] positive results on productivity and innovation.”36 Economist Richard Wolff has devised a model of Worker Self-Directed Enterprises that would radically restructure corporate management.37 We can also look to large worker-owned companies around the world, from the John Lewis department store chain in the United Kingdom to the Mondragon co-op federation in Spain.38

	Guaranteeing a Job or Universal Basic Income: There is a vibrant debate on the left right now about two different kinds of schemes that aim to make sure every single person has a reliable income. The first is a jobs guarantee: Anyone who wants a job could always go to the federal government and ask for one. They might send you to deliver meals to old people, or keep the state parks tidy, or hose down the megafauna. But you’d always have work available. Some people have proposed a different scheme: just give people an income no matter what. Advocates of a Universal Basic Income (UBI) think there’s no need to require work. UBI advocate and 2020 Democratic presidential candidate Andrew Yang has advocated giving every person $12,000 a year, arguing that the money would provide a massive stimulus to low-income areas, reduce stress, improve health, allow for more creativity and innovation, and eliminate a lot of month-to-month financial scarcity. 39

	Making the Wealthy Pay Their Taxes: We know that the American tax code favors the wealthy in many ways, more so thanks to the Trump administration’s generous tax cuts. There have been serious proposals from left-leaning economists for wealth taxes and financial transaction taxes that could slow down the growth of inequality. A heavy estate tax could prevent the accumulation of intergenerational dynasties, and while Republicans call estate taxes “death taxes,” they’re actually among the fairest possible taxes. They tax a person who quite literally no longer exists, and there’s very little reason why anyone “deserves” a large inheritance they have done nothing to build. But it’s also important to enforce the tax laws we actually have. A global tax enforcement agency may sound a bit Orwellian, but it is actually necessary to prevent capitalists from stashing money overseas to avoid having to contribute a portion of their income to the collective good. Financial journalists Jesse Eisinger and Paul Kiel write that the Internal Revenue Service is outmatched when it comes to actually getting the wealthy to pay what they owe, since the rich “can devote seemingly limitless resources to hiring the best legal and accounting talent” and “employ complex, highly refined strategies that seek to stretch the tax code to their advantage,” to the point where “it can take years for IRS investigators just to understand a transaction and deem it a violation.”40 Sometimes the IRS just gives up entirely and accepts payments in the millions when billions are actually owed. Needless to say, the laws need to be properly enforced.

	Forming Community Land Trusts: These are a neat idea. A community organization would buy up houses and then sell the houses without selling the land. Because homeowners are only leasing the land from the community land trust (CLT), they are able to afford a house, and the CLT’s ownership of the land means that it can bind the homeowner to an agreement to make sure the houses always remain affordable. Though the legal structure is a bit quirky, and the concept a bit hard to grasp at first, these have been tried successfully in various places—there are now 225 CLTs around the country.

	Making Schools Equal: There’s no reason that poor neighborhoods should get poor schools and rich neighborhoods should get rich schools. If anything, it should be the other way around; the students with the most disadvantages outside of school need the most investment within it. At the very least, school funding needs to be equal. The imbalance in what children receive depending on who their parents are and where they live is revoltingly unfair.



We can begin here, but there’s far, far more to think about. There are proposals like the People’s Policy Project’s Social Wealth Fund, in which the government would buy up assets and distribute the returns on those assets to everyone equally in the form of a dividend. There are large public investment plans that would fund research on unprofitable medicines or build the kind of high-speed rail networks found in China and Europe. Tenant associations can help protect people’s rights against unscrupulous landlords, and consumer-purchasing cooperatives can counter the power of corporate monopolies. Experiments like Wikipedia can create genuine democratic platforms where people make decisions together and all contribute equally to a community project.



THE BLACK LIVES MATTER AGENDA

People who do not know much about Black Lives Matter (BLM) may assume it is mainly concerned with police violence and misconduct. Indeed, many of the most visible BLM actions have occurred after the deaths of people like Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, and Philando Castile. But BLM’s agenda goes beyond better policing. The Movement for Black Lives organization has put out a comprehensive platform to tackle racial injustice in America, across many different domains and in all areas of life. In its criminal justice section alone, some examples include:


	An end to money bail, mandatory fines, fees, court surcharges and “defendant funded” court proceedings.

	An end to capital punishment.

	An end to zero-tolerance school policies and arrests of students, the removal of police from schools, and the reallocation of funds from police and punitive school discipline practices.

	A reallocation of funds at the federal, state and local level from policing and incarceration … to long-term safety strategies such as education, local restorative justice services, and employment programs.

	The retroactive decriminalization, immediate release and record expungement of all drug related offenses and prostitution, and reparations for the devastating impact of the “war on drugs” and criminalization of prostitution, including a reinvestment of the resulting savings and revenue into restorative services, mental health services, job programs and other programs supporting those impacted by the sex and drug trade.

	Direct democratic community control of local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies, ensuring that communities most harmed by destructive policing have the power to hire and fire officers, determine disciplinary action, control budgets and policies, and subpoena relevant agency information.41



The Movement for Black Lives platform is worth reading in its entirety. It lays out the well-known statistics on racial imbalances in the United States, then proposes bold, concrete steps that need to be taken in order to achieve something that a reasonable person might believe resembles justice.



IDENTITY AND THE “INTERSECTIONAL” APPROACH

Different groups of people have distinct needs. This should be quite obvious. Older people face the difficulties that come with being old in a society that rewards people based on the sale of labor. Transgender people face ostracism, bullying, violence, and employment discrimination. Disabled people have to navigate a world designed for the able-bodied, in which the needs of those with differing capacities are invisible. It’s irresponsible, then, to ignore “group interests” when designing policies. Public policy doesn’t affect everyone in the same way.

It’s vital to have an agenda that considers everybody’s actual needs, not just the needs of some abstract median person. And when talking about “what to do,” it’s very easy to overlook the interests of groups you are not personally a member of. The reason people use the term marginalized, abstract as it is, is that some people always seem to end up on the margins of discussions. Here are some important subgroups to keep in mind:


	Transgender People: In the mainstream press, the only transgender issue you hear about is bathrooms. But there’s a lot of other important issues. Transgender people are discriminated against when seeking housing and employment, and many end up homeless. Transgender people face an alarmingly high risk of suicide and live in a society that is openly hostile to them. The National Center for Transgender Equality has put forth a set of policy proposals that can protect and support transgender people, from bans on discrimination to support for young transgender people in school. No leftist who takes everybody’s rights seriously can treat transgender people’s political issues as secondary.

	Indigenous People: Native issues nearly always get left out of policy discussions. Yet indigenous concerns are urgent. The Los Angeles Times reports that “under the Trump administration, tribal leaders [have been] shocked by how little regard this administration has shown [for Native Americans], particularly as its agenda of advancing fossil fuel interests collides with efforts to restore Native American lands and rights.”42 Tribal lands and sovereignty are under threat from government regulatory rollbacks, and as we saw with the Dakota Access Pipeline protests, Native people have to fight hard to preserve control over what little is left of their historic territory. And this doesn’t even begin to touch on the issue of longstanding underinvestment in Native communities, which has kept poverty rates high and life expectancies low.

	Immigrants: To be an immigrant, whether authorized or unauthorized, is worse than being a second-class citizen, because at least a second-class citizen would be a citizen. Immigrants cannot vote, meaning that they have “taxation without representation,” even though the laws apply to them. As my colleague Brianna Rennix has documented in her commentary for Current Affairs, the immigration system in the United States is arbitrary and cruel in ways most people don’t know about, splitting up families and disrupting lives to enforce absurd rules.43 Both Democrats and Republicans talk about the need for “border security,” but neither party is very serious about making immigrant lives less mired in exploitation, fear, and bureaucracy. The left, on the other hand, calls for actual humane plans like ending expedited removal, guaranteeing access to lawyers in immigration proceedings, easing the strict procedural rules for filing asylum claims, eliminating detention altogether, beefing up labor rights and employment protections, and decriminalizing immigration offenses. Immigrant advocates have recently taken up the call to “Abolish ICE [Immigration and Customs Enforcement],” which can be taken to mean “stop deporting people.” But so much more is necessary before we have anything approaching a fair immigration system.44

	The Entire Rest of the World, Actually: It’s strange; in the United States, nationalism is pervasive even among those on the left. We often talk about the loss of U.S. jobs and the interests of American workers, but not much about the interests of workers in China, Bangladesh, Russia, or Honduras. When people on the left talk about the human consequences of American drug laws, they point to those housed in U.S. prisons, but not to the tens of thousands of people in Mexico killed each year in violence caused by the drug trade (and, therefore, by our country’s insatiable appetite for drugs).45 Opponents of the Iraq War talk about the deaths of U.S. soldiers far more than the deaths of Iraqis, and even liberal immigration advocates often talk about what immigrants can do for us and our economy rather than the immigrants themselves. For years, Saudi Arabia was bombing Yemen with U.S. support, creating the worst humanitarian crisis in the world, but there was little discussion domestically.46 This kind of provincial thinking makes little moral sense: if every person is of equal moral weight, that is true no matter which country they are from. Global poverty matters just as much as U.S. poverty, global labor rights as much as U.S. labor rights.47 Socialists that take our core principles seriously reject nationalism and recognize the shared interests of working people everywhere. Not for nothing did we come up with the slogan “Workers of the World Unite.” Ultimately, to prevent capitalists from simply exploiting whichever country has the most desperate workers, there will need to be a unified global socialist movement rather than one confined to a single country.48

	Non-Human Animals: The killing and eating of animals, especially on a gigantic industrial scale, presents deep moral problems, one few people want to confront. As Glenn Greenwald said in a recent interview with Current Affairs, “You can tell yourself that there are moral distinctions between the animals that you value and the animals that you don’t. But none of them are sustainable upon any kind of minimal scrutiny.”49 The mass torture and killing of dogs would be a national scandal, but the same acts inflicted on pigs are an accepted part of the food system. Anyone who accepts that animal welfare is compelling and urgent (as I do) should want to make sure it becomes a political priority. Candidates should be asked about it. We’re actually at a very promising moment right now; as Jacy Reese writes in The End of Animal Farming, even though slaughter is being conducted on a historically unprecedented scale, it is also finally conceivable that someday no meat will be from live animals.50 (The off-putting phrase “lab-grown” is misleading; it’s more like “factory-made.”) In exciting news, Burger King is starting to serve the “Impossible Burger,” which gets us closer than ever before to replicating the taste of meat without the accompanying torture and death. It’s imperative that political candidates be pressured to commit to a pro-animal agenda, and then held to that commitment.51





WE’VE SEEN HOW particularistic thinking about group interests can be important. But isn’t this “identity politics”?

I am not always sure what identity politics is, though there is criticism of it from both right and left. David French of National Review describes it as a politics in which “skin color [is] a stand-in for virtue” and it is “impossible for a black person to be racist.”52 Ben Shapiro has talked about those who think “the value of your opinion depends on how many victim groups you belong to,” with straight white men “at the bottom of the totem pole.”53 “Identity politics,” libertarian Dave Rubin said, “only works if you believe the most important quality about each of us are the attributes we are born with, rather than the ideas which we come to learn.”54

I think it’s clear that you don’t have to believe natural-born attributes are our “most” important quality to understand that they can matter quite a lot. Though skin color is obviously not synonymous with virtue (there are plenty of conservatives of color whose beliefs I find nauseating), a color-blind politics will be oblivious to the consequences that group identity has on people’s lives.

There is a left-wing criticism of identity politics that deserves to be taken more seriously. They argue that when groups form exclusive political alliances, moving away from traditional, broad-based party politics, it ultimately makes it harder to fight politically for people’s common interests and produces a fragmented left. Political scientist Adolph Reed Jr. has strongly criticized how looking through the prism of identity can prevent recognition of economic causes responsible for multiple problems. If our politics are solely “antiracist,” he says, we will miss the fact that “the struggle against racial health disparities … has no real chance of success apart from a struggle to eliminate for-profit health care.”55

Ironically, the solution to this problem of identity politics comes from a concept long associated with the identity politics left: intersectionality. It’s a bit of a jargonistic term, but it describes a very sensible concept, namely the importance of understanding how different kinds of oppression can intersect, overlap, and diverge. So, for instance, a middle-class white woman may find herself subjected to harassment in the workplace because she is a woman, a wealthy black man may find himself constantly scrutinized by the police, and a homeless white man will have the privilege that comes from being white and male (meaning he’s not going to be racially profiled and is less likely to have a #MeToo story), but he still won’t be able to afford basic medical care. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, who devised the concept, also wanted to emphasize that when you belong to more than one oppressed group, your difficulties multiply, and for black women, “the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism,” and you’re often neglected by movements that treat the interests of each group separately.56 If black civil rights groups are dominated by black men (because of patriarchy) and feminist groups are dominated by wealthy white women (because of racism), then who is going to advocate for black women?



SHAPIRO, IN A Prager University video called “What Is Intersectionality?,” dismisses the concept as “nonsense.”57 Interestingly enough, though, he also explains why it’s useful for overcoming identity-based division. “By focusing on the place where various victim identities intersect,” he says, “intersectionality creates a united ‘us’ versus ‘them’ paradigm,” that is, the oppressed together against the oppressors. This, he says, is why you might see lesbian activists at a Palestinian solidarity march these days. But his example shows that intersectionality is actually a solution to the problems of identity politics. Intersectionality encourages people to see what they have in common and view oppression as something that affects different people of every race and gender in different ways.

Rhiana Gunn-Wright, who served as policy director for Abdul El-Sayed’s gubernatorial campaign in Michigan, has said that intersectionality can actually help policy-makers create policies that address both race and class issues: “The analysis of intersectionality was all about how systems are designed with either a deep inattention to all identities or attention to one identity at a time, and therefore ignoring people who lived at the intersections of those identities … We think that race, in particular, is a purely social issue and not connected to economics or reproductive justice or criminal justice.”58 Intersectionality has informed Gunn-Wright’s work on the Green New Deal, which she says tries to solve environmental problems and problems of racial justice by planning green investment in ways that benefit people who have long been denied their share of American prosperity. Intersectionality can therefore help us reject false dichotomies: we don’t need to look at either particular interests or universal interests, but can and should understand both.



THERE ARE SO many things to be done, and progressive minds are overflowing with ideas and proposals. As we consider real-world actions, though, there’s one thing worth remembering above all: the future can’t be planned by a group of socialist intellectuals designing bullet-pointed lists of what’s best for the rest of humanity. Democracy means that people make choices themselves, and good ideas emerge from healthy, collective deliberation. Technocracy, in which a group of wonkish experts sort everything out, is a horrible idea, in part because if they don’t consult with the people affected by their decisions, the experts don’t have the necessary data to make those decisions well. Personally, I’d like to see a thriving culture of political discussion, where the cafés are full of people passionately hashing out their disagreements about What Must Be Done. Not everyone has to participate in political life, but everyone should at least feel like someone would listen to them if they came up with a solution to a problem.
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Getting It Done

Effective Strategies



“The fact is that a reformer can’t last in politics. He can make a show for a while, but he always comes down like a rocket. Politics is as much a regular business as the grocery or the dry-goods or the drug business. You’ve got to be trained up to it or you’re sure to fail. Do you understand now, why it is that a reformer goes down and out in the first or second round, while a politician answers to the gong every time? It is because the one has gone into the fight without trainin’, while the other trains all the time and knows every fine point of the game.”

—William L. Riordon, Plunkitt of Tammany Hall



YOU CAN HAVE THE MOST marvelous blueprints for a sparkling tomorrow, but without a plan for political action, it will come to nothing. Policy comes after politics, meaning that you can only make laws after you’ve built power. As veteran Tammany Hall machine politician William L. Riordon pointed out in 1905, you will get nowhere in politics as a mere “reformer.” The reforms might be good ideas, but good ideas don’t get implemented simply because they’re good. People have to fight for them.

This means that people on the left need to think hard about what it actually takes to shift political and economic power. (And ask themselves frustrating questions like, What is “power” anyway? And from whence does it spring?) Putting Bernie Sanders in the White House isn’t going to change the world, though it would be a remarkable thing indeed.

Labor organizer Jane McAlevey speaks regularly about how a “structural analysis of power” is necessary for developing sound strategy. McAlevey thinks the left has frequently been doing things all wrong; they’ve focused on mobilizing rather than organizing.1 What’s the difference? Well, mobilizing is when a bunch of committed activists show up to a protest. It’s getting people who are already on your side to go out and support a cause. Organizing is somewhat different: it means building a structure that didn’t exist before.

When people want to “organize” their workplaces, they have to start from scratch. Labor organizers make lists of everyone they are trying to convince to join a union. They write the names on a big wall chart, and then go out and start talking to each of them one by one. They start with the aim of getting every single person to join them. It’s a staggeringly time-consuming process, involving hours upon hours of conversations with fellow workers, trying to explain the benefits of joining together as a unit.

Organizing involves persuading people who aren’t on your side to join you. You think about the entire universe of people who could theoretically want to share your goals, and you think hard about what it would take for those people to go from indifferent or hostile to supportive. This does not involve compromising your values or meeting the other side halfway. It may, however, involve a lot of uncomfortable conversations with people who are highly doubtful and reluctant.

For a long time, Democrats haven’t appeared to think much about how to convert people. In fact, there seems to be a prevailing idea that political beliefs are fixed—that everyone in the country has a certain ideology and your job in politics is to get the ones who agree with you to go to the polls. That’s certainly one of your jobs, but political reality isn’t really fixed—people change their minds constantly as they see new things and in response to conversations with trusted friends and colleagues. One question to ask is, How do we move forward given the existing political landscape? Another, however, is, How do we change what that landscape looks like entirely?

Here’s what I mean: for a long time, centrists have made the argument that democratic socialist ideas are too radical for the American electorate. The theory is that if you run a candidate who is on the left wing of the Democratic Party, they will lose badly, as George McGovern did in 1972. So you must present an agenda that appeals to the mainstream. Bill Clinton had tremendous political success and became extremely popular by adopting large parts of the Republican agenda: cracking down on crime, ending the existing welfare system, speeding up the death penalty, and signing the Defense of Marriage Act. Clinton raised taxes on the wealthy, but it was argued that he could only do so because he was willing to be “pragmatic” on other things.

If you look at Clinton’s success and McGovern’s failure, it’s easy to see how you could conclude that being “too far to the left” is politically damaging. But perhaps the world is not so simple—Donald Trump was openly extreme in his positions and found his way to the White House. When New Deal liberalism was in its heyday, it was so popular that Franklin Roosevelt might possibly have gotten reelected indefinitely had he not passed away. The idea that you simply find the median voter and target your messaging at them certainly makes politics easy, but it keeps us from looking at how voters’ beliefs are formed in the first place.

Conservatives have long understood the need to shape public opinion. Because the right’s positions are abhorrent (see Chapter 10), and most people reject them, it has taken a very deliberate effort to keep the country from enacting economically leftist policies. In an infamous 1971 memo to the Chamber of Commerce, future Supreme Court justice Lewis Powell wrote, “The assault on the enterprise system … is gaining converts,” and asked, “What Can Be Done About the Public?”2 Powell stated that the American businessman was the “forgotten man,” and that corporate America should aggressively fight back against its critics. It should install pro-business professors on college campuses, turn out a stream of books, “press vigorously in all political arenas for support of the enterprise system,” and “penalize politically all who oppose it.”

The direct influence of Powell’s memo is debated, but it certainly reflects the thinking of capitalists who were increasingly disturbed by the vibrant leftist politics that had come out the 1960s.3 In the years after, conservatives built an extraordinary network of think tanks, legal organizations, and lobbying groups that pushed their ideas. Today, endless papers in favor of laissez-faire economic policies are churned out by institutions like the American Enterprise Institute, Heritage Foundation, Cato Institute, Mercatus Center, Hoover Institution, Competitive Enterprise Institute, and Foundation for Economic Education. There are the campus groups, like Turning Point USA and the Young Americans for Freedom, which pay giant speaking fees for conservative pundits to go to small colleges, and which even funnel “dark money” into student government elections.4 The American Legislative Exchange Counsel writes model pro-business bills and gives them to Republican state legislatures to pass, while the Federalist Society trains and supports new generations of conservative legal scholars, attorneys, and jurists. There are no real left analogues to these groups, and thousands of legislators and public officials around the country are affiliated with them.5

The “scholarship” put out by these think tanks is often shoddy, but it allows the Wall Street Journal to report that “a new study” shows X or Y.6 The standards at Fox News are even lower.7 But there is good reason to believe that all of this is effective. We know that just reading an argument, any argument, can make people more likely to agree with it, meaning that swamping people with right-wing talking points can drag public opinion in the desired direction.8 Several studies claim to show empirically that the presence of Fox News in a town can actually shift residents’ views rightward.9 Millions upon millions of people have watched the conservative YouTube videos put out by “Prager University,” with titles like “The Left Ruins Everything,” “Government Can’t Fix Healthcare,” “Build the Wall,” and “Why You Should Love Fossil Fuel.”10 The videos have over two billion views collectively, and on the Prager website counter, you can watch that number tick up second by second.

In part, these projects succeed because they are backed by giant piles of money. It’s no conspiracy to point out that the Koch brothers enjoy spending large portions of their fortune funding things with “Enterprise” and “Freedom” in the name. But while it’s true that the left has fewer billions of dollars sitting around to put to use, there also hasn’t been much of an attempt made to get serious about tugging the ideological direction of the country leftward.

Consider YouTube. It is crawling with fascists.11 Thanks to the company’s generally permissive approach to speech (which I do not mind), and its algorithms’ tendency to recommend increasingly extreme and bigoted political content to teenagers (which I very much do mind), the far right has a strong presence on the platform and has radicalized a lot of young people.12 In a report on the influence of young YouTubers in Brazil, BuzzFeed concluded that they are a political force to be reckoned with, as a generation of right-wing teenagers has had its ideology forged on YouTube.13 The report suggests alarming consequences that may occur as the politics of YouTube become the politics of the real world.

The left’s response has not been too encouraging. We have The Young Turks, an online news show now over 15 years old, but there are only a few notable left-leaning YouTube channels. The most prominent and successful is ContraPoints, a channel put out by Natalie Wynn. Wynn uses colorful costumes and luxurious sets, plus wit, verve, and a dash of surrealism to debunk conservative arguments on race, gender, and economics (her videos frequently feature her sparring with bizarrely dressed alternate versions of herself).14 It’s notable, however, that ContraPoints is made by Wynn alone in her house. Her work is beginning to successfully lure impressionable teens away from right-wing ideas, but she’s doing it on her own without any institutional support. And even as the top left YouTuber, her most popular videos receive fewer views than even middling PragerU videos.15

Still, left media today is more vibrant than it has been in a long time. Jacobin’s readership is growing every year, and it has branched into books and podcasts. It now runs two additional periodicals, the academic Catalyst and the U.K.-based Tribune. The number one podcast on crowdfunding site Patreon is Chapo Trap House, which is angry, sharp, often hilarious, and uncompromisingly leftist. Left publishers like OR Books, Verso, Haymarket, AK Press, and Zero Books publish both scholarly works and primers on left politics. Socialists are even beginning to infiltrate mainstream publications: the Washington Post now has an openly socialist opinion columnist, Elizabeth Bruenig, and leftists have gone on Fox News shows and successfully defended their position against incredulous interviewers.16 The left agenda is getting an airing everywhere, not just in tiny radical zines or Marxist reading groups. CNN is running profiles of the Democratic Socialists of America, Vox is running articles by socialists, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is appearing on The Tonight Show, and NBC is asking, “What’s on [the DSA] agenda?”17



SPREADING IDEAS IS not enough; we need political organization. But the political advancement of left candidates shows that there has been more than just a change in discourse. There are now two DSA members in Congress, and the organization itself has grown to over 50,000 dues-paying members. In the 2018 midterms, DSA-backed candidates were elected to two congressional seats, eight state legislative seats, and several dozen seats on city councils, party committees, education boards, and neighborhood advisory committees. Around 40 DSA-supported ballot initiatives won across the country, from a Colorado cap on payday loans to a raise in the minimum wage in Anaheim, California.

During Occupy Wall Street, there was a strong reluctance on the part of many activists to get involved in electoral politics. Protesters even deliberately adopted “no demands,” in defiance of Frederick Douglass’ famous dictum that “power concedes nothing without a demand.” Thanks to the encouraging campaigns of Sanders, Ocasio-Cortez, and other socialists, electoral politics now seems far more viable than it once did. The institutional Democratic Party looks weak and ripe for overthrow by a new generation of left activists.

In the future, socialists should probably try to run candidates in every election in the country. Not just the ones in “blue” districts, but every House and Senate seat. Everything down to the election for municipal dogcatcher in Duxbury, Vermont.18 Everywhere a position of power is democratically contested, socialists should offer someone up.

Why not just run in the places they think they can win? Well, for a few reasons. First, if people don’t always have a socialist option, we won’t know how many people are socialists and how many people are just settling for the lesser of two evils. Left ideas are popular everywhere—remember, even many Republican voters say they support Medicare for All. But people can only choose from among the options they have available on the ballot. Second, elections are not just about winning: they also exist to build political infrastructure. When you campaign, you bring people who otherwise would not have met together. Those people make connections, they hatch plots, they form groups. Eugene Debs did not run for president so many times because he thought he was going to win, he ran because his presidential campaign was an opportunity to educate the public about what socialism was. And even when you’re in it to win it, you’re not always running to win this time around. Sometimes it’s about getting your name and ideas out there and organizing a support network, so that when the opportune political moment does arrive, it will be possible to take advantage of it. Bernie Sanders ran for statewide office several times in the 1970s and received well under 10 percent of the vote. But he was slowly building his political network and eventually won a Senate seat.

During campaigns, people who never thought of becoming involved in politics suddenly find their inner organizer. And that initial politicization can lead them to organizing beyond elections. Indeed, this is exactly what happened with Sanders’ run in 2016: after getting excited and activated by Sanders’ campaign, large numbers of people around the country joined DSA and other grassroots groups, and they now organize around a wide variety of issues beyond elections, like union organizing, affordable housing, and immigrant rights.

Building a grassroots infrastructure that isn’t solely tied to elections will be critically important if the Sanders presidential agenda is to have any chance of succeeding against the inevitable propaganda blitz by corporate interests.

Campaigns provide the opportunity to present democratic socialist ideas to people who have never heard them. Every conversation the candidate has with a voter will leave them with an impression: the socialists care enough to talk to me. Vaughn Stewart, a DSA member newly elected to the Maryland House of Delegates, has said that the most important factor for voters considering him was the fact that he showed up to talk to them.19 Stewart actually thinks the ideas matter less to voters than the personal connection: if the DSA candidate is the one who came to your house and talked to you about your needs, the DSA candidate will often get your vote. On the other hand, if nobody from the DSA ever shows up, the DSA candidate most likely will not.

Besides, we often can’t predict ahead of time which districts are actually winnable. A democratic socialist judge was elected in Houston, part of a clean sweep of the local judiciary by Democrats. Houston, let’s remember, was not too long ago “the capital of capital punishment,” sending more people to death row than almost anywhere else.20 Even if DSA candidates only win 10 percent of the races, or even if their wins were just a handful of flukes, they will have significantly improved left representation in government.



RUNNING IN ELECTIONS and winning them is very, very important. But that’s impossible without a strong network of left organizations. Fortunately, there are currently many excellent groups, comprised of caring, energetic, and committed people, all doing superb work. So that we do not get lost in abstraction, and to see what is actually meant by “doing the work,” let’s very briefly look at a number of organizations that are advancing the left’s cause.


	Justice Democrats: Justice Democrats are trying to get more progressive Democrats who refuse corporate PAC/lobbyist money and support Medicare for All and the Green New Deal elected to office. They are becoming a formidable force challenging existing Democrats from the left.

	California Nurses Association: The California Nurses Association was the first major union to endorse Sanders in 2016. They’re more radical than many other unions, and in addition to organizing, these nurses are deeply involved with electoral advocacy and are leading the push for Medicare for All.

	DiEM25: In Europe, many people have become skeptical of the European Union, seeing it as a distant bureaucracy trampling on local rights. Distaste for the E.U. led to the radical measure of “Brexit” in the U.K. DiEM25 was founded to offer another way: instead of reacting to the E.U.’s problems by leaving it, it is trying to democratize it—to maintain the advantages of a multinational union while reforming its governing structure. DiEM25 has produced an agenda for how to address the primary problems facing Europe and is developing campaigns, issuing policy papers, and cultivating political candidates.

	Dream Defenders: The Dream Defenders were founded in Florida after the murder of Trayvon Martin. They’re working on issues faced by young people of color. They register people to vote, lobby legislators, promote prison and police abolition, and have drafted papers outlining a new vision of freedom.21

	Cooperation Jackson: Cooperation Jackson is an attempt to build the first major cooperative network in the South. It’s associated with Jackson mayor Chokwe Lumumba’s movement, which is attempting to create “the most radical city in the country” by combining sound municipal governance with the expansion of cooperatives and antipoverty policies.

	Assata’s Daughters: Assata’s Daughters, founded in 2015, is a collective in Chicago of young black women, femmes, and gender-nonconforming people fighting for black liberation, prison, and police abolition. The organization provides political education for young black people (in addition to meals, toiletries, mentorship, help with job placement, etc.), intensive organizing training, and additional services, like targeted support plans and weekly stipends.

	Southern Center for Human Rights: The Southern Center for Human Rights, founded in 1976 by ministers and activists, works to improve the abysmal conditions in jails and prisons; represents people facing the death penalty; ensures everyone’s right to quality legal representation is realized; combats illegal, unconstitutional, and inhumane criminal justice practices; and works to stop the criminalization of poverty. The organization has won five death penalty cases argued before the Supreme Court, won important prison and jail reforms, publicized the shortcomings of the criminal justice system (including by testifying before Congress), and much more.

	Moral Mondays: Led by Reverend William Barber, the Moral Mondays movement is bringing a grassroots left politics to North Carolina in order to combat the state’s conservative government. They have been so successful that they are credited with ousting the state’s Republican governor and ending the Republicans’ legislative supermajority.

	Our Revolution: Our Revolution is a PAC established following Sanders’ impressive presidential campaign in an effort to continue building power and support for progressive policies and candidates. They have done remarkably well, supporting numerous candidates around the country—from city councils on up—including Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib, and Pramila Jayapal.

	Sunrise Movement: Established in 2017, the Sunrise Movement is an organization advocating action on climate change, using tactics ranging from protest to lobbying members of Congress and endorsing individual candidates. The Sunrise Movement has received national attention over their willingness to challenge Democratic congresspeople, having staged a sit-in in Nancy Pelosi’s office and had a public exchange with Dianne Feinstein in which Feinstein was widely seen as dismissive and out of touch.

	Coalition of Immokalee Workers: The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), which began in 1993, is a human rights organization fighting gender-based violence and human trafficking in the workplace. The CIW has established worker education programs and third-party workplace monitoring; uncovered, investigated, and assisted in the prosecution of many farm slavery operations in the southeastern United States; and in the process helped free over 1,200 workers since the 1990s. They have also negotiated agreements with large food companies to pay decent wages.

	Providence Student Union: Formed in 2010, the Providence Student Union runs campaigns around student rights in the city of Providence, Rhode Island. They are impressive for two reasons: first, they are a union led by high school students, and second, they have achieved significant victories. They have prevented school closures and curriculum changes and altered graduation requirements. High school students everywhere can learn from their campaign for a “Student Bill of Rights.”

	Causa Justa: Based in Oakland, Causa Justa has won legislative and legal victories around tenant and immigrant rights and has also organized around the issues facing black people, including the racist criminal justice system.




STAYING FOCUSED ON WHAT MATTERS

The above groups have the right idea. But what should the rest of us be thinking about as we act politically?

First, at a time when it’s easier than ever to get distracted, we need to stay focused on what matters. Each second on Earth, many trillions of things happen all at once. One’s attention span and energy are finite, meaning that everyone has to make decisions about what they’re going to spend time thinking about and what they’re going to ignore. Anyone who doesn’t make such decisions will end up thinking about whatever the press and cable news decide are important on any given day. It will probably be something trivial.

So, focus on the things that matter the most. It may be interesting, even important, that Donald Trump has refused to release his tax returns, or has retweeted a white nationalist, or has falsely claimed his father was born in Germany, or has repeatedly mispronounced the word origins as “oranges.”22 But the administration’s actions on climate change, student debt, drone strikes, and immigration are far more consequential. Like him or hate him (I like him), Sanders is very good at zeroing in on things that materially affect lives: Can you afford to go to the hospital? Are you being mistreated at work? Are you struggling with debt? He’s a broken record, it’s true, but that’s a good thing; it’s called effective messaging. If you never shut up about healthcare and debt and militarism, everyone will know those are things you care about.

Politics is not supposed to be a soap opera. It may be tempting to see it as entertainment, especially when it is filled with comically detestable characters such as Ted Cruz and Betsy DeVos. But getting too absorbed in watching the “Trump show” and tuning in daily to see what new conspiratorial tidbit about Russia has emerged is to have one’s attention drawn away from the purpose of politics, which is to use the government’s resources to improve the condition of the world.

There are a few things that a successful left needs to do. Leftists should think self-critically about what they are aiming for and why, and then think strategically about how to get there. Everyone will have to try to get along, to form a “big tent” and avoid being riven by the kind of internal fights that have destroyed so many promising left movements. Dogma should be shunned, and ideas should be straightforward. There needs to be a clear agenda that will help people, one that everyone can understand and explain. Leftists should make sure groups operate democratically, that unions are run by their workers and not taken over by calcified and inept bureaucracies. The left should not just focus on national politics, but on state and local issues. It’s easier to win at the local level, as the successes of DSA candidates have shown, and the failure of Democrats to build infrastructure outside of Washington resulted in catastrophic losses during the Obama years.

Adolph Reed Jr. has usefully encouraged the left to watch out for “cargo cult” politics.23 Famously, the Pacific island cargo cults believed that by building makeshift runways and bamboo control towers, they would cause planes to land, bringing cargo. But there is a difference between building something that looks like an airport and building something that functions as one. Similarly, in politics, we have to make sure we are not doing things that simply look like political action, but aren’t. We might be making symbolic gains without making material ones. We might be waving a lot of signs, and gathering large numbers of people in public places, without actually changing the conditions in which most people live. To make sure we’re not practicing something that looks like politics, but isn’t, we have to constantly ask the questions: What is this actually getting for people? How will this change the balance of who has power and who doesn’t? Is this what matters most and are we pursuing our objectives wisely?

The left is in a more promising position than it has been for a long time. Gains are leading to more gains, organizations are being built, and new people are being brought into the fold. People are excited and optimistic. Just a few socialist elected officials (Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez) have managed to shift the entire national political discourse to the left. Now imagine a hundred Sanderses, a hundred Ocasio-Cortezes. The next generation has its work cut out for it.









PART III

WHAT ARE THE OTHER POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES AND WHY ARE THEY BAD?


Our path so far: We’ve discovered that outrage is morally necessary. We’ve looked inside prisons and workplaces and war zones and realized it would be monstrous not to be sincerely committed to the radical improvement of the human condition. We’ve seen how certain features of contemporary political and economic systems are irreparably dysfunctional. We were introduced to socialism, which provides a set of principles and aspirations that can guide us in the right direction. We’ve learned how socialism has an honorable tradition despite the shameful history of dictatorial states that have called themselves “socialist.” We’ve seen that there is no contradiction between loving liberty and loving equality, and that libertarian socialists have always realized that people are more free in the absence of hierarchy. We’ve realized that there is nothing wrong with utopian thinking, because it can stimulate the imagination and give us a better understanding of what we truly want. We’ve also realized, however, that left-wingers are not detached fantasists. They are serious about developing institutions that improve people’s lives and strategies for how to get from the nasty neoliberal present to a bright socialist future.

Because you are a reasonable person, I am sure you are now basically sold on becoming a leftist. You’ve joined the Democratic Socialists of America, you’re unionizing your workplace, you’re practicing mutual aid, and you have subscriptions to Jacobin, Dissent, and Current Affairs. But leftism is not the only way of looking at the world, and it’s worth examining conservatism and liberalism. Why do leftists reject the prevailing ideologies? What’s wrong with them? Can’t people of all political stripes live in harmony without attacking one another? Whatever happened to bipartisanship, unity, etcetera?

Socialists are not much for unity, I’ll admit. We libertarian socialists believe strongly in free speech and open discussion, but ultimately we want to bring everyone around to seeing as we do, at least on the basics. That is not because we are intolerant, but because there are fundamental flaws in both the conservative and liberal approaches to politics, and everyone will be better off once we get past them.

In this final part, then, let me explain what socialists consider irredeemable about the dominant political tendencies and why we can’t really compromise in the long run. Then, to close us out, I’ll address the complaints that conservatives and liberals make about us and give some rapid responses to the usual anti-socialist talking points.
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Mean, False, and Hopeless

The Ugliness of Conservatism



“What are your masses but mud to be ground under foot, fuel to be burned for those who deserve it? What is the people but millions of puny, shriveled, helpless souls that have no thoughts of their own, no dreams of their own, no will of their own, who eat and sleep and chew helplessly the words others put into their mildewed brains?… I know no worse injustice than justice for all. Because men are not born equal and I don’t see why one should want to make them equal. And because I loathe most of them.”

—Ayn Rand, We the Living (first edition)1

“The egalitarian ideal of contemporary political theory underestimates the importance of the differences that separate human beings. It has become objectionable to say that some people are superior to other people in any way that is relevant to life in society … Discrimination, once a useful word with a praiseworthy meaning, is now almost always used in a pejorative sense.”

—Charles Murray and Richard J. Herrnstein, The Bell Curve

“Nobody, by and large, cares enough about you to stop you from achieving your dreams … I don’t care about you; no one cares about you … That means, in a free country, if you fail, it’s probably your own fault.”

—Ben Shapiro, speech at University of California, Berkeley



BY INSTINCT, I AM “CONSERVATIVE.” The British conservative philosopher Michael Oakeshott said that, for him, the word referred to a sort of temperamental preference. To be conservative, he said, is “to prefer the familiar to the unknown, to prefer the tried to the untried, fact to mystery.”2 I admit, I like familiar things. I like old buildings and daily rituals and Louis Armstrong records. I get upset when my morning routine is disrupted, and my greatest pleasures come from experiences that are tied to tradition or history: going to Mardi Gras, sitting under oak trees, leafing through old books, marveling at the ocean. Likewise, I share Oakeshott’s suspicion of the “untried.” I am cautious and unadventurous by nature. I worry that any experiment will end in disaster. When it comes to my life and my environment, I don’t like change.

If this were all there was to conservative thinking, it would fit me nicely. Unfortunately, there’s more. In its devotion to the familiar, Oakeshott-type conservatism also has a certain myopia, a certain reluctance to question old arguments and prescriptions. We leftists like to interrogate the authority of the past, to decide for ourselves whether an existing practice is right rather than deferring to what is generously called “ancient wisdom,” but is often properly regarded as ancient prejudice. At its worst, the left’s “ruthless criticism of all that exists,” to use Karl Marx’s phrase, can result in tearing down institutions without appreciating why they were important. But elementary moral principles demand that we scrutinize our societies and figure out whether existing ways of doing things can be justified.

This is how moral progress is made. At every point in history, there have been atrocities and injustices. There were people who defended those injustices, who suggested that slavery was the natural order of things, or a woman’s “proper” place was in the home, or “separate but equal” was fair and sensible. In each era, there were social justice warriors who loudly voiced their outrage, and there were those made uncomfortable by calls for radical change. The social justice warriors were right, and the ones who deferred to tradition and authority were wrong.

Some on the left think all this language about skepticism of the unfamiliar and deference to tried-and-true methods are not really what conservatism is actually about. In The Reactionary Mind, political scientist Corey Robin argues that conservatism is a response to the threat of having power taken away. There are moments in history, Robin says, when


the subordinates of this world contest their fates. They protest their conditions, write letters and petitions, join movements, and make demands. Their goals may be minimal and discrete—better safety guards on factory machines, an end to marital rape—but in voicing them, they raise the specter of a more fundamental change in power.3



At those moments, when the conservative “looks upon a democratic movement from below, this (and the exercise of agency) is what he sees: a terrible disturbance in the private life of power.”4 Conservatism is “the felt experience of having power, seeing it threatened, and trying to win it back.”5 Conservatism is a reaction to when the poor try to get a bit of the collective wealth, or blacks try to achieve equal status with whites, or women try to win the vote.

I am not quite this cynical. While political conservatism does protect the interests of the powerful, many of those who subscribe to conservative beliefs do not actually have power themselves. Conservatism is not simply a bad-faith rationalization of the status quo.

I do, however, find it morally rotten.

At the heart of my objection to conservatism, in all its forms, is its fundamental meanness. I think it’s very telling that conservatives tend to criticize liberals as “bleeding hearts.” When you see bad things, your heart should bleed, unless you’re some kind of monster. Yet throughout conservative writings, I see minds that are unmoved by the pain of others.

Consider this piece from the National Review’s Kevin D. Williamson, who was commenting on the small postindustrial towns that have been ravaged by the opioid epidemic:


The truth about these dysfunctional, downscale communities is that they deserve to die. Economically, they are negative assets. Morally, they are indefensible. Forget all your cheap theatrical Bruce Springsteen crap. Forget your sanctimony about struggling Rust Belt factory towns and your conspiracy theories about the wily Orientals stealing our jobs … The white American underclass is in thrall to a vicious, selfish culture whose main products are misery and used heroin needles.6



This lack of empathy is particularly evident when it comes to people who are different. In her book ¡Adios America!, Ann Coulter does not only give an argument for strict border controls, she’s also just downright nasty about immigrants, showing an indifference to their pain that should make any decent person feel sick. This may not be obvious to some of her readers, because Coulter suggests that she operates from a position of compassion—she simply cares about the good Americans who are victimized by criminal immigrants. But she writes about people’s pain with such glibness that it’s impossible to think she has an ounce of genuine feeling. For instance, she writes:


The defendant in a story [by] the Chattanooga Times Free Press … was thirty-six-year-old German Rolando Vicente Sapon, an illegal alien from Guatemala. He had persuaded his sixteen-year-old first cousin, Yuria Vicente Calel, to join him in the United States, where he immediately began raping her, got her pregnant, and then began sexually abusing their infant daughter. So the good news is: They have an anchor baby!7



I mean, really, what kind of person talks like this? How can you tell a joke about something like that?

When it comes to immigration, those who advocate for tighter restrictions often insist that they value human well-being. But it’s clear that they only value the well-being of American citizens, and believe everyone else essentially doesn’t matter. Here is Coulter complaining that the NYPD had to investigate a crime committed by an unauthorized immigrant:


The NYPD spent twenty-two years and a small fortune trying to solve a case that never should have taken place in this country in the first place. How many other crimes went unsolved because, for two decades, the police were pouring resources into a manhunt for a Mexican illegally in this country, who committed child rape and murder in New York City?8



“Never should have taken place in this country.” Coulter isn’t really upset that a child was raped and murdered. She’s upset that we had to waste our resources trying to punish the perpetrator, when it should have been some other country’s problem. You see this a lot in discussions about immigration. Every time someone talks about how a crime committed by an immigrant “should never have happened” because the person shouldn’t have been in the United States, what they’re really saying is that it should never have happened here. After all, if you deport someone with murderous proclivities, they’re not going to be any less murderous; they’re just going to be somewhere else, murdering people we happen to care about less. In fact, it’s even worse than that: many developing countries have much less reliable criminal justice systems than we do, meaning that if a woman is killed in, say, Honduras, her killer is less likely to successfully be prosecuted. But people like Coulter don’t care what the real-world consequences of their immigration policies are for those who live in other countries. That’s because they place a higher value on American lives than other lives, seeing no problem with adopting policies that save “our” people at the expense of “their” people. This kind of national chauvinism is born out of a lack of empathy, one that condones inflicting horrendous harms on other people so long as we end up better off. That, to me, is sociopathic.

You notice this meanness or indifference everywhere in conservative writing. Of course, I’m sure no conservative intellectual would accept my characterization. Usually, what they say is something like, “Ah, when I was young and naive, I used to feel the same; I thought conservatism meant greed and indifference, that the right simply lacked compassion. But then I grew wiser, and I realized that it was not a lack of caring, but a realization that left politics hurt the very people they are trying to help.” Now, whether left policies end up hurting people is an empirical question, and this line of argument is plausible on its face. However, I’ve always noticed that even as they protest that they’re not un-empathetic, just realistic, conservatives never seem to actually spend much time empathizing and are prone to dismissive and insulting remarks about other people’s perspectives.

For example, in the 2007 book Why I Turned Right, a number of prominent conservatives explain how they developed their beliefs. The Manhattan Institute’s Heather Mac Donald says that she started off as a liberal, “the inevitable condition of those who do not bother to educate themselves about social facts.” She discovered, however, that leftist talk about oppression was empirically false: homeless people were irresponsible, cops weren’t bigots, and welfare made people dependent. She met a real-life “welfare queen” who wore “leopardskin pants, stiletto heels, and fashionable sunglasses” to collect her Supplemental Security Income. These were cold, hard facts, not a lack of feeling.

Mac Donald is correct that these are empirical questions (though they are shot through with value judgments about what our responsibilities are and why it’s bad for some people to depend on being supported by others). And yet, there is an underlying lack of generosity. Mac Donald talks about the “facile … idiocy” of the left, and like many conservatives enjoys poking fun at silly academic excesses (such as the more inscrutable pronouncements of Jacques Derrida). But this replicates the very tendency she castigates the left for: it shows a lack of curiosity about others’ perspectives. She doesn’t care to investigate the life of the woman in leopard-skin pants. For Mac Donald, the pants are enough for her to conclude that the woman is defrauding the government and falsely claiming to need a disability check. So much conservative thinking is like this: a quickness to judge people for their bad choices without taking the time to understand where they’re coming from and why they do what they do.

It’s also the case that every time I see a conservative insisting that they are not unsympathetic, just rational, I see another being quite obviously unsympathetic. A few pages before Mac Donald’s testimony in Why I Turned Right, there is another testimonial from Dinesh D’Souza. D’Souza writes gleefully and unrepentantly about his undergraduate years, when he edited the conservative Dartmouth Review. In D’Souza’s time, the Dartmouth Review became infamous for its tasteless provocations, including publishing an editorial mocking Ebonics called “Dis Sho’ Ain’t No Jive, Bro.” A Review reporter also secretly taped a meeting of the Gay Student Association and outed several of its members in the paper. The New York Times reported:


One [gay] student named [by the Review], according to his friends, became severely depressed and talked repeatedly of suicide. The grandfather of another who had not found the courage to tell his family of his homosexuality learned about his grandson when he got his copy of the Review in the mail.



D’Souza looks back fondly on all of this, saying that “feminists and homosexuals were regular targets,” and cheerfully unearthing the “jokes” they told, such as suggesting Jesse Jackson’s “grandmother has been posing nude in National Geographic.” What disturbs me here is the sheer pleasure D’Souza seems to take in upsetting people, seeing their reactions as confirmation that they are oversensitive, liberal snowflakes. Years later, Milo Yiannopoulos would do the same thing, making “terrorist” jokes about students in hijabs and mocking the appearance of transgender and overweight people.9 At no point is there any attempt to understand why the offended parties are such “snowflakes,” what it feels like to be a gay person outed in the press, or a Muslim constantly subjected to nasty, hateful taunts.

There is an undercurrent of nastiness to so much of right-wing thinking. Even William F. Buckley, the refined and debonair representative of conservatism at its most intellectual, famously called Gore Vidal a “queer” and threatened to “sock [him] in the goddamn face.” (Buckley’s National Review, which is credited with reviving the American right, also defended segregation, with Buckley himself penning an editorial called “Why the South Must Prevail,” arguing that white people were the more “advanced” race and therefore deserved to be politically dominant.10) Of course, there’s plenty of nastiness on the left, too. But, at least on the humanistic, anti-authoritarian left, we are not nearly as quick to trivialize or rationalize suffering and misery or tell people that their problems are their own fault and they should take responsibility for their pain.

A certain kind of thinking on the right goes like this: if you’re sad, it’s because you’re weak; if you’re poor, it’s because you’re stupid; if you’re marginalized, it’s because you’re culturally dysfunctional; if you’re being screwed over, you shouldn’t have signed the contract; if you did something horrible, it’s because you’re evil; if you don’t understand, it’s because you haven’t paid attention; if you’re angry, it’s because you’re resentful; if you’re sentimental, it’s because you’re not a man.

I have to admit, I hate that kind of thinking, in part because all my life I have had to resist it in order to maintain my self-confidence. When you start to believe that all of your problems are your own fault, you can begin to hate yourself. As important as it is to take responsibility for our actions, it’s also important to acknowledge that many things are beyond our control: we don’t choose our parents, genes, physical abilities, economic environments, social class, or opportunities. We can decide how to make use of what we are given, but it’s not an “ideology of victimhood” to say that many people are, well, victims. Some people are destined to try their hardest and still fail, and suggesting that they didn’t is adding insult to injury, tormenting them by making them feel not only the pain of deprivation but guilt and shame. (And they say the left likes shaming people!)

At its worst, conservatism exudes a kind of bitter loathing of humanity for its stupidity and self-pity. You can see this in the writings of H. L. Mencken and Ayn Rand, who both saw the masses as ignorant and selfish beneficiaries of the generosity of brilliant capitalists. (A representative Mencken quote: “When a candidate for public office faces the voters he does not face men of sense; he faces a mob of men whose chief distinguishing mark is the fact that they are quite incapable of weighing ideas, or even of comprehending any save the most elemental.”11) Rand’s Atlas Shrugged so dripped with bitterness that it horrified even the National Review when it was released in 1957. Reviewer Whittaker Chambers said that from every page of the book one could hear the command: “To a gas chamber—go!” Yet even to this day, Rand’s work is admired by top Republicans, like former House Speaker Paul Ryan.



IN THE RHETORIC OF REACTION, Albert O. Hirschman famously categorized conservative arguments into three broad categories: perversity, futility, and jeopardy.12 Nearly all of the right’s rhetoric relied on one or more of these concepts. You shouldn’t do X because it is perverse, that is, contrary to the natural moral order. You shouldn’t do Y because it’s futile, that is, you’re wasting your time trying to fix the unfixable. Or you shouldn’t do Z because it puts existing progress in jeopardy, that is, poses a threat to our fragile institutions. Hirschman’s classifications usefully capture the fundamentals of nearly all conservative appeals.

They also show why conservatism tends to be a deeply limiting philosophy. It’s true that counseling caution and restraint is useful, since attempts at social engineering have frequently gone (to understate matters somewhat) rather badly. But it also means that conservatism always ends up counseling us to accept the world as it is. It tells us that, in Margaret Thatcher’s famous formulation, there is no alternative.13 It becomes a philosophy of hopelessness, one that counsels us to accept the patently unacceptable. In a time of slavery, it will tell us that the ownership of human beings is the natural order and that struggling against it is futile and threatens our civilization. Nowadays, we are told that there’s nothing we can do about social classes, racial and wealth inequality, climate change, militarized borders, and war. Any hope of progress requires us to reject this idea.

Sometimes it seems like all I hear from the right are excuses for why bad things are fine and just and everyone who disagrees is a whiny, weepy snowflake who can’t handle the Facts. I refuse to accept that position. Is the left easily offended? Perhaps. But that’s in part because we take serious things seriously, because we can’t hear about the 500,000 deaths caused by the Iraq War without thinking about the Iraqi mothers who watched their children die in front of them. And when I hear someone like Thomas Sowell scoff that the left says we have a “duty to support people who refuse to support themselves,” I think to myself, I’m sorry, but we do have a duty. It’s not a pleasant duty, and in many ways not a fair one, but that’s what being a better person requires. The bitterness and futility of conservative thinking has little to offer us.



THERE IS STILL some value in the conservative instinct described by Oakeshott at the beginning of this chapter. But this positive version is probably better referred to as “conservationism.” A conservationist often sounds like a conservative: they don’t want to squander the treasures we have been bequeathed by prior generations, they are cautious about tearing down and replacing traditions, they are skeptical of sudden, vast changes demanded in the name of rational or inevitable progress.

John Muir, the famous naturalist and founder of the Sierra Club, thought, “None of Nature’s landscapes are ugly, so long as they are wild.”14 Because nature is so beautiful, it ought to be loved and nourished. Theodore Roosevelt, equally fond of the wilderness, believed preservation of our natural resources was a duty owed to our children, and warned us not “to let selfish men or greedy interests skin your country of its beauty, its riches, or its romance.”15

Conserving, in this sense, must inherently involve a skepticism of capitalism, because of capitalism’s tendency toward “creative destruction.” True conservatism means stubbornly resisting the free-market paperclip maximizer as it gobbles up the Earth, which is one reason why the staunchly capitalist economist Friedrich Hayek wrote an essay called “Why I Am Not a Conservative.”16 The conservatives, he thought, were insufficiently committed to expanding the liberty of the market to do as it pleased. Hayek wanted to unleash the market’s full transformative power and see what happened.

Roosevelt and Muir offer a lesson in the kind of conservatism we can have some respect for. The valuable lesson I have taken from this philosophy is expressed in G. K. Chesterton’s famous “fence.”17 Chesterton spoke of a fence across a road, and the person who thinks, I don’t see why this is here, let’s clear it away. A more intelligent person, he says, would think, I don’t see why this is here, let’s not clear it away until we know why. It’s a philosophy of caution: until you understand why things are the way they are, be very careful about assuming you know better. Importantly, it does not actually inhibit change, if applied rationally. It just counsels humility, which is something we could all benefit from.
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Polishing Turds

The Inadequacy of Liberalism



“We are all capable of believing things which we know to be untrue, and then, when we are finally proved wrong, impudently twisting the facts so as to show that we were right. Intellectually, it is possible to carry on this process for an indefinite time: the only check on it is that sooner or later a false belief bumps up against solid reality, usually on a battlefield.”

—George Orwell, “In Front of Your Nose,” The Tribune



THE FALSE BELIEF OF LIBERAL complacency “bumped up against solid reality” at around 9 or 10 p.m. on the night of November 8, 2016. It didn’t happen on a battlefield, though. It happened on cable news. “It looked like we would all get to bed early,” the New York Times said the next day.1 The outcome, it had been agreed, was a foregone conclusion. The only reason to stay up was to enjoy a bit of schadenfreude at the loser’s expense.

The consensus opinion was not only that Donald Trump would not win the 2016 presidential election, but that he could not win. For months, pundits had been reassuring the public that the math simply didn’t add up. Chris Cillizza of the Washington Post said a few weeks before the election that Trump’s chances were “approaching zero.”2 Jonathan Chait of New York magazine said he was “frankly offended” that anyone was even speculating on the possibility of Trump winning Michigan.3 Statistician Sam Wang of the Princeton Election Consortium gave Hillary Clinton a 99 percent chance of winning.4 By October, Clinton was so certain of victory that she ditched swing states like Wisconsin and instead began campaigning in deep red states like Arizona and Utah, a move that the press said showed “extraordinary confidence in Mrs. Clinton’s electoral position.”5 Nobody seemed scared. Even among the more cautious, nobody actually showed real panic. The risk of a Trump victory was assumed to be fairly low.6

On Election Night itself, 200 pounds of celebratory confetti would be loaded into cannons at the Javits Center in Manhattan, where the Clinton campaign awaited the news of their victory. Democrats looked forward to watching Trump’s humiliation—the man who had spent his life ridiculing “losers” finally becoming one himself. At last, the country could be rid of a figure whose candidacy was seen as so comically unserious that the Huffington Post initially refused to cover it in their “Politics” section, relegating Trump news to “Entertainment.”7 Election Night was going to be a cathartic moment, when the nation could finally say “good riddance” to the odious con man whose doomed and laughable reality-show candidacy had taken up far too much of our collective time and attention.

Things did not work out this way.

The night unraveled slowly at first. But by 9 or 10, as the state-by-state map began to look disconcertingly reddish, liberals around the country began to feel their stomachs drop into their trousers. Stephen Colbert articulated the inner thoughts of millions when he asked on live television, “What the fuck is happening?”8

Clinton did not give a concession speech that night. She hadn’t even drafted one; the prospect of losing was inconceivable.9 The Javits Center confetti cannons would go unfired.10 The next day, phrases like “shocking” and “stunning upset” filled the papers. The international reaction was far more blunt: “What have they done?” ran the main headline in Britain’s Mirror newspaper.11 “OH MY GOD” was the lead in the Journal de Québec.12 Australia’s Daily Telegraph filled its front page with just three letters: “W.T.F.?”13



CLINTON’S BRANCH OF the Democratic Party received a nasty shock. Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign manager David Plouffe said he had “never been as wrong on anything [in his] life.”14 Democrats had believed that with the economy having recovered from its 2008 low and Trump being so manifestly inferior to Clinton in experience and temperament, it was impossible to lose. They had misread the signs badly.

It wasn’t impossible to predict what was going to happen. I had even written it myself, in February of 2016, when I warned Democrats that nominating Clinton would assure a Trump presidency.15 In July, Michael Moore warned America that it was stumbling blindly toward a Trump White House.16 Giving “5 Reasons Why Trump Will Win,” Moore said that complacent Democrats were failing to take a few key factors into account: the Rust Belt’s economic frustration, the anger of white men, the unpopularity of Clinton, the disaffection of former Sanders voters, and the “Jesse Ventura effect,” that is, voters’ willingness to lob a hand grenade at the establishment just to see what would happen. Moore’s analysis turned out to be correct.

Many on the left, including the Clinton campaign, did not appreciate these factors until Election Night. Afterward, there would be plenty of public reflection about the widespread “anger and anxiety” that had been ignored, and what living in a liberal “bubble” could do to one’s worldview. But none of this was understood until it was too late.

This was much more than a failure of analysis and punditry. Democrats failed to predict and stop Trump because they fundamentally did not understand the nature of the political moment we were in. They had not noticed as public opinion about the Democratic Party had slowly soured.17 Obama, usually a highly empathetic observer of popular temperament, was blindsided by the rise of Trump. In February 2016, I had a somewhat stunning debate with a Clinton-supporting political science professor on the Democracy Now! radio show.18 He cited statistics showing that over 60 percent of the public was dissatisfied with the country’s direction, but then said the idea that “the electorate is angry” was exaggerated by the media in order to create a “horse race” for popular consumption. I pointed out that if 60 percent of the country was upset with life under the existing Democratic president, and Democrats ran a candidate who represented continuity instead of change, that candidate was “going to lose.” The professor dismissed this, saying that elections were always presented as revolts against the establishment, and there was nothing different about this one.

But it was strange talking to Democrats at that time: very obvious facts were routinely ignored and dismissed. For example, if you pointed out that Trump’s surprise victory over other Republican candidates could translate into a surprise victory over a Democrat, you would be told all the reasons why polling showed this was impossible. If you pointed out that it was an electoral risk to run a candidate who was under active investigation by the FBI, you would be told why the infamous email scandal was a fuss over nothing and the FBI investigation was bogus.19

The “bubble” effect was quite real. Something had been happening in the media over the last several decades that was not adequately appreciated. As media organizations had slowly consolidated in large coastal cities, and local newspapers were sold and shut down, prominent journalists were increasingly concentrated in major liberal cities.20 This distorted their understanding of what was going on in America. Importantly, the growth of economic inequality exacerbated this problem: because affluent people in coastal cities are actually doing very well economically, from their perspective it looked like all of America was doing well.21

Obama himself shared this blindness. In October 2016, when he guest-edited an issue of Wired magazine, instead of stumping for Clinton, Obama called his lead editorial “Now Is the Greatest Time to Be Alive,” boasting that “once-quiet factories are alive again, with assembly lines churning out the components of a clean-energy age.”22 This upbeat tone, focusing on the positive rather than the negative, was reflected in a lot of Democratic 2016 messaging, which was intended to highlight all the successful achievements of the Obama administration. It was thought that through a combination of attacking Trump and pointing out all of the great things about Obama’s America, voters would see just how clear the right decision was and keep the Democratic Party in power.

This was misguided. “Now Is the Greatest Time to Be Alive” may well be true in the statistical aggregate. On average, people are getting healthier and more prosperous, and compared to the bloody nightmares that unfolded during the twentieth century, the twenty-first century is indeed a glorious time to be alive. But what’s true on average isn’t necessarily true for everyone. The optimistic message only resonated with people who were doing well. To an unemployed person or someone struggling with debt and poor health, it sounded oblivious and out of touch.

Democrats even went so far as to start selling hats that read “America Is Already Great,” in an effort to counter Trump’s promise to restore some former greatness that had been lost.23 Just think about how this slogan came across to someone in Detroit or Ferguson or West Virginia. It seemed to say, “My America Is Already Great,” and it reinforced Trump’s message that Democrats in Washington were clueless about the lives of ordinary people. Trump promised to fix people’s problems, and instead of responding with better solutions, Democrats replied, “What problems?”



AMERICA IN 2016 was a troubled place. The list is a familiar and depressing one: Drug deaths and suicides were at their highest point in decades. Student and household debt was climbing. Many families who’d seen their wealth wiped out during the Great Recession never saw it return.24 While the Affordable Care Act had improved people’s access to health insurance, it hadn’t changed the fundamental brokenness of the costly and convoluted U.S. healthcare system. Labor unions had continued to disappear, with workers losing pensions and protection against abusive practices by employers. Many people felt hopeless and pessimistic.25

Trump was able to exploit those feelings of hopelessness. Just as his fraudulent Trump University had promised aspiring businesspeople the secrets of endless wealth, Trump promised America that if he was elected, all of the country’s problems would be solved. He even had a secret plan to defeat ISIS. (He couldn’t reveal it, though, because after all, it was a secret.) Trump knew how to speak to populations that felt alienated and underserved by Washington. He frightened them and played on their prejudices, telling them they were under threat from Islamic jihadists and sexually predatory Mexican immigrants. And he lambasted the institutions and people who had supposedly failed the country, from CNN to Obama and Clinton.

Democrats were powerless to respond to this, because much of it was true. While Trump drastically exaggerated the scale of various problems, dealt in bigoted caricatures, and lied about everything under the sun, he correctly identified areas where the Democratic Party was vulnerable. It was true that Democratic presidents had gotten the country involved in international trade deals that workers associated, rightly or not, with the disappearance of manufacturing.26 It was true that Clinton bore at least partial responsibility for the disastrous American interventions in Iraq and Libya.27 And it was true that deadly violence was a problem in Chicago and on the Mexican border. Trump made the situation sound far more dire and apocalyptic than it actually was, and one Trump adviser absurdly compared Americans to passengers on the planes during 9/11, whose only remaining option was to storm the cockpit.28 But the message that America had lost its mojo was far more in tune with the feelings of the 2016 electorate than “America Is Already Great.”

To be sure, Clinton still managed to win the popular vote. But this only revealed the nature of the problem. You could theoretically win the popular vote without leaving the coasts; California and New York alone have 60 million people between them, and Hillary Clinton ended up with 65 million votes. Winning the electoral college requires appealing to voters across the country. Nobody doubts that Democrats can do very well in liberal strongholds. But even as blue states were becoming bluer, Democrats were hemorrhaging support in the rest of the country. Moore was right: “Rust Belt math” would do them in.

Clinton’s calamitous and unexpected defeat was the last in a series of Democratic political failures that had occurred since 2008, when Obama was elected on grandiose promises of fundamental political change. Over the course of the following eight years, Democratic political power had been slowly eroding without anyone taking notice. Governorships, seats in state legislatures, Congress—all were slowly turning red, even as Obama’s occupancy of the White House made it appear as if Democrats were in a position of power.29 In fact, their political efficacy had weakened to the point where they were unable to prevent a serial sexual harasser and fraudster from ascending to the presidency. The rude awakening in November 2016 left many Democrats asking the question that would ultimately become the title of Clinton’s campaign memoir: “What happened?”

What had happened was that liberalism had fallen apart, slowly, without anybody noticing.


“We’re capitalists, and that’s just the way it is.”

—Nancy Pelosi, CNN Town Hall

“It is very, very disturbing when I hear the millionaire or billionaire word … And I’ve told [the Democratic politicians] to stop it. Knock it off … I’ve talked to Schumer, I’ve talked to Wyden, I’ve talked to Pelosi and I’ve said if you use the term billionaire again, I’m done.”

—Stephen Cloobeck, CEO of Diamond Resorts and major Democratic Party donor



When Clinton began her campaign, her staff faced a problem: their candidate could not come up with a reason why she was running. In Shattered: Inside Hillary Clinton’s Doomed Campaign, Jonathan Allen and Amie Parnes write that, internally, “there wasn’t a real clear sense of why she was in” the race, and Clinton was “unable to prove to many voters that she was running for the presidency because she had a vision for the country rather than visions of power.”30 Persistent efforts to get Clinton to come up with a justification for her candidacy all failed. Staffers even floated the idea of using “It’s Her Turn” as a slogan.31

It wasn’t surprising that Clinton couldn’t come up with a vision. Clinton shared the worldview of many contemporary liberals, who don’t actually have a real sense, beyond vague abstractions about “change,” of the kind of transformations they want to effect. This kind of politics is far more interested in whether an individual is “qualified” for office than in what they’re actually going to do once elected. Clinton didn’t need a plan because she was so clearly the “best” person for the job.

My colleague Luke Savage has described this as the “West Wing view” of politics: the idea that credentials are more important than substantive vision.32 In Aaron Sorkin’s The West Wing, bright people who went to good schools walk through hallways taking their jobs very seriously. But it’s often not quite clear what they’re trying to do—in seven seasons of the show, the fictional Bartlet administration seems to accomplish very little in the way of real policy change that would impact American lives. (Though, as Luke points out, Bartlet “warmly embraces the military-industrial complex, cuts Social Security, and puts a hard-right justice on the Supreme Court in the interest of bipartisan ‘balance.’”) It has always struck me as funny that Sorkin’s signature West Wing shot is the “walk and talk,” in which characters strut down hallways having intense conversations but do not actually appear to be going anywhere. What better metaphor could there be for a politics that consists of looking knowledgeable and committed without any sense of what you’re aiming for? It perfectly captures liberalism.

The political left, of which I am a member, often voices disdain for “liberals.” The radical musician Phil Ochs, in his 1966 song “Love Me, I’m a Liberal,” sang disdainfully of whites who loved people of other races, “as long as they don’t move next door.” Ochs addressed those who thought Mississippians “should all hang their heads in shame” but would want a police investigation of anyone who thought they should bus their children. The song has held up well, even referring to those who read the “New Republic and Nation.” But what actually separates a liberal from a leftist? And why is the distinction important?

This can be argued about, but one of the core differences is the amount of faith in the system that each has. A leftist is cynical and skeptical. A liberal thinks that American institutions are fundamentally good and that capitalism is fundamentally fine but needs a few tweaks and regulations. A liberal is not a class warrior or a firebrand. Ochs’ fictitious liberal says, “Don’t talk about revolution / that’s going a little bit too far,” and this kind of resistance to large-scale change is characteristic of the liberal mindset. The liberal wonders why we can’t all just put aside our differences, unify, and get along, while the leftist thinks conflict between people is inevitable until we’ve established a fair social and economic system.

Obama is the prototypical liberal. In his famous 2004 Democratic National Committee address, Obama said that there wasn’t a “red” or “blue” America, but one United States of America. Obama always tried to find “common ground.” He invited congressional Republicans to a screening of Lincoln at the White House, hoping they would see in it how people of differing views can come together and reach productive compromises. Obama was surprised and disappointed when none of them showed up.33

To the leftist, this is a naive view of politics, one that misunderstands how political interests and power operate. Republicans play the political game to win, and if they can destroy the left outright, they will. They do not want reasonable bipartisan compromise, they want outright victory. Jim Messina, Obama’s deputy chief of staff and reelection campaign manager, was shocked when a Republican staffer told him after the 2008 election, “We’re not going to compromise with you on anything. We’re going to fight Obama on everything.” Messina replied, “That’s not what we did for Bush.” The Republican said, “We don’t care.”34

On The West Wing, Republicans are not political enemies in a zero-sum competition. They are foolish, misguided, but mostly well intentioned. In Washington, D.C., there are mere “disagreements” rather than fights, but everyone can get along. You can see this in the Obama family’s warm relations with George W. Bush. Bush is responsible for the deaths of 500,000 Iraqis, but Michelle Obama has said she “loves him,” and that he is her “partner in crime.”35 (What crime specifically, she does not say.) You can see the same chumminess in Joe Biden’s warm relationship with Strom Thurmond, an unrepentant Dixiecrat racist who once promised to keep the “n*gger race” out of the South’s swimming pools and diners. At Thurmond’s funeral, Biden gave a tribute to Thurmond’s “truth and genius and virtue,” though Thurmond had never expressed contrition and remained on the hard right until he died.36

But there is something even more insidious about liberal politics: it is the politics of wealthy people who want to appear virtuous without actually making personal sacrifices. Ochs said the liberal was a person who was “ten degrees to the left of center in good times, ten degrees to the right of center if it affects them personally.” He sang about the liberal reluctance to bus children, but today we see it in the way wealthy liberals take their children out of poor public schools and put them in private schools, where they can get ahead of other kids. If you want to see the true face of liberal politics, look at news stories about local proposals to equalize the educations of black and white children. Even in “progressive” coastal areas, you will see quotes from parents like, “It’s not our fault those children don’t have opportunities. You can’t put that burden on us.”37 Nikole Hannah-Jones, who reports on educational segregation for the New York Times, has said that regardless of political leanings, “white communities want neighborhood schools if their neighborhood school is white,” but “if their neighborhood school is black, they want choice.” Hannah-Jones says, “People who say they believe in equality and integration” persistently “act in ways that maintain inequality and segregation,” and the “most segregated parts of the country are all in the progressive North,” where “white liberals” don’t “live their values.”38

Adolph Reed Jr. has been scathingly critical of liberalism for its lack of real commitment to its proclaimed values. He condemns


their capacity for high-minded fervor for the emptiest and sappiest platitudes; their tendencies to make a fetish of procedure over substance and to look for technical fixes to political problems; their ability to screen out the mounting carnage in the cities they inhabit as they seek pleasant venues for ingesting good coffee and scones; their propensity for aestheticizing other people’s oppression and calling that activism; their reflex to wring their hands and look constipated in the face of conflict; and, most of all, their spinelessness and undependability in crises.39



Reed was an early critic of Obama, whom he saw as embodying all of these tendencies. As early as 1996, he described Obama as practicing a policy of “form over substance,” calling him a “smooth Harvard lawyer with impeccable do-good credentials and vacuous-to-repressive neoliberal politics.” In 2008, he warned, “Obama’s empty claims to being a candidate of progressive change and to embodying a ‘movement’ that exists only as a brand will dissolve into disillusionment,” and his presidency would “continue the politics he’s practiced his entire career.”40 Reed saw the devotion Obama inspired as a “faddish, utterly uninformed exuberance,” and said that Obama’s “miraculous ability to inspire and engage the young replaced specific content in his patter of Hope and Change.”

Matt Taibbi described Obama similarly, saying that he was


an ingeniously crafted human cipher … a sort of ideological Universalist … who spends a great deal of rhetorical energy showing that he recognizes the validity of all points of view, and conversely emphasizes that when he does take hard positions on issues, he often does so reluctantly … You can’t run against him on issues because you can’t even find him on the ideological spectrum.41



If you read the memoirs of Obama administration staffers, you’ll see that Reed and Taibbi were exactly right. David Litt and Dan Pfeiffer, who both wrote speeches for Obama, describe themselves as huge West Wing fans who watched the series on an endless loop in college. They were drawn to Obama not because they were strong political partisans who wanted to accomplish a particular kind of social transformation, but because of Obama’s personal magnetism. Litt describes Obama in downright messianic terms, and makes the campaign sound very much like a cult of personality.


We had no doubt that everyone would soon see the light … Our critics would later mock the depths of our devotion. Obamabots, they’d call us. And really, weren’t they right? Becoming obsessed with Barack Obama wasn’t a choice I made … My switch had been flipped … Obama wasn’t just fighting for change. He was change. He was the messenger and message all at once. It’s one thing to follow a prophet who speaks glowingly of a promised land. It’s another thing entirely to join him once he parts the sea … Given the circumstances, it seemed selfish not to spread the good news.42



There was always a certain emptiness to Obama’s politics. Pfeiffer says that while conventional wisdom in politics is that you should talk about “issues and policy positions,” for Obama, “the campaign was the message.” Litt admits that while he fell into a “patriotic ecstasy” when listening to Obama speak, when the speeches ended, he couldn’t remember a single word of them. It was Obama the person, not Obama the representative of a set of concrete ideas, that people liked.

The actual politics of the Obama administration were often repugnant to left values. He came in with lofty promises of “hope” and “change,” then immediately began stuffing his cabinet with Goldman Sachs alumni. He deported staggering numbers of immigrants, let Wall Street criminals off the hook, failed to take on the fossil fuel industry, sold over $100 billion in arms to Saudi Arabia, killed American citizens with drones, killed lots more non–American citizens with drones (including Yemenis going to a wedding), promised “the most transparent administration ever” and then was “worse than Nixon” in his paranoia about leakers, and showered Israel with both public support and military aid even as it systematically violated the human rights of Palestinians.43

Scott Brown, the Republican who won Ted Kennedy’s Senate seat in 2010, destroying the Democratic supermajority, pointed out that Democrats hadn’t done much when they had had a supermajority:


They had two years to do whatever they wanted and they did hardly anything. They didn’t do minimum wage. They didn’t do climate change. They didn’t do immigration. They didn’t do health care. They just assumed they would always have this supermajority.44



The things they did do were often distinctly unprogressive. Look, for example, at Obama’s education policy. Obama hired “reformer” Arne Duncan to be his secretary of education. Their signature initiative was called “Race to the Top,” which forced struggling school districts to compete against one another for federal funding.45 In order to get federal money, the school districts had to comply with a series of federal rules, like making it easier to start charter schools. The policy was born out of the “education reform” movement, which united liberals and conservatives around the position that “school choice” and “teacher accountability” were what was needed to fix the school system. But, as Diane Ravitch has shown in her books on the education system like Reign of Error and The Death and Life of the Great American School System, this movement was founded on fundamentally erroneous, conservative premises. Instead of trying to pay teachers competitive wages in order to attract the best talent, the policy encouraged the establishment of privatized schools, which are independent of school districts and could therefore fire “bad” teachers more easily. Instead of asking teachers what resources they needed for their schools to function well, the policy relied heavily on “performance” tests and punished schools whose students did poorly. This kind of approach to policy is not egalitarian or democratic. It makes teachers’ lives worse—the fruits of Obama’s education policy can be seen in the recent wave of teachers’ strikes—and shuns principles of equity in favor of market competition and efficiency. Nowhere can we more starkly see the difference between how a liberal approaches a social problem and how a leftist would approach it.



WHAT ARE THE most pernicious qualities of liberalism? What exactly are we leftists trying to rid politics of? A few essential things:


	Reluctance to Challenge the Powerful: If you are giving paid speeches to Goldman Sachs rather than trying to build a world without Goldman Sachs in it, you are on the wrong side. Democratic officials have shown perpetual fealty to Wall Street, pharmaceutical companies, and oppressive governments like those of Saudi Arabia and Israel. Grow some vertebrae!

	Lack of Movement Building: Upon his election, Obama dismantled the formidable grassroots organizing apparatus that he had built, Organizing for America.46 This meant that there was no social movement to support him in office, which is part of why he wasn’t able to muster much political power. But liberals don’t really think about how to organize (Ochs sang about the liberal who will “send you all the money you ask for” but won’t actually leave the house and join in), which is part of why they have missed how important the labor movement is to counterbalance conservative power.

	Belief in Bipartisanship: Sometimes you have to make compromises with the other side and reach negotiated settlements. But although politicians like Cory Booker put out books with titles like Unity: Thoughts on Finding Common Ground and Advancing the Common Good, bipartisanship, in and of itself, is not inherently a good thing. The Iraq War was bipartisan. So were welfare reform, mass incarceration, and the Patriot Act. Bill Clinton achieved political consensus with Republicans repeatedly—by adopting Republican positions. Ultimately, a person of principle needs to be more concerned with building power than with reaching agreement.

	Politics of Attributes: Liberalism thinks more about who a candidate is than what that candidate is actually going to do with power. For example, when South Bend, Indiana, mayor Pete Buttigieg was asked why he would be the best Democratic candidate in 2020, he replied:



You have a handful of candidates from the middle of the country, but very few of them are young. You have a handful of young candidates, but very few of them are executives. We have a handful of executives but none of them are veterans, and so it’s a question of: What alignment of attributes do you want to have? 47

The “alignment of attributes” is a perfect phrase. It shows a politics that is symbolic rather than substantive, that doesn’t think about policies but about characters. (Sure enough, articles about Buttigieg are about things like what socks he wears and what books he reads, rather than his record as a mayor.48)


	Whitewashing of History: America has a shameful history. The land we live on was stolen from its original inhabitants, who were systematically wiped out. But “liberal history” wants to tell an uplifting narrative about America, as a country that has had its problems and flaws, but is constantly getting better. So, for example, Harvard historian Jill Lepore’s These Truths treats America’s story as a story of democratic ideas, but almost entirely leaves out the history of labor struggles and Native people and gives only a small fraction of its space to black history. Or look at the musical Hamilton, which turns the Framers into people of color and sets slavery aside, so that people can love America while still feeling “woke” and avoiding having to grapple with uncomfortable truths.49

	Use of Right-Wing Premises: Sometimes liberals say things like “we’re the real patriots” or “we’re the ones who really embody the Founding Fathers’ principles.” A leftist wouldn’t say these things. They would say, “Patriotism is overrated and many of the Founding Fathers beat and raped slaves, so a principle isn’t good just because the Founding Fathers happened to believe in it.” Liberals often adopt the right’s premises even when they are making ostensibly left arguments. For example, when the Republicans passed their massive corporate tax giveaway, the Democratic response was, in part, that the Republicans were actually raising taxes on middle-class people and disguising it as a tax cut. Democrats, they said, were the real party of middle-class tax cuts. In doing so, they affirmed the idea that tax cuts are a wonderful thing that everyone should be working toward. If a Republican says, “I want to cut your taxes and they want to raise them,” and you respond, “No, they want to raise your taxes and I want to cut them,” you are implicitly adopting the same principle, namely that politics should be a competition to see who can cut taxes the most.50





THE LIBERALISM OF Hollywood, Harvard, and the Hamptons is not capable of advancing egalitarian values. Luke Savage says that it puts “etiquette over equality, manners before morals, procedure ahead of program, [and] conciliation over conflict.” It calls for civility and decorum before calling for justice. It laments inequality but takes no steps that would actually reduce it, such as making it easier to unionize. (Inequality is a very popular topic at the Davos World Economic Forum, where billionaires wring their hands about poverty over canapés rather than just give poor people all their money.)

The great socialist writer Alexander Cockburn, when he worked at The Nation, used to ask all of his interns the same question: “Is your hate pure?” If they said no or looked confused, Cockburn would shake his head in disappointment. At one point, a young Ed Miliband, a future British Labour leader, worked at the magazine. Cockburn posed his usual question, and Miliband “replied with shock that he did not, in fact, hate anyone.” “It tells you all you need to know,” Cockburn said.51

What did Cockburn mean? Why did he want his interns to have hate in their hearts? Well, because the world is full of terrible injustice! If that injustice doesn’t absolutely enrage you, then your moral compass is busted. You don’t have to hate people, necessarily (though when I look at George W. Bush dancing on the Ellen show, and I think about the faces of Iraqi orphans, I seethe uncontrollably). But you do have to hate the things that happen to people: the way some grow up with unbelievable privilege while millions of children are homeless (in the United States alone), the eviction of families in the middle of winter, the way American leaders can casually destroy the lives of foreigners without a second thought, the killing of children and journalists by our allies. Contemporary liberalism often gives voice to outrage, but it talks more of the need to get past “partisanship” and achieve “unity” than the scandal of low teacher salaries or the private health insurance system.



IT WAS NOT always this way. There was, once upon a time, a more respectable liberalism that cared about the needs of working people.

Franklin Roosevelt was not a socialist. Far from it. He was an American aristocrat, with no interest in fundamentally upending the country’s system of government. Roosevelt’s labor secretary, Frances Perkins, said that the president “took the status quo in our economic system as much for granted as his family … [H]e was content with it.”52 A nation furious at Wall Street had given Roosevelt a mandate to take radical steps to alleviate the suffering caused by the Great Depression, but the president declined opportunities to nationalize the banking sector. His intent was to “save capitalism from the capitalists” and ensure that widespread rage against big business didn’t spark a populist uprising. Economic radicals like Huey Long were openly advocating for the massive redistribution of wealth from rich to poor. Roosevelt knew that unless the American people were given a measure of financial security, the torches and pitchforks would soon be visible outside his window.

Yet even though Roosevelt’s instincts were fundamentally conservative, he voiced sentiments that are startling in their radicalism when compared with contemporary political rhetoric. Speaking at Madison Square Garden in 1936, Roosevelt condemned those who put profit over people:


We had to struggle with the old enemies of peace—business and financial monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, class antagonism, sectionalism, war profiteering. They had begun to consider the Government of the United States as a mere appendage to their own affairs. We know now that Government by organized money is just as dangerous as Government by organized mob. Never before in all our history have these forces been so united against one candidate as they stand today. They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred. I should like to have it said of my first Administration that in it the forces of selfishness and of lust for power met their match. I should like to have it said of my second Administration that in it these forces met their master.53



It was a remarkable sentiment from a U.S. president, though other presidents had previously issued their own criticisms of the propertied classes. Thomas Jefferson concluded, “Whenever there is in any country, uncultivated lands and unemployed poor, it is clear that the laws of property have been so far extended as to violate natural right,” because “the earth is given as a common stock for man to labour and live on.”54 Abraham Lincoln went even further, writing, “Capitalists generally act harmoniously and in concert to fleece the people,” and because “labor is the superior of capital,” it was a “most worthy object of good government” to secure “to each laborer the whole product of his labor.”55 Lincoln pointed out, as Karl Marx did, that when the world was divided between owners and laborers, owners could reap the fruits of workers’ labor without having to do any labor themselves.

Roosevelt’s New Deal may not have seized the means of production. It didn’t introduce a universal healthcare program (as the United Kingdom would do in 1945) or guarantee housing and a basic income, and it didn’t bring major industries under popular control. It also had racially exclusionary aspects, to the point where nobody should hold up FDR as a champion of the oppressed.56 But in its bold approach to the economic crisis, it represented a gutsy and ambitious liberalism, one unafraid to incur the “hate” of some powerful forces. For most of the rest of the twentieth century, American progressives would look to the New Deal as the model for robust government response to social problems, while American radicals would view it as a good start that didn’t go nearly far enough.

In a sane political universe, Rooseveltian progressive liberals would be the right wing, and revolutionary socialists the left wing. Yet, as Thomas Frank points out in Listen, Liberal: Or, What Ever Happened to the Party of the People?, from the 1970s to the present day, liberals abandoned Roosevelt’s vision altogether.57 The vision of the Democratic Party as the representatives of “working people” was dropped; the Democrats became the party of Wall Street. In 2012, Barack Obama received more donations from Wall Street than Mitt Romney did. People who in a previous generation would have been obvious Republicans, like JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon, are now Democrats. As Frank writes, when rich professionals come to dominate the Democratic Party, it isn’t going to be very concerned with the maldistribution of rewards:


Professional-class liberals aren’t really alarmed by oversized rewards for society’s winners; on the contrary, this seems natural to them—because they are society’s winners. The liberalism of professionals just does not extend to matters of inequality; this is the area where soft hearts abruptly turn hard.58



Left politics means supporting the losers against the winners, and the liberalism of the wealthy is never going to challenge the status quo. The left not only have soft hearts, but we have fire in our bellies.








12

Response to Criticisms

Why Opponents of Socialism Are All Wrong



“Socialism is the philosophy of failure, the creed of ignorance, and the gospel of envy.”

—Winston Churchill, Perth, Scotland (1948)

“The inherent virtue of Socialism is the equal sharing of miseries.”



—Winston Churchill, House of Commons (1945)

THERE ARE APPROXIMATELY 900,000 COMMON criticisms of socialism, give or take a few. And because I’ve assumed you’re extremely skeptical of socialism, I have to spend at least a bit of time going through at least some of them. By this point I hope that, at the very least, I have successfully shown the YouTubers who think “socialism is cancer” that socialism is not, in fact, cancer. However, there are some slightly more sophisticated critiques that merit a response. Let me show why the standard criticisms of socialism can be dismissed.


1. SOCIALISTS DISLIKE FREEDOM; THEY ONLY CARE ABOUT EQUALITY


“A major source of objection to a free economy is precisely that it gives people what they want instead of what a particular group thinks they ought to want. Underlying most arguments against the free market is a lack of belief in freedom itself.”

—Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, 1962



I hope you’ve seen why this is false. Democratic socialists believe deeply in freedom. Our largest criticism of society today is that, in many ways, capitalism actually restricts people’s freedom. We believe that the choices capitalism gives people—obey your employer or starve to death—are not really choices at all, and that without meaningful choice, there can be no freedom. Economist Rob Larson, in Capitalism vs. Freedom, shows that free-market economies actually restrict individual freedom in a number of ways.1 By concentrating economic power in the hands of a small class of elites, they reduce the amount of control that ordinary people have over the world. By restricting working people’s leisure time and not giving them access to necessary services (like affordable healthcare and paid parental leave), laissez-faire policies undermine people’s capacity to pursue their own happiness.

We are made less free when corporations have disproportionate power over our elections and government policy. We are made less free when we are manipulated by unrestrained capitalism. Edward Bernays, the pioneer of the modern-day public relations industry, noted, “We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of.”2 He was referring to advertising, and the pernicious ways in which people’s weaknesses are preyed on through marketing. We are encouraged to fulfill our desires through consumption and billions of dollars are spent shaping those desires.

It’s absolutely not the case, then, that socialists only care about equality and do not care about freedom. Freedom is one of our central concerns, and one of the main reasons we’re socialists in the first place is that we want people to be free from having to spend their lives putting money in the pockets of their bosses and landlords.

There are some, however, who say socialists are wrong to care about equality at all. Harry Frankfurt, in On Inequality, says that it’s actually irrational to think that inequality is some kind of problem. Don Watkins and Yaron Brook, in Equal Is Unfair, actually go further; they say that the very concept of equality is actually unjust, because it involves treading on people’s liberties in order to pursue some kind of arbitrary standard of sameness. We have already seen why economic equality is important: for the same reason inequality in the number of votes each person has would lead to some people dominating and ruling over others, economic inequality turns some people into lords and others into peasants. Equality doesn’t mean ensuring everybody is the same, it means making sure some people don’t get godlike power to determine the fates of others.



2. VENEZUELA, VENEZUELA, VENEZUELA


“Inflation in Venezuela is reminiscent of Weimar Germany. Roughly 85 percent of Venezuelan companies have stopped production to one extent or another, in the most oil-rich country in the world … The disconnect between socialism’s record and its invincible appeal also stems from leftists’ denial of what it really entails.”

—Jonah Goldberg, Los Angeles Times



Every time a socialist opens her mouth, the first thing you’ll hear in reply is “Venezuela.” Venezuela has been suffering a debilitating economic crisis, with runaway inflation, shortages of essential goods, and widespread unemployment. It’s a tragic humanitarian disaster. For many, it also discredits socialism because much of the crisis has been brought about through poor government economic policies introduced by a supposedly leftist administration.

It’s worth noting that unless we simply define all bad economic decisions as socialist, there isn’t anything resembling socialism in Venezuela. Here, for example, is leftist Venezuelan union leader José Bodas Lugo, who says that none of the left principles he is fighting for are practiced by the present authoritarian government:


Maduro is not from the Left, his is a bourgeois government that imposes austerity on the workers, that binds workers in a state of semi-slavery in agreements that benefit the multinationals … It is a government that criminalizes protest, which criminalizes the right to strike … They have criminalized workers who fight for an autonomous union … We activists are fighting for our rights, for union autonomy, for our right to bargain collectively, for decent wages, for better working conditions … The government of Chavez and Maduro, the government of “Socialism of the 21st Century” is nothing more than a scam. This government is not socialist, it is not a workers’ government. It is a bourgeois government. It is a government that applies a bourgeois, anti-worker and anti-popular [package of austerity measures], which includes miserable wages … This government is not left-wing … this government is right-wing.3



Even the chief Venezuela correspondent of the Wall Street Journal (which is not exactly the Daily Worker) has said that the leftism of Nicolás Maduro’s government is mostly a flimsy cover for what is ultimately a corrupt kleptocracy.


What struck me on arriving was how little the Socialist leaders cared about even the appearance of equality … As the recession took hold in Venezuela, the so-called Socialist government made no attempt to shield health care and education, the two supposed pillars of its program. This wasn’t socialism. It was kleptocracy—the rule of thieves. Even Mr. Maduro has given up on the Socialist pretense, chucking leftist slogans in favor of straightforward clientelism: Vote for me and you’ll get a food handout.4



Of course, one might reply that such kleptocracies are the inevitable result of leftist ideas. There’s a problem with that logic, though: in recent years, nearby Bolivia has been running on leftist ideas and hasn’t had the same problems. Washington Post columnist Francisco Toro has noted that under a socialist government, Bolivia “has experienced a spectacular run of economic growth and poverty reduction with no hint of the chaos that has plagued Venezuela,” meaning that “the supposedly obvious link between socialism and economic ruin doesn’t check out.”5

Venezuela’s crisis has not occurred because its government was too dedicated to ensuring workplace democracy and a decent standard of living; nobody thinks it has made meaningful attempts to give people these things.6 Critics suggest that all economic mismanagement is automatically socialism. But American democratic socialists have no interest in pursuing the policies that damaged Venezuela’s fortunes. The “Venezuela” criticism is mindless and cheap, and too often it is used to avoid having to engage with the policies that socialists are advocating here.7



3. SOCIALISM IS WHEN THE GOVERNMENT CONTROLS THE ECONOMY, AND THAT’S ALWAYS A DISASTER


“The trouble with Socialism is that eventually you run out of other people’s money.”

—Margaret Thatcher, speech to the Conservative Party Conference, 1975

“The capitalist ideal is that government plays very little role in the economy—and the socialist ideal is that government plays the leading role in the economy … I say that capitalism is awesome, and socialism is terrible.”

—Bryan Caplan, debate at LibertyCon



First, socialism isn’t about the government controlling the economy. If that was all there was to it, then it would be strange to have so many anarchists self-identifying as socialists. Socialism, as we have seen, is a term that describes a bundle of different political philosophies, some of which emphasize greater state control of the economy, and some of which actually want less of it, but all of which seek to empower the working class and deplore the concentration of capital in the hands of rich people.8 If we are going to deal fairly with socialists, we can’t just talk about “the government,” because many of them loathe the government.

It should also be said, however, that many of the arguments about socialists advocating for government control of the economy are poor. One of the key defenses of American capitalism asks others to look at how the Soviet Union fared, then look at our own extremely prosperous country. Case closed. The structure of this argument has remained the same for about a century. Here’s how Ludwig von Mises argued in 1947:


The only certain fact about Russian affairs under the Soviet regime with regard to which all people agree is: that the standard of living of the Russian masses is much lower than that of the masses in the country which is universally considered as the paragon of capitalism, the United States of America. If we were to regard the Soviet regime as an experiment, we would have to say that the experiment has clearly demonstrated the superiority of capitalism and the inferiority of socialism.9



In that paragraph, we can see that people who make this type of argument are not always intellectually honest. Look how Mises reasoned: the Soviet standard of living is much lower than the U.S. standard. Therefore, the experiment has demonstrated the inferiority of socialism. But hang on a minute: that’s not the case at all. For that to be true, the United States and the Soviet Union would have had to be similarly situated when the “experiment” began. But in 1917, when the Russian Revolution occurred, the United States was postindustrial, whereas Russia was largely preindustrial. It was a nation of peasants, “backward, agrarian, and semi-feudal,” not to mention having suffered eight years of war (World War I and the Civil War).10 The average standard of living was far lower than that in the United States during the Tsar’s time as well. In order to make a comparison between the Soviet and the American systems, you wouldn’t look at raw standard of living measurements, you’d look at growth. When you use the proper measurement, Soviet economic performance doesn’t look nearly so dismal. As a UCLA/RAND Corporation study noted in 1988, “Since the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the Soviet Union has transformed itself from an underdeveloped economy into a modern industrial state with a GNP second only to that of the United States.”11 (That does not, of course, justify all of the atrocities!)

In fact, we know that greater state intervention in the economy isn’t inherently bad. Plenty of countries that exert far greater control over the economy than the United States have become economic powerhouses, such as China, Germany, and Sweden. Norway’s economy is robust, despite the state owning a colossal portion of the country’s wealth. Denmark collects 46 percent of its GDP in taxes, versus 26 percent in the United States, and Denmark does fine.12 (They haven’t yet “run out of other people’s money.”) That’s not to say that the United States should follow any of these countries’ models. But those who talk about the “disaster” that results from government interference in the economy are usually selectively picking cases where socialist governments have done disastrous things and ignoring the numerous instances where they have operated benignly or beneficially.

There is a highly dishonest cherry-picking that goes on in evaluating what “government” does. For example, many people will cite the failures of U.S. public schools, which do not do as good a job as schools in other countries, as an example of how “government” shouldn’t manage a task best left to the private sector—Kevin Williamson makes public schools a centerpiece of his anti-socialist argument in The Politically Incorrect Guide to Socialism. But think how absurd that is: the other countries we’re “losing” to aren’t running their schools for profit. If U.S. public schools are an example of socialism’s failure, why aren’t Chinese and Finnish schools examples of its success? It’s the same kind of silly argument that sees Amtrak as an indictment of government, while conveniently ignoring the superior performance of the public Chinese and French high-speed rail systems.

It’s also the case that the line between “planned economies” and “free markets” can be quite blurry. It often goes unnoticed that large companies are frequently run internally like centrally planned economies, and large parts of our lives are “planned” by unseen, unelected private-sector bureaucrats. In People’s Republic of Walmart, Leigh Phillips and Michal Rozworski point out that large companies like Walmart already operate like “socialist economies”—just not in the way they treat their workers—insofar as decisions are made by central planners and there is no internal market within the company. Phillips and Rozworski observe that inside corporate firms, free-market transactions don’t exist, and when companies try to introduce them, the results can be disastrous.13

The libertarian CEO of Sears, for instance, decided that the company should operate on free-market principles internally as well as externally.14 This meant that the store’s various departments would all operate as their own self-interested entities, competing against each other (hardware vs. shoes vs. appliances, etc.). Previously, different units of Sears cooperated with one another—if one department wanted something from another, it would simply request it. Under the new system, it would have to buy it and negotiate a contract. The effect was catastrophic: the departments tried to take advantage of each other and ended up hurting the collective interest of Sears. The appliance department would try to screw over the hardware department and vice versa. Executives from different parts of Sears hid information from each other and spied. The collective good of the enterprise was ill served by internal market competition. Phillips and Rozworski point out that, in some ways, society is like one big Sears: we are all hurting each other and duplicating work instead of recognizing our common interests. Markets, they say, can undermine the collective well-being, which is why companies never operate internally on free-market principles.

Paul Krugman summarizes why the Sears debacle has discomforting implications for those who oppose central planning:


We may live in a market sea, but that sea is dotted with many islands that we call firms, some of them quite large, within which decisions are made not via markets but via hierarchy—even, you might say, via central planning. Clearly, there are some things you don’t want to leave up to the market—the market itself is telling us that, by creating those islands of planning and hierarchy … For a free-market true believer the recognition that some things are best not left up to markets should be a disturbing notion. If the limitations of markets in providing certain kinds of shared services are important enough to justify the creation of command-and-control entities with hundreds of thousands or even millions of workers, might there not even be some goods and services (*cough* health care *cough*) best provided by non-market means even at the level of the economy as a whole?15





4. SOCIALISTS ELEVATE THE COLLECTIVE AND FORGET THE INDIVIDUAL


“The disrespect socialist-inclined policy exhibits toward the equal moral agency of individual human beings rests … on a crucial factual mistake, namely, seeing people as essentially members of classes or groups, instead of as individuals … The great mistake that socialism makes lies not in its assumption that there are groups … Socialism’s mistake is instead in its attempt to treat people as mere members of groups.”

—James Otteson, The End of Socialism



I have to say, I am always a little confused when I hear criticisms like Otteson’s. Ben Shapiro says something similar in his “intersectionality” video: that there is a left-wing “hoax” that says “we aren’t individuals … but are merely members of groups.”16 Perhaps some on the left do forget that all of us are unique, individual people. But I think the left is very pro-individual, since we all subscribe to the Mr. Rogers notion that each person is valuable in and of themselves, and that we are all special (yes, like snowflakes).

I’ve always agreed with Oscar Wilde that “socialism itself will be of value simply because it will lead to Individualism.”17 Wilde was a socialist because he wanted to liberate individuals to pursue their own ends, which they are better equipped to do when their basic material needs are taken care of. In “The Soul of Man Under Socialism,” Wilde noted that in a society with significant inequality, it was a life of “individual agency” for some and “subsistence toil” for others.


At present, in consequence of the existence of private property, a great many people are enabled to develop a certain very limited amount of Individualism. They are either under no necessity to work for their living, or are enabled to choose the sphere of activity that is really congenial to them, and gives them pleasure … Upon the other hand, there are a great many people who, having no private property of their own, and being always on the brink of sheer starvation, are compelled to do the work of beasts of burden, to do work that is quite uncongenial to them, and to which they are forced by the peremptory, unreasonable, degrading Tyranny of want … From their collective force Humanity gains much in material prosperity. [The man who is poor] is merely the infinitesimal atom of a force that, so far from regarding him, crushes him: indeed, prefers him crushed, as in that case he is far more obedient.18



Socialists, at least those of us in the libertarian tradition, are critical of economic hierarchy precisely because we care about each individual person. We don’t just look at aggregated collective statistics showing that there is “economic growth” or that people as a whole are “better off” than they were a few decades ago. We are interested in looking at the real lives of each person in society to see whether overall prosperity is coming at the expense of particular members. You know who isn’t interested in people’s individuality? The board of Walmart, for whom all employees are fungible units who exist to serve the collective. In a corporation, the “individual” is simply a labor unit to serve the ends of central planners.19 For socialists, that’s a monstrous degradation of individual worth.

It is necessary to talk about groups, of course. “Rich people” as a group have particular capacities that people without wealth lack. Black people face problems that white people do not; immigrants have troubles that nonimmigrants don’t. This doesn’t mean that people are “mere” members of groups. Nobody knows that better than the members of those groups: they don’t think of one another as nothing more than a demographic trait, but as multidimensional human beings. It’s unclear to me why one can’t believe that group characteristics have important implications in society and that people are more than the sum of their identity traits.

Otteson has another criticism in this group-versus-individual vein, which is that socialistic policies allow groups to override the agency of individuals.


The moral objection … is that its mandate to override people’s decentralized decisions and choices—even if ostensibly out of respect for those individuals’ true, authentic, or proper wishes—cannot take place without authorizing some group of people a scope of agency that is denied to others. Because the paternalistic coercers have no actual knowledge of what individuals want, desire, or value, in practice their policies cannot but reflect their own wants, desires, and values.20



Socialists are thought to be “paternalistic coercers” because they assume they know what individuals want. But our whole position is that people should get to participate in decisions that affect their own lives! Libertarian socialists in particular are highly suspicious of forceful coercion, believing it should be used only as a very last resort, and that, generally, decisions should be made through collective deliberation rather than administrative fiat. There is always going to be a small element of “paternalistic coercion” when you live in a community—decisions will be made at your workplace that you hate, and you’re going to have to live with them. Getting along with others means abiding by some rules you wouldn’t have chosen yourself. But the less inequality of wealth and power there is, the more economic and social outcomes will reflect the will of the many rather than the will of the few who are able to impose their preferences.



5. PEOPLE ARE INHERENTLY GREEDY AND/OR LAZY


“Is there some society you know that doesn’t run on greed? You think Russia doesn’t run on greed?”

—Milton Friedman, interview with Phil Donahue, 1979



I think people who say things like “humans are naturally selfish” are saying more about themselves than they are about humanity. Most people are a mixture: we’re a bit generous and a bit selfish. We’ll always help out a friend, up to a point, and usually help out a stranger, also up to a point. Experimental evidence shows that people are not simply “rational maximizers” who want to grab as much for themselves as possible. If you give people money and ask them to decide how much they will share with a stranger, most of them will share at least some of it.21 We have social and antisocial impulses, but on the whole, we are a cooperative species whose success has come from our ability to work together rather than fight each other to the death.22

Some people think socialists have a naive view of human nature, that we think people are naturally good, and that once our horrible economic system is replaced, our inner perfection will be set free. This is not what we think. In fact, it’s because we recognize that everyone is a mixture of greed and goodness that we want to make sure greed doesn’t triumph. We want to encourage people’s best and most community-spirited impulses, and discourage their nastiest and most callous ones. One reason we’re suspicious of “competition” is that competitions tend to be won by the most ruthless people, thereby encouraging cutthroat rather than cooperative behavior. If you play a game in which selfishness increases your chances of winning, and notice that everyone seems to be behaving extremely selfishly, this is not proof that people are naturally inclined toward selfishness. If you offered $10,000 to anyone willing to perform a jig in the nude, and then noticed a lot of people performing jigs in the nude, you would not have discovered a natural human tendency toward jigging au naturel.

Well-designed institutions don’t necessarily make people good, but they can incentivize constructive social behavior. Take the theory of the “Tragedy of the Commons.” In a famous 1968 article, Garrett Hardin envisaged a situation in which village herdsmen used an unowned pasture for grazing.23 If everybody uses only the amount of land necessary to keep the land sustainable, there is no problem. But, Hardin said, “as a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain,” and “each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit.” This means that each herdsman’s cows will gobble up more and more of the pasture, ultimately leading to the destruction of the commons that could have served everyone fairly well.

In fact, as it turns out, that this is not what happens to commonly owned land. Elinor Ostrom’s fascinating Nobel Prize–winning work Governing the Commons goes beyond theory and empirically outlines the ways in which people actually manage public commons to ensure that they aren’t destroyed. People develop social rules and governance structures to make sure that the commons are well managed. Ostrom notes that despite empirical evidence, “unfortunately, many analysts—in academia, special-interest groups, governments, and the press—still presume that common-pool problems are all dilemmas in which the participants themselves cannot avoid producing suboptimal results, and in some cases disastrous results.”24

Just as greed is falsely presumed, so is laziness. A common, casual assumption is that if you give a basic income to people, they will become indolent and do nothing. In reality, people enjoy doing work when that work is satisfying. They don’t hate being productive, they hate their jobs! Improve working conditions and make work a pleasure rather than a burden, and there’s no reason why people won’t engage in it. Very few people want to do nothing. They want to find meaning and feel accomplished and useful. Rosy views of human nature may be naive, but so are views that presume the natural state of humankind is slothful and selfish.



6. SOCIALISTS ALWAYS DENY THAT SOCIALIST GOVERNMENTS ARE “TRUE SOCIALISM”

When socialists point out, correctly, that there is nothing socialistic about oppressing people, we are often met with the same reply: we live in theory-land, and because our theory is perfect we do not have to take responsibility for its failure in the real world. Usually, the critic will say something like, “Every time a socialist government produces disastrous consequences, socialists say, ‘It wasn’t really socialism. Real socialism would be flawless!’”

This is a misunderstanding of the point. In fact, when I look at countries like, for example, North Korea, the reason I don’t consider them socialist is that ultimately, it’s not about whether you use the word, it’s about whether you do what the word is supposed to describe. What I care about is maximizing ordinary people’s control over their lives. North Korea is not socialistic because it doesn’t have any kind of democracy, and the whole point of my politics is to increase democratic control and reduce the degree to which people are tyrannized over by authorities, both public and private. It is not because these countries failed that I don’t consider them good demonstrations of my principles; it’s because they never cared about those principles to begin with.

This sounds like a sneaky dodge, I know. But it isn’t. It’s really quite simple: people don’t need the illusory freedom of free-market choice (aka, the freedom to die when your medical bill exceeds your paycheck), nor the farcical freedom of an authoritarian police state; they need the ability to meaningfully choose between a lot of different routes to happiness. If this isn’t what’s happening, then you’re not creating a socialist state, you’re building an abominable perversion of socialism’s ideals.



7. NICE IPHONE, HYPOCRITE


“Ocasio-Cortez can rant about capitalism from her iPhone while wearing her Sephora lipstick, but she should realize that she’s a beneficiary of the capitalism she so despises. It’s easy to rip on capitalism’s shortcomings while living amidst its benefits.”

—Ben Shapiro, The Daily Wire



This is the least persuasive of the criticisms, though it’s also one of the most common. It doesn’t actually tell us anything about how workplaces ought to operate, what healthcare ought to look like, or whether nuclear arms should be eliminated. It’s an attack on people rather than on their ideas. If you want to distract attention away from the question of whether the Black Lives Matter policy agenda is sound and justifiable, or whether child agricultural labor is an outrage, you can just go, “Oh yeah, well look at your fancy lipstick.”

Even if we assume that wearing nice lipstick means your social justice beliefs are invalid, we haven’t actually come up with an intellectual response to someone who wasn’t wearing lipstick or receiving the benefits of capitalism. Since, however, we all live in the economy, using the goods and services provided by “capitalism” (actually, mostly by wage workers), there isn’t anybody who doesn’t receive the benefits. This argument would make capitalism immune to criticism, which seems awfully convenient.

I can never understand why using an iPhone means you cannot object to the conditions under which iPhones are produced and sold and advocate for changing them. Under any other system, this objection would be absurd. If a resident of the Soviet Union had gotten a free education in state schools and a job in the state bureaucracy, would they be a hypocrite if they criticized the way these institutions were run or the structure of the Soviet economy? There is a wonderful comic by the left-wing cartoonist Matt Bors, in which a feudal peasant says, “We should improve society somewhat,” only to be told, “Yet you participate in society. Curious!”25

We can imagine countless other scenarios in which such a criticism is made, and each time it sounds ludicrous. A father rules like a tyrant over his family, and they are terrified of him. Whenever one of them criticizes him, he replies, “How can you stand there in the clothes I bought you and tell me there’s something ‘fundamentally wrong with the way this family operates’? Without me, you’d have nothing.” This is a bad defense even if it’s factually true that the family would have nothing without this man. Being better than some other horrible alternative is not license to abuse people. Similarly, the fact that living under Stalin is worse than having to do the Walmart cheer does not justify making people do the Walmart cheer.26

Yet this criticism can be formulated in a slightly more sophisticated way than Ben Shapiro types tend to articulate it: those who criticize capitalism while using iPhones are failing to actually understand how wondrous the achievements of capitalism are. They are taking them for granted, which is objectionable not because it makes them hypocrites, but because they are oblivious to the bounties our economic system is yielding. But even in this much stronger version, the criticism doesn’t work. I am just as impressed with supermarkets and iPhones and the six different kinds of “poop emoji pool floats” you can get on Amazon as any member of the American Enterprise Institute.27 Yet I still believe that workplaces should be democratic, hedge fund managers produce nothing of social worth, and wealth is immoral. We are supposed to believe that every aspect of contemporary production must be accepted or rejected as a package, that there’s no way to have innovation without exploitation. I see no reason to think we can’t keep the good and ditch the bad.

Finally, it’s worth discussing the basic question: Are you a hypocrite if you profess socialist values but do not live as an ascetic? I do not think you are—or rather, if you were, then by this standard it would be almost impossible not to be a hypocrite. 28 But it’s a difficult moral question. Socialism shouldn’t require people to give up ordinary comforts because a central point of the idea is that there are plenty of comforts to go around, and there’s no reason anyone should be deprived of them. Joy and pleasure and indulgence are crucial parts of life; everyone deserves good lipstick and nice clothes. From a purely utilitarian perspective, one should personally redistribute one’s goods and never have any more than is strictly necessary for subsistence (if even subsistence can be justified). But socialism can’t be purely utilitarian; that gets you dreary worker housing and a diet of gruel, a world in which nobody would want to live.

And yet I also realize that colossal wealth is indefensible, and that I have more than I truly need. To what extent should the value of egalitarianism entail self-sacrifice? What do we owe one another? I think it’s fine for Bernie Sanders to own a cute little vacation cottage by a lake, because a hardworking old man should get to have a little cottage he can visit! Yet I think it’s a huge waste for Elon Musk to fire a sports car into space,29 or for Jeff Bezos to build a $42-million, 10,000-year clock in the desert. Am I being inconsistent? I don’t think I am, because I do think we can draw lines between reasonable and unreasonable luxury, and that it’s possible to have a world in which everyone can have lakeside vacations, but not possible to have a world in which everyone gets to build gigantic, pointless clocks. “Live as you think everyone should reasonably be able to live if we distribute resources equitably” is the principle I try to follow, but admittedly I haven’t done the calculations to determine whether I’m exceeding my share.

Once again, though, we’re drifting away from the actual issues. The real question is whether the principles of socialism—that human beings should care about one another and share their resources in a way that ensures nobody is deprived—make sense. I say they do, others say they don’t. But most of the arguments they make are cruel, silly, and/or beside the point. They distract us from the serious questions: What kind of world should we live in? What is the difference between that kind of world and the world we live in now? How do we get from one to the other?



8. FINAL ARGUMENT: SOCIALISTS ARE BORING

Perhaps the most offensive charge of all against the socialist left is that we’re humorless. It is said that we cannot take a joke and are no fun at a party. The alt-right used to claim that the “transgressive” humor of its Holocaust jokes and frog cartoons was a reaction to a left that had become prissy and moralizing. You hear it from all the “anti-PC” comedians—you can’t say anything these days without being denounced.

If the left has no sense of humor, that would indeed not speak well of us. The world is an extremely funny place. Animals are funny. The presidency is funny. The existence of Elon Musk is funny. Fortunately, you can quite easily combine humor and left politics. See, for example, The Onion, which runs left-leaning satirical headlines from the absurd (“Pope Francis Reverses Position on Capitalism After Seeing Wide Variety of American Oreos”) to the extremely dark (“ICE Agent Decides He Wants Kids After Seeing Incredible Love and Devotion of Parents Begging Him Not to Take Their Child”). Frankly, the most entertaining people I know are scathing socialists who enjoy noting the absurdities of a country where you can buy a $100 gold-coated donut but there is a national debate about whether we can “afford” a basic social democratic welfare state.30

But it’s true that when you start every day thinking about the horrors of human and animal suffering, you risk becoming a bit of a downer. And if you realize that your free time is zero sum, that every second you spend baking lemon squares or goofing off at modern art museums is time you aren’t spending working toward the defeat of global capitalism … well, you can even accidentally develop a principled belief that fun is bad. Nobody wants to spend time around someone who believes it’s literally immoral to enjoy yourself or hectors people on their poor use of time.

Socialism needs to be fun, or what’s the point? The left isn’t about reducing people to undifferentiated, monk-like drones. That’s what happens in Amazon warehouses, not in colorful, leftist utopias. We need a “luxury leftism” that doesn’t bring everyone down to the same poor level, but raises them all up equally to the same heights.

The socialist project is not just to create better living standards, but to create collective joy. It is a response to the loneliness, alienation, and deep sadness that occurs when everything is commodified and people are left on their own, without communal ties or collective support, to satisfy themselves through the purchase of consumer goods. Part of why the Democratic Socialists of America has grown so popular is that DSA meetings are places to be with others and come together to work on an exciting project. This is what made the Occupy encampments such special places; they filled, temporarily, people’s deep need to be part of a community rather than a marketplace.

If you want a vision of the bleak, bland capitalist future, go to Hudson Yards in New York City, the new, billion-dollar complex of gleaming skyscrapers.31 It’s a lifeless shopping mall for luxury goods, intensely policed and surveilled, where every aspect of life is curated by a corporation. Justin Davidson of New York magazine writes of visiting this boring “billionaires’ fantasy city”:


Everything is too clean, too flat, too art-directed. This para-Manhattan, raised on a platform and tethered to the real thing by one subway line, has no history, no holdover greasy spoons, no pockets of blight or resident eccentrics—no memories at all.32



And this is what you get if you’re lucky. This is the city for the winners. The losers will be in homeless encampments outside the city gates.

The left’s city of the future looks very different. It is a Star Trek world, where we can travel through space together and meet aliens. It is public libraries and free colleges, where all can come and learn without worrying about money. It is Mardi Gras in New Orleans, where everyone expresses their individuality through art and costume without any regard for profit or commerce.33 It is camping trips and cookouts, book clubs and street cafés. It is the theory that life is meant to be enjoyed, and that nobody should lack the basic ingredients for a decent existence. It is, above all, the conviction that we’re here to help each other through this thing, whatever it is.


“In our narrow, confined existence, we tend to forget the essence of life … All of us, whatever our occupation or class, are equally guilty: the employer is lost in the running of his business; the workers, sunk in the abyss of their misery, raise their heads only to cry in protest; we, the politicians, are lost in daily battles and corridor intrigues. All of us forget that before everything else, we are men, ephemeral beings lost in the immense universe, so full of terrors. We are inclined to neglect the search for the real meaning of life, to ignore the real goals—serenity of the spirit and sublimity of the heart … To reach them—that is the revolution.”

—Jean Jaurès, speech on Tolstoy, 1911



“We need to come together and call out democratic socialism for what it is: a scam being perpetrated on the American people by a few who prey upon the blitheful ignorance of many in the hope it will net them political power. It must be vociferously denounced with an equally fierce defense of our shared American values.”

—Giancarlo Sopo, The Federalist



The word socialism still gives a lot of people the jitters. This is understandable, given what they have been told about socialism and socialists. But I hope I’ve managed to show you, at the very least, that democratic socialists are neither stupid nor malicious. They operate on the basis of humane principles, and they are not proposing insane, economically illiterate ideas. The socialist instinct is a legitimate and rational one, and it constitutes the only set of ideas which gives plausible explanations for the problems of our times and also provides prescriptions.

To be a socialist is to depart significantly from political orthodoxy. It requires a certain amount of faith, because at its core it involves thinking that a better world is possible. But there is nothing about being a utopian that prohibits one from being a pragmatist, and the sensible socialist pursues realistic, short-term improvements in the service of an ambitious, long-term dream.


If you’re not a socialist before you’re 30, you have no heart. If you’re not a conservative after 30, you have no brain.



As I write this, I have just turned 30, and am therefore officially brainless. With each passing year, I have only become more convinced that the critics are wrong and Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez are right. Perhaps this is my foolish, bleeding heart, and in a year my brain will finally wake up and realize what a naive nincompoop it has been. But for now, this slogan still looks like something cruel people made up to rationalize their heartlessness.









Conclusion

Reflections on Hope, Justice, and Solidarity



“Boundless compassion for all living beings is the surest and most certain guarantee of pure moral conduct, and needs no casuistry. Whoever is filled with it will assuredly injure no one, do harm to no one, encroach on no man’s rights; he will rather have regard for every one, forgive every one, help every one as far as he can, and all his actions will bear the stamp of justice and loving-kindness … In former times the English plays used to finish with a petition for the King. The old Indian dramas close with these words: ‘May all living beings be delivered from pain.’ Tastes differ; but in my opinion there is no more beautiful prayer than this.”

—Arthur Schopenhauer, The Basis of Morality

“The final conclusion of the absurdist protest is, in fact, the rejection of suicide and persistence in that hopeless encounter between human questioning and the silence of the universe.”

—Albert Camus, The Rebel



IN THE BEGINNING THERE WAS …

Well, I don’t know what there was. But then there was a tremendous explosion. Then, for a few hundred million years, there was nothing much of interest. After that, stars and galaxies began to form, and they were fascinating and beautiful, but nobody was there to notice. Billions and billions of years went by, until a molecular cloud happened to collapse, inadvertently giving us the sun, moons, asteroids, etcetera. Our humble planet Earth formed by accident, and for billions more years it was wet and gassy, with little to recommend it save some bacteria here and there.

Plants emerged, then all of a sudden there were animals—weird ones—and they lived and died and evolved steadily into dinosaurs, who met an unfortunate fate. Very recently, we showed up, looking something of a mess. Our ancestors struggled to stay alive—they fashioned tools, built little dwellings, and made do. And then they died, and the next batch did the same, learning to farm and build. (They also were often killed or enslaved, or did the killing and enslaving.) Slowly something quite impressive emerged.

They built civilizations, discovered math, gave birth to Socrates, and then murdered Socrates for asking too many questions. They fumbled along and tried to figure things out, and they mostly failed. But they learned how to fill their bellies and minds, and they discovered their incredible potential, building printing presses, cotton gins, hundred-story buildings, and gigantic ships that sometimes sank. Together, based on what those before them had learned, they invented steam trains and then pickup trucks, jet airplanes, television game shows, internet pornography, and six different kinds of poop emoji pool floats.

And over this time, people fell in love, and were torn apart; worked their asses off; watched their children grow up to screw up or do well; went on adventures; stepped on Legos; built too many cars and clogged the roads but refused to carpool so they got stuck in traffic, and it served them right; did monstrously cruel things; tamed a lot of diseases; ate a lot of tacos; petted a lot of animals; treated the planet in highly irresponsible and ungrateful ways; and just generally acted out a stunningly violent, heartwarming, infuriating, inspiring collective drama on an inconceivable scale.

And what we socialists refuse to believe is that all of this was just the buildup to Donald Trump being given the power to end all human life, neoliberal capitalism devouring the Earth, Elon Musk buying all of outer space, and everyone eventually ending up working as a drone in an Amazon warehouse until the planet boils or the sun explodes.

That cannot possibly be the end of history, we say. Surely not. No. That isn’t how this story goes. That would be a tale told by an idiot, signifying fuck-all. I would want my money back. Zero stars. Liked the plot, but that ending was garbage.

Yet this is the direction a lot of people believe we’re heading in, and they’re not wrong. I mean some of these things have already happened: The United States gave the world’s most selfish and ignorant man control of its 4,018 nuclear weapons. He’s joked about making himself president for life.1 Monopolistic corporations are steadily wrapping their tentacles around every part of the economy. There should be hardly any doubt that the United States is one major terrorist event away from a frightening concentration of power in the hands of a single, unstable person, if you’re not already frightened by the whole nuclear weapons thing.

This makes a lot of people I know feel hopeless and uncertain. They see people with no qualifications except wealth being put in charge, and they see Jeff Bezos building his giant clock in the desert while his workers pee in bottles because they can’t take bathroom breaks.2 They think that their fate is in the hands of grotesque individuals who could not care less about anyone but themselves, and many ask themselves the question that Navy veteran Seth King asked himself when he found himself in the “revolving door of bodies” known as an Amazon fulfillment warehouse: “If this is the best life is going to get why am I even still here?”3 In the United States alone, every year 47,000 people take their own lives because they cannot find a satisfactory answer to that question.

From one perspective, it’s strange that that should be the case, because we’ve come so far and done so much as a species. As Orwell put it, the Earth is a boat sailing through space, fully stocked with enough supplies for everyone. And yet, history is a record of brutality on an unthinkable scale, with violent competition among groups trying to secure as many of those supplies for themselves as possible. Chattel slavery was only ended recently, and the century that brought us Motown records and the Golden Gate Bridge was, for hundreds of millions of people, also a machine of death creating piles of corpses. For a few decades, it’s been comparatively peaceful, but only because the world’s great powers keep civilization-ending missiles pointed at each other, and one false move could destroy everything. Oh, and let’s not even talk about climate catastrophe. (Living in New Orleans, I cannot bear to contemplate it.)

How can anyone have hope when Trump is the president? How can anyone have dreams about a Star Trek future, in which we all go on adventures through space together in a spirit of equality and shared purpose? The resurgence of nationalism spells absolute doom; nationalism is one of the silliest and most destructive ideas imaginable.4 Silly because nobody, looking at human beings in the context of the universe, can think national distinctions are worth worrying about. (Even Ronald Reagan admitted that existing global conflicts would seem trivial if aliens showed up.5) “Most destructive” because nationalism operates like a purpose-built empathy inhibitor, making other humans seem less and less like ourselves and thus making it easy to distrust, detest, or destroy them. Nationalism makes it possible to put on a uniform, strut around, and denounce the enemies who will destroy our culture and way of life, without realizing how ridiculous you look to the universe.

Perhaps you’re an optimist, like Steven Pinker, who thinks everything is getting better and people just don’t know it. Well, you know who doesn’t think that? Bezos, who has admitted that one reason he wants to invest in space travel is because it will be necessary to flee the Earth.6 Many of the richest people in the world are scared to death of the near future. They think everything is going to collapse and are worried that when that happens, the people who work for them will turn on them, realizing that without an economy, capitalists have no function at all.7 Our speculative fiction has turned dystopian, and even the Star Trek franchise seems to have given up on the possibility of a just and livable tomorrow.

And yet, with so much human good will, creativity, and potential, it is ridiculous to conclude that there is no way to avoid a dystopia. Not that I’m an optimist. An optimist thinks things will go well; I have absolutely no idea how things will go and don’t care to try to predict the future. And I dislike the word hope, which feels cheap and empty. But I’m with Albert Camus: the right reaction to an absurd society is to revolt against it, even if it feels fruitless. That’s not hope, exactly. More like obstinacy, an unwillingness to reconcile yourself to the obvious. Otherwise, what would this great cosmic journey have been for? Is it all leading up to self-immolation and the triumph of greed? History cannot be over; nobody should be willing to let it end like that.

The democratic socialist creed is the belief not only that things ought to be better, but that they must be better, and we will do what we can to make them so. There are internal debates on what that better world would look like, but socialists have in common a fierce outrage at injustice and a belief that everyone should share alike in the Earth’s prosperity.

This philosophy is not necessarily optimistic, in that it doesn’t predict its own success. But it involves an absolute determination not to let exploitation and injustice continue. When I think of the socialist attitude, I think of Sisyphus in Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus, doomed to roll a boulder up a mountain for all eternity, but hell-bent on putting his all into the task, and even doing it joyfully. Regardless of whether we stand a chance at succeeding, we are committed to doing our damnedest to revolt against intolerable conditions.

To my friends who feel hopeless, I would point out the extraordinary progress that has already been made, and the wonderful historical leftists whose torch we carry. In every generation, there have been those with sharpened moral vision who refused to satisfy themselves with the status quo excuses. Hindsight has looked favorably on these people, whether they were abolitionists, suffragists, or civil rights crusaders. Those who fought against slavery, child labor, and unsafe workplaces helped build the safer, freer world we are fortunate to inhabit today. They often faced far greater obstacles than we do now—just read about the history of labor violence, the deadly force employed against striking workers, or the beating and killing of anti-segregation activists in the South.8

There are people with us today who are just as brave. Looking up at the Confederate flag in front of the state capitol building in 2015, South Carolina activist Bree Newsome did not wait for change to show up on its own. Strapping on a harness, she ascended the flagpole illegally and tore the flag down with her own two hands. Soon after, the state officially got rid of it. Newsome’s view of political change is instructive. Reflecting on her activism and that of others, she has said that while the past doesn’t necessarily give cause for being optimistic, it does show that the impossible can sometimes be achieved.


I’m more of a realist than an optimist. I have hope when I look at the past of this country: There was a time when the idea of an America without chattel slavery seemed impossible. The only reason that we’re not in that condition now is because of the belief and the work of abolitionists and people who were alive then. With that kind of assessment, I’m able to have hope. It’s possible that things can get better if we do what is necessary to ensure that, but it’s not just something that happens with the natural progression of time. Without taking action and being proactive, things will actually get worse than they are now.9



We could all stand to follow Newsome’s example.



PARADOXICALLY, EVEN THOUGH conservatives appear to have more political power than at any other time in recent memory, it is also a moment ripe with opportunity for progressives. Even though the Republican Party holds substantial power at the federal and state levels, internal division—combined with the unpopularity of the Republican agenda—has left the party unable to pass major legislation, and its long-anticipated Obamacare repeal collapsed and failed. Trump, while he has formidable powers over the military and the regulatory state, has floundered in his attempts to organize an effective White House, and the infighting of his chaotic and leak-prone administration has reached comical heights.

The American public is, by and large, sympathetic to core progressive goals. A significant majority of people think the distribution of wealth in the country is unfair, with too much going to those at the top. Sixty percent say that it’s the government’s responsibility to provide healthcare for people, while only 37 percent say it isn’t, and there is growing support for a single-payer system.10 People generally oppose Republican attempts to cut social welfare benefits, are skeptical of U.S. military action abroad, and believe corporations have too much influence. Large majorities support tuition-free college and raising the minimum wage. The most popular politician in America, by a significant amount, is Bernie Sanders,11 the only political figure in the country to have a majority favorable rating.

To illustrate what I mean when I say that socialists are addressing problems that other political ideologies are incapable of dealing with, I just want to relate two anecdotes from my own observations in the past two days. First, at a coffee shop I sometimes go to, all of the staff recently walked out in the middle of a shift and refused to return to work. Why? Because the owners of the shop fired the store’s beloved manager, who had worked there for years and had been promised that someday she would receive a share of the business. The staff were disgusted by the way they and their manager had been treated—alleging that the owners had been verbally and emotionally abusive to them. But here’s the thing: they don’t actually have any real recourse. The United States’ economy is based on at-will employment, and owners can do as they please. If you don’t have strong employment protections, if you don’t have a union, your boss can do whatever they like and you’re stuck. The American right is fine with this: They have nothing to say to people who are mistreated at their jobs, except, “If you don’t like it, quit,” which leaves anyone who actually needs their job completely stuck. Socialists, on the other hand, want workplace democracy. They want workers to have a say in what goes on at their companies and not be subject to the capricious whims of owners.

Here is the second anecdote: A friend of mine has been caught in all of the prevailing economic and political trends at once. She is pregnant and has just been laid off from her job. She was laid off because the school district she worked for is facing budget cuts because, well, they have to increase spending on school security because everyone is afraid of mass shootings. Now, my friend is stuck: she has to try to get another job and health insurance before having her baby, but knows it’s going to be very hard to get a job while she’s pregnant. She also knows that if she gets a job, she’ll be lucky if she gets even a single month of maternity leave to spend with her newborn child.

Democratic socialists actually have answers for my friend. They’re going to make sure schools are fully funded and don’t cut important staff positions. They’re going to make sure that new moms get to spend time with their babies. They’re going to make sure that nobody has to worry about not being able to pay to go to the hospital just because they lost their job. The right’s response to her dilemma is downright pitiful: They tell us how wonderful free-market capitalism is, and how we should all be grateful for its bounties. Or they say that paid leave is the first step on the road to the gulag. But they can’t actually solve the problems facing my friend or the local baristas.



IN AUGUST 2018, 30-year-old Antoine Dangerfield was working as a welder at a UPS hub in Indianapolis, when one day he observed something small but remarkable.12 A group of Hispanic coworkers, tired of being ordered around by a racist supervisor, decided to put down their tools and go home. About 100 fed-up workers all decided, with no outside coordination, to band together in solidarity against their employer. Dangerfield, in awe at their guts, recorded the moment on video, showing the workers slowly filing out. Dangerfield narrated in amazement:


They are not bullshitting! They thought they was gonna play with these amigos, and they said, “Aw yeah, we rise together, homie.” And they leaving! And they not bullshitting! Ain’t no grinding, cutting, welding—this motherfucker dead-ass quiet. The Mexicans shut this motherfucker down.13



The video swiftly went viral, even though all it depicted was some men leaving a warehouse, along with a few shots of the empty workplace. But as labor journalist Micah Uetricht subsequently put it, it offered “a raw, unfiltered view of the human drama of workers fighting their bosses on the shop floor.”14 The video shows hardworking people who have decided not to take it anymore and asserted their dignity against the corporation that tells them what to do.

Dangerfield was fired for making and posting the video, naturally. But in an interview with Jacobin, he voiced pride, suggesting that the actions of the Hispanic UPS laborers could plant the seeds of revolt and show people what can be done.


It was life-changing to me to see that happen. Because it was like, dang, they really came together. And that’s why I’m not mad about the video, about getting fired. Because it’s five million people who saw that. And it might change their view on things. Empowering people. So me losing a job is nothing compared to the big picture. If we can get it in our heads that we are the people, and if we make our numbers count, we can change anything.15



This was one moment, and a very small one. But Dangerfield is right. The political establishment is vulnerable. And if we make our numbers count, we can change anything. So here, in deepest sincerity, is a personal plea: come and join the left. We’re more fun, we’ve got better plans, we’ll make people’s lives better, and we’re not scary. There’s no reason to find us dangerous or terrifying. Just stop worrying. Socialism will win, and it’ll all be okay.








APPENDIX


A Left Media Diet

I am wary of telling people what to think. I mean, in a way I’ve spent this entire book telling you what to think, but I am suspicious of pure propaganda that discourages independent thought. My position is that arguments should be examined carefully, that you should scrutinize every word, and that if someone cites a study you should go and look at the study to see if they’re representing it accurately. I’ve targeted this book at “skeptics” because I think we should all be skeptics. Nobody should accept socialism just because it’s cool these days (although it is). You should accept it because the socialist worldview is morally and rationally compelling.

Sometimes people ask me for a “reading list” of left ideas. And I’m hesitant to prescribe one, because it feels too much like giving them a list of the “correct things to think.” Beware those who hand you a book, or a stack of books, and tell you they contain the Answers. I think you should read as many things by people whose political beliefs you disagree with as things by people whom you agree with. So I regularly read the conservative National Review, the op-ed page of the Wall Street Journal, and books by people like Ben Shapiro and Ann Coulter.

This is not because I enjoy them, and I’m not saying you yourself have to endure this kind of punishment. But examining how the other side thinks has helped me sharpen my arguments and understand what my political values actually are. I have learned as much about leftism from reading Breitbart as from reading Peter Kropotkin, because analyzing Breitbart has helped me realize precisely what I detest so much about right-wing politics and put my objections into words. The Wall Street Journal is worth reading because it’s a borderline Marxist newspaper, in that it accepts the existence of a class struggle, but thinks the capitalists ought to win it.1 The New York Times thinks ideas and culture rule the world, while the Wall Street Journal realizes that money rules the world. (You’ll often find better coverage of labor issues in the Wall Street Journal than in the New York Times, for instance, because the bosses want to be kept apprised of what’s going on with the angry masses.)

I do not, however, want to give you a list of horrible right-wing authors to read. So I’ll just give you a general encouragement to seek out and understand the enemy. Not in order to compromise, but to be able to effectively respond. (Be careful. Some are better sophists than you might think, and you need to resist letting their terrible opinions eat your brain and convert you.2) Even if you are a committed socialist, you will be smarter if you read widely and have a better command of the right’s talking points than they do.

That said, today there is an extraordinarily rich landscape of left media. From books and periodicals to podcasts and videos, sharp leftists are producing all kinds of engaging content, with a new level of professionalism and enthusiasm. It’s exciting; all over the internet, you will find thoughtful commentary by socialists and progressives, people who are bringing devastating weaponry to the “battle of ideas.” There is so much now that any catalog I could provide would be hopelessly incomplete, but if you’re curious about left politics after reading this book, I’d like to give you a few possibilities for new material to read and listen to.

For left reporting and commentary, in addition to my own little magazine and Jacobin, it’s worth regularly listening to Democracy Now! and reading The Intercept, The Baffler, Dissent, CounterPunch, ZNet, and The Nation. The New Left Review, Catalyst, and Monthly Review offer more scholarly work. For coverage of labor issues, Labor Notes and In These Times are strong. For economic analysis see Naked Capitalism and Dollars and Sense, plus the commentary of Richard Wolff and Michael Roberts. For the Middle East and U.S. foreign policy, see Electronic Intifada, TomDispatch, Foreign Policy In Focus, and Mondoweiss. For coverage of UK politics, check out Novara Media and Tribune. For Africa, see Africa Is a Country. For environmental and climate news, see Grist, The Trouble, and Mongabay. Libcom.org and Marxists.org host a lot of archival primary sources from left thinkers. The research papers being put out by the People’s Policy Project offer practical examples of what left governance might look like.

There are many individual left writers and academics whose work is worth following. Some of my own favorites are: Carl Beijer, Yasmin Nair, Sarah Jaffe, Liza Featherstone, Elizabeth Bruenig, Kim Kelly, Allie Conti, Marshall Steinbaum, Seth Ackerman, Meagan Day, Asad Haider, Amber A’Lee Frost, Freddie deBoer, Matt Taibbi, Alex Press, Cedric Johnson, Maximilian Alvarez, Vijay Prashad, Ryan Cooper, Mehdi Hasan, Vivek Chibber, Ben Burgis, Molly Crabapple, Adam Gaffney, Sarah Jones, Kyle Kulinski, Eve Ewing, Libby Watson, Eric Levitz, Jeff Stein, Mike Konczal, Rebecca Nagle, Michael Parenti, Dean Baker, Ben Studebaker, Michelle Alexander, Jamelle Bouie, Branko Marcetic, Osita Nwanevu, and Abi Wilkinson.

The number of quality leftist podcasts and radio shows is impressive. It’s also frustrating, because it means there is no way to listen to everything. But you’re almost certain to find something that suits you! Chapo Trap House has built a substantial following for its acerbic and witty left commentary, but they’re just the start. Season of the Bitch offers a socialist feminist perspective. Citations Needed does penetrating media criticism. The podcasts What a Hell of a Way to Die, Eyes Left, Lions Led by Donkeys, and Radio War Nerd offer foreign policy analysis, with many of the hosts being military veterans themselves. Excellent interviews with leftist intellectuals and activists can be heard on Behind the News, The Dig, The Katie Halper Show, and Dead Pundits Society. Working People offers raw and powerful interviews with ordinary workers. The Intercept’s podcasts Intercepted and Deconstructed are of consistently high quality. Srsly Wrong offers a hilarious utopian anarchist perspective. Other important left podcasts include: Delete Your Account, Struggle Session, Michael & Us, Left Anchor, The Bruenigs, Street Fight Radio, Millennials Are Killing Capitalism, Revolutionary Left Radio, Pod Damn America, Trillbilly Workers Party, District Sentinel Radio, This Is Hell!, and The Zero Hour.

For a long time, YouTube was dominated by the right. This is beginning to change, thanks to a wave of brilliant new creators offering well-produced and insightful video commentary. Natalie “ContraPoints” Wynn is the most famous, but there are lots more excellent lefty YouTube channels. These include:


	PhilosophyTube

	Hbomberguy

	Shaun

	Peter Coffin

	Innuendo Studios

	MeansTV

	The Michael Brooks Show

	The David Pakman Show

	The Majority Report



Here, and on other channels, you can find comprehensive and persuasive responses to right-wing talking points, and useful explanations of left political philosophy.3

There are a number of excellent leftist book publishers whose catalogs are worth investigating, the foremost being Verso, OR Books, Zero Books, Haymarket Books, and AK Press. In the endnotes to Why You Should Be a Socialist, you’ll find many book recommendations on particular topics. But here are a few more for good measure. The book I give people most often is Noam Chomsky’s Understanding Power, the most accessible introduction to his work and (in my opinion) to left ideas generally. For a basic introduction to economics from a left perspective, I would use Yanis Varoufakis’ Foundations of Economics, Ha-Joon Chang’s Economics: The User’s Guide, and Samuel Bowles et al.’s Understanding Capitalism. Rob Larson’s Capitalism vs. Freedom does an excellent job explaining why leftists don’t share the libertarian idea of freedom, and Murray Bookchin’s works The Ecology of Freedom and Remaking Society expound an illuminating “social ecology” perspective on how we should think about politics.

For a good primer on the politics of climate change and its implications for capitalism, use Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything. Klein’s Shock Doctrine shows the terrifying ways in which unpopular economic policies are foisted on an unwilling populace. For an explanation of how Wall Street works, look at Doug Henwood’s unbeatable Wall Street: How It Works and for Whom. For an accessible introduction to Marxism, try Terry Eagleton’s Why Marx Was Right. For a left perspective on why Marx was wrong, try Alan Carter’s Marx: A Radical Critique. For more on labor strategy, try Alexandra Bradbury et al.’s Secrets of a Successful Organizer and Jane McAlevey’s No Shortcuts. For a through explanation of anarchism and how it works, see Iain McKay’s Anarchist FAQ, Colin Ward’s Anarchy in Action, and Peter Gelderloos’ Anarchy Works. For an understanding of the role of the state in developing economies, see Ha-Joon Chang’s Bad Samaritans. Julia Serano’s Whipping Girl explains transgender politics very well—Serano is also a PhD biologist, destroying the idea that transgender people are simply mistaken about biology. Mark Blyth’s Austerity lucidly explains why neoliberal economic policy is such a disaster for ordinary people. Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation offers a solid introduction to the racial justice dimension of left politics, while Sherry J. Wolf’s Sexuality and Socialism: History, Politics, and Theory of LGBT Liberation applies a socialist lens to gender and sexuality. The memoirs of Jessica Mitford, Vera Brittain, and Victor Serge will inspire you to want to live a life of defiant adherence to principle.

The essays of Alexander Cockburn, Barbara Ehrenreich, and Gore Vidal show how left ideas can be expressed with style and verve, free of dogma. Adolph Reed Jr.’s Class Notes shows, by examining particular political events of the 1990s, the difference between authentic politics and “cargo cult” politics. Studs Terkel’s oral history books, particularly Working and Hard Times, offer engrossing first-person accounts of ordinary people’s struggle and toil. People know that Howard Zinn’s People’s History of the United States offers a left take on American history, but the accompanying volume, Voices of a People’s History, edited by Anthony Arnove, offers a great deal more primary source material so you can hear history’s protagonists in their own voices. Old, largely forgotten socialist books like Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England or John Strachey’s Theory and Practice of Socialism, still offer useful insight, while books like News from Nowhere and The Conquest of Bread give delightful visions of possible alternate societies.4

Finally, if I had to take ten left classics with me to a desert island, here are the ones I would bring:

Ursula K. Le Guin—The Dispossessed

Martin Luther King Jr.—A Testament of Hope

George Orwell—Homage to Catalonia

Simone de Beauvoir—The Second Sex

James Baldwin—Collected Essays

Angela Davis—An Autobiography

Peter Kropotkin—Memoirs of a Revolutionist

Emma Goldman—Living My Life

Ignazio Silone—Bread and Wine

Marge Piercy—Woman on the Edge of Time

We all cobble together our politics from eclectic sources. Someone could become a leftist from reading the Bible or watching reality television.5 But there are so many thoughtful, empathetic, principled people on our side who are committed to explaining our ideas clearly and carefully. You won’t hear them on the news. For all the right’s talk about how conservative ideas are persecuted and silenced, it’s the smart lefties who are mostly absent from the discourse.6 I have only been able to cite a small fraction of them here. But I hope you’ll be curious enough to investigate the writings and speeches of our comrades, and that you’ll realize how deep and intelligent much of the contemporary left is.
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	  2.  Dinesh D’Souza, for instance, is mocked by the left, but upon reading his book The Big Lie, I realized that he is an extremely compelling writer who is able to put dangerously stupid ideas into a highly persuasive format. Many on the left, because they would never pick up a book like this, do not appreciate how skilled D’Souza is and underestimate what a formidable enemy he is. See my review of his book, Nathan J. Robinson, “Who Are the Real Nazis?,” Current Affairs, December 1, 2017, https://www.currentaffairs.org/2017/12/.


	  3.  For a much more extensive list of lefty podcasts and YouTube channels, see this “Master List” on Reddit: https://www.reddit.com/r/BreadTube/comments/9kwkxa/master_list_of_leftwing_youtube_and_podcast/. I am grateful to those who compiled the list as well as to Peter Coffin for introducing me to these shows.


	  4.  I wrote more about the books that inspired me here: Nathan J. Robinson, “Literature of the Left,” Current Affairs, July 11, 2018, https://www.currentaffairs.org/2018/07/literature-of-the-left. The books I mention have been compiled into a Goodreads list here: https://www.goodreads.com/list/show/126110.Literature_of_the_Left.


	  5.  For a discussion of how the reality show Gordon Ramsay’s Kitchen Nightmares implicitly makes the case for worker-owned restaurants, see Oren Nimni and Nathan J. Robinson, “Bonus Episode: Kitchen Knightmares,” The Current Affairs Podcast, July 23, 2018, https://www.patreon.com/posts/20274902.


	  6.  For more on the way conservatives complain about being marginalized when it’s leftists who are actually silenced, see my book The Current Affairs Rules for Life: On Social Justice and Its Critics (New Orleans: Current Affairs Press, 2018), particularly the chapters “Pretty Loud for Being So Silenced” and “The Real ‘Dangerous’ Ideas.”









INDEX


The index that appeared in the print version of this title does not match the pages in your e-book. Please use the search function on your e-reading device to search for terms of interest. For your reference, the terms that appear in the print index are listed below.


	Ackerman, Seth

	Adler, David

	AFL-CIO

	Africa Is a Country

	AIG

	Akers, Beth

	Alabama Department of Corrections

	Alexander, Michelle

	Allen, Jonathan

	Alvarez, Maximilian

	Amazon

	Amazon Echo

	Former and Current Employees of Amazon (FACE)

	and neoliberalism

	American Enterprise Institute

	American Legislative Exchange Counsel

	Anchor

	Anderson, Elizabeth

	anti-capitalism. See also capitalism

	Antoinette, Marie

	Assata’s Daughters




	Baffler, The

	Baker, Ella

	Bakunin, Mikhail

	Baldwin, James

	Ball, John

	Banks, Iain M.

	Barber, William

	Beauvoir, Simone de

	Bebel, August

	Behind the News

	Beijer, Carl

	Bellamy, Edward

	Benn, Tony

	Berger, Victor

	Bernays, Edward

	Bernstein, Eduard

	Bevan, Nye

	Bezos, Jeff

	Biden, Joe

	Bilzerian, Dan

	bipartisanship

	Black Lives Matter

	Blair, Tony

	Bland, Sandra

	Blatchford, Robert

	“bleeding hearts”

	Bloodworth, James

	Bloom, Paul

	Bloomberg, Michael

	Blyth, Mark

	Bodas Lugo, José

	Bolsheviks

	Bookchin, Murray

	Booker, Cory

	Bors, Matt

	Bouie, Jamelle

	Bowles, Samuel

	Breitbart

	Brexit

	Brittain, Vera

	Brown, John

	Brown, Scott

	Brown, Wendy

	Bruenig, Elizabeth

	Bruenig, Matt

	Bruenigs, The

	Buckley, William F.

	Buffett, Warren

	Burgis, Ben

	Bush, George H. W.

	Bush, George W.

	Buttigieg, Pete




	California Nurses Association, The

	Calley, William

	Camus, Albert

	capitalism

	capital

	Coca-Cola as example of

	and corporate power

	definition and use of the term

	and inequality

	and morality

	principle of marginal utility

	profit maximization

	property

	See also free-market economies

	Caplan, Bryan

	Carey, Kevin

	“cargo cult” politics

	Carlin, George

	Carter, Alan

	Carter, Lee

	Case, Anne

	Castile, Philando

	Catalyst

	Causa Justa

	Chait, Jonathan

	Chambers, Whittaker

	Chang, Ha-Joon

	Chapo Trap House

	Charter of the Forest

	Chartists

	Chesterton, G. K.

	Chibber, Vivek

	Chicago City Council

	childcare

	Chingos, Matthew

	Chomsky, Noam

	Christian Alcoholics & Addicts in Recovery (CAAIR)

	Christian Left

	Churchill, Winston

	Cillizza, Chris

	Citations Needed

	Clark, Peter

	climate change

	Clinton, Bill

	free-market policies of

	pragmatism and consensus-building of

	and triangulation

	“Welfare-to-Work” initiative of

	Clinton, Hillary

	and Democratic Party Platform (2016)

	Democratic primary of 2016

	moderate stance of

	presidential election of 2016

	on Sanders, Bernie

	Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW)

	Cockburn, Alexander

	Cohen, Steve

	Cole, G. D. H.

	community land trusts

	Competitive Enterprise Institute

	“conservationism”

	conservatism

	definitions of

	and futility

	and jeopardy

	lacking in empathy

	limiting philosophy of

	and perversity

	Conti, Allie

	ContraPoints

	Cooperation Jackson

	Cooperman, Leon

	Corbyn, Jeremy

	Corrections Corporation of America (CoreCivic)

	Coulter, Ann

	CounterPunch

	Crabapple, Molly

	Crenshaw, Kimberlé Williams

	criminal justice system

	Justice Is Not for Sale Act

	and neoliberalism

	prison abolition

	and privatization

	and socialism

	Southern Center for Human Rights

	Crowley, Joe

	Cruz, Ted

	Current Affairs




	D’Souza, Dinesh

	Dalio, Ray

	Dangerfield, Antoine

	David Pakman Show, The

	Davidson, Justin

	Davis, Angela

	Day, Meagan

	Dead Pundits Society

	Deaton, Angus

	deBoer, Freddie

	Debs, Eugene

	debt

	Deconstructed

	dehumanization

	Delete Your Account

	demilitarization

	democracy

	and capitalism

	definition of

	and equality

	and libertarianism

	and socialism

	and structural reform

	use of the term

	workplace

	Democracy Now!

	democratic socialism. See also socialism; socialism, common criticisms of

	centrist arguments against

	creed and principles of

	definition and use of the term

	and democracy

	and education

	and freedom

	and healthcare

	misperceptions regarding

	and political campaigns

	and top-down unionism

	and Venezuela

	Democratic Socialists of America

	and campaigns

	on healthcare

	meetings

	and Ocasio-Cortez, Alexandria

	political victories

	popularity of

	and reconciliation of pragmatism and utopianism

	Derrida, Jacques

	DeVos, Betsy

	DiEM25

	Dig, The

	Dimon, Jamie

	Dissent

	District Sentinel Radio

	Dollars and Sense

	Douglass, Frederick

	Douthat, Ross

	Dream Defenders

	Duckworth, Tammy

	Duncan, Arne

	Dunham, Lena

	Dunn, Jeffrey




	Eagleton, Terry

	Earth Institute (Columbia University)

	Ehrenreich, Barbara

	Ehrlich, Paul

	Einstein, Albert

	Eisinger, Jesse

	El-Sayed, Abdul

	Electronic Intifada

	Ellison, Larry

	empathy

	Employee Free Choice Act

	Engels, Friedrich

	euphemisms

	Ewing, Eve

	Eyes Left




	Fabian Society and “Fabian” socialists

	Featherstone, Liza

	Federalist Society

	Feinstein, Dianne

	Fink, Larry

	Ford, Henry

	Foreign Policy In Focus

	Former and Current Employees of Amazon (FACE)

	Fourier, Charles

	Fox News

	Francis, Pope

	Frank, Thomas

	Frankfurt, Harry

	free-market economies

	and financial crisis of 2007–2008

	and health care

	and innovation

	and morality

	and neoliberalism

	planned economies as distinct from

	and political power

	and price gouging

	restriction on freedom of

	and shifting political trends

	and true conservatism

	See also capitalism

	Freeland, Chrystia

	French Socialist Party

	Friedman, Milton

	Friess, Foster

	Frost, A’Lee




	Gaffney, Adam

	Garner, Eric

	Gartman, Dennis

	Gelderloos, Peter

	George, Henry

	German Social Democratic Party

	Gillibrand, Kirsten

	Gillum, Andrew

	Gold, Lyta

	Goldman, Emma

	Goldman Sachs

	Gould, Stephen Jay

	Graeber, David

	Green New Deal

	Greenwald, Glenn

	Grist

	Gunn-Wright, Rhiana

	Gutiérrez, Gustavo




	Haider, Asad

	Hamilton (musical)

	Hampton, Fred

	Hanauer, Nick

	Hannah-Jones, Nikole

	Hannity, Sean

	Hardie, Keir

	Hardin, Garrett

	Harris, Malcolm

	Harrison, Hubert

	Hart, David Bentley

	Hayek, Friedrich

	Hbomberguy

	healthcare

	Affordable Care Act

	Democratic Socialists of America policy agenda

	Medicare for All

	privatization of

	single-payer

	Heath, Joseph

	Henwood, Doug

	Herrnstein, Richard J.

	Hirschman, Albert O.

	Hoan, Daniel

	human nature

	Human Rights Campaign

	Humphrey, Hubert




	identity and identity politics

	immigration

	In These Times

	Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)

	inequality

	consequences of

	defenders of

	as defining feature of our age

	and human rights

	justifications for

	and liberalism

	in life expectancy

	and Marxism

	and neoliberalism

	and progressivism

	Sanders, Bernie, on

	and socialism

	and taxes

	Innuendo Studios

	Institute for Policy Studies

	Institute of Politics (Harvard)

	Intercepted

	Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)

	intersectionality

	iPhones

	Iraq War




	Jacobin

	Jaffe, Sarah

	Jaurès, Jean

	Jayapal, Pramila

	Jefferson, Thomas

	John Lewis department store

	Johnson, Cedric

	Jones, Sarah

	Justice Democrats




	Katie Halper Show, The

	Keller, Helen

	Kelly, Kim

	Kim Jong-Un

	King Jr., Martin Luther

	King, Seth

	Klein, Naomi

	Koch brothers

	Kolakowski, Leszek

	Konczal, Mike

	Krasner, Larry

	Kristol, Bill

	Kropotkin, Peter

	Krugman, Paul

	Kulinski, Kyle




	Labor Notes

	labor unions

	Langone, Ken

	Larson, Rob

	Le Guin, Ursula K.

	Lenin, Vladimir

	Lepore, Jill

	Levitz, Eric

	Libcom.org

	liberalism

	of Clinton, Hillary

	complacency and bubble effect of

	definition of

	essential problems with

	of Obama, Barack

	of Roosevelt, Franklin D.

	and wealth

	and the West Wing

	liberation theology

	libertarian socialism

	Lions Led by Donkeys

	Litt, David

	London, Jack

	Long, Huey

	“Long Peace”

	Lumumba, Chokwe

	Luxemburg, Rosa




	Mac Donald, Heather

	Maduro, Nicolás

	Majority Report, The

	Malatesta, Errico

	Mandela, Nelson

	Manning, Chelsea

	Marcetic, Branko

	Martin, Trayvon

	Marx, Karl

	Das Kapital

	The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

	Marxism

	and Current Affairs

	definition and use of the term

	and Jacobin

	resources on

	Mazzucato, Mariana

	McAlevey, Jane

	McGovern, George

	McKay, Iain

	MeansTV

	Medicare for All

	Mencken, H. L.

	Mensheviks

	Mercatus Center

	Messina, Jim

	Metcalf, Stephen

	#MeToo

	Michael & Us

	Michael Brooks Show, The

	Miliband, Ed

	Mill, John Stuart

	Millennials Are Killing Capitalism

	Mitford, Jessica

	Mondoweiss

	Mondragon co-op federation (Spain)

	Mongabay

	Monthly Review

	Moore, Michael

	Moral Mondays movement

	morality

	and animal rights

	and borders

	and capitalism

	and compassion

	and conservatism

	and empathy

	and free markets

	and inequality

	and liberalism

	and the media

	and militarism

	moral progress

	and nationalism

	and necessity of outrage

	and neoliberalism

	and social welfare

	and socialism

	More, Thomas

	Morris, William

	Moss, Jeremiah

	Mother Jones

	Muir, John

	Murray, Charles




	Nagle, Rebecca

	Nair, Yasmin

	Naked Capitalism

	Nation, The

	National Center for Transgender Equality

	National Review

	Native populations

	neoliberal turn

	neoliberalism

	and Amazon

	and animal rights

	and Britain’s Labour Party

	capitalism compared with

	context of

	and corruption

	and debt

	definition of

	and despair

	and education

	and health care

	and inequality

	and market-value maximization

	and militarism

	and millennials

	neoliberal rationality

	and Obama, Barack

	and privatization

	and race

	and sex and gender

	and social progressivism

	New Deal

	New Left Review

	New York Times

	Newsome, Bree

	Nimni, Oren

	Non-Proliferation Treaty

	North Korea

	Novara Media

	Nozick, Robert

	Nwanevu, Osita




	Oakeshott, Michael

	Obama, Barack

	Affordable Care Act

	and arms sales

	and Democratic Party’s loss of power

	and “disposition matrix” euphemism

	immigration policy

	labor union policy

	liberalism of

	and Occupy movement

	and presidential election of 2016

	and Sanders voters

	Obama, Michelle

	Ocasio-Cortez, Alexandria

	Occupy Wall Street

	Ochs, Phil

	opioid epidemic

	Orwell, George

	Ostrom, Elinor

	Otteson, James

	Our Revolution

	outrage, necessity of

	Owen, Robert

	OxyContin




	Paine, Thomas

	parental leave

	Parenti, Michael

	Parnes, Amie

	Pelosi, Nancy

	People’s Policy Project

	Perkins, Frances

	Perry, William

	Peter Coffin

	Peterson, Jordan

	Pfeiffer, Dan

	Phillips, Leigh

	Phillips Academy (Andover, Massachusetts)

	PhilosophyTube

	Piercy, Marge

	Piff, Paul

	Pinker, Steven

	Planned Parenthood

	Plouffe, David

	Pod Damn America

	Political Economy Research Institute

	Ponnuru, Ramesh

	Posner, Richard

	Powell, Lewis

	power

	conservatism as response to threat of losing

	corporate

	and demands

	and democracy

	Democrats’ loss of

	of free-market conservatism

	and free-market economies

	Hayek on

	and Hitler, Adolf

	and inequality

	and liberalism

	and libertarian socialism

	and Marxism

	of money

	of nations

	organizing for

	Roosevelt, Franklin D., on

	and social democracy

	and socialism

	under socialist mayors

	structural analysis of power

	and Trump, Donald

	in the workplace

	Prashad, Vijay

	Pratto, Felicia

	Press, Alex

	Princeton Election Consortium

	privatization

	constraints of

	of fire services

	of health insurance

	privatization (cont’d)

	history of

	library example of

	and neoliberalism

	of prisons

	and socialism

	Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph

	Providence Student Union

	Pruett, Robert

	Purdue Pharma




	Rabinowitz, Matilda

	Radio War Nerd

	Rand, Ayn

	Ravitch, Diane

	RCA

	Reagan, Ronald

	Reed Jr., Adolph

	Reese, Jacy

	Reich, Robert

	Rennix, Brianna

	resources, recommended

	academics

	authors

	book publishers

	desert island books

	podcasts and radio shows

	reporters and commentators

	YouTube channels

	Revolutionary Left Radio

	Riley, Boots

	Ringer, The

	Riordon, William L.

	Roberts, Michael

	Robeson, Paul

	Robin, Corey

	Roddenberry, Gene

	Roosevelt, Franklin D.

	liberalism of

	New Deal

	popularity of

	Roosevelt, Theodore

	Rozworski, Michal

	Rubin, Dave

	Russell, Bertrand

	Ryan, Paul




	Saadia, Manu

	Sackler, Richard

	Sanders, Bernie

	and campaign finance reform

	Democratic Party Platform of 2016 influenced by

	and Democratic presidential primary of 2016

	endorsed by California Nurses Association

	as “Fabian” socialist

	as mayor

	policy agenda of 2016

	popularity of

	on racial wealth gap

	on social democracy

	and visibility of socialism 195

	Savage, Luke

	Schopenhauer, Arthur

	Sears

	Season of the Bitch

	Seattle General Strike of 1919

	Serano, Julia

	Serge, Victor

	Shapiro, Ben

	Shaun

	Sherman, Rachel

	Shiller, Robert

	Sidanius, Jim

	Silone, Ignazio

	Smith, Adam

	Smith, Noah

	Social Darwinism

	social democracy

	definition and use of the term

	in Europe

	socialism as distinct from

	in the United Kingdom

	socialism

	American tradition of

	and anarchism

	and British Labour Party

	and Christian Left

	and commitment to democracy

	common elements of

	definition and use of the term

	European tradition of

	government as distinct from

	libertarian socialism

	and Marx, Karl

	and prison abolition

	radicalism of

	revolution and

	social democracy and

	socialist ethic vs. socialist economy

	and utopian imagination

	and world without borders

	socialism, common criticisms of

	control of the economy

	freedom vs. equality

	human nature as greedy and/or lazy

	sacrificing of the individual

	socialists are boring

	socialists are hypocrites

	“true socialism”

	Venezuela

	Socialist Medical Association

	Socialist Party of America

	Southern Center for Human Rights

	Sowell, Thomas

	Spender, Stephen

	Sprague, Gene

	Srsly Wrong

	Stalin, Joseph

	Stalinism

	Star Trek

	Stein, Jeff

	Steinbaum, Marshall

	Stewart, Vaughn

	Strachey, John

	Street Fight Radio

	Struggle Session

	Studebaker, Ben

	Summers, Larry

	Sunkara, Bhaskar

	Sunrise Movement

	Survey of Consumer Finances




	Taibbi, Matt

	Tammany Hall

	Taylor, Frederick

	Taylor, Keeanga-Yamahtta

	Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

	Terkel, Studs

	Thatcher, Margaret

	This Is Hell!

	Thurmond, Strom

	Tlaib, Rashida

	Tolstoy, Leo

	TomDispatch

	Toro, Francisco

	Tribune (U.K.)

	Trillbilly Worker’s Party

	Trouble, The

	Trump, Donald

	arms sales

	and Democratic Party

	extremism of

	immigration policy

	Kristol, Bill, on

	and left media

	and Native populations

	presidential election of 2016

	resisting the “Trump Show”

	tax policy




	Union of Concerned Scientists

	unions. See labor unions

	Universal Basic Income

	University of Akron

	utopian visions

	blueprints for

	examples of

	and libraries

	prison abolition

	and science fiction

	world without borders




	Varoufakis, Yanis

	Veblen, Thorstein

	Vidal, Gore

	Vietnam War

	von Mises, Ludwig




	Wales, Jimmy

	Wall Street Journal

	Wang, Sam

	Watkins, Don

	Watson, Libby

	Weber, Max

	Wharton, Edith

	What a Hell of a Way to Die

	Wilde, Oscar

	Williamson, Kevin

	Winship, Scott

	Wolf, Sherry J.

	Wolff, Richard

	Working People

	WorryFree

	Wynn, Natalie




	Yang, Andrew

	Yiannopoulos, Milo

	Young Turks, The

	YouTube




	Zachmeyer, Amy

	Zero Hour, The

	Zinn, Howard

	ZNet

	Zuckerberg, Mark










ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: ]

NATHAN J. ROBINSON is a leading voice of millennial left politics. He is the editor of Current Affairs, a print magazine of political and cultural analysis, and a political columnist at The Guardian. His work has appeared in The New York Times, The Washington Post, The New Republic, The Nation, and elsewhere. A graduate of Yale Law School, he is a PhD student in Sociology and Social Policy at Harvard University, where his work focuses on contemporary left social movements. You can sign up for email updates here.

[image: image][image: image]






 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image][image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.







CONTENTS



	Title Page

	Copyright Notice

	Dedication

	Introduction: Millennial Discontent and the Rise of a Democratic Socialist Alternative

	PART I: WHAT IS THE LEFT SO MAD ABOUT?

	1. Revulsion, Curiosity, Moral Instinct: Orienting Ourselves in the World

	2. Neoliberal Nightmares: Our Depressing and Unacceptable Present

	3. The Army of Psychopathic Androids: How Capitalism Works

	PART II: WHAT IS SOCIALISM AND WHY IS IT GOOD?

	4. Solidarity Forever: A Set of Principles

	5. A Better World: Envisioning Utopias

	6. Socialism, Democracy, Social Democracy: Sorting Out Words & Terms

	7. One Long Struggle: The Grand Libertarian Left Tradition

	8. Making Our Plans: Sensible Agendas

	9. Getting It Done: Effective Strategies

	PART III: WHAT ARE THE OTHER POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES AND WHY ARE THEY BAD?

	10. Mean, False, and Hopeless: The Ugliness of Conservatism

	11. Polishing Turds: The Inadequacy of Liberalism

	12. Response to Criticisms: Why Opponents of Socialism Are All Wrong

	Conclusion: Reflections on Hope, Justice, and Solidarity

	Appendix: A Left Media Diet

	Acknowledgments

	Notes

	Index

	About the Author

	Copyright









First published in the United States by All Points Books, an imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group.

WHY YOU SHOULD BE A SOCIALIST. Copyright © 2019 by Nathan J. Robinson. All rights reserved. For information, address St. Martin’s Publishing Group, 120 Broadway, New York, NY 10271.

Portions of this book have been adapted from articles first printed in Current Affairs.

Seahorse illustration by Nick Sirotich.

www.allpointsbooks.com

Cover design by theBookDesigners; cover illustrations: loudspeaker © Alexander_P/ Shutterstock.com; high roller © RetroClipArt/Shutterstock.com; texture © Charunee Yodbun/ Shutterstock.com

The Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data is available upon request.

ISBN 978-1-250-20086-0 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-250-20087-7 (ebook)

e-ISBN 9781250200877

Our ebooks may be purchased in bulk for promotional, educational, or business use. Please contact your local bookseller or the Macmillan Corporate and Premium Sales Department at 1-800-221-7945, extension 5442, or by email at MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition: December 2019




OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/twitter_logo.png





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Dedication



		Introduction: Millennial Discontent and the Rise of a Democratic Socialist Alternative



		Part I: What Is the Left so Mad About?



		1. Revulsion, Curiosity, Moral Instinct: Orienting Ourselves in the World



		2. Neoliberal Nightmares: Our Depressing and Unacceptable Present



		3. The Army of Psychopathic Androids: How Capitalism Works











		Part II: What Is Socialism and Why Is It Good?



		4. Solidarity Forever: A Set of Principles



		5. A Better World: Envisioning Utopias



		6. Socialism, Democracy, Social Democracy: Sorting Out Words & Terms



		7. One Long Struggle: The Grand Libertarian Left Tradition



		8. Making Our Plans: Sensible Agendas



		9. Getting It Done: Effective Strategies











		Part III: What are the Other Political Ideologies and Why are They Bad?



		10. Mean, False, and Hopeless: The Ugliness of Conservatism



		11. Polishing Turds: The Inadequacy of Liberalism



		12. Response to Criticisms: Why Opponents of Socialism Are All Wrong



		Conclusion: Reflections on Hope, Justice, and Solidarity











		Appendix: A Left Media Diet



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Notes: Introduction



		Notes 1



		Notes 2



		Notes 3



		Notes 4



		Notes 5



		Notes 6



		Notes 7



		Notes 8



		Notes 9



		Notes 10



		Notes 11



		Notes 12



		Notes: Conclusion



		Notes: Appendix











		Index



		About the Author



		Newsletter Sign-up



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start of Content



		Acknowledgments



		Index











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		iv











OEBPS/images/9781250200877.jpg
SHOULD BE A
SOCIALIST

Nathan J. Robinson

Editor of Current Affairs






OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg53-2.jpg
Top 20% 2nd highest Middle | 2nd

20% 20%

S ... fottom 20%





OEBPS/images/pg53-1.jpg
2nd highest Middle 2nd Lowest
20% 20% 20%

Top 20%

20% 30% 40% ( ( ¢ 20 90% 100%





OEBPS/images/pg54-1.jpg
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000





OEBPS/images/pg53-3.jpg
Top 20%






OEBPS/images/pg171.jpg
Estonia - . 87 weeks of paid leave

Bulgaria
Hungary
Japan
Lithuania
Austria
Czech Rep.
Latvia
Norway
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Finland
Germany
Sweden
Poland
Croatia
Korea
Luxembourg
Portugal
Chile
Denmark
Canada
Italy

Iceland
France
Greece
Belgium
Spain
Netherlands
Malta

Israel
Mexico
Cyprus

UK

Turkey
Ireland
Australia
Switzerland
New Zealand

United States 0 WEEKS

20 40 60 80






OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg50.jpg
TOTAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS: 13,850

44 11 1 1 1 1 ] 1 1
44 J 11 1 1 1 1 ] 1 1
D )ED /D )/ED )/ED )/ED )ED )/ED /4D '/ )P /D '@
)ED )/ED /D )/ )/ED /4D )/ /D /D /D 'ED /D '
)P )ED /D 'ED )P /D )P )P /D )P ' ' 'an
RUSSIA 6,490

D MED /D )[ED )/ED /D )/ED )/ED /D )/ )P /D '
4 411 1 1 1 1 ] 1 1
)D )/ED /D )/ED )/ /D)D) )/ED /(D /D 'ED /D '@
4 2 1 11 1 1 1 1 1 1
D /D /D )P )/ED /D )P )/eD /b '

UNITED STATES 6,185

)ai@i@ FRANCE 300

)M CHINA 280

MBIl UK 215

@M PAKISTAN 150

p@» ¥ INDIA 130

Ml ISRAEL 80 D@D = 100 bombs
} NORTH KOREA 20





OEBPS/images/pg39.jpg
Pacific

Africa

Asia

S. and
C. America

Europe

=]

T—
'

60

80





OEBPS/images/pg54-2.jpg
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000
$10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000





OEBPS/images/pg69.jpg
80

88.8 Richest
87.8 Upper Middle o)

© 78.3 Lower Middle

76.1 Poorest

1980

2010

91.9 Richest

-— 5 83.1Upper Middle

O Middle
;~79.7 Lower Middle

78.3 Poorest

1980

2010





OEBPS/images/Robinson6.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

PPPPPP
OOOOO

NNNNNNN





