
Why Socialism Is Back

John Cassidy

In Britain, the annual rate of productivity growth averaged a dismal 0.4 per cent in the decade
after 2008, and inflation-adjusted wages fell sharply. Problems like homelessness and poverty
became more acute as the public safety net was cut back under Conservative austerity politics.
On this side of the Atlantic, the recovery from recession has been somewhat stronger, but wages
have lagged behind growth in productivity, and the long-term trends are alarming. In a speech
at George Washington University last week, Sanders noted that “the average wage of the
American worker in real dollars is no higher than it was forty-six years ago.” He also said that
“three families control more wealth than the bottom half of our country,” and that, in some
poorer parts of the population, “life expectancy is declining for the first time in modern
American history.”

When a system posited on delivering the goods to the masses fails to accomplish that task,
protests are bound to arise, especially if the people at the very top seem to be benefiting from
the privations of others. Under state socialism, this led to widespread resentment of the
nomenklatura, with their imported foods and country dachas. Under free-market capitalism, it
leads to resentment of the one per cent, or 0.1 per cent, and anger at the political system that
protects their interests.

In retrospect, a key moment for the revival of American socialism was the Wall Street bailout of
2008 and 2009, when taxpayers were forced to rescue the very rogues who had helped bring
about the financial crisis, even as many ordinary families were being evicted from their homes
for failing to service their mortgages. From an economic perspective, there were some sound
reasons to prevent the financial system from collapsing. From a political perspective, the
decision to save the banks persuaded many Americans—on the left, center, and right—that the
political system had been captured. There is a direct linkage from the Wall Street bailout to the
Occupy Wall Street movement, the Sanders campaigns of 2016 and 2020, and to the
Presidential campaign of Elizabeth Warren, who made her reputation as a vocal critic of
rapacious and irresponsible financiers.

Many of the Occupy activists joined the 2016 Sanders campaign. So did Ocasio-Cortez and
many other members of the D.S.A., which has seen its nationwide membership rise
considerably during the past decade. From the beginning, Sanders tied rising inequality and the
travails of the middle class to politics rather than to globalization or skill-biased technical
change—the factors that many economists identified as the culprit. He’s still got the same
message. In his speech last week, he warned of a “growing movement towards oligarchy and
authoritarianism in which a small number of incredibly wealthy and powerful billionaires own
and control a significant part of the economy and exert enormous influence over the political
life of our country.”

Warren, who describes herself as a supporter of rules-based capitalism rather than as a
socialist, is a bit more circumspect in her language. But she, too, offers a blistering critique of
the nexus of big money and politics. “Washington works great for the wealthy and the well-
connected, but it isn’t working for anyone else,” she declares on her campaign Web site. “This is
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deliberate, and we need to call this what it is—corruption, plain and simple.” Like Sanders, she
identifies the feed-the-rich G.O.P. tax bill of 2017 as the latest example of how the élites work
the system to their advantage.

It should be noted that neither Sanders nor Warren is advocating “the common ownership of
the means of production,” a commitment that was emblazoned on the membership card of the
Labour Party before Blair got rid of it. In his speech last week, Sanders said that his version of
democratic socialism was about fulfilling F.D.R.’s call, in 1944, for a second Bill of Rights—one
establishing entitlements to a good job that pays a living wage, high quality health care, “as
much education as one needs to succeed,” affordable housing, a secure retirement, and a clean
environment.

Warren also focusses on bread-and-butter issues, with a particular emphasis on abusive
business practices. As I’ve noted before, she is perhaps best described as an heir to the
Progressives of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, who confronted the
great trusts and their political power. “In 2020, it’s not going to be about Donald Trump,” she
told my colleague Sheelah Kolhatkar. “I know that sounds surprising, because Donald Trump
gets lots and lots of attention. But we win when we talk about what’s broken, how to fix it, and
how we have the power to make real change.”
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