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Is Bernie Sanders a socialist?

The Anti-Empire Report #143

By William Blum

2/5/2016

“Self-described socialist” ... How many times have we all read that term in regard to Vermont
senator Bernie Sanders? But is he really a socialist? Or is he a “social democrat”, which is what
he’d be called in Europe? Or is he a “democratic socialist”, which is the American party he has
been a member of (DSA — Democratic Socialists of America)? And does it really matter which
one he is? They’re all socialists, are they not?

Why does a person raised in a capitalist society become a socialist? It could be because of a
parent or parents who are committed socialists and raise their children that way. But it’s usually
because the person has seen capitalism up close for many years, is turned off by it, and is thus
receptive to an alternative. All of us know what the ugly side of capitalism looks like. Here are
but a few of the countless examples taken from real life:

« Following an earthquake or other natural disaster, businesses raise their prices
for basic necessities such as batteries, generators, water pumps, tree-removal
services, etc.
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e In the face of widespread medical needs, drug and health-care prices soar, while
new surgical and medical procedures are patented.

o The cost of rent increases inexorably regardless of tenants’ income.

o Ten thousand types of deception to part the citizens from their hard-earned
wages.

What do these examples have in common? It’s their driving force — the profit motive; the desire
to maximize profit. Any improvement in the system has to begin with a strong commitment to
radically restraining, if not completely eliminating, the profit motive. Otherwise nothing of any
significance will change in society, and the capitalists who own the society — and their liberal
apologists — can mouth one progressive-sounding platitude after another as their chauffeur drives
them to the bank.

But social democrats and democratic socialists have no desire to get rid of the profit motive. Last
November, Sanders gave a speech at Georgetown University in Washington about his positive
view of democratic socialism, including its place in the policies of presidents Franklin D.
Roosevelt and Lyndon B. Johnson. In defining what democratic socialism means to him, Sanders
said: “I don’t believe government should take over the grocery store down the street or own the
means of production.”

| personally could live with the neighborhood grocery store remaining in private hands, but
larger institutions are always a threat; the larger and richer they are the more tempting and easier
it is for them to put profit ahead of the public’s welfare, and to purchase politicians. The question
of socialism is inseparable from the question of public ownership of the means of production.

The question thus facing “socialists” like Sanders is this: When all your idealistic visions for a
more humane, more just, more equitable, and more rational society run head-first into the stone
wall of the profit motive ... which of the two gives way?

The most commonly proposed alternative to both government or private control is worker-owned
cooperatives or publicly owned enterprises managed by workers and consumer representatives.
Sanders has expressed his support for such systems and there is indeed much to be said about
them. But the problem | find is that they will still operate within a capitalist society, which
means competition, survival of the fittest; which means that if you can’t sell more than your
competitors, if you can’t make a sufficient net profit on your sales, you will likely be forced to
go out of business; and to prevent such a fate, at some point you may very well be forced to do
illegal or immoral things against the public; which means back to the present.

Eliminating the profit motive in American society would run into a lot less opposition than one
might expect. Consciously or unconsciously it’s already looked down upon to a great extent by
numerous individuals and institutions of influence. For example, judges frequently impose
lighter sentences upon lawbreakers if they haven’t actually profited monetarily from their acts.
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And they forbid others from making a profit from their crimes by selling book or film rights, or
interviews. The California Senate enshrined this into law in 1994, one which directs that any
such income of criminals convicted of serious crimes be placed into a trust fund for the benefit of
the victims of their crimes. It must further be kept in mind that the great majority of Americans,
like people everywhere, do not labor for profit, but for a salary.

The citizenry may have drifted even further away from the system than all this indicates, for
American society seems to have more trust and respect for “non-profit” organizations than for
the profit-seeking kind. Would the public be so generous with disaster relief if the Red Cross
were a regular profit-making business? Would the Internal Revenue Service allow it to be tax-
exempt? Why does the Post Office give cheaper rates to non-profits and lower rates for books
and magazines which don’t contain advertising? For an AIDS test, do people feel more confident
going to the Public Health Service or to a commercial laboratory? Why does “educational” or
“public” television not have regular commercials? What would Americans think of peace-corps
volunteers, elementary and high-school teachers, clergy, nurses, and social workers who
demanded well in excess of $100 thousand per year? Would the public like to see churches
competing with each other, complete with ad campaigns selling a New and Improved God?

Pervading all these attitudes, and frequently voiced, is a strong disapproval of greed and
selfishness, in glaring contradiction to the reality that greed and selfishness form the official and
ideological basis of our system. It’s almost as if no one remembers how the system is supposed
to work any more, or they prefer not to dwell on it.

It would appear that, at least on a gut level, Americans have had it up to here with free enterprise.
The great irony of it all is that the mass of the American people are not aware that their sundry
attitudes constitute an anti-free-enterprise philosophy, and thus tend to go on believing the
conventional wisdom that government is the problem, that big government is the biggest
problem, and that their salvation cometh from the private sector, thereby feeding directly into
pro-free-enterprise ideology.

Thus it is that those activists for social change who believe that American society is faced with
problems so daunting that no corporation or entrepreneur is ever going to solve them at a profit
carry the burden of convincing the American people that they don’t really believe what they
think they believe; and that the public’s complementary mindset — that the government is no
match for the private sector in efficiently getting large and important things done — is equally
fallacious, for the government has built up an incredible military machine (ignoring for the
moment what it’s used for), landed men on the moon, created great dams, marvelous national
parks, an interstate highway system, the peace corps, social security, insurance for bank deposits,
protection of pension funds against corporate misuse, the Environmental Protection Agency, the
National Institutes of Health, the Smithsonian, the G.I. Bill, and much, much more. In short, the
government has been quite good at doing what it wanted to do, or what labor and other
movements have made it do, like establishing worker health and safety standards and requiring
food manufacturers to list detailed information about ingredients.
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Activists have to remind the American people of what they’ve already learned but seem to have
forgotten: that they don’t want more government, or less government; they don’t want big
government, or small government; they want government on their side. Period.

Sanders has to clarify his views. What exactly does he mean by “socialism”? What exactly is the
role the profit motive will play in his future society”?

Mark Brzezinski, son of Zbigniew, was a post-Cold War Fulbright Scholar in Warsaw: “I asked
my students to define democracy. Expecting a discussion on individual liberties and
authentically elected institutions, 1 was surprised to hear my students respond that to them,
democracy means a government obligation to maintain a certain standard of living and to provide
health care, education and housing for all. In other words, socialism.”

We should never forget

The modern, educated, advanced nation of Iraq was reduced to a virtual failed state ... the United
States, beginning in 1991, bombed for much of the following 12 years, with one dubious excuse
after another; then, in 2003, invaded, then occupied, overthrew the government, tortured without
inhibition, killed wantonly ... the people of that unhappy land lost everything — their homes,
their schools, their electricity, their clean water, their environment, their neighborhoods, their
mosques, their archaeology, their jobs, their careers, their professionals, their state-run
enterprises, their physical health, their mental health, their health care, their welfare state, their
women’s rights, their religious tolerance, their safety, their security, their children, their parents,
their past, their present, their future, their lives ... More than half the population either dead,
wounded, traumatized, in prison, internally displaced, or in foreign exile ... The air, soil, water,
blood, and genes drenched with depleted uranium ... the most awful birth defects ... unexploded
cluster bombs lying in wait for children to pick them up ... a river of blood running alongside the
Euphrates and Tigris ... through a country that may never be put back together again ... “It is a
common refrain among war-weary Iraqis,” reported the Washington Post in 2007, that things
were better before the U.S.-led invasion in 2003.”

The United States has not paid any compensation to Iraqg.
The United States has not made any apology to Irag.

Foreign policy is even more sensitive a subject in the United States than slavery of the black
people and genocide of the Native Americans. The US has apologized for these many times, but
virtually never for the crimes of American foreign policy.

In 2014, George W. Bush, the man most responsible for this holocaust, was living a quiet life in
Texas, with a focus on his paintings. “I’m trying to leave something behind”, he said.

Yes, he has certainly done that — mountains of rubble for one thing; rubble that once was cities
and towns. His legacy also includes the charming Islamic State. Ah, but Georgie Boy is an
artiste.
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We need a trial to judge all those who bear significant responsibility for the past century - the
most murderous and ecologically destructive in human history. We could call it the war, air and
fiscal crimes tribunal and we could put politicians and CEOs and major media owners in the
dock with earphones like Eichmann and make them listen to the evidence of how they killed
millions of people and almost murdered the planet and made most of us far more miserable than
we needed to be. Of course, we wouldn’t have time to go after them one by one. We’d have to
lump Wall Street investment bankers in one trial, the Council on Foreign Relations in another,
and any remaining Harvard Business School or Yale Law graduates in a third. We don’t need
this for retribution, only for edification. So there would be no capital punishment, but rather
banishment to an overseas Nike factory with a vow of perpetual silence. — Sam Smith

On March 2, 2014 US Secretary of State John Kerry condemned Russia’s “incredible act of
aggression” in Ukraine. “You just don’t in the 21st century behave in 19th century fashion by
invading another country on completely trumped up pretext.”

Irag 2003 was in the 21st century. The pretext was completely trumped up. Senator John Kerry
voted for it. Nice moral authority you have there, John.

On the same occasion, concerning Ukraine, President Obama spoke of “the principle that no
country has the right to send in troops to another country unprovoked”. Do our leaders have no
memory or do they think we’ve all lost ours?

Does Obama avoid prosecuting the Bush-Cheney gang because he wants to have the same rights
to commit war crimes? The excuse he gives for his inaction is so lame that if George W. had
used it people would not hesitate to laugh. On about five occasions, in reply to questions about
why his administration has not prosecuted the like of Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, et al.
for mass murder, torture and other war crimes, former law professor Obama has stated: “I prefer
to look forward rather than backwards.” Picture a defendant before a judge asking to be found
innocent on such grounds. It simply makes laws, law enforcement, crime, justice, and facts
irrelevant. Picture Chelsea Manning and other whistleblowers using this argument. Picture the
reaction to this by Barack Obama, who has become the leading persecutor of whistleblowers in
American history.

Noam Chomsky has observed: “If the Nuremberg laws were applied, then every post-war
American president would have been hanged.”

It appears that the German and Japanese people only relinquished their imperial culture and
mindset when they were bombed back to the stone age during World War 1. Something similar
may be the only cure for the same pathology that is embedded into the very social fabric of the
United States. The US is now a full-blown pathological society. There is no other wonder drug to
deal with American-exceptionalism-itis.
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