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WHY DOES SOCIALISM INSPIRE such fear and loathing in US politics?


“Malnutrition. Power outages. Bread lines. A medical system without medicine,” threatens a 2019 fundraising letter from a junior US senator. “A form of legalized theft,” writes an assistant professor at a Christian university in Ohio. “Big government is really Borg government,” intones a writer at Federalist.com, invoking images of robotic fascism by making a delightfully nerdy but historically dubious reference to the zombie-like collective mind introduced in Star Trek: The Next Generation. Ominous descriptions like these, and worse, are commonplace in the media.


But then how is it that, in this environment, only six decades removed from the McCarthy-era witch hunts of the 1950s, a self-described socialist has run credible campaigns for president in two consecutive elections, and in 2018, two members of the Democratic Socialists of America were elected to seats in the US Congress? Indeed, how is it that we are even still talking about an economic and political theory put forth by two obscure German men in the latter half of the nineteenth century, one of whom, Karl Marx, was thrown out of at least three countries?


Much as they acknowledged the astonishing transformative and positive powers of capital, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels were also connoisseurs of capitalism’s problems: the exhilarating boom periods that inevitably end in gut-wrenching, fortune- and life-destroying busts. They saw around them in mid-nineteenth-century Europe the vastly unequal distribution of wealth, destined to grow ever more extreme as the earning power of capital—of money, and the people with it—far outstripped the ability of laborers to earn it. The casualties of capitalism’s zero-sum game of winners and losers filled the slums and workhouses of European cities. There was no concept of the “1 percent” or “99 percent” yet, but the chasm separating a small minority of the privileged from the vast majority of people was readily apparent.


In twenty-first-century America, where the superwealthy are buying private islands and safe houses in New Zealand in the event of some kind of, uh, unpleasantness in the rest of the world, almost half of Americans are living paycheck to paycheck. Many are working two or more jobs. Most are one serious illness or accident away from financial catastrophe. According to a 2016 poll conducted by the Federal Reserve Board, 47 percent of American consumers said that an unexpected expense of $400 either would have to go unpaid or could only be covered by borrowing or selling something. Four hundred dollars! That’s tip money for a day at the dog spa for Beast, Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan’s Puli! No wonder the insights of Marx and Engels resonate today.


Marx and Engels posited that there was a better way to share the risks and rewards of human enterprise, one that draws on an intrinsic part of human nature and of economic history: the human capacity for cooperating rather than competing in order to sustain oneself and promote the well-being of one’s community. Their description of exactly how socialist institutions would work was pretty light on the details, but in general, they believed all workers should have both a voice in the way in which productive enterprises, and society, are run, and a share in the ownership of whatever they produced. They foresaw a virtuous circle in which these cooperative institutions would educate and shape citizens whose values would improve with each generation.


If this all sounds a little kumbaya, then may I introduce you to Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, (see the Know Your Socialist Thinkers chapter) which would punch you in the face if it could. In this critique of the nineteenth-century philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872), Marx held that philosophical problems arise out of real-life conditions, which can be solved only by changing those conditions—that is to say, by remaking the world. Marx and Engels were not shy about how they thought that was going to happen: by violent revolution. The sometimes-belligerent Marx (much to Engels’s frustration, as it delayed Marx’s writing) spent an inordinate amount of time attending revolutionary meetings and squabbling with his fellow radicals rather than completing his theoretical work.


This tenet of Marxist thought more than any other has brought controversy and disrepute to the socialist movement—though for many on the far left, it is an inviolable part of identifying as a socialist, and anything less is weak tea, doomed to failure. Is it possible, in any case, to seize power politely? Later in his life, Marx came to think that conditions had changed sufficiently in countries like the United States and Great Britain to allow for the possibility of a peaceful transition to socialism. But this schism between the followers of Marx who believe that nothing less than the complete transformation of society is required for socialism to take hold—by violence, if necessary—and those who believe that socialism can be achieved incrementally, by working through existing political structures, remains active to this day.


In this book, we’re going to do a drive-by past the political and economic underpinnings of Marx and Engels’s socialism—short and sweet, only to look, no touching. Their theory sprang out of a particular time and place, so next, we’re going to set it in the context of nineteenth-century Europe. We’ll look at the lives and ideas of some of the major interpreters and proponents of socialism, including Marx and Engels. Think that socialism never had much of a toehold in the United States? I’ll try to disabuse you of that notion with a short and surprising history of socialism in America. Finally, I’ll present you with a summary of the most common, persuasive, or otherwise entertaining reasons that people either love or hate socialism.


The mission of this book is not to sell or condemn. Its purpose is to allow you to familiarize yourself with the fundamental tenets of socialism and decide for yourself whether there’s any merit to the system. At the very least, you’ll be equipped to make a pithy, informed comment in tedious political discussions. I’m going to try to avoid using jargon; where absolutely necessary, I’ll call out some of Marx and Engels’s terms and provide definitions in a glossary.


More than anything, I hope this book will encourage you to contemplate your own thoughts about how we humans should organize ourselves for life on this planet. Do you believe people are capable of cooperating toward a greater, common good? Do you believe that people are only capable of acting as agents of self-interest and greed? A combination of the two?


And then: Can a system based on cooperation accommodate and survive greed? Can a system that rewards only self-interest avoid cataclysmic conflict and produce citizens that are capable of anything but selfish behavior?


What, ultimately, is the purpose of government?


These are the kinds of questions I hope this book gets you to think about. Your answers will undoubtedly shape your opinions about the viability—and desirability—of socialism in any form.


NOTE TO READERS


Please be aware that economic terms used by Marx and Engels frequently have different meanings than we associate them with today. Commodities, for example—in Marxist terminology, they’re not just hard resources like gold or oil, but any product that is produced by human labor and then sold in the market. The meanings of the words communism and socialism also shifted over time; initially, Marx and Engels used them interchangeably, but they came to signify different phases of social, economic, and political development. In this book, we’re considering only the latter. I’ve used initial capitals for Socialist and Communist when they’re used to refer to specific political parties, but lower-case socialist and communist when they’re used to refer to systems of thought. In most cases, I’ve cited books and publications by their English titles; one exception is Das Kapital, which seems to be the title most people know and in English is too easily conflated with money (with all due respect to Thomas Piketty).
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SOCIALISM COMES IN A WIDE variety of flavors and sizes, but its essential definition is pretty simple: an economic system in which the public as a whole, rather than private individuals, owns or controls the factors of production, including natural resources, labor, entrepreneurship, and capital goods.


There’s more to it, right?


Well, you knew this was coming. First of all, socialism isn’t just an economic system. It exists at the nexus of economics and politics, two inextricably intertwined disciplines. Systems of government and economic systems influence, reinforce, and sometimes bump up against one another in conflict, in the Marxist conception. For socialists, it’s generally the economic system that dominates, but political will may also bring about change to an economic system, in a dance of mutual influence.


And its ambitions extend beyond political economy. Marxian socialism attempts nothing less than to provide a scientific theory for the comprehensive understanding of the history of humankind. It advances a theory of class relations and of human endeavor that seeks to explain economic history and liberate human beings from unfulfilling labor, allowing them to work and live in harmony with their true natures. It goes into tremendous, painstaking detail in examining the breathtaking power and the terrible cruelties of the capitalist system. It shows how capitalism contains the seeds of its own imminent destruction, while socialism simultaneously seeks to instigate a worldwide political and economic revolution.


It’s the theoretical equivalent of Phil Spector’s wall of sound, which in equal measure dazzled and steamrollered listeners of the Ronettes and the Supremes in the 1960s.


Moreover, there’s a world of variety, nuance, and conflicting beliefs within the universe of socialist thinkers, and even within the writings of Marx and Engels themselves. The published works of Marx and Engels in the mid-to-late 1800s consist of millions of words (volume one of Das Kapital alone is about 375,000 words).


So for the purposes of brevity, and sanity, I’ll summarize some of the key tenets.


HISTORICAL MATERIALISM


Marx and Engels believed that examining the material of our lives—the raw natural resources that we use, the things that we make, wear, use, eat, and discard—offers the most accurate way of understanding the deepest nature of our lives. They called it “scientific socialism,” unsurprising given the general ascendancy of the sciences in their recent memories: Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published in 1859. The way these materials we need for survival are created, used, and exchanged, and the complex web of social relations that come about as a result of these exchanges—modes of production, to Marx and Engels—shape our lives more than any other single factor. Engels summed it up nicely in a eulogy he delivered at Marx’s graveside in Highgate, London, in 1883:




Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of human history: the simple fact, hitherto concealed by an overgrowth of ideology, that mankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it can pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc.; that therefore the production of the immediate material means of subsistence and consequently the degree of economic development attained by a given people or during a given epoch form the foundation upon which the state institutions, the legal conceptions, art, and even the ideas on religion, of the people concerned have been evolved, and in the light of which they must, therefore, be explained, instead of vice versa, as had hitherto been the case.





Isn’t that a heartwarming eulogy? Before you get all judgy, he actually said some incredibly nice things about Marx too. The point here is that he effectively summarizes historical materialism as a tool for understanding the past. The essence is that you can learn more about someone by going through their trash than you can by reading their Facebook posts.


In Marxist thought, the prevailing way in which humans satisfy these material needs—their mode of production—defines their relationships to one another, drives their political and legal institutions, and permeates their belief systems.


One illustration of the way in which mode of production defines relationships is the transformation from feudalism to capitalism. If a capitalist wants to increase his income (and he must), he can introduce a new product, improve the technologies used to produce it, or lower the cost of production by reducing wages or relocating production to an area of the world where labor is cheaper. This defines relationships between capitalists and workers. In feudal societies, by contrast, where the powerful gained wealth principally by extracting money from the peasants who farmed their land, the only way to increase wealth was by acquiring more land. Since it could not be purchased, the only way to do so was by forcibly conquering it. This defines the relationship between feudal kings and their military officers and also, come to think of it, explains most seasons of Game of Thrones, although nothing can explain that last episode.


DIALECTICS


While Marx and Engels held the view that human beings are shaped by the prevailing mode of production, they also believed that the future is both indeterminate and contingent on individual action. This relationship between individual actors and economic structures is at the heart of Marxist theory. Structures both constrain and enable individuals: They have the ability to help us reach our potential as human beings as much as they can contribute to our exploitation.
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THEORY OF LABOR AND SURPLUS VALUE


Natural resources, capital goods, and labor: Each has a cost to the business owner in creating a commodity, a good for sale on the market. Each good that the business owner sells can be valued for its utility (its use value) and can bear a certain price in the market, its exchange value. But, Marx wondered, why does a quantity of one commodity exchange for a particular quantity of another? Marx and Engels believed that “socially necessary labor” was the “third thing” that differentiated the exchange value of commodities. Capitalists paid workers less than the value of their work, profiting on the difference between the exchange value and the laborers’ wages. He called that difference surplus value and identified this appropriation of the laborers’ value by the capitalist as the root of the injustice at the heart of the capitalist system.


CLASS STRUGGLE


In The Communist Manifesto (1848), Marx and Engels assert that “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” In light of their understanding of surplus value explained above, is this any surprise? The conflict between the classes is over the exploitation of one class by the other. Marx and Engels are not referring to exploitation on a personal level, so don’t bother trundling down to HR because your boss wouldn’t let you “work from home” on Friday. (Your boss probably isn’t a member of the bourgeoisie—capitalists who own and control the means of production—anyway, unless she’s an owner of your company.) They were talking about exploitation on a structural level. Again, it’s the mode of production that is the primary cause of the conflict.


In Marx and Engels’s conception, under the capitalist system, it’s the bourgeoisie that owns and controls the mode of production, and therefore the political and legal systems built to serve it. This puts them in a position to extract surplus value from the working class, or proletariat (you remember, this is the difference between what capitalists pay for labor and the amount they are able to collect for the thing that labor has created).


And this systemic advantage is compounded by the bourgeoisie’s ability to retain surplus value, while workers can earn only their hourly wages. This means that the ability of the bourgeois to accumulate wealth is theoretically unlimited, while the worker is limited both by the wage he or she is able to command in the marketplace and by the number of hours in a day. To Marx and Engels, the result of this was inevitable: The ranks of the proletariat would grow ever larger, and the number of people able to accumulate sufficient wealth to be a member of the bourgeoisie would become ever smaller.


No wonder that Marx and Engels believed that other struggles—those of race, gender, tribe, etc.—couldn’t be won until class struggle is won.


ALIENATION


When one of the stars of The Real Housewives told a reporter a few years ago that she felt “rilly alienated” from the cast of the show, it’s unlikely that Marx and Engels would have understood what she was talking about. For them, alienation was not a subjective social feeling but rather a word to describe an economic concept.


For Marx, the root cause of alienation is that most wageworkers are immediately separated from the objects of their work, which belongs to their employers. Not only does the work exist outside of the worker, he writes, but also “it becomes a power of its own confronting him.” This sounds as though Marx is being a bit of a drama queen, but what he meant by this was that by virtue of the worker’s object belonging to the bourgeois factory owner, it enriches the worker’s class antagonist, the capitalist, widening the gulf between them—it functions as a weapon against him in the class war. Further, because workers have only their labor to offer on the marketplace in order to live, the work is essentially forced labor; they have no choice but to do the job that will pay the bills—often dull and repetitive work over which they have little or no control, sometimes in unpleasant and exploitative environments—likely precluding them from pursuing work that might potentially be more fulfilling and true to their nature. Workers have to compete with each other to get and hold jobs, alienating them from each other. And outside of the workplace, the principal solace for this unfulfilled life comes from an endless cycle of purchasing and consuming things, and then working to pay for them.


In short, Marx argued that the capitalist obsession with profit turned everything and everyone into a commodity, an object to be had at a price, struggling to connect with each other in a meaningful way.



INEVITABILITY OF THE FALL OF CAPITALISM


Marx and Engels believed, rather famously, that capitalism contained the seeds of its own destruction. They pointed to capitalism’s anarchical marketplace: Every actor seeks to increase profit, but there is no coherent plan for the market as a whole. In spite of capitalism’s amazing capacity to increase productivity and spawn innovation, the unrelenting pressure on employers to increase profit often brings about reductions in wages and technological advances that would displace workers; but cut wages too much, and the demand for goods drops, leaving capitalists in the dread state of overproduction. They observed that smaller businesses were unable to compete with better-funded larger ones, resulting in the consolidation of capitalist businesses, which in turn would lead to monopoly, less competition, fewer jobs, a widening gap between the rich and poor, and a growing and more powerful proletariat.


The end is nigh!


There was a lot of evidence during Marx’s lifetime of capitalism’s booms and catastrophic busts, and he correctly foresaw crises of increasing severity at shorter intervals. But the end of capitalism has yet to materialize.



REVOLUTION


Paradoxically, though Marx and Engels asserted that capitalism’s end was historically inevitable (in fairness, they equivocated about this), both of them were committed revolutionaries. They believed that the bourgeoisie would not cede power without a fight, and Marx and Engels did everything in their power to convince workers to unite and do just that: take political power by force. The Communist Manifesto, their first joint publication (dashed off in 1848, as political upheavals swept across the European continent), was for the most part a polemical call to arms, ending with a rallying cry for “the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions” by the proletariat. Only in later writings did they delve deeply into economic theory and historical analysis, and treat the question of violent revolution with more nuance. They began to see the possibility for a peaceful transition to socialism as capitalism—and democratic institutions—evolved after the 1848 revolutions, for example. By 1872, Marx cited the United States and England as candidates for such a nonviolent transition in a speech after a congress of the First International in Amsterdam, though he also reasserted that revolution would be needed in most places. It seems that Marx relished a good fight. Toward the end of his life, in 1895, Engels expressed the belief that the proletariat could achieve its political ends peacefully through the bourgeois parliament.


The model revolution that Marx and Engels had in mind was likely the Paris Commune of 1871, which they held up in many ways as an ideal of proletarian triumph, egalitarian in nature, fleeting though it was. They refer to “classic street fighting” and erecting “barricades” and “breastworks” that characterized the crushing defeat suffered by the Communards at the hands of the troops of the Versailles government with a certain nostalgia. Both men unequivocally opposed conspiracy and assassinations, however. Marx and Engels believed that proletarians would rally to the cause and form a powerful majority, which could justifiably be considered democratic even if its means were not.


WHAT SOCIALIST SOCIETY WOULD LOOK LIKE


Social ownership and control of the key resources and other factors necessary to human existence, in the views of Marx and Engels, will yield a society in which class warfare is no longer a factor. By society’s extending control over work and investments to all its members, workers would no longer be alienated from their work or from each other. They would literally be invested in their work as owners, or part owners.
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