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noble goal, and som
e reduction through better functioning 

safety nets is desirable. But getting rid of all uncertainty—
as state ow

nership of m
ost industries w

ould im
ply—

is a 
bad idea. R

isk is w
hat fuels grow

th. People w
ho take m

ore 
chances tend to reap bigger rew

ards; that’s w
hy the top nine 

nam
es on the Forbes 400 list of the richest A

m
ericans are 

not heirs to fam
ily dynasties but are self-m

ade entrepre-
neurs w

ho took a leap to build new
 products and created 

m
any jobs in the process.
Som

e leftist econom
ists like M

ariana M
azzucato argue 

th
at govern

m
en

ts m
igh

t be able to step in
 an

d becom
e 

laboratories for innovation. B
ut that w

ould be a historical 
an

om
aly; socialist-lean

in
g govern

m
en

ts h
ave typically 

been less innovative than others. A
fter all, bureaucrats and 

w
orker-corporate boards have little incentive to upset the 

status quo or com
pete to build a better w

idget. A
nd even 

w
hen governm

ent program
s have spurred innovation—

as 
in the case of the internet—

it took the private sector to rec-
ognize the value and create a m

arket. 
A

nd that brings us to a third reason to believe in m
arkets: 

productivity. Som
e econ

om
ists, such as R

obert G
ordon

, 
have looked to today’s econom

ic problem
s and suggested 

that productivity grow
th—

the engine that fueled so m
uch 

of the progress of the last several decades—
is over. In this 

telling, the resources, products, and system
s that underpin 

the w
orld’s econom

y are all optim
ized, and little further 

progress is possible. 
But that is hard to square w

ith reality. Innovation helps econ-
om

ies do m
ore w

ith few
er resources—

increasingly critical to 
addressing clim

ate change, for exam
ple—

w
hich is a form

 of 
productivity grow

th. A
nd likew

ise, m
any of the products and 

technologies people rely on every day did not exist a few
 years 

ago. These goods m
ake inaccessible services m

ore available 
and are changing the nature of w

ork, often for the better. Such 
gains are m

ade possible by capitalist system
s that encourage 

invention and grow
ing the pie, not by socialist system

s that 
are m

ore concerned w
ith how

 the existing pie is cut. It is far 
too soon, in other w

ords, to w
rite off

 productivity. 
H

ere, it is w
orth con

siderin
g the lesson

s of a previous 
productivity boom

: the Industrial R
evolution. A

s the econ-
om

ist Joel M
okyr has show

n, it took new
 innovations like 

the steam
 en

gin
e m

ore than
 100 years to appear in

 pro-
ductivity estim

ates. T
he sam

e could be happening today 
w

ith sm
artphon

es an
d the in

tern
et. M

eanw
hile, even

 as 
that upheaval transform

ed the hum
an experience, creat-

ing a m
ore com

fortable existence for m
ost everyone, it w

as 
also m

essy and disruptive. T
he early part of that innova-

tive cycle—
like others since—

displaced existing w
orkers 

w
hile the gains flow

ed to the ow
ners of capital first, caus-

ing social instability. 
T

h
is tim

e arou
n

d, th
e effects m

ay en
d u

p bein
g less 

w
renching: T

he divisions betw
een ow

ners of capital and 

w
orkers are not as clear as they used to be. M

ore 
A

m
ericans than ever ow

n stock through their w
ork-

place retirem
ent accounts. Stock ow

nership is on 
the rise in m

any non-U
.S. capitalist econom

ies, 
too. A

nd several other countries, such as A
ustra-

lia and the U
nited K

ingdom
, also off

er retirem
ent 

accounts, m
aking their citizens shareholders as 

w
ell. U

nlike 200 years ago, w
orkers’ interests are 

already m
ore aligned w

ith those of m
anagem

ent. 

STOCK
 OW

N
ERSH

IP IN
 RETIREM

EN
T accounts hints at 

the kinds of m
arket-friendly policies that can share 

w
ealth w

hile preserving innovation and risk-tak-
ing. In the U

nited States, there is room
 to m

ake 
taxes m

ore progressive, especially w
hen it com

es to 
estate taxes, and to close tax loopholes that m

ake 
it easier for com

panies to exploit the system
. The 

social safety net could be expanded to include 
jobs retraining, an enhanced earned incom

e tax 
credit, and grants to innovate or w

ork rem
otely in 

sm
aller cities or m

ore rural areas. A
nd the health 

care industry is indeed in need of reform
. 

M
ore generally, capitalism

 can be m
ade m

ore 
in

clusive, an
d govern

m
en

t program
s can

 help 
sm

ooth its rough edges. But none of these changes 
require governm

ents to take over entire indus-
tries. D

epending on the m
arket, the reform

 could 
be a less intrusive governm

ent option, subsidy, or 
som

etim
es just better accountability. 

M
ost fundam

entally, inequality is tolerable if the 
poor have a shot at becom

ing rich, too. That shot 
has never been so great as the A

m
erican dream

 in 
particular prom

ised, but there is little evidence 
that econom

ic m
obility has actually gotten w

orse 
in recent years. Still, to avoid greater instability—
and to ensure the greatest possible buy-in for the 
capitalist system

—
today’s business and politi-

cal leaders can do m
ore to m

ake sure everyone at 
least has a chance to roll the dice. H

ere, education 
reform

 and developm
ent of rural areas are neces-

sary to close the gap. 
A

nd that’s not socialism
—

it’s building off
 capi-

talism
 and m

aking better use of today’s and tom
or-

row
’s w

orkers.  
n
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electoral future. Portugal, once a political backw
ater in the 

European U
nion, show

s that alternatives to austerity are as 
practicable as they are popular. A

nd across the A
tlantic, the 

idea of a dem
ocratic socialist president w

inning the W
hite 

H
ouse is no longer the stuff

 of fantasy.
Such is the leftist m

om
entum

 in the U
nited States that it is 

once again necessary to distinguish betw
een social dem

oc-
racy and dem

ocratic socialism
. T

he first is fundam
entally 

reform
ist and aim

s to blunt the harder edges of capitalism
 

and m
ake it sustainable. The second is transform

ative and 
aim

s to replace the capitalist system
 w

ith a socialist order. 
N

ow
 that both these agendas have shot to prom

inence in U
.S. 

politics, each w
ith their ow

n protagonist (Elizabeth W
arren 

for social dem
ocracy, B

ernie Sanders for dem
ocratic social-

ism
), it’s im

perative to think through how
 the pow

er of the 
U

nited States could be used—
and changed—

by these ideolog-
ical form

ations. For the sake of convenience, the w
hole spec-

trum
 running from

 social dem
ocracy to dem

ocratic socialism
 

w
ill be referred to below

 as “left,” though it is im
portant to 
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JUST A FEW
 YEARS AGO, the idea of a social dem

ocratic 
foreign policy—

m
uch less a dem

ocratic socialist 
one—

in the U
nited States w

ould have seem
ed a 

quixotic proposition. N
o U

.S. adm
inistration has 

even pretended to have one. Franklin D
. Roosevelt’s 

foreign policy had no coherent ideological agenda. 
Jim

m
y C

arter’s brief adm
inistration broke w

ith 
postw

ar U
.S. foreign policy, but it did so under the 

banner of hum
an rights, not social dem

ocracy. 
T

he political configurations now
 em

erging in 
the W

est have dram
atically reversed the recent 

status quo. T
he old con

sen
sus-orien

ted social 
dem

ocratic parties in France and G
erm

any today 
lie in ruins, having paid dearly for the privilege 
of selling them

selves out. In stark contrast, the 
U

nited K
ingdom

, the heartland of m
arket cap-

italism
 an

d m
on

etary disciplin
e, is n

ow
 hom

e 
to one of the m

ost significant m
ass leftist polit-

ical m
ovem

ents in the w
orld, how

ever grim
 its  
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avoid collapsing all of the differences betw
een the tw

o visions. 
C

onsidering the forces arrayed against it—
a diplom

atic 
corps still rooted in Cold W

ar visions of order, corporate inter-
ests that are largely determ

ined to resist any leftw
ard drift 

in W
ashington, and the left’s ow

n talent for schism
—

any left 
U

.S. foreign policy w
ould likely unfold in a piecem

eal fash-
ion. But any program

 w
orthy of the nam

e w
ould have to be 

explicit about its goals. It w
ould have to fundam

entally revise 
the position of U

.S. pow
er in the w

orld, from
 one of presum

ed 
and desired prim

acy to one of concerted cooperation w
ith 

allies on behalf of w
orking people across the planet. 

Since the early 1940s, U
.S. foreign policy has been largely 

prem
ised on saving the w

orld for capitalism
—

w
hether that has 

m
eant setting up international m

onetary institutions, enforc-
ing a property-protecting legal order, keeping capital-threaten-
ing insurgencies at bay, or protecting the econom

ies of allies 
to allow

 them
 to develop. Today’s left foreign-policy thinkers 

argue that the tim
e has com

e for U
.S. pow

er to serve a different 
purpose: A

t a bare m
inim

um
, it should protect the w

orld from
 

the excesses of capitalism
 and counteract the violent im

plo-
sions that U

.S. policies and interventions around the w
orld 

have all too often oxygenated, if not ignited. The first steps of 
any left foreign-policy program

 w
ould be to dem

ocratize U
.S. 

foreign policy, reduce the size of the U
.S. m

ilitary footprint, dis-
cipline and nationalize the defense industry, and use U

.S. eco-
nom

ic pow
er to achieve egalitarian and environm

ental ends.
The tradition of social dem

ocracy in particular is haunted 
by its ow

n ideals. Its trium
phs have been m

ostly dom
estic: 

m
ass voter enfranchisem

ent, the defeat of offi
cial racial dis-

crim
ination, the provision of basic w

elfare and other rights. 
The m

ovem
ent got its start in the 19th century, together w

ith 
the em

ergence of nation-states, w
hen ow

ners of corporations 
and factories w

ere forced into m
aking at least som

e com
pro-

m
ises w

ith w
orkers. The question of how

 to extend social dem
-

ocratic principles beyond the nation has long been a vexed 
one. The snapshots under the heading of “foreign policy” are 
not the prettiest pages in the m

ovem
ent’s album

: G
erm

an 
Social D

em
ocrats backing the K

aiser in W
orld W

ar I; French 
Socialists insisting on holding the course in A

lgeria; Brazil’s 
W

orkers’ Party governm
ent sending arm

ed forces to lead a 
peacekeeping m

ission in support of an authoritarian H
aitian 

governm
ent in 2004 in a vain attem

pt to w
in a Brazilian seat 

on the U
nited N

ations Security C
ouncil. 

N
everth

eless, social dem
ocracy’s basic prin

ciples—
th

e idea of a large organ
ization

 of w
orkin

g people, n
ot 

a van
guard, aspirin

g to better social an
d econ

om
ic con-

dition
s—

retain
 th

eir force. It is often
 forgotten

, even
 by 

social dem
ocrats them

selves, that the fight is not fanatically 
attached to the idea of social equality but rather to the idea 
that genuine freedom

 requires certain social and econom
ic 

preconditions. Social dem
ocracy starts w

ith people using the 
instrum

ents of a dem
ocratically controlled state to loosen 

Venezuela. N
o m

atter that W
ashington’s postw

ar 
use of force has an extrem

ely poor record on this 
score. In the case of Syria, the constant airing of a 
m

ilitary solution precluded political bargaining 
that could have reduced violence at a m

uch ear-
lier stage. A

 left foreign policy w
ould m

ean ending 
the w

ay the foreign-policy establishm
ent and the 

m
edia routinely conflate “the U

nited States doing 
som

ething” w
ith “m

ilitary intervention.” 
There is no ironclad rule that says a left foreign 

policy m
ust reduce the size of the U

.S. m
ilitary 

footprint. O
ne could im

agine a scenario in w
hich 

U
.S. forces w

ent to w
ar to protect the global envi-

ronm
ent from

 clim
ate chauvinists, slave states, or 

other enem
ies of a social dem

ocratic global order. 
But a genuinely left foreign policy w

ould be a fail-
ure if it did not focus on the vast extent of U

.S. eco-
nom

ic pow
er, w

hich is constantly at w
ork in the 

background of international politics. Social dem
o-

crats w
ould properly seek to place econom

ic pow
er 

at the center of foreign policy. 
That’s w

hy a priority of a left foreign policy w
ould 

be to revolutionize m
ilitary industrial policy. Com

-
prising w

ell over half of the $420 billion global arm
s 

industry, the U
.S. arm

am
ent sector considerably 

outstrips m
ore visible industries such as car m

an-
ufacturing and is four tim

es the national educa-
tion budget. T

he problem
 is not sim

ply that this 
industry looks for custom

ers around the w
orld like 

any other. N
or is it the revolving doors betw

een the 
m

ilitary and w
eapons and security com

panies. The 
issue is that the arm

s industry has becom
e a w

ay for 
the ultraw

ealthy to siphon taxpayer dollars under 
the cover of the national interest. Its leading firm

s 
donate directly to avow

edly pro-w
ar candidates, 

especially those w
ho sit on the Senate A

rm
ed Ser-

vices Com
m

ittee, w
ith the aim

 of not only blocking 
attem

pts to stop U
.S.-backed w

ars, such as support 
of the Saudi w

ar on Yem
en, but to create the illu-

sion that w
ithout U

.S. arm
ed forces global capital-

ism
 itself w

ould collapse.
T

here is n
o reason

 w
hy a left adm

in
istration

 
should not dem

and the best possible m
ilitary tech-

nology in the w
orld, but it should im

pose stringent 
requirem

ents on the industrial sector to integrate 
A

m
erican defense into A

m
erican society. The gov-

ernm
ent should m

ore closely regulate the m
anage-

m
ent of the arm

s com
panies to w

hich it aw
ards 

public contracts, including the extent to w
hich w

ork-
ers have a financial and m

anagerial stake in their 
com

panies. The governm
ent should stop m

ilitary 
m

ateriel from
 being used in dom

estic policing. (It’s 

the grip of liberal capitalist dogm
a. The question 

for a left foreign policy is how
 to harness anti-elite 

sentim
ent around the w

orld for the cause of envi-
ronm

ental renew
al, econom

ic and social equality, 
and m

utual political liberation. 

TH
E FIRST GOAL OF A LEFT FOREIGN

 POLICY w
ould focus 

on changing how
 foreign policy is forged in the first 

place. The priority w
ould be to give dem

ocratic con-
trol over the basic direction of foreign policy back 
to the electorate. It is im

perative that state pow
er 

not be delegated to a cloistered elite, w
hether a 

Leninist vanguard or, as in the U
.S. case, a liberal 

technocratic elite that has long conflated the inter-
ests of the nation w

ith those of global capital. The 
U

.S. foreign-policy elite has barely questioned its 
com

m
itm

ent to free trade pacts and perm
anent 

m
ilitary m

issions abroad. That’s w
hy a left foreign 

policy w
ould need to begin by returning w

ar-m
ak-

ing pow
ers to Congress (even if that involves cajol-

ing C
ongress to reassum

e them
) and rescinding 

the A
uthorization for U

se of M
ilitary Force, w

hich, 
since 2001, has functioned as the legal w

rit for w
ars 

across three adm
inistrations. 

This restoration of public accountability w
ould 

have the additional advantage of furthering sub-
stantive dem

ocratic goals. The U
.S. electorate over-

w
helm

ingly opposes aggressive foreign w
ars and 

interventions, unm
oved by the appeals to credi-

bility that foreign-policy elites have used to guide 
the U

nited States into one quagm
ire after another. 

D
on

ald T
rum

p w
on

 th
e presiden

cy in
 part by 

acknow
ledging this fact. N

o one doubts that the 
U

nited States’ current global posture is the contin-
gent result of its extrem

ely free hand in w
orld affairs 

in the 1940s and 1950s. T
he m

aintenance of U
.S. 

troops in G
erm

any, Japan, and South K
orea today 

baffl
es a generation that did not live through the 

C
old W

ar. R
ecent polls suggest that 42 percent of 

G
erm

ans w
ant U

.S. forces to leave the country and 
37 percent w

ant them
 to stay, w

hile in Japan protests 
and referendum

s have repeatedly confirm
ed the 

public’s desire for a reduction of the U
.S. presence.

T
he problem

 w
ith the existing foreign-policy 

culture’s prioritizing of m
ilitary solutions is that it 

cuts off m
ore effective policy options and stunts the 

diplom
atic corps’ ability to pursue them

. Long-term
 

consequences on the ground have been all after-
thought in recent calls—

from
 liberals and conser-

vatives alike—
to intervene in Syria, Iraq, Iran, and 

not uncom
m

on for surplus tanks to end up on the streets of 
places like Ferguson, M

issouri.) Trying to com
pletely nation-

alize a com
pany like Lockheed M

artin w
ould be a very costly 

engagem
ent for a social dem

ocratic adm
inistration in the short 

term
. In the longer term

, how
ever, it w

ould be w
orth pursuing 

dem
ands for partial w

orker ow
nership of such corporations.

But a left international econom
ic agenda w

ouldn’t end at 
industrial policy. It w

ould recognize that, at least since the 
D

aw
es Plan of 1924, w

hich m
anaged the debt paym

ents of W
ei-

m
ar G

erm
any, the m

ain w
eapon in A

m
erica’s arsenal has been 

the U
.S. Treasury. The U

nited States m
ost com

m
only expresses 

its pow
er by allow

ing and barring access to the U
.S. econom

y. 
This is an area w

here a left adm
inistration could m

ake a m
ajor 

diff
erence. Loans (and the denial of loans), debt forgiveness, 

off
shore tax havens, currency inflation—

these aff
ect the lives 

of far m
ore people than A

m
erica’s m

issiles and bom
bs.

Instead of tying aid to indicators such as the protection of 
property rights and other rubrics designed by conservative and 
liberal think tanks, a left adm

inistration could instead m
ake 

aid m
ore contingent on the pursuit of a redistributive dom

es-
tic agenda or the environm

ental record of the governm
ent in 

question. Carbon taxes on im
ports alone could encourage for-

eign trading partners to put in place m
ore environm

entally 
sustainable dom

estic policies. A
ny U

.S. left agenda w
orth the 

nam
e w

ould need to consider the social w
elfare of foreign pop-

ulations in conjunction w
ith taking care of its ow

n.
 

TH
ERE ARE U

N
COM

FORTABLE POLITICAL AREAS that no left adm
in-

istration should shy aw
ay from

. The history of social dem
oc-

racy’s relationship w
ith the environm

ent has been a rocky 
one. M

uch of the m
ovem

ent’s success in the past has been 
linked to enorm

ous am
ounts of resource extraction, from

 the 
R

uhr in G
erm

any, w
here the coal furnaces form

ed one of the 
backbones of early social dem

ocracy, to the great success of 
W

orkers’ Party social program
s in Brazil, w

hich w
ere in part 

insulated from
 right-w

ing attack because they relied on a vast 
energy boom

 that did not require redistributing their w
ealth.

Earlier generations of socialists and social dem
ocrats gen-

erally did not understand the eff
ect they w

ere having on the 
clim

ate, but the A
m

erican w
orking class’s relationship to eco-

nom
ic grow

th m
ust be rethought if its citizens are to flourish in 

the next century. Left foreign-policy practitioners should still 
prioritize the equitable distribution of resources across soci-
ety, but they m

ay need to accept that such resources w
on’t be 

an ever-increasing bounty. This shift in popular values, aw
ay 

from
 the ideology of grow

th to the necessity of sustainability, 
m

ay prove to be the left’s m
ost defining challenge.

The second dilem
m

a for any left foreign policy is w
hat to do 

w
ith fellow

 m
ovem

ents that are affi
rm

atively socialist in charac-
ter but under threat from

 an internal or external pow
er. Should 
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the United States intervene on behalf of the single social demo-
cratic entity in the Middle East, the Kurdish statelet of Rojava? 
What should a social democratic administration do about reac-
tionary coups against social democratic regimes, such as in 
Brazil, or freedom movements such as Hong Kong’s? Would 
the United States not have the responsibility to help its friends? 

The problem is that, in most cases, any form of explicitly 
militarist intervention would spell disaster. The age-old ques-
tion of whether socialism means pacificism or noninterfer-
ence is unlikely to ever be resolved. But domestic clarity can 
provide orientation: By working toward a social transforma-
tion at home, building up the legitimacy of the American state 
and the moral legitimacy of its economy, the United States 
increases its ability to marshal diplomatic pressure on behalf 
of allies around the world.

There is also the inverse dilemma: What should a left admin-
istration do when nominally socialist governments such 
as Cuba or Venezuela repress their own people? There will 
always be pressure in Washington to do something in such 
cases, which at the bare minimum tends to mean backing the 
opposition, with the possibility of military intervention dan-
gling in the background. Yet left foreign-policy practitioners 
must have the forbearance to recognize that such solutions 
generally have little practical promise. Often the opposition 
groups hailed in Washington have impressive storage space 
for liberal values but small local followings. Meanwhile, the 
track record of U.S. military interference in South America has 
mostly given rise to autocracies. A new foreign policy should 
instead focus on diplomatic openings, including the possibil-
ity that a figure like Venezuela’s Nicolás Maduro might have 
opponents with large public followings to his left. 

Which brings us to China. One worrying aspect of the 2020 
presidential race is that every serious contender across the 
spectrum—from Sanders and Warren to Trump himself—have 
staked out a hostile stance on China. (Michael Bloomberg and 
Deval Patrick, the candidates most directly involved in inter-
national capitalism, may turn out to be the exceptions.) This 
hostility is not merely about intellectual property or Ameri-
can wages or the hollowing out of the U.S. industrial core or 
cyberwarfare. There is also a growing sense among many left-
of-center Americans that China’s repressions on its border-
lands must be met head on. Among human rights advocates, 
a clear agenda is coming into view, which involves activating 
Uighurs and Hong Kongers and the people of Guangdong to 
fight Beijing and to help them balance the scales of dignity.

But pursuing such a course would be counterproductive. 
Chinese President Xi Jinping is in the middle of transforming 
an industrial-agrarian economy into a massive consumer econ-
omy—much as U.S. economists have long advised Beijing to do. 
The overheating of the Chinese economy has not only resulted 
in the Belt and Road Initiative as a way of sending excess capital 
out of the country but also the directed spillover of Mandarin- 

speaking populations into Hong Kong (where their 
presence only aggravates competition over higher 
education and housing) and the ongoing coloni-
zation of Xinjiang. With such an economic trans-
formation underway, it makes good sense for Xi to 
deflect from this hard reality with speeches about 
cleansing China of foreign ideologies and under-
going a new round of ideological hygiene. The 
idea that this world-historical development can 
be decently improved by any military swagger or 
hard-line approach seems deluded at best. 

More valuable would be to recognize the United 
States’ own role in this unfolding China of the pres-
ent. The American and Chinese economies are 
locked in an embrace that can only be dealt with 
as a totality, rather than piecemeal. Only through 
diplomacy with China would, for instance, any 
attempt at forging a serious environmental pact 
be achievable. No human rights cause in China 
can be furthered by the United States if it does 
not use the real economic power at its disposal: 
fining U.S. companies for doing business in Xin- 
jiang, forcing Apple to comply with U.S. labor reg-
ulations abroad, shifting the emphasis of World 
Bank loans from Chinese corporations to indi-
vidual Chinese migrants leaving the countryside 
en masse. Meanwhile, the demonization of China 
will likely continue to be a profitable hypocrisy for 
American politicians to engage in. 

Whether predominantly social democratic or 
democratic socialist in character, no left U.S. for-
eign policy can expect full implementation or suc-
cess in the short term. It would be naive to believe 
otherwise. It is not only that the diplomatic corps 
itself remains embroiled in the Cold War consensus 
but that foreign policy is merely one domain among 
others that Americans would need to change and 
co-opt in concert, such as the judiciary, the intelli-
gence services, and the Federal Reserve. It would be 
a decent enough start if a Sanders or Warren admin-
istration succeeded simply in making left diplomats 
an inhabitable identity at the State Department, 
where they are currently an extinct species. It may 
be that some of the most effective arms of a left U.S. 
foreign policy are the most mundane. Imagine if 
the IRS were empowered to pursue wealth taxes 
globally, giving the 1 percent nowhere to hide. That 
desk-bound agency may contain more revolution-
ary tinder than the U.S. Marine Corps.  n
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