
We the People

New Socialism for a Modern World

A Brief Discussion About Freedom

––––––––

by Martina Sprague

Copyright 2015 Martina Sprague

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or medium without the prior written consent of the author.

––––––––

Acknowledgement:

Front cover image: Martina Sprague

––––––––

Other books of interest by Martina Sprague:

For God, Gold, and Glory: A History of Military Service and Man's Search for Power, Wealth, and Adventure

Leadership, It Ain't Rocket Science: A Critical Analysis of Moving with the Cheese and Other Motivational Leadership Bullshit

Sweden: An Illustrated History

Norse Warfare: Unconventional Battle Strategies of the Ancient Vikings

Swedish Volunteers in the Russo-Finnish Winter War, 1939-1940

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preamble

Who Was Olof Palme?

What Is Socialism?

The Justification Of The State

Why Is Gender Equality Essential To A Functioning State?

Affirmative Action For Gender Equality

The Right To Work And Worker Rights, And More About Freedom

The Healthcare Debate And Why The Means-Test Should Be Scrapped

Education Is Not A Snobbish Word

High Taxes, Immigration, And Foreign Policy Critics

No One Is An Island

Can We Succeed?

Afterword

Appendix: Not IKEA Simple: Why Sweden Recognized Palestine

Bibliography

​PREAMBLE


We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity . . .



—The Constitution of the United States

Society is a complex organism that cannot function effectively without a shared social structure, such as public schools offering quality education, public transportation, quality healthcare, social assistance to those in need, and a vision of the future that makes allowances for people of all socioeconomic backgrounds. Although political change takes time, the intended direction the country is moving should be clear. Neither extreme right nor extreme left viewpoints should be excluded in political debates; however, when all is said and done the ordinary citizen should have something of value to strive toward, and in the moment of decision his or her wishes should be heard. To this end, the masses must be active participants in the formation of the future and receive fair representation in all areas of concern.

Because of the dynamism of civilization, politics is a living entity with the aim of reaching a better future guided by the wishes of the people. Democratic socialism is a branch of politics that is built on certain core values, the first of which is the development of a society that openly embraces equality and social justice through powerful action. In this brief analysis, we will define our understanding of democratic socialism and also discuss what it means to the ordinary citizen when we say that we want to be free of government interference. To reach our objectives, we will build on the ideology of former prime minister of Sweden, Olof Palme, who many view as the epitome of social justice, and question the extent to which his ideas have merit and can be implemented in modern American society.

Who was Olof Palme? Olof Palme was the speaker of the Social Democratic Workers' Party in Sweden from 1969 to 1986. He was the prime minister of Sweden on two separate occasions, from 1969 to 1976 and from 1982 to 1986. Social justice, gainful employment for all, gender equality, and disarmament for peace were the major issues that dominated his political career. What made him such a remarkable political figure, however, was not his position in favor of a democratic socialist country, but his simultaneous anti-communist and anti-imperialist views. By challenging these dominant ideologies, he managed to upset both the far left and the far right on the political spectrum.

In the early 1970s, Palme worked primarily with developing labor laws related to the hiring and firing of employees, collective bargaining agreements, employee rights to a hazard free work environment, and employee rights to maternity, education, and sick leave. He argued that gainful employment was necessary for women, if they were to achieve social equality with men. Women could only reach financial and social independence, he argued, if they no longer had to choose between staying at home with the children and working outside the home.

Although Palme worked incessantly toward the elimination of a class structured society by decreasing the wage gap between rich and poor, providing care for the sick and elderly, and fully accepting and integrating immigrants and minority populations, he simultaneously believed that the individual should have the right to determine his or her own road to happiness. A decent home and access to education, a decent job and the right to a pollutant free environment, lay at the base of his definition of individual freedom and were rights that every human being should enjoy.

Outspoken, committed, energetic, and accomplished, Palme often stirred controversy on the international circuit and became an important political figure worldwide. He was against war in any form and argued that the United Nation's statute pertaining to war in self-defense was often used to justify military action where none was needed. He accepted large numbers of political refugees, worked tirelessly to liberate Third World countries from oppression, and presented a constant challenge to the Western world, not the least the United States, on issues that obstructed international action to a peaceful resolution to conflict.

In light of the fiery political debates since President Barack Obama took executive office in the United States, particularly with respect to social issues such as universal healthcare, affordable education, and the rights of workers to organize, this brief analysis sheds light on a subject that many Americans do not understand and even fear, or at least have failed to examine in depth. We the People: New Socialism for a Modern World is of interest to scholars of political ideologies and popular social movements; people with left-leaning views; and lay persons wishing to learn about the forces that stir politics in America today.

Olof Palme took a gigantic step when he left his upper middle class background and dedicated his life to the promotion of democratic socialism and human rights. Even those who disagreed with him often developed a love-hate relationship with him. On the international scene, his strife against war and oppression of the poor and underprivileged earned him the moniker, Citizen of the World. To what extent were his ideals sound and how might they impact twenty-first century politics in America, as we move toward yet another presidential election and the hope for a more inclusive and modern society?

​WHO WAS OLOF PALME?

"I am a democratic socialist," said Olof Palme in a party leadership debate in 1982. He became a democratic socialist when he traveled in India and witnessed the extreme poverty of the masses alongside the extreme wealth of a few. He became a democratic socialist when he saw, in a sense, an even more degrading poverty in the United States; when, as a young man, he came eye-to-eye with the persecution of large numbers of people living under the oppressive regimes of the Eastern Bloc communist states; and when he visited the Nazi concentration camps in post-World War II Germany and was introduced to lists of union members and advocates of social democracy who had received death sentences for their beliefs. He became a democratic socialist when he realized that a focus on social justice was a factor directly responsible for lifting Sweden from poverty and unemployment during the economic crisis of the 1930s. "But more important," he said, "is that I gain strength in my conviction when I see the wars in the world, when I see mass unemployment, the corruption in my own country, the growing inequality between rich and poor, and when I witness how egoism rules our nation and social justice becomes a more fragile concept with each passing day."​[1]

Palme embraced democratic socialism fully first after going through a careful process grounded in long study and deep thought. There was no single moment when a light came on, so to speak. "It was good to adopt a belief in social democracy gradually, and base this belief on continuity and realistic reasoning," he later confessed. "Naturally, this process did not exclude a strong emotional engagement."​[2]

Although born into an upper middle class home, the young Olof Palme confirmed through words and actions that his heart belonged to the working class. His beliefs were formed by personal experience coupled with the time in which he lived. Born in 1927 into a conservative family, he became interested in politics at a young age and worked with Sveriges Förenade Studentkårer (United Students of Sweden) on international issues. His work involved considerable travels throughout Asia and many of the war-torn European nations.

Although his total embrace of democratic socialism came after careful and considerable study, he received his first insights into social structures, poverty, loneliness, and human suffering when traveling in the United States and Mexico upon graduating from Kenyon College, Ohio in 1948, which he had attended on a scholarship. After his time at Kenyon College, he hitchhiked across the American continent to encounter American society firsthand, and said later that this experience taught him more about life and society than any book ever could. A particular eye-opener came when he entered the ghettos in the southern states, and sat on bar stools face-to-face with ordinary people discussing their problems.​[3] He believed there were two ways to come to terms with important matters: theoretical discussion and social reality. He viewed the latter as the more realistic of the two, and considered his travels in the world decisive for shaping his future views.​[4] It was also at Kenyon College that he undertook the challenge of powerful public speaking, of arguing his cause convincingly. He returned to Sweden a new man, politically aware and with a growing sense of self-confidence.​[5]

Palme's main motivation in his political endeavors was a belief in the need for an educated and united labor force with the strength to face the problems of the future. He got his first big break when he was hired at the age of twenty-six as secretary to Prime Minister Tage Erlander in 1953. He became the speaker of the Social Democratic Workers' Party in 1969 (see also Sveriges Socialdemokratiska Arbetarparti; Socialdemokraterna [the Social Democrats]; or simply Sossarna [popular Swedish slang]) and shortly thereafter prime minister of Sweden, and thus laid the foundation for the Swedish welfare state. His political career spanned thirty-three years, until his untimely death by a gun-wielding assailant on a street in Stockholm in 1986.

In the late 1950s, nine months before the 1960 election and soon after Palme took his first steps as a member of parliament, he began an ideological campaign to raise money for pensions for all, laborers as well as professionals. The development of schools, hospitals, and roads required funding, but he was fully aware that suggesting a tax hike would be political suicide. He started by asking the people to choose between consuming more goods or having access to better education and greater security in old age. Since any social program requires a monetary sacrifice, the wishes of the people must be heard. The result when the votes were tallied gave the Social Democratic Workers' Party a "second wind," which allowed it to recover from the weaknesses it had suffered during most of the 1950s. The votes revealed that the "consumer" hoped for a future that was grounded in the strength of the family, a secure place to live, education, employment, and a social safety net that covered illness, unemployment, and old age.​[6]

Palme's political career was thus launched, and his early ambitions revolved around seeking an answer to problems of social injustices within Sweden. He believed that how other countries viewed Sweden was determined primarily by how Sweden treated the weakest members of society. In a speech to demonstrators against the Soviet Union's march into Czechoslovakia in 1968, quoting Ernst Wigforss, a prominent politician of the Social Democratic Workers' Party and a person who Palme admired, Palme stated that the difference between democratic socialism and communism was foremost the value one placed on the rights of the citizens. In a democratic socialist state, the individual has the right to protection against oppression by the power hungry elite; he or she has the right to free speech including the right to criticize the government; and he or she has the right to form with others a political majority that can implement the changes needed to drive society forward.​[7]

Palme recognized that education was the key that would unlock the door to a healthier society and bridge the economic gap between rich and poor. The problems of the future must be attacked from a standpoint of equality, he argued, and bridging the economic gap would prevent a new class society from gaining a foothold in Sweden. Equality and social justice were not merely words, but were tangible conditions directly attached to the future of politics.​[8] Sweden's long history of poverty and political oppression of the common man no doubt influenced his views. In fact, the Social Democratic Workers' Party, founded in 1889 when Sweden was an antiquated state run by free farmers, nobility, and priests, taught the common man how to organize for collective strength and demand social justice and a guarantee that every person could live his life with dignity.

Palme learned the importance of honesty and perseverance from his mentor and then prime minister of Sweden Tage Erlander, with whom he worked for sixteen years. He realized that to maintain integrity, a politician must view thoughts, words, and actions as a single entity.​[9] His moral conscience required that privileged groups already in existence should be abolished and a watchful eye kept on the rising power of the elite.

Bridging the economic gap and preventing a new class society from forming thus proved important for the long-term growth of a state in which every citizen could prosper. The problem was that when the economic gap between rich and poor was large, those who fell behind, in order to secure their own well-being, would start regarding those better off with suspicion and animosity. And those better off would be on constant guard against the poorer people of society, whom they viewed as leeches obsessed with obtaining handouts from the pocketbooks of the hardworking elite. This would indeed be a difficult world to live in, Palme acknowledged, even for those ahead in the game. He expressed his views with ease, both orally and in writing. His fearlessness allowed him to become an anchor for society's underprivileged and weak.​[10]

Palme further believed that social justice must precede freedom to live one's life to its full potential. The type of freedom upon which a democratic society is built means freedom for everybody and not only for a select few. It requires that every person's basic needs are satisfied, including the need for a decent place to live, and the need for access to quality healthcare and education. Children should get a satisfactory start in life regardless of the socioeconomic background of their parents, he argued, and universities should be planned so that they can accommodate large numbers of students hailing from all conditions and circumstances, rich as well as poor. He acknowledged that competition is important to move society forward; however, every citizen should be granted the same starting place by attending the same basic school. Society then has an obligation to compensate the less fortunate by offering assistance, such as tutoring by specialty teachers, to children from difficult socioeconomic backgrounds. The underlying
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