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If you can believe the polls, socialism is more 
popular than ever. Gallop says that rough-
ly two-thirds of Democrats have a positive 
view of socialism.1 The same is true for half of 
young adults.2

But what exactly is socialism? If it means any-
thing it means a lack of economic freedom. 
In a socialist world, people are not at liberty 
to engage in free exchange with each other. 
Every economic transaction is regulated or 
potentially regulated by the state.

But if you search online, you will find it hard to 
discover these facts.

At Wikipedia, you will discover a lengthy 
essay on “socialism” (maybe its longest on 
any subject), with 391 footnotes. But it’s over-
whelmingly focused on aspirations, not on 
what life has been really like under socialist 
dictatorships. There is only one mention of 
“mass killings,” which are dismissed by left-
wing apologists as mere “aberrations.”3

1	  Amelia Thomson-Deveaux, “What Americans 
Think About Socialism and Capitalism, According to a 
New Gallup Poll,” Associated Press, September 8, 2025, 
https://www.ap.org/news-highlights/spotlights/2025/what-
americans-think-about-socialism-and-capitalism-accor-
ding-to-a-new-gallup-poll/, although see these more recent 
polling results: https://iop.harvard.edu/press-releases/
harvard-youth-poll-reveals-mounting-strain-young-ameri-
cans-financial-institutional
2	  Lydia Saad, “Socialism as Popular as Capitalism 
Among Young Adults in U.S.,” Gallup, November 25, 2019, 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/268766/socialism-popular-cap-
italism-among-young-adults.aspx
3	  “Socialism,” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 
accessed June 14, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/So-
cialism

The Wikipedia article has not one word about 
imprisonment, torture or other evil things that 
happened to people who lived in socialist 
countries in the last century or who are living 
under socialism today.

​Apparently, many people like socialism be-
cause they have no idea what it is.

Wrong Prices 
Let’s begin by considering socialism as an 
economic system.

In a market economy the price system does 
three remarkable things.

First, it produces trillions upon trillions of 
individual prices – some changing every hour, 
every minute and even every second – that 
equate supply and demand. As a result, in 
most places, most of the time, buyers can 
buy as much they want and sellers can sell as 
much as they want at the existing price. The 
largest, most powerful computer in the entire 
world is incapable of duplicating that feat.

Second, it provides information that guides 
the production decisions of millions of 
workers all over the world. Even a simple 
pencil4 requires input from tens of thousands 
of workers, in this country and abroad – most 
of whom don’t know each other, never talk 
to each other and are largely unaware of 
each other. If you were to try to write down 
and feed into a computer all of the things 

4	  Competitive Enterprise Institute, “I, Pencil: The 
Movie,” YouTube, Nov 14, 2012 https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=IYO3tOqDISE. 
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that must be done in order to produce a pencil it 
would take a lifetime.​

Third, the price system tends to maximize the 
value of what is produced in a way that could 
not be duplicated by any computer. In a market 
economy, most of the time the price buyers face 
reflects the social cost of production. Buyers won’t 
buy a product unless it’s worth to them at least as 
much as it costs society to produce it. At the same 
time, the price producers receive tends to reflect 
the minimum value consumers place on the good. 
Producers won’t produce a good unless it is at least 
as valuable to society as what it cost to produce. ​

The fact that the price system produces these 
three remarkable outcomes, doesn’t mean the 
results can’t be altered.​

Economists have always known that you can enjoy 
the benefits of the price system without accepting 
all of its outcomes. Suppose you think the market 
produces too many Oreo cookies and too few 
eBooks. You could put a tax on Oreos and give a 
subsidy to eBooks, while leaving the price system 
as a whole intact. Suppose you think Peter’s 
income is too high and Paul’s income is too low. 
You could take from Peter and give to Paul.

But these examples by themselves don’t count 
as socialism. Socialists don’t become socialists 
because they want to tinker around the edges. 
Socialists are socialists because they want 
to replace a system driven by thousands of 
people pursuing their own self-interest with 
a government-directed system that nominally 
aspires to some higher purpose. In a socialist 
economy, virtually every price is a government-
controlled price. Virtually every wage is a 
government-controlled wage.

Wrong Prices = Wrong Goods and Services = 
Shortages, Rationing and Black Markets
Under socialism, the government does much 
more than set prices. It determines what will be 

produced, how it will be produced, where it will 
be produced and under what circumstances 
people will be able to consume what is produced. 
Since prices are not allowed to clear markets, 
inevitably there is rationing by waiting for food, 
clothing, housing, medical care and other 
necessities. People spend enormous time 
and effort trying to circumvent the rationing 
bureaucracies.​

After the fall of the Soviet Union, Russians who 
came to the United States were the most awed 
by entering American grocery stores. There 
they saw row after row of food products – huge 
quantities of fresh produce, meats, dairy choices, 
all kinds of pastries. You name it. And they could 
buy as much as they liked of any product without 
restriction. Under communism, no Russian ever 
had this experience.​

Under communist rule, both Russia and China 
claimed that health care is available as a matter of 
right, just as Senator Bernie Sanders says it should 
be.5 But Russian workers were required to pay 
roughly one in every four dollars in medical care 
spending as an illegal payment to doctors and 
hospitals to get better and more accessible care. 
Even after that, Russian health care resembled 
Third World medicine.6  In a survey of residents 
of large cities in China, one-half reported making 
illegal payments to doctors to get care.7 ​

Ironically, Russia and China might have two of the 
most privatized health care systems in the world, 
when all the black-market payments are factored in.​

5	  Senator Sanders (I-VT), “Health Care is a Human 
Right,” May 6, 2025, https://www.sanders.senate.gov/ber-
nie-buzz/health-care-oped/.   
6	  Scotty Hendricks, “Universal Health Care is Great – 
Except In Russia. Here’s Why.” Big Think, December 12, 2018, 
https://bigthink.com/the-present/russia-bad-healthcare/#rebell-
titem5. 
7	  Sui-Lee Wee, “China’s Health Care Crisis: Lines 
Before Dawn, Violence and ‘No Trust,’” The New York Times, 
September 30, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/30/busi-
ness/china-health-care-doctors.html.

https://www.sanders.senate.gov/bernie-buzz/health-care-oped/
https://www.sanders.senate.gov/bernie-buzz/health-care-oped/
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Wrong Incentives
To this point we have said nothing about why 
the government would want to control people’s 
economic choices. Whatever the stated goals, 
socialist governments almost always have an 
economic plan. Whatever the plan, it’s in no one’s 
self interest to carry it out. 

Let’s suppose the plan calls for you to have two 
bowls of rice every day, but you would like three. 
In a market economy you get the third bowl if you 
are willing to pay the market price. 

Let’s say that is $10. Under socialism, you are not 
allowed to have the third bowl at any price. 

So, your incentive is to spend up to $10 of effort 
to manipulate the rationing bureaucracy to get 
your third bowl.

Or let’s say the plan calls for you to work 8 hours 
a day, but you would prefer to work only 7. In a 
market economy, if you work one less hour you 
get one less hour’s pay. Let’s say that’s $15. 

Under the socialist plan you don’t have this 
option. So, your incentive is to spend up to $15 of 
effort to manipulate the bureaucracy in order to 
get an hour off.

Now, when everybody at the bottom has a self-
interest in defeating a plan created by those at 
the top, guess who wins? Socialism, wherever it 
has been tried, has been an economic disaster. ​

The Consequence of Bad Incentives
When socialists take over an economy they don’t 
rush out and acquire the most powerful computer 
they can find to create an intricate alternative 
to market-driven prices. Instead, they tend to 
make very crude decisions – groping here and 
grasping there, in an unending process of crisis 
management.​

Under their rule, surpluses invariably emerge in 
some markets and shortages in others. Shortages 
are far more likely than surpluses because prices 

are no longer allowed to coordinate production 
decisions. Overall output soon becomes a 
fraction of what it could have been.

The Moral Foundation of Economic Systems: 
Selfishness vs. Altruism
Capitalism is sometimes described as 
institutionalized selfishness, while socialism is 
often described as institutionalized altruism. If 
anything, the reverse is true.

​As Adam Smith pointed out in 1776, the only way 
to increase your income in a market economy 
is to meet other people’s needs.8 In a socialist 
system, the only way to increase your income 
is to undermine the plan. Doing so often means 
your increase in well-being is at someone else’s 
expense.

Paradoxically, socialism actually breeds the most 
harmful kind of selfishness, whereas capitalism 
fosters a spirit of cooperation.

​In a capitalist supermarket, the presence of other 
people is usually good for you. People get advice 
and give advice. They compare notes. They 
socialize. When someone else buys something, 
they are not taking anything away from you.  It 
appears that every customer can have as much 
as he likes of every product. Cordiality tends to 
be the norm. Letting a disabled person cut in line 
at the checkout stand is normal and expected.

​In a socialist supermarket, by contrast, the 
presence of other people is usually bad for 
you. There are long lines for a limited quantity 
of goods. If you are waiting in line to buy an 
orange, for example, other people are an obvious 
threat. By the time it’s your turn, there may be no 
oranges left. Or the only ones left may be green. 
Or maybe even rotten.

Under rationing by waiting, people are competing 
against each other for a limited supply. If other 
people weren’t there you could have the orange 

8	  Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1776.
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of your choice. It’s impossible not to see others 
as rivals who interfere with your wellbeing.

The Worst Get to the Top
Although socialists claim that workers are exploit-
ed under capitalism, no greedy capitalist has ever 
begun to match the degree of exploitation that 
has occurred under socialism.

​Stalin, Mao Tse Tung, Fidel Castro and Hugo 
Chávez lived like kings and accumulated vast 
fortunes while their own people often faced 
starvation.9 Kim Jong-un and the current rulers 
in Cuba and Venezuela are following in their 
footsteps. Here are some particulars:

•	 The world’s greatest mass murderer, Josef 
Stalin, killed almost 43 million people, 
many by forced starvation.10 He was one of 
the world’s richest people at his death.11

•	 Chinese communist leader Mao Tse-tung 
was the second greatest mass murderer in 
world history, killing almost 39 million.12 His 
granddaughter became one of the richest 
people in China.13

•	 Between 1 and 3 million people starved 
to death under the regime of North Korea 
dictator Kim Jong-Il.14 A UN report es-

9	  John C. Goodman, “Why is Anyone a Socialist?” 
Townhall, September 23, 2018, https://townhall.com/columnists/
johncgoodman/2018/09/23/why-is-anyone-a-socialist-n2521856
10	  R.J. Rummel, Death By Government and Mass Murder 
Since 1900, (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers), 
1994.  Some modern demographic research and Soviet archives 
declassified in 1991 place the direct and indirect death toll under 
Joseph Stalin’s regime at a lower number: roughly 6 million to 9 
million people. https://www.history.com/articles/joseph-stalin
11	  Joseph Low, “Richest People of All Time: From Geng-
his Khan to Elon Musk, These Are the Billionaires Who Ruled 
the World,” Luxuo, February 1, 2023, https://www.luxuo.com/
business/super-rich/richest-people-of-all-time.html
12	  Rummel, Death By Government and Mass Murder 
Since 1900
13	  Cary Huang, “Mao Zedong Granddaughter on Rich 
List, Prompting Debate,” South China Morning Post, May 9, 
2013, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1233208/mao-
zedong-granddaughters-addition-rich-list-prompts-debate. 
14	  Jordan Weissmann, “How Kim Jong Il Starved North 
Korea,” The Atlantic, December 20, 2011, https://www.theat-

timates that 18 million15 North Koreans 
go to bed hungry every night under the 
regime of his son, who managed to slip 
by international sanctions and import 2.09 
billion in luxury goods from China for 
his personal benefit. The items included 
Mercedes-Benz S-Class cars and a luxury 
yacht worth as much as $6 million.16

•	 While ordinary Cubans stood in bread-
lines, Fidel Castro had his own private 
yacht and his own private island.17 In Ha-
vana, he lived in an immense estate with 
a rooftop bowling alley, a basketball court 
and fully equipped medical center.

•	 During the reign of avowed Marxist Hugo 
Chavez in Venezuela, ordinary people 
faced food shortages, skyrocketing inflation 
and abject poverty, Yet Chavez’s daughter, 
María Gabriela Chávez, had bank accounts 
in the U.S. and Andorra with assets totaling 
nearly $4.2 billion – making her the richest 
person in the country.18

Worker Exploitation
How is this ruler luxury funded?  Ironically and 
tragically, by the very people who socialism 

lantic.com/business/archive/2011/12/how-kim-jong-il-starved-
north-korea/250244/
15	  United Nation’s Children Fund (UNICEF), DPR Ko-
rea: Needs and Priorities, March 2017. https://www.unicef.org/
dprk/media/296/file/DPR%20Korea.pdf
16	   Jane Perlez and Yufan Huang, “To Build a Ski 
Resort Under U.N. Sanctions, North Korea Turned to China,” 
The New York Times, February 5, 2016, https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/02/06/world/asia/north-korea-china-sanctions-luxury.
html?partner=rss&emc=rss&_r=0
17	  Kim Willsher, “Fidel Castro Lived Like a King in 
Cuba, Book Claims,” The Guardian, May 20, 2014, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/21/fidel-castro-lived-
like-king-cuba
18	  Andre F. Puglie, “Maria Gabriela Chávez Net Worth: 
Hugo Chávez’s Daughter Richest Woman in Venezuela, Worth 
$4.2 Billion,” Latin Post, August 12, 2015, https://www.
latinpost.com/articles/71424/20150812/maria-gabriela-chávez-
net-worth-hugo-chávezs-daughter-richest-woman-in-venezuela-
worth-4-2-billion.htm

https://townhall.com/columnists/johncgoodman/2018/09/23/why-is-anyone-a-socialist-n2521856
https://townhall.com/columnists/johncgoodman/2018/09/23/why-is-anyone-a-socialist-n2521856
https://www.history.com/articles/joseph-stalin
https://www.luxuo.com/business/super-rich/richest-people-of-all-time.html
https://www.luxuo.com/business/super-rich/richest-people-of-all-time.html
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1233208/mao-zedong-granddaughters-addition-rich-list-prompts-debate
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1233208/mao-zedong-granddaughters-addition-rich-list-prompts-debate
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/jordan-weissmann/
http://www.nytimes.com/by/jane-perlez
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purports to help: workers.

A cardinal tenet of Marxism is the idea that 
workers do not get to keep the value of what 
they produce. Instead, the capitalists extract a 
surplus from them – that is little better than theft.

​Marx wrote several decades before the 
development of the economic concept of 
marginalism (usually associated with Alfred 
Marshall). Today, all mainstream economists believe 
that workers get paid wages that are roughly equal 
to their marginal product (the value of what they 
contribute to the products their employers sell).

However, there is one system under which 
workers are routinely paid less than the value of 
what they produce. It’s socialism.

​Cuba pays its doctors the equivalent of $141 a 
month19 and nurses $4020– sums that must be 
far below any fair estimate of their economic 
contribution. (The average monthly salary for 
all Cuban workers is $16, according to official 
statistics.21) Cuba also lends doctors to other 
countries – roughly 50,000 a year, including 
30,000 in Venezuela. Although the government 
doesn’t say how much it pays its doctors on 
foreign soil, it is clearly less than what Cuba 
collects from the host countries: an $8.2 billion 
profit was expected in 2014 alone.22

Why don’t Cuban doctors defect, once they are 
beyond the reach of the Cuban police state? 
They know if they do, their families back home in 

19	  Radio France Internationale (RFI), “Cuba Boosts Doc-
tors’ Wages in Bid to Halt Mass Exodus,” February 16, 2024, 
https://www.rfi.fr/en/international-news/20240216-cuba-boosts-
doctors-wages-in-bid-to-halt-mass-exodus
20	  Rob Waters, “The Cuban Hustle: Doctors Drive Cabs 
and Work Abroad to Make Up for Meager Pay,” Stat, February 8, 
2017, https://www.statnews.com/2017/02/08/cuba-doctors-mea-
ger-pay/
21	  “Today’s Average Cuban Salary Now Equals US $16 
per Month,” Havana Times, April 20, 2025, https://havanatimes.
org/features/todays-average-cuban-salary-now-equals-us-16-per-
month/. 
22	  Associated Press, “Cuba Hikes Salaries for Doctors, 
Nurses, to As Much As $67 a Month,” March 21, 2014, https://
www.foxnews.com/world/cuba-hikes-salaries-for-doctors-
nurses-to-as-much-as-67-a-month

Cuba will pay a painful price.

The Darkest Side of Socialism: Imprisonment, 
Torture and Death
Abuse doesn’t stop at ruler self-enrichment on the 
backs of their people. When power concentrates, 
and corrupt rulers emerge without institutional 
checks, rulers increasingly suppress their people – 
at times escalating to the level of tragedy.  

To this point, I have made no distinction between 
national socialism (fascism) and Marxist-type 
socialism (communism). The traditional political 
science literature tends to define the former as 
having private ownership with government control 
while the latter has both government ownership 
and control. However, the general rule is: the more 
government asserts its power in whatever way, the 
worse the economic deprivation and the worse the 
human rights atrocities.

There are several examples of economic freedom 
without political freedom. Hong Kong (under 
British rule) and Singapore are two examples. 
But there are no examples of an entire country 
that has abolished economic freedom while 
maintaining political and civil liberties.

​It’s easy to understand why. If the government 
controls your job, your salary, your living choices 
and just about every other aspect of your economic 
life, how free will you be to challenge the rulers in 
the next election? All truly socialist regimes soon 
became dictatorships – even if, like Nazi Germany 
and present-day Venezuela,23 they started out 
as democracies; or, if like Cuba there were false 
promises of democracy in the beginning.24

23	  Anne Applebaum, “Venezuela is the Eerie Endgame 
of Modern Politics,” The Atlantic, February 27, 2020, https://
www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/venezuelas-suffer-
ing-shows-where-illiberalism-leads/606988/?utm_source=feed 
24	  Armando Simon, “Life in Communist Cuba Is Nothing 
Like What Most Americans Have Heard,” The Federalist, June 
2, 2017, https://thefederalist.com/2017/06/02/life-communist-cu-
ba-nothing-like-americans-heard/

https://havanatimes.org/features/todays-average-cuban-salary-now-equals-us-16-per-month/
https://havanatimes.org/features/todays-average-cuban-salary-now-equals-us-16-per-month/
https://havanatimes.org/features/todays-average-cuban-salary-now-equals-us-16-per-month/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/venezuelas-suffering-shows-where-illiberalism-leads/606988/?utm_source=feed
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/venezuelas-suffering-shows-where-illiberalism-leads/606988/?utm_source=feed
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/venezuelas-suffering-shows-where-illiberalism-leads/606988/?utm_source=feed
https://thefederalist.com/2017/06/02/life-communist-cuba-nothing-like-americans-heard/
https://thefederalist.com/2017/06/02/life-communist-cuba-nothing-like-americans-heard/
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In his book Death by Government, R. J. Rummel 
estimates that 169 million people were killed 
by their own governments in the 20th century. 
It was genocide on an unimaginable scale. The 
vast majority of these victims were murdered by 
socialist governments. The Russian communists 
were the worst (62 million) followed by the 
Chinese communists (35 million) and then the 
German National Socialists or Nazis (20 million).

Rummel later revised his estimate for Communist 
Chinese killings of other Chinese upward – from 
35 million to roughly 73 million.25 Other scholars 
have lower estimates. But all scholars agree on 
one thing: we are talking about millions of people.

In the movie Judgment at Nuremburg, audiences 
are shown actual footage of what American sol-
diers saw when they liberated the Nazi concentra-
tion camps: sickening images of emaciated bodies 
of people who were on the verge of starvation.

Had cameras been recording events in Ukraine 
in the early 1930s, there would have been similar 
images of 5 million people starving to death. 
Had cameras been rolling during Mao Tse-Tung’s 
“Great Leap Forward,” they would have shown 27 
million people starving to death in China.

Death by starvation, by the way, is a lot different 
from death by firing squad. It generally takes 
more than two months for death to become final 
and it is a death that is extremely painful, marked 
by progressive mental and physical deterioration.

One People, Two Systems: Korea and 
Germany’s 20th Century Examples
In social science, there are very few controlled 
experiments. It would be unimaginably cruel to 
arbitrarily divide people into two groups, letting 
one have capitalism and freedom and forcing the 
other to endure dictatorship and socialism. Yet 
the course of history has done just that.

25	  Democide, Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democide

In 1945 Korea was divided into two countries.26 
The people in these two countries were virtually 
identical. They were biologically related. They 
had the same culture, the same traditions and the 
same genes. For the next 75 years, South Korea 
had a relatively free market economy, while 
private property was abolished in North Korea. 

The result? Most North Koreans are living in 
poverty, on the verge of starvation. Their average 
family income is less than $4 a day. By contrast, 
South Korea is one of the most prosperous 
countries in the world. Average family income 
there is 30 times higher27 and people are 1 to 3 
inches taller28 than their relatives in the north

At the end of World War II, Germany was similarly 
divided, along with the city of Berlin. Same people. 
Same culture. Same genes. Initially, per capita 
income was actually higher in the East. But by the 
time of reunification in 1989, East German income 
was less than one-third of income in the West.​29

No Exit
Wherever there is oppression, people try to 
leave. In 1961, the East German communists 
erected a Berlin Wall to prevent that. Before the 
Wall’s erection, 3.5 million East Germans defected 
from the East to the West, many by way of 
Berlin.30 The Wall was guarded by soldiers in 
watch towers who supervised a “death strip” that 

26	  The Infographics Show, “Average North Korean vs the 
Average South Korean,” YouTube, April 4, 2017, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=xMGZxvKzPNo
27	  Georank, “Economy of North Korea vs South Korea 
Compared: GDP and Debt,” April 20, 2026, https://georank.org/
economy/north-korea/south-korea
28	  Alex Murray and Tom Housden, “Nine Charts Which Tell 
You All You Need to Know About North Korea,” BBC, September 
25, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41228181. 
29	  Daniel J. Mitchell, Economic Growth of East German 
to West Germany: A History Lesson, Foundation for Economic 
Education, May 11, 2019, https://fee.org/articles/comparing-the-
economic-growth-of-east-germany-to-west-germany-a-history-
lesson/ 
30	  Berlin Wall, Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, ac-
cessed June 14, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berlin_Wall

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41228181
https://fee.org/articles/comparing-the-economic-growth-of-east-germany-to-west-germany-a-history-lesson/
https://fee.org/articles/comparing-the-economic-growth-of-east-germany-to-west-germany-a-history-lesson/
https://fee.org/articles/comparing-the-economic-growth-of-east-germany-to-west-germany-a-history-lesson/
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would-be escapees had to cross.

​More than 100,000 people attempted to escape 
East Germany, and more than 5,000 people 
succeeded in escaping over the Wall. Among 
the unsuccessful, as many as 200 or more were 
killed by fellow Germans, for no other reason 
than attempting to live in a free society.

​As many as 9,000 people may have died trying to 
escape Castro’s Cuba.31

​An estimated 30,000 people have defected from 
North to South Korea.32 The not-so-lucky face 
death by public execution.

​Nearly eight million Venezuelans– more than 
20 percent of the country’s population33  – have 
emigrated since 2014.

Americans who are enamored with socialism 
should try talking to those who have rejected it 
by voting with their feet.

Socialism in Colonial America
From time to time there have been small 
experiments with socialism. One of the most 
notable was in Jamestown.34 In the very first 
permanent English settlement in North America, 
there initially was no private ownership of the 
means of production. That meant there was no 
connection between how much people worked 
and how much they consumed.

31	  Jeff Jacoby, In Cuba, 9,240 Victims – and Counting,” 
The New York Times, January 4, 2006, https://www.nytimes.
com/2006/01/04/opinion/in-cuba-9240-victims-and-counting.
html 
32	  Jane Perlez and Su-Hyun Lee, “‘We Are Ready to 
Die.’ Five North Korean Defectors Who Never Made It,” 
The New York Times, March 25, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/03/25/world/asia/north-korea-defectors.html 
33	  USA for UNHCR (The UN Refugee Agency), “Ven-
ezuela Humanitarian Crisis,” accessed June 14, 2025, https://
www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/venezuela/
34	  David Boaz, “Private Property Saved Jamestown 
and With It, America,” Cato Institute, May 14, 2007, https://
www.cato.org/commentary/private-property-saved-james-
town-it-america 

​The result? Something approaching mass 
starvation. In 1609, there were 500 settlers. 
Within six months, fewer than 100 were still alive. 
People were desperate. They ate dogs and cats, 
then rats and mice. Some apparently ate their 
deceased neighbors.

​Then, with a new governor in charge, they 
created private property. David Boaz writes:

John Rolfe, the husband of Pocahontas, 
said that once private property was 
instituted, men could engage in ‘gathering 
and reaping the fruits of their labors with 
much joy and comfort.’ The Jamestown 
colony became a success, and people 
from all over Europe flocked to America.​

Socialism in Israel
The Israeli Kibbutzim system is another example 
of a small-scale socialist experiment. In the 
original design, there was no private property and 
equal consumption regardless of an individual’s 
contribution to production.

If everything is communally owned, individuals 
get no reward for making improvements. If 
consumption is independent of production, 
individuals have very weak incentives to produce.

Because of these perverse incentives,35 it is 
doubtful that the kibbutzim could have survived 
without Israeli government help. And even in 
the face of government help, 70 percent of the 
kibbutzim have been “privatized,” through the 
creation of free market incentives.36

Scandinavian Countries Are Not Socialist – 
Despite What You Might Hear
Northern European countries are noted for their 

35	  Idan Eretz, “The Israeli Experiments in Voluntary 
Communism,” Foundation for Economic Education, April 15 
2017, https://fee.org/articles/the-jewish-experiments-in-volun-
tary-communism/
36	  Lilach Gavish, “A Collective Conundrum,” The Jeru-
salem Post, April 7, 2009, https://www.jpost.com/local-israel/
around-israel/article-138512

https://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/04/opinion/in-cuba-9240-victims-and-counting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/04/opinion/in-cuba-9240-victims-and-counting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/04/opinion/in-cuba-9240-victims-and-counting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/by/jane-perlez
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/25/world/asia/north-korea-defectors.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/25/world/asia/north-korea-defectors.html
https://www.cato.org/commentary/private-property-saved-jamestown-it-america
https://www.cato.org/commentary/private-property-saved-jamestown-it-america
https://www.cato.org/commentary/private-property-saved-jamestown-it-america
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comprehensive social insurance and they are also 
democracies. Bernie Sanders and others have 
seized on those facts to refer to these countries 
as “socialist.” The apparent reason is to bolster 
the argument that you can take away people’s 
economic freedom without taking away their 
political freedom. But there are no such examples.

​As any head of state of any Scandinavian country 
will quickly tell you, their countries are not 
socialist.37 They are capitalist. In many ways they 
are more capitalistic than we are. For example, 
in Sweden, Norway and Denmark there is no 
minimum wage law.38 These three countries are 
also rated as among the easiest countries in the 
world to do business in.39 Most Nordic countries 
have no estate tax.40 Sweden has a country-
wide school voucher program – with freedom of 
choice for parents and their children to choose 
among public schools, private schools and even 
for-profit schools.41

​A report by JP Morgan Chase,42 drawing on the 

37	  Jeffrey Dorfman, “Sorry Bernie Bros But Nordic 
Countries Are Not Socialist,” Forbes, July 8, 2018, https://
www.forbes.com/sites/jeffreydorfman/2018/07/08/sorry-ber-
nie-bros-but-nordic-countries-are-not-socialist/#62bcb0774ad3
38	  Corey Iacono, “The Myth of Scandinavian Socialism,” 
Foundation for Economic Education, February 25, 2016,  https://
fee.org/articles/the-myth-of-scandinavian-socialism/? 
39	  Ibid. 
40	  Charles Lane, “Democrats Point to Nordic Na-
tions As Models of Socialism. Here’s How They Actually 
Work.,” The Washington Post, June 24, 2019, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/demo-
crats-use-nordic-nations-as-models-of-socialism-they-actual-
ly-involve-a-lot-of-capitalism/2019/06/24/b6d9bbdc-945c-11e9-
b58a-a6a9afaa0e3e_story.html?utm_term=.87cb044eea72  
41	  Erik Lakomaa, “On the Pros and Cons of the Swed-
ish Voucher System,” European Center of Austrian Economics 
Foundation, May 21, 2024, https://ecaef.org/swedish-vouch-
er-system/
42	  Cembalest, Michael. “Lost in Space: Democratic So-
cialism in the Real World.” LinkedIn, 25 June 2019, www.linke-
din.com/pulse/lost-space-democratic-socialism-real-world-mi-
chael-cembalest.

latest international data, found that Sweden, 
Denmark, Finland, Norway and the Netherlands 
protect property rights somewhat more 
aggressively than the United States, exercise less 
control over private enterprise and distribute a 
smaller share of their total income to workers.

What about taxation? It is true that these 
countries have a larger public sector than we do, 
mainly because of such social welfare benefits 
as health and education. But these benefits are 
not paid for by taxing large companies and the 
very rich. In fact, taxes on corporations and high-
income individuals are lower than they are in the 
United States.

Nordic countries by and large pay for middle 
class benefits with middle class taxes – especially 
payroll and consumption taxes. The top 10 
percent of income earners in the United States 
pay 45 percent of all taxes, including all social 
insurance taxes. In Sweden, the top 10 percent 
pay only 27 percent of all taxes. Contrary to 
the claims of Bernie Sanders43 and Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez,44 Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) statistics 
show that the United States has the most 
progressive tax system in the world.45

Finally, even though Nordic countries are 
committed to the idea of universal health care 
coverage, health care is not free for middle-

43	  Bernie Sanders, “Yes, The Rich Must Start Paying 
Their Fair Share of Taxes,” The Guardian, April 1, 2026, https://
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2026/apr/01/billionaire-
wealth-tax-trump
44	  Ted Jenkin, “Six Different Ways That Prove the 
Wealthy Pay a Lot More Than Their ‘Fair Share,’” Fox News, 
May 11, 2026, https://www.foxnews.com/opinion/six-different-
ways-prove-wealthy-pay-lot-more-than-fair-share
45	  Phil Gramm and John F. Early, “Wealthy Americans 
Already Pay Their Share,” Wall Street Journal, February 25, 
2020,  https://www.wsj.com/articles/wealthy-americans-already-
pay-their-share-11582676377
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income patients. Out-of- pocket spending, 
for example, is 13 percent of total health care 
spending in Sweden. 46 It’s only 11 percent in the 
United States. 

Conclusion: Ignoring History and Economics
Wikipedia is not alone. Most online references to 
socialism also ignore the historical evidence and 
the economic record.

No wonder so many people know so little about 
the subject. 

46	  Peterson-KFF, Health System Tracker: Out of Pocket 
Spending, https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/indicator/ac-
cess-affordability/out-of-pocket-spending/
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