Can Democratic Socialism Pass the Electability Test? It Already
Has
Long before Bernie Sanders, socialists were winning elections—and debates
about the direction of the United States.
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N o one who has paid attention to the race for the 2016 Democratic
presidential nomination is unaware that democratic socialists have won elections
in Denmark. Bernie Sanders has made the point abundantly clear in interviews,
speeches, and debates—to the amusement of pundits and the frustration of at
least some of his supporters.
It’s not that people dislike this small Scandinavian nation. Like Hillary
Clinton, most of us “love Denmark.” It’s just that, well, let’s let Anderson
Cooper spell things out. After explaining in the first Democratic debate that
“democratic socialism is about saying that it is immoral and wrong that the top
one-tenth of 1 percent… own almost as much wealth as the bottom 90 percent,”
and suggesting that taxation of some of that wealth would free the United States
to provide “healthcare to all people as a right…medical and family paid leave,”
Sanders said, “Those are some of the principles that I believe in, and I think we
should look to countries like Denmark, like Sweden and Norway, and learn from
what they have accomplished for their working people.”

It was at this point that Cooper interrupted with what has become a

reasonably standard response to Sanders’s referencing of Scandinavian social
democracies: “Denmark is a country that has a population of 5.6 million people.
The question is really about electability here, and that’s what I’m trying to get at.”
The point is well taken. Denmark is much smaller than the United States.
And, frankly, larger countries that have elected democratic socialist governments
—Germany, Britain, France, Australia, Sweden—are different in their own ways
from the United States.
So what of “electability here”?
When Sanders delivered his much-anticipated address on democratic socialism at
Georgetown University Thursday, he linked his vision to that of a repeatedlyelected Democratic president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who did not identify as a
democratic socialist but who borrowed freely from the platforms of his Socialist
Party rival, Norman Thomas. In particular, Sanders connected his contemporary
vision to the one outlined by FDR in the 32nd president’s 1944 appeal for a
“Second Bill of Rights” that would guarantee:
The right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries or shops or farms or mines of
the nation;
The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and clothing and recreation;
The right of every farmer to raise and sell his products at a return which will give him and
his family a decent living;
The right of every businessman, large and small, to trade in an atmosphere of freedom from
unfair competition and domination by monopolies at home or abroad;
The right of every family to a decent home;
The right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health;
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FDR ran for a fourth term in 1944 advocating for that program, and arguing that
“We have come to a clear realization of the fact that true individual freedom
cannot exist without economic security and independence. ‘Necessitous men are
not free men.’ People who are hungry and out of a job are the stuff of which
dictatorships are made. In our day these economic truths have become accepted
as self-evident. We have accepted, so to speak, a second Bill of Rights under
which a new basis of security and prosperity can be established for all—regardless
of station, race, or creed.”
In his speech at Georgetown, Sanders quoted FDR’s words and declared that his
democratic socialism “builds on what Franklin Delano Roosevelt said when he
fought for guaranteed economic rights for all Americans. And it builds on what
Martin Luther King, Jr. said in 1968 when he stated that; “This country has
socialism for the rich, and rugged individualism for the poor.” It builds on the
success of many other countries around the world that have done a far better job
than we have in protecting the needs of their working families, the elderly, the
children, the sick and the poor. Democratic socialism means that we must create
an economy that works for all, not just the very wealthy.”
Sanders recalled that “almost everything (Roosevelt) proposed was called
‘socialist.’ Social Security, which transformed life for the elderly in this country
was ‘socialist.’ The concept of the ‘minimum wage’ was seen as a radical intrusion
into the marketplace and was described as ‘socialist.’ Unemployment insurance,
abolishing child labor, the 40-hour work week, collective bargaining, strong
banking regulations, deposit insurance, and job programs that put millions of
people to work were all described, in one way or another, as ‘socialist.’ Yet, these
programs have become the fabric of our nation and the foundation of the middle
class.”

It is true that Roosevelt’s policies were decried as socialistic by the former
president’s many critics. Yet, he was reelected with a 3.5 million popular-vote
margin and a 432-99 advantage in the Electoral College. Roosevelt did not win on
the Socialist Party line, however—he won as a Democrat. And so we still face the
question that Cooper was raising about whether democratic socialists can be
elected in the United States. It’s a fair one. And it has an answer: Yes.
Democratic socialists have been elected to the US Senate and the US House.
Democratic socialists have been elected as mayors of some of America’s largest
cities. They have been elected as legislators, school board members and sheriffs.
They have collected millions of votes as presidential contenders—even beating
major-party nominees in the balloting at the state level
This is a hidden—or, at the least, largely forgotten—history of electoral
engagement by American democratic socialists that extends across three
centuries.
When Sanders was elected to the US House in 1990 as an independent
democratic socialist from Vermont, he was not a trailblazer. The first democratic
socialist to sit in the chamber, Victor Berger of Wisconsin, was elected in 1910.
Berger, a radical newspaper editor and agitator, was repeatedly reelected over
the next two decades, serving some of his tenure with another Socialist
Partystalwart, New York Congressman Meyer London.

When Berger represented Milwaukee in Congress, the mayors of that city were
democratic socialists—Emil Seidel and Dan Hoan. And they were not alone.
Democratic socialists served as the mayors of dozens of cities—from Butte,
Montana, to Reading, Pennsylvania, to Flint, Michigan, and Schenectady, New
York. And they did not just serve in the distant past. Bridgeport, Connecticut, had
a Socialist Party mayor (Jasper McLevy) into the 1950s; Milwaukee had a Socialist
Party mayor (Frank Zeidler) until 1960. In the 1990s, the mayor of Ithaca, New

York, was a member of Democratic Socialists of America, a group that was cofounded and led for many years by Michael Harrington, a counselor and friend to
both Robert Kennedy and Edward Kennedy. Hundreds of democratic socialists
have served on city councils, and continue to serve—just this month, one of the
country’s most prominent socialists, Kshama Sawant, was reelected to the Seattle
city council with more than 55 percent of the vote.

Democratic socialists began contending for the presidency more than a century
ago, and Socialist Party candidates for the presidency—as well as candidates
endorsed by the Socialist Party and by Democratic Socialists of America—have
ever since then been influential players in presidential politics.
In 1912, the Socialist ticket of Eugene Victor Debs and Milwaukee Mayor Seidel
won more than 900,000 votes—6 percent of the national total. The Debs-Seidel
ticket won no states, but actually beat the Republican ticket led by President
William Howard Taft in Arizona, California, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and
Nevada. A dozen years later, the independent progressive ticket of Wisconsin
Senator Robert M. La Follette and Montana Senator Burton K. Wheeler, which ran
with the backing of the Socialist Party, won almost 5 million votes (just under 17
percent of the national total), carried the state of Wisconsin, and finished second
(beating the Democrats) in 11 Western states. In New York City, an ally of La
Follette, Fiorello H. La Guardia, was reelected to the US House on the Socialist line,
as was Victor Berger in Wisconsin.

In 1932, Socialist presidential candidate Norman Thomas appeared on
thecover of Time magazine, earned daily coverage from The New York Times andwon
almost 900,000 votes—gaining more than 150,000 in New York State alone. That
fact did not go unnoted by the winner of the election, New York Governor Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, who invited Thomas to the White House for conversations
about how best to respond to the challenges posed by the Great Depression.

Thomas encouraged the new president to consider programs that the Socialists
had advocated: to create jobs, to make it easier to organize labor unions, to
establish programs to insure social security, to end discrimination in employment
and education.
Roosevelt listened, and so did others. The influence of Thomas and his brand of
democratic socialism was felt in the New Deal era and for decades afterward, as
democratic socialists organized great unions such as the United Auto Workers and
the American Federation of State County and Municipal Employees, as they
organized the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, as they emerged
as essential figures in the struggles for civil rights, women’s rights, and LGBT
rights.

Democratic socialists have won plenty of elections in the United States—and they
are still winning them. But democratic socialists have also won many of the great
debates in the court of public opinion—and they are still winning them. After the
last of his presidential campaigns, Norman Thomas observedthat both Democrats
and Republicans were adopting his proposals, writing that “here in America more
measures once praised or denounced as socialist have been adopted than once I
should have thought possible short of a socialist victory at the polls.”
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In his inaugural remarks in January 1937, in the midst of the Great Depression,
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt looked out at the nation and this is what he saw.
He saw tens of millions of its citizens denied the basic necessities of life.
He saw millions of families trying to live on incomes so meager that the pall of family
disaster hung over them day by day.
He saw millions denied education, recreation, and the opportunity to better their lot and
the lot of their children.
He saw millions lacking the means to buy the products they needed and by their poverty
and lack of disposable income denying employment to many other millions.
He saw one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.
And he acted. Against the ferocious opposition of the ruling class of his day, people he
called economic royalists, Roosevelt implemented a series of programs that put millions
of people back to work, took them out of poverty and restored their faith in government.
He redefined the relationship of the federal government to the people of our country. He
combatted cynicism, fear and despair. He reinvigorated democracy. He transformed the
country.
And that is what we have to do today.
And, by the way, almost everything he proposed was called “socialist.” Social Security,
which transformed life for the elderly in this country was “socialist.” The concept of the
“minimum wage” was seen as a radical intrusion into the marketplace and was
described as “socialist.” Unemployment insurance, abolishing child labor, the 40-hour
work week, collective bargaining, strong banking regulations, deposit insurance, and job
programs that put millions of people to work were all described, in one way or another,
as “socialist.” Yet, these programs have become the fabric of our nation and the
foundation of the middle class.

Thirty years later, in the 1960s, President Johnson passed Medicare and Medicaid to
provide health care to millions of senior citizens and families with children, persons with
disabilities and some of the most vulnerable people in this county. Once again these
vitally important programs were derided by the right wing as socialist programs that
were a threat to our American way of life.
That was then. Now is now.
Today, in 2015, despite the Wall Street crash of 2008, which drove this country into the
worst economic downturn since the Depression, the American people are clearly better
off economically than we were in 1937.
But, here is a very hard truth that we must acknowledge and address. Despite a huge
increase in technology and productivity, despite major growth in the U.S. and global
economy, tens of millions of American families continue to lack the basic necessities of
life, while millions more struggle every day to provide a minimal standard of living for
their families. The reality is that for the last 40 years the great middle class of this
country has been in decline and faith in our political system is now extremely low.
The rich get much richer. Almost everyone else gets poorer. Super PACs funded by
billionaires buy elections. Ordinary people don’t vote. We have an economic and
political crisis in this country and the same old, same old establishment politics and
economics will not effectively address it.
If we are serious about transforming our country, if we are serious about rebuilding the
middle class, if we are serious about reinvigorating our democracy, we need to develop
a political movement which, once again, is prepared to take on and defeat a ruling class
whose greed is destroying our nation. The billionaire class cannot have it all. Our
government belongs to all of us, and not just the one percent.
We need to create a culture which, as Pope Francis reminds us, cannot just be based
on the worship of money. We must not accept a nation in which billionaires compete as
to the size of their super-yachts, while children in America go hungry and veterans sleep
out on the streets.
Today, in America, we are the wealthiest nation in the history of the world, but few
Americans know that because so much of the new income and wealth goes to the
people on top. In fact, over the last 30 years, there has been a massive transfer of
wealth—trillions of wealth—going from the middle class to the top one-tenth of 1 percent
—a handful of people who have seen a doubling of the percentage of the wealth they
own over that period.
Unbelievably, and grotesquely, the top one-tenth of 1 percent owns nearly as much

wealth as the bottom 90 percent.
Today, in America, millions of our people are working two or three jobs just to survive. In
fact, Americans work longer hours than do the people of any industrialized country.
Despite the incredibly hard work and long hours of the American middle class, 58
percent of all new income generated today is going to the top one percent.
Today, in America, as the middle class continues to disappear, median family income, is
$4,100 less than it was in 1999. The median male worker made over $700 less than he
did 42 years ago, after adjusting for inflation. Last year, the median female worker
earned more than $1,000 less than she did in 2007.
Today, in America, the wealthiest country in the history of the world, more than half of
older workers have no retirement savings—zero—while millions of elderly and people
with disabilities are trying to survive on $12,000 or $13,000 a year. From Vermont to
California, older workers are scared to death. “How will I retire with dignity?,” they ask?
Today, in America, nearly 47 million Americans are living in poverty and over 20 percent
of our children, including 36 percent of African American children, are living in poverty—
the highest rate of childhood poverty of nearly any major country on earth.
Today, in America, 29 million Americans have no health insurance and even more are
underinsured with outrageously high co-payments and deductibles. Further, with the
United States paying the highest prices in the world for prescription drugs, 1 out of 5
patients cannot afford to fill the prescriptions their doctors write.
Today, in America, youth unemployment and underemployment is over 35 percent.
Meanwhile, we have more people in jail than any other country and countless lives are
being destroyed as we spend $80 billion a year locking up fellow Americans.
The bottom line is that today in America we not only have massive wealth and income
inequality, but a power structure which protects that inequality. A handful of superwealthy campaign contributors have enormous influence over the political process, while
their lobbyists determine much of what goes on in Congress.
In 1944, in his State of the Union speech, President Roosevelt outlined what he called a
second Bill of Rights. This is one of the most important speeches ever made by a
president but, unfortunately, it has not gotten the attention that it deserves.
In that remarkable speech this is what Roosevelt stated, and I quote: “We have come to
a clear realization of the fact that true individual freedom cannot exist without economic
security and independence. Necessitous men are not free men.” End of quote. In other
words, real freedom must include economic security. That was Roosevelt’s vision 70

years ago. It is my vision today. It is a vision that we have not yet achieved. It is time
that we did.
In that speech, Roosevelt described the economic rights that he believed every
American was entitled to: The right to a decent job at decent pay, the right to adequate
food, clothing, and time off from work, the right for every business, large and small, to
function in an atmosphere free from unfair competition and domination by monopolies.
The right of all Americans to have a decent home and decent health care.
What Roosevelt was stating in 1944, what Martin Luther King, Jr. stated in similar terms
20 years later and what I believe today, is that true freedom does not occur without
economic security.
People are not truly free when they are unable to feed their family. People are not truly
free when they are unable to retire with dignity. People are not truly free when they are
unemployed or underpaid or when they are exhausted by working long hours. People
are not truly free when they have no health care.
So let me define for you, simply and straightforwardly, what democratic socialism means
to me. It builds on what Franklin Delano Roosevelt said when he fought for guaranteed
economic rights for all Americans. And it builds on what Martin Luther King, Jr. said in
1968 when he stated that; “This country has socialism for the rich, and rugged
individualism for the poor.” It builds on the success of many other countries around the
world that have done a far better job than we have in protecting the needs of their
working families, the elderly, the children, the sick and the poor.
Democratic socialism means that we must create an economy that works for all, not just
the very wealthy.
Democratic socialism means that we must reform a political system in America today
which is not only grossly unfair but, in many respects, corrupt.
It is a system, for example, which during the 1990s allowed Wall Street to spend $5
billion in lobbying and campaign contributions to get deregulated. Then, ten years later,
after the greed, recklessness, and illegal behavior of Wall Street led to their collapse, it
is a system which provided trillions in government aid to bail them out. Wall Street used
their wealth and power to get Congress to do their bidding for deregulation and then,
when their greed caused their collapse, they used their wealth and power to get
Congress to bail them out. Quite a system!
And, then, to add insult to injury, we were told that not only were the banks too big to
fail, the bankers were too big to jail. Kids who get caught possessing marijuana get
police records. Wall Street CEOs who help destroy the economy get raises in their

salaries. This is what Martin Luther King, Jr. meant by socialism for the rich and rugged
individualism for everyone else.
In my view, it’s time we had democratic socialism for working families, not just Wall
Street, billionaires and large corporations. It means that we should not be providing
welfare for corporations, huge tax breaks for the very rich, or trade policies which boost
corporate profits as workers lose their jobs. It means that we create a government that
works for works for all of us, not just powerful special interests. It means that economic
rights must be an essential part of what America stands for.
It means that health care should be a right of all people, not a privilege. This is not a
radical idea. It exists in every other major country on earth. Not just Denmark, Sweden
or Finland. It exists in Canada, France, Germany and Taiwan. That is why I believe in a
Medicare-for-all single payer health care system. Yes. The Affordable Care Act, which I
helped write and voted for, is a step forward for this country. But we must build on it and
go further.
Medicare for all would not only guarantee health care for all people, not only save
middle class families and our entire nation significant sums of money, it would radically
improve the lives of all Americans and bring about significant improvements in our
economy.
People who get sick will not have to worry about paying a deductible or making a copayment. They could go to the doctor when they should, and not end up in the
emergency room. Business owners will not have to spend enormous amounts of time
worrying about how they are going to provide health care for their employees. Workers
will not have to be trapped in jobs they do not like simply because their employers are
offering them decent health insurance plans. Instead, they will be able to pursue the
jobs and work they love, which could be an enormous boon for the economy. And by the
way, moving to a Medicare for all program will end the disgrace of Americans paying, by
far, the highest prices in the world for prescription drugs.
Democratic socialism means that, in the year 2015, a college degree is equivalent to
what a high school degree was 50 years ago—and that public education must allow
every person in this country, who has the ability, the qualifications and the desire, the
right to go to a public colleges or university tuition free. This is also not a radical idea. It
exists today in many countries around the world. In fact, it used to exist in the United
States.
Democratic socialism means that our government does everything it can to create a full
employment economy. It makes far more sense to put millions of people back to work
rebuilding our crumbling infrastructure, than to have a real unemployment rate of almost

10 percent. It is far smarter to invest in jobs and educational opportunities for
unemployed young people, than to lock them up and spend $80 billion a year through
mass incarceration.
Democratic socialism means that if someone works forty hours a week, that person
should not be living in poverty: that we must raise the minimum wage to a living wage—
$15 an hour over the next few years. It means that we join the rest of the world and pass
the very strong Paid Family and Medical Leave legislation now in Congress. How can it
possibly be that the United States, today, is virtually the only nation on earth, large or
small, which does not guarantee that a working class woman can stay home for a
reasonable period of time with her new-born baby? How absurd is that?
Democratic socialism means that we have government policy which does not allow the
greed and profiteering of the fossil fuel industry to destroy our environment and our
planet, and that we have a moral responsibility to combat climate change and leave this
planet healthy and inhabitable for our kids and grandchildren.
Democratic socialism means, that in a democratic, civilized society the wealthiest
people and the largest corporations must pay their fair share of taxes. Yes. Innovation,
entrepreneurship and business success should be rewarded. But greed for the sake of
greed is not something that public policy should support. It is not acceptable that in a
rigged economy in the last two years the wealthiest 15 Americans saw their wealth
increase by $170 billion, more wealth than is owned by the bottom 130 million
Americans. Let us not forget what Pope Francis has so elegantly stated; “We have
created new idols. The worship of the golden calf of old has found a new and heartless
image in the cult of money and the dictatorship of an economy which is faceless and
lacking any truly humane goal.”
It is not acceptable that major corporations stash their profits in the Cayman Islands and
other offshore tax havens to avoid paying $100 billion in taxes each and every year. It is
not acceptable that hedge fund managers pay a lower effective tax rate than nurses or
truck drivers. It is not acceptable that billionaire families are able to leave virtually all of
their wealth to their families without paying a reasonable estate tax. It is not acceptable
that Wall Street speculators are able to gamble trillions of dollars in the derivatives
market without paying a nickel in taxes on those transactions.
Democratic socialism, to me, does not just mean that we must create a nation of
economic and social justice. It also means that we must create a vibrant democracy
based on the principle of one person one vote. It is extremely sad that the United States,
one of the oldest democracies on earth, has one of the lowest voter turnouts of any
major country, and that millions of young and working class people have given up on our

political system entirely. Every American should be embarrassed that in our last national
election 63% of the American people, and 80% of young people, did not vote. Clearly,
despite the efforts of many Republican governors to suppress the vote, we must make it
easier for people to participate in the political process, not harder. It is not too much to
demand that everyone 18 years of age is registered to vote – end of discussion.
Further, it is unacceptable that we have a corrupt campaign finance system which allows
millionaires, billionaires and large corporations to contribute as much as they want to
Super Pacs to elect candidates who will represent their special interests. We must
overturn Citizens United and move to public funding of elections.
So the next time you hear me attacked as a socialist, remember this:
I don’t believe government should own the means of production, but I do believe that the
middle class and the working families who produce the wealth of America deserve a fair
deal.
I believe in private companies that thrive and invest and grow in America instead of
shipping jobs and profits overseas.
I believe that most Americans can pay lower taxes—if hedge fund managers who make
billions manipulating the marketplace finally pay the taxes they should.
I don’t believe in special treatment for the top 1 percent, but I do believe in equal
treatment for African-Americans who are right to proclaim the moral principle that Black
Lives Matter.
I despise appeals to nativism and prejudice, and I do believe in immigration reform that
gives Hispanics and others a pathway to citizenship and a better life.
I don’t believe in some foreign “ism”, but I believe deeply in American idealism.
I’m not running for president because it’s my turn, but because it’s the turn of all of us to
live in a nation of hope and opportunity not for some, not for the few, but for all.
No one understood better than FDR the connection between American strength at home
and our ability to defend America at home and across the world. That is why he
proposed a second Bill of Rights in 1944, and said in that State of the Union:
“America’s own rightful place in the world depends in large part upon how fully these

and similar rights have been carried into practice for all our citizens. For unless there is
security here at home there cannot be lasting peace in the world.”
I’m not running to pursue reckless adventures abroad, but to rebuild America’s strength
at home. I will never hesitate to defend this nation, but I will never send our sons and

daughters to war under false pretense or pretenses or into dubious battles with no end
in sight.
And when we discuss foreign policy, let me join the people of Paris in mourning their
loss, and pray that those who have been wounded will enjoy a full recovery. Our hearts
also go out to the families of the hundreds of Russians apparently killed by an ISIS
bomb on their flight, and those who lost their lives to terrorist attacks in Lebanon and
elsewhere.
To my mind, it is clear that the United States must pursue policies to destroy the brutal
and barbaric ISIS regime, and to create conditions that prevent fanatical extremist
ideologies from flourishing. But we cannot—and should not—do it alone.
Our response must begin with an understanding of past mistakes and missteps in our
previous approaches to foreign policy. It begins with the acknowledgment that unilateral
military action should be a last resort, not a first resort, and that ill-conceived military
decisions, such as the invasion of Iraq, can wreak far-reaching devastation and
destabilize entire regions for decades. It begins with the reflection that the failed policy
decisions of the past—rushing to war, regime change in Iraq, or toppling Mossadegh in
Iran in 1953, or Guatemalan President Árbenz in 1954, Brazilian President Goulart in
1964, Chilean President Allende in 1973. These are the sorts of policies do not work, do
not make us safer, and must not be repeated.
After World War II, in response to the fear of Soviet aggression, European nations and
the United States established the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—an organization
based on shared interests and goals and the notion of a collective defense against a
common enemy. It is my belief that we must expand on these ideals and solidify our
commitments to work together to combat the global threat of terror.
We must create an organization like NATO to confront the security threats of the 21st
century—an organization that emphasizes cooperation and collaboration to defeat the
rise of violent extremism and importantly to address the root causes underlying these
brutal acts. We must work with our NATO partners, and expand our coalition to include
Russia and members of the Arab League.
But let’s be very clear. While the U.S. and other western nations have the strength of our
militaries and political systems, the fight against ISIS is a struggle for the soul of Islam,
and countering violent extremism and destroying ISIS must be done primarily by Muslim
nations—with the strong support of their global partners.
These same sentiments have been echoed by those in the region. Jordan’s King
Abdallah II said in a speech on Sunday that terrorism is the “greatest threat to our

region” and that Muslims must lead the fight against it. He noted that confronting
extremism is both a regional and international responsibility, and that it is incumbent on
Muslim nations and communities to confront those who seek to hijack their societies and
generations with intolerance and violent ideology.
And let me congratulate King Abdallah not only for his wise remarks, but also for the role
that his small country is playing in attempting to address the horrific refugee crisis in the
region.
A new and strong coalition of Western powers, Muslim nations, and countries like
Russia must come together in a strongly coordinated way to combat ISIS, to seal the
borders that fighters are currently flowing across, to share counter-terrorism intelligence,
to turn off the spigot of terrorist financing, and to end support for exporting radical
ideologies.
What does all of this mean? Well, it means that, in many cases, we must ask more from
those in the region. While Jordan, Turkey, Egypt, and Lebanon have accepted their
responsibilities for taking in Syrian refugees, other countries in the region have done
nothing or very little.
Equally important, and this is a point that must be made—countries in the region like
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, UAE—countries of enormous wealth and resources—have
contributed far too little in the fight against ISIS. That must change. King Abdallah is
absolutely right when he says that that the Muslim nations must lead the fight against
ISIS, and that includes some of the most wealthy and powerful nations in the region,
who, up to this point have done far too little.
Saudi Arabia has the 3rd largest defense budget in the world, yet instead of fighting ISIS
they have focused more on a campaign to oust Iran-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen.
Kuwait, a country whose ruling family was restored to power by U.S. troops after the first
Gulf War, has been a well-known source of financing for ISIS and other violent
extremists. It has been reported that Qatar will spend $200 billion on the 2022 World
Cup, including the construction of an enormous number of facilities to host that event—
$200 billion on hosting a soccer event, yet very little to fight against ISIS. Worse still, it
has been widely reported that the government has not been vigilant in stemming the
flow of terrorist financing, and that Qatari individuals and organizations funnel money to
some of the most extreme terrorist groups, including al Nusra and ISIS.
All of this has got to change. Wealthy and powerful Muslim nations in the region can no
longer sit on the sidelines and expect the United States to do their work for them. As we
develop a strongly coordinated effort, we need a commitment from these countries that
the fight against ISIS takes precedence over the religious and ideological differences

that hamper the kind of cooperation that we desperately need.
Further, we all understand that Bashar al-Assad is a brutal dictator who has slaughtered
many of his own people. I am pleased that we saw last weekend diplomats from all over
world, known as the International Syria Support Group, set a timetable for a Syrian-led
political transition with open and fair elections. These are the promising beginnings of a
collective effort to end the bloodshed and to move to political transition.
The diplomatic plan for Assad’s transition from power is a good step in a united front.
But our priority must be to defeat ISIS. Nations all over the world, who share a common
interest in protecting themselves against international terrorist, must make the
destruction of ISIS the highest priority. Nations in the region must commit – that instead
of turning a blind eye — they will commit their resources to preventing the free flow of
terrorist finances and fighters to Syria and Iraq. We need a commitment that they will
counter the violent rhetoric that fuels terrorism – rhetoric that often occurs within their
very borders.
This is the model in which we must pursue solutions to the sorts of global threats we
face.
While individual nations indeed have historic disputes—the U.S. and Russia, Iran and
Saudi Arabia—the time is now to put aside those differences to work towards a common
purpose of destroying ISIS. Sadly, as we have seen recently, no country is immune from
attacks by the violent organization or those whom they have radicalized.
Thus, we must work with our partners in Europe, the Gulf states, Africa, and Southeast
Asia—all along the way asking the hard questions whether their actions are serving our
unified purpose.
The bottom line is that ISIS must be destroyed, but it cannot be defeated by the United
States alone. A new and effective coalition must be formed with the Muslim nations
leading the effort on the ground, while the United States and other major forces provide
the support they need.

