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SOCIALISM was declared dead
after the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the eastern bloc
states in the early 1990s. Now,
it is experiencing a renais-

sance in many western countries. 
Jeremy Corbyn proudly describes

himself as a socialist. John McDonnell
embraces Marxism as being, as he put
it at a 200th birthday celebration for
Karl Marx last year, a “force for change
today”. In 2006, when he was asked to
name his major influences, he said:
“Marx, Lenin and Trotsky, basically”. 

In Germany, Karl Marx’s 200th birth-
day was also celebrated enthusiasti-
cally, and a larger-than-life monument
to the Communist mastermind was
erected in his native town of Trier. 

In his recently published book, So-
cialism: The failed idea that never
dies, the economist Kristian Niemietz
from the Institute of Economic Affairs
in London asks why socialism is still
so attractive to so many people, de-
spite having failed completely in
more than two dozen experiments
over the past century. 

In his historical analysis, he shows
that every socialist experiment the
world has ever seen has gone through
the same three phases. 

First, intellectuals around the world
proclaim their enthusiasm and praise
the system to the heavens. This even
applies to brutal socialist experiments
under mass murderers, such as Stalin
and Mao. As Niemietz demonstrates,
leading writers and thinkers show-
ered fervent praise on the Soviet dic-
tator, Mao Zedong, and other
communist rulers. 

The unbridled enthusiasm of the
first phase is followed by a second
phase: disillusionment. During this

phase, commentators still defend the
system and its “achievements”, but no
longer offer their unreserved and un-
critical support. Concessions to reality
are made and deficiencies are admit-
ted, but these are frequently pre-
sented as the result of capitalist
saboteurs, foreign forces, or boycotts
by “US imperialists”. 

The third phase is denial, when in-
tellectuals deny that the experiment
ever actually involved socialism at all.
They claim that the country in ques-
tion was never really socialist. 

Venezuela has been the most recent
scene of these phases. It began with
the election of Hugo Chavez in 1999,
an event that was enthusiastically
hailed by leading intellectuals and
left-wing politicians around the world.
They passionately cheered Venezuela’s
Bolivarian revolution, christening it
“socialism for the 21st century”. 

After socialism collapsed in the So-
viet Union, and with the Chinese on

the path from socialism to capitalism,
the left needed a new socialist utopia
to inspire their dreams, so they
turned to Chavez to fill the gap. 

But once it was clear that Venezuela’s
socialist experiment had failed, the
very same socialists who had so enthu-
siastically celebrated his revolutionary
policies did a disappearing act, retreat-
ing into absolute silence. Then they
claimed it was the US trade embargo
that drove Venezuela to collapse.

Now, they are again resorting to
their tried-and-tested line that
Venezuela was never really a socialist
country at all, which means that its
failure cannot be used as an argu-
ment against socialism. 

Thus, the world is left with the fic-
tion that socialism is a good idea that
has simply been poorly implemented
so far. The greatest trick ever pulled by
its supporters was making sure that
real-world capitalism is never actually
compared with real-world socialism,
but with the vague utopian concept of
a “just” anti-capitalist society. 

This is about as fair as judging your
own warts-and-all marriage against
an overly romanticised relationship
in the kind of unrealistic love stories
you find in airport bookstores.

Every real-world system – even such
a massively successful one as capital-
ism, which has liberated more than a
billion people from bitter poverty –
will come off badly in comparison to
idealised fantasies of a perfect world. 

And thus the delusion of socialism
continues, with the hope that “next
time, everything will be better”.

£Dr Rainer Zitelmann holds doctorates in
history and sociology. His latest book is The
Power of Capitalism.

Rainer 
Zitelmann

DEBATE

Jack Ma has come under fire for
dismissing Chinese tech industry
worker concerns about overtime and
the “996” – working 12-hour days and
six-day weeks. Ma said that, for those
who enjoy their work and have “found
their passion beyond monetary gains”,
the long hours are a “blessing”.

As we have become more productive
and prioritised leisure time, total life
working hours for a British worker have
declined from 124,000 in 1856 to 84,171
in 2018. Some people like working
shorter hours, and that’s fine. Others,
like those in high-pressure roles in the
City, get personal and career benefits
from longer hours. 

The same applies to workers in the
tech industry in China. Don’t forget that,

since 2000, China’s economy has grown
12-fold, and 600m people have been
lifted out of poverty. This miracle has
been driven by hard work.

There is nothing inherently wrong
with long hours. If anything, it is
condescending to tell Chinese people
that they should work less, or to criticise
Ma for his embrace of the “996”.

£Matthew Lesh is head of research at
the Adam Smith Institute.

Does Alibaba boss Jack Ma
deserve the criticism for backing
the ‘996’ working week?
I would challenge Jack Ma’s backing of
working from 9am to 9pm, six days a
week, not just from a mental health
standpoint, but also from a business
performance perspective.

According to the Mental Health
Foundation, 14.7 per cent of people in
the UK experience mental health issues
at work. Research shows that working a
straight-through five-day week – let
alone a six-day one – just isn’t good for
the human brain. We’re much more
productive, creative and happy with a
shorter week.

From a productivity and financial
perspective, shorter working weeks are
good for business too. That’s why we
recently launched a campaign calling
on organisations to trial Wednesday

Off-ternoon – an evidence-based
alternative to the five-day week – which
has had a positive impact on both
productivity and employee wellbeing. 

The world of work is changing fast,
but evidence clearly points towards a
shorter working week, not a longer one.
Ma is out of step with the demands of
the future workforce.

£Becci Gould is associate director at
Kin&Co.

The socialism delusion ensures
the survival of a toxic ideology

Every real-world
system will come off
badly in comparison
to idealised fantasies
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