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The Vermont socialist aims to shake up 
the Capitol's political scene ' * 

By Sally Jacobs 
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' 
ASHINGTON - It is just after noon 
and the freshman class of the 102d US 
Congress has concluded its ethics 
seminar early and is heading off for 
lunch. All of them, that is, but Bernie 
Sanders. 

Sanders, Vermont's newly elected 
and sole congressman, is standing in 

front of the Cannon House Office Building in a persistent driz
zle. Engulfed by a growing group of reporters and passersby, 
Sanders is conducting an impromptu seminar on one of his fa
vorite topics. 

''What do you think of socialism?" he queries a cluster of 
young people strolling by. ''What happens if we were in France? 
Does that panic you? Would you be afraid to go to France?" 

They shake their heads, giggle at this unexpected find. 
Sanders, warming to his topic, drops his battered leather brief
case to the wet ground and lobs another one. 

"Do your parents worry about the cost of health care?" A
chorus of yeses. "OK;' he nods. "How many of you know how 
many countries there are in the entire industrialized world that 
do not have nationalized health ·care." Silence. "There're two. 
The United States and what other country? South Africa." A
murmur of surprise. "Now, does that make you wonder about 
something?" 

Bernie Sanders, Brooklyn native, socialist, four-term mayor 
of Burlington', Vt., and the first genuinely Independent candi
date elected to Congress since 1950, has arrived in Washington. 
And this kind of talk is precisely why he's here. For Bernard 
Sanders' ambition is not just to r,epresent the people of Ver
mont. Sanders, 48, aspires to nothing less than the revitalizatior, 
of a disillusioned electorate and the establishment of an alterna
tive to the "stale promises" of the Republican and Democratic 
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parties, what he calls a "progressive 
political party." Citizens of the na
tion, unite. You have nothing to lose 
but your party. 

And in the trimly pressed, well
appointed world of Washington, 
Sanders looks like a dervish at a gar
den party. This is a man for whom 
politics is like oxygen, a politician 
who thrives on ideological debate. 
And debate he does. Sometimes with 
whomever will listen. 

On a Washington street comer 
he talks with fervor about "redis
tribution of wealth" and "political 
revolution." In a crowded elevator he 
expounds on national health care, 
running his hands through his tou
sled white hair. ("Even on the eleva
tor!" kids his wife, Jane, squeezed 
into an elevator corner.) He strides 
through subterranean hallways
trailed by reporters, hiking up his 
wrinkled gray pants, shaking hands 
with insiders like an ambassador 
from the outside. He stands in the 
shadow or the Capitol and shakes his 
list at the massive white dome, de
clares that his new colleagues have 
fa1len out or touch with the people of 
America, laments that the spark of 
democracy has fizzled. 

And that's ju.st in the first rew 
hours or his first official day in town. 

"I have a vision which I think is 
quite different than most members 
or Congress," explained Sanders, on 
the (U'St of several days or orienta
tion for rreshmen last week. "I want 
to change the conversation, to raise 
issues that are not being ta1ked 
about, to provide a voice inside that 
building that is not always heard. I 
want to make people (eel they're 
part of the process, part of a move
menl 

"The question is how do you get 
that reality," he added, swinging his 
arm toward the Capitol, "into that 
building." 

The other question, of course, is 
how many people inside that build
ing want to hear about it. or can be 
made to hear about it. Ai, an Inde
pendent - the rll"St elected since 
Henry Frazier Reams, an Ohio law
yer, in 1950 - Sanders exists outside 
the bipartisan framework upon 
which the Capitol fabric is stretched. 
Nor has he done much to endear 
himself to his new colleagues. Some 
diehard party loyalists were put off 
by Sanders' sharp criticism of both 
parties during his campaign for the 
House seat against Republican in
cumbent Peter Smith. Others simply 
perceive him as having negligible 
clout. 

Indeed, while Sanders' Indepen
dent status looms large in the eyes 
of his supporters (dubbed "Sanderis
tas" in the days of his early mayoral 
success), there are others in Wash
ington to whom the very notion of 
his radical politics is anathema -
even though many acknowledge that 
Sanders' views are not all that differ
ent from some members of the
Democratic Party's more  l iberal 
wing. In his opening remarks to the 
freshman class last week, House Mi
nority Leader Robert H. Michel (R
Iii.) noted that the group included 26 
Democrats and 18 Republicans. No 
mention of the Independent slumped 
in the black leather chair before him. 
Not a word about democratic social
ism. 

"So, it'll take a little wh ile," 
Sanders said lat.er, his nonnally in
tense expression relaxing into a 
broad smile. "It's been decades. But 
eventually, it'll be the Republicans, 
.,���L 
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Not yet. though. Sanders' maver
ick status has already threatened to 
become a controversial issue among 
House Democrats, ignited by his bid 
to be admitted to the party's caucus, 
an organit.ation that controls com
mittee assignments and is critical to 
legislative supjXlrt. A potentially di
v isive battle over the issue was
averted when Sanders decided not to
formally apply to the caucus, which 
had been scheduled to take up the 
issue yesterday. 

Instead, House Speaker Thomas 
S. Foley (D-Wash.) said at a press 
conference yesterday that although 
Sanders would not be admitted to 
the caucus unless he joined the 
Democratic Party, he would be ap-
pointed to a committee. But whether 
Sanders will be allowed to acquire 
seniority or eventually hold a com
mittee chairmanship, a post appoint
ed by the caucus, was unclear yes
terday. Democratic spokesmen said 
that the tenns of Sanders' commit
tee status will likely be ironed out 
later this week. But the issue was 
not so neatly resolved before some 
pointed political grandstanding had 
taken place. 

While some liberal Democrats 
spoke in suppo1t of Sanders' admis
sion, a group of conservative party 
members last week circulated a let
ter opposing his inclusion in the cau
cus. "The full priv ileges of the 
Democratic Party should not be giv
en to a sociaJist," said Rep. Charles 
W. Stenholm (D-Texas), chainnan of 
the Conservative Democratic Fo
rum, who had said he would vote 
against Sanders. "I will not support. 
Mr. Sanders' nominat ion to the
Democrat i c Caucus unless h e
changes t o  the Democratic Party." 

AJthough of a more liberaJ bent, 
Democratic Caucus Chairman Rep. 
Steny H. Hoyer (D-Md.) met with 
Sanders last week and said pretty 
much the same thing, advising Sand
ers that "if he wanted to become a 
member, he had to be a Democrat," 
according to an aide. Sanders, to no 
one's surprise, promptly refused. 

Sanders said yesterday that he 
was "delighted" with the outcome 
because he would be able to serve on 
one of the committees that deal with 
issues of concern to Vennonters. 
"What I was quite nervous about, to 
be honest, was becoming some kind 
of outcast and being shunted about 
from one comm ittee to another
which would not be dealing with Ver
mont's interests," Sanders said. "But. 
t.hat is not going to happen and I am
quite happy about thal" 

Sanders, clearly, managed to sur• 
vive this go-round without sacrificing 
his political principles. And it could 
be that the Democrats' effort. to keep 
him at arm's length could benefit 
him in the long run, at least to the 
extent that it appears to bear out his 
charge that the two parties are ideo
logically moribund: Sanders, the
man speaking on behalf of working
class men and women, the man who 
defied the status quo, the man who 
dared to take on the system, gets 
shut out. 

Either way, no one, Sanders in
cluded, thinks that the job facing the
lone Independent on Capitol Hill is 
going to be easy. M, most see it, the 
looming question is how a man who 
has spent the better part of his life 
as a political outsider will fare in a 
game dominated by insiders. First 
and foremost, Sanders, like any oth
er representative, is going to have to 
keep the folks back home happy. 

"Everything depends on whether 
he can Qeliver for Vermont," said 
William &hneider, an analyst with 

the American Enterprise Institute, a meeting with the fonner Burlington 
conservative research organization mayor, Gordon Paquette, that Jane 
in Washington, D.C. "Ai, long as he's Sanders first heard Sanders' name. 
effective, as long as he covers his Direct.or of the Burlington Youth Of
bases in Vennont, he can advocate a fice, Jane Sanders had paused in a 
flat world if he wants." heated debate with Paquette when 

Just how well Sanders is able to the mayor archly observed, "'You 
perfonn for his constituency will sound just like Bernie Sanders,' " 
likely detennine Vermonters' enthu- she recalled. "I sat down and said, 
sias� for his efforts to foster a politi- 'Who's Bernie Sanders?' " 
cal revolution. And how v.-ell he does On meeting  Sanders shortly
either will likely hinge on how he afterward, she found not just a kin
maneuvers his fringe position. dred commitment to the needy and 

"In the rll'St few months they'll disenfranchised but a determination 
try to make him the pet 1eftie, the that has weathered countless cam
media darling," said Garrison Ne!- paigns. "Work is the shared basis of 
son, a professor of political science at our relationship," said Jane Sanders, 
the University or Vermont. "He will 39. ''We both have the belief that
become ihe C-Span favorite. He and government can make a difference in 
(Rep.I Newt Gingrich LR-Ga.} will people's daily lives." 
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e office and work in human ser
who would speak in unabashed fash
ion and give the party more of an 
edge." 

Fringe status is nothing new to 
Sant.icrs, who has spent more than 
two decades carrying the radical 
banner in a state that was once the 
most Republic.an in the union. His 
march has berome the stuff of Green 
Mountain legend: four bids for office 
in the 1970s as a candidate of the Li
berty Union party. Then, in 1980, 
the stunning 10-vote victory that put 
him in the mayor's office in Burling
ton, where he remained for eight 
years. In 1988, he was narrowly de
reated in his first bid for Congress 
by Smith, who assumed the seat va
cated by Jim Jeffords when he ran 
for the Senate. But in 1990, a time, 
to be sure, of voter frustration. all 
the years of campaigning, the solid 
mayoral record, the unwavering 
commitment to progressive ideals, 
the sheer determination, paid off in a 
56 percent win. 

"I'm still walking a little bit on a 
cloud," Sanders said, standing amid 
his freshman colleagues last week 
and taking in the lofty cream and 
gold-trimmed room, the massive 
chandeliers overhead. "It's enor
mously exciting." 

For a man who almost single
handedly upset the status quo in 
Burlington a decade ago despite 
fierce antagonism, Washington 
looms like an intoxicating challenge. 
At last, a national stage for his goals 
of affordable housing, lower limits on 
campaign spending, a progressive in
come tax and universal health care. 
And last week, Sanders, flanked by 
his wife, armed with orientation ma
terials, clad in crisp pink and white 
striped shirt and gray suit, was chaf. 
ing to be off. 

First, though, there were the 
closed-door crash courses on con
gressional conduct. One hour on 
allowances and expenses. One hour 
on congressional ethics. One hour on 
SJXluses' perspectives. Sanders took 
an early leave from the session to 
make some contacts concerning the 
impending caucus vote and to visit 
Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.), leaving 
his wife to attend sessions on organi
ution and office automation. 

Like those of her husband of two 
years, Jane Sanders' political pas
sions r.iil'I deep. It was during a 1980 

In the meantime, there's a ses
sion on congressional rules and regu
lations, another one on members' 
benefits and services. There's a cock
tail reception at the White House, a 
dinner hosted by Foley. And there's 
a lot of work to be done. 

But, then, maybe a bit of it has 
already been taken care of. "The fact 
is that ·•·e'�t! brought democratic so
cialism into the conversation. And 
that," Sanders added as he hunied 
toward a meeting, his anns loaded 
with j.13pers, "is a major step." 
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