
At the beginning of the 20th century, a young and vi-
brant socialist movement anticipated decades of great
advances on the road to a world free from capitalist

exploitation—a socialist society built on the enduring principles
of equality, justice and solidarity among peoples. At the end of
the 20th century, such hope and vision seem all but lost.

The unbridled power of transnational corporations, under-
written by the major capitalist nations, has created a world
economy where the wealth and power of a few is coupled with
insecurity and downward mobility for the vast majority of work-
ing people—in both the Northern and Southern hemispheres.
Traditional left prescriptions have failed on both sides of the
Communist/socialist divide. Global economic integration has ren-
dered obsolete both the social democratic solution of indepen-
dent national economies sustaining a strong social welfare state
and the Communist solution of state-owned national economies
fostering social development.

The globalization of capital requires a renewed vision and
tactics. But the essence of the socialist vision—that people can
freely and democratically control their community and society—
remains central to the movement for radical democracy. Those
who see the collapse of communist regimes, for which the rhetoric
of socialism became a cover for authoritarian rule, as proof that
capitalism is the foundation of democracy, commit fraud on his-
tory. The struggle for mass democracy has always been led by
the excluded—workers, minorities, and women. The wealthy al-
most never join in unless their own economic freedom appears
at stake. The equation of capitalism with democracy cannot sur-
vive scrutiny in a world where untrammeled capitalism means
unrelenting poverty, disease, and unemployment.

Today, powerful corporate and political elites tell us that
environmental standards are too high, unemployment is too low,
and workers earn too much for America to prosper in the next
century. Their vision is too close for comfort: inequality of wealth

and income has grown worse in the last 15 years: one percent of
America now owns 60 percent of our wealth, up from 50 per-
cent before Ronald Reagan became president. Nearly three de-
cades after the “War on Poverty” was declared and then quickly
abandoned, one-fifth of our society subsists in poverty, living in
substandard housing, attending underfunded, overcrowded
schools, and receiving inadequate health care.

In the global capitalist economy, these injustices are mag-
nified a thousand-fold. The poorest third of humanity earns two
percent of the world’s income, while the richest fifth receives
two-thirds of global income. And while every middle class house-
hold in the developed world aims to own a personal computer,
millions elsewhere are forever hungry. Such injustice is not a
force of nature, but the logical outcome of the economic domi-
nance of transnational corporations backed by the dominant capi-
talist governments.

In this new economic order where sweatshops and child
labor are on the rise and capital is freed from historic national
constraints, American movements for social justice must of ne-
cessity adopt the internationalism of the socialist tradition. Just
as Eugene Debs said, “While there is a soul in prison, I am not
free” and Martin Luther King proclaimed that, “A threat to jus-
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tice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” we must pledge
to forge a new international solidarity based on the spirit of the
abolitionists and suffragists, the labor, peace, and civil rights
movements, modern feminism and environmentalism.

In the United States, the rise of global capitalism has been
accompanied by the increasing strength of conservative and cor-
porate elites and the weakening of social movements and trade
unions that have historically been the backbone of mass liberal-
ism. As a result, many socialists and progressives have come to
question the tactics and policies that have long comprised the
political program of the Left.

DSA has been in the forefront of this necessary reevalua-
tion of Left strategy and program. For five years, DSA has been
engaged in a thoroughgoing discussion of a renewed mission
and vision for today’s world. No old assumption has been too
sacred to be scrutinized, and no new idea has been too provoca-
tive to be easily dismissed. Since DSA is a pluralist organiza-
tion, no single document can adequately and equally reflect our
diverse perspectives. But, at the end of our five-year evaluation,
we have established a political center of gravity to ground these
diverse views. This is where we stand:

We are socialists because we reject an international eco-
nomic order sustained by private profit, alienated labor, race
and gender discrimination, environmental destruction, and bru-
tality and violence in defense of  the status quo.

We are socialists because we share a vision of a humane
international social order based both on democratic planning
and market mechanisms to achieve equitable distribution of re-
sources, meaningful work, a healthy environment, sustainable
growth, gender and racial equality, and non-oppressive relation-
ships.

A democratic socialist politics for the 21st century must
promote an interna-
tional solidarity dedi-
cated to raising living
standards across the
globe, rather than “lev-
eling down” in the name
of maximizing profits
and economic effi-
ciency. Equality, solidar-
ity, and democracy can
only be achieved through international political and social co-
operation aimed at ensuring that economic institutions benefit
all people.

Democratic socialists are dedicated to building truly inter-
national social movements—of unionists, environmentalists,

feminists, and people of color -that together can elevate global
justice over brutalizing global competition.

In the United States, we must fight for humane public poli-
cies that will provide quality health care, education, and job
training and that redirect public investment from the military to
much-neglected urban housing and infrastructure. Such poli-
cies require the support of a majoritarian coalition of trade union-
ists, people of color, feminists, gays and lesbians and all other
peoples committed to democratic change. Our greatest contri-
bution as American socialists to global social justice is to build
that coalition, which is key to transforming the power relations
of global capitalism.

 Democracy, Liberty and Solidarity
Our vision of socialism is a profoundly democratic one,

rooted in the belief that individuals can only reach their full po-
tential in a society that embodies the values of liberty, equality,
and solidarity. Only through creating material and cultural bonds
of solidarity across racial, gender, age, national, and class lines
can true equality of opportunity be achieved.

Solidarity
Gender and sexuality. Our conception of socialism is also

deeply feminist and anti-racist. We are committed to full equal-
ity for women in all spheres of life, in a world without prescribed
sex roles that channel women into subordinate positions at home
and at work. We seek a world that no longer oppresses women
through under-valuation of their work, lack of political repre-
sentation, the inability to control their own fertility, denial of
their sexuality, or violence and abuse. Gender equality requires
great changes in social attitudes, in economic and social struc-
tures, and in relationships between men and women and adults

and children. The so-
cialist society we seek
to create will not dis-
criminate on the basis
of sexual orientation. It
will value sexuality and
all sexual relationships
—gay, lesbian, hetero-
sexual—based on mu-
tual respect and the en-

hancement of human dignity.
Racial equality. Our concept of socialism is forthrightly

anti-racist. After more than 350 years, racism is deeply ingrained
in our country’s institutions, social patterns, consciousness,
and even social movements. The postwar civil rights movement

...we share a vision of a humane international
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planning and market mechanisms to achieve
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broke the back of segregation and renewed the struggle against
its consequences, bringing to the left in America a new moral
vision and a more developed understanding of the importance
of community, institutional networks, and popular symbols in
shaping a political movement. To be genuinely multiracial, a so-
cialist movement must respect the particular goals of African
Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, Asian Americans and
other communities of color. It must place a high priority on eco-
nomic justice to eradicate the sources of inequality; on affirma-
tive action and other compensatory programs to overcome on-
going discrimination and the legacy of inequality; and on social
justice to change the behavior, attitudes, and ideas that foster
racism.

Democratic community. Democratic socialists recognize
that for individuals to flourish, a society must be grounded in
the moral values and institutions of a democratic community
that provides quality education and job training, social services,
and meaningful work for all. Leaving the provision of such com-
mon needs to the private marketplace guarantees a starkly in-
egalitarian class system of access to opportunity.

Democratic socialists are committed to political institutions
based on one voice, one vote, and to the elimination of the per-
nicious and corrupting influence of corporate money from pub-
lic political deliberation. Socialist democracy fosters popular
participation at every level of decision-making. In an age when
global communications technologies are within the reach of hun-
dreds of millions of people, such a commitment means equal
access to information, increased democratic - and not corporate
- control over public policy, and decentralized, democratic insti-
tutions wherever possible in workplaces, neighborhoods, and
schools.

Liberty
A democratic commitment to a vibrant pluralist life as-

sumes the need for a democratic, responsive, and representative
government to regulate the market, protect the environment, and
ensure a basic level of equality and equity for each citizen. In the
21st century, such regulation will increasingly occur through
international, multilateral action. But while a democratic state
can protect individuals from domination by inordinately power-
ful, undemocratic transnational corporations, people develop
the social bonds that render life meaningful only through coop-
erative, voluntary relationships. Promoting such bonds is the
responsibility of socialists and government alike. Democratic
socialism is committed both to a freedom of speech that does
not recoil from dissent and to the freedom to organize indepen-
dent trade unions, women’s groups, political parties, and other
social movements. We are committed to a freedom of religion

and conscience that acknowledges the rights of those for whom
spiritual concerns are central and the rights of those who reject
organized religion. Control of economic, social, and cultural life
by either government or corporate elites is hostile to the vision
of democratic pluralism embraced by democratic socialism. The
social welfare programs of government have been for the most
part positive, if partial, responses to the genuine social needs of
the great majority of Americans. The dismantling of such pro-
grams by conservative and corporate elites in the absence of
any alternatives will be disastrous.  Abandoning schools, health
care, and housing, for example, to the control of an unregulated
free market magnifies the existing harsh realities of inequality
and injustice.

Democratic Control of Productive and Social Life

The Capitalist Marketplace
As democratic socialists we are committed to ensuring that

any market is the servant of the public good and not its master.
Liberty, equality, and solidarity will require not only democratic
control over economic life, but also a progressively financed,
decentralized, and quality public sector. Free markets or private
charity cannot provide adequate public goods and services.

Transnational corporate domination does not result merely
from the operation of a pure market, but from conscious govern-
ment actions, from tax policy to deregulation, that structure the
economy in the interest of corporate power. The capitalist mar-
ket economy not only suppresses global living standards but also
leads to chronic underfunding of socially necessary public goods,
from research and development to preventive health care and
job training.

The market and its ideology are rife with internal contra-
dictions. While capitalists abhor public planning as inefficient
and counterproductive, transnational corporations make deci-
sions with tremendous social consequences, including automa-
tion, plant shutdowns and relocations, mergers and acquisitions,
new investment and disinvestment—all without democratic in-
put. They also engage in unrelenting efforts to control the mar-
ket, even through illegal means such as price fixing, antitrust
violations, and other forms of collusion.

In the workplace, capitalism eschews democracy. Individual
employees do not negotiate the terms of their employment, ex-
cept in rare circumstances when their labor is very highly skilled.
Without unions, employees are hired and fired at will. Corpora-
tions govern through hierarchical power relations more charac-
teristic of monopolies than of free markets. Simply put, the domi-
nation of the economy by privately owned corporation is not



the most rational and equitable way to govern our economic life.

Vision of a Socialist Economy
The operation of a democratic socialist economy is the sub-

ject of continuing debate within DSA. First it must mirror demo-
cratic socialism’s commitment to institutional and social plural-
ism. Democratic, representative control over fiscal, monetary,
and trade policy would enable citizens to have a voice in setting
the basic framework of economic policy—what social invest-
ment is needed, who should own or control basic industries, and
how they might be governed.

While broad investment decisions and fiscal and monetary
policies are best made by democratic processes, many argue that
the market best coordinates supply with demand for goods, ser-
vices, and labor. Regulated markets can guarantee efficiency,
consumer choice and labor mobility. However, democratic so-
cialists recognize that market mechanisms do generate inequali-
ties of wealth and income. But, the social ownership character-
istic of a socialist society will greatly limit inequality. In fact,
widespread worker and public ownership will greatly lessen the
corrosive effect of capitalists markets on people’s lives. Social
need will outrank narrow profitability as the measure of success
for our economic life.

Interactions of Economy and Society
Democratic socialists are committed to the development of

social movements dedicated to ending any and all forms of non-
economic domination. As activists within these movements, with
a visible socialist identity, we bring an analysis of how the glo-
balization of capital influences racism, sexism, homophobia, and
environmental degradation.

Economic democracy alone cannot end the domination of
some over others, but it is a prerequisite, especially given how
global capital uses racial, national, and gender divisions to di-
vide the world’s work force. Yet traditional assumptions about
the universal nature of the working class no longer adequately
describe who will fight for a radical democracy. People identify
with the fight for social justice in many ways. As socialists within
the social movements, we bring a vision and politics that argues
for the democratic control of transnational corporate power as a
necessary, though not sufficient, condition for racial, gender, and
economic justice.

Racism, sexism, xenophobia, and resentment of the poor
are exacerbated by economic insecurity. Those threatened by
economic restructuring and decline may view less privileged
people as competitors or even enemies. For example, some have
caricatured affirmative action as a system of strict racial quotas

and preferences, ensuring jobs for the non-qualified, rather than
as a largely successful effort to open up the job market to women
and people of color excluded by existing, often prejudicial, meth-
ods of recruitment and hiring. Racism, sexism, and homophobia
are not the only forms of oppression that both predate capital-
ism and are continually transformed by it. The persistence of
anti-Semitism, for example, has no single explanation. Discrimi-
nation based on age is prevalent and affects both young and old.
Discrimination occurs in a myriad of forms, and a socialist soci-
ety must eradicate all of them.

Ending environmental degradation and building a sustain-
able world—meeting today’s needs without jeopardizing future
generations—require new ways of thinking about socialism as
well. The depletion of nonrenewable resources and the pollu-
tion of our air and water argue for both regulatory protection
and reforming market incentives in order to reverse corporate
and individual behavior. The victims of pollution are most often
people of color and lower income communities. Environmental
protection and environmental justice must be part of a demo-
cratic socialist agenda.

Social movements have helped democratic socialists to
shape a broader perspective of socialism—one that recognizes
that economic change is a necessary, but not sufficient condi-
tion, for justice. They have guided us toward a deeper pluralist
vision of socialism as the humanizing of relationships between
men and women, between whites and people of color, and be-
tween all of us and the environment.

The Global Economy, Global Politics and the State

The last decade has witnessed massive shifts in global poli-
tics and the global economy. These changes have shaped and
been shaped by technological change, a new awareness of
humanity’s connection to our environment, an increasing recog-
nition of the intersection between economics, environment and
gender equality; changes in the role of the state and of capital;
and much more. Yet the outcome—increasing accumulation of
wealth and power in the hands of a few, despoliation of the envi-
ronment, and individual isolation and alienation, versus enhanced
quality of life, sustainable development and strengthened com-
munities—remains to be seen.

The Global Economy
In the emerging global capitalist economy, the controlling

economic institutions—the transnational corporations—have
integrated financing, production, distribution and consumption
on a vast scale. They now have the capacity to function as



“stateless” institutions, relatively independent of any particular
national economy.

National governments, even in Western Europe and North
America, have ever more difficulty controlling capital, currency
flows, and investment while defending the living standards of
working people. The
result is that the ma-
jority of wage and
income earners in
the advanced capi-
talist nations are
now experiencing a
long-term leveling down of wages and living conditions tanta-
mount to a gradual impoverishment of this vast working class.
The extent of impoverishment is in dispute, but many econo-
mists now believe that only one-fifth of the population is rising
in affluence, while the rest are suffering a gradual or abrupt ero-
sion of their living standards.

Through globalization, capital eludes governmental regu-
lation. The movement of capital across borders, unlike the move-
ment of labor, is all but unrestricted. Indeed, under the World
Trade Organization and the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment, laws protecting the rights of workers can be deemed a
barrier to free trade.

Global Environment
Transnational corporations avoid environmental regula-

tions as well as worker protections. The maquiladoras, or tax-
free production zones on the US-Mexican border, are prime ex-
amples. Border communities in both countries are feeling the
effects of corporate pollution by companies that left the US for
Mexico, where environmental enforcement is weaker. As with
labor rights, NAFTA and the World Trade Organization can re-
strict enforcement of a nation’s environmental laws if they are
ruled a barrier to free trade. So as transnational corporations
raid the resources of less developed countries and pollute the
environment of the North and the South, no international agency
has the authority to protect the earth.

Trade is only one aspect of the global economy. Develop-
ment fostered by the World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund has encouraged strategies modeled on the North—
resource and capital-intensive—with little regard for indigenous
communities or environments. The end result has too often been
enrichment of a wealthy few and increased poverty and environ-
mental hazards for many. Emphasis on industrial agriculture and
cash crops for example, has resulted in the destruction of rain
forests and in desertification in some regions.

International development efforts usually ignore indigenous
small-scale farming and community development as nonproduc-
tive because they fail to generate large amounts of cash, even as
they improve living standards. Since such activity is usually the
province of women, its displacement has also led to a decline in

women’s position.
Today advocates of
sustainable and just
development recog-
nize the important
connection of envi-
ronmental protec-

tion, eradication of poverty, and gender equity.

Global Politics
US dominance of the global economy is buttressed by its

political power and military might. Indeed, the United States is
engaged in a long-term policy of imperial overreach in a period
in which global instability will probably increase. Elements of
this instability include national, ethnic and religious conflicts;
economic decline and stagnation of subordinate capitalist na-
tions; trade rivalries among advanced capitalist nations; and
environmental degradation imperiling the quality of life.

Fifty years of world leadership have taken their toll on the
US. The links among heavy military spending, fiscal imbalance,
and a weakening economy are too clear to ignore. Domestically,
the United States faces social and structural economic problems
of a magnitude unknown to other advanced capitalist states. The
resources needed to sustain US dominance are a drain on the
national economy, particularly the most neglected and underde-
veloped sectors. Nowhere is a struggle against militarism more
pressing than in the United States, where the military budget
bleeds the public sector of much needed funds for social pro-
grams.

No country, even a superpower like the United States, can
guarantee peace and stability, never mind justice. Only a genu-
inely multinational armed force can intervene in violent con-
flicts to enforce generally accepted standards of human rights
and democratic practices.

Such peacekeeping is one important function that must be
strengthened within a new global governance. Enforcement of
international standards is another. Treaties on human rights, in-
ternational labor standards, women’s rights, and environmental
protection have all been ratified by many nations (albeit gener-
ally not by the US). Enforcement remains problematic. New in-
ternational regulatory bodies must ensure that the interests of
all the world’s people are protected with the power to tax

The United States is engaged in a long term
policy of imperial overreach in a period in which

global instability will probably increase.



transnational corporations that can now escape national taxes.

A Strategy for the Next Left

Socialists have historically supported public ownership and
control of the major economic institutions of society—the large
corporations—in order to eliminate the injustice and inequality
of a class-based society, and have depended on the organiza-
tion of a working class party to gain state power to achieve such
ends. In the United States, socialists joined with others on the
Left to build a broad-based, anti-corporate coalition, with the
unions at the center, to address the needs of the majority by op-
posing the excesses of private enterprise. Many socialists have
seen the Democratic Party, since at least the New Deal, as the
key political arena in which to consolidate this coalition, be-
cause the Democratic Party held the allegiance of our natural
allies. Through control of the government by the Democratic
Party coalition, led by anti-corporate forces, a progressive pro-
gram regulating the corporations, redistributing income, foster-
ing economic growth and expanding social programs could be
realized.

With the end of the post-World War II economic boom and
the rise of global economic competitors in East Asia and Europe
in the 1970s came the demise of the brief majoritarian moment
of this progressive coalition that promised—but did not deliver—
economic and social justice for all. A vicious corporate assault
on the trade union movement and a right-wing racist, populist
appeal to downwardly mobile, disgruntled white blue-collar
workers contributed to the disintegration of the liberal wing of
the Democratic Party in the 1970s and 1980s.

Today, the mildly redistributive welfare state liberalism of
the 1960s, which accepted the corporate dominance of economic
decision-making, can no longer be the programmatic basis for a
majoritarian progressive politics. New Deal and Great Society
liberalism depended upon redistribution at the margins of an
ever-expanding economic pie. But today corporations no longer
aspire to expand production and consumption by raising global
living standards; rather, global capital engages in a race to in-
crease profits by “downsizing” and lowering wages.

With the collapse of the political economy of corporate lib-
eralism came the atrophy of the very institutions upon which the
progressive politics of the New Deal and Great Society had been
constructed. No longer do the social bases for a majoritarian
democratic politics—strong trade unions, social movements and
urban, Democratic political machines—simply await mobiliza-
tion by a proper electoral appeal. Rather, a next left must be
built from the grassroots up.

Given the globalization of economic power, such grassroots
movements will increasingly focus upon building a countervailing
power to that of the transnational corporations. A number of
positive signs of this democratic and grassroots realignment have
emerged. New labor leadership has pledged to organize a
workforce increasingly constituted by women, people of color,
and immigrant workers. Inner-city grassroots community orga-
nizations are placing reinvestment, job creation, and economic
democracy at the heart of their organizing. The women’s move-
ment increasingly argues that only by restructuring work and
childcare can true gender equality be realized. And the fight for
national health care—a modest reform long provided by all other
industrial democracies—united a broad coalition of activists and
constituencies.

But such movements cannot be solely national in scope.
Rather, today’s social movements must be as global as the cor-
porate power they confront; they must cooperate across national
boundaries and promote democratic regulation of transnational
capital.

If socialism cannot be achieved primarily from above,
through a democratic government that owns, control and regu-
lates the major corporations, then it must emerge from below,
through a democratic transformation of the institutions of civil
society, particularly those in the economic sphere—in other
words, a program for economic democracy.

As inequalities of wealth and income increase and the wages
and living standards of most are stagnant or falling, social needs
expand. Only a revitalized public sector can universally and
democratically meet those needs.

Economic Democracy. Economic democracy can empower
wage and income earners through building cooperative and public
institutions that own and control local economic resources. Eco-
nomic democracy means, in the most general terms, the direct
ownership and/or control of much of the economic resources of
society by the great majority of wage and income earners. Such
a transformation of worklife directly embodies and presages the
practices and principles of a socialist society.

Alternative economic institutions, such as cooperatives and
consumer, community, and worker-owned facilities are central
to economic democracy. Equally important is the assertion of
democratic control over private resources such as insurance and
credit, making them available for socially responsible invest-
ment as well as over land, raw materials, and manufacturing in-
frastructure. Such democratic control must also encompass ex-
isting financial institutions, whose funds can be used to invest in
places abandoned or bypassed by transnational capital, such as
urban and rural areas, and in sectors of the population that have



been historically denied control and ownership of significant
economic resources. Such a program will recognize the economic
value of childrearing and home care by family members as un-
paid labor, and account for this work in all considerations of
benefits.

Key to economic democracy is a democratic labor move-
ment that plays a central role in the struggle for a democratic
workplace, whether worker or privately owned. In workplaces
that the employees do not own—traditional corporations, fam-
ily businesses, government, and private nonprofits—only inde-
pendent, democratically run unions can protect workers.

The importance of economic democracy extends beyond
the ownership and control of economic resources. It is the only
way to fulfill the democratic aspirations of the vast majority of
Americans. The democratic ideal today has been drastically nar-
rowed in scope and substance to reduce its threat to established
power and privilege. The current assault on the welfare state led
by corporate and conservative elites is also an attack on politi-
cal democracy.
Democratic socialists
must reinvest democ-
racy with its political
and economic con-
tent to give full voice
to popular demo-
cratic aspirations.

Finally, eco-
nomic democracy is
also the only way to mediate and overcome divisions based
upon race, gender, religion, and ethnicity that undercut univer-
sal social justice.

Global Justice. A program of global justice can unite op-
ponents of transnational corporations across national bound-
aries around a common program to transform existing interna-
tional institutions and invent new global organizations designed
to ensure that wages, working conditions, environmental stan-
dards and social rights are “leveled up” worldwide. The basis of
cooperation for fighting the transnationals must be forged across
borders from its inception. Economic nationalism and other forms
of chauvinism will doom any expanded anti-corporate agenda.
The international financial institutions serving the interests of
transnational capital are important arenas of struggle for a glo-
bal social and environmental agenda. Elements of this agenda
include efforts to advance social charters in free trade agree-
ments; to propose alternative investment strategies for the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund; to strengthen the
enforcement of existing treaties on the environment, labor stan-

Although such reforms will be very difficult to achieve on
a national scale in the short term, their urgency increases as

income inequality in-
tensifies. Over time,
income redistribution
and social programs
will be critical not
only to the poor but
to the great majority
of working people.
The defense and ex-
pansion of govern-

ment programs that promote social justice, equal education for
all children, universal health care, environmental protection and
guaranteed minimum income and social well-being is critical for
the next Left.

At the same time, the military Keynesianism that has domi-
nated federal expenditures, constricting the capacity of govern-
ments at all levels to respond adequately to social needs, must
end. Much of the current distortion in government spending
and taxation has its roots in the massive military and national
security build-up in the 1980s, combined with the massive tax
cuts for the wealthy. The great run-up in national debt is due
directly to military-led deficit financing. Reduced military expen-
ditures and more equitable taxation represent the only sources
of funds on the scale needed to provide the social programs
required to ameliorate declining living standards.

Together, economic democracy, global justice, and social
redistribution are the linchpins of abroad-based anti-corporate
left that is international in character and local in its reliance on
popular control of economic resources and decision-making.

...economic democracy is also the only way to
mediate and overcome divisions based upon race,

gender, religion, and ethnicity that undercut
universal social justice.

dards, social policies, etc.; and to promote international stan-
dards that put social justice before corporate profit. Stronger
international ties among trade unions and joint actions across
borders in defense of wage standards, working conditions and
social rights are critical.

Social Redistribution. Social redistribution—the shift of
wealth and resources from the rich to the rest of society—will
require:

massive redistribution of income from corporations and
                 the wealthy to wage earners and the poor and the pub-

lic sector, in order to provide the main source of new
                funds for social programs, income maintenance and in

frastructure rehabilitation, and
a massive shift of public resources from the military
(the main user of existing discretionary funds) to civil-
ian uses.



as the left wing of the possible, there is now no “possible” to be
the left wing of.  Of course, considerable opposition has arisen
in response to the program of the conservative and corporate
elites. But, that opposition confronts a profound crisis of leader-
ship, particularly at the national level.

Increasingly, many of our fellow citizens recognize that
the American dream is becoming a chimera. We as democratic
socialists believe that it can be made real. No laws of nature or
“free markets” dictate that we must destroy our environment,
worsen global inequality, squander funds on useless deadly weap-
ons, and continue to relegate women and people of color to sec-
ond-class citizenship. But if the American dream is indeed ever
more elusive, we seek much more than to simply revive it as an
aspiration. For in one respect the right-wing would-be prophets
are correct: The success of global capitalism demands that tra-
ditional democratic standards of justice, equality, and decency
be undermined. For the simple dream of a comfortable standard
of living, of community, and of equity to be realized, radical
political, economic, and social changes in the established order
are required.

The belief is widespread that we stand at the beginning of
a new political era—that the Left must create a new vision and a
new mission rooted in a new sense of purpose. Democratic so-
cialists have an historic opportunity and responsibility to play a
central role in the founding of a next Left, and DSA is prepared to
meet this challenge. We invite you to join us in this effort worthy
of a lifetime of commitment.

Visit our Web Site: www.dsausa.org
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The Role of Electoral Politics
Democratic socialists reject an either-or approach to elec-

toral coalition building, focused solely on a new party or on
realignment within the Democratic Party. The growth of PAC-
driven, candidate-based, entrepreneurial politics in the last 25
years leaves little hope for an immediate, principled electoral
response to the rightward, pro-corporate drift in American poli-
tics. The fundamental task of democratic socialists is to build
anti-corporate social movements capable of winning reforms that
empower people. Since such social movements seek to influ-
ence state policy, they will intervene in electoral politics, whether
through Democratic primaries, non-partisan local elections, or
third  party efforts. Our electoral work aims at building majoritarian
coalitions capable of not only electing public officials on the
anti-corporate program of these movements but also of holding
officials accountable after they are elected.

The US electoral system makes third parties difficult to
build at both the national and state level. Winner-take-all dis-
tricts; the absence of proportional representation; open prima-
ries; executive-run governments that make coalition governments
impossible; state legislative control over ballot access and elec-
tion laws all combine to impede third parties. Much of progres-
sive, independent political action will continue to occur in Demo-
cratic Party primaries in support of candidates who represent a
broad progressive coalition. In such instances, democratic so-
cialists will support coalitional campaigns based on labor, women,
people of color and other potentially anti-corporate elements.

Electoral tactics are only a means for democratic social-
ists; the building of a powerful anti-corporate coalition is the
end. Where third party or non-partisan candidates mobilize such
coalitions, democratic socialists will build such organizations
and candidacies. However, to democratize U.S. electoral politics
—whatever its party form—requires serious campaign finance
reform both within and without the Democratic Party.

The Role of Democratic Socialists
This document is, in a fundamental way, a reworking of

the strategy and program laid out in DSA’s founding statment,
Where We Stand. Any differences are due to changing condi-
tions, and not changing principles. The continuities are unmis-
takable. The same spirit animates both documents. In fact, the
most important difference between the documents is neither strat-
egy nor program, mission nor vision, but rather expectation. The
founding document called for carrying out a strategy and proment
points in an toward the founding of a new progressive move-
ment—a next Left. That is because the political momentum of
mass liberalism is depleted. If we once positioned ourselves
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The Democratic Socialist Vision 
 

Democratic socialists believe that the individuality of each human being can only be developed in a society embodying 
the values of liberty, equality, and solidarity. These beliefs do not entail a crude conception of equality that conceives of 
human beings as equal in all respects. Rather, if human beings are to develop their distinct capacities they must be accorded 
equal respect and opportunities denied them by the inequalities of capitalist society, in which the life opportunities of a child 
born in the inner city are starkly less than that of a child born in an affluent suburb. A democratic community committed to 
the equal moral worth of each citizen will socially provide the cultural and economic necessities—food, housing, quality 
education, healthcare, childcare—for the development of human individuality.  

 
Achieving this diversity and opportunity necessitates a fundamental restructuring of our socio-economic order. While the 

freedoms that exist under democratic capitalism are gains of popular struggle to be cherished, democratic socialists argue that 
the values of liberal democracy can only be fulfilled when the economy as well as the government is democratically 
controlled.  

 
We cannot accept capitalism’s conception of economic relations as “free and private,” because contracts are not made 

among economic equals and because they give rise to social structures which undemocratically confer power upon some over 
others. Such relationships are undemocratic in that the citizens involved have not freely deliberated upon the structure of 
those institutions and how social roles should be distributed within them (e.g., the relationship between capital and labor in 
the workplace or men and women in child rearing). We do not imagine that all institutional relations would wither away 
under socialism, but we do believe that the basic contours of society must be democratically constructed by the free 
deliberation of its members.  

 
The democratic socialist vision does not rest upon one sole tradition; it draws upon Marxism, religious and ethical 

socialism, feminism, and other theories that critique human domination. Nor does it contend that any laws of history 
preordain the achievement of socialism. The choice for socialism is both moral and political, and the fullness of its vision will 
never be permanently secured.  
 
 
Marx's Analysis of Capitalism: Social Production Versus Private Control 

 
Karl Marx—whose work is particularly relevant in our era of “globalization”—recognized that capitalism represented an 

increase in human freedom and productive power. Under feudalism, political and economic life had been merged. Born a 
serf, one remained a serf, subject to the political and economic domination of one’s lord. Capitalism freed the economic 



sphere from the domination of the political. Under capitalism, the worker and capitalist contracted with one another free of 
the burdens of traditional religious or status relations.  

 
Though the rise of capitalist economic relations in Europe predates political democracy by over 

two centuries, the rhetoric of freedom of contract and legal equality that arose during capitalism’s 
infancy in the 17th century contributed to the growth of movements for political democracy. In a 
capitalist democracy, one’s economic status, in theory, does not affect one’s political and legal 
status. All members of society are to be judged equally before the law and have the equal right to 
participate politically (one person, one vote). But Marx illustrated that the inequalities in “civil 
society” (or economic life) undercut the promise of political equality. In the political “free market” 
for votes, capital has more influence than labor, and this structural inequality erodes the promise of 
political democracy. But Marx argued against authoritarian socialists who dismissed political 
democracy as merely bourgeois,” as it is the existence of political democracy that enables the 
working class to mobilize its numbers against concentrated economic power. 

 
In retrospect, however, Marx did not make clear his commitment to political democracy.  Marx 

often implied that under advanced socialism—communism—control of production by the “free association of producers” 
would end the need for politics. But even a society characterized by worker self-management of production and distribution 
would need political pluralism; there is no reason to think that there is one exact “right” answer as to how socialism should be 
constructed, or that there is no politics apart from economic issues. Democratic debates over policy are, therefore, inevitable. 

 
Marx did not only argue that capitalism undermined democracy. He argued against the very essence of it as an economic 

system. In his analysis, capitalism was an exploitative mode of production in which the capitalist class extracted “surplus 
value” from the working class. For the first time in human history, labor power itself was sold as a free commodity on the 
market. No longer were people slaves or serfs to their masters. Workers were free to sell their labor power to whatever 
capitalist chose to employ them. But the asymmetry of power in this alleged “free exchange” is that while the capitalist class 
owns the means of production, the working class only has their labor power to sell. This asymmetry means that while 
capitalists pay labor a “living wage,” the value of this wage (the value of labor power) is always less than the value of the 
commodities produced by the workers’ labor—if capital could not make a profit it would not employ labor. Workers’ needs 
under capitalism are always subordinate to the bottom line. 

 
Marx explained that capitalism required a high level of organization and direction, which the profit motive alone could 

not provide. Production was becoming a more “social” enterprise, touching all of society’s diverse interests. Yet these social 
forces of production are still controlled by private capitalists, and now also by top-level corporate managers who share an 
interest in long-run profitability.  

 
Socialists therefore argue that private corporate property is not only wrong, but also nonsensical. Wealth is a social 

creation and should be controlled by society as a whole. Of course, socialists must take seriously objections that there would 
be a need for expertise (say, for surgeons and engineers) and job specialization under socialism. The division of labor might 
well be eroded by the rotation of menial tasks, frequent sabbaticals, job retraining, shortening the workweek, and increasing 
the creativity of “leisure” activity. But however we organize the division of labor—the structure of careers and life 
opportunities—it should be decided democratically and not by the accident of chance or of opportunities conferred or denied 
by one’s class position.  

 
 

Class Structure and Political Agency: The Imperative of a Coalition Strategy 
 
Marx did not believe that workers’ revolution would occur because of socialism’s moral desirability or the wisdom of 

socialists. Rather, he posited that the increasingly interdependent nature of capitalist production would come into conflict 
with the private ownership and control of economic resources. For Marx, only the working class had a common interest in 
revolution and the structural power within the mode of production to carry it out. But it would take political organization for 
the working class to fulfill its potential as the social agent of revolution.  

 
It turned out that Marx was overly optimistic about the development of class-consciousness and revolutionary activity on 

the part of the working class. Though Marx recognized that the working class was divided by functional tasks, ethnicity, and 
race, he believed that trade union struggle and political activity would engender a universal identity on the part of the 
working class committed to socialism. But the paradox of mature capitalism is its coexistence with universal suffrage. In no 
country has there yet been mobilized a conscious majority for socialism. This is not to deny the significant popular support 
for social democratic and labor parties that favor a mixed economy and greater socio-economic equality. But even in Sweden 
there has yet to develop a conscious electoral majority for a cooperatively-run economy.  

 

Karl Marx, 
theorist of capitalism 



Why is it that in the 20th century there never emerged a conscious majority for socialism under liberal democracy? It is 
partially due to socialism’s identification with authoritarian Communism. It may also be because prosperity after World War 
II enabled capitalist welfare states to satisfy the material needs of most of their populations. What’s more, the “capital strike” 
by business, which has confronted ambitious Socialist governments such as the Allende regime in Chile and the Mitterrand 
regime in France, makes clear the risks governments take when they try to limit the rights of capital.  

 
Marxists have often underestimated the functional differentiation among working people and the growth of a “middle 

strata” made up of those who are neither professionals nor blue-collar manual laborers. Today the number of working people 
who exercise some control over their labor and over others but who are not top-level managers is large (e.g., legal, financial, 
and medical professions). Socialists must also address the changing nature of capitalist production, which has led to a 
proliferation of low-skilled workers in the clerical and service sectors. These workers have difficulty organizing into unions 
because of the decentralized nature of their workplaces. The trade union movement is only beginning to adjust to an 
increasingly female and minority workforce, with different needs than male blue-collar workers. Organizing this “new 
working class” is critical to the future of socialism.  

 
One way of appealing both to the “middle strata” and the working class is to stress democratic control over consumption 

and social provision, in addition to Marxism’s traditional focus on democratic control over production. In the United States 
today, large sectors of the middle class cannot afford decent healthcare, housing, education, and childcare. The challenge for 
the left is to unite these sectors with the working class and poor in favor of universal, progressively financed, public 
provision. Providing these goods for the middle class through tax credits and private insurance will only insure the further 
impoverishment of social services for the bottom third of society. Thus, building a majority coalition between the middle 
strata and lower-income people becomes not only a moral imperative, but also a political necessity. The large number of 
workers in the helping professions and the public sector provides the structural basis for such a coalition, particularly if these 
sectors are increasingly unionized. But middle class opposition to an expanded public sector will decrease only if progressive 
taxation is restored and democracy and efficiency increasingly characterizes social welfare provision.  

 
Some Marxists have also overestimated the centrality of work to identity. Community, 

ethnic, and regional identities have often competed with class loyalties. Racial divisions and the 
initial organization of immigrants into ethnic-based political machines rather than class-
conscious parties have weakened class identity in the United States. Democratic socialists 
recognize the pre-capitalist origins of racism and sexism. While capitalism clearly structures 
these forms of oppression (for example, the use of racism and sexism to channel women and 
minorities into low-paying, service sector jobs), there is a relatively autonomous cultural and 
psychological dimension to these forms of domination. Socialist-feminists analyze how the 
sexual division of labor in child rearing produces different gendered attitudes towards nurturing 
and moral judgment. Socialist analyses of racism examine the psychological underpinnings of 
racism in cultural fears of  “the other” and anxieties about group identity and status.  

 
Democratic socialists, influenced by the Black Liberation, Women’s Liberation, and Gay 

and Lesbian Liberation movements, also recognize that “different” identities provide meaning 
for people. The orthodox Marxist desire to subsume all ethnic, racial, and cultural groups under the universal identity of “the 
working class” threatens the particular communities that provide sustenance to individuals. A democratic socialist society 
would facilitate the autonomy and enrichment of various cultural and ethnic traditions. But some “post-modern” theorists go 
too far in celebrating “particularity.” While particular identities and the autonomy of movements against oppression are 
central to a free, pluralist society, so is the development of a sense of common citizenship. Vibrant political life and a strong 
welfare society must be grounded in a strong sense of communal membership. Citizenship should not be viewed as a 
“homogenizing” category that reduces all to the pursuit of the same interests and needs. Rather, if human beings and the 
particular communities with which they identify are to be accorded equal respect they need to live in a society that guarantees 
that all members will be able to fulfill their unique potential.  

 
 

Strategy: The Role of the Party and the State 
 
While Marx never adequately described how socialism would be achieved by crossing the terrain of a democratic 

capitalist society, V. I. Lenin claimed there was no choice but insurrection. Socialists could not use the capitalist state to 
abolish capitalism; they would have to overthrow the state and then “smash” its machinery. What institutions of government 
would take its place Lenin never made fully clear, except for vague references to the self-governance of workers’ councils 
(soviets) in The State and Revolution. Obviously the Bolshevik party rapidly supplanted the councils as the main governing 
institution in Lenin’s Soviet Union.  

 

Martin Luther King, 
Christian socialist 



In What Is To Be Done, Lenin claimed that trade union activity would produce only a reformist desire for “more” 
economic goods rather than revolutionary consciousness. Lenin may not have inaccurately predicted the nature of 
predominant working class consciousness during “normal” periods of capitalist development. Workers under capitalism have 
more to lose than just their chains. But Lenin’s belief in the privilege of the “vanguard” party—that it can do whatever it 
wants once it takes power because it represents the workers’ “true” interests—contradicts Marx’s belief in working-class self-
emancipation. Though an effective strategy for clandestine organization in repressive societies, Leninism’s track record in 
democratic capitalist societies is dismal, perhaps because self-described Leninist parties are usually thoroughly authoritarian. 

 
Any possible transition to socialism would necessitate mass mobilization and the democratic 

legitimacy garnered by having demonstrated majority support. Only a strong majority movement 
that affected the consciousness of the army rank-and-file could forestall an armed coup by the right. 
Even when a repressive regime necessitates a minority road to revolution, democratic socialists 
stand with Rosa Luxemburg—revolutionary Marxist leader in Germany a century ago—in her 
advocacy of the restoration of civil rights and liberties once the authoritarian regime has been 
overthrown. There has yet to be a “Communist” revolution in which the “vanguard” party then 
allows itself to be voted out of office. The end of Communism in the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe, and the inspiring struggles against “Communist capitalism” in China, will 
hopefully lead to movements for democratic socialism in these countries. 

 
Leninists often argued the state under capitalism was nothing more than a tool of the capitalist 

class. What this “instrumentalist” view of the state cannot explain is why numerous reforms have 
been implemented under democratic capitalism against the fierce resistance of capitalists. Nor can it 

explain why some capitalist societies have stronger welfare states and greater democratic controls over capital than do others. 
Certainly structural dependence upon corporate investment to reproduce conditions of prosperity constrains democratic 
governments. The flight of capital has hindered liberal and social democratic reforms. But in times of depression, war, or 
mass political mobilization (e.g., the 1930s, World War II, the 1960s), the state has implemented reforms that have curtailed 
the rights of capital and increased popular power. To preserve the legitimacy of democratic government (and, in the long run, 
democratic capitalism itself), the state must respond to popular mobilization.  

 
In part, this is possible because the capitalist class does not directly rule under capitalism. While the demands of 

corporate and defense industry lobbyists heavily influence politicians and state bureaucrats, the major goal of politicians is to 
guarantee reelection through steady economic growth. Capitalist interests are often divided among themselves (importers 
versus exporters, finance versus manufacturing, etc.), thus providing state officials with a certain degree of autonomy. In 
times of economic crisis and/or popular mobilization, state managers and political elites will sometimes advocate programs 
for economic recovery which are initially opposed by most capitalists. Politicians need to win elections and capitalists simply 
do not have enough votes to guarantee victory.  

 
In the long run, however, if popular mobilization does not persist, reforms will often be restructured to shift the balance 

of power back towards capital (e.g., the reintroduction of regressive taxation; cutting of benefits; deregulation; weaker 
enforcement of labor laws, and so on). State officials are always constrained by the need for business confidence and 
continued private investment. State policy results from class and political conflict, but the asymmetry of the capital-labor 
relationship stacks the deck against popular movements. Only by building strong trade unions, community organizations, and 
socialist parties can the left redress this imbalance of forces.  

 
 

Class Consciousness and Struggle in Civil Society 
 
Marx believed that capitalist ideology would have a powerful sway over the working class 

(“The ruling ideas of the day are the ideas of the ruling class”). But Marx underestimated the 
predominance of ideas of individualism and competition in popular culture. In part, this is because 
such ideologies are not completely false. There is more political freedom and social mobility 
under Western capitalism than in all previous societies. The early 20th century Italian Marxist 
theoretician Antonio Gramsci better understood how bourgeois ideology underpinned the 
“common sense” of capitalist culture. The capitalist class not only disproportionately influences 
the state, but ideas of “consumer sovereignty,” “freedom” and “choice” also dominate public 
opinion in the institutions of civil society, such as schools, religion, and the media.  

 
Gramsci believed that the dominance of capitalist modes of thought could be countered by a conscious, “counter 

hegemonic,” leftist cultural presence throughout civil society. The left would have to organize not only in the formal political 
arena, but also in the workplace, the neighborhood, the church, and the PTA. Though those who hold electoral state power set 

Rosa Luxemburg, 
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the boundaries within which political struggle occurs, organizing in civil society (at the grassroots) is critical for the growth 
of the left. Cultural, educational, and ideological work is as “political” as are elections.  

 
In order to affect state power and to change the balance of forces in civil society, democratic socialists believe it is 

necessary to work both in electoral politics and in community and trade union organizing. In light of the peculiar structure of 
the American political system (the absence of proportional representation; the absence of coalition governments because of 
an executive rather than parliamentary system; open party membership and open primaries; single district, winner-take-all 
electoral districts), most progressive forces, when doing electoral work, pragmatically choose to work in the left wing of the 
Democratic Party. Hence, electoral class conflict runs through the Democratic Party, not around it.  

 
Given the structure of the US government, any third party in the United States rapidly has to become a second or first 

party to survive. The critical question facing socialists in the United States today is not whether to form a nation-wide third 
party. Rather, it is how best to build those progressive constituencies which alone can push politicians—whatever their party 
affiliation—to the left. Forming a party is pointless if few will join it. If and when the mass constituencies of the American 
democratic left decide to leave the Democratic Party, only then will a credible national third party be on the political agenda.  

 
 

The Transition to Socialism 
 
Hopes for a rapid democratic transition to socialism were shattered by the horrors of Stalinism and the failure of social 

democratic governments to discern a socialist road out of the Great Depression. After World War II, “democratic socialism” 
increasingly became identified with the “Keynesian” welfare state. Post-war growth and the concomitant expansion of 
welfare provision enabled governing working class parties to put socialization of ownership on the back burner. As British 
Labor Party leader Tony Crosland argued in 1956 in his book The Future of Socialism, a state-regulated capitalism could 
respond to the needs of the people if income was equitably distributed. But even if the stronger welfare states of Northern 
Europe did significantly redistribute income across classes, with the crisis of the welfare state due to the end of post-WWII 
growth in the 1970s, the mainstream left again faced a crisis of vision and program.  

 
While expanded public provision and a strong infrastructure increases long-run 

productivity, it is impossible to achieve this when not only capital, but also significant 
populist movements (based both among the middle class and skilled unionized workers) 
demand that taxation and public provision be curtailed. Again, the left’s task is both moral 
and programmatic. It must reintroduce the values of equality and solidarity which support 
universal public provision through progressive taxation. And it must also advance a 
compelling vision of economic growth through greater democratic control over capital. A 
strategy of gradually encroaching upon the prerogatives of capital will involve creative 
experiments in workers’ buy-outs, democratic control over pension funds, and mandated 
worker and consumer representation on corporate boards. But these can only occur through 
the growth of trade union and socialist political power. Socialism will be the achievement 
of an epoch in which the power of labor vis-à-vis capital will be constantly contested. If the 
relative power of labor grows, this terrain will take on increasingly favorable contours.  

 
 

Transitional Strategy: Strengthening Public Provision and Democratic Control over Production 
 
The strategy outlined above is borne out by sociologist John Stephens’ historical argument that the stronger the “counter-

hegemonic” strength of unions and left parties, the stronger the welfare state and the more egalitarian the distribution of 
economic and political power.  There is a reason why health and safety regulations are much stricter in the Scandinavian 
countries than in the United States; why Sweden and West Germany, under social democratic governments, funneled almost 
half of their respective GNPs through the public sector while the United States only transfers 25 percent; why social 
democratic welfare states are financed through progressive taxation while others (the United States and Japan) are financed 
by regressive taxation. The structure of the welfare state is profoundly affected by relative trade union and political party 
strength. As the fight for reforms usually involves struggle “from below,” in liberal democratic capitalist societies there is no 
radical divergence between strategies for reforms or revolution. Welfare state reforms that redistribute income and radical 
structural reforms that increase workers’ control both necessitate stronger political and union organization.  

 
 Young radicals today often act as though street protest and direct-action tactics—even confrontation with the 

police—could bring about revolution. While direct action has its place in left politics, achieving serious social reform—let 
alone “full” socialism—requires movement-building and mass action. To refrain from struggles for reform (living wages, 
union organizing rights, police accountability, defense of reproductive rights and affirmative action) is to ensure marginality. 



Socialists must take part in concrete struggles to improve peoples’ living conditions—and do so in ways that increase their 
self-organization, political consciousness and capacity for collective action.   

 
 

Towards a Vision of Democratic Production and Social Provision 
 
When socialists argue for “decommodifying”—taking out of private market provision—such basic human needs as 

healthcare, childcare, education, transport, and housing, we have in mind a decentralized and more fully accountable welfare 
state than exists in Western democracies. While state financing of such goods is necessary to insure equity, decentralized 
social provision through community-based institutions must make welfare provision more human-scale and accessible. 
Democratic control of consumption should be as central to the socialist vision as democratic control over production, 
particularly given popular mistrust that socialism would be a bureaucratic nightmare which treated people as clients rather 
than citizens.  

 
While the exact details of a socialist economy are open to debate, it will most likely be a mixture of democratic planning 

of major investments (e.g., expenditure on infrastructure, investment in natural monopolies such as telecommunications, 
utilities, transport) and market exchange of consumer goods. Large, concentrated industries such as energy and steel would 
be publicly owned and managed by worker and consumer representatives. Many consumer-goods industries would be run as 
cooperatives. Workers would design the division of labor within their workplaces and thus overcome the authoritarianism of 
the traditional capitalist firm. Economic planning would set a guiding strategy by means of fiscal and monetary policy, with 
the daily coordination of supply and demand left to the market. But this market would be socialized by rendering it 
transparent. Enterprises would be obliged to divulge information about the design, production processes, price formation, 
wage conditions, and environmental consequences of the goods that they make. Publicly supported collectives—consumers’ 
unions—would analyze this data and propose norms to govern various aspects of these practices. Information about actual 
production processes and proposed norms would then be disseminated via universal, publicly supported communication 
networks such as the Internet.  This would encourage dialogue between producers and consumers over what is socially 
needed. 

  
Again, there is no final blueprint for socialism. But only under socialism will fully democratic debate over the use of 

society’s wealth be possible and the satisfaction of people’s basic needs assured. Productive activity will become not merely 
a way to acquire money, but a means to develop the whole creative potential of all working women and men. 

  
 

Socialist Internationalism versus Capitalist Globalization 
 
Marx may have underestimated the capitalist state’s ability to regulate the 

business cycle, but the stagnation and restructuring of capitalism since the 
1970s demonstrates that the system is less stable than its apologists contend. 
The growing internationalization of capital (which Marx envisioned) erodes 
the ability of nation-states to control their economic destiny. Thus, if 
socialism is to be a viable movement in the twenty-first century it must 
become as international as is capital. How to maintain living standards in the 
First World while promoting equitable development in the (former) Third 
World poses a major challenge for democratic socialists.  

Lenin’s theory of imperialism was dominant on the socialist left until the 
1960s. His theory held that the advanced capitalist nations would export their 
surplus capital to the less developed world. While the developed capitalist nations would control this capital, Lenin 
envisioned rapid development in the colonized nations and the eventual rebellion of their emerging working classes. In fact, 
few Third World countries experienced vigorous industrial growth until the 1960s and most overseas capital investment went 
to other First World nations. In the post-war period, as radical economists acknowledged the relative stagnation of less 
developed economies and the overall flow of capital out of the developing countries to the First World, the theory of “the 
development of underdevelopment” (or “dependency theory”) emerged. Rather than industrializing the Third World, First 
World imperialism, according to dependency theory, relegated developing countries to producers of cheap raw materials and 
agricultural products. If industrialization occurred it was limited to “export platforms” producing relatively cheap goods for 
export to the imperial country.  

While dependency theory partly explained the evolution of the poorest Third World nations (though it ascribed too much 
causal power to the world market and too little to internal class relations), it could not explain the emergence of significant 
industrial producers in East Asia and parts of Latin America. Nor could it explain how abject poverty could coexist with 
advanced industrial production. “Post-dependency” analysis explained how a strong state bureaucracy could ally with foreign 
and domestic capital to foster industrial growth. But such development rarely served the needs of the local economy for light 



industry and agricultural development. In addition, as it was heavily financed by foreign borrowing, this industrialization’s 
“success” was often based on low-wage production guaranteed by state repression of labor unions. In “newly industrializing 
countries” such as Brazil, Mexico, and South Korea, industrialization is no longer the question. The question is whether this 
industrialization can benefit domestic workers rather than domestic elites and foreign consumers.  

Democratic socialists favor an industrialization that will not repeat the social and ecological horrors of recent industrial 
experiences. We want ecologically sound growth of “qualitative gross national product,” not simply quantitative product. 
Expending funds on environmentally sound technology is one way of increasing the qualitative product. Improvements in 
human services and growth in leisure time would also enhance the quality of life. There may well be ecological limits to 
strictly “quantitative” growth, but socialism will prove attractive to the world’s population only if it both quantitatively and 
qualitatively enhances the standard of living of people in the less developed world.  

Over twenty-five years of a “deregulated” world economy, imposed by 
conservative and “Third Way” center-left governments in the developed world and by 
the International Monetary Fund throughout the rest of the planet, has severely 
increased global inequality. Masked in the rhetoric of “comparative advantage” and 
economic efficiency, “free market” policies impose the gutting of living standards and 
labor rights. By demanding that all nation-states remove regulatory constraints on 
corporations, cut social welfare programs, enact fiscal austerity, and declare war on 
unions, the World Trade Organization ensures that capital will be able to move labor-
intensive forms of production to the “lowest cost producers” in the developing world. 
While more knowledge-intensive production remains in advanced industrial nations, 
such as software design and computerized tool production, the disproportionate share 

of the benefits of productivity increases goes to the top twenty percent of the population, the “symbolic manipulators” who 
organize production itself. 

 
Contrary to mainstream propaganda, nation-states can still influence corporate behavior. To do so they must engage in 

regional and international cooperation aimed at instituting a new global social contract that would level up living standards, 
impose labor and environmental regulations upon transnational corporations, and regulate global financial actors in the 
interests of equitable and sustainable development. A rebuilt international socialist movement must work towards 
international cooperation among states to re-institute capital controls and reverse the unfavorable economic conditions of 
developing nations. If the social democratic welfare state can no longer be sustained strictly on a national level, it must be 
created on an international level. Absent a worldwide New Deal, even the “privileged” workers of the advanced industrial 
nations may join the global majority in poverty and hunger. If global social democratic capitalism proves impossible, there 
will be no chance for an international movement towards the full socialization of the world economy. 

 
 

The Promise of Socialism 
 
Socialism is no longer a pure, innocent ideal. Its appeal has been tarnished by the authoritarian, statist regimes that have 

ruled in its name. In the name of social equality (which they did not achieve), these regimes abolished formal political 
equality. To fulfill the promise of political democracy, which is eviscerated by economic inequality, democratic socialists 
work towards a society characterized by equality, solidarity, and participation. Participation will not be orchestrated from 
above by a paternalist state, but will occur from below in the workplaces, neighborhoods, and schools of civil society.  

 
This democratic commitment to social pluralism does not negate the need for a democratic state that would ensure the 

rule of law, protect the environment, and insure a basic level of equity for each citizen. It is predominantly through 
cooperative, voluntary relationships that people will develop the social bonds that render life meaningful. In these 
institutions, there will be different roles conforming to the varied talents citizens bring to different pursuits. The subjugation 
of authoritarian collectivism has little to do with the liberty of democratic socialism.  

 
Democratic socialism only promises the possibility of human fulfillment. 

It cannot guarantee human happiness. Human failure will exist under 
democratic socialism, but suffering will not be imposed by institutions over 
which we have no control. We will finally eliminate the gross inequalities 
engendered by a capitalist social order. No longer will the accident of a 
child’s class, race, or sex influence his or her life opportunities.  

 
The democratic revolutions of the 18th century envisioned a world 

characterized by “liberty, equality, and fraternity.” The inequalities of power 
and wealth perpetuated by capitalism frustrated that vision. Democratic 
socialism proposes nothing less than to complete that long revolution.  
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

❏ Yes, I want to join Democratic Socialists of America. Enclosed are my dues 
(includes a subscription to Democratic Left): 

❏ $60 Sustainer ❏ $45 Regular ❏ $20 Low-Income/Student 

❏ Enclosed is an extra contribution of: ❏ $50 ❏ $100 ❏ $25 to help DSA in its 
work. 
❏ Please send me more information about DSA and democratic socialism. 
 
Name _____________________________________ Year of Birth ________ 
Address _______________________________________________________ 
City / State / Zip_________________________________________________ 
Telephone______________________ E-Mail__________________________ 
Union Affiliation_________________________________________________ 
 
My special interests are:  
 
❏ Labor 
❏ Religion 
❏ Anti-Racism 
❏ Feminism 
❏ Youth  

❏ Gay and Lesbian Rights 
❏ Peace
❏ Environment 
❏ Civil Liberties 
❏ Global Solidarity

 
 
 
 
 
Return to: 
Democratic Socialists of America 
75 Maiden Lane, Suite 505 
New York, NY 10038 
212-727-8610  
E-mail: info@dsausa.org 
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Most Relevant Passages from Hirsch/Schwartz “Back to Basics” Fall 2005 Strategy Paper 
for 2013 DSA Strategy Discussion 
 
Taking the road home: DSA as a Socialist “Leaven” within Mass Movements for Social 
Justice 
 
 So what theory is needed, and what practice flows from that theory, to build an 
organization that can challenge corporate capital at the center of the world empire?  
 
 Any theoretical understanding has to begin with a fact-based statement about the real 
world. The crisis of the broad democratic left (and its socialist wing) is inextricably tied to the 
collapse of liberalism, the American ideology of gradual, national reform. When liberalism 
bought into the cold-war deal, where high wages and relatively full employment were exchanged 
for social peace at home and support for imperial objectives abroad, the gains of the New Deal 
became the limits of social progress, to be defended but not expanded on. On paper, the 
democratic left pressed to go beyond the New Deal by extending democracy into the economic 
realm. We took the liberal welfare state as a given and organized to build a society far more 
democratic, egalitarian, and participatory than that of Cold War liberalism. With the Vietnam 
War, liberalism as the value-system for progressive change in the US effectively ceased being a 
force even for peace in the world. NAM and DSOC’s original 1970s strategy even assumed that 
Cold War liberalism was hegemonic and vibrant. But as 1970s stagflation and the global 
corporate offensive against the constraints of post-war social democracy weakened the welfare 
state, liberalism lost even its power to articulate a vision of the good society or initiate programs 
to secure that society: compare the bold domestic hopes of Robert Kennedy and Gene McCarthy 
with the centrist budget balancing and anti-tax bias of Jimmy Carter just eight years later.  
 
 Liberalism failed as a mobilizing credo and the Democratic Party as a carrier of change. 
No wonder, as Thomas Frank and others have observed, a self-confident reactionary religiosity 
could win over sections of American workers for whom liberalism now meant life-style excesses 
and not improvements in their own lives. 
 
 With the collapse of liberalism and the rise of a neo-liberal, militarized national 
Democratic Party the left then fell back into a series of defensive battles, becoming the best 
builders of disparate (and certainly needed) reform efforts, from raising the minimum wage and 
defending reproductive rights to ending US military intervention in Central America and the 
Middle East. Increasingly “socialism” ceased being a theory of class struggle and became a 
private belief-system. In universities, “Marxism” became “Marxian analysis,” devolving into an 
academic exercise or mutating into post-modernism, where subjective “identities” trumped a 
historical and structural analysis of social reality and the possibilities for democratic social 
change. 
 
 Internationally, neo-liberalism and investment capital were unrivaled, especially after the 
collapse of the statist regimes in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe ended competition for 
corporate power around the world. Even in nations with strong labor movements, such as New 
Zealand and Australia, neo-liberal governments have put the once powerful welfare state on life 
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support, while in Britain and Germany it was social democratic administrations that became the 
architects for retrenchment. The nationalist (and rhetorically anti-capitalist) Third World regimes 
of the 1950s and 1960s have given way to either bureaucratic statism (Cuba) or IMF-dependent 
economies in Chile and Argentina, whose state mechanisms connive with multinational 
corporations to deliver their own working classes as fodder. As Arundhati Roy sagely observes, 
it’s called creating a good investment climate. 
   
Recent developments in Brazil, Bolivia, Argentina, and Venezuela offer hope to different 
elements on the left, but the possibility for democratic social transformation in the developing 
world, absent a defeat for global neo-liberalism in at least some of the advanced capitalist 
societies remains problematic.         
 
 We need not go as far as those who say that liberalism’s collapse can be explained by the 
left’s own loss of vision—a sectarian point of view we find too left-centric if not self-important. 
Would that we were in a position to fail so egregiously. We do believe that the prospects for 
defense of the welfare state, let alone its expansion and a radical restructuring of society, were 
marginalized and beaten back with the political collapse of the center-left itself. In other words, 
when the liberals fell, the left fell with them. DSA at least understands that, and rejects the 
symbolic protest politics that consumes much of US radicalism. Militant protest has its honored 
place among leftist tactics, and is needed even when left governments are in office, if only to 
keep them honest. But protest alone is not a substitute for the much harder, longer-term work of 
contesting not only particular policies but also “state power.” Because, despite sharp and 
sometimes fundamental disagreements over the nature of the good society, leftists who want to 
change the world and liberal reformers who want to file down its sharp edges will rise and fall 
together. Both liberals and socialists face the challenge of rehabilitating public faith in 
progressive taxation and a vibrant, accountable, efficient and pro-active public sector, as well as 
a democratic foreign policy that both secures the safety of Americans while respecting the rights 
to self-determination of others. 
 
 Understanding this inescapable co-dependent relationship between progressives and 
socialists is the beginning of wisdom. With this insight comes the understanding that there is a 
unique strategic and practical contribution that a democratic socialist organization can and 
should make to American politics. DSA is now (and sadly) the only political organization in the 
US that advocates and practices a majoritarian, labor-based and-multiracial coalition politics. 
The values that guide those politics are shared by numerous publications and by hundreds of 
thousands of individuals, but just one organization holds them. Our unique “value-added” is that 
DSA provides an analysis of how undemocratic corporate power organizes and determines class, 
racial, and gender domination—and here we are not alone—while also understanding that 
feasible electoral politics is central  to any effort to reject neo-liberal dominance.  
 
 DSA not only seeks to provide public education that improves the ability of activists to 
pick appropriate targets and tactics, but we are also one of the few radical organizations in the 
US that tries to combine grassroots activism with effective electoral action. That is, DSA takes 
the question of “who holds office at 9am tomorrow” seriously, unlike almost all other political 
organization in the U.S. that call themselves “radical” but dwell on the two mainstream parties’ 
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similarities to the point that they affect neither. DSA also does not limit itself to being or 
building a “culture of opposition.” The religious-pacifist practice of moral witnessing, despite its 
heroic contributions to social change, is not fundamentally a political perspective. It is not 
concerned with challenging the balance of power in state and society, to the benefit of ordinary 
folk in the here and now. Nor is it clear on the need to change the social structure. It is a one-
size-fits-all moral critique of oppression, and oppressors come in all sizes and with different 
weaknesses. 
 
Back to Our Roots as a Socialist Presence within Broad Left Coalition Politics 
 
DSA does not have to reinvent itself or its purpose. It does have to do a better job of applying its 
basic mission, which is to bring socialist analysis and socialist activists into anti-corporate, pro-
democratic mass coalition politics. It has to “talk socialism” and lead struggles.  
 
Yet DSA is not a sect that recruits on the basis of a highly refined worldview, let alone a cult 
lead by charismatic figures. We differ from vanguard organizations in understanding how porous 
and transparent any grand, dogmatic strategy can be. We differ from liberals in seeing that 
capitalism needs radical democratic reform as a first step in its undoing, and that reforms need to 
be a challenge to the capitalist system itself by empowering advocates to demand more. We keep 
our eyes on the prize: helping put people in motion, focusing on building broad, democratic, 
grassroots movements, while not exaggerating the role of “the party” or its cadre.  
 
We also understand our modest nature. While DSA locals and the national organization can 
initiate some projects, our impact on activist politics will be as a consciously coordinated group 
active in broader, more powerful political coalitions. Where there are folks fighting for social 
justice, that’s where you should find DSA locals and publicly identified socialist activists. And 
while we can’t be “present in every struggle” (the slogan of the 1968 French socialists), we can 
pick the local fight in which we can make the most useful socialist contribution.  
 
What DSA activists bring to those movements are not just bodies. If that was all we did (or chose 
to do), there would be no reason for a DSA. As individuals we would be equally effective in our 
unions, or in ACORN, Citizen Action, the Working Families Party (so far in New York State and 
Connecticut), the militant Bonobo Alliance, even the more staid membership-based Sierra Club 
or Habitat for Humanity. Socialists are not just activists or do-gooders; rather, we are “organic 
intellectual” organizers. We comprehend that the U.S. has an impoverished notion of democracy, 
reducing it to the passive act of voting in periodic elections. We have to train more activist as 
“tribunes” for socialism who agitate, educate, and organize for democracy in every phase of life 
where greed predominates over meeting human needs. 
 
 DSA’s unique task (our political “niche”) is to infuse anti-capitalist values, ideology, and 
analysis into ongoing mass anti-corporate movements. Given the absence of a mass social 
democratic electoral party in the U.S., we have to remind ourselves (particularly newer 
members) that we cannot substitute ourselves for a broader, more diverse mass movement. But 
we can play a crucial “ginger-group” role within that coalition – by “leavening” it with our 
socialist skills, analysis, and educational work.  



4 

 

 
That means locals and activists bringing a socialist identity and strategic perspective to their 
political work. Through the example of our daily work (both activist and educational) we can 
impress and recruit others, if they see how being a socialist makes one a better contributor to 
multi-racial, pro-labor, anti-corporate coalition politics. That’s how the Communist Party grew in 
the 1930s over the moribund Socialist Party, to became a more multi-class, multi-racial 
organization. And it’s also how it declined, by becoming less a consul for American workers and 
more an envoy for another nation’s parochial interests. By creating such socialist activists and 
publicly visible locals, DSA can once more be a vibrant, visible player on the activist left. 
 
Yet if DSA members will not or cannot articulate why they are socialists and why they believe in 
the primary task of building a socialist organization, then our project is pointless. In truth, too 
few of our activists can do this well. Without revived, stimulated “internal” political education in 
DSA our public educational capacities will weaken. And they have. Too many DSAers forget 
that we ourselves were ‘turned on to’ or recruited to socialism by attending modest, public-sized 
forums or by participating in study groups or political work alongside socialists who we came to 
admire because they knew more than we did. Folks join organizations when they find the groups 
members interesting (and forthcoming! And nice!). 
 
A return to regularly scheduled public educational events and socialist schools/courses would be 
great gains in our activist capacity. So would reconstituting the summer adult educational/activist 
conferences (and YS conferences where young and old learned from one another) that trained 
our activists in doing both practical coalition-politics and in popular socialist education 
 
There is a hunger among folks of all ages, races, and classes for analysis of the radical 
transformation of the global economy. All are searching for answers to the question of how to 
build a mass left in opposition to a passive, “infotainment” global capitalist culture. DSA has to 
stop acting like a stealth organization, or like Masons, and start talking publicly of global 
capitalism and how to fight the oppression that the system engenders.  
 
DSA’s Value-Added to Coalition Politics: Rejecting the False Distinction between Class-
based and Identity Politics and between “Grassroots” and Electoral Politics 
 
 What “value-added” must DSA bring to the left? 
 
 First, we are clearly one of the few political organizations that takes the labor 
movement—both its rank and file and its elected leadership—to be a core constituency around 
which a mainstream left will be constructed. But we do not worship that movement—let alone its 
leaders— or view them uncritically. We do not believe that organized labor alone—certainly not 
the US labor movement or even a stronger internationally coordinated labor effort— can 
transform the global economy single-handed. Nor can the domestic trade union movement by 
itself create the ideological climate in which unorganized workers will seek out unions, which is 
the only political climate in which labor can make real gains. We understand that the labor 
movement can only prosper if there is also a liberal-left culture and organization independent of 
and cooperating with the organized labor movement.  
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 Nor do we counterpoise class politics to struggles against racism, sexism, and 
homophobia. DSA is one of the few pro-labor organizations in the U.S. that recognizes not only 
that “class is race and gendered.” But that “race and gender is classed.” Forms of oppression 
interact in complex ways and reinforce exploitation at work and oppression in the wider world. 
None exists or can easily exist independent of the others, and all must be contended with.  
 
Second, we are the only left organization in the United States that rejects the false distinction 
between “pragmatism” and “idealism.” Despite Che Guevara’s injunction that revolutionaries 
learn more from defeats than successes—something questionable even for revolutionaries— a 
series of brutal defeats do not empower people so much as they demobilize them. Picking your 
fights is key to building a generation of socialist fighters.  
 
Similarly, we do not see public policy fights as simply a choice between “two wings of corporate 
capital,” where working people have no stakes in the outcome. Rather, those fighting against 
racism and for the rights of working people care about the outcomes of health care, child care, 
and invidious neo-liberal “free trade” legislation. Winning these fights matters. 
 
But, unlike our sometime liberal allies, we also recognize that there has to be a logical direction 
to these victories. Victories have to be compounded, not zero-sum gains, where increases in 
Medicaid funding come at the expense of subsidized housing, or where retirement benefit 
increases are offset by lower wages for new hires, or where affirmative action victories parallel 
cuts in student funding. If victories are not cumulative, if they do not embolden and educate 
people while gradually eroding the power of corporate capital, then even the victories will be 
easily rolled back. Capital benefits from patriarchy, from racism, from anti-Semitism, from 
immigrant and gay bashing, but it is ultimately not dependent on any one of these. What capital 
needs and seeks is long-term stability. Unless a movement sees a connection between means and 
ends, conflict can merely be a way for a social order to “cull the herd” of the upperclass and 
promote savvy and malleable members of a once-despised caste without any of this individual 
mobility substantially leading to a more egalitarian and just society. 
 
Third, DSA uniquely takes grassroots activism and electoral politics seriously and builds bridges 
between grassroots activists and progressive politicians. As long as politics means “who gets 
what, when and how,” there will be wheels that need to squeak if oil is to be applied. We also 
realize there will be tensions between politicians who seek office and radicals who seek  a better 
world through transforming existing political arrangements  While some of our activists and 
leaders were tactically divided over whether to work or vote for Democrat Al Gore over Green 
candidate Ralph Nader in 2000 (there was far less discord over supporting Kerry in 2004), all 
understood why the vast majority of active trade unionists and people of color strove to defeat 
Bush and the Republican Party.  DSA rejects the politics of “the worse the better,” whether it is 
articulated as such or not.   
 
But we also recognize that the center-right corporate wing of the Democratic Party—and 
corporate funding of all mainstream politics—must be forthrightly challenged. We know that the 
domination by the Democratic Leadership Council and like-minded pro-corporate centrists of the 
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national Democratic Party makes support for Democratic candidates a hard or even poison pill 
for militants to swallow.  
 
Thus, campaign finance reform and electoral reforms that promote fusion, proportional 
representation and viable third-party alternatives must be taken seriously, even though none will 
occur unless the left is far stronger than it is today. 
 
 Rejecting Purism and Self -Marginalizing Leftism 
 
Grassroots activism is crucial to making social change, and DSA’s leadership concurs that 
defeating the corporate right will involve strengthening the labor, feminist, and anti-racist 
movements in all their venues. But taking up the challenge of corporate domination also means 
giving these movements an electoral face by building a stronger electoral left, because activists 
also must concern themselves with who holds public office. That means in the short run opting to 
back progressive Democrats and the rare exceptional, viable independent.  Note that by “viable,” 
we don’t mean “will” win, but only “can” win. We are not interested in running socialist 
educational efforts alone. Until there is serious reform of the American federal constitutional 
system, including proportional representation and easy ballot access, the electoral strategy of the 
mass democratic left has to be concerned with who gains office via the ballot line of the 
Democratic Party. That’s a line controlled more by the state than by party bosses, and open to 
constant contestation in party primaries.  
 
DSA also does not view the social forces behind the Congressional Black and Hispanic 
Caucuses, let alone the pro-labor, anti-racist Progressive Caucus as “sell-out” Democrats. While 
the CAFTA 15 and those voting to support the pro-business bankruptcy reform legislation need 
to be taken on, the bulk of these caucus members are progressive elected officials with the 
closest ties to the mass base that will form any future majoritarian left. And we consistently work 
with state and local variants of such people of color and pro-labor electoral coalitions. Thus, we 
do not counterpoise a “pure” or “revolutionary” electoral politics to the immediate task of 
strengthening those elected officials who will fight the corporate right’s intended gutting of 
Medicare, Social Security, affirmative action, gay and lesbian rights, and the trade union rights 
 
At the same time, DSA is not “wedded” theoretically to a Democratic Party-only strategy.  The 
position that “first always trumps third party” politics is more a tactical question, one that is 
subordinate to the task of anti-corporate political action and building a majoritarian left coalition, 
where progressive social movements set the political agenda.  
 
Case in point. In 2006, Vermont’s US Representative Bernie Sanders, a socialist and 
Congressional independent who caucuses with the Democrats, will be running for US Senate in 
Vermont. He is expected to face stiff Republican opposition but will also not be opposed by the 
state’s Democratic organization. DSA members will be involved in the Sanders campaign not 
merely to cinch Sanders’ chances of moving to the Capitol’s  upper chamber but in order to raise 
socialist politics in an election year. Unlike sectarians who nominally put up “socialist” 
candidates in Quixotic propaganda ventures, the Sanders race can put electoral socialism back on 
the political map.      
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 One more example. DSA members in the Bay Area backed the Green Party mayoral 
effort of San Francisco Board of Supervisors Matt Gonsalez, whose near-victory challenged the 
Democratic machine. The current mayor’s extraordinary efforts on behalf of striking hotel 
workers is due in part to the aftershocks of the Gonsalez mobilization.  
 
 Why a Good Socialist Organization Beats Even the Best Activist Network    
 
As we argued above, DSA cannot justify its existence—nor recruit people to its fundamental 
mission—unless it competently engages in two inextricable tasks: collective activism in the 
name of DSA and radical public education. From the time of the Democratic Agenda in 1978 
until 1993, DSA was most influential when its local and national bodies “walked on two legs.” 
That meant building a DSA presence in mass coalition politics and doing compelling public 
educational work. That’s why we urge that locals build functioning work committees that take on 
specific tasks within activist coalitions—and carry them out in the name of DSA. But, as we 
said, our locals also need to hold well-publicized forums, debates, conferences, socialist schools, 
courses, reading groups, etc, and recognize that these ideological interventions are forms of 
activist work, too  
 
Absent a critique of corporate power, activism in-and-of-itself often takes a purely reformist or 
populist form—witness Acorn, Citizen Action, IAF, etc. Such activism undoubtedly helps 
improve ordinary people’s lives, but it does not challenge the logic of the system that gives rise 
to particular injustices. What distinguishes us from these more effective activist, but populist 
organizations is that DSA is a socialist organization that endeavors to win people over to the 
belief that without democratic regulation of global capital there will never be a more egalitarian 
and democratic world. And DSA affirms that anti-socialism is not just a powerful weapon 
against a mass socialist movement, but a potent anti-reformist ideology as well. 
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Play the Long Game: DSA Strategy in the Crisis of Democratic Capitalism 

Chris Maisano, New York DSA, August 2013 

 

Five years into a global economic crisis that shows no sign of abating, it’s obvious that the 

uneasy marriage between capitalism and liberal democracy has been effectively annulled. 

Citizenries throughout the world are outraged by increasing inequality, unemployment, and 

poverty, but the political elites of the established parties (from nominally center‐left or social 

democratic parties as well as the conservatives) have shown little interest in responding 

effectively to our wishes. If anything, elites have used the crisis as an opportunity to attack the 

last vestiges of the welfare state and the labor movement, pushing a politics of austerity that 

only serves to further instantiate its insidious, self‐reinforcing logic.  

 

As Wolfgang Streeck has argued in the pages of New Left Review, democratic capitalism has 

been a political‐economic formation defined by an internal contradiction between two different 

principles of resource allocation.1 On one hand is the market’s desire for unimpeded capital 

accumulation and on the other is the demand for social entitlements and collective goods that 

democratic publics have placed on the state. In normal times, these two tendencies exist in a 

state of tension, and while the demands of the market tend to outweigh all other concerns, 

popular forces are still typically able to defend important aspects of previous social, economic, 

and political victories. This was true even in the era of neoliberalism, which had eroded but not 

completely dismantled the welfare states of the advanced capitalist countries. But by the time 

the current crisis hit in 2007‐2008, three decades of neoliberalism had significantly undermined 

the social bases of the labor movement and the left. Instead of providing a new opening for 

radical, anti‐capitalist politics, the crisis has (at least thus far) strengthened the hand of those 

forces intent on restricting the scope of politics and enshrining the market as the unquestioned 

regulative ideal of public life.  

 

In country after country, we witness the ugly spectacle of the banks and bond markets riding 

roughshod over the supposedly inviolable principle of popular sovereignty. Over the course of 

the crisis, whenever democracy has threatened to challenge market’s imperial prerogatives, it is 

democracy that is consistently preempted. As in so many other respects, Greece was the canary 

in the coalmine. In late 2011, former Prime Minister George Papandreou moved to subject the 

EU bailout deal to a popular referendum. It almost surely would have been rejected, and for 

this heresy he was promptly forced out of power and replaced by a technocratic government 

led by neoliberal economists. At the same time a similar scenario unfolded in Italy, where Silvio 

Berlusconi’s resignation paved the way for the installation of a technocratic government with 

the economist Mario Monti as prime minister. His program of tax increases, spending cuts, and 

                                                            
1 Wolfgang Streeck, “The Crises of Democratic Capitalism,” New Left Review 71 (Sept.‐Oct. 2011), pp. 5‐29.  
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neoliberal labor market policies enraged Italians but earned the confidence of international 

investors, who praised him as the man who saved Italy from itself.  

 

The story is much the same across Europe and North America. Politicians of all stripes are 

denounced as liars and thieves, electoral turmoil ejects long‐dominant parties from power, 

populist political movements spring up at the margins ‐‐ but the underlying arrangements 

remain in place much the same as before. In France, François Hollande and the Socialists rode a 

wave of popular discontent into the Elysée Palace for only the second time in the history of the 

Fifth Republic. He campaigned on a promise to hike taxes the rich and attack the power of 

finance, but his tax plan has failed and his major legislative accomplishment has been the 

implementation of a neoliberal “competitiveness pact” over the objections of the country’s 

most militant trade unions. In Italy, Monti has been ejected from power but the broad left 

completely abdicated its responsibility to present a coherent alternative to his program. The 

bellowing comedian Beppe Grillo and his populist Five Star Movement stepped into the breach, 

claiming roughly a quarter of the votes in this year’s election and preventing the easy formation 

of a new government. An unstable coalition of the center‐left and Berlusconi's party will further 

consolidate the program Monti started (so long as it doesn’t collapse in the meantime). In 

Germany and the U.K., the left remains weak, divided, and marginalized, and the return to 

power of either the Social Democrats or the Labour Party would do little to undo the austerity 

programs of their conservative counterparts. In Spain, where unemployment has reached truly 

obscene levels, the only major challenge to the politics of austerity has expressed itself in the 

form of a regional separatist movement in wealthy Catalonia, not the articulation of a socialist 

alternative to the crisis.  

 

Here in the U.S., popular opposition to austerity is widespread but Democrats and Republicans, 

despite the blood‐curdling rhetoric and ritual performances of partisan combat, differ mainly 

over how far and how fast to go with welfare spending cuts. Recent opinion polls have shown 

Congress to be less popular than head lice and venereal disease; in some polls, more Americans 

viewed the idea of the country going Communist more favorably than the current lot of mouth‐

breathers and bagmen who comprise that august body. Yet the band plays on.  

 

To be sure, the political conjuncture is not uniformly bleak. Oppositional movements that augur 

a larger challenge to the system as a whole have sprung up across the advanced capitalist 

countries. In Europe, we’ve seen SYRIZA move from the margins to the center of Greek politics 

as the post‐dictatorship party system continues to disintegrate; the emergence of the Front de 

Gauche in France, where Jean‐Luc Mélenchon mounted a spirited challenge to austerity politics 

in last year’s presidential campaign; the surprising popular appeal of the Socialist Party in the 

Netherlands, which polled strongly in the lead‐up to recent parliamentary elections; and the 

enthusiastic response in the U.K. to a call for a new left party to challenge not just the 
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Conservative‐Liberal Democrat coalition government but the moribund Labour Party as well. 

These electoral efforts have drawn strength from extra‐parliamentary movements demanding 

not just an end to austerity but an entirely different way of doing politics, exemplified by the 

“movement of the squares” in Greece and the Spanish indignados.  

 

In the U.S., the crisis has not been so acute as to provoke ruptures or realignments within the 

electoral system, but street‐level resistance to austerity has been rather widespread. The mass 

uprising in Wisconsin against Gov. Scott Walker’s attacks on labor rights was the dress rehearsal 

for Occupy Wall Street, which spread like wildfire from lower Manhattan to cities and towns 

around the country in late 2011 and 2012. These upsurges have even imbued certain sections 

of the U.S. labor movement with a fighting spirit that’s found expression in campaigns like OUR 

Walmart, the Chicago teachers’ strike, and recent strikes by fast food workers in New York, 

Chicago, Detroit, and elsewhere.  

 

To date, these movements have tended to reject parties, representation, and the state in toto. 

The indignados, Occupiers, and others have instead sought to instantiate forms of direct 

democracy that operate completely outside existing structures and seek to prefigure the new 

society in their internal organizational practices. This shouldn’t be very surprising. People today 

have very little control over anything that happens in their lives. They feel like playthings of 

powerful forces that are not subject to even a modicum of democratic accountability or control. 

This is what accounts for the relentless focus of movements like Occupy on process and 

consensus. In these spaces, where every issue or problem is hashed out to everyone’s 

satisfaction ‐‐ or at least to the point where everyone will come to accept what has been 

proposed ‐‐ people gain a sense of agency. It is why Occupy and its analogues have assiduously 

avoided establishing specific programs or demands, because doing so necessarily assumes 

engagement with the state and other institutions that make people feel like they have no 

power.  

 

In their total rejection of the current mode of doing politics, the partisans of “horizontalism” 

see clearly, but with only one eye. Recent years have witnessed a remarkable degree of social 

ferment around the world, but these disparate protests have yet to translate into a long‐term 

project capable of harnessing the power and building political capacities for a sustainable 

challenge to the rule of capital. The institutions and agencies that socialists have long looked to 

for leadership ‐‐ above all, the labor movement and the traditional parties of the left ‐‐ are 

everywhere in decline and don’t appear willing or able to take a leading role in these struggles.  

 

What is the Purpose of Socialist Organization Today? 
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In this context, what is the role of an explicitly socialist organization in the U.S.? In particular, 

how should the leaders and activists of Democratic Socialists of America use this moment to 

break out of the strategic impasse our organization (and the left in general) seems to be 

trapped in? This short strategy paper doesn’t pretend to offer any definitive answers to that 

vexing question. All I can offer are broad principles, orientations, and possibilities that should 

guide our organization’s political practice in the years to come.  

 

In that regard, I propose that DSA leaders and activists use our limited time and resources to 

engage in the long‐term work of rebuilding a radical political alternative from the ground up 

instead of remaining trapped within the short‐term horizons of both protest and electoral 

politics. That is not to say that DSA members and locals should refrain from participating in 

these activities entirely. Where local actions and coalitions against austerity emerge, DSAers 

should participate where they can as good soldiers, using every opportunity to spread our 

politics to whoever will listen. And where we can make a meaningful impact on important 

elections (particularly at the state and local levels), DSAers should do what they can to support 

progressive candidates for public office, both inside and outside the Democratic Party. But 

these protests and campaigns will take place whether we participate in them or not. Further, 

the logic of the sort of coalitional politics that DSA tends to focus on is such that the short‐term 

needs, interests, and concerns of the rightmost elements of the coalition will predominate. 

Meanwhile, the dire need to rebuild the political and organizational capacities of the left in 

order to mount a sustainable challenge to capitalism over the long term will continue to be 

unmet.  

 

Building a New Layer of Political Activity 

 

Currently, none of the existing socialist organizations on the U.S.  and that includes DSA are 

suitable vehicles for the reconstruction of the radical left in this country. They are all hampered 

by the political‐ideological legacies of the Cold War, whose lines of division still separate 

socialists from one another while the Soviet Union is long gone and the global geopolitical 

situation is radically changed. Current organizational cultures tend to be stultifying and 

claustrophobic, and tend to allow the most domineering and (not always, but too often) 

destructive personality types to flourish. And with certain very partial exceptions, none of them 

have any kind of organic relationship to a dynamic social base. All of our organizations have 

stumbled zombie‐like into the 21st century, with little compelling reason to maintain their 

existence as autonomous entities other than inertia, dogmatism, and, perhaps, fear of change.  

 

That does not mean, however, that one can or should simply call for the creation of a new party 

of the radical left, which would do nothing to address the fundamental problem we face: the 

lack of any organic connection to a clearly identifiable and politically active social base. Without 
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that link, even the most well‐organized and internally healthy socialist organization will over 

time become simply the latest in a long line of ineffectual radical sects.  

 

To that end, DSA locals and activists should work toward building a new layer of political 

organization somewhere between a party and a movement/protest group that might have the 

potential to bring that social base into existence. This isn’t a particularly original idea; in recent 

years, it has perhaps been most closely associated with the activities of our Canadian comrades 

in and around the Socialist Project group. The left trade union activist‐intellectual Sam Gindin 

has called for the establishment of regional assemblies that might bridge the gaps between 

unionized and non‐unionized workers, workplace‐based and community‐based struggles, and 

provide an ongoing institutional space for the construction of a radical, counter‐hegemonic 

political culture. We need to continue our participation in short‐term struggles around localized 

issues, but building broad‐based organizational capacities for the long haul is the most urgent 

task for socialists today. As Gindin puts it,  

 

Some victories are essential but if they are temporary and quickly 

disappear then the original excitement can quickly fade into even 

greater demoralization. Organization helps overcome that by 

making any gains, or even lessons from defeats, add up to 

something. More generally, people need organizations that can 

give them some hope and confidence that working and struggling 

through them matters. And it is from that perspective that we 

should assess the potentials of these assemblies.2 

 

Perhaps the most visible attempt to put these strategic ideas into practice has been the Greater 

Toronto Workers Assembly. Established in 2009, it is an experimental project that seeks to 

overcome a range of organizational problems confronting the left today: the fragmentation of 

the working class; the decline of the organized labor movement; the gaps between workplace‐

based and community‐based movements/struggles; and the historical divisions within the 

radical left and our isolation from a popular social‐political base. In the words of one of the 

leaders of the Assembly, the project has enjoyed “mixed results” thus far.3 In particular, the 

Assembly has had difficulties in overcoming conflicts between individuals and organizations 

from different left traditions (what else is new?), as well as in establishing organic ties with 
                                                            
2 Sam Gindin, “The Crisis in American Labor,” Jacobin, February 8, 2013 http://jacobinmag.com/2013/02/sam‐
gindin‐on‐the‐crisis‐in‐american‐labor/. It should be noted that the idea of geographically‐based workers’ 
assemblies was first proposed by DSA member Bill Fletcher, Jr. in his book Solidarity Divided: The Crisis in 
Organized Labor and a New Path Toward Social Justice (co‐authored with Fernando Gapasin). 
3 For a good overview of the origins and activities of the Assembly, see Herman Rosenfeld, “The Greater Toronto 
Workers Assembly: A Hopeful Experiment,” New Politics, Summer 2011, http://newpol.org/content/greater‐
toronto‐workers‐assembly‐hopeful‐experiment 
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working class political activists. Still, it remains one of the few recent organizational endeavors 

to emerge from the North American left that seeks to confront our political predicament a truly 

strategic fashion. DSA activists would do well to learn from and build upon its example. 

 

Constructing a Radical Counterculture 

 

For all of the good work that DSA locals and activists do every day, I fear that our laudable 

commitments to ideological pluralism and non‐sectarianism makes us lose sight of the fact that 

one of the main goals of any socialist group should be the making of socialists. The making of 

socialists does not simply mean recruiting new members into this or any other organization, but 

a continuous process of education that constantly develops our self‐confidence and capacities 

for leadership. It means the building of a “world within a world,” a thoroughgoing radical 

counterculture that can provide its participants with education, entertainment, fellowship, and 

social life outside the influences of the dominant culture. This has been a key component of all 

the most successful movements and parties of the radical left over the last two centuries ‐‐ the 

German Social Democrats, the Populist movement and the Socialist Party of Eugene Debs, the 

Italian Communist Party, and the global New Left, to name but a few.  

 

I’ll never forget the responses of my former coworkers to the financial crisis of 2008. I was 

working at Brooklyn Public Library at the time, and we were all horrified by the implosion of the 

housing market and the stock market plunge that accompanied it. Instead of the denouncing 

Wall Street, however, the dominant response was concern for Wall Street’s financial health and 

hope for a quick recovery. Of course, there is a real material basis for these sentiments; the 

health of New York’s economy is inextricably bound up with the health of the financial sector, 

and public pension plans need their investments to do well in order to provide decent benefits 

for retirees. But I was struck to the degree to which capitalist ideology shaped people’s 

perceptions of the crisis and their responses to it. In the absence of any kind of popular, broad‐

based educational program or media on the left, discourses and interpretations that reflected 

the dominant ideology went largely unchallenged.  

 

As the great Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci argued, socialists in advanced capitalist countries 

with highly developed liberal democracies and civil societies cannot win unless we confront and 

undermine the “common sense” of capitalist society. We need to begin to develop the 

institutions and capacities that will allow us to construct and disseminate a new set of values, 

morals, and understandings that can become the cultural basis of a general challenge to the 

rule of capital. We’re a long way from achieving that goal, and DSA locals will need to begin by 

starting small. Possible activities include the establishment of reading groups, film clubs, 

bowling teams, social nights, or dance parties. We need to show our friends, family members, 

neighbors, and coworkers that socialism is not a marginal creed for marginal people, but a living 
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world that can provide real social and spiritual sustenance in a society that consistently denies 

that need. YDS alumni might take the lead here as they graduate from university and move into 

adult life. It would give them a productive outlet for their youthful energies and potentially 

infuse the ranks of our organization with activists between college and retirement age, 

something we (and the left generally) needs desperately.  

 

DSA needs to stop chasing after ephemeral protests and election campaigns and learn how to 

play the long game instead. The historic agencies and institutions of the left worldwide are in 

decline, and our political and organizational capacities need to be rebuilt from the ground up. 

These capacities cannot be hot housed, and will not be developed, by simply tailing whatever 

short‐term and defensive projects our friends in the trade unions or the movement 

organizations are engaged in. It will take time, patience, dedication, and faith that we will be 

successful before collapsing economies and rising sea levels put any dreams for a better world 

permanently out of reach.  
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On Democratic Socialist Strategy: Into the Mainstream 
Timothy Sears, Seattle DSA, September 2013 
 
 Democratic socialism is the movement for human freedom under the conditions of 
modern capitalism. 
 
 Modern capitalism has created a complex system of globalized, interdependent social 
production, in which workers in San Jose and Suzhou, Cleveland and Kuala Lumpur, together 
use humanity’s most advanced scientific and technological achievements to create unprecedented 
wealth. Yet this remarkable system of production operates not in the service of human needs, but 
instead in the pursuit of private profit. 
 
 The fundamentally authoritarian, anti-democratic nature of capitalism means that despite 
extraordinary advances in productivity, much of humanity remains mired in desperate poverty; 
hundreds of millions of people are condemned to lives that can only be endured. In order to 
maximize profits, corporate bosses design workplaces that threaten the health, safety and even 
the lives of workers. To keep production costs low, corporations pump toxic chemicals into the 
air and water on which all life depends. Pharmaceutical manufacturers insist on their monopoly 
patent privileges, even as human beings die because of the prohibitive cost of the drugs that 
could save them. Oil companies block the development of alternative energy systems, even as 
the burning of petroleum contributes to global climate change that could destroy much of human 
civilization. 
 

With enormous social and political power drawn from not only their extravagant political 
spending but also from their dominant role in organizing production, corporations distort and 
corrupt even liberal public policies. Thus President Obama’s health care reform law, while 
improving health coverage by eliminating exclusions for pre-existing conditions and lifetime 
limits on health care costs, guarantees the profits of the insurance companies even as millions of 
people will remain uninsured. Under capitalism, there is a systemic, inherent tendency to subvert 
even the best reforms, imposing corporate priorities on democratically elected governments. 
Transnational corporations circle the globe in search of lower taxes and less restrictive 
environmental and labor regulations, enforcing a race to the bottom in which nations “win” 
corporate investment by enforcing social misery. 

 
The regime of so-called “free trade” agreements, engineered by corporate elites and their 

satrap politicians, create greater profits at the expense of democracy. At the behest of 
transnational corporations, special tribunals established by these “free trade” treaties are 
empowered to nullify environmental, labor, and social policies democratically adopted by 
national governments. 

 
 The financial crisis and the lingering economic depression of the last five years have laid 
bare the skewed priorities of capitalist society. Even as millions of families were thrown out their 
homes, the big banks that obscenely profited from selling fraudulent mortgages to those 
homeowners were bailed out with a trillion taxpayer dollars. Millions of workers are unemployed 
– many for years – and millions more are underemployed, their skills and talents wasted; the 
slow decline in the official unemployment rate is caused nearly as much by discouraged 
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jobseekers leaving the labor force as by any substantial improvement in the job market. Despite 
pressing needs for investment in education, infrastructure, housing, health care and alternative 
energy development, the same political elites who gave a trillion dollar blank check to Wall 
Street tell us that we can no longer afford even the most rudimentary forms of social decency, 
such as Medicare and Social Security. 
 

Yet the most visible political response to this capitalist crisis has been the rise of right-
wing populism, promoted by compliant news media and generously funded by the most 
retrograde elements of corporate capitalism. This reactionary “Tea Party” politics combines 
thinly veiled appeals to racist anxieties with nostalgia for an imaginary laissez faire free 
enterprise, even as actually existing capitalism demonstrates conclusively that it is neither free 
nor enterprising. 

 
In the face of the increasingly reactionary politics of the corporations and the populist 

right, the broad center-left has fallen into programmatic and ideological disarray. The idea that 
progressive politics consist of redistributing a portion of the surplus generated by the well-oiled 
machine of corporate capitalism, is no longer credible. In Europe, the old parties of the social 
democratic tradition have been unable to formulate a plausible alternative to the dominant 
policies of corporate globalization. In the U.S., liberals remain committed to the notion that the 
basic structure of corporate capitalism is fundamentally sound, that a few minor tweaks are all 
that is needed to restore the American Dream. The conventional wisdom of the center-left is 
wholly inadequate, since the nature of the crisis demands radical systemic reform. 

 
The task of democratic socialists is to democratize social and economic power, to build a 

society that prioritizes human needs not private profits, in which every person is free to develop 
and thrive to the limits of one’s talents and abilities. In the United States, that task begins with 
moving democratic socialism from the margins into the mainstream. 

 
Coalition Politics 
 
 The core of DSA’s strategy is our active participation in mass coalition politics. We work 
to build a democratic socialist presence within a broad progressive alliance capable of defeating 
the conservative right and moving the center of gravity in U.S. politics to the left, a coalition of 
trade unionists, public employees, immigrants, communities of color, feminists and lesbian, gay 
and transgendered activists. 
 
 Democratic socialists have long recognized that the traditional socialist faith, that 
capitalism itself would ensure that the industrial working class became the vast majority of 
society, was simply wrong. There is no single constituency that can, by itself, transform society. 
In order to build a democratic majority for social change, we must be present in every struggle of 
the broad movements for social justice and democratic reform. 
 
 The labor movement is a central component to building a majority coalition for social 
justice. Organized workers have a material self-interest in democratizing the economy; for the 
last forty years, wages have stagnated as corporate profits have soared. And the labor movement 
is more open to democratic radicalism than it has been in many decades. African Americans, 



Sears, On Democratic Socialist Strategy, 2013  3 
 

Latinos and Asian Americans face devastating levels of unemployment, institutionalized racism 
reflected in rates of incarceration, voter suppression and anti-immigrant bigotry. Young people 
are saddled with staggering college debt and a bleak job market. Women are subjected to assaults 
on reproductive freedom, and discrimination in the workplace. Middle class progressives see a 
host of reforms, from environmental protections to anti-discrimination policies, under attack by 
powerful corporate interests. Democratic socialists must be part of all of the efforts to resist 
rollbacks of past social gains and to advance social justice. In all of these campaigns, we must 
not only act as militant activists but as democratic socialist organizers, pointing out the 
connections between these various struggles and the need for radical systemic reform. It is only 
by being active participants in the social movements that DSA members can establish 
relationships of trust and comradeship with the activists who are open to a democratic socialist 
critique of the corporate capitalist regime. 
 

We welcome and support new forms of struggle for social justice, even as we recognize 
their limitations. Social protests have spontaneous, unpredictable dynamics, but sustained mass 
movements cannot be conjured out of whole cloth. Thus the Occupy movement succeeded 
magnificently in raising popular consciousness of the issue of growing inequality, but it has 
failed to create a lasting organizational or programmatic vehicle to carry on the fight. New forms 
of labor activism have mobilized strata of working people, such as fast food workers and others 
outside the structures of existing trade unions, but it remains unclear whether these efforts – 
heavily dependent on funding from the labor movement and liberal foundations – can create self-
sustaining organizations that truly belong to and are democratically controlled by the workers 
themselves. DSA can support these new forms of labor activism by working to win increases in 
minimum wages, enactment of living wage ordinances and legislation requiring paid sick leave. 

 
DSA also should prioritize working with the immigrants’ rights movement to secure legal 

resident status and a expeditious path to citizenship for the undocumented. 
 
As reactionary Republicans have stepped up their attacks on workers’ rights, women’s 

rights, social spending and even the right to vote, it is critical that democratic socialists engage in 
electoral politics. Indeed, the rise of “Tea Party” populism has depended on a strategic 
combination of campaigning both in the streets and at the ballot box. Politicians from both major 
political parties, with the enthusiastic support of the corporate press, have endorsed the austerity 
agenda of the Bowles-Simpson commission, calling for cuts in Medicare and Social Security in 
order to fund tax cuts for corporations. Right-wing politicians at the national, state and local 
level have shown again and again their contempt for mass protests against their policies; they can 
only be dislodged from power by defeating them at the polls. 

 
For the most part, the Democratic Party is the arena in which we engage in electoral 

politics. The mass movements in which we participate constitute the activist social base of the 
progressive wing of the Democratic Party. We must work within that arena to strengthen the 
progressive forces and encourage their independence from the corporate-dominated wing of the 
Democratic Party. DSA members should play a more active role in Democratic primaries in 
challenging corporate politicians and promoting radical democratic reform. 
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Socialist Education 
 

Popular socialist education is a critical task for DSA. 
    
In the three decades since the rise of Reaganism as a national cult, the corporations and 

their propaganda apparatus of think tanks, foundations and compliant news media have 
constructed a new “common sense,” convincing millions of Americans (including many 
working-class people) that all of society’s economic and social problems are caused primarily by 
government interference in the marketplace. Cut taxes and eliminate regulation to unleash the 
magic of the market, so this hegemonic thinking goes, and everything will work out just fine. 
This is the “common sense” to which the reactionary populists of the so-called Tea Party have 
appealed so successfully. The result has been a dramatic shift to the right in U.S. politics, with 
the dominant wing of the Republican congressional caucus ready to legislate Ayn Rand’s silliest 
fantasies as national policy. 

 
It is therefore essential that DSA publicly challenge the conservative consensus. But we 

can only gain an audience for democratic socialist ideas by working closely with the 
constituencies that must constitute any new progressive majority. We must advocate and educate 
for democratic socialism, for values of freedom, equality, and solidarity. We must sharpen our 
critique of capitalism and the hegemony of pro-capitalist ideology. DSA locals must engage in 
more public forums, debates and other educational work, both to educate our own members to be 
more effective spokespersons for democratic socialism and to convey democratic socialist 
analysis to social movement activists and allies.  

 
Into the Mainstream 
 

Abstract exposition of socialist doctrine, without active engagement with grassroots 
democratic movements, leads to barren sectarianism. Mere activism, without educational efforts 
to develop and promote democratic socialist analysis of the specifically capitalist maldistribution 
of social and economic power that lies at the heart of the multitude of injustices, cannot 
overcome the dominance of corporate ideology. 

 
In order to move democratic socialism from the margins to the mainstream, DSA needs a 

strategic commitment to engage in coalition politics and popular socialist education. 
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