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Class #1: What is democratic socialism? 
 
The membership of Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) has soared to over 30,000 people 
since the Bernie campaign and the election of Trump. The excitement is palpable and the 
possibilities seem endless. In this heady moment it’s hard to stay grounded in the present. We 
reflexively ask ourselves where the movement will be in a year, or a decade. It’s understandable 
that new members wouldn’t stop to reflect on the history of the DSA. Many members likely 
assume the organization was formed around, or grew out of, the Sanders campaign.  
 
Yet before the recent membership explosion, the DSA was just one of a number of tiny, mostly 
insignificant socialist groups operating on the US left. So why have all these (mostly young) 
people joined the DSA? Why not one of the other left groups? Certainly Sander’s identification 
as a “democratic socialist” stands out as a main reason. The popularity of Jacobin magazine 
and its ties to the DSA could be another. Maybe it’s the rose emojis? Or most significantly, 
maybe the DSA is providing an open space to explore questions of political orientation, socialist 
strategy, and a real diversity of tactics that’s not on offer elsewhere?  
 
With this open space or blank slate comes a contradiction or challenge. DSA members must 
come together to decide on a shared vision for what socialism is and how best to get there. 
Most socialists believe it’s axiomatic that any true socialism must be democratic. At the same 
time, the DSA must grapple with how this commitment to democracy impacts both its socialist 
program and organizing structures.The goal of this class is to explore these fundamental 
questions in greater detail. 
  
Below is a brief overview of the readings to orient members and some study questions to 
ponder while reading.  
 
Michael Harrington “Why We Need Socialism in America” Dissent 1970  
Note: this is the longest and most challenging reading. If you’re getting bogged down 
skip it and move on to the other shorter articles. 
This essay was written almost 50 years ago by the founder of the DSA, Michael Harrington. The 
timing of the essay is fascinating. It’s situated at the end of the turbulent social movements of 
the 60’s but before the economic downturn and sustained neoliberal onslaught of the coming 
decades. The essay is prophetic in places but at other points his enthusiasm is clearly 
misplaced. The focus on disillusioned young white collar workers and students as potential 
agents of social change has an uncanny similarity to today. We know how that story ended 
then, many of the baby boomers became prototypical neoliberal technocrats (think Bill and 
Hillary).  
 

https://www.thenation.com/article/in-the-year-since-trumps-victory-democratic-socialists-of-america-has-become-a-budding-political-force/
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/07/david-harvey-neoliberalism-capitalism-labor-crisis-resistance/


 
Schwartz and Schulman “Toward Freedom: Democratic Socialist Theory and Practice” 2012 
Schwartz and Sunkara “What Should Socialists Do” Jacobin 2017 
These two closely related essays were written in 2012 and 2017 by prominent members of the 
DSA. The first essay from 2012 can be considered the more theoretical long-form version, while 
the Jacobin essay from 2017 updates certain themes within the context of the DSA’s recent 
membership growth. In each essay the authors describe a similar vision of democratic socialism 
and outline a broad program for how socialists can fight to realize this vision. 
 
Their analysis proceeds from a Marxist framework of identifying the structural contradictions in 
capitalism and locating the working class as the pivotal agent of social change. However the 
program they outline differs from the common orthodoxy of many “Marxist-Leninist” groups on 
the left. They emphasize a commitment to political democracy and argue that true socialism 
involves extending democracy into the economic arena with worker self-management of 
production and distribution. While stressing the centrality of the working class, they argue for a 
broader coalition that appeals to segments of a downwardly-mobile “middle-class” while also 
appealing to ongoing struggles in social movements related to race and gender.  
 
This appeal entails a program that is also focused on extending democratic control to 
consumption and social provision. Thus the challenge for the left is to unite these sections with 
the working class in favor of universal, progressively financed, public provisions such as 
health-care, housing, and education. Fighting for and winning  “non-reformist reforms” would 
decommodify important sectors of the economy thereby increasing worker democracy and 
freedom. They argue that since 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.  
 
Study Questions (Don’t worry there won’t be any quizzes!)  

1. How should we define socialism? Why is socialism necessary? How might scarcity of 
resources impact our vision of the transition to socialism?  

2. What is the relationship between socialism and democracy? How is “democratic 
socialism” different from other forms of socialism, if at all?  

3. How can we reach our goal of democratic socialism? What group or groups will be 
essential for achieving our goals? 

4. In the end the young “middle-class” workers and students of Harrington’s era were not a 
force for socialist change. Should we expect the same result today? If not, why? What 
are some of the conditions in society today that point towards a more radical role for this 
segment of the population? 

5. What does it mean to “decommodify” an essential need or resource? How would a 
program like single-payer healthcare advance a socialist program?  

  
 

https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/03/working-class-capitalism-socialists-strike-power/

