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The Rise of Democratic

Socialism
Kimberley A. Strassel

Columnist, The Wall Street Journal

OF THE many alarming statements uttered this past year by America’s rising tide of
“democratic” socialists, pay closest attention to the one that landed in early August,
via the godfather of this modern movement, Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders.

Democratic political strategist James Carville had criticized Hasan Piker, the
socialist provocateur who claims that “America deserved 9/11,” that the terrorist
group Hamas is “a thousand times better” than Israel, that communist Mao Zedong
(whose policies killed 65 million Chinese) is “one of the great leaders of this world,”
and that his critics are “rabid, ultra-Zionist pigs.” Carville made clear: “I have no
intention of ever being in the same political party with [Piker],” adding that he
believed “an overwhelming majority of Democrats agree with me.”
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Sanders shot back: “If Mr. Carville
doesn’t want to be in my party, the party
I belong to, that Piker, that [Michigan’s
socialist-aligned Democratic Senate can-
didate] El-Sayed belongs to, he can start
his own party.”

The “my party” construction is
striking, given that Sanders has long
expressed contempt for both our major
political parties, disparaging them as
captured interests. Since his first suc-
cessful election in 1981, he has styled
himself a “democratic socialist” and run
as an Independent on the Vermont bal-
lot. He’s endured the Democratic Party
only to the extent that it allowed him to
leverage its resources to his advantage—
caucusing with it in the Senate to gain
seniority and using it as a platform for
his presidential runs. Always while hold-
ing his nose.

But things have clearly changed.
Sanders is done raging against the
machines. His goal now is to own and
operate one of them. His growing army
of democratic socialists are working
to capture the Democratic Party from
within, replace its agenda with their
own, and purge it of dissenters. It’s a
time-worn tactic: if you can’t beat them,
infiltrate them. And the elected leader-
ship of the Democratic Party is doing
nothing to stop the takeover.

%%

Before we can address the rise of the
democratic socialists, we need to clarify
what it is that is rising. That’s made
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harder by an education system that has
left generations of Americans poorly
equipped to recognize socialism, and by
a liberal media and left-wing political
establishment that are determined to
play down today’s threat.

Socialism has come in many forms
through history and has seemingly
infinite definitions. But simply put, it’s
a system based on collective or govern-
ment ownership of goods and services, as
opposed to private ownership or markets.
It’s animated by class warfare, the claim
that the “workers” in a society are kept
down and exploited by wealthy, powerful
forces, and that only the forced seizure
and redistribution of capital will produce
a more egalitarian and just society.

Its other defining feature? It always
fails, usually horrifically. Historians gen-
erally agree there have been more than
two dozen major national attempts at
socialism, all of which ended in tyranny
and economic collapse. This dismal his-
tory has inspired advocates over the ages
to produce new “versions” of socialism,
ones they insist will finally produce
magic. Karl Marx wrote off the earliest,
failed communes as “utopian socialism”
and contrasted it with his own “scien-
tific socialism.” The world has also seen
“anarcho-socialism,” “market socialism,”
“ujamaa socialism,” and “goulash com-
munism.” And untold deaths.

The modern twist is democratic
socialism. Its proponents chose that
descriptor with care. They know social-
ism’s authoritarian history, and they
know how deeply Americans still hold
to the Constitution. Their goal with that
adjective is to fool us into believing that
this version of socialism really is differ-
ent, that it is no threat, that it can in fact
be achieved through democratic means.

Sanders is a master at cloaking his
ideology in soothing geographical or his-
torical comparisons. He has a decades-
long track record of refusing to provide
a precise definition of his ideology,
preferring to suggest that democratic
socialism is some vague version of Euro-



pean “social democracy,” or nothing
more than “completing the vision” of
FDR’s New Deal. Similarly, New York
City’s socialist Mayor Zohran Mamdani
argues that Democrats are just “going
back to what the party used to be.” And
New York Representative Alexandria

Ocasio-Cortez is quoted
in The New York Times
as saying that she thinks
it is totally “possible”—
somehow—for capital-
ism and socialism to
coexist.

These assurances
are hard to square with
the socialists’ propos-
als. Sanders, when he
was active in the Lib-
erty Union Party in
the 1970s, argued for
government ownership
of the energy, banking,
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and utilities.” The future it foresees will
also include “fully abolishing the police
and prison system”; “queer liberation”
enacting “reparations”; abolishing the
Department of War; ending “all mili-
tary and economic aid to Israel”; and
legalizing “migration.”

THE DSA PLATFORM EXPLAINS THAT THE GLORIOUS
UPRISING WILL REQUIRE A FEW TWEAKS TO THE U.S.
DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM. FIRST UP IS ABOLISHING THE
ELECTORAL COLLEGE AND THE SENATE. SECOND THE
DSAWOULD “REPLACE THE PRESIDENT AND SUPREME
COURT WITH AN EXECUTIVE AND JUDICIARY
CHOSEN BY AND SUBORDINATE TO" ONE SUPREME

PEOPLE’S (SOVIET?) CONGRESS. THAT CONGRESS
WOULD BE DOMINATED BY BLUE STATES UNDER
STRICT PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION—A FORM
OF REPRESENTATION, SEEN IN PARTS OF EUROPE,
THAT IS FOREIGN TO AMERICA’'S CONSTITUTIONAL
TRADITION. NO MORE CHECKS AND BALANCES. NO
MORE FEDERALISM. NO MORE REPUBLIC.

telephone, electricity,
and drug industries—to
name a few. After failing spectacularly
to get elected four times in a row, he
toned down his rhetoric. But there’s

no reason to believe he’s changed his
stripes, especially as he continues to
demand the nationalization of select
sectors, including health care and arti-
ficial intelligence. He has also called for
a 100 percent marginal income tax on
higher earners in order to fund cradle-
to-grave government services, including
medical care, housing, childcare, educa-
tion, Internet, and meals.

This is government seizure and
ownership of wealth and industry
to facilitate government redistribu-
tion of goods and services. In a word,
socialism.

Better yet, read the DSA’s 2026
manifesto, which has no time for Sand-
ers’ nuance in laying out its overriding
ambition: for the “working class” to rise
up and create “a future without capital-
ism.” No one will have “bills,” because
“food, education, energy, medicine, and
transportation” will be “common goods

What about the claim to be demo-
cratic? The DSA platform explains that
the glorious uprising will require a few
tweaks to the U.S. democratic system.
First up is abolishing the Electoral
College and the Senate. Second the
DSA would “replace the President and
Supreme Court with an executive and
judiciary chosen by and subordinate to”
one supreme people’s (soviet?) congress.
That congress would be dominated by
blue states under strict proportional
representation—a form of representa-
tion, seen in parts of Europe, that is for-
eign to America’s constitutional tradi-
tion. No more checks and balances. No
more federalism. No more republic.

Released in August, this platform
caused a number of DSA-aligned can-
didates to scurry away, saying they
didn’t agree with all its provisions. But
its publication had the merit of clearing
things up. Regardless of the “demo-
cratic” spin, the U.S. is facing its largest
resurgence of socialism since the early
twentieth century. Only this time, it
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isn’t labor leader Eugene Debs making
his 1912 run as a member of an outsider
third party. This is a socialist move-
ment that is well on its way to capturing
one of our major parties.

6%

Democratic socialists were elected
as mayors of New York City and Seattle
last year, and Washington, D.C. vot-
ers are all but certain to elect a DSA-
endorsed mayor this year. Socialist
insurgents have won U.S. House of
Representative primaries in New York,
Pennsylvania, Colorado, and Michigan.
In November, socialist-aligned candi-
dates will be running as Democrats for
the U.S. Senate in Michigan, Minne-
sota, and Maine.

who led the Socialist Party of America
to its peak of about 113,000 dues-pay-
ing members a century ago.

None of this is sudden. It’s the work
of many years. Sanders’ 2016 presiden-
tial run thrust democratic socialism
into the mainstream. The Vermonter
was open and unapologetic about his
decision to run as a Democrat. He
didn’t want to be marginalized as a
third-party candidate, and so he used
the Democratic Party ticket to legiti-
mize his socialist approach. Although
Sanders lost to Hillary Clinton, he
accomplished his aim of attracting
a new, impressionable generation to
his cause—and encouraging them by
example to seize power from within.

This isn’t a new strategy. Stand-
alone socialist parties have always
found it difficult to
go mainstream. (Debs

STAND-ALONE SOCIALIST PARTIES HAVE ALWAYS
FOUND IT DIFFICULT TO GO MAINSTREAM. (DEBS
FINISHED FOURTH IN 1912, WITH SIX PERCENT OF
THE POPULAR VOTE.) RUSSIAN REVOLUTIONARY
LEON TROTSKY'S PRESCRIBED SOLUTION WAS A
TACTIC HE CALLED “ENTRYISM,” WHICH MEANT

INFILTRATING LARGER MOVEMENTS, CONVERTING
FOLLOWERS, TAKING CHARGE OF POWER CENTERS,
AND THEN ALTERING POLICIES TO THE LEFT. AFAMOUS
EXAMPLE WAS THE GROUP MILITANT TENDENCY,
WHICH OPERATED FORA LONG TIME WITHIN BRITAIN'S
LABOUR PARTY BEFORE BEING THWARTED BY LABOUR

finished fourth in
1912, with six percent
of the popular vote.)
Russian revolution-
ary Leon Trotsky’s
prescribed solution
was a tactic he called
“entryism,” which
meant infiltrating
larger movements,
converting followers,
taking charge of power

LEADER NEIL KINNOCK.

The DSA points to dozens more
2026 primary victories in state legisla-
tive races, as well as city council and
school board contests, from Vermont
to California. Its goal is to swell the
number of DSA members who serve in
elected offices—more than 250 across
40 states in 2025. Fifteen years ago,
the party had about 6,000 dues-paying
members. The DSA today boasts more
than 120,000 dues-paying members,
via some 220 chapters nationally. That
means the DSA can claim an even
greater following than that of Debs,

centers, and then alter-
ing policies to the left.
A famous example was
the group Militant Tendency, which
operated for a long time within Britain’s
Labour Party before being thwarted by
Labour Leader Neil Kinnock.
Ocasio-Cortez and Michigan Rep-
resentative Rashida Tlaib were elected
to Congress as Democrats in 2018,
though both call themselves demo-
cratic socialists. They were followed
by Representatives Cori Bush of Mis-
souri, Jamaal Bowman of New York,
Shri Thanedar of Michigan, Summer
Lee of Pennsylvania, and Greg Casar
of Texas. But these were just the highly
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public positions. Behind the scenes, the
DSA began to grow its ranks within the
Democratic National Committee and
has swelled its members in state politi-
cal parties. This coincided with a sharp
leftward jump in the Democratic Party
caucus as a whole.

Sanders further turbocharged
the movement by running again as a
Democrat in 2020, putting enormous
leftward pressure on the entire primary
field. When Joe Biden ultimately won,
it was thanks to a comeback at the
hands of more moderate voters. But his
first act was to adopt most of Sanders’
agenda. His ensuing term as president
was defined by an effort to pass $6 tril-
lion in tax hikes and spending, “equity”
policies, a disastrous withdrawal from
Afghanistan, an intentional collapse of
border security, censorship of opposi-
tion views, and an unconstitutional
effort to erase student debt. An agenda
the DSA could fully endorse.

R

Following their party’s drubbing in
the 2024 election, Democratic leaders
seemed to understand that they needed
to ditch far-left politics. Humbled poli-

ticians worried openly about spending-
caused inflation, “cultural disconnect,”
and the party’s new antisemitic streak.

Yet that same leadership remained
terrified of the radical base, and the
DSA crowd took full and cynical
advantage. Sanders and his team began
recruiting socialist candidates to run
in primaries, intending to pick off sit-
ting members of Congress in the 2026
season. Ocasio-Cortez dropped not-so-
subtle hints that she’d challenge Demo-
cratic Senate leader Chuck Schumer
in a primary if he didn’t back their
agenda. Far left and socialist members
used their influence within the Demo-
cratic National Committee to under-
mine any effort to moderate the party’s
platform. Outside groups mobilized
to pressure existing Democrats to stay
true to DSA policies.

Today, the Democratic Party estab-
lishment stands in paralysis. Centrist
Democratic groups continue to produce
new ideas that the party might use to
win back average voters. But leaders
won't touch them for fear of upsetting
the socialists. The party center has
retreated to a “resist Trump” agenda,
the only cry it still feels is safe to float
across all constituencies.



HILLSDALE COLLEGE: PURSUING TRUTH - DEFENDING LIBERTY SINCE 1844

The DSA is aware that Americans as
a whole are in an anti-incumbent mood
and that the Democratic electorate is
fed up with an ancient party apparatus.
The DSA has endorsed more than 170
candidates this primary season, most of
them young and energetic. While their
ideas might be socialist, damaging, and
crazy, they are at least ideas—for free,
free, free everything. That’s more than
a stupefied Democratic establishment is
offering.

k%

Which raises two final questions:
Why are Americans voting for social-
ism, and why now? The answer to both
questions has to do with education.

For all the DSA’s tripe about “work-
ing” Americans, it’s a movement
comprised almost entirely of young,
white, privileged Americans. Statewide
socialist candidates in Michigan and
Wisconsin had their highest margins

TOO FEW OF OUR K-12 SCHOOLS, COLLEGES, AND
UNIVERSITIES TEACH REAL HISTORY OR CIVICS ANY
LONGER. WE FRET CONSTANTLY ABOUT OURFALLING
MATH AND READING SCORES, AND WE SHOULD. BUT
A NATION THAT DOES NOT TEACH SUCCESSIVE
GENERATIONS ABOUT THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN

CAPITALISM, SOCIALISM, AND FASCISM, OR ABOUT
THE HORRIFYING CARNAGE OF LENIN, STALIN, MAO,
POL POT, HO CHI MINH, HOXHA, CEAUSESCU, AND
TITO, ORABOUT THE BASICS OF PERSONAL FINANCE
AND BUSINESS, IS A NATION DEFENSELESS AGAINST

in college towns. A Fox
News survey in Michigan
found that only 75 per-
cent of black Democratic
voters intend to vote for
the socialist-aligned U.S.
Senate candidate, who

is also underperforming
among women, inde-
pendents, and suburban
and older voters. Social-
ism is largely a youth
movement.

THE PULL OF FANTASY IDEOLOGIES.

Republicans take comfort in evi-
dence that DSA-aligned members
still face rough waters in swing states.
Which is true. But no one who under-
stands the danger of socialism should
be much comforted. There are an esti-
mated 192 solidly Democratic districts
in this country. And the DSA strategy
is clear. Primaries are low turnout—
often involving just 10 to 30 percent
of the party. But they feature the most
dedicated (and radical) voters. The DSA
will continue to nominate candidates of
the Mamdani type. Once those candi-
dates win a primary, they are shoo-ins
to win a general election since these
are heavily gerrymandered Democratic
districts. This is the method by which
the DSA will take control of the House
and grow its ranks in the Senate. And
it means socialists will be calling the
shots when Democrats next take the
White House or Congress.

Economist Friedrich
Hayek once quipped: “If
socialists understood
economics, they wouldn’t be social-
ists.” And indeed, as business professor
Kimberlee Josephson wrote recently
in The Wall Street Journal, a poor
economy doesn’t explain the fascina-
tion of young Americans today with
socialism. What explains it is that on
today’s campuses—especially those
of the “wealthiest and most selective”
universities—students are living in
(fake) socialist utopias: “climbing walls
and lazy rivers,” “lofts with expansive
lounges,” “campus coffee bars with
national brands.” Kids ride buses with-
out paying fares; they “attend concerts,
meet career coaches, reserve study
rooms, download software, join student
organizations, and participate in count-
less campus activities without ever
reaching for a wallet.” Others are pay-
ing the bills, of course; the students just
don’t know it. And why should real life
be any different?
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~ Sample Questions from the Eighth Grade Examination |

for Bullitt County [Kentucky] Schools, November 1912 i

|

Civil Government

1. Define the following forms of government: Democracy, Limited Monarchy,
Absolute Monarchy, Republic. Give examples of each.

2. Give three duties of the President. What is meant by veto power? |

3. Name three rights given Congress by the Constitution and two rights ‘
denied Congress.

4. Give the eligibility of president, vice—president, and governor of
Kentucky.

5. Describe the manner in which the president and vice—president of the
Unites States are elected.

Geography

1. Locate Erie Canal; what waters does it connect, and why is it important?

2. Locate the following countries which border each other: Turkey, Greece,
Servia, Montenegro, Roumania. |

3. Name and give the capitals of States touching the Ohio River {

4. TLocate the following mountains: Blue Ridge, Himalaya, Andes, Alps, |
Wasatch.

5. Through what waters would a vessel pass in going from England through
the Suez Canal to Manila?

History

1. Who first discovered the following places: Florida, Pacific Ocean,
Mississippi River, St. Lawrence River?

2. By whom were the following settled: Georgia, Maryland, Massachusetts,
Rhode Island, Florida

3. During what wars were the following battles fought: Brandywine, Great
Meadows, Lundy’'s Lane, Antietam, Buena Vista.

4. Name two presidents who have died in office: three who were
assassinated.

5. Name the last battle of the Civil War; War of 1812; French and Indian
War, and the commanders in each battle.

Source: Bullitt County History Museum Website

Too few of our K-12 schools, colleges, [Kentucky] Schools,” which is main-
tained online by the Bullitt County
History Museum. This is the knowl-
edge we once expected of our 13- and
14-year-olds—most of whom were, with
this exam, finishing their education
and embarking on adulthood. Look at
the questions these young Americans
were able to answer—especially those
in geography, civil government, and
history.

That exam is a one-document expla-
nation for why our country faces a

and universities teach real history or civ-
ics any longer. We fret constantly about
our falling math and reading scores, and
we should. But a nation that does not
teach successive generations about the
differences between capitalism, social-
ism, and fascism, or about the horrify-
ing carnage of Lenin, Stalin, Mao, Pol
Pot, Ho Chi Minh, Hoxha, Ceausescu,
and Tito, or about the basics of personal
finance and business, is a nation defense-
less against the pull of fantasy ideologies.

We can do better. Go online, right
now, and look up the “1912 Eighth-
Grade Examination for Bullitt County

socialist threat today—and a one-docu-
ment roadmap for what we need to do to
fix it. H



