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Introduction1



To build a new American majority for social change, there must be a precise program, bold enough to respond to the challenges confronting our society, politically astute enough to appeal to millions of men and women. A program located on the left wing of realism!

Michael Harrington2



On the weekend of August 2, 2019 one thousand delegates of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) held their biannual convention in Atlanta, Georgia to discuss their internal structure and future organizational strategy. It was a momentous occasion. Normally, most socialist conventions are ignored in the mainstream press, but DSA’s convention was covered in The Guardian, CNN and the New York Times. Since 2016, members swarmed into DSA as “democratic socialism” gained in popularity with the 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns of Bernie Sanders. In just 3 years, DSA has gone from an older-aged paper membership of 6500 to a vibrant and younger one approaching an impressive 60,000, and it is now the largest socialist organization in the United States in over 60 years.

DSA’s momentum and size puts it in a unique place to play a major role in placing “democratic socialism” at the center of American politics. In some respects, the convention marked a major left turn for the organization. A number of important resolutions were passed in favor of open borders, the creation of an anti-fascist working group, opposition to American imperialism and support for a rank-and-file strategy in the labor movement. However, DSA’s overwhelming priority remains electoral politics. At the convention, DSA pledged that if Bernie Sanders loses the Democratic Party nomination, then they will not support any other Democrat in the 2020 election.

DSA’s convention was distinguished by a great deal of consensus on the question of the Democratic Party. The Democratic Party is not only one of the major parties of American capitalism, but it presents itself as the “party of the people,” which historically neutralizes any left-wing challenges inside their ranks and co-opts independent social movements. In other words, the Democrats function as a force of controlled opposition and lend “popular” legitimacy for imperialist policies.

Even though there are differences within DSA regarding the Democrats, no organized center exists inside the organization that calls for an immediate and clean break from the Democratic Party. DSA’s convention passed a resolution in support of a “dirty break” from the Democrats and the creation of an independent working-class party, but this decision remains something for the distant future. For now, DSA is still tied to the Democrats, who set the boundaries for their political action. Currently, nearly one hundred self-described democratic socialists and DSA members hold elected office ranging from school boards to the halls of Congress, including representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Rashida Tlaib, nearly all of whom are Democrats. Despite rhetorical commitments to the contrary, it seems that DSA has no intention of breaking with the Democrats and bourgeois politics, but merely hopes to pressure its liberal wing. In other words, DSA does not seek to organize and mobilize American workers as a class, but rather, it fosters the illusion that change comes from electing a better class of Democrats.

All of this is perfectly in line with the strategy of Realignment, developed by DSA’s founder, Michael Harrington, to shift the Democrats to the left. Michael Harrington (1928-1989) was the most important advocate for democratic socialism in the United States in the latter half of the twentieth century. He is widely, and deservedly, recognized for writing The Other America, a seminal exposé of poverty in the United States that inspired President Kennedy and President Johnson’s Great Society and the War on Poverty programs. Over the course of Harrington’s life, he wrote 14 books on many topics ranging from socialism to Marxism to religion to poverty to American politics and the Third World.

However, Harrington was more than simply an outspoken public intellectual. From his early days in the International Socialist League to leading the Socialist Party and founding DSA, he was also a committed political activist. Even though democratic socialism was a marginal force in the United States, Michael Harrington had a plan to change that. To break out of its isolation, Harrington argued that socialists needed to undertake patient and pragmatic work to create a new political majority.

The main arena for this work would take place inside the Democratic Party. Harrington believed that the main constituents of the Democratic Party – labor unions, blacks, women and farmers – contained the future base for a new majority and, ultimately, the socialist movement. So long as the Democrats remained under the control of racists and business interests, this new majority remained politically impotent. Therefore, Harrington argued for realigning the Democratic Party by driving out its racist, conservative and wealthy elements so that the party would truly represent the interests of ordinary people. After the Democrats were transformed, they would support meaningful and genuine reforms to strengthen the welfare state, overcome poverty and lay the foundations for democratic socialism. Michael Harrington’s name may not be widely known today, and his works may be collecting dust, but his Realignment strategy remains very alive inside DSA and the wider American left.

If Michael Harrington returned from the dead and saw DSA today, he would largely feel vindicated. Harrington would believe that DSA’s growth in membership was largely the result of pursuing Realignment. True, he would object to DSA only supporting Bernie Sanders in the 2020 Democratic Party primary, since he would want to leave room open to supporting the eventual nominee as a “lesser evil” to defeat the Republicans. Despite this, Harrington would be pleased that the majority of DSA stayed true to his Realignment strategy.

The opening moments of the 2020 Democratic primary seemed to further justify Michael Harrington’s Realignment strategy for DSA. Bernie Sanders generated tremendous enthusiasm and won several early primaries. After Sanders’ primary win in Nevada, DSA members such as Dustin Guastella and Connor Kilpatrick proclaimed that the Democratic Party was “Bernie’s party now.”3 Sanders appeared on the road to winning the nomination and the White House. Just as quickly the optimism faded. Sanders lost heavily on Super Tuesday in March and withdrew from the race the following month. Shortly thereafter, Sanders ended up endorsing Joe Biden as the presumptive Democratic nominee. Now the former “anti-establishment” Sanders, along with Ocasio-Cortez, are circling the wagons around Biden and foregoing any criticism in the name of “party unity.” Similar to democratic socialist experiments of SYRIZA in Greece and Jeremy Corbyn in Great Britain, the Bernie Sanders campaign was soundly defeated. So what is next for Realignment and DSA?

The 2020 Democratic Party primary was not the first failure of the Realignment strategy. Ever since Michael Harrington adopted Realignment in the 1960s, it has been an unmitigated disaster for democratic socialism and the wider left. Realignment was based on a flawed characterization of the Democratic Party as a coalition of equal interest blocs. In reality, the Democrats are a capitalist-controlled party where business interests not only determine the political agenda, but block any serious initiatives to transform the party. By focusing socialist efforts around electoral politics and the Democratic Party, Michael Harrington wound up with a reformism that could not even reform. In the end, the obstacles that Harrington confronted paralyzed his Realignment efforts, and he found himself doing little more than rationalizing the subordination of the labor bureaucracy to the Democratic Party.

Ultimately, the entire Realignment strategy reveals Michael Harrington’s failure of vision. Despite his avowed socialism, Harrington espoused an uninspiring and conservative socialism. His orientation to liberals and the Democratic Party meant he prized tactics of moderation and compromise for fear of alienating potential allies. Whenever radicals acted outside of and against the limits accepted by the Democratic Party and the labor bureaucracy, Harrington attempted to rein them in. This political strategy required kowtowing to liberal prejudices and prizing loyalty to American institutions. Whatever his socialist desires may have been, Michael Harrington reconciled himself to acting as the “loyal opposition” to the powers that be. The 2020 elections are simply the latest example of Realignment’s bankruptcy. In the end, Michael Harrington and his legacy have proved to be a disaster for the development of socialist politics.





Chapter 1

Jesuit


The Harringtons

Despite being known as the “Man Who Discovered Poverty,” Michael Harrington’s beginnings were anything but impoverished. He was born into a well-off Irish-American and Catholic family in St. Louis, Missouri. His father, Edward Michael Harrington, fought in the First World War as part of the American Expeditionary Force. After coming home, Edward became a lawyer, specializing in patent law. In the early 1920s, Edward met a local teacher named Catherine Fitzgibbon and after a brief courtship, the two married. Even though Catherine was forced to give up teaching following her marriage, she refused to become a dutiful housewife. Instead, Catherine continued her education and took an active role as a volunteer in the Catholic Church. As a result of her fiercely independent nature, it was only after 5 years of marriage that Catherine gave birth to the couple’s only child – Edward Michael Harrington Junior – on February 28, 1928. Both parents expected great things of their son.

Harrington’s well-off background shielded him from the catastrophe of the Great Depression. The fierce class struggles and miserable poverty of the 1930s were foreign to him. As he wrote later: “though I vaguely recall breadlines and the shiny union buttons on the caps of truck drivers, it is from afar.”1 This is not to say that he had no interest in politics. When Harrington came of age, the terms Catholic, Irish and Democrat were practically synonymous. His immediate and extended family were just as devoted Democrats as they were faithful Catholics. Michael’s grandfather, Patrick Fitzgibbon, was a passionate and loyal supporter of the St. Louis Democratic Party. Patrick was such a dedicated Democrat that he refused to take communion from a priest whom he suspected of being a Republican. On election day 1944, Patrick, who lay on his death bed, insisted on voting for a fourth time for Franklin Roosevelt (he died on April 17, 1945 just 5 days after the death of his beloved president).2 Despite a brief lapse into revolutionary radicalism in the mid-1950s, Michael himself would maintain his allegiance to the Democratic Party for the remainder of his life.

Unlike many Irish-Americans, the St. Louis community was not nurtured on militant Irish nationalism like their brethren in Boston or New York but was far more assimilated. As Michael Harrington recalled, his parents “did not partake of that suffering, angry identity eight centuries of British savagery had imposed upon the Irish people. We were Americans.”3 All that remained of their Irish identity was “a vague, somewhat stagy Irish sentimentality and a cultural nostalgia perpetuated by wakes and tenors.”4 By contrast, it would be difficult to underestimate the role of the Catholic Church in forming the character and worldview of Michael Harrington. The Catholic Church was still looked upon with suspicion in America and sought to shield the faithful from the pernicious and godless influence of the modern world, resulting in its own intellectual ghettoization. If the Catholic Church felt under siege, then the Jesuit Order were the advance guard in militantly and boldly defending the faith against any secular onslaught. The Jesuits were prominent in St. Louis having founded a university, medical school and other educational and charitable institutions.

Since the Harringtons were God-fearing, they wanted Michael to receive a rigorous Jesuit education. However, there were other, more “materialistic”, reasons for getting a Jesuit education. As Michael’s biographer Maurice Isserman noted, Catherine Harrington understood that “alumni of Jesuit schools were well represented among the city’s professional, business, and political classes. Catherine knew she was providing him with the personal network he would need to make his mark in St. Louis society, as well as the opportunity to gain a first-rate education.”5 A Jesuit education would not only steel Michael in his faith, but secure his financial future.

Harrington recalled later that when he attended Jesuit schools their “heroic period was long since dead. But something of the spirit of being shock troops of Christ on the perimeters of the faith still persisted.”6 Still, Michael absorbed the lessons of Jesuits that “ideas have consequences, that philosophy is the record of an ongoing debate over the most important issues before mankind.”7 Even after he left the Church, a residual Jesuit spirit remained in Harrington’s later political and philosophical writings. Harrington excelled at St. Louis High School, earning academic honors during his last 2 years. Michael joined a number of clubs and wrote for the school paper during all 4 years of high school, rising to editor in his senior year. In a foretaste of things to come, Harrington was noted as a skilled debater by the school. By the time he graduated high school, Harrington possessed not only a rigorous Jesuit education, but was recognized by his graduating class as “one of the most famous and popular ‘44 graduates.”8 Like the young men of his generation, Harrington followed the Second World War with rapt attention. Most of the class of 1944 expected to fight in the war after graduating (14 ended up killed or missing in action).9 Michael was eager to fight too, but he was still too young to be drafted in 1944. Instead of going off for glory, the disappointed young Harrington proceeded to Holy Cross College in Massachusetts to continue his Jesuit education.




Holy Cross

At Holy Cross, Michael Harrington again stood out among his peers. He wrote for and edited the school paper, The Tomahawk. Harrington also edited the school yearbook and the literary journal, the Purple. He was also a member of the school debating society and assisted the college priests in the celebration of mass. A profile of Michael published by the Purple described his “most distinguishing characteristic” as “balance.”10

There was not much in the way of student activism when Michael Harrington attended Holy Cross. The political atmosphere was charged with anticommunism in celebration of Spanish dictator Francisco Franco and support for the House on Un-American Activities in rooting out subversion. Michael Harrington shared the prevailing anticommunism, but otherwise his ideas remained confused and in flux. At first in a fit of teenage rebellion, he outraged his family by becoming something worse than an atheist – a Republican. He identified with Ohio Senator Robert A. Taft because he was a “civil libertarian…an opponent of the big businessmen of the Northeast, an Adam Smith anarchist.”11 At the same time, Harrington’s social and economic ideas were largely in line with support for Pope Leo XIII’s condemnation of unbridled capitalism made in the 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum. This social Catholicism was perfectly consistent with his support for New Deal reforms. As Harrington said later, “I came of age at the very last moment when the philosophical preoccupations of the Great Depression were still primary.”12

Michael graduated second in his class in 1948. His father hoped that his son would follow in his footsteps and become a lawyer. The law had little appeal for Michael, who now had dreams of becoming a poet. However, he didn’t want to disappoint his parents and after being accepted to Yale Law School, he agreed to attend it for at least a year.




Road to Damascus

At Yale, Michael found his political and philosophical assumptions under assault. By the 1940s, Yale Law School was a bastion of unabashed liberalism. As Harrington recalled: “The professors were mainly liberals and my classmates, most of them returned veterans, were left liberals, Henry Wallacites, socialists and communists.”13 Harrington attempted to defend his conservatism in many debates with his classmates. He held his ground for a while, but slowly he was won over until no trace of his allegiance to the Republican Party remained.

Beyond debating with classmates, Harrington largely stayed out of politics aside from one cause: the Zionist struggle against the British Empire in Palestine. According to his own recollection: “I was Irish enough to accept without question the truth of Zionist attacks on British imperialism, and the holocaust of the European Jews seemed to me the most monstrous evil since time began.”14 Indeed, Harrington could recite the words of “Hatikva,” the Israeli national anthem, by heart.

Harrington’s Zionist sympathies were in agreement with the mainstream of New Deal liberalism. For instance, the Progressive Party candidate Henry Wallace (Franklin Roosevelt’s vice president from 1941-45) criticized Harry Truman for hesitating to arm Israel after it declared independence and for “playing politics with the lives of the people of Israel.” Harrington was very much part of the liberal consensus supporting Israel, something that he remained committed to for the remainder of his life. Despite his parents’ hopes, Harrington’s time at Yale left him even less interested in becoming a lawyer than before he began. He spent his free time in the school library reading poetry or taking weekend trips to explore the cosmopolitan atmosphere of New York City. He was determined to become a writer. He applied to and was accepted into the University of Chicago’s graduate program for English literature. Even though his parents were disappointed, they accepted Michael’s decision. In the fall of 1948, Michael moved to Chicago to chart his own path.

Unlike Holy Cross or Yale, Chicago was politically charged where many of the battles that characterized the thirties between communists, socialists, Trotskyists and liberals were still on-going. Harrington stayed away from organized politics. Instead he was drawn to the Bohemian culture of Chicago where “everyone… had a poem or play or novel in the works.”15 Among these free spirits, Harrington read voraciously to grasp ideas and their implications. Michael was so caught up in his books that the night before an important exam, he read Joseph Conrad’s Victory, which he described as “a poignant account of how man cannot hide himself from life and love” and read the whole thing that night.16 We do not know whether or not Harrington failed that particular exam, but in any event his grades did not suffer.

While Harrington soaked in the Bohemian atmosphere, his radicalism did not identify with the oppressed and exploited, but was “distinctively aesthetic and elitist…Capitalism was not so much cruel and exploitative as crass and vulgar: the bourgeoisie was hated as a boor rather than a thief.”17 Later, Michael Harrington nostalgically mourned for the aristocratic rebels of Bohemia who truly cared about ideas and passions, saying: “we were, to be sure, pampered rebels. Some of us received allowances from home that provided us with the material security to disdain the middle class. But what made us something more than just privileged and posturing youths having a fling on the edge of society was that we were really serious, even passionate, about ideas for their own sake.”18 By contrast, Harrington believed the sixties counterculture was “not a continuation of the Bohemian tradition, but a radical departure from it,” since it was truly a mass phenomenon.19

At Yale, Michael Harrington had endured the mocking and criticism of his Catholicism from his classmates, but it was only in Chicago that he had his first crisis of faith. The catalyst was that he could no longer accept that people could be condemned to hell, no matter the offense. This called his entire Jesuit worldview into question, since it was based upon an integral system “in which every thesis was intricately wired to every other thesis and each part, no matter how small, was therefore indispensable.”20 When Harrington graduated in 1949 with his MA, he not only lacked his religious belief, but was unsure about his future plans. He had vague ideas about settling in New York City as a poet, but until then he returned home to St. Louis. It was an awkward time since he kept his parents in the dark about his break with the Church. While there, Michael took a job as a social worker where he had a sudden moment of realization like Paul on the Road to Damascus:


In my case, my convictions began to become deadly serious one day in the fall of 1949. I needed money so I could stake myself to go to New York and write poetry. Without any idealistic thought on my part, and through the influence of a cousin and ward leader, I was given a job in the Pupil Welfare Department of the Saint Louis Public Schools. I was assigned to the Madison School, located in an Arkansas sharecropper district down near the river, not far from a “Hooverville,” one of those colonies of driftwood and tincan shacks that had survived from the Depression. One rainy day I went into an old, decaying building. The cooking smells and the stench from the broken, stopped-up toilets and the murmurous cranky sound of the people were a revelation. It was my moment on the road to Damascus. Suddenly the abstract and statistical and aesthetic outrages I had reacted to at Yale and Chicago became real and personal and insistent. A few hours later, riding the Grand Avenue streetcar, I realized that somehow I must spend the rest of my life trying to obliterate that kind of house and to work with the people who lived there.21



It remains an open question if those events transpired exactly as Harrington recalled. Still, it would be months before Michael would translate his affirmation to fight poverty into something beyond an abstract vow. For the moment, he decided to finally reject his parents’ plans that he pursue a doctorate. In December 1949, Harrington decided to move to Greenwich Village to become a writer. Bohemia still beckoned him.




Greenwich Village

More so than Chicago’s Bohemia, New York’s Greenwich Village was the center of the intellectual, political and artistic avant-garde in the United States. For Harrington and so many others, Greenwich Village represented a chance to escape the “routine of the nine-to-five, to find a space in which to think, perhaps just to dribble away a life.”22 Since the beginning of the twentieth century, those who frequented Greenwich Village represented a veritable honor roll of American communism and anarchism including Emma Goldman, John Reed, Max Eastman and Big Bill Haywood. Artists and cultural innovators found their way to the Village too such as the dancer Isadora Duncan, writers William Faulkner and Norman Mailer, the playwright Eugene O’Neill and the poet Dylan Thomas. By the time Harrington arrived in late 1949, Greenwich Village possessed not only hubs of political radicals, free-thinkers, artists and intellectuals, but a lively club scene too.

Michael’s first priority was to find some means of support. He worked a number of jobs such as writing for the Columbia Encyclopedia, apprenticing at Life magazine (making the large sum of $90 a week), and employment as a soda jerk and as a machine operator.23 The machine shop was owned by socialist friends and Harrington recalled “bosses and the workers discussed the Russian Revolution at lunch break.”24 Michael’s refusal to work a normal nine-to-five job meant that he had a lot of down time. During the day, he spent his free time writing poetry while his nights were spent absorbing politics, culture and drinking lots of alcohol at taverns such as the White Horse.

Ever the Jesuit, Harrington saw himself as part of the Bohemian elite. Whereas the great majority of people were kept in “cultural darkness,” Harrington described the atmosphere of Greenwich Village as “an outcast minority of aesthetic aristocrats even when some of them were starving. One of the virtues of that cruel necessity was that the Bohemian scale was intimate.”25 Later in life, Harrington lamented the uninhibited and confused mass radicalism of the sixties that destroyed the individualism and upper-class rebels of Greenwich Village. He was revolted at the mass elements of the later counterculture, saying in disgust that “it is something else again when hundreds of people gather at a Woodstock Festival to listen to highly commercialized and collectivized rites of liberation.”26 While Harrington freely admitted that Bohemia – like the counterculture – had its phoniness, he hastened to add that “our phoniness had high standards. We postured about the first rate, about Proust and Joyce and Kafka, the later Beethoven quartets and Balanchine choreography, Marx and Lenin. So there was always the possibility that the sophisticated inanities could become serious and substantial, that one would hear or say a truth or even be incited to create. The proof is in the production.”27 For Harrington, mass society destroyed all that was good and noble in Bohemia by replacing it with nihilistic mediocrity.

While Harrington reveled at being among Greenwich Village’s cultural elect, he still agonized over his career and future. His job at Life magazine provided a decent income, but he found the corporate environment alienating and deadening: “All of those trite statements about ‘selling your soul’ and the enervating effect of work for Life are true.”28 He desperately looked for other work. He applied without success to a position at the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker social organization. As a result, he neglected his poetry and sunk into a spiritual crisis.

Harrington’s moment of crisis came just as the Cold War turned hot with the outbreak of the Korean War. On June 25, the war began as soldiers of the Korean People’s Army crossed the 38th parallel dividing North and South to begin their march to Seoul. Within days, General Douglass MacArthur, Supreme Commander of United States Far Eastern Command, organized an expeditionary force to meet the North Koreans in battle. On July 7, the United Nations Security Council approved American-led action on the Korean peninsula. It appeared that the outbreak of World War III was at hand.

Shortly after the war began, Harrington received a draft notice. This further compounded his spiritual crisis. He volunteered for the Army Medical Reserve. He was a convinced pacifist and unwilling to bear arms. Michael could not register as a conscientious objector because that was only available for religious believers. He faced the prospect of prison for refusing the draft. His family in St. Louis were opposed to his stand, but Harrington held his ground. He waited anxiously for orders to be sent to Korea, which he intended to refuse.

His orders never came. As Harrington recalled: “Some bureaucrat in the Pentagon thereupon changed my life. He decided that the federal reserves would not be called upon, so in January 1951, I transferred to the New York unit.”29 Even though he was not sent to Korea, he had to attend military drills as a member of the reserve. During active duty training in the summer of 1951, he was sent to the infantry. Earlier, Harrington had explained his pacifism to his superiors and was assured that he would not have to bear arms. An army captain chewed him out and Michael expected to be sent to the stockade. Instead, he was returned to the medics. Eventually, Harrington resigned his position, but the army refused to let him go. Finally in 1953, when his original term of enlistment expired, Michael Harrington was released from the army with an honorable discharge.30




The Wager

While dealing with the prospect of fighting in a war he didn’t believe in, Michael Harrington’s spiritual crisis finally came to a head. In February 1951, he made a conscious choice to return to the Catholic Church:


But then, after two years of indecisive apostasy, I read myself back into the Church. Both of my mentors in that reconversion were the authors of forbidden books, Blaise Pascal and Søren Kierkegaard. One night while reading the Pensées after a long immersion in Kierkegaard, I decided in a most unjesuitical fashion to return to Catholicism. I no longer felt that I could prove my faith, but now I was willing to make a wager, a doubting and even desperate wager, on it: Credo quia absurdam. I believe because it is absurd.31



The following day, after giving confession in a local church, Michael walked into the offices of the Catholic Worker to put his new-found faith into practice.

The Catholic Worker Movement was one of the most vibrant expressions of left-wing Catholicism in the United States. As Harrington said, “it was as far Left as you could go within the Church.”32 The Catholic Worker Movement was founded by the charismatic Dorothy Day in 1933, whom Harrington described as “a saint, which means, among many other things, that she was utterly human, complex, inconsistent.”33 Day was born into a Brooklyn middle-class family in 1897 and was attracted to both Christianity and revolutionary politics. At first, Day’s commitment to the red flag outweighed her devotion to the cross. In the mid-1910s, Day joined the Socialist Party and worked on leftist journals such as the Call, Masses, and the Liberator, where she made the acquaintance of revolutionary luminaries such as Max Eastman and Mike Gold.

Day converted to Catholicism in 1927 after a failed marriage and an abortion that she called “the great tragedy of her life.”34 Despite taking communion, she remained very much a radical and wanted the Church to take an active role in helping the poor. In December 1932, Day witnessed communist-led hunger marches in Washington DC and was saddened that the Catholic Church was nowhere to be found: “I could write, I could protest, to arouse the conscience, but where was the Catholic leadership in the gathering of bands of men and women together, for the actual works of mercy that the comrades had always made part of their technique in reaching the workers?”35

The following year, Day met the eccentric French immigrant Peter Maurin, who shared her vision of social Catholicism. Maurin’s ideal of social justice was deeply inspired by Pope Leo XIII’s encyclicals and the example of St. Francis of Assisi. Together, the two kindred spirits began the Catholic Worker Movement to improve the lives of the poor and “live in accordance with the justice and charity of Jesus Christ.”36 According to Harrington, “The core of The Catholic Worker, then and now, was a commitment to the ‘corporal works of mercy,’ like feeding and clothing and sheltering the poor in ‘houses of hospitality’ around the country.”37

By the time Harrington joined the Catholic Worker, the movement had fallen on hard times. During the Korean War, Day’s absolute pacifism appeared to many Catholics such as Cardinal Spellman as dangerously subversive and a step removed from communism. Still, the Catholic Worker never pushed the boundaries of what the Church accepted as permissible too far. As Harrington noted: “For Dorothy, and the rest of us, were Catholics, however politically radical we might be.”38

The Catholic Worker Movement was something that a young idealist like Michael Harrington could eagerly throw himself into.39 He worked at the soup kitchens and wrote for the Catholic Worker on subjects such as book reviews, labor struggles, repression in Spain and poverty in America. He also had an opportunity to put his antiwar beliefs into action for the first time. The Catholic Worker braved the pervasive atmosphere of McCarthyism and the stigma of being labeled “subversive” to protest the Korean War. At a demonstration to mark the first anniversary of the Korean War on June 25, 1951, a “motley little band” in Central Park composed of the Catholic Worker, War Resisters League and the Fellowship of Reconciliation came out against the war, where they were met with violence. It was at this demonstration that Michael Harrington met Dave Dillinger and Bayard Rustin (the latter would later be a close collaborator in the civil rights movement and the Socialist Party).40

Michael was something of a misfit among the faithful of the Catholic Worker. One volunteer, Betty Bartelme, remembered him as “not the favorite of the people who came in off the street. They were not taken with Mike. I think that’s because he didn’t really understand them. He was sympathetic towards them, but he really didn’t communicate with them.”41 Harrington’s upper-class attitudes remained, and he despised the asceticism of the Catholic Worker:


Even when I was a Catholic worker, I hated the lousy food, the bedbugs, the smells – poverty actually stinks, did you know that? Closed off buildings, reeking with odors of food, urine…anyway, you’d have to be an absolute nut to want to live like that. I’m willing to put up with it if necessary, but I happen to like nice food, good wine…and I’ve never made any secret of it.42



Indeed, Michael did not quite live up to the Catholic Worker’s Credo of voluntary poverty. He had several hundred dollars saved up from his time at Life and could rely on his parents for funds if he needed. After a few months of abstaining from alcohol, Harrington retreated to his old habits.

Harrington also found it difficult to square being a member of the US armed forces with the pacifism of the Catholic Worker. Despite his opposition to the Korean War, Michael was viewed by many in the Catholic Worker as a hypocrite by continuing to attend drill training. Harrington describes the experience as follows: “On drill nights I felt myself an outcast. I waited until everyone was at dinner and sneaked out of the house in my uniform, the livery of my compromise. There was constant discussion of how I could be so unprincipled.”43

Whatever his misgivings or charges of hypocrisy, Michael Harrington at last felt he was living his faith. As he wrote in a letter to a friend: “this catholicism is sensational. have become insufferably religious…and have found it wonderful.”44

The Catholic Worker Movement allowed Harrington to reach a mass audience for the first time. In November 1952, he represented the Catholic Worker in a debate against a young and up-coming conservative intellectual, William F. Buckley, at the University of Vermont in Burlington. The question under discussion was, “Is Our Educational System leading us down the road to Socialism?” Harrington defended his position well and impressed Buckley, who later recalled:


[Harrington] was so much in command of his own arguments and pitch that was effective. He was a very, very good polemical slugger. In the first place, he was very quick. Secondly, he was very fluent, extremely keen in seizing the weaknesses of his opponent, whether those were analytical philosophical weaknesses, or whether or not they were exploitable in terms of the sentiments of the audience.45



It was the start of a friendly adversarial relationship between Buckley and Harrington that would continue for many decades.

Harrington’s writing also reached wider audiences. He began writing for Commonweal, a liberal Catholic journal, and contributed nearly four dozen articles by the end of the 1950s. He also had a fateful encounter with the writer Dwight Macdonald, then writing a profile on Dorothy Day for the New Yorker. Macdonald was a founder of the journal Partisan Review and an anticommunist leftist. The two hit it off almost right away and began a productive friendship (Macdonald’s review for the New Yorker of The Other America helped propel Harrington to celebrity status). Through Macdonald, Harrington entered the world of the denizens of the New York Intellectuals “who, in keeping with Bohemian tradition, rose up against the new philistines of the [Communist Party] in the name of high standards.”46 Harrington found himself quite at home among this elite crowd. It was thanks to Macdonald that Michael finally had his poetry published, only to realize that he “had no talent, or at least no genius.”47

As Harrington reached beyond the confines of the Catholic Worker, he found himself questioning the Catholic Workers’ political efficacy. For one, it:


does not have a mass base – either among the workers or the middle class…Let us plead guilty for having sometimes been arrogant toward the immediate needs of the worker. Let us plead guilty for having lost an orientation toward the working class. Let us plead guilty for having been uncompromising in a hostile fashion that alienated many. And I am quite serious. We are guilty of these.48



He was in search of a different path that would lead out of the self-imposed isolation of the Catholic Worker. His time in Chicago and New York had already exposed Harrington to the different groups on the political left, but his ideas remained unformed. In searching for new ideas, Michael began to explore Marxism. By January 1952, he was reading Marx, Lenin, Trotsky and Bertolt Brecht.49 Even though his understanding of Marxism remained superficial, he devoured the literature. Michael’s vocal interest in Marxism brought him into conflict with Dorothy Day. The two engaged in long arguments over the merits of socialism, where Day hoped to win the wayward Harrington away from godlessness. He stubbornly defended his ground.

Whether he knew it or not, Michael Harrington was looking for a leftist group to recruit him. That opportunity was not long in coming. In March 1952, in a protest at the Spanish embassy in support of imprisoned labor activists, Michael met Bogdan Denitch, a member of the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL). Denitch had an instinct for locating talent and Harrington caught his eye very quickly: “I immediately noticed this smart guy who didn’t look as flaky as the rest of the Catholic Workers, or as nutty as the anarchists.”50 Denitch gave the eager Harrington newspapers and books to read (including the anti-Stalinist novelist Victor Serge).51 Within a few weeks, Michael Harrington applied for membership of the YPSL.52 When he showed his red card to Dorothy Day, she was shocked and refused to speak to Michael for days.

Michael Harrington’s decision to join the YPSL effectively meant the end of Pascalian wager with the Catholic Church. By December 1952, he admitted that, “I no longer believed in the faith, not even by way of an existential leap.”53 Even though he would always consider himself culturally Catholic, or a “pious apostate”, and look with sympathy on moderate forces inside the Church, this time Michael Harrington’s break with both religion and God was permanent.







Chapter 2

Shachtmanite


Young People’s Socialist League

After joining the YPSL, Michael Harrington’s first problem was not how to make a revolution, but how he was going to pay the bills. A solution was not long in coming. In early 1953, he was hired as executive secretary by the Workers Defense League (WDL), which was formed in 1936 to defend union organizers. His legal training made him an ideal fit for the WDL. By the time Harrington was hired, the WDL was focused more on the civil liberties of those targeted by Joseph McCarthy’s anticommunist crusade. Over the next 18 months, Michael handled the organization’s correspondence, recorded minutes at meetings and put out the newsletter.

While the WDL was opposed to McCarthyism, it was equally opposed to the Communist Party (CPUSA). Their anticommunism stemmed from several sources. First were anticommunist union leaders and WDL board members James Carey and Charles Zimmerman. The unions they led – the Union of Electrical Workers (UE) and the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) – had a long history of fighting perceived communist control in the labor movement.1 Zimmerman was also a member of the Socialist Party of America (SPA) and his opinions aligned closely with the anticommunist views of their leader, Norman Thomas, who was also a founder of the WDL.

By the early 1950s, the SPA was a dying organization. At the height of its power in 1912, when the Socialist Party had captured 6 percent of the presidential vote on the ticket of Eugene Debs, it had counted over one hundred thousand members and its influence could be found in the labor movement and among the intelligentsia. In 1952, the SPA was reduced to a rump of only 2000 members.2 The party now served more as a retirement home for aged radicals who reminisced about their glory days. The YPSL, the party’s youth wing, had only 134 members nationwide in 1952. They recruited just 62 that year, counting Michael Harrington among their number.3

Under the impact of the Cold War, the Socialist Party accepted the reigning anticommunist imperative to militarily resist totalitarianism. Norman Thomas, long known as a pacifist, abandoned that position in 1948 when he wrote a letter to President Harry Truman expressing support for his hard line against the Soviets.4 That same year, Thomas went even further and supported the creation of NATO to counter the Soviet threat to Western Europe. In 1950, the Socialist Party’s National Action Committee voted unanimously to support the US in the Korean War, viewing it as an “international police action” under the auspices of the United Nations to hold back communist aggression.5 Thomas was also a supporter of the American Congress of Cultural Freedom (ACCF), an advocacy group formed in 1950 composed of left-wing anticommunist intellectuals to uphold intellectual freedom against communism. Unbeknownst to most members of the Congress of Cultural Freedom, including Dwight Macdonald, the organization was generously funded by the CIA. Thomas himself knew the source of funds and when money was short, he personally phoned CIA director Allen Dulles to plead for more cash.6

Almost immediately after joining the YPSL, Michael Harrington found himself in opposition to the Socialist Party’s open support for the Korean War. Harrington’s antiwar sentiment was shared by many in the YPSL, notably Bogdan Denitch. It was in leading the charge against the Socialist Party’s pro-war position that Michael first learned to play dirty in the world of politics. In the rough and tumble world of internal party battles, Harrington worked closely with Denitch. Denitch played the role of “bad cop” by delivering provocative and uncompromising speeches, while Michael played the part of “good cop” by offering a more compromising tone to win over potential allies. As Denitch later recalled: “Mike was very much of a party-building type, which is something that people who write about Saint Michael will not tell you.”7

Bogdan Denitch was more than Michael Harrington’s comrade-in-arms in inner-party feuds, he was also a fervent supporter of Max Shachtman’s Independent Socialist League (ISL). To Norman Thomas, the ISL was a “totalitarian” organization, whose worldview was fundamentally at odds with democratic socialism. As a result, collaboration between the Socialist Party and the ISL was strictly forbidden. Since Denitch and the ISL were opposed to the Korean War, Michael ignored the Socialist Party’s warnings. He continued to work closely with Denitch and began working with the ISL to sponsor events. Relations between the YPSL and SPA reached their nadir in April 1953, when the former called for a Young Socialist Unity Conference, sending out invitations to Max Shachtman and other prominent figures in the ISL. In a further rebuke to Thomas, both Denitch and Harrington were elected to leadership positions in the YPSL. Thomas flew into a rage, demanding that the Socialist Party formally condemn Harrington and Denitch for their association with Shachtman: “He is a modified Trotskyist and our trouble with Trotskyists, Shachtman among them, is a matter of history. I think it is a very serious matter when our youth section shows such decided Trotskyist sympathy.”8

The Socialist Party presented an ultimatum to the YPSL by cutting off all financial support and called upon them to cease all collaboration with the ISL. They refused. Instead, Harrington and Denitch polled all YPSL members in good standing – all 63 of them – about whether they should stay affiliated to the Socialist Party. In August, 39 YPSL members voted to formally cut ties with the Socialist Party. In February 1954, YPSL fused with the Shachtmanites and formed the Young Socialist League (YSL) with a total membership of 83.9 Harrington and Denitch were awarded the prominent positions of co-editors of the YSL’s “Young Socialist Challenge,” that was a weekly insert in the ISL’s paper Labor Action. Harrington later wrote of these early years of the YSL: “Our Marxist sophistication stood in reverse ratio to any possibility of changing the world… Indeed, our isolation may have been an advantage. Little sects, Marx had once remarked, are only justified in times when there is no mass working-class movement of the Left, but under such circumstances they play a necessary role.”10 Despite the YSL’s small members, Michael Harrington was optimistic that they would lead the forthcoming socialist revolution.
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