" THE MAKING OF A SOCIAL DEVDCRAT

© by Paul Feldman
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" The topic I was assigned on the original program was "The History of American -
Socialism." That topic's too heavy for me; 1'ma lightweight. On the latest
program the topic has been changed to "An Evening on American Socialism."
That's still too heavy ameal for me. What I'mhere to offer you isasnack on -
the Social Democrats; USA. =~ . . : - -

. 1'11 discuss the social ~de‘rrbvcxfa’f‘i;qnbvenént’ s birth pangs, traumas and
maturation to its present stage: what.I call the pre-~teens or early adolescent
period. ‘This, as you know, can be a very tumul tuous and eritical period in any

or org ation's development S, itgge,_mu:cgn move forward to

-adultt ¥ you cah regFess baek *fo ol 1dldod. Of ten adolescents move both
ways at the same time. Sometimes we're not sure which way we're going. But I
feel optimistic, particularly about our youth organization and many of the
people in it.. - _ o : ;

I'm going to talk to you about the birth of ‘the Social Democrats from
my own experience of: that development, fromthe vantage point of one of the SD's
‘earliest vietims: me. I'm going to talk to you a little about the founding
generation of Secial Democrats, USA, my peers, and a lot about the old Socialist
Party, because that'swhere it all began. I'11 talk a lot about my peers. Some
of themyou'11 know, some of :themyou won't:. Some of the‘incidents you' 11 know,
some of them you'll f,i?n%.;gut about. - I e A '
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" I'mgoing to tell you about your ancestors.: Some of themare getting
to be ancient ancestors. I'mgoing to tell you about same of our movement's
mistakes and blemiishes as well as our shiningmoments and great accomplishments;
we have both. 1'l1 tell you both sides of the story for two reasons. Those of
you who already are social democrats and a part of our political family have a
right to know about the skeletons in the closet, the mad uncles and aunts, as
well as the saints and heroes; the imbeciles and, if I can use the word, ass-
holes, as-well as the brilliant leaders and pathfinders. 1 hope these stories
will make you feel more a part of the family. After I relate same of these
stories, some of you who don't have strong stomachs may leave the organization.
But I have confidence most of youwon't. Those of you who are not yet a part of
our family I hope will want to join it. - As well as being an organization of
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human beings with faults and good qualities as all humen beings have, our move~
'ment, 1 believe, has a great tradition and deep democratic principles, much
deeper thanmost organizations, besides the labor movement, of which 1'vebeena
member . R T L

_ The second reason I will be telling you these stories is that I don't
want, you to repeat the errors of my generation of socialists and social
demoerats. After all, if you repeat our errors, they will not be unique
deviations on the path of social democracy, but stupidpolitical blunders. You
have 'to meke your own unique errors, not ours, or we will get resentful.

 Before 1 tell you my sad story, let me tell ‘you what the social
democrat ic movement can make ‘out of you. The SDUSA can make a skinny, ascetlc—' |
looking Catholic boy an assistant to the head of the AFL-CIO. The SDUSA can

make & skinny Brooklyn girl froma working class background wi th a great desire

to escape ‘inft.of}Englii,shjli_terature“?i"nto the director of what is probably the -

largest teachers' organization in the’ world. The SD can meke a chubbier

Brooklyn girl into a COPE director of the American Federation of Teachers. The
SD can meke a f1

ling black musieian into the direetor of the largest andmost

bl _org tion inAmerica. The SD canmake a young: descen=
1liam Penn, who is seeking to recapture some of the earlier greatness -
and virtue of the America in which his family played a part, into the producer
of Ben Wattenberg's TV series and a scourge ‘of the guthoritarian Left's immoral

minority. ‘The SDUSA can take another eréct, moralistic and steadfast youth
whose pareiits are ranchers in Colorado, and turn him into a top national COPE
potivist. The SD ean take a young lady whose father was a judge on Long Island,
and send her out into the hinterlands of Ohio as an AFL-CIO staff represen-
tative, and we don't see her that much anymore. The SDUSA can even make a young
Jewish boy from Brooklyn with more than his share of hostility looking for &
constructive outlet fiito a public relations person -- or, asny enemies call me,
a hatchet men -- for the Steelworkers. . : ‘

_ Yeé-, ‘the "s_o',('i:ié.‘:l-l.ﬁmcratic nbvelmnt can perform countless human
miracles, many of which I don't have time to describe here. It ‘can also make
you a burnout, a kook or a political snob. :

After the Young People's Socialist League collapsed, we built the
Soeial Democrats. The first three national secretaries of the.Young Social
Democtats disappeared. I mean, in the middle of their tenure they just up and
left. My cousin Eliot was one of them; he left and wouldn'it speak tome again
for ten years. But then he got over it. These are some of the sacrifices

people made: Most of them have come back and they're right back around the
movement. But, as turnover alone indicates, this was a very difficult time.






