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Inside this Bulletin 
This is the sixth pre-convention bulletin to be published in 
preparation for the ISO’s 2014 National Convention, which 
will be held in Chicago on February 15-17. (Please note that 
these dates are the Saturday, Sunday and Monday of 
Presidents’ Day weekend, which will hopefully make it 
easier for delegates who have Monday off from school or 
work.)  

The national convention is the organization’s highest 
decision-making body. It is our main opportunity to 
generalize the experience of local branches across the whole 
organization, review and assess the ISO’s work over the 
past year and map out our tasks for the coming year. The 
convention also elects the ISO’s national leadership bodies. 

Convention delegates are elected by local branches at a ratio 
of one delegate for the first five dues-paying members, and 
one delegate for every eight dues-paying members 
thereafter. 

The convention is open only to delegates and invited guests, 
subject to approval by the steering committee. This is why 
the pre-convention discussion period is so important—it 
lays the basis for the discussion at the convention and gives 
all members an opportunity to contribute to it. 

Every member should be involved in the pre-convention 

discussions that will take place in the coming weeks in 
order to ensure the fullest and most democratic debate 
possible. Branches should begin discussions of documents 
and debates beginning with this first bulletin. We will 
produce as many bulletins as needed as other documents are 
received. 

All members who are in good standing are invited to 
contribute documents and/or resolutions to the pre-
convention discussion bulletins. Please try to keep your 
contribution to 2,000 words or less. We can make 
exceptions to this rule for documents on major political 
issues, but experience has shown that comrades are far less 
likely to read a longer document than a shorter one on most 
subjects. So the shorter your document is—and the sooner it 
arrives—the more likely it will be read and considered by 
the largest number of members. 

Your branch can choose to hold pre-convention discussions 
at branch meetings or as events separate from branch 
meetings. Please be sure, however, to limit all pre-
convention discussions (and documents) ONLY TO 
DUES-PAYING MEMBERS OF THE ISO. If you 
believe that close contacts will benefit from the pre-
convention discussion, then encourage them to join the ISO 
and take part! 
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If you are planning on submitting a document and/or 
resolution, please send notification to 
bulletin@internationasocialist.org so we can plan bulletin 

production. Documents themselves can be submitted to the 
same address. 

Thanks! 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Beyond “white skin privilege” 
Note: This document assumes a basic knowledge of the 
ISO’s positions on the questions of race and class and 
identity politics. Comrades new to the organization or this 
topic may want to check out relevant chapters in Ahmed 
Shawki’s Black Liberation and Socialism and Sharon 
Smith’s Subterranean Fire, various articles in past issues of 
the ISR, as well as talks from past Socialism conferences. 

Also, ISR (#56) with Sharon Smith’s article on “The 
Politics of Identity” came out as I was finishing up this 
document. The important distinction that she makes between 
personal identity and identity politics is completely in sync 
with the kind of argument I am making here about the 
theoretical flexibility of Marxism. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

In this document I suggest that the argument we regularly 
use to debunk racial identity politics – “There is no white 
skin privilege” – ought to be scrapped.  

Though it carries a certain rhetorical flair, the formulation is 
far too simplistic in explaining how race and class really 
work in our society. “There is no white skin privilege,” in 
fact, can actually distract us from our real goal: establishing 
the Marxist idea of the common material interests of 
workers across racial lines. 

In our context in the US, I can see why this argument has 
become so important over time. 

Undoubtedly, as our talks, articles, and books, especially 
over the past few years, have convincingly shown, the idea 
of “white skin privilege” (WSP) is not just a “common-
sense idea” that caught on, but the product of a post-1960s 
academic and political left that rejected the idea that 
members of the working class have common material 
interests. 

Undoubtedly, in the political climate of today, with its deep 
pessimism about multi-racial organizing, “there is no WSP” 
hits you like a thunder-clap, unequivocally asserting the 
interest of ordinary white folks in fighting racism, not 
maintaining it. 

Undoubtedly, one cannot build a Marxist organization in the 
US without firmly challenging the notion that all white folks 
have an interest in maintaining racism or that all non-white 
folks, by virtue of facing racial oppression, have common 
interests amongst themselves.  

But the all-or-nothing approach of “there is no WSP” 
throws the baby out with the bathwater.  

While it is ridiculous to say that all whites in a racist 
society—from billionaires to workers and the poor—have 
privilege grafted into their skin and are equally complicit in 
racial hierarchies, it is also makes no sense, in my view, to 
suggest that racism does not offer any benefits or privileges 
to members of the majority race. (I’m not going to split 
hairs between “privilege” and “benefit” and will use them 
interchangeably here.) 

The argument 

Most of you have probably been in debates about WSP in 
which one side argues that racism benefits whites and the 
ISO argues that it does not. I’m not going to rehearse those 
discussions here. Frankly, I don’t even know how to do it 
anymore, as it seems so obvious to me that racism has not 
only a target but an intended beneficiary: members of the 
majority race.  

Instead, this document tries to investigate: (1) why we are 
so insistent in denying any and all privileges that members 
of the majority race might receive from racism, and (2) what 
the implications of this are in terms of a historical and 
political understanding of the impact of racism on white 
identity formation and consciousness in the US.  

In terms of the first question, I suggest that it comes down 
to whether we acknowledge a difference between “material 
interest” in the Marxist sense and less precise terms like 
“privilege” or “benefit.” “There is no WSP” basically 
implies that acknowledging any degree of white privilege 
leads down a slippery slope, at the end of which is the 
rejection of Marxism. 

However, we don’t need to deny every single bit of 
privilege that might accrue to whites under racism in order 
to establish the material interest that white workers have in 
combating racism.  

Marxism has the tools and flexibility to explain that even if 
an individual white worker might, in some specific 
circumstances, gain privileges over a non-white worker in a 
racist society—whether these privileges be psychological (a 
false superiority complex) or even economic (getting a job 
over someone else)—racism and the structures that uphold 
it are detrimental to that worker’s larger class interests. 

In terms of the second issue, the understanding of white 
identity formation, I argue that the logic of “there is no 
WSP” ends up minimizing the fact that racism impacts and 
shapes whites as well as non-whites. Racism is directly 
oppressive towards non-whites, but one of the main reasons 
of its entire existence is to dampen class consciousness 
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among white workers and the poor by constructing a false 
community of “whiteness.”  

Freed from the either/or thinking of “there is a WSP” and 
“there is no WSP,” we can develop a better appreciation for 
how racism and “whiteness” have been used, historically, to 
whip down both whites and non-whites.  

“Material interest” versus “privilege” or “benefit” 

First of all, it seems to me that what Marxists mean by the 
“material interest” of a class is very different from the 
“privilege” or “benefit” that any single individual or group 
might actually get, or might think it gets, from capitalism. 
Neither the anti-Marxist theorists of WSP nor the ISO’s 
absolute rejection of notions of benefit gives enough 
credibility to this important distinction. For the anti-
Marxists, every single instance of privilege or benefit is 
turned into “proof” of white workers’ complicity with 
racism. But in rejecting this, the argument that “there is no 
WSP” also conflates random benefits with material interest. 

As I understand it, the material interests of a class—whether 
capitalists or workers—lie in the events and actions that aid 
the ability of that class to run society. For capitalists, their 
material interest lies in anything that helps them turn every 
possible natural and human resource into a vehicle for 
profit. For workers, our material interests lie in unifying 
ourselves into a force that can resist this onslaught, win 
gains, and organize production around human need.  

But the whole point is that these material interests are not 
always visible to us—even when we feel their effects in a 
real way. If they were, we wouldn’t need socialist 
organization; as one comrade put it recently, we could just 
sit back and read about the revolution in the paper. 

On the workers’ side, as comrades well know, divisions of 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, nationality, and religion, 
perpetrated by ruling classes over centuries, obscure our 
common interests. We identify ourselves as either 
individuals or members of separate groups, even this means 
going against members of our own class. We define our 
own immediate benefit (or what looks like it) as being in 
our interest, period. 

(By the way, capitalists too fall into such divisions. Are 
exorbitant health-care costs really in the interests of 
capitalists as a whole, or do they benefit health-industry 
bosses at the expense of profit-making in the system as a 
whole?) 

But beyond the question of ideology and mixed 
consciousness, it seems to me that something more tangible 
than ideas holds workers back from solidarity. “Divide-and-
conquer” only works because the favored party gets 
something real from that division.  

Suppose, for instance, a contract runs out at a workplace 
and management puts a rotten offer on the table. There is no 
question that unity among different groups of workers at a 
given workplace—between part-timers, new hires, and 

those about to retire—is crucial in furthering the material 
interests of the workers as a whole.  

But it is also true that these different groups of workers are 
probably taking very different risks when they fight for a 
better contract. For a worker in their final contract battle, for 
instance, the size of this particular contract will literally 
determine what the rest of their life looks like—and 
management will exploit this division. Militants arguing for 
class solidarity are right to do so, but must recognize that 
some workers might be sacrificing more for this solidarity 
than others. 

In order to forge a unity around common interests, in other 
words, we need to move past the ideological and actual 
pulls created by a system designed to divide us. Arguing for 
that larger and deeper unity—for acting according to our 
material interests—does not mean denying the reality of 
what needs to be overcome.  

Rather, we need to acknowledge the fact that capitalism 
throws us some crumbs in the effort to keep us in our place, 
and that these crumbs are often quite effective in dampening 
the growth of political consciousness, even as we try to 
organize a resistance that demands a whole lot more. 

Benefits of “whiteness” 

Racism, I contend, is not only a system that discriminates 
against non-whites, but also one that gives various 
incentives to whites in order to subjugate them more 
effectively. 

In order to obfuscate the real relations of production, the 
ruling class offers whites entry into a cross-class racial 
community of “whiteness” that is allegedly superior to all 
other races. Since the days of colonialism and slavery, the 
association of “white” with normalcy, rationality, 
civilization, and beauty has done much to consolidate the 
power of the ruling class.  

How does racism try to lull white workers into compliance 
with capitalism? 

Comrades seem to agree, more or less, with W.E.B. Du 
Bois’ understanding that racism offers a “psychological 
wage” to white workers. This completely jives with the 
Marxist idea of false consciousness—a consciousness that 
misrecognizes class interests. 

In my view, this is one of the main ways in which racism 
works to benefit members of the dominant race. In a world 
of alienation, it’s easy to see why it can be nice to feel part 
of the mainstream, to feel normal—even when the vast 
majority of white people are, in actually, oppressed and 
exploited by capitalism and victimized by its wars. 

But I also see another layer of benefits that the majority race 
gets from racism. As the usual beneficiaries of racial 
discrimination in housing, employment, education, etc., 
whites as a group gain a relative advantage on the economic 
realm, reflected in the great racial disparity in living 
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standards. 

Comrades will argue, correctly, that when racism is 
victorious everyone’s living standards and wages go down. 
Our various books and articles cite ample evidence of this. 
Let’s take the statistic that in the racialized, non-union 
South, the fragmentation of the working class by race means 
that white workers there make less than Black workers in 
the North. In other words, even in the immediate sense, 
fighting racism is in the material interests of both white and 
non-white workers. 

Such examples assert the immediate and long-term need for 
solidarity but do not really answer the question about the 
economic benefits that, in this case, southern white workers 
get from racism. Even though their overall wages go down 
because of weak class consciousness, their wages and 
livelihood relative to non-whites around them remain 
higher. This advantage, in perception and reality, is a direct 
result of discrimination. 

The example shows, in other words, not that workers have a 
common material interest in fighting racism because whites 
do not benefit at all from racism, but that workers have a 
common interest despite the fact that racism gives some 
psychological and even economic benefits at times, to 
whites. 

Rejecting the crumbs 

Acknowledging that racism does give some benefits to 
whites from a Marxist perspective leads to very different 
conclusions than the WSP theorists. Rather than some grand 
conclusion about how white workers have a material 
interest in maintaining racism, we can understand that the 
benefits of “whiteness” are like crumbs thrown to distract 
people from their real aims. 

For instance: 

(1) These benefits occur in very random, selective, 
and limited ways, because white workers do not take a 
holiday from their class oppression or their gender or their 
sexual oppression while they’re off being white people. 

The same white worker who gets preference in housing may 
get absolutely no preference when his boss raises health-
care co-pays. The same white worker who may be able to 
hail a cab that has passed by many non-whites may face 
sexism or homophobia the very next instant.  

(2) Sometimes, especially for radicals and the poor, 
whiteness does not matter one iota. 

Anti-racist whites are often persecuted as traitors: think of 
the murder of white civil rights workers in Mississippi in 
the 1960s. Likewise, disgusting and deeply racialized terms 
like “white trash” for whites who are indigent are used 
without a blink by a supposedly enlightened media. 

(3) Benefits and privileges are multiple and 
contradictory, and do not correspond to any easy 

white/Black scenario in which one benefits and one does 
not.  

The same African-American discriminated against in terms 
of the criminal justice system becomes a privileged subject 
in relation to an Arab or “Arab-looking” man when he gets 
to airport security. The same South Asian person heralded 
by the mayor as an example of a “model minority”—a term 
that developed historically in order to cement divisions 
between Black and Brown—can have his turban pulled by 
Black and white Americans at a public event (a recent event 
in my city). Situations for folks who are biracial or members 
of multi-racial or multi-lingual couples and families 
manifest new and different complexities. 

From a Marxist perspective, therefore, any 
acknowledgement of benefits from racism (and other 
oppressions) needs to be sharply tempered by the 
understanding that no aspect of identity exists in isolation, 
in some sort of static state. Rather, our identities are 
enmeshed in larger structures of capitalism. 

Ultimately, whatever real or imagined crumbs are thrown to 
an individual due to racist preferences, the lion’s share of 
the benefit of racism goes to the system of capitalism itself 
and to weaken the position of that individual and those of 
his or her class. 

You’ve heard the adage, perhaps, that a cage of gold bars 
may be much more beautiful than a cage of iron bars, but it 
remains a cage. This is how I regard the so-called 
“privileges” of whiteness as far as ordinary whites are 
concerned. Gold and iron are not the same. But recognizing 
the gold doesn’t mean we pretend it’s not a cage. 

“White” is also a race 

Let me turn now to the ways in which rejecting the “there is 
no WSP” way of thinking opens up new historical 
perspectives on race, allowing Marxists to take on liberal 
and postmodern positions. 

“There is no WSP” makes it sound like ordinary whites 
have no relation to systems of racism: all privileges are 
perceptions, and while non-white people are “specially 
oppressed,” whites are just a blank slate on the issue of race 
(unless they are part of the capitalist class, in which case 
they do benefit from racism.) 

But “white” is also a race, and whites, including ordinary 
whites, are also products of racial politics under capitalism. 

The construction of a cultural ideal of “whiteness” is part of 
the story of how the ruling class has ideologically and 
practically consolidated its economic and political 
dominance, especially since the 19th century. Racist 
ideology was crucial to rationalizing and propagating 
slavery and colonialism; the privileging of “whiteness” was 
and has been an important aspect of this framework.  

People are familiar with the idea, I’m sure, that race itself is 
a social and historical construct. Defining someone as 
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“Black,” for instance, has a lot more to do how we have 
historically come to think about “Black” than anything 
embedded in the physical bodies. Genetically speaking, in 
terms of skin color, facial features, hair, etc., the difference 
between human being classified as part of different “races” 
is incredibly minimal.  

The ruling class used science, the pulpit, law courts, and 
whips and chains in order to systematize and cement these 
minor distinctions as natural, as if they corresponded to 
differences in the real world. This happened most cogently 
between the 17th and 19th centuries, as people from around 
the globe were increasingly coming into “contact” with one 
another for the first time, through conquest, war, and trade. 
With such racial categories in place, one could now talk 
about people as if they were completely different, because 
they belonged to different races. 

And so, “white” is not some mystical, raceless category, but 
was dialectically linked to the construction of “Black,” 
“Brown, “etc. in the midst of ruling class consolidation, 
nationally and internationally. Through “whiteness”—the 
idea that all white people had a common interest—ruling 
elites in the US (as everywhere) attempted to unite a group 
of people who were otherwise divided by class, country, 
location, etc. in the service of empire and colonialism 
abroad, and against ex-slaves and immigrants at home. 

Example: Kipling and “The White Man’s Burden” 

It’s not a coincidence, for instance, that Rudyard Kipling 
coined the phrase “The White Man’s Burden” in an 1899 
poem, written during the period of the Spanish American 
war. Kipling, an Englishman, racialized the project of 
empire, telling often reluctant Americans that it was their 
racial duty to enter the global fight for empire.  

But Kipling was not simply preaching to the choir: he was 
making an argument in the middle of a whole variety of 
arguments for and against American imperialism. See 
www.boondocksnet.com to get a sense of how Kipling’s 
popularization of the term “white man’s burden” was not a 
done deal but a fight waged on behalf of the ruling class.  

An 1899 editorial in The Amsterdam News in Harlem, for 
instance, argued that the “white man’s burden” only means 
more oppression for non-white folks. The Anti Imperialist 
League (which included Mark Twain) united with Filipino 
nationalists to write articles on how “The Filipinos will Not 
‘Take Up the White Man’s Burden’,” citing and subverting 
the poem. 

Example: The Irish in the US 

Books like Noel Ignatiev’s How the Irish Became White 
have any number of theoretical problems, and rely on 
theories of race that are diametrically opposed to Marxist 
ones.  

But Ignatiev does draw out a history of ideas and their 
development that is important, that the rhetoric of 
“whiteness” allowed capitalists to divide Irish immigrants—

themselves the victims of racism and largely considered not 
being white in the past—from recently-freed Blacks who 
were migrating to the north during the Civil War period.  

At the bottom of the economic ladder, Irish immigrants and 
Black migrants were made to fight over the same jobs. As 
his title indicates, Ignatiev draws out that the fact that the 
Irish became considered as “white” only as the result of a 
historical process, as the product of struggle within Irish 
communities between those who wanted to play along with 
racist tactics and those that saw Blacks as natural allies. 

The result was not pre-ordained. Many Irish republicans, 
fresh from struggles for freedom from the British Empire, 
fought segregation. But they could not ultimately combat 
the forces of reaction that unleashed anti-Black rioting and 
violence.  

Attacked by anti-immigrant sentiment in a context of anti-
Black sentiment, the Irish were pushed and pulled towards 
“whiteness.” This happened not in a vacuum but in the same 
period that saw the establishment of post-Civil War 
segregation for Blacks. 

The main problem with Ignatiev’s book is that he makes the 
inclusion into “whiteness” a matter of subjective choice. 
This is the same liberal discourse that we get when whites 
are exhorted to “cast off” their privilege. We have to see 
“whiteness,” instead, as part and parcel of the structural 
racism that is built into a system that effectively uses race as 
one of the primary means of dividing the US working class. 

“Whiteness” today 

With the rise of identity politics after the 1960s in the US, 
the fight against racism meant positioning non-whites 
against whites, confusing the issue. People of color who 
“acted white” were disparaged by “their own” people with 
terms like “oreo,” “coconut,” etc. (brown on the outside, 
white on the inside). When I went to college, the Asian 
American Society plastered campus with flyers asking 
“What Does it Feel Like to Be a Banana?” (“Coconut,” the 
South-Asian American’s preferred symbol of shame, was 
voted down, driving yet another hole through the category 
of “Asian-American”).  

Martin Luther King, Jr. gives a concrete example of the 
effect of “whiteness” propaganda on nonwhites, especially 
children, in the middle of one of the most riveting passages 
of “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” He gives important 
weight to the ways in which “whiteness” and the cultural 
oppression it represents can be crucial to radicalizing folks 
towards activism. It’s significant that King gives such 
cultural alienation great importance in a list that begins with 
the physical violence of lynching, murder, and police 
brutality. 

Dividing workers from one another, keeping us at each 
other’s throats, as if we’re a separate species, using us to 
drive all of our lives downwards—this is how the ideology 
of “whiteness” seeks to serve the ruling class.  
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This hurts all of us. If “whiteness” is synonymous with 
being rich and elite and “beautiful,” then very few of us are 
white. It’s a cultural idea—developed through incessant 
repetition through media and present in today’s racism—
that works within the larger set of ruling class ideas in 
society. 

Conclusion 

The analogy often given in WSP debates is of this sort: If 
I’m walking with my friend and she gets runs over by a car, 
how do I benefit from that? Similarly, a white person does 
not benefit from the fact that racism runs over non-white 
folks. The real question, if you want to push it further in 
terms of class, is why the two friends cannot afford a car 
and have to walk by side of the road.  

But I want to see the scene from a wider angle. 

First, from the point of view of the friend who got run over, 
not getting run over is itself a very real benefit in and of 
itself. 

Second, the friend who is not hit is still very much part of 
the scene. Seeing one’s friend get run over (and seeing it 
happen constantly to the same guy) has a deep impact, 

creating either empathy or a false sense of security and 
superiority. 

Third, the friend who was not hit has a choice to make: 
should he accept the offer of the driver, who is inviting him 
into the car, or recognize that he and his friend have deeper, 
common interests? “Not getting hit” does not automatically 
make him an accomplice of the lunatic driver. 

Racism has a negative impact on non-whites, but also has a 
complex and often contradictory impact on whites. 
Acknowledging the psychological and real benefits that may 
accrue to whites under racism is essential to understanding 
how race and class work in the US, because even if they are 
crumbs, these benefits play a role in keeping workers 
divided. 

But the experience of living under capitalism, and being 
oppressed under capitalism, creates a potential empathy 
between all workers, across their identities and varieties of 
oppressions. Building solidarity that utterly rejects the 
crumbs that workers of a dominant group might receive, 
that recognizes the deeper, material interests of all workers, 
is both possible and necessary. 

Pranav J., Columbus

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ISO Renewal Faction 
Announcement of the ISO Renewal Faction 

The international revolutionary Left is in the throes of a 
serious crisis.  This crisis has manifested itself most clearly 
in organizational terms in the debacle of the Socialist 
Workers Party in the UK; in the splits in the Nouveau Parti 
Anticapitaliste in France; and in the attack on the 
revolutionary Left within SYRIZA.  In practical terms, it 
has manifested in the inability of the Left to steer major 
events: the stalemate in the struggle against austerity in 
Greece and the growth of fascism; the twists and turns of 
the Egyptian revolution; and the reversals suffered by the 
defeat of the Wisconsin Uprising, the dramatic repression of 
Occupy, and even the setbacks in spring 2013 after the 
heroic Chicago Teachers’ Union strike testify to this fact.  
And on the theoretical plane, there remain large questions 
about the character of neoliberalism and the current crisis; 
the shape of the international working class at the end of the 
neoliberal period; and the strategies and methods for the 
Left to organize a real struggle against a system in crisis.  It 
is a crisis that requires a deep re-examination of all previous 
assumptions on the part of the entire international Left. 

We believe this crisis has impacted the ISO as well, though 
we think that it is a more significant development than 
simply “the demoralization and disorientation experienced 
by the Left in the wake of Occupy”.  While the SWP’s crisis 
is far more serious than ours, we believe both crises (as well 
as the others mentioned) grow out of the same general 
political background common to the entire revolutionary 

Left.  In the ISO, the response to this crisis has shifted from 
a perceived new political openness in the first half of the 
year (most notably Ahmed Shawki’s talk at Socialism 2013 
on Perspectives for the Left, which was interpreted as such 
by people well beyond the ISO); to a debate around the 
March on Washington and the United Front; to a closing of 
ranks, a renewed focus on routines and low-level political 
education, and a retreat from outward-looking events such 
as the regional fall Marxism conferences.  The assertion in 
the NC report that the ISO was “under attack” was quite 
stunning to us.  But it has now become clear that the 
“attack” is really a bout of self-doubt, in our estimation 
brought on by the same factors that have precipitated the 
crisis of the international Left: a misunderstanding of the 
neoliberal period and its crisis, and a frustration at the 
ability of the Left to advance. 

The ISO must confront this crisis head-on and have an open, 
frank and thorough discussion of all the questions 
confronting the revolutionary Left today.  To this end, the 
comrades signed on to this document have decided to form 
the ISO Renewal Faction within the ISO.  We remain 
committed as ever to the core politics and overall political 
project of the ISO; however our political and organizational 
perspectives differ from that which is being put forward by 
the national leadership of the organization, We believe that 
forming a faction is necessary for a full and democratic 
debate about the two perspectives.  As Lenin noted, sharp 
debates are most productive when given definite 
organizational form; thus the utility and necessity of a 
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faction when such debates arise. 

We believe that vigorous debate both internally and with the 
revolutionary Left broadly will strengthen our organization 
and, as such, we intend to publish our platform and our 
documents both through the Pre-Convention Bulletin as 
well as publicly through Socialist Worker and on our blog: 
http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com. We will also respect 
the current practice in the ISO which restricts sharing Pre-
Convention Documents with the public, and thus will not 
include direct quotes from or references to those documents 
directly on the faction website; those documents will be 
published in full only through the internal channels. 

The platform of the ISO Renewal Faction includes the 
documents:  

1) The Organizational Crisis 

2) The Role of Perspectives 

3) Organizational Perspectives 

The operations of the Faction are outlined in the document 
on “The Rules of the ISO Renewal Faction”. 

List of faction members 

Amanda HG, Boston 
Brian C., Providence 
Mary R., Providence 
Neil P., Boston 
Nurit M., New York 
Paul H., Providence 
Sarah B., Boston 
Shaun J., Boston 
Yuval S., Boston 

List of Faction Committee: 

Amanda HG, Boston 
Brian C., Providence 
Mary R., Providence 
Nurit M., New York 
Paul H., Providence 
Sarah B., Boston 
Shaun J., Boston 
Yuval S., Boston 

Faction Secretary: Brian C., Providence 

Contact for Faction Correspondence: 
isorenewalfaction@gmail.com  

We believe that by forming a faction to promote our views, 
we have taken a necessary step in the political resolution of 
the profound and difficult challenges facing the ISO today.  
We look forward to a vigorous and comradely debate with 
high hopes for a productive resolution. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Platform Document #1: The Organizational Crisis of the 

ISO 

The International Socialist Organization (ISO) has been in a 
general crisis since 2009. This has not been experienced or 
understood as a general crisis, but rather a series of 
disconnected and personalistic branch crises. But if we 
merely list the crises that we know about, the general nature 
of the problem becomes clear: 

• In 2009-11, political disagreements in the Bay 
Area result in the departure of six longstanding 
cadre; the Steering Committee is directly involved. 

• From 2009-11, a series of disagreements in the 
Chicago district--many of which were never raised 
to a political level--results in the departure of 
seven longstanding cadre (the Socialist Outpost 
group); members of the Steering Committee are 
directly involved, in particular the National 
Secretary. 

• In 2010, a modest document on recruiting and 
retaining members of color draws a furious reply 
from the New York City District Committee, 
throwing the district into crisis. 

o The repercussions of this reemerge in 
2013, when a (correct) attempt to 
apologize for the reply reopens 
unresolved political problems. 

• In 2010, an expulsion in Washington DC leads to 
the resignation of eight other members--most (if 
not all) of the branch’s members of color. The 
expulsion is very possibly justified, but handled so 
badly that major damage is done to the branch; the 
Steering Committee is directly involved. 

• In 2010, differences in Boston over the 
possibilities for building a branch in Cambridge 
culminate in the resignation under duress of a 
leading cadre member and the subsequent loss of 
several members and contacts; the Steering 
Committee is involved via the Northeast Regional 
Organizer, who acts (by his own account) as its 
representative. 

• In 2013, Shaun J is publicly slandered by the 
Boston leadership, leading to his resignation; 
"coincidentally" he is the leading critic of the local 
and national political perspectives. Although the 
Steering Committee is not involved in that attack, 
they panic when Shaun rejoins the group, 
condemning his branch leadership as 
"provocateurs" and threatening their expulsion. 

Even in branches where we cannot identify any particular 
cataclysm, we observe serious organizational problems: 

• The Los Angeles branch is extremely passive; 
while individual members may be quite active, the 
branch as a collective takes virtually no role in 
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directing comrades' activity. Our teacher 
comrades, for instance, operate as a fully-
independent detachment. 

• The Seattle branch is, similarly, less a branch and 
more a series of related clubs. Furthermore, the 
sectarianism of the local (and national) leadership 
toward Socialist Alternative meant that the branch 
was a severe latecomer to the Sawant campaign. 

• Most of the Texas branches have shrunk 
significantly or collapsed. In Austin, the oldest 
Texas branch with the most cadre, about a dozen 
members have been lost in the last few months. 

Taken altogether, it is likely that the majority of ISO 
members have experienced some form of organizational 
crisis, at least among those who have been members more 
than three years. 

At the very least, we think the Steering Committee should 
have communicated these arguments, disagreements, and 
problems to the whole of the organization. We think it is the 
responsibility of leadership to bring forth such issues so 
they can be thought through and debated by the whole of the 
organization. 

It is also likely that the organization is much smaller than 
claimed. At the last Convention, a member of the Steering 
Committee estimated the ISO’s size to be about 800. 
However, we know from the latest report of the National 
Committee that many “members” pay no dues. The NYC 
district has 120 members on paper, but the number of 
members active on a week-to-week basis is lower, with 
turnout at district events usually between 70 and 80. The 
Bay Area claims 75 members, but at most 40 attended the 
recent Pre-Convention meeting. This suggests that our true 
membership--comrades who pay dues and take an active 
role in the organization--is more like 500. 

The organizational crisis in the ISO is therefore an 
immanent crisis; that is, a failure to progress even by the 
organization's own metrics of success, especially 
membership growth and retention. Comrades who accuse us 
of "crisis-mongering" merely shut their eyes in the face of 
objective realities, many of which are admitted by the 
leadership, even if they fail to put the pieces together 
themselves. 

Clearly “something happened” around 2009. To fully 
understand what that was, though, one needs to put the 
preceding 30-odd years of ISO history into some 
perspective. 

In his 1973 report on the British International Socialists, 
written for its US sister group, Sam Farber makes a very 
insightful point: 

Those who would have us imitate our British comrades 
should take careful note of the key role played by the 
theoretical “capital” that the IS built during the 
sixties...which greatly enhanced its understanding of British 
society and the British working-class movement. Since they 

have worked out their politics and theory, they do not need 
to engage in endless rediscussion of the line whenever they 
want to make a new organizational turn. 

Farber highlights in particular the IS’s sophisticated analysis 
of reformism, combining the economic and political planes, 
and the group’s (closely related) rank-and-file strategy. 

This begs the question: what was the ISO’s “theoretical 
capital”? Because it was very successful, albeit in relative 
terms; that is, the ISO, under basically its current leadership 
since 1983, grew roughly an order of magnitude over the 
neoliberal period--while every other group on the far left 
collapsed. Groups that were once much bigger and more 
influential than the ISO, such as the Communist Party or 
Socialist Workers Party (US), are now much smaller and 
weaker than us (although we are still smaller and weaker 
than they were 30 years ago). 

So what was our theoretical capital? Surely the answer is: 
the downturn perspective.  This was the argument, initially 
developed by Tony Cliff in the late 1970s, that the trajectory 
of class struggle was headed downward after a sustained 
ascent from the mid-1960s. After being adopted by the 
British Socialist Workers Party (SWP) after a long debate--
Cliff was, at first, in a minority on the leadership, but 
insisted on his right to bring his views before the 
membership--the downturn perspective was exported to the 
SWP’s sister groups. 

The downturn perspective fell rather short of a 
characterization of the conjuncture, but it did suggest 
strategic conclusions that were quite correct: a shift from 
agitation to propaganda, a shift from workplace to campus, 
and rejection of “regroupment” efforts on the far left. These 
strategies were implemented and met with success, 
becoming the standard practice of the group, the “routines 
and methods” that we recognize today: individual 
recruitment, branch meetings, paper sales aimed primarily at 
the “general public," educational conferences, a certain 
standoffishness to the rest of the far left, etc. 

From the mid-1990s, the SWP and, following the SWP, the 
ISO, abandoned the downturn perspective in favor of the 
“transitional period” perspective (TPP), stating that the 
downturn was over and an upturn in class struggle was in 
the future. This new perspective did express some important 
new realities in US politics, in particular the fall of the 
USSR and the turn away Reaganism; however, the 
downturn in class struggle continued, as Shaun J has shown 
(see http://torepeat.wordpress.com/2013/10/31/through-
which-period-are-we-passing/). Hence the perspective was 
basically wrong. 

Fortunately--or rather unfortunately--the TPP was 
something of an empty shell. The one clear thing it did 
suggest--that the level of class struggle should not tend to 
decrease--was false. Other than that it didn’t really say 
anything, making it “compatible” with whatever wound up 
occurring. It accommodated a retrospective rather than a 
predictive politics: you couldn’t say what was going to 
happen, but you could explain the “transitional” nature of 
what had already happened. 
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All that being said, the “routines and methods” developed in 
the 1980s continued to be successful in the 1990s. Why? 
Because the political period had not fundamentally 
changed--we remained in the neoliberal phase of capitalism. 
However, the opportunities for individual recruitment 
improved. Attitudes toward radicalism became more 
accepting as organized radicalism continued to retreat; the 
collapse of the USSR made Stalinism less of a “hang-up” 
while also validating the idea of capitalism as the “end of 
history.” 

Problems with our organizational methods began to 
manifest seriously during the “late neoliberalism” of the 
2000s. Practically, a bunch of students recruited in the 
1990s are going to be a bunch of non-students in the 2000s; 
so a campus focus stops fitting the membership. Deeper 
social transformations, such as the penetration of the 
Internet into everyday life, were also engaged, affecting 
Socialist Worker most obviously, but also challenging the 
group's "common sense" about what could and should be 
aired publicly. But these issues were “masked,” in a sense, 
by the post-9/11 reaction: there was an obvious and true 
explanation for any difficulties the organization may have 
been experiencing. 

Matters only really came to a head after the crash of 2008 
and the onset of the Great Recession. The organization was 
right to say that this was the onset of a new economic and 
therefore political period; however, the “transition period” 
perspective now took its inevitable revenge on us, because 
by its logic, we were in an upturn. This caused the 
leadership to profoundly exaggerate the political break with 
neoliberalism and predict an immediate rise in class 
struggle; when in fact the break with neoliberal policy has 
been severely retarded by the persistence of a very low level 
of class struggle and a still-tiny international radical left. 

The leadership perspectives were deeply wrong, but 
beginning in 2009 a sequence of arguments within 
particular branches or districts leads to the departure of 
cadre who diverged from the line (often without any 
consciousness that they were doing so). This included both 
comrades who thought that the leadership was too sanguine 
(eg, the Bay Area group) and those who felt that it is not 
sanguine enough (eg, the Boston group in 2010). 

In the meanwhile, the perspectives' confrontation with 
reality lead to a sequence of political zig-zags. The 
Convention 2009 prediction of rising class struggle is 
(correctly) acknowledged to be wrong at Convention 2010--
albeit without a deeper reexamination of the implications. 
For Convention 2011, with the Tunisian and Egyptian 
uprisings in the background and the Wisconsin occupation 
underway, the return of "two-sided class struggle" is 
declared, and a wave of public sector union struggles is said 
to be on the cards. 

This last prediction turns out to be not only false, but anti-
true: public sector unions are defeated without a struggle 
almost everywhere. Occupy comes "out of nowhere" in the 
fall of 2011--and seemingly goes back to whence it came 
several months later. From this point forward, the Center 

goes into drift mode. The leadership does not even write a 
perspectives document for Convention 2012; the document 
for Convention 2013 is a poorly-transcribed 
extemporaneous speech that moreover appears too late (14 
days before Convention) to be discussed seriously. (The 
leadership's proposed perspectives for Convention 2014 are 
addressed in the next section of the platform.) 

To sum up, the political roots of the ISO’s organizational 
crisis lie in the group’s failure to adequately theorize the 
neoliberal phase of capitalism. Its past practices are 
increasingly ineffective in a new conjuncture, but it lacks 
the “theoretical capital” to invest in the ideation of strategy. 
Itself impoverished in ideas, the leadership has adopted a 
defensive posture, concerned--in many ways legitimately--
that a politically weak organization cannot handle the 
internal struggles that will be required to generate and test 
new ideas. But there is no alternative to this internal 
struggle if the organization is to progress. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Platform Document #2: The Role of Perspectives 

The recent debates in and around the ISO have brought to 
light a core question: What is the role of perspectives and 
how should such perspectives be set? 

What has become clear to us is a tendency in the ISO 
wherein our perspectives focus on “next steps” and 
“immediate opportunities” and emphasize the possibilities 
inherent in every political moment while downplaying the 
real challenges. The goal seems to be to keep the 
membership activated and (ultimately) trained, so that when 
the big struggles break out, comrades will be tested and 
steeled and able to act decisively. 

The ISO’s perspectives, then, are structurally biased against 
having an accurate reading of the world and a strategy that 
flows from that.  Rather, the perspectives are set so as to see 
within the world only the possibilities, successes and 
positives and keeping the membership focused on activity—
even if that activity does not have clear political goals in the 
long-term. 

In the first instance, this manifests in an emphasis only on 
short-term prospects.  This much is laid out in the 
Preconvention Bulletin #1: 

"The goal of perspectives is to take account of what we do 
know to position the ISO to work on immediate 
opportunities—but also to be prepared to respond 
effectively, shifting gears if necessary, to unanticipated 
developments. 

… 

Perspectives can—and must—be adjusted, based on 
ongoing assessments. But there’s no way to assess unless 
we’ve fully tried out the perspectives—unless the 
organization has committed itself to taking the “next step” 
we decide on. In this sense, it’s better to have made a 
concrete judgment about the organization’s next steps 
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(rather than vague, conclusion-less generalizations) and find 
out they’re lacking in some way and have to adjust. That 
means the organization will be trained to be forward-
thinking and confident in a situation where our hopes 
for rising struggles do play out."  [Emphasis added] 

This articulation of the role of perspectives seems to directly 
contradict another (and much better) description of 
perspectives made in the Socialist Worker article, 
“Challenges facing socialists”, published on November 20: 

A socialist analysis of the world and perspectives for action 
shouldn't pick and choose what to consider, nor bob up and 
down with the different waves of the struggle, but present a 
full picture of what we are encountering, an understanding 
of how to participate in the struggles and political openings 
that do exist, and a strategy for building up our 
organization's experience, maturity and influence to go 
forward in a stronger position. 

Yet this formulation is almost immediately rejected in the 
same piece where the dangers that are emphasized in 
achieving this balance only caution against the negative. 

Our job as revolutionaries is to remember, for ourselves and 
others, that something did happen--and to utilize both the 
inspiration of the struggle at its high point and the lessons of 
its setbacks to try to make future upheavals less episodic 
and more sustained. That can only be done if we recognize 
the potential of a struggle like the Wisconsin uprising to 
advance and win. [Emphasis added] 

To focus one-sidedly on the limitations of any struggle is to 
passively bow to what exists--rather than to figure out what 
can lead the struggle forward, and attempt, within our 
limited capacities, to act on that basis. 

There is no similar counter warning about “focusing one-
sidedly on the possibilities of any struggle”. Isn't it equally 
or more politically passive to focus one-sidedly on the 
potential of any particular struggle or protest?  To do so 
risks turning our participation into the equivalent of 
cheerleading for this or that struggle; or as Lenin puts the 
case against the Economists, to bow down before the 
spontaneity of the masses and to cede the ground of the 
class struggle to bourgeois ideology. 

Most telling in this article, the authors admit:  “We confess 
that we don't understand how any activist can organize on 
the basis of predicting the defeat of the struggle ahead of 
time.”  This is a straw-man argument, plain and simple: no 
one is arguing that we “predict the failure of the movement 
ahead of time”, but rather that we “make a sober assessment 
of the challenges we are facing,” so that the best strategy for 
the movement can be adduced. 

Furthermore, why is it impossible to organize and also 
know that one is unlikely to win in a particular struggle? If 
one has a view on the long-term prospects of a particular 
movement or building the struggle for socialism more 
generally, the question of whether to engage in an 
immediate campaign shouldn’t just be based solely on the 
prospects of success of that campaign.  In fact, this doesn’t 

seem to be consistent with our actual practice; on the 
contrary, the norm in recent years has been to engage in 
struggles with slight (or no) prospects for victory in the 
short term (e.g. the antiwar movement, Occupy, etc.). 

The trouble with perspectives becomes even more serious 
when comrades start quoting Gramsci’s dictum about the 
necessity of “optimism of the will” and “pessimism of the 
intellect”.  The original quote, “Sono pessimista con 
l'intelligenza, ma ottimista per la volontà,” implies 
intelligence rather than intellect; moreover, it seems that our 
“optimism” should apply to the prospects for a socialist 
future, while our “intelligence” should apply to the situation 
we face at the immediate moment.  Gramsci himself seems 
to say precisely this with the following sentence: “Penso, in 
ogni circostanza, alla ipotesi peggiore, per mettere in 
movimento tutte le riserve di volontà ed essere in grado di 
abbattere l'ostacolo.”  (“I think, in every circumstance, of 
the worst-case scenario, in order to put into motion all the 
reserves of my will and to be able to break down the 
obstacle.”) 

But the real danger of the use of this quote from Gramsci is 
that it has the ring of a call to voluntarism.  If we simply 
will it, the class struggle will happen.  Build it, and they will 
come.  What happens, then, when we are building year-in 
and year-out, repeating the same routines without a long-
term strategy...and they don’t come?  The continual focus 
on “optimism” without intelligence, without a realistic 
assessment of the conditions of the class struggle, must 
inevitably lead to exhaustion and demoralization—all 
avoidable, provided we chose a correct, materialist method 
for setting perspectives. 

Before we move on, we note that the roots of this 
voluntarism lie partially in fact that organization is not 
rooted in any significant way in the working class.  Even 
when certain comrades are rooted in a workplace or 
movement, they generally do not have the time to do more 
than report on their immediate experience; and they likely 
do not have the confidence to draw out for the whole 
organization a broad generalization about the direction of 
the class struggle.  For the rest of the organization that does 
not find itself rooted for the long-term, the emphasis in 
political work is on propaganda.  A realistic assessment of 
low levels of class struggle by comrades engaged primarily 
in propaganda work does not lead to exciting, energizing 
propaganda; hence, the fear of many comrades that 
“pessimism” will lead to isolation from our audience.  

Materialism and idealism 

One of the external critiques—that from the former Bay 
Area comrades—criticized the ISO for its idealism. Their 
critique was confusing and incorrect in its attempt to paint 
all of Trotskyism as tainted with idealism, and we agree 
with Todd C. and Ragina J.’s response to that portion of 
their critique.  But we think Todd and Ragina miss the boat 
on the more concrete portion of the Bay Area critique, 
namely that class consciousness in the Marxist sense of the 
term is indeed a product, and not an antecedent, of class 
struggle—and that the ISO has tended to invert this 
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relationship.  Todd and Ragina put it this way: 

Their specific criticism of the ISO is that, over the last 20 
years, we have argued that "anger builds, consciousness 
develops, and it is out of that consciousness that people act." 
They want to argue the opposite, relying on Marx's well-
known dictum in The German Ideology that "being 
determines consciousness." The authors insist that workers 
first act and their consciousness develops afterward, or in 
the process of taking action. In other words, they want to 
rewrite Marx to say that "action determines consciousness." 

This is a bizarre inversion of Marxism. Socialists all look 
forward to a higher level of working-class struggle at the 
point of production, which has been sorely missing in the 
U.S., and we expect this will have a profound impact on 
consciousness. But why can't "being" also include the 
experience of racism, poverty, sexism, homophobia and the 
everyday "bullying" of being a worker? 

Let’s go back to the classic statement of Marxist 
materialism.  In the German Ideology, Marx says the 
following: 

The premises from which we start are not arbitrary; they are 
no dogmas but rather actual premises from which 
abstraction can be made only in imagination. They are the 
real individuals, their actions, and their material conditions 
of life, those which they find existing as well as those 
which they produce through their actions. These premises 
can be substantiated in a purely empirical way. 

[T]o arrive at man in the flesh, one does not set out from 
what men say, imagine, or conceive, nor from man as he is 
described, thought about, imagined, or conceived. Rather 
one sets out from real, active men and their actual life-
process and demonstrates the development of ideological 
reflexes and echoes of that process.” 

[M]en who develop their material production and their 
material relationships alter their thinking and the products 
of their thinking along with their real existence. 
Consciousness does not determine life, but life determines 
consciousness.  [Emphasis added] 

The point is that for Marxists, it is not simply that 
consciousness arises from the situation in which people find 
themselves, but rather that human consciousness is 
transformed through the process of engaging actively with 
the world. We learn by doing—that is, we do first, then 
extrapolate the lesson. In that sense, Marx really is saying, 
“action determines consciousness”.  The term takes on more 
specific meaning when Marx makes the distinction between 
the “class-in-itself”, i.e. the objective fact of the existence of 
a group of individual wage laborers under capitalism, as 
opposed to the “class-for-itself”, the conscious collective of 
proletarians who, transformed by their struggle, have 
differentiated themselves from the ruling class by means of 
independent class organizations—most significantly, 
independent working-class political parties.  

Of course, on a daily basis, the “action” of the vast majority 
of workers is simply to feed their families and get through 

the work day.  This sort of action is highly unlikely to lead 
people to a heightened consciousness of themselves as 
members of the working class, with broad interests separate 
from and opposed to their bosses.  If there is not already an 
independent working-class political party, they are highly 
unlikely to form one themselves.  It takes an experience out 
of the ordinary, a dramatic change in their material 
conditions, to change their understanding of and 
relationship to society—hence, the importance of engaging 
in struggle, an all-too-unfamiliar experience for workers 
today. 

In terms of developing working class consciousness, what 
this means is that workers learn political lessons by first 
engaging in struggle and then figuring out what they think 
about that struggle.  The same holds true of anyone 
engaging in any struggle against exploitation or oppression. 
 But what it does not mean is that people radicalize in mass 
numbers and collectively, simply on the basis of the 
experience of racism or homophobia or bad bosses or speed-
ups at work.  Indeed, under neoliberalism, the tendency has 
been for workers and the oppressed to become atomized, 
and thus the experiences of exploitation and oppression are 
interpreted as individual experiences.  Those experiences all 
put the individual in a position of passive object of the 
phenomenon.  A worker getting bullied by a boss, or a 
person of color being harassed by police, may develop a 
level of anger toward the boss or the police, but only in 
exceptional circumstances will this spark generalize into an 
clear consciousness of oneself as a member of the working 
class, in opposition to the ruling class, and the need for 
collective class action against the rulers—and even then, 
that individual as an individual is still presumably atomized 
and cut off from any possibility of collective action. 

What does this mean on the collective level?  Only on the 
collective level can we discuss radicalization in any way 
that has meaning to a revolutionary organization.  Let’s take 
the example of teachers in the U.S. over the past five years, 
i.e. since the onset of the global capitalist crisis and also the 
beginning of the reign of Arne Duncan.  

• In the first instance, teachers collectively retreated, 
hoping to weather the dual storm of budget cuts and 
education reforms, a stance that lasted through 2010, 
even as the teachers in Central Falls, RI were fired. 
 Teacher unions were pushed back and defeated across 
the board, and conservatism—also known as “duck and 
cover”—reigned supreme among teachers. 

• In 2011, teachers in Madison, WI took the lead in the 
struggle against Scott Walker: given a nod from their 
leadership, their individual sick calls were transformed 
into a collective action that sparked the Wisconsin 
Uprising.  But rather than push the struggle forward, 
their union leadership channeled the struggle back into 
the Democratic Party.  In effect, Madison teachers lost 
the opportunity to raise their consciousness to the level 
of their actions; instead of continuing their actions and 
declaring themselves consciously as independent 
actors, they were led back into reliance on the 
Democrats.  Though their anger at the Republicans 
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remained high, it was not transformed into an 
understanding of themselves as part of a class that was 
hostile to the capitalist class as a whole. 

• In 2012, teachers in Chicago followed the lead of a 
much more radical leadership that took on a 
Democratic mayor in the home city of the Democratic 
President running for re-election.  The heroic CTU 
strike was indeed a high-water mark in the 
development of class consciousness, as teachers 
through their action took on Mayor 1%.  But 
Emanuel’s retaliation after the strike—closing 50 
schools in spring 2013—was a devastating blow to the 
teachers, whose consciousness as a powerful collective 
could not but retreat in response.  They could curtail 
Emanuel’s powers for a moment, but could not yet 
drive him out of office altogether.  As we understand it, 
there’s now a debate underway within the CTU about 
the possibility of posing an electoral alternative to 
Emanuel—though whether that alternative is through 
or independent of the Democratic Party is a big 
question.  The conscious intervention of organized 
revolutionary socialists has been an important part of 
this process—but it has not been sufficient to resolve 
the contradiction between the beginnings of 
organization on the ground, on one hand, and the 
bourgeois-dominated political structure on the other. 
 We should also note here that while the CTU strike 
was extremely significant for activist groups and 
activist teachers, its resonance among rank-and-file 
teachers outside the Chicago area was likely slight.  A 
successful teachers’ strike is something most teachers 
in this country cannot imagine themselves taking part 
in, even in their wildest dreams. 

• In 2013, teachers at Garfield HS in Seattle successfully 
boycotted their administration of the MAP test, which 
was to be used to evaluate them unfairly.  They built 
impressive support from parents and students, and 
gained excellent national media attention for their 
struggle.  The test boycott resonated greatly among 
rank-and-file teachers because it connected directly 
with their experience of the new evaluation systems 
being imposed on teachers everywhere as a result of 
Race to the Top.  And, it’s an action that teachers could 
imagine themselves engaging in.  However, without 
concrete organization on the ground to carry it out in 
other places—or even to generalize it to all other 
Seattle schools—the initiative was not able on its own 
to transform the action into a larger organizational form 
such as could crystallize and expand the gain made by 
the action.  Again, the role of organized socialists was 
quite notable—but not sufficient to advance the 
struggle to a higher overall level of organization that 
expressed the heightened consciousness resulting from 
the action. 

Teachers have been on the front lines of the bosses’ assault 
in the era of neoliberal crisis, and arguably, have some of 
the most significant experiences in struggle.  But even here, 
those experiences have been sporadic, locally isolated, and 
thus far unable to move a significant section of the teaching 

force in the direction of a political break with the 
Democratic Party—a crucial step in the development of 
class consciousness in the Marxist sense.  This is not meant 
to deprecate the efforts of the teachers who have moved into 
struggle, nor of the comrades who’ve played a significant 
role in these struggles; it is simply meant to develop a clear, 
material assessment of the impact of those struggles and of 
what will actually be necessary to move the teachers’ 
struggle to the plane of a struggle of a class-for-itself, a 
class that understands itself as a class in opposition to the 
class of rulers.  There is a growing body of activist teachers 
who individually understand the role of the “venture 
philanthropists”; but until this layer can move mass 
numbers into action successfully and on more than a city-
wide scale, talk of a “mass radicalization” is premature. 

Idealism in the Perspectives 

There are no shortcuts to workers becoming politically 
conscious in mass numbers. Revolutionaries obviously have 
an important role to play in the interpretation of the 
meaning of that struggle, but we cannot create the struggle 
itself.  Our role is to go through the material experience 
with workers, as simultaneous interpreters and actors in that 
struggle, interlocutors, fellow students. And though we have 
the advantage of having studied the lessons of socialist 
history and theory, we should not fool ourselves: we too 
have much to learn through the experience of the class 
struggles to come—even if we’re getting impatient for those 
struggles to erupt. 

This is the first point at which the philosophical idealism 
inherent in the Perspectives document by Alan M. becomes 
evident: the “radicalization in working-class consciousness” 
that forms the central theme of the document is clearly 
defined in terms of a shift in ideas that has preceded and 
indeed occurred without a corresponding rise in actual class 
struggle.  “Radicalization” is defined in terms of how 
“working-class people see... the source of economic and 
social problems as connected to the structure and operations 
of the system”, as the document states. In other words, 
workers’ ideas are basically socialist ideas—they just 
haven’t broken through yet into the realm of practice. 

The point is not simply an incidental mistake, but rather a 
recurrent error throughout the document. While the 
framework of the document is the generalized capitalist 
crisis that broke out in 2008, the dimension of that crisis 
most often referred to is precisely the ideological crisis.  So 
when the document notes that “the intensified neoliberal 
assault on the working class is only adding to a social 
pressure cooker”—this could be interpreted as peoples’ 
ideas about to break through into struggle, just as easily as it 
could be taken as a statement about the depth of class and 
wealth polarization. 

The document’s account of the past few years is a litany of 
the most significant struggles that have taken place, but 
narrated as a history of the “ideas” of struggle.  So the 
document states that “Occupy galvanized the radicalization 
of working class consciousness resulting from the crisis, 
epitomized by the slogan of the 99 percent versus the 1 
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percent.”  But wasn’t it the actions of the Occupiers, their 
presence in almost every American city, that forced the 
public discourse onto the track of 99% vs. 1%? 
 Furthermore, it was the Occupiers who learned the most 
serious lessons about the role of the state, the role of liberal 
local politicians, etc.  But what has been the result, in 
concrete terms, of the learning of these lessons?  How have 
these lessons been concretized in organizations or 
individuals who have remained active since?  This is an 
open question that invites more assessment of the outcome 
of the Occupy movement—but that must be a concrete 
assessment, not simply an exhortation that “we must be 
ready for struggles to break out at any time in this volatile 
period”.  

On the basis of just such a material assessment of the 
balance of class forces, we should start to construct a 
strategy for getting from where we are to where we want to 
go—a vision of the building of an actual working-class 
vanguard, the development of a real section of class-
conscious workers, with socialists firmly rooted within this 
layer of the class.  

Perspectives and Program 

What’s missing from pitching perspectives this way is any 
sense of medium or long-term strategies. Looking for 
immediate next steps means consciously choosing to not do 
work that may not reap short-term dividends. It fosters an 
outlook for the group that’s not just lacking in strategy, but 
that is actively anti-strategic.  This aversion to strategic 
planning and implementation needs to be corrected. 

The perspectives document starts with a fine quote from 
Cannon that talks about the necessity for any political group 
to have a clear program, and to understand “the tasks set for 
it by the conditions of the day”—what we call 
“perspectives”.  Cannon talks about the problems of setting 
too ambitious a perspective; though the document then turns 
this around to talk about not being ambitious enough.  But 
the biggest question posed by this quotation is: what is the 
ISO’s program? 

In our view, it is time for the ISO to develop a program, that 
is, a strategy for getting from here to the revolution, starting 
with the next substantial step in the development of struggle 
and class consciousness as expressed in the self-
organization of workers and the oppressed.  Trotsky 
emphasized the “transitional program” as a method of 
making a dialectical connection between what used to be 
referred to in Social Democracy as the “minimum” and 
“maximum” programs. It’s specific to a historical era, but 
also not changing with the winds—and not a series of 
“successive approximations” to some ideal truth, but a real 
plan of action, a real framework for answering that question 
of “what to do next”.  

(Unlike the authors of the critique from the Bay Area, some 
of us think it would be well worth our time to go back and 
make a critical study of the Transitional Program.  We study 
Leninist methods; we study the “united front method”; why 
not also study the method Trotsky laid out to connect small 
groups of socialists and socialist ideas and goals with 

movements of larger groups of workers and the oppressed?) 

The program should include a strategy to make the 
organization a material actor, steering its members toward 
implantation in key sectors, workplaces and movements, as 
well as concrete demands that can connect the immediate 
struggles of workers and the oppressed to our larger vision 
of socialist transformation.  Such a program is essential if 
we are to concretely counterpose ourselves to the liberal 
organizations, not by saying “we’re socialists and we know 
better”, but rather on the basis of what we call for on a 
range of questions, and how we act to realize those 
demands.  A program is not a necessity for a propaganda 
circle whose main aim is to introduce people to general 
Marxist ideas and analysis; but it’s indispensable for an 
organization that intends to make a difference in the class 
struggle. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Platform Document #3: Organizational Perspectives  

In broad outlines, we propose the following as a course of 
action for the national organization in the coming period.  
At the present moment, we are prepared to indicate a 
general direction; in future documents, we will concretize 
this direction in the form of specific proposals for the 
National Convention. 

1.  Open an extended period of discussion on the current 
political and economic conjuncture of global capitalism, 
the shape of the global working class, etc.  Devote the 
intellectual resources of the ISO to the development of a 
theoretical framework for understanding capitalism at 
the end of the neoliberal era.  

The current framework for the discussion of our overall 
perspectives is too narrow.  The question is not one of 
“optimism vs. pessimism”, but rather of looking at what is 
in front of us, analyzing the objective structures of 
capitalism as it appears at the end of the neoliberal era, in 
the midst of a crisis in which the world’s working classes, 
restructured over the past generation, find themselves on the 
receiving end of a ruling class offensive, without much in 
the way of either economic or political organization.  The 
perspectives should be based on serious research as well as 
direct input from all our branches and all our trade union 
members; they should be geared toward an understanding of 
the objective conditions of the class struggle, clearly 
identifying the key material contradictions of the current 
period and the challenges confronting the working class; 
they should not be intended as a means of keeping the 
organization “optimistic” and on alert at each moment. 

We should replace our Internal Bulletin with a public 
Discussion Bulletin supplementing Socialist Worker.  In 
particular, we should support and promote the elaboration of 
heterodox views and alternative analyses to those we’ve 
previously relied on—analyses which clearly have not been 
sufficient to advance the organization.  In conditions where 
the entire international Left is faced with major challenges 
that it has not yet been able to handle on a theoretical level, 
let alone a practical level, we absolutely must be open to the 
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broadest possible range of opinion on the Marxist Left.  We 
cannot afford to retreat to a defense of Marxist or Leninist 
ideas as we have conceived them previously; we must 
instead attempt to understand the applicability of these 
principles in new conditions.  This requires a complete 
rejection of any dogmatism in theoretical debates; those 
who disagree with the ISO’s accepted line on such questions 
should not under any circumstances be automatically 
labeled as “hostile” to the organization. 

2.  Develop a strategy for moving the ISO in the 
direction of implantation in key economic sectors and 
workplaces, social strata, and geographic locations (e.g. 
the South) where we expect the contradictions of 
capitalism to be most ripe for the development of class 
struggle. 

In conjunction with and flowing from the theoretical work 
outlined in the previous section,  the organization should 
map out a national and international strategy for placing 
itself in the key sectors and areas where we think the 
exercise of workers’ power could explode the contradictions 
of capitalism.  We already have a certain implantation in the 
areas of education and healthcare, which have been on the 
front lines of the neoliberal bosses’ offensive.  We should 
expand our horizons systematically, by developing a 
strategy for organizing the South (and putting resources 
from northern branches into that organizing), as well as 
areas of logistics (transportation, telecommunications) and 
any other areas we think might be significant on a national 
scale. 

However, the national perspective must be supplemented by 
serious local plans for implantation in our cities and 
metropolitan areas.  Branches—meaning workplace/sector 
branches, movement formations, and campus chapters—
need full autonomy to implement organizing strategies that 
work for them.  We believe that if we trust our members to 
develop their own political priorities, the routines will flow 
from those priorities; and with this local control and 
experience, the national organization will be better able to 
grasp what organizational practices (e.g. around SW, dues 
collections, political education) make most sense.  There are 
no national movements right now to speak of; a national 
sense of what’s going on in international capitalism 
combined with a local analysis and plan of action is what 
will move us forward.  Federalize the initiative, centralize 
the political lessons. 

3.  Move to formalize and democratize the internal 
structures and operations of the ISO.  

While the ISO has always had formal democratic structures, 
it has developed over time a number of structures that have 
no official standing in the Rules of the Organization.  While 
the proposed changes to the ISO’s Organizational Rules 
include some advances, notably the formal right to form a 
faction, in other places they limit those rights while 
continuing to ignore a range of structures that have a real 
impact on our organizing. 

In the first place, we must openly recognize the role of paid 
staff in the organization.  All paid positions, their job 

descriptions and terms of employment, should be spelled 
out in writing in the rules of the organization.  We must 
clarify the terms of these positions, the duties and 
responsibilities attached to them, and the question of how 
paid staff are hired (and potentially also fired).  We 
currently have paid district and regional organizers, as well 
as paid staff for the Socialist Worker and on the Steering 
Committee (not to mention the role of ISO members as paid 
staff for CERSC).  These comrades are employees of the 
entire organization; their standing as such should be at the 
discretion of membership of the entire organization, and 
routine reports of their activities must be made available to 
the membership, in particular to the National Convention. 

The second step we must take is to substantively and 
practically subordinate the Steering Committee (SC) to the 
National Committee (NC).  Currently, the SC is the true 
political leadership of the organization, even though the NC 
is formally superior. Because the SC is dominated by the 
full-time staff—nine of the 14 current SC members are full-
timers—the formation of the organization’s perspectives 
and strategies are dominated by a narrow and tight-knit 
group that lacks implantation in the working class. This 
increases the tendency to idealism and voluntarism.  
Furthermore, the NC does not perform the “control” 
function essential to a superior body. Formally, it has no 
power to recall and reconstitute the SC: since the SC is 
elected directly by Convention, only Convention can change 
the SC’s composition.  Subjectively, the NC does not 
function as superior to the SC.  In practice NC slates are 
nominated by the SC.   

Because it is able to act as a truly broad leadership, large 
enough to draw in comrades from across the whole 
organization and its multiple political currents, the NC 
should become, in form and in fact, the political leadership 
of the group. Its size should be fixed by Convention each 
year and, in general, elected by individual vote (including 
election by platform). In order to act as a leadership, it must 
meet more often: once every three months, plus conference 
calls on particular topics as needed. 

Thirdly, the organization should investigate and elaborate 
the function of supra-branch structures—in particular, 
district and regional committees and organizers—so as to 
integrate these structures democratically and systematically 
into the organization.  The ISO in some places has grown 
too large to simply have one branch in each city, and we 
have compensated for this by developing district structures, 
but these structures have no formal standing within the 
ISO’s Rules.  Furthermore, there is clearly more discussion 
that needs to happen as to how district structures are 
organized.  In particular, we believe the entire organization 
would benefit from a generalization of the debate that took 
place in New York City as the summer came to an end; the 
debate over geographically-organized branches vs. 
movement-based (or workplace- or sector-based branches) 
would be illuminating for every branch in the country. 

The lack of democratic regional structures in the ISO is 
surprising given the huge size and federal organization of 
the US. Such regional organization as there is derives from 
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how full-time organizers are allocated to branches by the 
Center, which is not explained to the membership. The ISO 
should establish a democratic and transparent system of 
regional leadership. Each year at its first meeting, the NC 
should partition the branches of the group into Regions. 
Each Region should be led by a Regional Committee 
populated by members elected by the relevant branches. The 
composition of each Regional Committee should be 
determined by the respective Region, subject to the approval 
of all branches in the Region. 

Fourth: all leadership bodies of the ISO--national, regional, 
and local--must publish minutes of their meetings to the 
membership. This is a key way for rank-and-file members 
to evaluate their leadership. Minutes should record all 
decisions made--including how each member voted--and 
make special note of all disagreements.  In cases where it is 
not possible to minute the discussion (eg, security concerns) 
then the minutes must note this and give a brief explanation 
(without revealing content).  This would also help with the 
current situation in which the organization is not aware of 
the debates that take place in leadership bodies, and only 
hears the unified position after such debates are resolved. 

And lastly, all positions of leadership in the ISO should be 
based on the elective principle: branches should elect their 
own branch organizers and committees; districts and regions 
(once formally established in the ISO’s rules) should elect 
their own district and regional leaders and organizers.  The 
control of the organization must at all levels and at all times 
be in the hands of the membership as a whole; and no 
formation or body within the ISO should have leadership 
imposed on it from above.  This is precisely why paid 
leadership positions must be spelled out and made subject to 
approval and recall by the membership; and all appointees 
of the SC must be approved by the collective of the 
comrades over whom those appointees have organizing 
authority.  Only by putting the reins of the organization 
firmly in the hands of the members can we become a truly 
democratic centralist organization. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Rules of the ISO Renewal Faction 

1. The faction is open to all members of the International 
Socialist Organization, including members that the faction 
determines to have been bureaucratically excluded from the 
organization. 

2. Faction members accept the faction’s platform and 
statements. They are obliged to promote and defend the 
faction’s views; to organize local bodies of the faction; to 
observe faction discipline in relevant votes and elections; 
and to work under the direction of the national Faction 
Committee. Furthermore, all faction members agree to have 
their names (first name and last initial) listed publicly on the 
faction website. 

3. The faction is led by the national Faction Committee 
(FC), which admits and removes members, maintains the 
faction’s website and listserv, directs the faction’s local 

work, and represents the faction in negotiations with the 
national leadership. The FC has the right to add members to 
itself at its own discretion. The FC names a Faction 
Secretary to coordinate the work of the FC. 

The FC is obliged to open a listerv discussion on all major 
issues facing the faction. 

If the faction becomes sufficiently large, the FC must 
initiate a reorganization of the faction on elective principles, 
including election of the FC. 

4. ISO members apply for membership in the faction by 
writing to isorenewalfaction@gmail.com with their name, 
branch/district, and when they joined the ISO (month and 
year); they must also include a short statement describing 
how they plan to build the faction locally. Applications are 
subject to the approval of the Faction Committee. 

5. Faction members may be removed from the faction at 
their request; or by decision of the Faction Committee, if it 
determines that members are not carrying out their 
responsibilities as faction members. 

6. Faction members are free to submit documents to the Pre-
Convention on their own initiative, provided they do not 
contradict the faction’s platform and statements. Faction 
members who wish to propose that the faction issue a 
statement must submit a draft to the faction listserv for 
general review and comment. The Faction Committee 
makes the final determination on whether to accept the draft 
as a faction statement. 

7. The faction may be dissolved by decision of the Faction 
Committee. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

ISO Renewal Faction Statement #1: In defense of our 
comrades 

The ISO Renewal Faction affirms that Shaun J (Cambridge, 
MA) and Vanessa B (Washington, DC) are members in 
good standing of the ISO, with all the rights and 
responsibilities thereof. They have been excluded from 
membership, in violation of our Rules and established 
practice, by the Steering Committee. We reject these 
bureaucratic maneuvers and call on all members to 
recognize and defend the status of our comrades. We appeal 
to Convention to clarify the situation by reaffirming that 
Shaun and Vanessa are members in good standing. 

The case of Shaun J 

Shaun resigned from the ISO on August 29 after being 
publicly vilified by the Boston district leadership; his 
resignation was announced publicly on September 3. On 
October 6, an appeal calling for Shaun’s reinstatement 
following apologies from the district leadership and the 
Northeast Regional Organizer was published in Internal 
Bulletin #3. 
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The appeal was accompanied by a reply from the Steering 
Committee. They wrote, “Because Shaun’s resignation on 
September 3 [sic] was his own decision, the question of his 
reinstatement should be up to him.” This reply showed zero 
sensitivity to the conditions under which Shaun left the 
organization after nearly 15 years; nonetheless it made it 
clear that Shaun was welcome to rejoin the group at his 
discretion. 

In separate conversations with the leadership of the newly-
formed Cambridge branch and Shaun on October 6, SC 
representative Ahmed S conveyed that it was the SC’s 
desire that Shaun should rejoin the ISO in the Cambridge 
branch before Convention 2014. This was the last time any 
SC member communicated with Shaun or the Cambridge 
leadership about rejoining until after he actually did on 
November 13. 

During the intervening month, Shaun continued to write on 
politics, including critical pieces on the perspectives and 
practices of the ISO--exactly as he had while he was a 
member. A number of comrades who had left the 
organization earlier--such as the Socialist Outpost (Chicago) 
group, Scott J, and the Bay Area group--published critiques 
as well, completely independently of Shaun. 

Shaun has found value in all the critiques and does not 
consider any of them to be intrinsically hostile to the ISO. 
(They may be hostile to the current leadership of the ISO--
but that is not the same thing.) He has corresponded with 
the critics, both to understand their arguments better and to 
contest them where he has disagreed and found them 
inaccurate or lacking. He has not formed any kind of “bloc” 
with them, as senselessly alleged by the Northeast Regional 
Organizer. 

In late October, Shaun approached the leadership of the 
Cambridge branch to discuss coming back to the ISO (a 
decision he discusses on his blog). On November 13, after a 
branch discussion (which Shaun was not permitted to 
attend), he was readmitted to membership in the Cambridge 
branch. 

After Shaun rejoined, the SC “reimagined” its position on 
Shaun's reinstatement. On October 6, it asserted that “the 
question of [Shaun’s] reinstatement should be up to him.” In 
its November 21 letter to the Boston district, the SC 
flagrantly contradicts itself, writing: “The decision to rejoin 
the ISO is not his alone, and is subject to approval by 
members of the entire Boston district, the regional organizer 
and the national organization, as represented by the Steering 
Committee.” 

This extraordinary procedure for “approval in triplicate,” 
completely without precedent in our experience, was never 
communicated to either Shaun or the Cambridge branch. A 
reply to the SC letter from members of the Cambridge 
branch defends their decision to readmit Shaun in more 
detail. 

Shaun has done nothing since resigning that he was not 
doing as a member in good standing--activity for which he 

faced no disciplinary sanction. The SC has merely exploited 
Shaun’s resignation under duress to keep him out, 
improvising barriers to his rejoining as its attitude to 
criticism has become increasingly brittle and sub-political. 

The exclusion of Shaun J is in violation of the Rules and 
established practice of the ISO. We refuse to recognize it. 

The case of Vanessa B 

On the afternoon of Tuesday, November 12, SC member 
Keeanga T provoked a confrontation with Vanessa online, 
attacking Vanessa in the most personal and uncomradely 
manner; eg, "I don't really care what you're a member of 
beyond the triflin' ass bullshit committee." (The full 
Facebook exchange, now deleted, is reproduced below as 
Appendix A.) This followed a number of interactions online 
in which Keeanga was, in our view, needlessly hostile to 
Vanessa. 

Within half an hour of the November 12 exchange, Vanessa 
received a message from Tristan B of the DC Branch 
Committee informing her that she was no longer a member 
in good standing per an email from...Keeanga. She was 
instructed to contact Ahmed for details, which she did right 
away. (The message from Tristan B to Vanessa is 
reproduced below as Appendix B.) 

Two days later (November 14), Ahmed replied, writing: 
“The reason we (at the National Office) don’t consider you 
a member in good standing is because we have no record of 
you paying dues. If I am mistaken, please inform me.” 

He was mistaken, and Vanessa informed him that she had 
paid dues for October, in cash directly to the branch 
treasurer. Ahmed then replied, “if you are referring to the $6 
you paid in October that’s not paying anything close to 
scale.” 

Yet as Vanessa pointed out, how could Ahmed know if her 
dues were “close to scale” without knowing her income or 
personal circumstances? As Vanessa explained, “I am on 
disability so my income is extremely low.” Even if he did 
have this information, it is not Ahmed or the National 
Office’s place to make the determination. As the final 
paragraph of the organization’s Rules state: 

Any member with particularly difficult financial 
circumstances or unusually high expenses may negotiate a 
lower rate of payment with their branch treasurer, or in the 
case of members at large, with the national treasurer. 
[emphasis added] 

Vanessa is not, and has not ever been, a member-at-large. 
Therefore if her branch treasurer is satisfied with her dues 
level, given her personal circumstances--that is the end of it. 

Having had two excuses thwarted, Ahmed demanded the 
following: “send me records of your dues payments over the 
last year.” Unsurprisingly Vanessa, who paid dues in cash, 
was unable to provide these nonexistent “records.” 
Declaring this “not an adequate response answer [sic],” 
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Ahmed concluded that Vanessa was not a member in good 
standing. (The full correspondence between Ahmed and 
Vanessa is reproduced below as Appendix C.) 

It is clear enough what is going on: the decision to de facto 
expel Vanessa was made first, and the justification for it 
“thought up” subsequently. Two cover stories having been 
falsified almost as soon as they were offered, Ahmed makes 
a demand that he knows will be impossible to satisfy. The 
non-satisfaction of this absurd request is then retroactively 
made the “basis” for a decision already taken. 

The exclusion of Vanessa B is in violation of the Rules and 
established practice of the ISO. We refuse to recognize it. 

 

Convention resolutions 

• Convention reaffirms that Shaun J is a member in 
good standing in the Cambridge branch; and has been a 
member in good standing since rejoining the ISO on 
November 13, 2013. 

• Convention reaffirms that Vanessa B is a member 
in good standing in the Washington, DC branch; and 
has been a member in good standing since joining the 
ISO in 2008. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Appendix A: Screen grab of deleted Facebook exchange 
between Keeanga T and Vanessa B (November 12, 2013, 
12:43 PM EST) 

 
 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Appendix B: Message from Tristan B to Vanessa B 
(November 12, 2013, 1:22PM EST) 

Hi Vanessa, 

Hope you're doing well. I received an email yesterday from 
Keeanga stating that you're not a member in good standing 
and need to contact Ahmed about this. Ahmed can be 
reached at ashawki@isreview.org. I would suggest getting 
in touch with him as soon as possible. 

Best, Tristan 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Appendix C: Correspondence between Ahmed S and 
Vanessa B 
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[Tuesday, November 12, 2013] 

Hi Ahmed, 

Tristan emailed me that Keeanga told the BC yesterday that 
I am no longer "a member in good standing" and that I 
should contact you about this asap.   

What is the basis for this (and how and why is this coming 
from Keeanga, who posted on Facebook today that I am a 
"trifiln' ass bullshitter," among other things)?  Tell me what 
rule it is I have allegedly violated that justifies revoking my 
membership, with reference to where I can find this rule. 

I noticed that I was cut off from the branch listserve 
yesterday, before I was even notified this afternoon that I 
am no longer a "member in good standing." 

I have attached a screenshot of the Facebook conversation I 
mention above. 

I look forward to your reply, 

-Vanessa 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

[Thursday, November 14, 2013 #1] 

Hi Vanessa, 

The reason we (at the National Office) don’t consider you a 
member in good standing is because we have no record of 
you paying dues. If I am mistaken, please inform me. 

I asked Keeanga  to communicate this to the Washington, 
D.C. Branch. Keeanga is the National Office contact with 
the D.C. Branch and has been for some time.  

The rules in question are located in the Members’ Toolkit 
under “membership.” 

Thanks for attaching the screenshot of the Facebook 
exchange with Keeanga. That’s between the two of you and 
has no bearing in my mind to this question. 

Ahmed Shawki 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

[Thursday, November 14, 2013 #2] 

Hi Ahmed. 

You are mistaken. Like many comrades, though I am not on 
dues check off, I have always made arrangements with 
treasurers of the branches I have been in to pay in cash.  (I 
am on disability so my income is extremely low.)  I made 
arrangements with the treasurer in DC and paid most 
recently in October, at the 2nd or 3rd meeting I attended 
here. He told me many comrades pay cash and are not on 
dues check off, I hope their memberships are not in danger 
too.  I'm sure he would be happy to confirm this with 

Keeanga since she must have forgotten to check with him. 

I expect to receive an email confirming that this was a 
mistake and i am indeed in good standing as soon as 
possible. 

I will address desperately the abusive language of a steering 
committee member I've endured. 

-Vanessa 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

[Thursday, November 14, 2013 #3] 

Hi Vanessa. 

No, I don’t think I’m mistaken. So please send me records 
of your dues payments over the last year.  

And if you are referring to the $6 you paid in October that’s 
not paying anything close to scale. And it certainly doesn’t 
make you a member in good standing. 

As far as addressing the abusive language of a steering 
committee member “you’ve endured,” I can only assume 
that is another reference to your exchange with Keeanga on 
Facebook. Address it as you wish.  

Ahmed  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

[Thursday, November 14, 2013 #4] 

Ahmed, how would you know what is close to scale when 
you do not know my income? My branches have never had 
a problem sliding the scale as low as I need it to go. Not 
paying a certain amount when you are experiencing 
financial hardship breaks no rule that would put me not in 
good standing. So unless you can name an actual rule I have 
broken, I expect am email stating I am indeed in good 
standing and to inform my DC. I do not have a record, I pay 
in cash, like many comrades. 

Of course I am referring to the incident with Keeanga. 

Vanessa 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

[Thursday, November 14, 2013 #5] 

Vanessa. 

As far as I can tell, you have paid $6 in dues since 
September, when you arrived in D.C. What have you paid in 
addition to this over the last year? I asked you for a record, 
and you haven't provided one. “I do not have a record….” is 
not an adequate response answer. 

(As you can tell, your assertion in your email " I'm sure he 
would be happy to confirm this with Keeanga since she 
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must have forgotten to check with him,” is false since 
Keeanga did check with David. ) 

There’s a big difference between financial hardship and 
working that out with the National Office, and the idea that 
you can be in and out of the organization, paying dues or 
not,  as you see fit, while claiming the benefits of 
membership.  

Put bluntly, if you want to participate in the internal life of 
the organization and its discussions and debates, you have 
to be a member in good standing.  

But you are not. 

Ahmed Shawki 

ISO Renewal Faction 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

On the ISO Renewal Faction 
A grouping of 14 ISO members, one non-member, and a 
member who is not in good standing, has declared itself the 
“Renewal Faction” and has publicly issued a series of 
documents on its own dedicated web site 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/). The faction 
simultaneously submitted these documents to the ISO’s 
Preconvention Bulletin. In spite of the fact that the faction 
has already made these documents available to the general 
public before ISO members have had a chance to read them 
in our own designated internal discussion forum, we are 
publishing them below. 

This factional formation has a number of problems that we 
believe must be highlighted.  

Instead of presenting their positions as proposals to be 
discussed and decided at the upcoming national 
convention—the highest decision-making body of the 
ISO—they have taken preemptive action that violates the 
ISO’s current rules and standard procedures.  

They have done so in a number of ways.  

1. First, though the faction claims to “respect the current 
practice in the ISO which restricts sharing Pre-Convention 
Documents with the public,” they have done exactly that by 
posting the documents in their public “external bulletin,” a 
procedure which indicates a complete lack of “respect” for 
the “current practice” of the ISO. They try to square the 
circle by saying in some places “internal material redacted” 
yet it is still publishing what is a contribution to the internal 
Pre-Convention Bulletin. 

2. The faction includes, and invites into its ranks, non-
members who it deems to have been “bureaucratically 
excluded” from the ISO. (See note appended below 
regarding Shaun Joseph.) Membership is a prerequisite for 
systematic involvement in an internal preconvention 
discussion. The creation of a faction that includes non-
members and invites into its ranks other non-members is a 
violation of the basic standards of not only the ISO, but of 
any serious revolutionary organization. One of those non-
members (Shaun Joseph) is a leader of the faction and in 
charge of running its web site. 

3. On the question of membership, the faction has given 
itself the right to decide who and who is not a member of 

the ISO. It “refuses to recognize” the Steering Committee’s 
decision not to currently readmit Shaun Joseph as a member 
of the ISO, and it declares itself “open to all members of the 
International Socialist Organization, including members that 
the faction determines to have been bureaucratically 
excluded from the organization.” No individual, branch, or 
faction has the right to countermand a decision by the 
Steering Committee regarding membership in the ISO, or to 
unilaterally readmit ex-members whose views of the ISO 
are contentious, if not in some cases hostile. In between 
national conventions, the Steering Committee and the 
National Committee are the highest decision-making bodies 
in the ISO. It is responsible for leadership, including 
decisions involving membership, between conventions. Its 
decisions must either be appealed or challenged at the ISO’s 
national convention; but they cannot be actively flouted by 
the membership. 

4. The faction was created secretly, that is, without the 
knowledge of most ISO members, as well as its leadership, 
and only “unveiled” with the uploading of the web site. 
Indeed, it defends this procedure, as well as its own lack of 
internal democracy, on its web site, comparing its methods 
with those of a trade union organizing against the bosses: “It 
is not true that to fight for greater democracy in the 
organization, the faction has to be internally greatly 
democratic. That is a ‘prefigurative’ principle that the 
history of all class struggle invalidates. Unions (partially) 
democratize the workplace, but those who start a union 
organizing drive are obliged to work initially as a compact 
group, even in secret. A comrade who refused to join an 
organizing drive because the organizers were 
‘undemocratic’ (secrecy is indeed not democratic) would 
not be thinking very realistically.” 

5. The faction thus openly defends having strict internal 
rules and discipline far more stringent than the ISO’s, at the 
very same time that it flouts the ISO’s rules. Indeed, it 
arrogates to itself the right to decide who is and is not a 
member, but denies that right to the ISO’s elected 
leadership! The faction also requires that its members 
“observe faction discipline in relevant votes and 
elections”—i.e., that all its members must vote the same 
way, otherwise known as an imperative mandate. The ISO 
does not have imperative mandates because they interfere 
with free and open debate. Members and elected delegates 
must be free to debate, change their minds, and influence 



PRE-CONVENTION BULLETIN #5 / DECEMBER 2013  20 

each others’ opinions. Otherwise, we need not even have 
conventions. As Engels once noted against the Bakuninist 
“Alliance” in the First International, who imposed such 
imperative mandates on their own members, “We shall only 
note that if all electors gave their delegates imperative 
mandates concerning all points on the agenda, meetings and 
debates of the delegates would be superfluous. It would be 
sufficient to send the mandates to a central counting office 
which would count up the votes and announce the results. 
This would be much cheaper.” 

According to the faction’s rules, ISO members must “apply” 
for membership in the faction and can only be admitted to it 
by a self-appointed committee of 8 (out of 14 total 
members). Whereas the ISO accepts as members anyone 
who accepts the where we stand, agrees to pay dues, sells 
the paper and actively builds the organization, one can only 
“join” the faction if you are accepted by a self-appointed 
committee. Moreover, this committee of eight can “expel” 
someone from the faction “if it determines that members are 
not carrying out their responsibilities as faction members.”  

The US Trotskyist Farrell Dobbs once wrote, “To justify the 
formation of a faction, the differences should be considered 
so fundamental that a showdown fight is necessary for 
control of the party. Ordinarily, a minority should do no 
more than form an ideological tendency.” These rules, and 
their justification, indicate that this faction was formed not 
merely, as its opening documents states, as a necessary 
precondition “for a full and democratic debate.” Such a 
debate is possible—and has been taking place—without the 
formation of a faction that openly flouts the decisions of the 
ISO’s national leadership. We believe that the faction is 
attempting to create an artificially hothouse environment, 
which, rather than encouraging comradely debate, 
deliberately discourages it. It appears to us that the faction’s 
actions indicate a purposeful effort to “test” the ISO’s 
policies and practices in order to provoke a response rather 
than present its views and proposals for measured, 
comradely debate. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Appendix 1: The case of Shaun J.: 

Shaun Joseph publicly resigned after a difficult situation 
emerged in his branch without any attempt to reach out to 
the national leadership for assistance. He said in his 
resignation that he did not want to make things more 
difficult in Boston. When the national leadership reached 
out to him to attempt to resolve the situation, he then 
participated in a public appeal process that has since 
emerged as a basis for the faction—a public appeal for his 
“reinstatement,” when in fact he had himself voluntarily 
resigned. When a steering committee member met with 
Shaun, it was made clear that rejoining would have to be 
part of a discussion about how to reintegrate him on a basis 
that would not further damage the Boston branch. He never 
asked at that point to rejoin. He later announced online that 
he had rejoined the ISO. This was a decision taken by 
Shaun Joseph and some members of the Cambridge 
branch—without any consultation with the other Boston 

comrades (including the other member of Boston’s two-
person district committee) or with the steering committee. It 
was announced to the other comrades the night of the 
district’s pre-convention discussion where he had shown up. 
He stated online that he rejoined because a branch was 
created that would enable him to not have to work with the 
other Boston comrades. The steering committee has taken 
the position—and informed Shaun and the Cambridge 
comrades—that this cannot be the basis on which Shaun 
rejoins, and that he is therefore not a member. The 
Cambridge branch and the renewal faction have unilaterally 
declared Shaun a member. If members disagree with the 
Steering Committee’s decision, they are within their rights 
to raise it at convention. But it cannot be overturned by a 
small, unelected group of comrades on behalf of the 
organization. 

Appendix 2: Shaun J. resignation letter 

On Thu, Aug 29, 2013 at 4:24 PM, Shaun Joseph   wrote: 

Hi comrade, I've decided to leave the ISO. 

I thought Amanda A's document was pretty good, and Sarah 
told me a little about your conversation with her, which we 
both found open-minded. You're of course aware of my 
analysis of the district's problems, which I still think has 
some insight; but it seems to me that you will do a better job 
finding your way without my presence in the group's 
internal life. 

I will continue writing on politics, and intend to stay active 
as an independent socialist. I'm not very happy about what 
you, Keith, and Alpana said about me, but standing outside 
the group, I'm no longer angry about it either. I hope that I 
can have productive working relationships with comrades in 
the struggle. 

I'm not interested in undermining the ISO or leaving in 
some splashy way that would hurt it. I will try to be fair-
minded when I explain why I left. I intend to continue 
paying dues to the organization. Maybe someday I will 
rejoin, if you'll have me, but obviously it's impossible to 
say. 

I think you have a difficult time ahead, and I hope it's clear 
that if I thought I could help you by remaining a member, I 
would. 

Feel free to discuss my resignation with comrades in 
whatever way you feel would be most useful; I will remove 
myself from the internal lists shortly (but please double-
check to make sure I get them all). I won't be at the meeting 
tonight. I'm going to share this letter with John, Sarah, Neil, 
and Amanda HG, but no other Boston comrades. I will ask 
the four of them to allow you the first chance to bring it up, 
if you wish to, although I won't ask them to hide the fact 
that I've left. 

I wish you all the very best of luck. 

hasta la victoria, shaun j 



PRE-CONVENTION BULLETIN #5 / DECEMBER 2013  21 

Appendix 3: Exchanges between Shaun J. and SC members 
Keeanga T. and Ahmed S. 

Conversation started September 3 

 9/3, 11:36am Keeanga 
hey shaun, i just want to say that I don't know what the hell 
happened in Boston but i think your resigning from the 
group is a real loss.  I don't know if you would be up for 
talking (on the phone) about your experience about the 
situation.  Despite whatever tensions that have existed 
around these various debates comrades who have put in 
years of experience are hard to come by.  i hope that we--as 
an organization--can talk through some of these issues and 
get you back in the group.  I also think the talk of you as 
racist and sexist to have been particularly outrageous.  
Anyway, let me know if you are interested in talking.  I am 
actually interested in your experience and thoughts about 
the situation.  I hope you are well given the 
circumstances.           
best     keeanga 

 9/3, 11:56am    Shaun Joseph 
Hey comrade, thanks for the note; I should also say that I 
appreciated your comment on FB.  I think everybody in 
Boston now realizes that there's a crisis in the district--I 
have thought so for some time--and wants to work it 
through. I thought my leaving would help them move 
forward. I also found it inconceivable, politically and 
psychologically, to work under a leadership that thinks I'm 
racist and sexist. I'd be happy to have a phone conversation 
with you. I'm pretty free these days as I try to think of my 
next step; any evening this week is OK, save Wednesday 
after 9PM (EST). It's also possible to talk during the day if I 
don't have meetings or anything at work. Let me know 
what's convenient for you. 

 9/3, 12:30pm    Keeanga 
hey there... i'm still adjusting to a new schedule having 
started a postdoc.  Could we say tomorrow (Wednesday) at 
4pm, 5,6, or 7 CST.  Let me know your thoughts.           

 9/3, 1:07pm    Shaun Joseph 
 Congrats on the postdoc! Tomorrow at 6 CST/7 EST 
sounds good. My number is XXX-XXX-1663. Also my 
email is xxxxxxxxx@gmail.com.            

 9/3, 9:01pm    Keeanga 
Thanks and I'll call tomorrow at 6 my time.  talk soon, 
kt           

 9/3, 9:14pm   Shaun J  
Ok talk to you then.            

September 4  

 9/4, 7:12pm    Keeanga 
xxxxxxxxx@gmail.com 

 9/4, 7:38pm    Shaun Joseph 
 You should also consider reaching out to Amanda HG 
(Harvard), who's been on the DC/BC since I got here; Sarah 

B (Harvard), who's organized our feminist work; Chris M 
(UMB), who's on the BC currently; and Amanda A (UMB), 
who's struggled to raise criticisms but can be perceptive 
when she does. (Full disclosure: Sarah is my partner.) 
Amanda HG and Sarah have been more supportive of me, 
Chris and Amanda A more critical, but I think all would 
have useful things to say. I can send you their contact info if 
you like. 

 9/4, 7:55pm    Keeanga 
please send along... 

September 5  

 9/5, 9:55am    Shaun Joseph  
Amanda HG: xxxxxxxxx@gmail.com, XXX-XXX-XXXX 
 Sarah B: xxxxxxxxx@gmail.com, XXX-XXX-XXXX 
 Chris M: xxxxxxxxxx@gmail.com, XXX-XXX-XXXX 
 Amanda A: xxxxxxxxxxxx@msn.com, XXX-XXX-XXXX  

 September 8 

 9/8, 11:01am    Shaun Joseph  
Hi comrade, I don't think I got a call from you on Friday. If 
you're still interested in checking in, we can set up a time 
for a call. I'm pretty free whenever this week.            

September 8  
 
9/8, 9:03pm    Keeanga 
Hey there...  

I have held off on calling until the org dept meets to figure 
out who can come out.  I believe we are meeting tomorrow.  
I think its most likely that Shaun will be coming out, but 
that's not set in stone yet.  I do think that this is going to 
take some time to untangle and I hope the trip out there will 
put us in the best position to do exactly that.  In any event, 
we will be in touch when we've worked out our plan which 
will be between tomorrow and the SC meeting on 
Wednesday.  Talk soon keeanga            

 9/8, 9:55pm    Shaun Joseph  
Ok, thanks for the update. In my opinion you or Ahmed 
would be best for a visit. Talk to you soon. 

September 9 

 9/9, 6:53am    Keeanga 
I think we would both agree.  There is an outside chance 
Ahmed can come which is why I'm saying its not quite set 
in stone.  I, unfortunately, am not a full timer and have just 
started a full time job, so I'm not in a position to leave for 
several days.  I was trying to work out a speaking thing at 
Harvard but that has fallen through.  Like I said, we're still 
trying to work it out.            

 9/9, 8:28am    Shaun Joseph  
OK, very understandable. Thanks for the update. 

 9/9, 8:54am    Keeanga 
no problem..            
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September 18  

 9/18, 9:17am    Shaun Joseph 
 Hi comrade, could you please give me an update on where 
everything stands? Thanks.            

 9/18, 3:21pm    Keeanga 
hey there... so the NC was this past weekend and plans are 
still coming together.  Ahmed should be getting in touch 
with you next week about Boston in particular.  He met with 
Ashley and Khury over the weekend but I was extremely ill 
and missed the entire NC.  The plan as it stands is for Shaun 
H. and Ahmed to come out to Boston the week after next 
when Ahmed returns from abroad.  The plan will including 
getting together with you in addition to the rest of the folks 
from the branch.  Hope this is helpful. keeanga           

 9/18, 3:39pm    Shaun Joseph 
 Thanks comrade. Sorry to hear that you were ill, and I hope 
you're feeling better. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Email sent to faction supporters by Ahmed S. on November 
16 

Subject: Recollection of SC communications with me 

Dear comrades,  

Below is an exchange between Shaun and Keeanga which 
you might be interested in given that you signed the petition 
to reinstate Shaun as a member of the ISO.  

As we’ve already written, there is no way to reinstate 
Shaun, since he resigned. Moreover to rejoin, there are 
several issues that we will need to sort out with him before 
he can become an ISO member again.  

But the reason for this email is to point out that Shaun’s 
recollection of SC communications with him are lacking. So 
for example, I attach one set of emails between Shaun and 
me during the period under discussion. My response to him 
is hardly fitting with the description he gives of the SC 
reaction to his resignation.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

From: Ahmed Shawki   
Date: Monday, September 9, 2013 at 10:18 PM  
To: Shaun Joseph  Subject:  
Re: Laid off; please suspend monthly ISO/CERSC 
payments 

Dear Shaun: 

I have removed you from dues check off and will make sure 
to check with Julie (although she is very efficient and I'm 
sure has already taken care of your request). 

I'm sorry to hear about your unexpected lay off—not to 
mention your resignation. I've been particularly swamped of 
late — and most pressing is that Sharon's mother has been 

in and out of the ER twice in the last month and is clearly 
not for long. However, I would like to get a chance to talk 
and keep lines of communication open with you if that's 
something that you would like.  

I will of course treat you employment status with 
confidence and wish you the best. 

Respectfully and with comradeship and affection. 

Ahmed 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

From: Shaun Joseph   
Date: Friday, September 6, 2013 11:29 AM  
To: Ahmed Shawki , Julie Fain   
Subject: Laid off; please suspend monthly ISO/CERSC 
payments 

Hi comrades, as you probably know, I had intended to keep 
paying ISO dues and CERSC donations after resigning from 
the ISO. Unfortunately I was laid off from my job today--
along with the entire engineering staff--so I'm in a difficult 
financial situation until I find new work. This was quite 
unexpected. 

Please suspend my monthly ISO dues check-off and 
CERSC donations with immediate effect until I indicate 
otherwise. I apologize for any inconvenience this may 
cause. I will restart payment as soon as I am employed 
again, although I may need to adjust the levels depending on 
how my income changes. 

Finally, while my employment status is not a secret, I think 
it would be best to treat it with discretion, since it has no 
bearing on political matters. 

thanks, shaun j (boston) XXX-XXX-XXXX 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Shaun wrote Ahmed back on September 10: 

From: Shaun Joseph 
Date: Tuesday, September 10, 2013 at 8:22 AM  
To: Ahmed Shawki   
Subject: Re: Laid off; please suspend monthly ISO/CERSC 
payments 

Quoting Ahmed: “I have removed you from dues check off 
and will make sure to check with Julie (although she is very 
efficient and I'm sure has already taken care of your 
request).” 

Yes, she's done it already. Fortunately it looks like I may be 
in a position to be rehired soon, so I may only need to 
suspend payments for September. We'll see.   

Quoting Ahmed: “I'm sorry to hear about your unexpected 
lay off—not to mention your resignation. I've been 
particularly swamped of late — and most pressing is that 
Sharon's mother has been in and out of the ER twice in the 
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last month and is clearly not for long.” 

I'm sorry to hear that; I know Sharon's father passed away 
not very long ago. Please convey my sympathies to her and 
Kamal.   However, I would like to get a chance to talk and 
keep lines of communication open with you if that's 
something that you would like.  

Certainly. Keeanga reached out to me last week, as I'm sure 
you know, and it's been very useful talking with her; but of 
course I'm always happy to discuss with you as well. 

Keeanga told me that Shaun H would most likely visit 
Boston as an SC representative, but that there was an 
"outside chance" that you could do so. It goes without 
saying that I have plenty of confidence in Shaun, but for a 
number of reasons I think you could be more effective. 
Regardless of how my situation turns out, there are very 
deep problems in the Boston organization--I think even 
Khury and Alpana would admit this--and I think the 
involvement of the most "authoritative" comrades is 
advisable.   

Quoting Ahmed: “I will of course treat your employment 
status with confidence and wish you the best.” 

Thanks, I appreciate it. 

best, shaun 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

I met with Shaun for two hours on October 6th. And what 
follows below is his correspondence of his “recollections” 
and between him and Keeanga.  

I let comrades draw their own conclusions. I know what 
mine are. 

Best. Ahmed Shawki 

Below is the exchange between Keeanga and Shaun I 
referred to above. 

From: Shaun Joseph   
Date: Wed, Oct 9, 2013 at 6:02 PM  
Subject: Re: Recollection of SC communications with me  
To: Keeanga Taylor 

 Comrade-- 

I think it is fair to mention the problems of scheduling, 
given that I requested certain comrades visit, which you did 
in fact explain clearly at the time. I do not think the rest of 
your message is fair--I note that, besides the 
aforementioned, you neither add or dispute anything else 
concretely--but I will convey your views to the signatories, 
and they can decide for themselves what to make of it. I am 
also not sure why you find this account offensive 
personally, since if anything, you stand out as the member 
of the SC who did the most about an obvious political crisis. 

For what it is worth, I do not think the SC organized a 

"charade to originate an idea about meeting to sort things 
out." It would, in a sense, be more impressive if you had. I 
think instead that the Center is disorganized and lacks 
political control over the group. You (plural) are facing a 
series of organizational problems and crises in multiple 
branches simultaneously, and you do not have a good 
explanation for it; indeed, if Boston is any indication, you 
are not yet even aware of the scope of the problem. The 
difficulties are being blamed on "demoralization and 
disorientation" in the membership. I think it is the 
leadership that is demoralized and disoriented. 

This claim may seem "anti-leadership." It is not. I think you 
guys are messing up, and I think you need help--and better 
structures from which to draw help--and probably some 
comrades need to do something else for a while. But that is 
not "anti-leadership," it is taking leadership seriously. 
Comrades like those in Boston who will claw apart a rank-
and-file member who argues that their perspective is 
overblown, then reverse themselves immediately when 
Ashley declares the same thing--they are anti-leadership, 
because they promote a form of false leadership that will 
never advance our movement. And these are the ones that 
the SC has implicitly, if inadvertently, endorsed. If the ISO 
manages to retain the comrades who are really capable of 
rebuilding the organization in Boston, it will be in spite of 
the Center's intervention. (For my part, I am urging them to 
stay.) 

I am not saying this to hurl accusations back at you 
(singular), but because I think that it's true and explains 
what is going on. You may think it's full of shit. That's OK. 
It's regrettable that we have wound up in a somewhat 
adversarial position since the MoW perspectives, as I gather 
that I may agree with you about more things than other 
comrades in the leadership. But that is only a guess, and I 
do not intend to offend you by suggesting that we share 
some ideas. 

Thank you for taking the time to respond. 

best, shaun 

On Wed, Oct 9, 2013 at 2:58 PM, Keeanga Taylor wrote:  

Shaun,  This attempt at reconstructing my communication 
with you about the situation in Boston is selective, deceitful 
and completely self-serving. I reached out to you out of 
genuine concern about you after things had disintegrated on 
Facebook.  In fact, I publicly defended you on Facebook 
and helped to shut down a very destructive thread in which 
your personal character was being wantonly impugned 
while people from around the country piled on.   

So the idea that I was a part of a steering committee charade 
to originate an idea about meeting to sort things out only to 
never have the intention of meeting makes no sense. I did 
not have to contact you and I was not directed to contact 
you--I reached out because I felt bad for you about how the 
situation unfolded.   

Beyond that it was obvious that we should send people to 
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Boston, not because of you specifically, but because of the 
wider political issues in the branch that gave rise to the 
crisis involving you.  What your reconstruction of my 
comments does not reflect is the difficulty there would be in 
scheduling--as i clearly explained to you.  In order to 
expedite things I even suggested that we would send Shaun 
H. and Jen R. because they could probably travel quickly.  
You thought that would not be as effective as Ahmed or I 
and then I explained that while I agreed there were two 
issues.   

The first is that I am not a full timer and in fact, I have a full 
time job making it complicated for me to pick and come to 
Boston.  My second point was that Ahmed is extremely 
busy and has a very tight schedule. I also explained that in 
terms of "human resources" we are stretched to the max--
making "quick" travel complicated.  At no point did you 
ever indicate that this was a problem or that the SC was 
being unresponsive to your issues.  At no point was anyone 
not in touch with you and at no point could you not easily 
contact me or Ahmed--as you have throughout this entire 
process.   

Your email is manipulative and disingenuous because it 
completely distorts what actually happened.  It is personally 
exasperating because I have done nothing but extend 
empathy, concern and kindness to you during what seemed 
to me to be an extremely distressing situation. I spoke and 
communicated with you freely and not with the expectation 
that my private Facebook messages to you would be made 
public and that my personal integrity would be dragged 
through the mud as an accomplice to an effort to deceive 
you and the national organization.  Your behavior is fairly 
outrageous.  

Keeanga 

On Wed, Oct 9, 2013 at 12:31 PM, Shaun Joseph  wrote: 
Comrades-- 

In its reply to the appeal for me, the SC writes, "If the 
signatories had decided to contact a member of the SC to 
express their concerns, they might have discovered that the 
SC was also concerned about Shaun’s decision to resign and 
had in fact already reached out to him to try to further 
understand his decision and to explore the possibility of a 
rapprochement." 

The signatories were, of course, generally aware of the 
Center's communication with me. However, to clarify 
matters, I am providing them with the following account 
that details my interactions with the Center. As comrades 
may wish to publish this material in the IB, given the SC's 
implication that it was on top of things, I thought it would 
be fair to provide you with my recollections, in case you 
wished to offer any corrections. 

thanks, shaun j 

The SC reply notes that my resignation was on Sept 3--
actually it was on Aug 29, but apparently Khury PS did not 
communicate this information to the Center. (I wanted to 

wait a few days before discussing my resignation publicly.) 
The appeal was sent to the Sharon S on Sept 30. It may be 
of value for comrades to know, in some detail, what 
happened--or failed to happen--in the intervening month so 
that they can themselves evaluate how the SC was 
"handling" things. 

Keeanga T wrote me on Sept 3 very soon after my 
resignation became public, and we spoke via phone the next 
day. She seemed quite shocked at the state of the Boston 
district: she did not know about the severe membership loss 
(about a dozen over the course of a year) nor the departure 
of long-standing cadre (Nick C, Hector TP). She admitted 
that the Center was "completely disorganized" and didn't 
know anything that the regional organizers did not volunteer 
to them. 

Keeanga told me that the SC's position was that I was owed 
an apology, and she asked if I would consider coming back. 
I said I that I would, but I raised explicitly the question of 
Ashley S's role, which I felt--even without knowing 
everything I now do--was fundamental to the breakdown of 
relations. She was sympathetic, saying that she agreed that it 
didn't make sense to rejoin just to have this all happen again 
in six months because no bigger changes were made. She 
said that the SC was aiming for a "qualitative 
transformation" of the Boston district. She also said that 
someone from the SC would be sent to Boston to investigate 
the situation. 

We agreed that she would call me again on Friday, Sept 6. 
Immediately after the call, I sent her materials related to the 
long-running crisis in Boston, including an exchange of 
documents between me (on the one side) and Khury and 
Alpana M (on the other) about the district crisis from 
January; and my calculation of membership losses over the 
preceding year from May. I also sent her contact 
information for four comrades--two of whom were very 
critical of me--and encouraged the Center to contact them 
all to get the best all-round view of the situation. 

I did not receive a call on Friday, so on Sunday, Sept 8 I 
wrote Keeanga again. She said that she was holding off on 
calling until "the org dept meets to figure out who can come 
out." She said that someone from the Center would be in 
touch between Monday and Wednesday. On Monday, Sept 
9 I sent her the email thread exposing how leading 
comrades failed to prioritize my trial; Keeanga replied, 
"There is more to say but I'm really sorry this happened. It's 
shocking. I wish we had known. We hear you." 

No one from the leadership contacted me for the remainder 
of the week. 

On Wednesday, Sept 18 I again wrote Keeanga on my own 
initiative to request an update. She replied, "Ahmed [S] 
should be getting in touch with you next week about Boston 
in particular. He met with Ashley and Khury over the 
weekend but I was extremely ill and missed the entire NC. 
The plan as it stands is for Shaun H. and Ahmed to come 
out to Boston the week after next when Ahmed returns from 
abroad. The plan will including getting together with you in 
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addition to the rest of the folks from the branch." 

Neither Ahmed nor anyone else from the SC contacted me 
over the course of the following week (Monday, Sept 23 
through Sunday, Sept 29). In fact, the first time Ahmed 
contacted me was via email on Oct 5--after Amanda HG, 
Neil P, and Sarah B sent him an email suggesting a meeting. 

Now during the preceding month, the fact that a 
representative of the SC would be visiting Boston was 
never, to my knowledge, announced to the Boston 
membership--it was only discussed formally at the 
leadership level, and even then the purpose of the visit was 
never clearly described: per Khury, Ahmed was coming 
down to do a forum, run a study group, or suchlike. Only 
AFTER the appeal was submitted did the Boston leadership 
announce an "Emergency Meeting" with Ahmed on Sunday, 
Oct 6. 

Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that no one was 
planning to visit Boston--assurances to me notwithstanding-
-until after the appeal created a "scandal." In an email 
announcing Ahmed's visit to Boston, Ashley S wrote, 
"Obviously organizing a last minute flight is expensive and 
comrades should plan on doing a collection to help pay for 
his travel expenses." But why was the flight "last minute"? 
Hadn't the visit been planned since at least Sept 18, per 
Keeanga's message on that date? 

In the meanwhile, the "day-to-day management" of the 
crisis in the Boston district was left to Ashley, Khury, and 
Alpana, even though they all were, in my view, at the center 
of the problem. 

Thus the appeal was submitted after the leadership had a 
month's time to address the matter itself, yet failed to do so 
effectively. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

A response to the ISO Renewal Faction 
I would like to use this document to respond to what the 
“ISO renewal faction” has put out online 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/) so far. I found the 
analysis and suggestions put forward by these comrades, in 
some ways, quite useful. I am not opposed to a lot of their 
recommendations. With a bit more detail and debate, I 
might be won to these ideas. However, their overall analysis 
is hampered by a faulty framework. This leaves their 
documents “The organizational crisis and its political roots” 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/the-orga
nizational-crisis/), “The role of perspectives” 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/the-role-
of-perspectives/), and “Organizational perspectives” 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/organizat
ional-perspectives/) unable to chart a way forward for the 
organization. 

The faction’s main focus is their perceived crisis of 
leadership in the ISO. Throughout their documents they talk 
of the ISO steering committee “closing ranks,” its incorrect 
perspectives, and its lack of leadership on perspectives, as 
in: “From this point forward [the collapse of the Occupy 
Movement], the Center goes into drift mode” (-“The 
organizational crisis and its political roots”). They speak of 
prizing movements’ potential over a sober assessment and 
medium to long term goals. The leadership is, apparently, 
idealist and misunderstands how class consciousness 
develops. 

All this culminates in the faction’s perspectives. These 
perspectives are overweighted by recommendations on 
changing the internal structure of the organization. Their 
suggestions for internal structural changes seem like fine 
ideas, for the most part. However, this over-emphasis means 
that their other ideas (a political program, extra resources to 
understand the period, public debates and bulletins, and a 
strategy for adding resources to, “where we expect the 
contradictions of capitalism to be most ripe for the 

development of class struggle” [- “Organizational 
perspectives”] ) go undeveloped. 

Setting the record straight 

In the document “The organizational crisis and its political 
roots,” the comrades list a series of local “crises.” This list, 
along with the indications of the national leadership’s role 
in each, forwards the idea that there is an organization-wide 
crisis precipitated or exacerbated by the national leadership 
(in most cases the Steering Committee [SC]). 

I don’t deny that we are in troubled times. It remains to be 
seen if these are growing pains or something much more 
serious. But the narrative that this is a crisis of leadership 
does not fit with my experience. I would encourage other 
comrades to add their experiences from their locales. 

I have been a member of the the ISO for seven years. For 
my entire membership I have lived in Chicago. I will only 
touch on the “crisis” we apparently went through from 2009 
through 2011. I recommend comrades read “Some thoughts 
on the Socialist Outpost response” in Pre-convention 
Bulletin #4. I only have a few things to add. 

For starters, we certainly had our share of issues in Chicago. 
One or two of these issues might, ungenerously, be labeled 
a crisis. But the departure of seven members over a period 
of many years for a variety of reasons does not fit the bill. 
In fact, the majority of those folks left before 2009. And 
most did not leave for political reasons, but personal. For 
many reasons the situation in Chicago does not fit the 
“organizational crisis since 2009” narrative. 

How to characterize this period 

In “The Organizational Crisis and its Political Roots,” the 
faction goes through the previous perspectives of the 
organization. I have no major disagreements with the 
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faction’s descriptions of the downturn and transition period 
perspectives. What they gave us and what problems they 
caused is a reasonable assessment. And we all agree we are 
in a “new era.” They give the period the apt moniker of, 
“the era of neoliberal crisis,” (-”The role of perspectives”) 

However, I do find the claim that, “This caused the 
leadership to profoundly exaggerate the political break with 
neoliberalism and predict an immediate rise in class 
struggle” a bit overblown. Looking back at 
SocialistWorker.org from that period it is easy to find 
optimism about the period, but also talk of “potential” and 
caution; “the potential to open up politics on a whole range 
of questions,” 
(socialistworker.org/2009/01/20/the-obama-era) and, “It's 
very important to understand that conditions of mass 
unemployment don't immediately lead to mass resistance” 
(socialistworker.org/2009/07/13/new-left-for-a-new-era). 

Seeing potential soberly 

While critiquing a Socialist Worker article 
(socialistworker.org/2013/11/20/the-challenges-facing-socia
lists), they state: 

There is no similar counter warning about ‘focusing 
one-sidedly on the possibilities of any struggle.’ Isn’t it 
equally or more politically passive to focus one-sidedly 
on the potential of any particular struggle or protest? 
To do so risks turning our participation into the 
equivalent of cheerleading for this or that struggle; or 
as Lenin puts the case against the Economists, to bow 
down before the spontaneity of the masses and to cede 
the ground of the class struggle to bourgeois 
ideology.” (-“The role of perspectives”) 

This entire paragraph borders on the absurd. Seeing the 
potential in a struggle or a single protest is in no way a 
recipe for passivity. Seeing potential, by definition, isn’t 
believing that things are great the way they are but seeing 
what things could become. This has always been our role in 
struggle; to help it rise as close to its potential as it can. We 
have never bowed down nor cheerled. In fact our method of 
being involved in every struggle we can is precisely because 
it is more effective to fight “bourgeois ideology” from 
within the movements, instead of from the sidelines. 

The comrades quote Gramsci to suggest we lack the ability 
to make sober assessments and to plan accordingly: “I think, 
in every circumstance, of the worst-case scenario, in order 
to put into motion all the reserves of my will and to be able 
to break down the obstacle” (-“The role of perspectives”). 
Anticipating the worst case scenario, however, does not 
contradict the importance of estimating the struggle’s 
potential and the impact one’s forces can have within it to 
“break down the obstacles” before them. 

The faction raises the Wisconsin Uprising as a key struggle 
where this happened. In Wisconsin we all knew that the 
Democratic party and labor bureaucrats wanted to channel 

things safely into a recall election—and we fought like hell 
to prevent that. What part of seeing the potential of that 
struggle led to be passive in Wisconsin? What different 
strategies should we have employed? They state, “we ‘make 
a sober assessment of the challenges we are facing,’ so that 
the best strategy for the movement can be adduced” (- “The 
role of perspectives”). Great—I’m all for that! But what did 
we miss in Wisconsin because of our “cheerleading”? 

Furthermore, if we had won in Wisconsin do the comrades 
deny that things would have been different in Indiana, 
Michigan and elsewhere? 

What is consciousness like in this period? 

The faction complains about a “straw-man argument” 
around predicting the failures of a movement ahead of time, 
but then proceed to construct a mighty one themselves. 
Stating, “class consciousness in the Marxist sense of the 
term is indeed a product, and not an antecedent, of class 
struggle—and that the ISO has tended to invert this 
relationship” (-“The role of perspectives”) 

Certainly, our perspectives always have statements on 
“mass consciousness,” “sentiment,” or “radicalization,” and 
that these attitudes find expression in the “spontaneous” 
struggles we’ve seen. But by narrowing the discussion to 
class consciousness or the forming of a “class-for-itself” 
they paint a false picture of what we argue. 

No one believes that full working class consciousness 
happens outside of struggle. What we do say is that, 
especially since the financial crisis, there has been a 
significant number of people drawing radical conclusions 
about the world we live in. That is, they know that 
something is rotten at the root of the system. Opinion polls, 
the popularity of struggles once they burst out, and the 
recent election of Sawant in Seattle are all testaments to 
this. This, of course, is a long way from seeing collective 
action, let alone collective action at the point of production, 
as the solution. 

 

￼This is what gives these explosive struggles we’ve seen 
their potential. When people are actually struggling it gives 
them the opportunity to learn the lessons of collective action 
and to teach others not directly involved. We also know that 
the struggle alone won’t teach all the lessons. That is 
another role a revolutionary organization should be playing. 

Hampered by their framework 

Throughout their documents the ISO renewal faction seems 
more concerned with pointing out the failures of leadership 
than charting a way forward in this new period that corrects 
these perceived mistakes. In the document announcing the 
formation of the faction 
(http://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/announc
ement-of-the-iso-renewal-faction/) they claim the ISO has 
moved toward the, “closing of ranks, a renewed focus on 
routines and low-level political education, and a retreat from 
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outward-looking events such as the regional fall Marxism 
conferences.” They give no indication of what makes the 
education “low-level” -- It certainly hasn’t been in my 
experience -- or what else we should be doing. 

This bias becomes clear as they move into their 
“Organizational Perspectives” document. The majority of 
this document is spent on suggested changes to the internal 

structure of the organization. If these changes had been 
implemented five years ago we would still be having the 
issues we are today. Whether the SC or the National 
Committee (NC) had been elected by slate or individual, 
pretty much the same people would still populate both. 
Even if the NC was, “in form and in fact, the political 
leadership of the group,” I don’t see any substantive 
changes to our perspectives up to this point. 

Their ideas for new internal structures seem fine to me. The 
formalizing supra-branch organizations is necessary -- 
although the publishing of the minutes of all the meetings of 
these committees could be cumbersome. Reports from each 
after they meet are sufficient -- as our district committee in 
Chicago does -- especially if minority views are aired in the 
reports. Elections of district and regional paid organizers is 
alright with me. The NC taking a more active leadership 
role is a good idea. I do wonder if meeting every three 
months is impracticable. But I also would like to see what 
other ideas there are for restructuring national leadership. 

The other goals they set for us is to use more resources to 
understand the period through the use of public debate and 
bulletins. This will lead to us forming medium and long 
term strategies formalized in a program. With program in 
hand we can implant ourselves, “ in key economic sectors 
and workplaces, social strata, and geographic locations (e.g. 
the South) where we expect the contradictions of capitalism 
to be most ripe for the development of class struggle” 
(-“Organizational perspectives”). 

These could be great goals for the organization. 
Unfortunately they don’t give much depth to these ideas. I 
don’t expect them to come with a proposed program and 
implementation strategy. But, what would be great is how 
can we use the process of determining these things to 
engage the full membership. Make it a truly democratic 
process that give everyone a stake in the outcome and thus a 
stake in its implementation. These are mammoth tasks. 
Simply making the NC the political center of the 
organization is not sufficient for their achievement. 

I don’t have answers about how to make this happen. 
Perhaps we need a special convention with an extended 
pre-convention period for proposals specifically related to 
these questions. 

Misunderstanding of leadership and cadre 

The faction’s preoccupation with the failings of the SC 
seem to stem out of a misunderstanding of leadership and 
cadre in a democratic centralist organization. The 

documents seem to reflect Shaun J’s analysis of cadre 
expressed on his blog 
(http://torepeat.wordpress.com/2013/10/19/valences-of-the-
united-front-iii-the-struggle-for-cultur e/): 

The common view in the ISO, I think, is that the 
comrades at the Center are the ‘top cadre’ of the 
group. Actually they are not cadre at all. That’s not to 
say they’re unimportant: a centralist organization 
needs national leadership just like an army needs 
generals. However, a cadre that identifies itself with 
the national leadership, that does not see itself as an 
independent and irreverent layer, is not fulfilling its 
function as a cadre–just like an army full of 
sycophantic captains is doomed to fail in battle. 

What we find here is the idea that “the Center” is necessary, 
but a necessary evil in need of discipline from an 
“independent and irreverent” cadre. Apparently, what we 
have in the ISO is the army of sycophants. Evidence for this 
is a lack of “frontal challenges at the National Convention.” 
Thus, in this formulation it seems that there cannot be cadre 
without dissent. 

This is not what we should be striving for. The fact that, 
“nine of the 14 current SC members are full-timers,” 
(-“Organizational perspectives”) is not a problem. And the 
fact that 

they are not rooted in the working class -- this is an 
unavoidable consequence being a full-timer -- is also not an 
issue. I think there should be more full time staff in the ISO. 
It is necessary for any serious organization to have full time 
staff. What is a problem is thinking that they should have all 
of the answers. They do not. They are in the unique position 
of day-in and day-out seeing the full picture of the 
organization. No one else is afforded that -- certainly no one 
with a full time job. 

But this is not enough. That is where cadre come in. They 
are, ideally, embedded in the class or social struggle and 
highly politically trained. They see things in detail a full 
time organizer cannot. But they don’t get a chance day-by-
day to see the project in its entirety. Although, the 
pre-convention period is designed to allow all members to 
step back and look at the big picture. Only together can 
clear perspectives be forged. Cadre is not independent of 
national elected leadership, the two are inseparable from 
each other. They must trust each other and collaborate in 
fullest ways possible. 

This is the root problem of the faction’s analysis. Using the 
NC to discipline the SC will not transform this organization 
into what it needs to be. Substitute the right form of political 
leadership for the wrong one will not divine the answers for 
us. Only a committed and engaged membership willing to 
collaborate with all other comrades in all levels of 
leadership will do the trick. 

Jayson A., Chicago 
Corrie W. (Chicago) contributed to this document. 
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___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tendency, faction, clique, and leadership 
Farrell Dobbs was one of the leaders of the 1934 strike in 
Minneapolis, as recounted in his book Teamster Rebellion, 
which many members have studied. 

The following excerpts come from a series of lectures Dobbs 
gave in 1970 on the history of the Trotskyist movement.  I do 
not agree with every assessment of that history he presents, 
by any means. But a number of his comments on the norms 
of organizational life in a revolutionary socialist group 
seem of lasting value; they sum up years of experience in 
the working-class movement.  

This compilation is submitted to the preconvention 
discussion in hopes that others will find the material of 
some educational value, as I have. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

To justify the formation of a faction, the differences should 
be considered so fundamental that a showdown fight is 
necessary for control of the party. Ordinarily, a minority 
should do no more than form an ideological tendency. In 
this way, the adherents of a minority position have the 
mechanism through which to argue collectively for a change 
in the given policy under dispute. Their views should be 
presented openly before the whole party in a responsible 
and a disciplined way. While temporary groupings may 
arise in the party as a result of conjunctural political 
differences, such groupings should not be artificially 
perpetuated after the given question in dispute has been 
decided. 

An artificially perpetuated grouping risks degenerating into 
an unprincipled clique. Such a grouping develops a 
tendency to act as a mutual advancement society inside the 
party: you rub my back, I’ll rub yours; you push to enhance 
my prestige and position in the party, and I will reciprocate 
for you. This leads in turn to the substitution of relationships 
based on personal friendship for relationships based on 
political comradeship — and there is a very important 
difference between the two. 

Comradeship implies political collaboration despite 
personal relations. The important thing is not whether you 
like this or that individual member of the party. The 
important thing is whether you both agree on the program, 
the aims, the perspectives, the principles of the party. That 
is the only way you can hold a party together, even if it is 
politically homogeneous. Personal relations, however, are 
often transient. Friendship is a relationship that by its very 
nature is limited because it must be based on personal 
compatibility. You can’t build a party on the basis of 
friendship. When a formation begins to degenerate into a 
clique, substituting friendship for comradeship, then it 
begins to put clique interests before those of the party. Its 
members more and more lose their sense of political 
objectivity in every respect. This leads to a gradual 

alienation of the clique members from the party, and the 
resultant loss of political bearings causes them to drift away 
from the party in time. That, by and large, has been the 
ultimate result of the development of clique formations in 
the history of the organization. They are a thing to be 
avoided like the plague. There’s nothing principled and 
nothing justifiable about a clique from any point of view. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Members join the party voluntarily. Therefore, the party has 
the right to define the conditions for membership in its 
ranks. It does so in terms of its program and its 
organizational principles which serve the program. As a 
combat formation, the party must have several basic 
attributes. These include firmness of political line, unity in 
action, and discipline in all internal party affairs, with all 
members unconditionally loyal to the party. Such qualities 
make it possible to go up against the ruling class as one 
party, with one program. Democratic centralist norms 
require a free and democratic internal party atmosphere. 
Room must be provided for the expression of dissident 
views. The right to organize tendencies and factions must be 
protected. All individuals and all tendencies must toe 
enabled to contribute to the development of the party, and to 
the shaping of its leading cadres. Minorities are entitled to 
present their views in internal party discussion, at the proper 
time and in an appropriate manner, as determined by the 
party. Once a decision has been made on disputed issues by 
majority vote, the minority must subordinate itself in action 
to the majority. The minority may retain its views, but it 
must help carry out the majority decision. 

Between conventions, authority becomes centralized. The 
party confronts the outside world with a single policy: that 
of the majority. Both external and internal activities are 
regulated by the official party bodies. Indiscipline and 
disloyalty are treated as crimes that bring punishment — if 
you don’t do that, you’ll never in a thousand years build a 
combat party. In this way, the party maintains its role as a 
revolutionary vanguard. Its character as a combat 
organization is safeguarded, unity in action is preserved, 
firmness of political line is assured, and the party is able to 
maintain its principles. 

Only along this general line of organizational structure and 
principles can the party fulfill its historical task in the 
revolutionary struggle for socialism. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

It’s a very big mistake to think that you’ve got to organize 
for war in the party because you’ve got a difference of 
opinion…. You’ve got to reason with people. If you assume 
a hostile, combative attitude and try to slug your way 
through, you’re more liable to make people angry than to 
convince them. But if you proceed in a reasoned way, then 
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different criteria apply. Everybody gets a chance to hear 
what you have to say, and everybody gets a chance to hear 
what the rest of the party has to say, and they can think it 
out. If you proceed on the basis of reason, if you try in a 
responsible, loyal, and disciplined way, using the power of 
ideas and the force of argument to convince people, if you 
are right and the party is wrong, then the party will rectify 
itself. 

It is also necessary to have a little patience. I’ll spend a 
moment on this question first from the point of view of a 
leader. The duty of a leader is to try to be a little bit ahead 
of the ranks in grasping the feeling of what is happening in 
the objective process, and thinking out the most effective 
ways for the party to act in the given situation. It is also a 
duty of a leader to be patient. If a leader gets an idea for 
something that the party ought to do, that leader shouldn’t 
rush out and start knocking heads if everybody doesn’t jump 
right up and say, “Good! That’s the best idea that’s ever 
come down the pike! Let’s get at it!” A leader has got to 
have enough patience, enough understanding, enough of the 
pedagogic sense to first explain the idea, give the comrades 
a chance to think about it, and give the organization time to 
bring its consciousness abreast of the situation that the given 
leader seeks to call to the party’s attention. 

Similarly, with any person who has a dissident view, 
whether a leader or simply a rank and filer. On the one 
hand, of course all party members have the right to present 
their views. On the other hand, it is necessary to have a little 
patience with the party. A time for discussion arises, and 
one with a dissident view presents his or her thoughts. The 
discussion ends and a vote is taken. Suppose the dissident 
view does not prevail. The loyal thing to do then is to say, 
“Well, it didn’t work this time. But I still think it’s 
important, and so at the next occasion for discussion, I will 
raise the matter again. In the meantime, I’ll think about it, 
I’ll watch what happens.” Now something else operates 
here, in between discussion periods. Political life is always 
moving. Something can happen between one discussion and 
the next. The person with a dissident view as against the 
majority opinion in the party can find that either the 
evolution of political reality between one party discussion 
and the next can give new impetus to the dissident view, or 
it can convince the comrade with the dissident opinion that 
he or she was wrong. That’s always possible too, you know. 

The object of this procedure is always the good and welfare 
of the party. That, and nothing else! Always as a loyal 
member of the party, see yourself in relation to the party. 
Never look at the party in relation to yourself. The question 
is, what can I do — whatever are my abilities, talents, 
energies, and capacities — to contribute to the cause in 
which I believe, and to which the party is dedicated? Never 
ask, what can the party do to advance my personal career, or 
magnify my ego? Always see yourself in relation to the 
party, never the party in relation to yourself. Those are some 
of the guidelines that I would suggest as to how a loyal 
minority ought to conduct itself. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

I mentioned already that a leader can’t wear two coats, one 
in the capacity of a leader, and the other in the capacity of 
an individual. If you take on a leadership responsibility, and 
if you’re going to be a leader worth a tinker’s dam, you 
automatically have to give up part of your rights as an 
individual. You can’t have it both ways. You can’t be a 
foot-loose, fancy-free rank and filer and a leader at the same 
time. It just won’t work. If you’ve taken any kind of leading 
position, you’ve got to think, not only about your own 
opinion, but also about the organization. You must have a 
sense of proportion. A comrade with a dissident view in the 
executive committee has got to say to himself or herself, 
“Well, I still think I’m right, but is this question of such a 
magnitude that I ought to go in to the branch meeting 
against the rest of the executive committee, and make a 
minority report, and have a big argument in the branch?” 
Maybe you should, maybe you shouldn’t. I’m not saying 
one or the other. But think about it, be conscious of it, and 
remember that a leader, at whatever level, in whatever 
function, is responsible not only for the correct 
programmatic strategic and tactical line of the party, or the 
given unit of the party in its work, but also for the 
equilibrium of the party, or of that party unit. It’s a damn 
poor stick of a leader who is always keeping the 
organization in a state of turmoil by constantly raising 
objections and minority views over small questions. If you 
do that, you will also discredit yourself in the eyes of the 
ranks. It will get to be like that old fable about the kid who 
called wolf. If you quibble over every little question that 
comes up, and then one day a serious question comes up 
that you want to raise, and you will have made such a 
nuisance of yourself that nobody will pay any attention to 
you. 

So a team leadership must be grounded in a firm relation 
between the leadership and the unit that is led, on the basis 
of confidence in and respect for the leading unit by the 
comrades in the ranks. There must be a relationship of 
mutual respect and recognition of the responsibilities of 
leadership among the comrades working in the leadership 
team. And, the individual members of that team must have a 
sense of proportion about going to the party with differences 
of opinion that may develop within the team. 

Now, just one final point on that that has to do with 
leadership. I spoke earlier about the danger of an organized 
minority artificially perpetuating itself as an organized 
formation inside the party after the given issue has been 
voted on and settled. Such a minority runs the risk of 
degenerating into a clique. This applies also to the problem 
of leaders functioning with respect to a team concept in 
leadership. The situation that is most conducive to building 
a team is when each leader has the understanding and 
capacity to stand in an undifferentiated relationship with the 
other members of the leadership, and with all members of 
the party. You have no special relation with any other 
particular leader, or any particular member or group of 
members inside the party. 

If a difference of opinion arises, and a dispute develops, 
then it may be necessary temporarily to have some 
differentiated organizational associations within the 



PRE-CONVENTION BULLETIN #5 / DECEMBER 2013  30 

leadership. It may be necessary for one grouping to join 
together collectively in thinking out the points of view that 
it might want to express as against the points of view of 
another grouping. But as soon as that issue is settled, then 
the organized formation should be dissolved. If a leader 
tries artificially to perpetuate a grouping within the party, 
that can develop into cliquism. 

From “The Structure and Organizational Principles of the 
Party” by Farrell Dobbs, 
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/document/swp-
us/dobbslectures.htm 

Scott M., Washington D.C.
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