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Convention information and deadlines 
 
Convention location: Northwestern University. We’ll send out meeting room with other convention 
details for attendees in a Convention Information Sheet as the convention approaches. 
 
Listed below are two sets of items that include information for branches and a set of deadlines that will help 
us streamline the convention process. These are broken up into two parts. Please read all the way to the end, 
with special attention to the deadlines listed here. Thanks. 
 
I.  Below is a set of deadlines that will help us make sure that all comrades who are coming are pre-
registered, that comrades who need free housing are offered it, and that the pre-convention bulletins contain 
as many resolutions and documents as necessary. 
 

1. Delegates and guests: 
 
Please send in the names of your branch’s elected delegates along with requests for any guests 
you would like to attend. Twigs (groups of less than five members) are entitled to request a 
guest. 
 
Please send an email with the words “delegate” and/or “guest” in the subject line to 
sharon@internationalsocialist.org. Your delegates will automatically be pre-registered. Guest 
requests will be answered on the Monday following the day you send in your request. 
 
The deadline for delegate information and guest requests is Sunday, February 9. 
  

2. Childcare: 
 
We are committed to providing childcare to all delegates who require it. The childcare will take 
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place at the home of Chicago comrades.  
 
If your branch is sending any delegates needing childcare during the convention, please 
send an email with the word “childcare” in the subject line to Cindy K. at 
Ckchigo@gmail.com. The deadline for submitting childcare requests is Friday, February 7. 
This is a firm deadline, and we can’t accept any requests after this date, as we will need enough 
time to arrange quality childcare. 
 

3. Housing:  
 
Housing with comrades:  
 
Chicago comrades are happy to offer free housing to all comrades who need it. But we are only 
able to guarantee floor space, so we strongly recommend that you bring a sleeping bag and a 
pillow. 
 
If you want to request housing with comrades, send an email with the word “housing” in 
the subject line to either Carlos E. (xwbax777@hotmail.com) or Rory F. 
(rory@haymarketbooks.org). Please make sure to let us know in your email if the comrades 
requesting housing have any pet allergies, etc. 
 
The deadline for requesting housing with Chicago comrades is Sunday, February 9.  
 
Local hotels: 
 
Comrades who are able to afford it might prefer to pitch in together to stay in a hotel. Below are 
a couple of suggestions—but if you find a good deal somewhere, please let us know and we’ll 
pass it on to other comrades.  
 
Unfortunately, the Best Western Hotel and the Orrington in downtown Evanston are booked up 
for Presidents’ Day weekend. The other Evanston Hotels are fairly pricy. 
 
There is one option worth considering for a larger group: The Homestead Evanston (1625 
Hinman Avenue, Evanston, IL 60201). This hotel is located just two blocks from Northwestern 
University (closer than any other hotel). It has one-bedroom apartments with kitchens (which 
can save money on food—there is a Whole Foods in downtown Evanston). These apartments 
cost $185 per night, but you can probably squeeze in 6-7 people to save costs. When you 
register, however, you should only register as four guests, which is the maximum the hotel 
allows. Their website is http://thehomestead.net/results.cfm.  
 
One of the cheaper options is the Super 8 hotel (7300 North Sheridan 
Road, Chicago, IL 60626). This hotel is close to the red line “el” and just a few stops away from 
Northwestern. Their website is http://www.super8.com/. They are listing their rate for two 
queen beds at $124.99 per night, but you can get a 15% discount on the rate if you book 7 days 
in advance. 
 

4. Pre-convention documents and resolutions:  
 
Deadline for all pre-convention submissions: 
 
All documents and resolutions need to be submitted by Wednesday, February 12 at midnight 
CST if they are to be included in a pre-convention bulletin (although we strongly urge you to 
submit them earlier if you want comrades to have time to read them before the convention). All 
comrades who submit documents or resolutions after that time will be required to make their 
own copies to be distributed at the convention. We will include all of these in the post-
convention bulletin, which reports back to the entire membership.  
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Please submit your documents and/or resolutions to bulletin@internationalsocialist.org and cc 
Sharon at the national office (sharon@internationalsocialist.org) if you plan to submit a 
document and/or resolution, so we can plan bulletin production. Thanks. 

 
II.  The second set of items, listed below, is meant to ensure that all branches are able to seat their delegates, 
which requires branches to abide by the ISO rules and procedures. 
 

1. SW and dues: 
 
All branches must be paid up on dues and SW to seat their delegates.  
 
If your branch owes money for dues and/or SW, please make sure to send it so that it arrives 
before the start of the convention: the mailing address is ISO, P.O. Box 16085, Chicago, IL 
60616. 
 
If absolutely necessary, send outstanding payments along with your delegate. We discourage 
waiting until the convention to pay branch debts because it will interfere with the streamlined 
registration process, wasting time unnecessarily while other comrades are forced to wait.  
 

2. Double dues payments for February. 
 
The ISO rules require all members to pay double dues for the month of February. The extra 
month of dues is necessary to pay for delegates’ plane fares to the convention. This is the most 
democratic way for us to ensure that comrades who live the farthest from Chicago (and therefore 
have the highest travel costs) are given adequate representation at the convention. Otherwise, 
those with the cheapest transportation would be over-represented and those with the most 
expensive travel costs would be under-represented. 
 
Here is how to handle the double dues: 
 
If your branch delegates will be flying to the convention, use the double dues money to 
reimburse your delegates. If you have any money left over, turn it in to the national office to help 
pay for other branches’ delegates. If your branch’s double dues are not enough to fully pay for 
your delegates’ plane fares, the national office will make up the difference. 
 
If your branch’s delegates do not need to fly to the convention, you should turn over all your 
double dues to the national office to reimburse other branch’s delegates. 

*****  

Thanks to all comrades for attending to these issues as soon as possible. We expect this convention to be an 
important one, and we want to make sure that every branch is represented in the discussions and decisions 
that will take place. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please contact sharon@internationalsocialist.org. 
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Documents 
 

	  
Challenges facing the ISO – working toward solutions 
	  
A number of comrades have expressed, in various ways, “Concerns for the Future of the ISO,” as I put it in 
my initial contribution (IDB #2).  I sense widespread agreement that “a failure to grow in a particular way 
could seriously undermine its ability to become what it needs to be as it faces future challenges.”  But there 
does not seem to be a clear sense of the “particular way” our group must grow.   
 
The comrades of the “Renewal Faction” have sought to take up the challenge in a way that has proved 
disappointing to many of us in Pittsburgh (as reflected in recent branch discussions here).  “Renewal” 
seems heavy on expressions of disappointment, blame-the-leadership accusations, and what strike some of 
us as dubious theorizing, quite short on practical proposals. 
 
Other contributions in the discussion bulletins explore our problems without going down the “Renewal” 
pathway – providing reports on experiences, impressions, ideas, and suggestions which may contribute 
more substantially to the renewal that we all seek.  I will sort through some of these as I attempt to work 
my way to what I believe may involve elements of the solution 
 
Aspects of Our Crisis 
 
Sid P. from San Francisco has articulated what seems to match concerns of many of us when he asks (IDB 
#4) “Why have we stagnated?” –  

 
“Frustration and disorientation are prevalent throughout the ISO right now and have been for a 
few years. There are multiple symptoms - the persistent difficulties maintaining SW tablings or a 
host of other routines (treasury, ISR, publicity); the need to repeatedly push for regular public 
meetings, many of which aren't all that “public”; the greater number and length of extended breaks 
or leaves taken by experienced members (particularly over summer). Much of our leadership 
spends much of its time propping up basic aspects of branch activity or trying to win frustrated 
members back to activity. These are the signs of malaise, not of vitality. 

 
“I’ll add a general sense I have - that after a decade plus working alongside very dedicated and 
smart people, I don’t think we’re any more politically relevant in the Bay Area than we were when 
I started. I can’t tell that my work week-in week-out is influencing or reaching meaningfully more 
people or making a larger impact. We may be slightly bigger or smaller numerically, and we’re 
likely savvier, but we just don’t seem any more significant than we used to be.” 

 
Sid suggests that “we should start with the fact that the objective situation is tough and that the left 
everywhere is having a hard time.”  This seems consistent with the National Committee report’s point that 
“the present political moment is ... one of disorientation and demoralization around us.”  He sees a 
correlation between the lack of big political struggles and the ISO’s failure of growth.     
 
I am intrigued by the opposite assertion put forward by Steve L in Seattle (“Why haven’t we grown?” in 
IDB #7) that “we are not in a ‘tough’ period (a period in which it is hard to recruit people to revolutionary 
Marxism).”   He emphasizes that there is not “a direct correlation between big national political changes 
and the ISO’s ability to recruit.”  Steve argues that while a mass revolutionary party might be negatively 
affected by a downward fluctuation in the class struggle, “this is not so true for a small revolutionary 
organization” like the ISO.  Steve notes the continued existence of “a growing radicalizing minority in 
society” which could provide an ongoing source of recruits. 
 
There is, at this point, a convergence between what Sid and Steve offer.  Citing the National Committee 
report which emphasizes the importance of Marxist education and of winning people to Marxism (a point 
also stressed positively by Steve), Sid writes: “Yes, we must win people to Marxism – but what are we 



2014 Pre-Convention Documents   

	  

5 

recruiting them to?  Where are we steering this ship that we’re asking people to climb aboard, and are we 
heading in the direction of challenging and fruitful experiences or in the direction of further frustrations and 
the doldrums?”  Steve puts it this way: “To recruit any significant number, we need to be on top of our 
game.  We need to be organized, outgoing and confident.”  This suggests that at the moment (since this is 
something we currently “need” to overcome a failure to grow) we are insufficiently organized, outgoing 
and confident. 
 
In a report on “The Reorganization of the Western Massachusetts ISO District Through Consolidating” 
(IDB #10), Dave W, Sam V and Charlie D-O have offered views coinciding with these points.  They tell us 
that “a key goal of the ISO in Western Mass is to develop members’ understanding of Marxism and the 
ability to lead around socialist politics.”  There is a need for greater “group cohesion around our core 
politics” for greater “democratic initiative and members’ ownership over their organization,” and for “a 
high level of confidence spread evenly across the group.” 

 
Searching for Solutions 
 
The kind of collective thinking process that is going on within the ISO – with diverse, sometimes divergent 
viewpoints being presented and considered by all of us – can help us puzzle out how to meet the challenges 
that we agree are facing us.  Here I want to provide, in a somewhat critical-minded way, what I consider a 
helpful sampling of thoughts put forward by comrades who are reaching for solutions. 
 
Dave, Sam, and Charlie put a profound and welcome emphasis on the concept of strategy.  They tell us that 
more and more comrades must learn “the science of Marxism – the method of analyzing history . . . and 
applying the correct strategy and tactics to confront real situations for the purpose of strengthening the 
working class movement and its potential for leading a socialist revolution.”  But they go on to make 
another point: “We often speak of theory leading to our practice.  Between the two is strategy: the plan for 
turning theory into practice.”  The three offer an elaboration of this point:  
 

“A long-term strategy can ground and unite members around a vision for development. Realistic 
and concrete goals can be attached to a strategy, which allows the branch to measure its progress 
through the act of continual assessment and reorientation. ... A long-term strategy creates a visible 
continuum along which plans and tactics can be implemented and their effectiveness periodically 
evaluated. Without a long-term strategy a branch becomes disoriented with a membership unsure 
of its purpose. The branch can fall victim to ambulance chasing: going from one protest or action 
to another. This in turn (especially in branches with a low level of political development) can lead 
to moralism: ‘We should do this because it’s the right thing to do’ (as opposed to how it fits into a 
larger vision discussed and planed by the branch collectively). ... To assess, plan, build, do, and 
reassess takes time. A long-term strategy is needed to tie all these processes together.  Otherwise, 
things become disjointed. ...” 

 
A problem with this excellent clarification of the compelling need for revolutionary Marxist strategy, 
however, is that it is not clearly linked with political practicalities about (as Sid put it) “where are we 
steering this ship that we’re asking people to climb aboard.”  Nor do the Massachusetts comrades indicate, 
in my opinion, clear goals for of the strategic orientation they call for – although they do focus attention on 
the National Committee report’s comment that “the goals of individual branches” should involve the 
strengthening of “our ‘core’ branch routines,” including Marxist educational classes, SW tabling and 
contact work.  In his later contribution entitled “We’ve tried this before” (IDB #16), on the other hand, Sid 
has argued “we know, broadly speaking, how to put on public meetings with flair, organize splashier SW 
tablings, hold study groups about Marxist classics, and continue to push through the movement fractions.”  
But he tells us: “If we go down that road, we are likely to regain some political momentum, get some new 
people to our meetings, recruit a few, and then head straight back to political deflation because the new 
recruits will ask the same questions as many of our members do – what is it exactly that we’re doing, and 
why is being in a socialist organization relevant to all that?” 
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In the concluding section of this contribution, I want to return to the question of developing a clear strategic 
orientation that might help guide the ISO.  First, however, it may be useful to touch on some additional 
thoughts that have come up in the discussion. 
 
One perspective advanced by Peter L. in New York City involves “Community Branches” (IDB #13), in 
which he very correctly stresses, in my opinion, the need for an approach involving “experimentation.”  He 
goes on to argue that we must “develop a better understanding of how to develop branches rooted in 
working class neighborhoods,” although he focuses attention on experiences of the Communist Party in the 
1930s that (given the substantially smaller size and resources at our disposal, among other things) may have 
limited applicability for our situation.  He goes on to insist that “it is essential that we work with smaller 
branches” which will help “ensure that everyone in the branch has a meaningful role in moving the 
organization forward.”  Presumably this would contribute to the political development of more and more 
comrades, making the ISO more capable of winning more members.   
 
This “smaller branches” approach is sharply challenged by other comrades.  “Where possible, no more tiny 
fractions, no more tiny branches,” Sid urges.  “We should engage in more activity as a whole branch and 
not as tiny fractions or individual representatives.”  This seems consistent with a strong point that Peter 
makes: “Rather than having to try to bring the movement to the branch, we [should] bring the branch to the 
movement.”  But the Massachusetts comrades appear to join with Sid in the “no more tiny branches” 
position:  
 

“Four years ago, from the ‘let it breath perspective’ the Western Ma - ISO, originally at UMass, 
split to also include Hampshire College and later Holyoke Community College (HCC). This move 
produced many successes. ... Still, the split proved challenging. Cadre became isolated and 
stretched. This was intensified when several leading cadre left the area shortly after the split.  This 
past year we aimed to solve this weakness through consolidation. HCC folded into UMass at the 
beginning of the fall and Hampshire did the same in November. ...” 
 
“Several members did learn to stand on their own feet. But they also faced burn out and at times 
substituted themselves for roles other members were unable to take on. Members were often 
forced to learn outside a cultivating support network. Going back to the health care analogy, one 
might learn how to heal patients by being thrown into a hospital and left to experiment through 
trial and error. However, it is better for everyone if that person is first mentored and trained in a 
supportive environment.  
 
“Over-stretched branches also meant contacts and newer members were not always followed up 
with, as cadres were preoccupied with day-to-day tasks. Some of these contacts and newer 
members may have dropped away as a result. Thus, by consolidating there is actually more 
opportunity for the new to step up. Leadership and cadre, not having to substitute themselves to 
keep over-stretched branches running, can instead take a step back and act in supporting roles, 
offering guidance when needed, but letting the new learn through doing, which often includes 
making mistakes. Routines that often fall by the waist-side in over-stretched branches can be 
sustained in a larger, more experienced branch, with the new learning from cadre in how to write 
for or to sell SW, how to conduct contact meetings, how to engage with movements, give talks, set 
perspectives or any number of tasks.” 

 
I should add that the implementation of the “let it breathe” splitting of a larger branch (about 15 comrades) 
into smaller entities in Pittsburgh (community and campus), instead of resulting in two stronger branches, 
greatly weakened the existing community branch, while the small now-autonomous “campus organizing 
committee” was quickly demoralized and soon collapsed (a development accompanied by the loss of 
several comrades and contacts).  The already-cited contribution of Steve from Seattle also seems to tilt 
toward larger, stronger branches:  
 

“Most people in the U.S. have little experience with political organization, or even political debate. 
To retain excited people, we need to show them that their efforts will be rewarded. We have to 
have branches that have a clear structure and expectations. Of course we will be constantly 
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debating national and local politics and how they impact our organizing, but this must be founded 
on solid organization and a solid understanding of Marxism. If we have solid organization, such 
debates can be exciting and energizing to new people.” 
 

It seems to me that this can be achieved more successfully, however, if – in line with the urging of the 
Western Massachusetts comrades – we develop, at the same time, an overarching strategic orientation.  
This needs to be based, of course, on clearly defined goals.  
 
Strategic Orientation(s) and Cadre Development 
 
It may be helpful to recognize that we should adopt a plural here – we need interconnected strategic 
orientations for the short-term, the medium term, and the long-term.  
 
Our long-term strategic orientation, obviously, has the goal of building a left-wing working-class 
movement that will be capable of bringing about a socialist revolution.   
 
The goals of our medium-term strategy must be organically related to that:  
 

(1) building the ISO into an effective force that is capable of helping to bring into being the left-wing 
workers’ movement that we envision;  

 
(2) at the same time (as part of the very same thing) helping to build a broader working-class left, 

involving a network of relationships with other groups and individuals on the left, with the ISO in 
the very thick of that;  

 
(3) also (again as part of the very same thing) helping to advance broadly defined working-class 

struggles – including, among other things, intersections of class, race, gender, etc. – that will be 
capable of winning victories in the here-and-now, while at the same time deepening socialist 
consciousness, that will be beneficial to the working class.  

 
Inseparable from this is cadre development, and this understanding permeates more than one of the 
contributions to the ISO’s internal discussion.  “We believe the Left is qualitatively stronger post-Occupy 
but still has a long way to go,” is the judgment of Leia P. and Natalia T of New York in their contribution 
“In With the Old? Developing Cadre in the ISO Today” (IDB #17). “Central to our strategy for rebuilding a 
stronger left is the development of cadre.  Put simply, if we do not develop cadre we will build on sand. If 
there is agreement that the political project of the ISO as a whole is to be a cadre building organization then 
there is a need for more clarity on what this means and what this looks like.” 
 
As indicated in my initial contribution cited earlier, the notion of cadre means experienced activists, 
educated in political theory, analytically oriented, with practical organizational skills, who are able attract 
and train new recruits, who must also develop into cadre – capable of maintaining the organization while 
at the same time contributing to expanding efforts in broader movements and larger struggles.  Cadre 
development does not take place naturally and spontaneously, or simply from reading books and talking 
about ideas and going to conferences.  It is a process that requires sustained attention, buttressed by 
structures and resources.  Without cadres it is impossible to sustain and develop either a revolutionary 
organization or a powerful and effective social movement.  
 
It could be argued that a short-term strategic orientation involves “growing” the ISO – through the 
recruitment of more members and the related task of helping them (and all of us) to develop more and more 
toward becoming experienced Marxist cadres.  And yet as Amy M. seems to be saying in “A Reply to 
Brian C on Community Branches” (IDB #16), we need to give attention to recruitment and cadre 
development both for and beyond our own organization – “recruitment [to the ISO] can’t be enough. We 
have to help promote a larger pool, not just for us to fish in, but because ‘the Left’ has no legitimacy and 
very little recognition across the working class. Without creating some networks and spaces within 
communities where left ideas get a hearing and are part of the culture, we will not break through to a 
stronger working class.”  The larger movements and struggles need more participants, and increasingly 
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experienced participants, if the struggles are to be successful and if socialist consciousness is to develop 
generally.  A successful future of the ISO is dependent on such developments, and we must contribute to 
those. 
 
Immediate Measures 
 
The National Committee has advanced specific proposals for the immediate period: stepping up our 
Marxist education in the form of internal classes, public meetings, and sales of the Socialist Worker. In 
order to get at solutions for the dilemma facing the ISO, however, I think we need to add to this – for 
example, through a process that will facilitate cadre development.  I believe that process can be advanced 
through a combination of developing more regional organizers, stronger regional structures, and cadre 
schools.  I urge comrades to refer to my further elaboration of these points in IDB #2. 
 
Sid (in his contribution to IDB #16) has come up with modest proposals that are worth considering. “Our 
project is distinctly collective and social – the construction of a political organization (and party) based in 
the working class, with a regular and vibrant collective political life,” he notes. “So we must counteract 
atomization and reassert the social.”  He suggests weekly branch meetings having “the regular form with a 
structured agenda” but also a second weekly meeting providing “an informal and unstructured discussion 
space.”  (Perhaps some of these could be a bit more formal and structured, involving a monthly forum on a 
specific topic.)  He also seems to favor a more activist bent, “more activity as a whole branch” with “larger 
presences at external meetings” (presumably meetings of social movement coalitions, etc.).  In keeping 
with his emphasis on the collective and social, he argues: (a) “our contact work should be as collective as 
possible (phone banking together, meeting in larger groups”; (b) “we should do publicity collectively – 
don't ask people to flyer on their own in their neighborhood, but get several people together to hit that 
neighborhood as a joint project”; (c) “no tiny SW tablings”; etc.   In general, he advocates larger branches 
with more regularized activity.    
 
Another vital component to our short-term efforts, in which we can join together with others on the Left to 
help develop a stronger left-wing movement in general (with the development of consciousness and 
practical experience of more and more activists, both within and beyond the ISO), has been presented in 
“ISO and Elections 2014: ISO Elections Committee Report” (IDB #17).  Inspired especially by the Seattle 
City Council victory of Socialist Alternative’s Kshama Sawant, the Committee urges consideration of 
electoral campaigns and also campaigns around such issues as raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour 
(in both cases, in conjunction with others on the Left).  It tells us that “if done right, these campaigns have 
the potential to bring in hundreds of volunteers, unite the best labor, student, occupy and community 
activists and address the realities of gender and racial inequality in the working class. They may absorb 
significant branch and district resources . . . [so that] the issue of balancing and integrating other areas of 
work will be critical for branches, districts and the ISO as a whole.” 
 
It seems to me that the implementation of the kinds of immediate measures outlined here, within a 
framework of well-defined and inter-linked strategic orientations (short-term, medium-term, long-term) 
could provide the kind of orientation for the ISO that a number of us are reaching for.  
 
Paul L, Pittsburgh Branch 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Response to the Renewal Faction on the state of the Seattle branch 
 
In their documents posted online and circulated to the membership in Bulletin #6, the ISO Renewal Faction 
(ISORF) makes a number of generalizations about the Seattle branch which are either outright inaccurate or 
greatly overstated. This brief document is not a full response to all the points raised by ISORF, but an 
attempt to set the record straight on the facts regarding the Seattle branch. That said, these errors do 
undermine the legitimacy of the authors’ other points, as any perspective has to be based on accurate 
information of our activities, ideas and results. 
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Below are pasted the relevant sections from the ISORF documents: 
 
Seattle Branch assessment: "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."  
https://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/the-organizational-crisis/ 
 
MAP test boycott assessment: " 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."  
https://externalbulletin.wordpress.com/2013/11/26/the-role-of-perspectives/ 
 
Before addressing the substance of these statements it is worth recounting their origin. The sole member of 
ISORF from Seattle is Alden E. At the beginning of last year, Alden was a member of our elected branch 
committee. Shortly thereafter he decided to take a break from active involvement in the ISO. At the time he 
did not cite any political or organizational concerns, but rather personal reasons for his absence. While we 
have kept in friendly contact, he has not been active in our branch in any regular manner since then. This is 
important to keep in mind, seeing as any assessment he had of our branch, however valid, is over a year old 
now. 
 
Secondly, Alden himself expressed surprise that his informal assessments of our branch were presented in 
ISORF's document as evidence of a "crisis" in the branch. In an email of November 28 he wrote to branch 
members: 
 
"A word of apology: The Seattle "report" comes from conversation between myself and members of the 
faction; I was surprised (and embarrassed!) to see it included in this document. Rephrased: it has been my 
perception that the important questions of the Seattle branch are typically handled independently in 
movement committees rather than collectively. I don't think that this is evidence of "Crisis" with a big "C" 
but more important, it's inappropriate that Seattle members had to read Seattle criticism on a blog rather 
than to hear it at a branch meeting, and I apologize for it." 
 
In this email and subsequent conversations, Alden went on to say that he signed on to the faction because 
he is in agreement with ISORF’s overall analysis. This is his right, and members of the branch committee 
encouraged him to argue for his point of view within the branch, including offering him time to present 
from the front during our next pre-convention discussion. UPDATE: since we originally drafted this 
document, Alden has tendered his resignation from the ISO due to schedule conflicts which hinder his 
participation in the branch. We are sad to hear it and hope he will rejoin in the future. 
 
Now that this background is established, let's examine the specific points raised in the ISORF documents. 
 
How is our branch "a series of related clubs"? If by this is meant simply that we have a division of labor 
such that different members are involved in different areas of movement work, then that can't be denied-- 
but it also would apply to almost every ISO branch. A more meaningful interpretation was provided by 
Alden, which is that the Seattle branch suffered from a lack of centralization of its movement work. There 
is truth in this, a problem that was exacerbated by losing a handful of crucial cadre members in the past 
year (to be clear, all temporary breaks for personal reasons-- for the most part to have babies. We have 
since corrected for this by issuing a strict ban on procreation in the Seattle branch ;).  
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Since then we have made major shifts towards bringing more assessment of our various areas of work into 
branch meetings on a regular basis. Our most current branch committee slate was elected this past fall with 
a mission to facilitate a series of discussions on each area of movement work with the aim of collectively 
assessing and setting priorities. This did indeed take place. 
 
None of this is to suggest that Seattle represents a paragon of branch organization. We face many pressing 
questions and challenges, and we haven't always gotten everything right. But it is to say that there is little 
evidence of an overall crisis in the branch, or that members are generally disoriented and demoralized. In 
fact, arguably we are finally on the other side of the post-occupy malaise that infected not just us but the 
entire Seattle left. Comrades are rightly enthusiastic about the big new openings in the city, from Sawant’s 
victory and the $15/hr minimum wage campaign to our comrades running for leadership in the teacher's 
union. Which leads us to the other two criticisms raised. 
 
On the issue of the Sawant campaign, a separate document will be exploring this question in much greater 
detail. Suffice to say here that part of our members' initial tentativeness around endorsing stemmed from 
sectarian attacks Socialist Alternative aimed at us during the previous election. Perhaps more importantly, 
we wanted to consider seriously our ability to get involved in the campaign given our resources and other 
commitments-- keeping in mind that we did not have a crystal ball to know at the outset that the campaign 
would gather as much traction as it did. 
 
Despite this, we did hold a couple of democratic discussions in our branch, with input (but by no means 
mandates) from the national leadership, culminating in our voting to endorse the campaign. We also invited 
SA to speak about the campaign at a branch meeting, which they did. In retrospect, many of us have drawn 
the conclusion that we should have endorsed and gotten involved sooner. In fact this was discussed at 
length in our assessments. In particular, we want to work on building a much more collaborative 
relationship with SA going forward in the fight for $15 and other struggles. 
 
It would seem to us that an ability to assess our mistakes and make corrections as needed is the hallmark of 
a healthy branch. But this has no place in the "crisis" narrative constructed by ISORF. 
 
Lastly, on the question of the MAP boycott, their assessment is simply wrong. Alden confirmed to us that 
he had no part in drafting this part of the document, so presumably all the information was gathered 
primarily from SW and other news reports.  
 
To begin with, as Lee S points out in Bulletin #10, ISORF has to set an insanely high bar to try and portray 
this as a failure, yet even they are forced to admit that the boycott was successful. The district suspended 
administration of the test. No teachers were disciplined for their actions. This outcome alone should be 
recognized as a resounding victory for our side, all the more impressive in the context of the relentless 
attacks of the ed deformers. 
 
Furthermore, our comrades and others in Social Equality Educators (SEE)-- a rank and file caucus years in 
the making-- did work to build concrete organization on the ground which helped the boycott spread to 
multiple other schools (full list here: http://scrapthemap.wordpress.com/participating-schools/) I guess this 
is not good enough because it did not spread to all other schools? This struggle absolutely led to a real shift 
in consciousness and organizational breakthrough in the Seattle Education Association-- such that SEE is 
now running for union leadership with a good chance of victory. Perhaps this is all meaningless to 
"consciousness" if it is not reflected in strike statistics, but it is hard to see how Seattle teachers will ever be 
in a position to wage a successful strike without the groundwork being laid by our comrades in SEE. 
 
If that weren’t enough, the MAP boycott has led to what is arguably shaping up to be the biggest revolt 
against standardized testing in US history-- from walkouts in Chicago and Portland, to parent opt-outs in 
Long Island and Texas, the movement is still growing. Our comrade Jesse H has spent a good deal of his 
time coordinating actions for this spring around the nation. Lest we be accused of overblowing things, it’s 
worth pointing out that numerous national publications included the MAP boycott at the top of their lists of 
the most important struggles of 2013 (see the list here: http://iamaneducator.com/2014/01/01/happy-new-
year-of-struggle-against-corporate-education-reform-map-test-boycott-tops-lists-of-most-important-
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struggles-of-2013/). The idea that the MAP boycott "failed to generalize" because of a crisis in the ISO is 
just so blatantly at odds with reality we can only conclude that the ISORF faction is either woefully 
uninformed or intentionally twisted the facts to fit their narrative. 
 
It’s also worth noting an apparent contradiction in the last two critiques. On the one hand ISORF is 
concerned with the ISO’s uncritical “cheerleading” of every movement that arises, which the MAP boycott 
is cited as evidence of. On the other hand we are criticized for being too slow to embrace the Sawant 
campaign. As it is, our practice has been to neither embrace nor dismiss any campaign out of hand, but to 
assess to the best of our abilities the possibilities for any given development in light of our overall project 
and current resources. 
 
In conclusion, there is much worth being debated in the documents presented by ISORF. But it seems to us 
that listing a series of disparate and largely inaccurate generalizations about various branches does not 
support their claim that we are in the midst of an organization-wide "crisis." Rather than starting with 
hyperbole, we believe that charting the best way forward for our branch and organization nationally must 
begin with honest, concrete assessments of our experiences. 
 
Chris M., Darrin H., Elizabeth F., Jesse H., Johnny M., Jorge T., Kat M.,  
Leela Y., Michelle F., Rebecca A., Richard C., Sam B. & Steve L., Seattle 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
National SJP Conference Report Back 
 
Below is a report back on the National SJP conference, which took place in the end of October. 
 
Before delving into the details of the conference its worth mentioning that we are trying to make a 
concerted effort to better coordinate our ISO Palestine work nationally.  To accomplish this we are asking 
comrades involved in Palestine work to email a short report back on what this work looks like locally, 
what questions comrades have, and what your involvement has looked like. Please email Wael E. at 
welasady@gmail.com who will be helping to centralize this work. At the very least comrades should email 
Wael if you are involved in this work so that you can be added to the national ISO Palestine listserv. 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
The 3rd annual National Students for Justice in Palestine conference was very inspiring and a serious step 
forward for the movement. The string of divestment victories on the West coast over the past year, most 
recently with the defeat of an Anti-divestment bill at UCLA the week leading up to the conference, gave 
the conference a high level of energy and confidence.  The conference was well organized and the 
movement was truly becoming national in character with 380 students from around the country in 
attendance. When time came for the regional breakouts the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast had the 
largest contingents but the Northwest, South, and Southwest also were represented in smaller but not 
insignificant numbers. A good majority of the attendees were Palestinian, Arab or Muslim students, with 
Muslim woman being well represented.  This is a significant change in composition of the attendees from 
years past. 
 
We had 10 comrades attend the conference from around the country. We also were able to have a 
Haymarket Table where we were able to get into good conversations throughout the day and sold around 
$150 in books. The conversations were generally around what is socialism / what effects has Stalinism had 
on the understanding of what we mean about revolution from below / the role of the working class, and 
how do we understand the revolutions happening in the M.E. / North Africa.  Our comrades in Stanford 
were involved in the organizing of the conference with Anna M. participating in the NSJP Conference 
committee. Anna was part of the long process of shaping the politics of the conference, and helped 
successfully argue that the focus of the conference should be shifted away from the inward personal 
transformation stuff to a more outward political outlook. 
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Politically, the conference reflected a radicalizing, serious movement albeit one with a growing unevenness 
within its ranks. The title chosen for the conference “From Margin to Center: Connecting Struggles, 
Forging a National Movement” and the national steering committee’s “On Moving Forward” statement 
(http://sjpnational.org/2013/10/26/moving/) laid out the main goal of the conference as envisioned by the 
organizers of moving the Palestinian struggle into the “center of resistance” by building a more cohesive 
national movement and by connecting the struggle for Palestine to the “swelling flood tide” of struggles 
against “racism and economic justice”.  
 
The two days of the conference mirrored the goals in the “On Moving Forward” statement with Saturday 
being focused on political development while Sunday’s workshops focused on Skill building most 
importantly generalizing the lessons of the string of divestment victories of SJP West. 
(http://www.solidarity-us.org/site/node/3930) 
 
The opening plenary had two speakers Meznah Qato a Leftist academic and activist who co-authored an 
article published on Jacobin (https://www.jacobinmag.com/2013/04/against-the-law/) challenging the 
Rights based discourse around Palestinian solidarity work and instead arguing for the left to take a clearly 
anti-colonial and anti-Zionist liberation framework.  Meznah’s plenary speech focused on explaining the 
long history of Palestinian organizing in the US in opposition to Zionism and the need to rediscover and 
learn from that history.  Loubna Qutami who is the international coordinator of the Palestinian Youth 
Movement and a former member of GUPS (General Union of Palestinian Students) in San Francisco was 
the other speaker in the opening plenary.  Loubna gave a rousing speech which touched on everything from 
the need to connect the Palestinian struggle to local struggles against oppression and economic injustice to 
the need to use divestment as a way of “taking back” the universities which have been corporatized under 
neo-liberalism in the past 30 year.  There were a variety of workshops following the plenary some aimed at 
connecting various struggles against racism such as the fight for ethnic studies in Tucson Arizona, a 
presentation on the School to Prison Pipeline, and Islamophobia in the movement. 
 
The other main focus of the workshops was on the development of anti-colonial and National liberation 
framework for the movement.  One of these was a workshop held by the Palestinian Youth Movement 
(http://pal-youth.org/).  The workshop consisted of a history of how the PYM was founded in 2006 out of a 
joint conference with the remaining GUPS chapters as an attempt to break from the dominant Palestinian 
political parties. The PYM seems to be aiming to developing a cadre organization of Palestinian 
Revolutionaries around 3rd world nationalist politics.  The PYM members see their role as a place for 
Palestinian members of SJP can join after graduation.  The PYM is affiliated with an International League 
of Peoples Struggle.  The PYM has 3 branches in the US but the branch in the Bay Area seems to be its 
strong hold with an active core membership. 
 
Despite there being no sessions at the conference about the Arab uprisings, the status of the revolutions in 
Syria and Egypt formed an undercurrent of discussion at the conference. For instance at the Islamophobia 
workshop the point was made about the Islamophobic rhetoric which has accompanied the mainstream 
discourse of the “Islamic winter”, the question of the relationship between Palestinian liberation and 
regional struggles for democracy was posed several times to the speakers of the opening plenary, and 
during the first day of the conference the debate around Syria dominated discussions at the Haymarket 
table.  Despite no session dealing directly with this subject, it was obvious that many in the movement are 
still trying to wrap their minds around the reasons for the setbacks faced by these revolutions and prospects 
for the future. 
 
While SJP more generally is moving in a more radical direction it should be noted that one of the 
challenges the movement faces is that there is significant unevenness among its membership. On the one 
hand there is a layer of young Palestinian grad students and former members of SJP who have graduated 
who are looking for a deeper set of politics that are up to the task of winning Palestinian liberation.  There 
is another layer who have helped lead this last year’s string of BDS victories who have now considerable 
experience running divestment campaigns and have both radicalized and gained an important sense of 
confidence out of these victories.  On the other end there are new students who are just becoming active in 
this work and are still picking up the ABC’s, this was apparent in the workshop on normalization in which 
many students were not clear on what normalization is and one SJP branch even had a VP who was also a 
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member of J-Street. This unevenness is also geographically expressed with SJP’s in California being 
further ahead of the rest of the country as a with a string of divestment victories in the UC system and 
better regional coordination with the formation of SJP West.  
 
Continuing the development of the politics of the movement including its newest activists while also taking 
advantage of a moment in which larger layers of the population are open to arguments against Israeli 
apartheid is not an easy task.  This is particularly difficult considering the loose and unofficial character of 
the National SJP leadership which is organized in an ad hoc manner with the politics of “horizontalism” 
having some sway as well as the disorienting and demoralizing effect that the setbacks of the uprisings in 
the Middle East continue to have  on Arab students.  
 
Our Strategy and Tactics in the movement 
 
1) Divestment Campaigns 
 
It was clear that those SJPs which had carried out divestment campaigns brought the most energy and 
practical experience to the conference.  The divestment campaigns can also be a focal point that all 
different layers of the movement can coalesce around. With that said successful divestment campaigns have 
only been carried out at a handful of universities around the US. We want to be arguing that divestment 
campaigns are a critical way for the movement to continue to grow, reach a wider audience, and train 
newer layers of students who are being attracted to this work.  While it felt at the conference that there isn't 
much of a need for arguing for divestment as the main focus of student groups with the core of those 
attending the conference, newer activists just joining SJP still need to be educated on how successful 
divestment campaigns have been organized and won to the centrality of this work, this is especially true for 
those who did not attend the conference. Inviting speakers from SJP West who participated in successful 
campaigns to speak at universities across the country can be one way to help generalize their successful 
strategies and experience to the rest of the SJPs around the country.  
Folks maybe won verbally to this work but an argument needs to be made for the work to be 
prioritized.  The divestment campaigns can give SJP chapters a concrete goal that they can help anchor the 
rest of their activities around.  Thinking through how to carry out a successful divestment campaign can 
also encourage strategic thinking and planning as opposed to the primarily logistical meetings which focus 
on organizing event after event with little thought for how these events may or may not move forward the 
movement.   

Finally, the divestment campaigns in several universities included the endorsement and support of multiple 
other student groups like MeCha, Black Student Union, environmental groups, LGBT student groups 
etc.  In some cases the divestment campaigns not only included language calling for divestment of 
companies profiting off Israeli Apartheid but also language exposing their complicity in the Prison 
industrial complex, environmental degradation, anti-immigrant laws etc. We want to encourage the 
expansion of this collaboration by helping to organize panels that bring together various student groups to 
challenge racism at home and abroad and argue that divestment can act as a vehicle for concrete joint work 
by these different student groups.  In places in which these groups can truly be won to taking up the work 
of launching joint divestment campaigns with SJPs (We should not encourage SJPs to launch overly broad 
divestment campaigns when this participation does not exist, ie: substituting themselves for real 
involvement of other groups) it can serve as a real center of student struggle on campuses across the US.  

2) Political Debates in the movement 

Additionally, there are two arguments which we want to be making that specifically flow out of our 
analysis of how Palestinian liberation can be won. While little argument is needed to convince movement 
allies that joint struggle with others facing oppression is needed, there is an argument to be made for the 
need to: 

a) Discuss the current state of the Arab revolutions, understand the reasons for the setbacks, and 
understand the centrality of the wider regional working class struggles for Palestinian 
liberation.  In particular I think we need to continue to make the argument for solidarity with the 



2014 Pre-Convention Documents   

	  

14 

Syrian uprising and resist the Palestinian struggle being used as tool wielded by the hands of so 
called “anti-imperialists” like Assad and their apologists here in the US.  This debate is occurring 
although there has been a hesitancy in SJPs to take on the question head on as its seen as 
something that might be divisive.   We should encourage that these questions be taken up in a 
more direct manner by SJPs or we should address some of these issue by local branches holding 
talks on Syria/Egypt and spreading the talks from the conference held in NYC  in November 
(http://syriafreedomforever.wordpress.com/2013/11/23/videos-from-and-articles-about-november-
17th-new-york-city-teach-in-revolution-from-the-inside-out/).  
 

b) Our analysis of the role Israel plays in dominating the Middle East and its importance to US 
Imperial strategy can help identify the kind of fundamental challenge to American imperialism in 
the region that will be necessary to win Palestinian liberation. This type of challenge to US 
Imperialism not only needs the development of alliances with other struggles of oppression but it 
will require these struggles to link up with a working class movement and to see themselves as 
part of the process of the development of a Left with the social force and politics necessary to take 
on such a task.  

3) Democracy and Organization in the movement 
 

a) As a result of the unevenness in the movement (a handful of experienced movement cadre and a 
larger periphery of newer inexperienced activists) combined with real fears of Zionists disrupting 
student groups and harassing activists there has been a tendency by some SJP chapters of limiting 
important discussions about the political character and strategic decision making of SJP to a 
narrower circle of experienced core activists with the general meetings being much more logistical 
in nature.  Comrades should be sensitive about the reality of Zionist attempts to disrupt this work 
and the reality that some aspects of divestment campaigns require some strategic decisions to be 
not be made public. With that said we want to argue that there is real potential to engage a wider 
audience and train more activists to be active in this work and we do not want security concerns to 
be a barrier to this.  The best way to deal with Zionist disruption on campuses is to improve the 
organization, democratic procedures, and political clarity of the SJP activists involved. 
Encouraging better democratic procedures as well as prioritizing political education of the 
membership and integration of the newer members.  
 

Moving forward as the ISO 
 
As mentioned the first step for us moving forward is to better coordinate our work as the ISO in this area on 
a national basis so comrades should provide report backs on their work and we hope to have a national call 
in January to help familiarize ourselves with the work going on around the country.  
 
With that said in light of this conference, branches at campuses should consider putting more energy and 
resources into this work where it makes sense. The movement is at a moment where it has a high level of 
confidence as a result of several victories, a competent and experienced leadership, and it is making 
connections to other struggles against oppression on campuses.  If this conference is any indication I expect 
that we will see multiple struggles around divestment campaigns this year at campuses across the US which 
take up not only companies profiting off Palestine but also the prison industry and abuses against 
immigrants here in the US. The recent victory of American Studies Association an academic organization 
with nearly 4,000 members, unanimously approving a resolution calling for an ASA boycott of Israeli 
universities is only going to accelerate this process.  
 
Additionally, student comrades already involved in their local SJPs should consider taking up a role in the 
National SJP committee which helps organize the national conference as there is a real opening to help 
shape the politics of future conferences as well as helping to cohere and develop more democratic 
structures for the National SJP committee which currently operates in an unelected and disorganized ad-hoc 
manner. Comrades interested in this should contact our comrade Anna M. at Stanford who has experience 
participating in the National SJP committee.  
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To help prepare politically comrades should focus their education in 3 places: 
 

1) Our political analysis of Palestine, the 12-part study series section on Imperialism and Palestine’s 
Struggle for Liberation is a great place to start. 

 
2) Marxists and the Nationalism- 2 part series on ISR 

(http://isreview.org/issues/13/marxism_nationalism_part1.shtml and 
http://isreview.org/issues/14/marxism_nationalism_part2.shtml)  

 
3) Learning more about 3rd world nationalism and Maoism - What is the real Marxist tradition? and 

Tithi’s talk on wearemany.org (http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/rise-and-fall-of-maoism).  
 
Wael E., Portland Branch, Anna M. and Sid P., Stanford Branch,  
Jun Y., Berkeley Branch, Ragina J. SF Branch 
 
	  

 


