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Important convention information and deadlines 
 

1. Childcare: 
We are committed to providing childcare to all delegates who require it. The childcare will take 
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 orgdept@internationalsocialist.org. 
 
The deadline for submitting childcare requests is TODAY, Friday, February 6. 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. 
 
2. Delegates and guests: 
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. 
 
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 8. 
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. 
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If you want to request housing with comrades, send an email with the word “housing” in the 
subject line to orgdept@internationalsocialist.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 8. 
 
Local hotels: 

 
Hotels near Northwestern: 
 
Comrades who are able to afford it might prefer to pitch in together to stay in a hotel for the sake 
of comfort. Below are a few suggestions—but if you find a good deal somewhere, please let us 
know and we’ll pass it on to other comrades. 
 
Our advice: Book as soon as possible, as Evanston hotels fill up quickly. 
 

• The Best Western Hotel (1501 Sherman Avenue, Evanston, Illinois 60201-4416) in 
downtown Evanston $ 113.96. Free wifi; free breakfast included. Free parking a couple 
of blocks west. Please note: We earlier wrote that the hotel offers free shuttle service to 
Northwestern—but we have found out that they only offer this service Monday-Friday. 
Nevertheless, this hotel is just a half-mile from the campus. Go to 
http://www.bwuniversityplaza.com/ 

• The Orrington Hotel (1710 Orrington Avenue, Evanston, IL 60201) in downtown 
Evanston: $143 per night for rooms with two queen beds. Walking distance to university. 
http://www.hotelorrington.com/ 

• 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. They advertise: Free breakfast; free 
local calls; free self-parking; Free Wi-Fi. Their website is 
http://thehomestead.net/results.cfm. 

• One of the cheaper options (a few stops away from Northwestern on the Red Line “el”) is 
the Super 8 hotel (7300 North Sheridan Road, Chicago, IL 60626). This hotel is pretty 
dingy but cheap. They are listing their rate for two queen beds at $93.49 night (maximum 
of 4 guests) on Presidents’ Day weekend. Their website is http://www.super8.com/ 

 
4. Pre-convention documents and resolutions: 

 
Deadline for all pre-convention submissions: 
All documents and resolutions need to be submitted by Wednesday, February 11 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). We will produce as many bulletins as necessary to 
include all documents submitted by this deadline. 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. 
 
Please submit your documents and/or resolutions to bulletin@internationalsocialist.org 
and let us know ahead of time if you plan to submit a document and/or resolution, so we 
can plan bulletin production. Thanks. 

 
II. Requirements for seating of branch delegates. This second set of items, listed below, is meant to 
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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. [All delegates are requested to obtain the cheapest available plane fares.] 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 want to make sure that every 
branch is fully represented in the discussions and decisions that will take place. If you have any questions 
or concerns, please contact sharon@internationalsocialist.org.  
 
 
A Report on Feminist Organizing in Chicago  
 
A new feminist coalition 
 
The war on women has produced a radicalization that has been slow to carry over into sustained action or 
organization. Since summer 2013, the Chicago district’s feminist fraction worked to develop relationships 
with small numbers of feminists, deepen our own Marxist-feminist politics, and experiment with one-off 
actions on birth control, abortion, and sexual assault. We put forward the ISO as the organization to get 
involved with and recruited a few invaluable members, but we recognized the need for a broader-based 
feminist group to sustain ongoing organizing to defend women’s rights.  
 
This summer, we were finally able to help found a larger multiracial, multigender activist coalition with 
tons of energy and potential. The first few months of organizing in FURIE have brought out a series of 
debates. This report is a digest of the activist campaigns that make up the group’s strengths, along with the 
political differences and weaknesses we’ve run into so far.  
 
In September, a small team of activists, including former Occupiers who identify as radicals of various 
stripes plus two ISO members and a small number of others, collaborated to organize Slutwalk Chicago 
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2014. This group also held a couple of cultural events and one emergency response protest (against the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s Hobby Lobby decision) in the lead-up to Slutwalk. Slutwalk 2014 was the first of these 
annual protests to be framed in a purposefully political way, not just as an escape from slut-shaming.  
 
Following a four-hundred-strong march, the organizing team renamed itself FURIE (Feminist Uprising to 
Resist Inequality and Exploitation) and invited everyone who signed up at Slutwalk to get involved. 
FURIE’s first public forum on the history of organizing against sexual violence brought out 32 people, 
ranging from high school students to high school teachers, professional survivors’ service providers and 
artists to Fight for 15 workers. The first two open organizing meetings brought out around 40 people each, 
again from a broad range of political backgrounds, mostly college students. The group initiated a couple of 
projects to bring feminist politics to more people (zines, consent workshops), and two direct-action 
campaigns: one to expose the right’s Crisis Pregnancy Centers (CPC) that lie to and bully women seeking 
abortions, and one to protest the closure of a domestic violence survivors’ service in the Rogers Park 
neighborhood. FURIE members have more also mobilized for many actions against police terror and set up 
a working group to more consistently orient on antiracist feminist politics and activism.  
 
Most recent action:  
 
In January the CPC working group organized a 150-person counter-protest against the “March for Life.” 
This was by far the largest abortion rights demo in Chicago in several years, billed as a dance-party against 
what we dubbed the March for Lies.  
 
IL March for Life is a yearly event that brings together various anti-choice organizations and religious 
groups for a rally and march downtown. This was their 10th year and they usually they march unopposed, 
bussing in a few hundred people from out of town and across the midwest. One of the groups participating 
was PLAL, Pro Life Action League, a group that runs the local CPC that we have been targeting. 
 
We met as planned outside a nearby restaurant where we distributed signs, chant sheets, FURIE info flyers 
and made announcements about safety. We then started chanting and marched a block over to federal plaza 
where a few hundred pro-life people were gathered. They seemed like they had no idea we were coming 
and weren’t used to facing opposition. 
 
We then marched from Federal Plaza to the Thompson Center, the Illinois state government building in 
downtown Chicago, the end point for their march. Police wouldn’t allow us to stop, but after negotiating 
with them we were allowed to set up our sound system for the dance part of the event and a brief speakout 
with a bullhorn. 
 
A few women shared personal stories of surviving rape, not regretting abortions, and why they choose to 
start fighting back. After the speak out the pro-life march arrived at Thompson and we were there chanting 
loudly as they walked past us. While the media reported that thousands of people participated, we estimate 
it was no more than 500 people. Now they know they face opposition and a few new people have joined 
FURIE. 
 
Activist Campaigns  
 
1.) Save VASP - the Services First working group initiated a campaign against the closure of VASP (victim 
advocacy support program) for victims of domestic violence that was slated for closure in December 
because a new corporate board took over its parent NGO. Activists reached out to people who had used 
VASP services and met a handful of brave people wanting to speak about their experiences and how 
important accessible services are. And we were in touch with VASP workers but they were under gag order 
and could not publicly protest. But by the time we started, the NGO had already returned state funding for 
the program—after a deadline for other services to apply for additional funding to cover the open cases that 
would be transferred from VASP.  
 
We were not able to win our demand of a transition plan for each open case. But we successfully held two 
phone/email jams and a few small actions to let the NGO know that they could not close VASP without an 
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outcry. We are currently planning a Valentine’s Day event to demand greater funding for services as 
opposed to police who take up a third of Chicago’s annual budget and tend to escalate incidents of 
domestic violence. (They are also often perpetrators of domestic violence in their own homes—40% of 
police households compared to 10% of non-police households.)  
 
2.) Anti-Crisis Pregnancy Center Campaign (CPC) - The Reproductive rights working group has focused 
on opposing pro-life crisis pregnancy centers, fake clinics run by anti-choice groups that are designed to 
misinform and mislead women and girls seeking to terminate a pregnancy. CPCs now outnumber actual 
reproductive health centers by 5 to 1 in the U.S. 
 
In the past 6 months we organized 2 protests on site at a local CPC, one campaign launch event where we 
screened a documentary about CPCs called 12th and Delaware, and a counter protest of IL March for Life 
that brought out 150 people. 
 
We are currently writing complaints to the IL Attorney General and the Better Business Bureau to report 
the “Women’s Center” CPC in the Mayfair neighborhood where we have protested in the past. We hope to 
find out if there are any legal paths to restricting local CPCs and their advertisements on the CTA. A 
possible stickering campaign to cover CPC ads has also been discussed. 
 
3.) Consent Training – This working group was formed to develop a curriculum around affirmative/radical 
consent that could be shared at public meetings and through colleges and schools. There have been debates 
in the fraction as to the political value of this work. Currently no fraction members are involved in this 
campaign. 
 
FURIE Politics and Debates 
 
FURIE officially calls anyone who attends two consecutive meetings a voting member. However, some of 
the group’s founding members lack practical experience in coalition with other liberals and radicals who 
don’t share every aspect of their views. They presume a high level of political radicalism but reject any 
collective discussion of politics, leaving the group to bump into debates and differences in a frustrating, 
disruptive way. At its second organizing meeting, the original group of Slutwalk organizers brought in a 
draft manifesto for FURIE that spoke to everything from anti-imperialism to prison abolition (though left 
out any mention of class or economic demands). Some in the room had never heard an argument against 
prisons and the purpose of the document in a group that practically orients around basic, defensive demands 
felt unclear. A number of people did not return to the next organizing meeting though new faces turn up at 
every biweekly meeting.  
 
Of the roughly 40 active members in FURIE, 5 are ISO members, 3 are ultraleft anarchists, 4 identify as 
Marxist/socialist but have serious disagreements with our politics, and the remaining members are mostly 
new student activists developing their politics. Since FURIE started, one ISO member resigned her 
membership and sides with the ultralefts in FURIE. Here are some of the debates we’ve had:  
 
Clinic Defense:  
 
We made a short-lived proposal to begin a clinic-defense project. Volunteers with local NARAL affiliate 
ICAT, who have consistently escorted patients at clinic sites and counter-protested the right when they rally 
elsewhere, opposed clinic defense. They have relationships with clinics that allow escorts but whose 
business models disagree with political defense or protest. ICAT volunteers active in FURIE argued that 
protesting at clinics would threaten patient well-being and that FURIE should focus on CPCs instead.  
 
Accountability 
 
Early on a new member began posting inflammatory things in the organizer Facebook group where we 
communicate meeting times and other logistics. This new member, a trans woman, argued that trans people 
will try to take over the movement and are not to be trusted, among other things that in any other context 
would be considered horrifyingly transphobic, if they were not coming from a trans person. 
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FURIE members argued with the person individually but their trans-bashing comments only intensified. A 
number of other transwomen in the group expressed that they were very upset. But FURIE members were 
pretty evenly divided among those who wanted to give the member a formal warning that their behavior 
was not acceptable and those who wanted to do nothing and address the problem at the next meeting, where 
new people would be present. 
 
At the meeting, instead of addressing the issues of trans inclusivity and transphobia, accusations and name-
calling were directed at individuals who initiated a discussion online about what to do. No resolution was 
reached, instead members were encouraged to handle any disagreements individually. One ISO member 
was accused of trying to create a backdoor “vanguard” and acting like a “Stalinist” because she reached out 
to other FURIE folks to figure out what to do. ISO members calmly objected to this as red-baiting. Since 
then the people who made those accusations have not explicitly attacked the ISO as reds. 
 
Political education/discussion 
 
A related debate then emerged as some members argued for the need to have political discussions at 
general organizing meetings—for instance about what FURIE thinks about trans liberation. 
Thus far, FURIE has mainly used meetings to organize events and protests at a relatively fast pace. A 
minority of members, mainly those identifying with anarchist politics and horizontalism feel that using 
meeting time to discuss ideas or current events is a waste of time. Some argue that any attempt to discuss 
politics would amount to an attempt at forced unity.  
 
This vocal minority shut down discussion about bringing politics into organizing meetings, but an 
overwhelming majority of members recently voted to start a reading group outside general meetings. It’s 
clear that many within FURIE want more space to discuss politics, ask questions, and read together. The 
book group is now reading At the Dark End of the Street, a history of black women’s organizing that laid 
the groundwork for key victories in the civil rights movement and beyond.  
 
Collaboration with the ISO and other groups 
 
During the first six months of FURIE’s existence, some members have voiced their opposition to working 
with the ISO. This antagonism toward the ISO has manifested itself in a few different ways, almost never 
explicitly. Once a member argued to exclude the ISO from speaking at an event in favor of having “only 
groups that work on gender issues”. Another time people were concerned that working with the ISO could 
generate suspicion that FURIE is a front group.  
 
The same anarchist FURIE members are reluctant to work with other groups in general. When FURIE was 
asked to cosponsor a Reclaim MLK Day march one member questioned why a feminist group would 
endorse an MLK event because “he [MLK] was part of a patriarchal movement that was hierarchical.” This 
“question” delayed the entire group from responding to the call to action in a timely way. 
 
When we brought this to a vote, the individual who wasn’t sure about supporting MLK Day also 
questioned the political purity of the Black Youth Project 100, which gets funding from the Ford 
Foundation. This person is active in the Black Lives Matter movement but sees herself as so much more 
radical than other activists that she doesn’t mind obstructing FURIE’s collective collaboration with the 
movement in order to stand on her own ultraleft criticisms. We easily won the vote to cosponsor MLK Day 
and defended BYP 100 as one of the most important antiracist organizations in the country but by the time 
we’d had out the debate there was little time to pull together the kind of contingent we could have brought.  
 
“Ironic” protests 
 
Most recently, the anarchists in FURIE have pushed for the Valentines Day action on Domestic Violence to 
be called “St Misandry Day” and for our March 8 action to be called “International Werking Women’s 
Day.” The activists who insist on these terms claim they are just jokes but also do assert that men in general 
are to blame for sexism and seem to think women’s ability to “werk” is at least as important and their role 
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in the world as workers (they argued for excluding Fight for 15 from the event’s cosponsors). We contested 
the plan to publicly build an event in the name of “misandry” and a majority of people voted that name 
down.  
 
Contact work 
 
So far, there are 5 main contacts we are trying to have sit-down meetings with and bring to branch and 
district events. Two contacts came to a district antiwar forum and others to our forums on fighting police 
terror. 3 of these contacts came to the Midwest Marxism conference. 2 are joining study groups on 
Meaning of Marxism. Mostly contacts are new to Marxist politics, looking to connect anti-oppression 
struggles and gain a better analysis of their systemic roots.  
 
We can likely recruit one person in the near term and are on a path to recruit the other 4. We’re also 
winning a lot of credibility and political leadership within the group by standing up to the ultralefts and we 
are trying to help encourage more activists to develop their own politics and organizing skills through the 
group.  
 
CA, LB, RC, PD, and GK 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
	  
#Ferguson2MLA 
 
Summary 
 
This document is intended to let comrades know about the #Ferguson2MLA action, on Jan 9 in Vancouver 
at the annual convention of the Modern Language Association conference (MLA), in which I was able to 
play a leading role. I will take up what was significant about the action, some of the challenges involved in 
organizing it, and the impact it made among participants and organizers.  
 
I am leaving out names, and am writing with attention to the fact that this document might become public 
against my will.  
 
Overall I want to emphasize: 
 

(1) that the time is now to be creative and bold, and to take initiative in the struggle around anti-Black 
racism, 

(2) that there exists a layer of academics—grad students, adjunct faculty, full-time faculty—who are 
not only eager for struggle but are already active participants in struggle in their cities and on their 
campuses 

(3) that if we are open and flexible to concerns about identity that are emerging right now, that such 
academics are quite attuned and receptive to the politics of solidarity in struggle that we always 
champion in the ISO. 

 
All in all, the action was much more successful than I imagined it would be. This speaks to the moment, the 
incredible dedication and commitment of the group of people who came together, and also the role that I 
was able to play as an experienced member of the ISO.  
 
This document runs the risk of sounding arrogant. All I’m trying to say, however, is that what we do as 
individuals can have an impact, and that socialist politics and strategies can allow us to deepen that impact. 
I happened to be well-placed to take initiative, the people I worked with are already part of movements and 
ready to move, and all the preparation we have done and experience we have gained and shared allowed me 
to act effectively in that context. 
 
I’m excited about sharing all this experience so we can enhance, correct, repeat, improve as we participate 
in the #BlackLivesMatter movement as socialists of diverse backgrounds and identities.  
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The Action 
 
On January 9, about 200 people gathered in one of the ballrooms of the Vancouver Convention Center, 
invited to use the space by MLA officials after we informed them of our event.  
 
The event was organized by the ad-hoc #Ferguson2MLA Planning Committee. Most of the 30 in the 
committee (grad students, lecturers, adjuncts, and full-time faculty) did not know each other and only met 
in Vancouver. Here’s how it formed: I threw the idea around on Facebook in public and in private 
messages; friends and colleagues circulated the call for organizers; and after forming a committee, we 
communicated over FB threads, Skype calls, and conference calls between mid-December and early 
January. 
 
As advised by local indigenous rights activists, we began with an acknowledgement that we were standing 
on stolen indigenous land. We then read a statement, emphasizing that we had two goals: first and foremost 
to stands in solidarity with the #BlackLivesMatter movement, and next to make an intervention at MLA 
and in our discipline, encouraging scholars to take a stand and be part of the movement. Following this we 
had a 4.5-minute moment of silence to symbolize the 4.5 hours that Mike Brown’s body lay on the 
Ferguson streets. 
 
(Comrades are welcome to check out the #Ferguson2MLA page on Facebook and/or the FB event page 
where I have made several public posts that pertain to this document. You can also see the 
#Ferguson2MLA Twitter feed, which includes links to posts published just after the event on one of the 
MLA blogs, as well as photos and videos.) 
 
Four pre-selected speakers addressed the group: two established Black scholars, a Black graduate student, 
and myself. These were more like talks at a teach-in than short statements at a rally or speakout, addressing 
with some depth the issues of police brutality, mass incarceration, the roots of anti-Black racism, “stay-in-
your-place” violence, and why we need solidarity.  The format fit the audience very well. 
 
Before I spoke to wrap up the speakout section of the event, we had an open mic, where a number of people 
spoke and opened up the space: these included a scholar of Pakistani origin talking about her experiences of 
racism and sexism in the academy, a senior Black scholar and past MLA president whose open support of 
the action underscored its impact, and a prominent Palestine solidarity activist. 
 
I plan to write about my speech elsewhere, but let me say here that the politics of solidarity that we in the 
ISO always put forward matched perfectly with others’ statements, and were very well received. The 
general idea being that we have a common interest in fighting racism and oppression even when we as 
individuals don’t necessarily experience that oppression, that an injury to one is an injury to all. 
 
We then chanted and marched through the entire convention—up and down escalators, past panels and 
meetings, letting the everyone know why we were there, and why we needed to disrupt “business as usual.” 
Rather than sticking with the original plan – to march out of the convention and into the streets – we 
decided to keep our focus on MLA in a vigorous, 45-minute march through the convention halls. It appears 
that the security guards thought they were supposed to stop us, but were told not to by MLA officials.  
 
Among other things, the action brought together many MLA people who are already in support of 
#BlackLivesMatter, it gave confidence to those who want to connect their teaching and research to the 
struggle, and helped to create a good climate for Palestine solidarity activists—many of whom supported 
our organizing from the get-go— in their intervention the next day at the MLA delegate assembly. 
 
After bringing the action to a close, people were invited to take a 5-minute walk from the convention area 
to a memorial in Vancouver to honor the passengers aboard the Komagata Maru – a Japanese ship carrying 
over 300 Indians which unsuccessfully tried to break Canada’s effective ban against immigration from 
India in the early 20th century.  A small group came to the memorial, and it was a tremendous moment for 
understanding the bigger history of white supremacy, capitalism, and empire in North America. 
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The Organizing 
 
The solidarity actions—specifically, die-ins—by doctors, lawyers, and other “professional” organizations 
(see #WhiteCoats4BlackLives for example) gave the spark to the idea of an action at MLA. 
 
I began by asking people involved in the two pre-MLA conferences I was attending: South Asian Literary 
Association and the Subconference of the MLA. There was great support and people joined on as 
organizers.  
 
But since these were mostly South Asian and white scholars, I also went to several Black scholars and 
friends. They were also very energetic. So I posted an invite on my Facebook page, many shared it, and we 
ended up with a group of 30 people. Only one Black scholar actually joined the organizing team—and we 
hoped this would change as we went on.  
 
Over the next three weeks we took on the task of organizing actions with people we didn’t know in a city 
where only 1 or 2 of us lived. And this during finals and then the holidays: we were on the phone on 
December 23rd, and writing statements on the 31st. This would have been impossible if these individual had 
not already been active and involved in struggle in their local cities and campuses.  
 
The radical grad students who organized the 2nd annual MLA Subconference provided an organizational 
backbone to the efforts.  They had invited me to speak on activism and academics at their conference – and 
they proved their seriousness in practice.  
 
I won’t go through the details of the political debates that took place. On one level, they were no different 
than you would imagine: debates about what we can/should do or say as a largely non-Black group, 
discussions about the symbolism of the tactics we choose (like, would an event in the convention center be 
less radical than a march outside or a protest at the US embassy), and debates about language and tone.  
 
And yet I never expected a group of academics to take up such questions with the activist knowledge 
that we needed to come up with answers, not just raise critical questions. At the risk of sounding self-
centered, I want to say here that I was able to play a positive and leading role in coordinating statements, 
messaging, and strategy, but also in giving people the space to take leadership. Of course many other 
leaders also emerged—before and during the action—and lifted me up too, which is why the event 
succeeded. These were people committed to moving ahead, to listening not just criticizing, and ultimately 
open to arguments that made the most sense. In advancing the cause, not individual egos.  
 
At times I felt a level of trust and collaboration I have only experienced in ISO branches, and among 
activists who have worked together for a long time.   
 
One thing I learned: leadership in this sort of group meant pulling back from tactics that seemed might 
seem effective and obvious to me for the sake of the larger unity of the group. I had to be patient, and to 
recognize that it was more important to have a big, impactful action than a smaller, fractured one. In fact, 
the unity resulting from tactical flexibility itself opened up space for better collaboration, and an ultimately 
better action.  
 
The Die-in Question 
 
Let’s take an example: our decision not to have a die-in after initially announcing one. Though it felt to me 
like a step back at the time, it ended up uniting us politically and giving us a ton of mobility in practical 
terms. 
 
Here’s the context of the discussion. There were clearly some differences on how people in our group 
understood privilege and identity: sometimes articulated, sometimes not. There was lot of concern—often 
legitimate but sometimes confusing to me, about what we could or could not do given our racial and ethnic 
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makeup. The underlying question was: when does an act of solidarity become an act of 
appropriation?  
 
This issue came to a head when we finally went public with a tentative plan for a die-in, asking for 
participation and still hoping to attract Black leadership.  
 
As soon as we went public, a leading Black scholar tweeted negatively about the action, another Black 
scholar retweeted this, and a bit of a critique began to surface that we probably had not consulted any Black 
academics but simply carried on out of guilt or opportunism. This was by far a minority opinion, and direct 
dialogue actually defused the situation. But it was a crucial moment that tested our unity, since these 
critiques were articulating fears already voiced in our group. In the end, our group proved to be very 
flexible but also strong. We stuck together by reaching out to the scholars and considering their criticism, 
but also establishing, clearly, that being silent and doing nothing was NOT an option. 
 
Finally, we decided not to do a die-in. But it felt like we were being defensive and losing momentum after 
all that work. So in order to clarify our position to all, I wrote a public post—probably one of the most 
difficult things I’ve had to write—to explain that we were pulling back from the die-in so as to not divide 
the anti-racist forces from the get-go. (We even decided to remove “we can’t breathe” from our statement 
for the same reason, because some say this as appropriation not solidarity.) 
 
But I also explained why we were completely legitimate despite our racial composition. This was difficult 
because I had to explain (1) that we had the support of Black scholars and colleagues but (2) they had 
mostly chose not to join the organizing committee, and yet (3) I was not calling them out for that, but just 
trying to explain the situation. I asked people to join us and correct our mistakes and help us improve. I also 
suggested that perhaps, besides the holidays issue, Black scholars going to MLA (a number that’s too small 
as it is) might not have joined the organizing because they had been so active since August and traumatized 
by events. This comment actually received some positive responses from many, including African 
American colleagues. 
 
There’s a hundred pitfalls in doing this sort of thing—and we did have critics popping up here and there. 
But with the seriousness of the organizers, we worked our way through all this. Most of the critics came 
around when we patiently explained our modest but sincere efforts, and our willingness to keep things open 
at every step. After all, every decision was jointly made, and anyone wanting to join the organizing team 
was added on. This won us a lot of good will – so much so that at the action, multiracial solidarity against 
anti-Black racism was the note that was struck again and again. 
 
To take one example: I asked people at the end of my speech about solidarity to join me in a chant of “we 
can’t breathe”—the slogan we had struck from the official statement. I said it was not that we all are 
targeted like Eric Garner, but that we are all taking the responsibility of carrying his words forward and 
transforming them into the lifeblood of a movement. I said that if you are someone who is not directly 
targeted by white supremacist hate but refuse to sit still or be silent at that moment, and if you are someone 
who feels the urgency of this time, then you also cannot breathe.  
 
By this time in the event, which had gradually escalated from a moment of silence to talks and chants, folks 
were ready to come together, and they repeated this chant with great enthusiasm. We were ready to march, 
and march we did. 
 
Thoughts and Questions 
 
• The original idea had been to make this a one-time action, to dissolve the planning committee, and to 

focus on the local movements in our cities and campuses. But in the aftermath the response has been so 
positive that we are exploring the idea of sticking together in some capacity. Comrades who are part of 
MLA should definitely write to me to figure out if it makes sense to be 
linked to this in some way. The revised committee (some left from before, some added on) is still in its 
early phases, but it is already different given the leading role of a prominent Black scholar.   
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• Please also write to me if you would like to be introduced to the Subconference of the MLA. At parts 
of the two-day conference I felt like I was in an activist conference, not an academic one, in terms of 
the prominence given to organizing. Graduate students and adjuncts, especially, should consider 
joining the Subconference. 

 
• Neoliberalism is transforming the academy like anything in terms of worsening people’s lives. The 

Occupy movement and now the #BlackLivesMatter movement have allowed a space for that 
frustration to turn into action. While we must continue to take our principled stand against 
postmodernist ideology, the liberal rhetoric of multiculturalism etc., it is crucial, now more than ever, 
to recognize that the radicalizing academics that subscribe to those ideas are often doing so because 
they, in whatever way, pay attention to experiences of oppression and alienation. Our approach has to 
be friendly, comradely, and inviting.  

 
• There was a certain freedom, I felt, to be organizing like this: spontaneously and outside the specific 

rubric of branch/national priorities. At the same time, the spirit of this initiative absolutely reflects 
branch and national priorities right now, especially as articulated in the National Committee notes from 
December and K’s document. I think that the root of it was the feeling of being very organically 
connected with the people I was organizing with. So how to take initiative, yet to be disciplined and 
centralized – that’s a big issue that will come up again and again. 

 
• At several points I said I’m a socialist or in the ISO, but I was strategic about it. I felt that among 

academics, organizational affiliation might backfire at times. I figured they would look me up anyway, 
and ultimately be drawn closer more through my acts and deeds, rather than labels. I don’t think this 
was movementism, but am open to discussion about this. 

 
• While issues around identity politics do not disappear AT ALL when “non-Black people of color” 

participate in #BlackLivesMatter, it helped a great deal, throughout, that I am a personal of color. 
There’s no getting around it. This is not to say that white comrades cannot be effective—far from it! —
but it is to emphasize what we already know, that recruitment and integration of socialists of color is 
crucial if we want to win leadership in the anti-racist struggles that are breaking out. What I’m happy 
about is that this was not just a one-time action but helped establish long-term relationships and 
camaraderie that will build the left, contribute to the movements, and perhaps even draw people 
towards revolutionary socialism. 

 
• Alongside this, finally, let’s develop more focused and clear theoretical understandings of the 

relationship between solidarity and appropriation (taking over and silencing the people targeted). Our 
starting point—and debate with many—is that all acts of solidarity are not acts of appropriation. At the 
same time, simply declaring an intention of solidarity is not enough. What are best ways to think about 
solidarity, and act on it?  

 
PJ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Getting Recruitment Back on Track at Portland State University 
 
This document aims to share the experiences of the Portland Branch in adjusting how our branch operates 
to more effectively recruit contacts to the ISO. Though this document focuses on recruitment, it’s important 
to mention three major changes that have been the most influential in effectively building our branch: 1) 
reestablishing our branch meetings as the political center of our work, 2) refocusing our work toward 
building a strong student base at Portland State University (PSU), and 3) revitalizing all of our routines. We 
have also experimented with a modified division of labor within the branch that has helped us to politically 
motivate and establish a broader sense of ownership, across the branch, of our basic branch routines. While 
we still have plenty of room for improvement in all of our work, the changes that we implemented before 
the start of the fall school term have yielded positive results: we have recruited five new members (four of 
which are students), deepened our members’ politics and organizational abilities, and re-established the 
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ISO as a pole of attraction for students who are beginning to fundamentally question the foundations of 
capitalism. 
 
For the past few years we have been dealing with some of the same issues that many other branches have 
had to face. The centrifugal pull of movement work (and schism between this work and branch building), a 
lack of a unified branch focus, substitutionism and subsequent burnout of layers of our membership, and a 
failure to recruit and retain new members are some of the major challenges that we have had to overcome 
to reestablish a healthy and forward-looking branch dynamic. Pre-convention documents from previous 
years have been invaluable to our branch discussions on how to recenter our organizational practices1. TC's 
document in Internal Bulletin #2 on campus organizing has also been crucial to winning our entire 
branch over to a unified, campus-centered perspective.  
 
Before I get into our recruitment work, I want to briefly summarize some of the important branch-wide 
changes that were essential to our recruitment efforts. It goes without saying, but branch routines (like 
recruitment) don’t exist in a vacuum. Our experiences have shown that effective recruitment and retention 
require a branch dynamic that is guided by a clear political perspective, with regular political motivations 
and assessments of all aspects of the branch’s work. When our entire branch membership is politically won 
to our short-, medium-, and long-term goals (locally and nationally) and have a clear idea of how to apply 
our Marxist theory towards the struggles we are helping to build, we tend to be much more effective in 
recruiting contacts to the ISO’s project.  
  
Reestablishing our Branch Meetings as the Political Center of our Work 
In the past, we have had difficulty in bridging the gap between movement work and branch building. 
Oftentimes, there was a political disconnect between the members in one fraction (or working group) being 
completely out-of-the-loop with the goings-on of another fraction. Sometimes the major political questions 
around movement work have only been discussed in fraction meetings or pre-meetings, while branch 
building discussions often suffered from a lack of political discussion and only focused on the nuts and 
bolts of who will take care of what task. The outcome of this organizational and political split was 
occasionally mirrored in membership participation in movement-based events and routine events (flier 
runs, SW tablings). Movement-based events often lacked participation from members in the Branch 
Building Fraction, while members in movement fractions were frequently absent at routine events.  
 
The first step to addressing this issue was to make sure that we were having regular, branch-wide 
assessments of our work. These assessments have been critical to making sure that the entire branch comes 
to a collective understanding of what we have been doing right and what we need to change in order to 
carry out our work more effectively. This includes making honest assessments about our branch resources 
and whether we are engaged in the right amount of work to sustain a healthy level of activity without 
burning out our members. These assessments also provide political motivation and clarity for our 
membership, so that members come away with a clear idea of what we expect to get out of an area of work 
and how we are going to go about achieving the goals associated with the work.  
 
Another way that we have attempted to address the decentralization of our branch work has been to 
implement a division of labor that creates “routine teams” that are responsible for organizing the three main 
components to our branch’s routines, or infrastructures (tabling, publicity, and recruitment). Every member 
is a part of one of these three teams, and each team is headed by a team coordinator. Routine teams meet 
regularly in branch meetings to assess and discuss how their respective routines are being organized. We 
have found two major benefits in the implementation of these routine teams: 1) having all members partake 
in the organizing work of a routine helps generate a broader sense of ownership over our routines, and 2) 
having a team to collectively assess and assist the routine coordinator in the day-to-day tasks of the work 
helps to make sure that routines are running smoothly and keeps the coordinators from feeling 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 2013 Pre-Convention Bulletin #3, “Form follows function: Restructuring branch meetings to meet our needs” by Jason F.; 2013 Pre-
Convention Bulletin #9, “Tension between implantation in struggles and strengthening party-building routines” by Lucy H. and Leia 
P.; and 2014 Pre-Convention Bulletin #17, “In with the old? Developing Cadre in the ISO today” by Leia P. and Natalia T. have all 
provided extremely useful insight to the issues facing our branch.  
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overwhelmed by the organizational tasks of motivating routines across the branch (which can often lead to 
demoralization and burnout).   
 
For the fall term, we had the routine teams temporarily replace our Branch Building Fraction (partially due 
to lack of organizational resources). We soon realized that we needed more communication and 
coordination between routine teams, as well as regular assessments that incorporated how routines were 
working in the broader work of building our branch. Going into the winter term, we now have a Branch 
Building Fraction that meets semi-regularly to make sure that routine teams are effectively coordinating 
their activities and that important branch building tasks are being prioritized across the branch. 
 
Refocusing on Campus 
Portland State has proven to be the most consistent base of operations and source of new members since the 
inception of our branch in the spring of 2006. However, activism on the Portland State campus tends to be 
sporadic and short-lived, which can pull our branch’s focus away from PSU in periods where struggle on 
campus is low. We understand that organizing in struggles outside of campus is perfectly fine, so long as 
our participation in them is focused on meeting student activists and working to build a connection between 
the struggle and PSU. That said, there is often a pull to drop important work towards building a student 
base of ISO members (and helping to build the broader left on campus) in favor of citywide campaigns that 
may not have a strong, immediate connection to PSU or students. Re-focusing on campus has been an 
important part of developing a unified focus for our branch work. This unity of focus is particularly 
important as we work to rebuild our student base on campus. Without this unified focus, our branch would 
be much less effective in achieving our goals, being pulled in essentially two different directions.  
 
Revitalizing All Routine Work 
Our branch has had difficulty maintaining solid routines work for years. We’ve made plenty of attempts to 
correct this, but these efforts have never seemed to develop lasting solutions to the challenge of having 
branch-wide participation in our routines. Remotivating our routines often increased participation in our 
SW tablings, flier runs, and contact work temporarily, but participation would drop off sharply after a 
couple of weeks. As stated above, reestablishing our meetings as the political center of our organization 
and implementing routine teams have both helped to broaden the sense of ownership, across the branch, for 
our routine work and provide members with political motivation for how to concretely achieve our goals. 
While these changes have helped our routines, there is still a tendency for the work to fall on the shoulders 
of a couple comrades, leading to substitutionism. This tends to happen when we fail to prioritize regular 
assessments and dedicated routine time in our branch meetings. To counteract this tendency, there needs to 
be time for regular assessment and the organizational work of our routines.  
 
Recruitment 
In years past, the first three weeks of Fall Term at Portland State have been, far and away, the most 
opportune time of the year to attract new student members to our group. A large pool of new students arrive 
on campus, and most of the radicalizing students of this bunch will be feeling out the political scene on 
campus to determine where they will spend their efforts organizing in the year to come. This year was no 
different, as our kickoff meeting and subsequent meetings attracted around 50 people, most of whom were 
students2. If our branch was to recruit and integrate new student members we would need to capitalize on 
this window of opportunity. 
 
Prioritization is Key 
The number of contacts far exceeded our membership, making it essential that our recruitment team operate 
in a fashion that was capable of prioritizing and reprioritizing our current layer of contacts throughout this 
period. Prioritization helped to clarify which contacts we should spend the bulk of our resources in 
recruiting, which helped to avoid spreading ourselves too thin and failing to recruit key contacts. But this 
prioritization (and other aspects of recruitment work) could not be effectively carried out unless the routine 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 It is important to note that we experienced a larger portion of new contacts coming around our organization throughout the course of 
the term than in years past. This is most likely a product of the emergence of the #BlackLivesMatter movement and our organization 
being one of the first and only groups on campus to organize meetings around racism and the Michael Brown and Eric Garner 
murders.  
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team had regular political discussions about what we wanted to achieve and what was the most effective 
way to achieve it. To help the reprioritization of contacts, we placed them into three categories: regular 
contacts, priority contacts, and high-priority contacts. This helped in sorting out which contacts that we 
should focus most of our efforts on, while still keeping an eye out for contacts that were regularly attending 
meetings but might not seem quite as close to us politically.  
 
Shaping Our Meetings 
These political discussions also helped to inform how we structure our meetings to make sure that contacts 
were given the opportunity to contribute their ideas and raise questions. ISO branch meetings can 
sometimes be an intellectually intimidating place to folks who are just getting acquainted with the 
organization. If contacts don’t feel confident or comfortable expressing themselves in a branch meeting, it 
becomes very difficult to figure out any of their political disagreements or questions outside of contact 
meetings. We noticed that in one of our first meetings of the term that most contacts did not speak during 
the discussion session. This led us to schedule small group discussions in our next meeting (with questions 
to help prompt discussion), followed by a large discussion session. The small group discussions gave our 
contacts the space to raise any questions or to put forth their ideas on the topic, giving them more 
confidence to speak in the larger group session that followed. Structuring our meetings to encourage 
contact participation has been beneficial to our recruitment work and to the development of a large student 
periphery (which also aids in our shaping of the broader campus left). 
 
Division of Labor  
The development of routine teams gave us an opportunity to experiment with a new division of labor within 
the team. Each team member was assigned a set of branch members outside of the team to follow up with 
regarding contact work. In addition, each team member had their own contacts and/or buddies. The team 
was organized in a pyramid fashion, with the team coordinator following up with all team members weekly 
on the collective contact work as well as their own assigned contacts/buddies. This spread the work out 
across the team, making it so the coordinator did not have to call every member of the branch to get info 
about contact work. The follow up work done by the team was important in getting a sense of where certain 
contacts were, in relation to our politics, which helped in the prioritization of contacts. Though not fully 
utilized enough during Fall Term, this information should be generalized to get a better idea of where our 
periphery is politically, which can inform our branch in determining what sort of education and public 
meetings that we should be hosting.  
 
To assist in contact work, a simple word processing document was created and regularly updated, detailing 
the members that were following up with certain contacts and buddies, along with the priority level of each 
contact. The document helped to give the entire branch an idea of who constituted our periphery and who 
were considered our highest priority contacts within this periphery3. This way, members who weren’t 
directly following up with particular contacts could still partake in helping to bring these potential members 
closer to joining the ISO through informal conversations before or after meetings, tablings, and events.  
 
All Roads Lead to the Northwest Marxism Conference 
The 2014 Northwest Marxism Conference, hosted at Portland State, proved to be an important event around 
which to organize our recruitment work. The conference served as an opportunity to show to our contacts 
what our organization looks like regionally and to give our periphery and membership the chance to hear 
presentations from some of our most experienced cadre on the West Coast. This meeting of revolutionary 
socialists from across the Pacific Northwest generated a sense of excitement around the ISO’s political 
project for our membership and our periphery. The conference sessions helped to work through, or reveal, 
any remaining political questions/disagreements that our high priority contacts may have had with the 
ISO’s core politics.  
 
Leading up to the conference, the recruitment team decided (rather than launching into a full study series of 
The Meaning of Marxism) we would focus on the two most important conference sessions we wanted our 
high priority contacts to attend and help them politically prepare by organizing two study sessions, using 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 In the future it would be beneficial to our recruitment work to add contacts’ political questions/disagreements, as well as what they 
are most excited about politically, to the contact document. 
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chapters of The Meaning of Marxism as the readings. These study sessions were held outside of our regular 
branch meetings and were well attended by our non-student contacts, yet students were mostly absent. This 
has been an issue that our branch continues to grapple with: How do we effectively politically motivate the 
education of student contacts and new members who tend to have a relatively limited amount of time to 
devote outside of meetings4? This is an issue that we hope our discussions at and around National 
Convention may help us to resolve.  
 
In addition to serving as an organizing tool and a pole of attraction for our periphery, the Northwest 
Marxism Conference proved to be a useful guidepost by which we could measure our progress with 
individual contacts. Our team decided that members with high priority contacts should ask their contacts if 
they want to join the ISO during, or shortly after, the conference. If most of these contacts decided to join, 
then our team could shift its focus toward new member integration. If we didn’t succeed at recruitment, we 
would need to figure out what sort of political questions may still be unresolved with the contacts and work 
to address these. Fortunately, our branch was able to recruit all but one of our high priority contacts5 around 
the NW Marxism Conference, allowing our team to focus on the work of integrating these new members.  
 
Looking Forward 
Successful recruitment of our high priority contacts has brought us closer to reestablishing a solid student 
base at Portland State. It also poses challenges, as we will need to balance the needs of new member 
integration with continual efforts toward further recruitment. No doubt there will continue to be the 
centrifugal pull of movement activism that requires vigilance if it threatens to compromise our branch’s 
unity of focus and centralism. We have not been able to recruit and retain a new member in two years, so it 
is important to highlight the recruitment of five new members over a school term as a significant step 
forward for our branch. I hope that this document provides useful material for other branches working 
toward reestablishing recruitment work. I am also excited for the future discussions around National 
Convention on how we can further develop our branch building work nationally to continue building a 
revolutionary alternative to capitalism.   
 
NL
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Socialists in Office—Sawant’s First Year 
 
For the first time in over 100 years, Seattle voters elected a Socialist, Kshama Sawant to the City Council in 
2013. Her election was the result of a combination of factors:1) growing dissatisfaction with the 
concentration of wealth and austerity, especially since the onset of the Great Recession 2) the aftermath of 
Occupy 3) a tepid campaign by Sawant’s opponent, an overconfident “ non-partisan” Democrat 4) the 
strength of the Fight for 15 which Sawant made central to her campaign 5) Seattle’s top two election 
system which combined with Seattle’s nearly one-party Democratic domination eliminated the lesser evil 
argument 6) an energetic campaign by Socialist Alternative which was supported by much of the left. 

Another factor was important. In spite of Seattle’s increased gentrification and whitening, there is still a 
large working class and poor population in the city. Sawant won most heavily in the poorer areas of the city 
with larger percentages of people of color. 

Another campaign a year later by SA didn’t have as much luck. Jess Spear ran for the state House of 
Representatives against Frank Chopp, the liberal Democratic Speaker of the House from Seattle’s most 
liberal district in Fall 2014. This was the same district that Sawant ran in in Fall 2012. Spear got 18% of the 
vote, a bit less than Sawant got in 2012. This is a reminder that even in favorable circumstances electing 
socialists, especially against well funded and established candidates is not easy. SA has grown out of these 
campaigns, but they recruit on a very loose basis and it is difficult to tell exactly how much solid growth 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Portland State is largely a commuter campus, with a primarily working class student body. This poses time issues, as most students 
live miles away from campus and work part time or full time jobs in addition to their coursework.  
5 The one high priority contact that we didn’t recruit around the NW Marxism Conference has since joined. 
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they have had. Surely at least several dozen people have joined SA at some time in the last couple years in 
Seattle. 

Since taking office Sawant has been very public in championing issues relevant to the working class, the 
poor and people of color: 

$15 per hour: Sawant got into office in large part because of this issue. Socialist Alternative (SA)launched 
15 Now as the electoral expression of the movement shortly after Sawant’s election victory. This showed 
the strength and weaknesses of SA’s politics. They were public and well organized. They were able to 
garner lots of support among the left in the city and to a lesser extent among union activists. Along with the 
momentum around the Fight for 15, they were able to make this a large public issue forcing the Mayoral 
candidates to give verbal support. However, their top-down approach in which SA dominated 15 Now from 
the beginning, limited its appeal. This resulted in the fracturing of the movement, with 3 other coalitions 
formed around the issue. Sawant made this problem worse when she and SA on their own modified the 
demand for $15 Now, phasing it in for small business and even large “ non-profits”. This was simply 
announced by Sawant at a rally in March 2014 with no democratic input from the movement. With 
declining active support, the movement had to accept a very slow phase in of the $15 demand, over 7 years 
for some workers, passed by the City Council in June. Sawant and SA then shifted from denouncing the 
Mayor’s plan to claiming the City Council Vote was a “ historic victory” rather than a success but a very 
compromised one. Seattle was the first City to pass a $15 ordinance even if a slowly implemented  

http://socialistworker.org/2014/05/13/the-road-to-15-in-seattle 

http://socialistworker.org/2014/06/17/looking-at-seattles-fight-for-15  

People’s Budget Sawant organized a hearing and campaign around the Seattle City Budget. Non-profits 
and progressive political groups testified at a City Council hearing, demonstrated and put pressure on to 
make the budget more positive for workers and the poor. The result was some small modifications 
including the rapid raising of City employees to $15 an hour. 

http://socialistworker.org/2014/11/06/a-peoples-budget-in-seattle 

Housing---The Seattle Housing Authority (SHA), an independent agency proposed “ Stepping Forward” a 
plan that would have raised the rent for public housing residents by 500% over several years. After several 
months of organizing, demonstrations, hearings etc., the SHA backed plan was finally shelved. Sawant 
used her position on the City Council to build this movement and SA was actively involved in it. 

http://socialistworker.org/2015/01/05/public-housing-victory-in-seattle  

Indigenous Peoples’ Day----The Seattle City Council renamed Columbus Day Indigenous People’s Day. 
This came after years of organizing by Native Americans in the area. The vote was unanimous but Sawant 
was active in support of it. Seattle joined a few other cities that had already taken this step. 

Palestine---During the height of the movement in solidarity with Gaza in the Summer of 2014, Seattle had 
several demonstrations of hundreds of Palestinians, Arabs, Muslims and their supporters. Sawant proposed 
a City Council letter that would have denounced the Israeli attack on Gaza while also criticizing the Hamas 
rockets against Israel. Given the almost universal pro-Zionism of elected officials in the U.S., this proposal 
was seen as wildly radical by the press and was generally supported by most activists as the best they could 
get. Her slap at Hamas while Gaza was under attack flows from SA’s politics generally---seeing Israeli 
workers as a potential force for change in the region and not wanting to alienate them. It also may have had 
a tinge of opportunism, based on the idea that the City Council might pass an even handed resolution. If so, 
it didn’t work. No other City Councilor supported her. During the same period, in adaption to the 
Palestinian movement, Sawant sounded like she supported the BDS movement. Before this SA was 
opposed to BDS except in specific cases. The opposition to BDS is still their fundamental position. 

http://socialistworker.org/2014/08/14/refusing-to-discuss-palestine  



	   17	  

The New Youth Jail---- Since 2012 when a bond issue for $210 million to build a deceptively named “ 
Children and Family Justice Center” was passed in the county, there has been a growing movement against 
a new juvenile jail Sawant has come out against it and was the only vote on the City or County Council 
against zoning changes needed for the jail as currently planned. She has spoken out many times publicly on 
the issue. 

Black Lives Matter/Police Brutality----SA has been active in the BLM movement in terms of coming to 
demonstrations, though not as much in the central organizing.. Though Sawant has defended the slogan 
“Black Lives Matter”, and gave a rationale for that slogan similar to what we would argue, SA has been 
more ambiguous, often leading “ All Lives Matter” chants. Her involvement in this issue came late. During 
her campaign in the Fall of 2013, the Seattle Police Dept. was under Dept. of Justice review for excessive 
force and racism. There had been many cases of police brutality and murder in Seattle over previous years 
and movements around this issue. Sawant did NOT raise this issue in her campaign. During the People’s 
Budget discussion, SA proposed a Civilian Review Board of the police, but did not propose cuts in the 
police budget or make any general critique of the police. When a new police chief was proposed by the 
Mayor she was the only City Councilor to vote against the new chief. However, her grounds for doing so, 
were that the salary for the chief was too high!---again, not on the grounds of any criticism of the police 
system generally . This attitude to the police flows from SA’s politics. Of course they are sincerely against 
police brutality and racism as are all leftists and the vast majority of liberals. . However they tend towards 
seeing class unity as being built through demands that impact everyone equally, and fear disrupting that 
unity with special demands. When radical young people are organizing around racism etc. they are pulled 
into the movement so as not to be left behind. 

http://socialistworker.org/2012/01/05/brutal-legacy-of-seattle-police  

Overall, Sawant has made good use of her office in building the reputation of SA and herself. She has 
contributed to movements and some of the limited victories won in Seattle in the last year. Her use of the 
office has often been savvy and she has been in the news more than any other City Councilor. She puts out 
a regular newsletter with her view of Seattle politics .  She gained a lot of respect for donating 2/3 of her 
salary to usually SA dominated social movements rather than taking her full $120,000 per year.  

Last January, ISO members were concerned that she would go in either 2 unproductive directions: being 
pulled into unprincipled compromises or standing in total isolation without seeming to accomplish 
anything. Even with the criticisms noted above, she has for the most part avoided both pitfalls. She voted 
against the Mayor’s compromise on $15, against the city budget and the police chief, but in combination 
with grass roots organizing has helped win some small gains that impact people’s lives –and raised the 
profile of issues not yet won. 

 She generally still has a lot of support among progressive activists, which she will need when she faces a 
serious challenge in the election in Fall 2015. There is however some grumbling among some activists that 
she and SA are using movements for their own ends rather than to further the struggles.  

Though it is of course a strategic and tactical question how much energy to put into electoral campaigns, 
her record in office does show clearly that electing a socialist to a city council can be a real aid to 
movements and can help shift the political discussion in a city. In the bland, mostly liberal politics of 
Seattle, her position has stood out as a clear pro-working class voice. Activists generally and leftists in 
particular should definitely support her re-election. Her record shows that good use can be made of winning 
offices like this in other cities. Hopefully, we will soon be able to compare her record with that of other 
socialist city officials in Chicago and perhaps other places. 

Re-electing Sawant against her liberal opposition, will be as important or more important than electing her 
in the first place. If she is voted out, it will be at least somewhat demoralizing for socialists and other 
activists. It will deprive Seattle of a left wing voice at the official level and set back the cause of electing 
more independent candidates. Having a socialist in office, even one with whom we have great differences, 
opens the space for the discussion of socialism. 
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However, her record also shows that it matters what kind of socialist is elected to office. SA’s politics have 
needlessly compromised the positive contributions she has made. While supporting socialists who are 
actually independent of the Democrats as Sawant is, we need to be clear in our criticisms as well. 

SL, RA 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

	  
 
 
 
 


