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A MESSAGE FROM THIS ISSUE’S WORKING GROUP

A DISCLAIMER ON CONTENT

School has begun for Students for a Democratic Society.  With us 
now remain memories of our convention in all of its complexities, 
including the good, the bad, and the ugly.  For this reason, we chose 
to focus this issue primarily on the convention and on emotional 
support. So without further adieu, we here at the SDS News Bulletin 
welcome you this beautifully crafted sixth issue!

If your new to the SDS News Bulletin and where it came from, what 
it does, and how it operates, you should know that we intend for this 
publication to an accessable and popular vehicle for SDS members 
and chapters to communicate, coordinate actions, share information 
and ideas, and inspire one another in our struggles.

The SDS News Bulletin was formed through a proposal of the 2007 
SDS National Convention in Detroit and passed by consensus of the 
200+ attendees. Every Tuesday night since last August the members of 
the Bulletin Working Group have met by conference call The working 
group is open to all SDS members, and we need your help! Join up on 
our listserve: groups.google.com/group/sds-news-bulletin And start 
jumping on the calls. We’re fun (clearly) and we love your support.

You can download the PDF of this issue (or any of our awesome 
previous four issues) on the SDS Bulletin Blog website  
(sdsnewsbulletin.wordpress.com). Print out copies to distribute 
to your chapter. Give them to people who would like to start chapters.  
Bring them to conventions. We will also be putting supplementary 
content and links on our blog, sdsnewsbulletin.wordpress.com

We welcome visual art, reports from actions and events, reviews, 
opinion pieces, how-to articles, chapter report backs, poems, songs, 
essays, stories or any other relevant category your imaginative minds 
can think of.  Send it to: sds.bulletin@gmail.com

Viewpoints expressed in articles contained herein are solely those 
of the author(s) or artist(s). These views do not necessarily reflect 
the views of SDS, the SDS News Bulletin, or it’s editors.
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What Is at Stake 
in the Coming 
Elections
And What SDS Ought to Do About It

by Gurujiwan Khalsa 

B
ush’s wars at home and abroad are the 
most urgent problems in the world today.  
The wars on Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
wars on immigrants and Black people, and 
the war on our civil liberties collectively 
define the political climate of our times.  It 

is undeniable that these issues have brought many folks 
into the SDS fold.  These issues make up the bulk of our 
work.  These issues are what compelled me to spend 
my scarce time and money to come to the convention to 
participate in creating a viable national structure; one 
that can coordinate and amplify our efforts in all these 
areas.  I was pleased that we successfully worked out 
a compromise between our diverse visions of what that 
project might look like.  Yet so far, the executive body 
which was mandated at that convention has not passed 
anything regarding the very reasons why I and so many 
others want a national student movement in the first 
place.  It would be a terrible mistake not to do so.
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Many of us have arrived at a long-view 
understanding that ‘the system’ itself is 
inherently destructive and irrational.  But 
this does not change the fact that for the 
last eight years it has been Bush at the 
reigns of that system, guiding its policies 
and priorities.  Like it or not, Bush’s 
actions are the causal factor in the 
radicalization of a generation. And who 
is Bush’s anointed successor?  Whose 
platform will continue and even expand 
the dangerous road we’ve been traveling 
on recently?  Who says that they would 
‘finish the job’ in Iraq, even if it took 100 
years?  McCain of course.  Thus, if we 
are against Bush and all his wars, we 
are necessarily against McCain.  That is 
why I strongly support the ‘Stop McCain, 
Stop the War’ resolution, and so should 
the National Working Committee. 

The stakes in this coming period are high.  
We should examine our assumptions 
about radical activism, and it’s relation 
to the electoral spectacle.  We should 
ask ourselves what kind of world we want 
to see four years from now. What would 
the twilight of yet another Bush-style 
presidency look like?  Wars raging across 
Syria and Iran, the Bill of Rights reduced 
to a historical curio, illegalized abortions, 
and a permanent immigrant underclass 

are all possibilities that would be enabled 
by maintaining a ‘radical’ quiescence 
towards McCain’s succession.  As a person 
who has either voted for a third party or 
spoiled the ballot in every election I’ve ever 
bothered to show up for, I believe that the 
problems of a McCain presidency quite 
simply transcend the normal discourse 
on the left about building illusions in the 
electoral system.  The whole world is 
crying out for a repudiation of the program 
of all-out war and oppression that we have 
all been subjected to for the last 8 years.             

This has nothing to do with supporting 
Obama.  It does have much to do with 

We should examine our 
assumptions about 

radical activism, and 
it’s relation to the 

electoral spectacle. 
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critically engaging with Obama sup-
porters.  And why not?  A huge majority 
of people in this country are deeply 
concerned with the current state of 
affairs in it.  Obama’s candidacy happens 
to be the way that many are expressing 
that concern.  We ought to plug into this 
groundswell.  We ought to talk to them on 
their terms.  We ought to be ambitious.  
We can and must win them to our ranks.  
If we can do this, we will be allowing a 
space for fresh dissenters to become rev- 
olutionaries, we will be building new 
chapters, and we will be strengthening 
SDS’ ability to be a national organization 
of students working for authentic change.

Some folks I’ve chatted with thought 
that this proposal was too limited in 
scope. They are wrong.  As we have 
seen, it touches on most everything 
your typical SDSer cares about.  This 

is not a unwieldy campaign either.  It is 
predicated on people doing what they 
are already doing, in an autonomous 
manner and always appropriate to 
their local conditions.  What works in 
Topeka won’t wash with Toledo.  This 
means that if a certain chapter has a 
commitment to a certain style of work, it 
won’t be compromised.  But a multitude 
of disconnected actions is just not 
enough.  In collective action lies power.  
The enemy has the money, the State, 
the media bully-pulpits.  All we have is 
ourselves.  Let’s use that power wisely.  
Don’t mourn, organize; but organize 
well.  The NWC has the ability to lead 
this work.  We SDSers have placed our 
trust in it.  We are a diverse bunch, but 
we have a lot in common.  What we need 
from that body is a platform to expound 
our shared values.  We are certainly 
capable of handling everything else.

Gurujiwan Khalsa is an SDS organizer at  UCLA.
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Gurujiwan Khalsa is an SDS organizer at  UCLA.
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SDS Convention 2008: 
A Big Step Forward for the Student Movement

By Doug Michel

T
here is a tangible excitement in the air. Students 
for a Democratic Society has pulled off a 
successful National  Convention in College Park, 
Maryland, and established a functioning national 
structure, a national campaign, and a deepened 
understanding of what it means to be an anti-

oppression organization. It’s been a few weeks since the 2008 
SDS convention, and I have been thinking and discussing with 
others what this means for the U.S. Left.
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Coming from the 2007 Convention in De-
troit, there was a noticeable difference in 
the amount of political maturity our move-
ment has gained.  Learning from our experi-
ences, reassessing how they have or have 
not worked, and coming up with a new ideas 
based on experience is paramount for build-

ing a movement that will grow and thrive.
The 2008 Convention was about struggling 
together and connecting with folks to build 
a foundation for a national movement.This 
has deepened our commitment to a united 
movement against U.S. imperialism.



Regions will need to be more organized  A
and accountable to both the membership 
base and our national organization.  This 
is a great thing.

Allowing political space for caucuses  A
and oppressed groups to use authority 
and represent anti-oppression work 
in the NWC will promote growth as 
a multi-national and diverse student 
movement.

Realize that the NWC is the beginning,  A
not the end, of building a viable structure.  
Changing and adapting it is part and 
parcel of a healthy organization.

Fetishizing structure for the sake of  A
having a “perfect” structure will lead 
nowhere.

Sustaining a functional, decision-mak- A
ing structure, while being accessible 
and transparent is the key to moving 
forward.

The National Working Committee is  A
an important mechanism that we need 
to utilize for making administrative 
and political decisions to achieve 
revolutionary change.

Combating oppression
Poising ourselves to take power

Excellent auxiliary and caucus meetings 
were held at this past National Convention.  
One in particular that stands out in my 
memory was the white auxiliary group.  Folks 
were challenged on a host of scenarios that 
were drawn from past SDS organizing that 
dealt with anti-oppression.  Arriving at the 
correct political line, how to be the best 
allies, and deepening our understanding of 
white supremacy and chauvinism and how it 
manifests in our everyday lives were critical 
lessons that demands awareness.

On a political and ideological level, we 
need to continue to dig into what things like 
national oppression, queer liberation, gender, 
and class contradictions mean for SDS as a 

radical student organization that is largely 
white, hetero, and non-working class.

The real problem that confronts SDS is 
centering ourselves around and practic-
ing anti-oppression work. How to be good 
allies and how to promote solidarity is not 
merely a political question but a practical 
one.  We should be integrating and practic-
ing anti-oppression politics in national and 
local campaigns wherever we can.  The 
convention was largely about realizing and 
combating oppression on an ideological 
level.  We need to take those lessons and 
show that anti-oppression is fundamental 
in our movement.

The chapter is the bread and butter of SDS. Without local organizing we would not be 
where we are today.  Figuring out how to connect the dots is the real endeavor behind 
building structure and utilizing power to create change.  A lot of folks have written and 
discussed the specifics of the newly founded National Working Committee (NWC), so 
I will not dwell on what they are here, but instead will try to present what that means 
politically.  Here are a few points:
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SDS is a multi-issue student organization 
because of our understanding of the 
interconnections of various problems 
that make up the wretched system of 
U.S. imperialism.  However, focusing on 
a central issue and task brings coherency 
and unity to an otherwise disjointed Left.  
At the 2008 Convention, we passed the 
Student Power for Accessible Education 
campaign, while all the others did not 
pass.  While the Accessible Education 
campaign is a good thing to rally behind, 
it is not the most relevant to the U.S. 
and international Left right now.  We 
need to start thinking outside of the 
campus and cultivate an internationalist 
perspective.  There is a real urgency to 
flesh out a correct assessment of what 

our movement needs to be practicing, 
and what is currently the most strategic 
and relevant.

It is of utmost importance that we find 
a way to engage the 2008 Elections 
beyond protesting the Republican and 
the Democratic National Conventions.  
Protesting McCain is a great way to rally 
a base of anti-Republican students to 
win over a vast amount of youth into anti-
imperialist politics.  SDS needs to initiate 
and be at the forefront of this movement.

It is not a certainty that Obama will win 
the 2008 elections.  Those in “red” or 
“swing states” can particularly attest 
to that. While realizing that Obama is 
an imperialist candidate who has many 
fundamental problems in his platform, 
defeating the most reactionary candidate 
this November will open more political 
space for the U.S. Left to grow.  We need 
to come to a correct conclusion that as 
progressives, radicals, and revolutionaries, 
we are not above electoral politics.  
“Protesting all politicians” will not strate-
gically build our movement, but will isolate 
us. If we wait for students to become 
disillusioned by the “new” regime after 
the elections, we have already missed 
out on seizing the opportunity to connect 
with them building up to the elections.  
The most strategic way for us to engage 
the elections is to build a mass movement 
against McCain—the most reactionary 
candidate and the worst enemy of people 
all over the world.
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I remember someone 
during the convention 
saying, “Great! We have 
a structure. Now we 
can actually talk about 
politics.”



I remember someone during the conven-
tion saying, “Great! We have a structure—
now we can actually talk about politics.”  
In many ways this sentiment is true.  SDS 
is finally opening up a national space for 
exchange of ideas and politics—beyond 
one-on-one or listserv discussions. 
Realizing that we are a multi-tendency and 
pluralistic organization, utilizing a theory 
journal, and building consensus on basic, 
radical political questions will strengthen 
SDS as a national organization, and the 
Left as a whole.

We need to ask ourselves what does 
radical and revolutionary politics look like 
in practice.  What does direct democracy 
and representational democracy mean in 
relation to participatory democracy?  What 
about accountability and transparency 
makes SDS a healthy organization?  Let’s 

stop treating important concepts as 
buzzwords and really flesh out what they 
mean for our movement.

Sectarianism is at an all-time low and 
building authentic trusting relationships is 
and has been an important way to combat 
what divides us.  Building a culture of 
constructive criticism and self-criticism, 
listening to one another, and valuing each 
other are essential for a unified movement.  
While we have grown and matured, there 
is still a problem with ultra-democracy*, 
the purity of democratic process, and 
individualism.  Folks are continually realiz-
ing the pit holes of “deciding on deciding,” 
or not having enough “individuals” to decide 
on something.  Yes, SDS does have a right 
to decide, and we should do it boldly if we 
really want to be the leading force of the 
student movement.

SDS is the cornerstone of the U.S. student 
movement.  Now it is up to us to practice 
that.  We have an opportunity to make 
this into a truly national organization with 
national power.

On a more personal note, I have continually 
been inspired by folks that I meet in SDS.  
Thank you to the folks who I have met and 
continue to foster personal and political 
relationships with.

Daring to struggle
Stepping forward
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 The Future is Bright!
 Doug Michel is an SDS organizer at the University of North 
Carolina-Asheville and a member of the interim National 
Working Committee.

*Ultra-democracy means utilizing too much “democratic” process or “purified” democratic ideology whereby it becomes 
fundamentally undemocratic. A  few examples are the minority refusing to accept a majority decision, a small group of 
folks weighing down the larger group with “debate,” a small group preventing decisions in the name of “democracy,” and 
drawn-out, “last person standing” processes that disempowers folks who don’t have the resources to sit around and argue 
all day.  Ultra-democracy has an almost entirely internal focus on perfecting our process, rather than primarily focusing 
on coming up with plans together to fight to change the extremely undemocratic system of U.S. imperialism.



SDS after Maryland:
We Must Decide and Do It Well

by Daniel Tasripin

T
he 2008 National Convention of Students for a 
Democratic Society in College Park, MD is only just 
beginning to get out of my bloodstream.  There’s an 
excitement around SDS’s members, clearly evident from 
all the Facebook status updates, where it feels that we’ve 
managed to really pull it off — we’ve managed to take 

this assortment of chapters, regions, working groups and caucuses 
and integrate them together into a real national student organization. 

Students for a Democratic Society was built 
originally by a few concerned activists, eager 
to create and nurture an organization that in 
turn could create and nurture broad liberation 
movements – while maintaining some level of 
autonomy for the youth who make it possible 
to have a radical (dare I say it, revolutionary) 
youth movement. But soon we ran into the 
trail of “if onlys”: if only we could join together 

the scattered efforts of direct action and 
protest into something larger than ourselves 
then we could move mountains; if only we 
could discuss and decide for ourselves a 
common political orientation then we could 
join those scattered efforts; if only we could 
manage to do all this without resort to crude 
sloganeering, then we would be able to make 
some decisions for ourselves.
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For some two years now, it’s been apparent 
that SDSers can ‘if only’ ourselves but for so 
long before it becomes an excuse for inaction 
or thoughtless acting out. By the National 
Convention in Maryland, I believe we came 
to a common understanding that we have 
to match our audacity to declare ourselves 
in a righteous common struggle against 
capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy, 
and heterosexism with some actual means 
for pursuing these common struggles.  The 
breakthrough in College Park was to stop 
the train of “if onlys” and say - how do we 
do this? What do we already have to do 
this? What do we need to build into them 
in order to make it all work?  What we had 
were regions, working groups and caucuses 
— which ended up being the bedrock of the 
structure which passed. 

Regions worked to inform SDS’s functioning 
on a national level by accounting for 
commonalities amongst chapters within a 
given geographic area (say, the Northeast) 
while also accounting for the difference 
between several areas (say, the difference 
between the Northeast and Southeast). 
Here the traditional tension is that the areas 
of the country in which the struggle is hot 
and vital are the very same areas of the 
country where the Left has typically divested 
itself of the responsibility to struggle. So the 
question for SDS nationally was how best 
can we work to shift weight, metaphorically, 
from an area like the Northeast — with tons 
of SDS chapters and lots of Lefty institutions 
— to a place like the Southeast where the 
Left is typically disorganized, isolated, 
under attack, and where the law is often on 
the side of the bad guys (such as in the case 
of Right-to- Work laws)?

Working groups on the national level are 
task-oriented sets of members who do 
specific work across the country which is in 

the interest of the whole. An example from 
my own experience has been the SDS News 
Bulletin working group, which publishes 
the News Bulletin and acts as an informal 
publications arm for SDS. Here the tension 
(and again, this is from my own experience) 
is between our reliance on technocracy  — 
having the people who can make things 
happen due to pre-existing skills — and our 
need and desire to function democratically 
— that is, having the input of those who 
don’t necessarily have skills, but who should 
logically have a say.

Caucuses work to ensure that various con- 
stituencies within SDS and within our 
milieu are addressed and acted upon. An 
example is the People of Color caucus. 
The question before us was whether the 
caucuses should simply exist in conven-tions 
(as breakout groups of people who shared 
some oppressed status), or if they should have 
some ongoing life beyond the convention. 

The breakthrough in 
College Park was to 

stop the train of 
“if onlys” and say:

how do we do this?



What in the end passed was an integration 
agreement where we decided to put these 
existing structures — by themselves parts of 
an organization — underneath a common roof, 
which is the National Working Committee. 
How was that done?  The National Working 
Committee acts as a pool of representatives 
generated from the aforementioned struc-
tures, which together compose a decision-
making body of general administrative and 
basic political accountability. Their vote will 
serve mainly as a metaphorical punctuation 
mark — be it comma, period, question mark 
or exclamation point — to the sentence that 
begins with members speaking up about 
matters of importance to SDS.

Regions have the bulk of representatives in  
the National Working Committee, dele-
gated and charged with their duties by a 
given region.  Here we have a formula for 
representation that’s progressive, in that 
it provides dis-proportionately large rep-
resentation to rel-atively unorganized 
areas in which SDS functions — mainly, 
so that they can get organized — while 
still affording larger regions the most rep-
resentatives numerically.

Working Groups will each have a delegate 
sent to the National Working Committee, 
so as to account for their activities to the 
broader organization, while also being able 
to draw upon the insights and wisdom of 

representatives chosen from the more 
democratically chosen regions.  Finally, 
caucuses will get a vote (divided amongst 
however many reps are chosen, up to three), 
so that marginalized groups — women, 
People of Color, queer folks, etc. — can be 
assured of the National Working Committee 
is accountable to their constituents’ 
interests.  The proposal for this passed by 
a pretty large margin — it was well over 
the two-thirds majority needed — and as 
I recall there was a feeling of relief that 
this sprawling organization of Students 
for a Democratic Society had come to an 
agreement that we don’t just agree with, but 
which emerged organically from the work 
we’ve done. 

Of course, this is but a momentary rest. 
Structure, as it will play out in SDS, cannot 
function as simply a debating society or a 
talk-shop; it will have to be a platform on 
which the politics of the organization play 
out, and where the collective wisdom of 
the organization assembled to help guide 
decisions of the organization. To that end, 
there are consultative bodies and functions 
which will be used to glean whatever insights 
come from the full membership and hold 
people accountable. In the end, we must 
invoke that line from the Internationale: we 
must decide and do it well.

Daniel Tasripin is an SDS organizer at Hunter College 
and a delegate to the interim National Working 
Committee.
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The Crying Game
Competition and Emotional Support in SDS

by Tyneisha Bowens and Mike da Cruz

F
or some people the 2008 SDS national convention 
was a space for rejoicing and celebration, a 
space where emotional expression took the 
form of cheers.  For us, it was mostly a place for 
sadness and frustration, a space where emotional 
expression took the form of weeping. Time after 

time, we as well as other SDSers were forced to withdraw from 
activities and discussion feeling battered and abused by the 
process and environment of the convention.

What was it that forced us, two experienced 
organizers, to retreat from a process we 
had poured so much work into and were so 
deeply invested in?

For us, the National Convention was an 
emotionally abusive space for two major 
reasons. One is a competitive, internal 
culture that is hostile rather than supportive, 
and suspicious rather than trusting.  The 
second was the utter lack of space to address 
such issues in the convention process; 
hence our resort to sitting under trees or in 
empty classrooms crying or venting to a few 
supportive SDSers.

This internal culture of abuse is rooted 
in the privileges that many SDSers have, 
specifically class privilege, male privilege, 
and white privilege. Though there are many 
SDSers who retain these levels of  privilege, 
those bringing these competitive dynamics 
to the table in our collective space are just a 
small group of SDSers.

One piece of this culture is an “I’m here to 
win”, take-no-prisoners, line in the sand 
mentality. While this approach often is the 
right way to deal with those forces and 
systems we oppose, this is no way to interact 
with each other.

The consequences of this competitive 
process of engagement within SDS, es- 
pecially at critical decision-making gather-
ings, undermine the supportive community 
and productive organization we are try-
ing to build. It is neither empowering nor 
welcoming to walk into a space of 
competition and hostility.

This approach and the behaviors in which 
it manifests drive away potential, new, 
and experienced membership as well 
as our developing leaders.   This style of 
engagement feels particularly comfortable 
to overly assertive white males, while 
isolating those who are not interested in 
competition within our organization, and 
has a particularly isolating effect on the 
comfort, development, and participation of 
women and people of color.
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When a small group of SDSers make the 
choice to approach our collective space 
in a competitive manner, the rest of us are 
left with three options: attempt a process 
of compromise (which generally ends 
with our being personally and politically 
attacked); take the same approach 
(which drains our energy and forces us 
to betray our values of collective, not 
competitive, struggle); or leave (which 
hurts SDS, an organization most of us 
remain committed to building).

It should also be acknowledged that the 
aggressive behavior of white males within 
SDS warrants little to no collective outcry 
while any assertive qualities in women and 
people of color are deemed hostile and 
problematic. Far too often when women 
and people of color assert their presence 
and participation in the process, they are 
seen as threats to white male dominance 
and therefore attacked on the basis of 
being “too aggressive”. It is key that we 
learn to recognize the difference between 
aggressiveness and the right of people to 
assert their viewpoints and opinions. This 
will allow us to create a space that supports 
the leadership of women and people of 
color, something we have yet to do.

The problems caused by this style of 
engagement are compounded by another 
issue of SDS internal culture, namely 
the dominant ideas about leadership and 
work and the way they are treated as a 
result. Our inability as an organization 
to support leadership development and 
various levels of work ethic is partly a 
product of our historic lack of formal 
structure, but more importantly the 
culture we have created within SDS. This 
culture manifests in various ways; mainly 
the lack of organizational and emotional 
support (especially for leadership 

and hard workers), a competitive and 
unfriendly atmosphere, and an overall 
lack of trust.

One important solution is to actively 
create an emotionally and organizationally 
supportive environment for our members. 
Creating this environment is a challenging 
process; we are combating years of 
socialization to be competitive at all costs 
and to value emotional detachment over 
collective emotional struggle. In order 
to create a more safe and supportive 
organization we all need to be a productive 
part of the struggle to build emotional 
and organizational support within SDS. 
Those countering this development are 

We all need to be 
a productive part 
of the struggle to 

build emotional and 
organizational support  

within SDS. 
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effectively creating an atmosphere that is 
in contradiction to the cooperative society 
that we are trying to build, and hindering 
leadership development.

One way that this lack of support manifested 
at the 2008 National Convention was 
some SDS members’ lack of respect and 
appreciation for the SDSers that took on 
the responsibility and hard work of bottom- 
lining, organizing, and coordinating the 
convention. The National Convention took 
months of organizing and development 
as well as creative time management and 
decision making by the organizers.

A part of the dynamics that allow abuse of 
SDS national organizers and other hard 

working members is the lack of trust within 
SDS. The atmosphere it creates gives way to 
confusion and manipulation that provides an 
orientation of fear toward those who take on 
national roles. Instead of personal attacks 
and abusive and counter-productive criticism, 
we need to give support to people who take 
on hard work for SDS. Emotional support 
and trust are vital to making our leadership 
sustainable and open to new members, 
including women and people of color.

It is up to us to acknowledge, analyze and 
ultimately address the competitive and 
abusive aspects of our culture. This is a 
struggle that we can only win if we do so 
collectively and supportively.

Tyneisha Bowens is an SDS organizer with Philly SDS

Mike Da Cruz is an SDS organizer with Brown SDS 
and Providence SDS.



Disconnection
Creating a Culture of Support Within SDS

by Emma Gordon, with thanks to Christa Hendrickson, Faye Bibeau & Will Pasley for 
their input and support 

O
ur society is crafted around creating disconnection.  
Most people live compartmentalized lives in single 
family homes or apartments, work in cubicles at 
dead-end dissatisfying jobs, and communicate 
through screens instead of words spoken face to 

face.  The system keeps us isolated, keeps us from sharing 
our real selves with each other, keeps us from building a 
revolution— yet we still perpetuate these models in our radical 
communities.  We regard each other as organizers, people with 
whom we can build a movement but not real relationships.  
We see oppressed communities as faceless crowds to be 
organized, to lead to freedom.

A
t the 2008 National Convention, Emma Gordon 
lead a workshop titled “Creating a Culture 
of Support in SDS.”  When I first went to the 
workshop, I was uncertain what to expect, but 
as the workshop went on I realized that I was 

being gifted with a wonderfully empowering experience.  
I had always believed in putting a strong emphasis on 
supportive community and I have seen its effectiveness 
in my first SDS chapter, Brown/Providence SDS.  This 
workshop reinforced my belief in and awe at the power of 
a strong supportive community.  Sharing our frustrations 
and difficult experiences was very healing, helping reduce 
the feeling of isolation and burnout that develop in our 
various communities.  

Isolation is quite the nasty monster with the capability of 
eating even the heartiest organizer’s will to continue, as 
I have experienced since I moved out to the West Coast 
where there are very few SDS chapters.  This workshop, as 
well as the conference in general, proved to be an excellent 
way of beating that monster back. Sessions developed 
around building community and support networks help 

develop fellowship and a sense that we are part of a 
community that has shared experiences and can depend 
on each other when the shit hits the fan.  Also, simply 
being heard and understood by other people is amazingly 
liberating and empowering.

There was a common story among the experiences of the 
people who attended the workshop.  SDS chapters, like any 
human organization, have significant problems with group 
dynamics, drama, miscommunication, unsustainable work 
levels, bad vibes, and generally things not going the group’s 
way. This caused people to feel disempowered, hopeless, 
attacked, scared, frustrated, let down, isolated, and angry.  
But SDS also has a strong tendency toward supporting 
each other and positively resolving our internal conflicts.  
This helped many people in the workshop to overcome 
their negative feelings and get excited and hopeful about 
SDS and its efforts. Some examples of how to reinforce 
this tendency in your chapter can be found in Emma’s 
piece on the workshop, and they are really worth exploring 
for their liberating and healing potential.

--Will Pasley is an SDS organizer with Bay Area SDS

Unless we begin building authentic relation-
ships with others and start treating each 
other as human beings instead of pawns, we 
will continue to feed into the same system 
that we profess to detest.  How can you trust 

your fellow organizers if you cannot talk to 
them about the most basic things in your 
life?  If I cannot talk to someone about my 
emotions, my heart, my desire, my fears, my 
dreams -- how could I possibly trust them to 
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stand by my side at a high risk action or to 
build an organization as a team?

We must begin to build a culture of 
connection and support on the Left.  The lack 
of sustainable community in radical circles 
is evidenced all around us in the fallout from 
the movements in the 1960s to the more 
recent anti-globalization movement of the 
1990s.  How many people have fallen out 
of activism due to burnout or conflict?  The 
transience of our communities is in some 
ways inevitable but we must strive to create 
bonds with each other that will support our 
lives both in and out of activism.  

The very real concerns in our lives -- whether 
problems with school, work, our partners, our 

families, our roommates, our rent, our mental 
health, our bodies -- do not simply end when 
we put on our organizer caps.  We bring all of 
that shit to the table with us and unless we 
help each other to deal with these problems 
they will become toxic in our organizations.  
It is in the interest of the revolution to have 
happy and healthy organizers to do the work 
that needs to be done.

How do we do this work? I cannot say that 
I have all the answers, but I do know that it 
starts with really getting to know the people 
with whom you are working.  Hanging out 
after meetings over tea or pizza is a start.  
Watching movies, group art projects, bike 
rides, gardening, dancing, playing music, 
cooking, star-gazing, and laughing are all 
great ways to connect with people outside 
of ideology.  Practicing active listening 
at every meeting is another good place to 
begin.  Active listening exercises are simply 
going around in a circle, or partnering, and 
telling a story while everyone listens.  You are 
not allowed to think about your story or to 
respond.   You must focus your full attention 
on the other person until it is your turn. It is 
an amazing way to allow everyone to have 
space to unload what they have been feeling 
while people are listening. 

Building a radical mental health circle is 
also a very productive way to take care of 
each other’s well-being.  Be sure that you 
are supportive of all ways of healing or 
coping with mental health issues.  Whether 
people are using medication, herbs, alcohol, 
food, sex or even self-injury to cope with 
their problems, it is most important for 
people to have friends who are there to 
listen and not be judgmental.  Everyone has 
hir own journey to make and your role is to 
hear them out with compassion -- whatever 
your personal feelings are on their process.  
The Icarus Project has a great website and 
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chapters around the country.  They are a 
great resource for this. Check out their Mad 
Maps project as well to create your own 
medical directive. 

Take note when people are doing too much 
work or are too stressed with their load.  If 
you can, help them with a project or try 
to find support from your organization or 
affinity group.  Look for the signs of burn out 
in other people like short tempers, snark-
iness, and signs of stress.  Nobody is doing 
the movement any service by martyring 
themselves and burning out.  Ask questions, 
listen and be supportive.  Start genuinely 
asking people about their lives.  Where are 
they from?  What is their family like?  What is 
their favorite color?  Favorite song?  Do they 

like spicy food?  What is their favorite dumb 
television show?  What is their greatest fear?  
Greatest desire? Do they have a crush? Do 
they speak another language? Are they feel-
ing lonely?  These are things you should know 
about the people with whom you’re working. 

When asking for volunteers for a given task, 
ask for “someone to learn,” “someone to 
teach,” and “someone to get a refresher.”  
This helps new members overcome the fear 
and anxiety surrounding volunteering for 
work with which they have little experience 
and provides all three with a group to 
support their work.

We need to work together to create the 
society that we’ve always envisioned. Let’s 
start with SDS. 

Emma Gordon is an SDS organizer from New York
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National Announcements (List-Serv)
http://groups.google.com/group/sdsannouncements 
sdsannouncements@googlegroups.com

National Working Committee
http://groups.google.com/group/sdsnationalwork 
sdsnationalwork@googlegroups.com

REGIONAL LISTS

Midwest SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/midwestsds 
midwestsds@lists.riseup.net

Northeast SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/northeastsds 
northeastsds@lists.riseup.net

Northwest SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/nwsds 
nwsds@lists.riseup.net

Southeast SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/southernsds 
southernsds@lists.riseup.net

Southwest SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/southwestsds 
southwestsds@lists.riseup.net

Virginia SDS 
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/virginiasds 
virginiasds@lists.riseup.net

West Coast SDS
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/westcoastsds 
westcoastsds@lists.riseup.net

NATIONAL CAMPAIGNS

Student Power for Accessible Education
http://groups.google.com/group/spfae 
spfae@googlegroups.com

NATIONAL WORKING GROUPS

Action Camps Organizing
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-action-camps-08 
sds-action-camps-08@googlegroups.com

Chapter Communications
http://groups.google.com/groups/sds-chapter-comms 
sds-chapter-comms@googlegroups.com

Fundraising
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-fundraising 
sds-fundraising@googlegroups.com
Media
http://groups.google.com/group/national-sds-media 
national-sds-media@googlegroups.com

National Convention Organizing
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-national-convention-2008 

sds-national-convention-2008@googlegroups.com

National Convention ‘08 Implementation Team
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-implementation-team-08 
sds-implementation-team-08@googlegroups.com

News Bulletin!
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-news-bulletin 
sds-news-bulletin@googlegroups.com

Connect with SDS
Students for a Democratic Society
http://www.newsds.org

SDS Wiki
http://www.newsds.org/wiki

Visibility Website
http://www.newsds.org/visibility

SDS on Facebook
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=2205055297

SDS News Bulletin Blog
http://sdsnewsbulletin.wordpress.com

SDS Chapters Blog
http://sdschapters.wordpress.com

SDS Fundraising Blog 
http://sdsfundraising.wordpress.com
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NATIONAL WORKING GROUPS (cont’d)

Outreach and Alliance-Building
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-alliance-outreach 
sds-alliance-outreach@googlegroups.com

Vision for the Future
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-vision-for-the-future 
sds-vision-for-the-future@googlegroups.com

Welcoming Committee
http://groups.google.com/group/SDSwelcome  
SDSwelcome@googlegroups.com

Visibility Project 
http://groups.google.com/group/sdsvisibility 
sdsvisibility@googlegroups.com

CAUCUS & PRIvILEGE DISCUSSION GROUPS

High School Caucus 
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/highschoolsds 
highschoolsds@lists.riseup.net

Men’s Auxiliary 
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/sdsmensaux 
sdsmensaux@lists.riseup.net

Women’s Caucus 
http://groups.google.com/group/national-sds-womens-caucus  
national-sds-womens-caucus@googlegroups.com

Trans/Genderqueer Caucus
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/sdsgenderqueercaucus 
sdsgenderqueercaucus@lists.riseup.net

People of Color Caucus
http://lists.riseup.net/www/info/SDSNPOCC 
SDSNPOCC@googlegroups.com

White Privilege Working Group
http://groups.google.com/group/natlsdswhiteprivwg 
natlsdswhiteprivwg@googlegroups.com

Queer Caucus
http://groups.google.com/group/sdsqueercaucus 
sdsqueercaucus@googlegroups.com

Hetero Allies
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/sdsqueerallies 
sdsqueerallies@lists.riseup.net

Working Class Caucus
http://groups.google.com/groups/national-working-class-caucus 

national-working-class-caucus@googlegroups.com

Class Privilege Working Group
http://groups.google.com/group/sds-natl-class-privilege-wg 
sds-natl-class-privilege-wg@googlegroups.com
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