EMERGE’S

LESSONS FROM
CAUCUS BUILDING
HOW TO BUILD A LOCAL CAUCUS

“Marxism is a revolutionary
worldview that must always
struggle for new revelations.
Marxism must abhor nothing so
much as the possibility that it
becomes congealed in its current
form. It is at its best when butting
heads in self-criticism, and in
historical thunder and lightning, it
retains its strength.”

– Rosa Luxemburg
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ABOUT EMERGE
Emerge is a Marxist and communist caucus of committed
organizers in the New York City chapter of the Democratic
Socialists of America (NYC-DSA) who’ve coalesced around a
shared set of principles and an approach toward building a
red New York.
Emerge began forming immediately after the 2018
NYC-DSA Citywide Convention. At that convention, a
number of our founding members saw a considerable
amount of internal organization by comrades towards
speciﬁc visions for the chapter which we didn’t share. We
also saw and participated in spirited, but poorly organized,
arguments for an opposing vision, and some small successes
in winning people toward it. Additionally, the chapter’s
Steering Committee elections showed that the vast majority
of convention delegates favored focusing on outward-facing
campaign work, especially the type led by union staffers and
non-proﬁt and NGO institutions, rather than base building
projects and internal reforms.
Disappointed by the convention’s results, but inspired by the
nascent, if undeveloped, afﬁnity towards a different political
project, we began conceiving how to develop and coordinate
this afﬁnity into a more ambitious vision of what we could
accomplish as socialists. However, Emerge is not necessarily
focused on just capturing chapter elected leadership
positions (such as the Steering Committee). Instead, we are
primarily interested in local organizing and expanding our
capability to effectively engage in class struggle. We came
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together by engaging in the deliberate process of developing
this perspective more fully.
We’re a pluralistic group, coming to socialist politics from a
variety of angles to synthesize an approach toward building
the city, and the world, we want. Like much of DSA’s
membership, no one event, set of circumstances, or speciﬁc
ideology brought us all together. The past two decades
contained a long sequence of radicalizing moments: the
anti-Iraq War movement, the ‘08 ﬁnancial crisis, Occupy, the
Movement for Black Lives, the 2016 Bernie Sanders
campaign, Standing Rock, Trump, the travel ban, Trans bans,
Charlottesville, teachers uprisings, the migrant exodus, and
many more struggles led us to this organization. And those
many struggles are all key to the construction of a new class
politics and the building of a mass movement for liberation.
In Emerge, we seek to sustain the momentum of these
struggles and build a movement toward a communist
horizon. Since our inception, we have worked diligently to
discover and distill this vision in concrete projects from what
was only a nascent afﬁnity. We would like to have your voices
added to this conversation and shape a radical vision for a
red world.

Our Approach
Recognizing that we are in a generational resurgence of
socialist activity in the United States, of which DSA’s growth
is just one part, we are committed to expanding the ﬁeld of
class struggle through organizing. Our approach to this task
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is Emergent Strategy1: a practice and framework built on the
notion that the work of constructing communism is already
underway.
“Communism is for us, not a state of affairs which is to be
established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust
itself. We call communism the real movement which
abolishes the present state of things. The conditions of
this movement result from the premises now in
existence.” (Karl Marx)

Emergent Strategy emphasizes the necessity of gathering
insurgent working-class struggles, practices, individuals,
groups, fractures, institutions, and organizations. While
these phenomena often operate in varying degrees of
isolation from one another, they also often work from similar
conditions toward complementary objectives. Emergent
Strategy endeavors to cohere these efforts in order to grow,
learn, and become more powerful through mutual
connection. We see building this left ecosystem as a
prerequisite to the construction of any mass-scale
working-class political subject.
This approach prioritizes:
● Advancing mass politics while still emphasizing
critical connections over critical mass; our ability to

As communist organizers we have something else in mind than
Adrienne Maree Brown’s Emergent Strategy though we are indebted
to her in some respects.
1
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adapt is capacity created, and augmented by those
connections;
● A mass line over line struggles: it is the role of
leadership to synthesize potentially scattered and
unsystematic, but popular ideas and concretize them
for circulation through various praxis. Putting these
ideas into action over time will test the mass line and
provide opportunity for improvements and future
iterations;
● Engaging directly at the point of struggle (not above
or beside it) to build durable formations,
infrastructure, and networks of working-class power
that become the interwoven fabric of a mass socialist
movement
We share a vision of building a revolutionary political
movement from a diverse working class, one that afﬁrms a
fundamental unity of both exploitation and oppression under
capitalism and the capitalist state, and from which struggle
breaks out in many directions, for many demands. Each of
these has its own validity and vitality; we must recognize and
honor class struggle from below in all its particular
expressions as constitutive of the larger struggle for
universal liberation.
To stand outside these struggles, and disclaim them as
insufﬁcient, is to stand apart from an already insurgent
working class engaged in class struggle. It is a working class
ﬁghting for working-class political demands and against the
political violence systematically enacted upon them by
Capitalism. Solidarity demands that we engage as socialists
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to organize within the working class, at the point of
emergent struggle, to weave together the heterogeneous
uprisings that will overthrow capitalism.
The people’s needs, current material conditions, and
demands for change determine the form and structure of
our practice. We try new things, borrow from what has
worked before, and unsentimentally discard what is no
longer viable.

9

BUILDING A NEW CAUCUS
Building what became Emerge, as well as its continued
(re)development, has been a deeply rewarding, collaborative
experience. We learned a lot from the process, especially
from what we got wrong. We wrote this document to share
exactly what we learned, what worked, and what was not
viable in hopes that other local Marxist/communist
formations can begin situating their efforts on strong
political grounds.

The Caucus Landscape in DSA
The Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) have two types
of caucuses:
1) Identity-based Caucuses (e.g., Afrosocialists, Queer
Caucus, Boricua Socialists) that exist to provide
resources and elavate the perspectives of both
historically marginalzed and currently
underepresented demographics.
2) Ideological Caucuses that exist to advance the
positions and/or projects of a particular political
tendency within the organization.
Some Identity-based caucuses, such as AfroSoc, are
ofﬁcially recognized by DSA, and as such are integrated into
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DSA’s machinery in a variety of ways, such as organizational
funding and access to communications platforms.
Ideological Caucuses, on the other hand, exist in a liminal
space organizationally. While DSA is de facto a
multi-tendency organization (the exception being the ban on
democratic-centralism) it has no explicit rules governing the
behavior of caucuses or affording them collective rights (this
may change in the future, as an unpassed convention
resolution sought to formalize them). Each chapter may
have different rules governing how they relate to caucuses.

Below is a list and description of the existing ideological
caucuses, and how they relate to the National Organization:

Bread and
Roses (B&R)

Marxist caucus, largely associated with
Medicare for All, Rank-and-File Strategy,
and the Dirty Break from the Democratic
Party. They operate nationally, with
members on the National Political
committee (NPC), as well as locally.

Socialist
Majority
Caucus

Primarily focused on electoral struggles,
and a version of realignment that
positions DSA as a distinct formation
from the Democratic Party. They operate
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(SMC)

solely nationally, with members on the
NPC.

Libertarian
Socialist
Caucus (LSC)

A big tent of libertarian socialist,
anarchists, muncipalists, syndicalists,
etc, who promote libertarian values. They
operate nationally and locally.

Collective
Power
Network
(CPN)

A caucus organized around
organizational reforms intended to
transform DSA into a ‘mass organization’.
They have proposed constructing new
bodies (e.g. regional bodies, labor
branches in every chapter) in the wake of
the massive inﬂux of new members.
They favor national strategies that can
be adapted to the particulars of local
chapters. They operate nationally, have a
member on the NPC, and locally.

Communist
Caucus

A communist caucus coming from a left
communist background. Associated with
base building tendency generally, and
tenant organizing more speciﬁcally.
Began as a local formation to East Bay,
CA though now operate in multiple
chapters.
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Build

Self-described as a network rather than
a caucus. Not bound by any political line
or ideology. Mostly positioned as internal
reformers who uplift and report back on
local work. Although there are members
formerly associated with it on the NPC,
both locally and nationally they have
more or less ceased to exist.

North Star

A left social democratic caucus. Often
regarded as the old guard of DSA as well
as its right-wing. They seemed to have
been, at least functionally, absorbed by
SMC.

Reform and
Revolution

A Marxist caucus originating in a split in a
different organization, Socialist
Alternative (SAlt). They operate in
multiple chapters.

Class Unity

A ‘class-ﬁrst’, ‘anti-identitarianism’
caucus. Seemingly operating nationally,
however, as they do not have a public list
of their members, it remains unclear how
large they are or where they are situated
in the organization.

Caucus

Red Caucus

A communist caucus consisting of
organizers from varying Marxist
tendencies, local to Portland, OR.
Committed to the big tent orientation of
DSA, while seeking to push the
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organization further ‘left’ strategically
and politically.

Red Star

A Revolutionary Socialist Marxist Caucus
local to San Franscio, CA. Associated
strongly with organizing the unorganized
tactic. They have a member on the NPC.

Emerge

A Marxist/communist caucus local to
New York City, NY. Devoted to
synthesizing a new communist tendency
and associated with ‘building working
class institutions’ strain of base building.
We have a member on the NPC.

Pre-Formation
Before you get into the weeds of how to approach
formalizing and operationalizing your caucus, here are a
couple of things to consider:

Political Afﬁnity
What is it? Who do you have it with? What can it build? Start
thinking about the exact nature of that spark that has drawn
you together. What is your baseline commonality or shared
political context? For instance, for Emerge one area of
political afﬁnity was the reticence many of our members
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showed in the face of what appeared as a stark reformist
turn in our chapter. This reticence, however, was embryonic,
yet to be fully developed into a positive political position.
However, from it, diligently, over many months, we developed
positive unity from that afﬁnity in the form of one of our
Points of Unity:
“The need for a working-class revolution in our lifetime
is urgent. We seek to abolish capitalism and the
capitalist state; we seek the reappropriation of wealth
and social ownership of property. We want to build a
world free of all social hierarchies with democratic
control over all aspects of our lives.
While the revolution necessary to realize this vision will
inevitably involve some kind of rupture, it will be neither
a single, explosive event nor will it happen of its own
accord. Revolution is a process that we begin now by
building a ﬁghting organization with deep roots in the
New York working class, a developed understanding of
all forms of oppression, and unwavering commitment to
class struggle.
We seek not only to better the conditions of the working
class in the present, but to create another world—one
free of social, political, and economic domination.
Our collective struggle builds that horizon.”

So Why Form a Caucus?
A caucus will strengthen your group's collective ability to
implement your political and strategic vision through your
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chapter's formal structures. Some might argue that this
seems devious or unscrupulous, but we believe that being
able to identify people as a member of a formation facilitates
more transparency and constructive interactions in chapter
organizing. Knowing that someone is in a caucus enables
other members to better understand that person's politics
and why they are likely advocating for certain things. Further,
a caucus can provide a concrete political project that can act
as the wellspring of motivation for functionary, but
necessary, tasks needed to reproduce organizational
structures. In addition, a caucus provides a space away from
formal chapter structures for members to interact in and
build camaraderie. Chapter structures and spaces are often
(justiﬁably) reserved for formal organizational business,
rather than more relaxed ideological discourse, digesting
current events, and more personal communication that
members may not want to share with a wider audience. A
caucus can provide that more relaxed space, while also
encouraging discipline and accountability from members in
formal chapter processes and events.

Quickly Answer “What Are We?”
Don’t spend too much time circling questions like “what are
we?” or “are we a caucus?” When an organization’s members
begin to build on political afﬁnity or intentionally move in
sync politically, internal to a larger formation, they have
begun functionally caucusing together. Additionally,
regardless of how you understand your formation, people will
likely perceive it as a caucus (see Build). Rather than
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agonizing about the descriptive nuances of your formation or
getting into arcane debates, accepting that you are in a
caucus will save you valuable time better served by analyzing
what brought you together and what you can accomplish.

Don’t Assume a Mode of Political
Engagement from Afﬁnity
In the caucus building process, it should quickly become
apparent that comrades who share political afﬁnity don’t
also share the same history of political education, the same
political language, or the same modes of political
engagement. In our experience that proved a huge positive.
If you encounter disagreements rather than explaining
organizational or ideological concepts to people, try
synthesizing differing concepts or forms of engagement.
Develop a culture of mutual reinforcement and investigation
from the beginning. Very early, Emerge developed a culture
of sharing articles and readings, then discussing them.
Tip – Once a culture solidiﬁes, it is much harder to change. For
instance, since Emerge had ten members, we always followed a
rule of gender parity between those identiﬁed as male and those
who did not. We knew if we didn’t develop a culture that actively
valued non-male voices from the start, we weren’t going to ﬁx
that when we had 50 members.
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Develop Expectations For How Your
Formation Should Relate to the Chapter
and its Membership
When we started Emerge, we decided very early that we
wanted to create something that would be a constituent part
of our chapter, rather than something outside of it. We
wanted our caucus to facilitate our participation, not
subsume it, so we established certain expectations: we
wanted our members to actively participate in our chapter,
including its branches, working groups, and campaigns. We
also wanted to deescalate rising ideological frictions. The
Caucus needed to serve as a vehicle to better understand
each other across ideological differences as comrades
rather than enemies.
When forming a caucus, opposition to a chapter’s positions
or strategy may be the primary motivation of the founding
members. There is a strong rational core to that logic: If you
believe you have a shared set of political commitments you
want your chapter to broadly engage with, an organized
caucus can serve as a vehicle to promote that engagement.
However, effective caucuses are not guided by oppositional
reactive thinking! They must pursue positive visions and
strategies that encourage conversations with disparate
people or formations. We also encourage the formation of
caucuses where such tensions do not exist because we
believe caucuses stimulate the establishment of strong
political terrain.
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Set Methods of Communication and
Planning.
Early on, create a discipline of formal planning: maintain a
calendar and decide the medium that best serves your
organizing (e.g. email listserv, Slack, etc.). Don’t do it ad hoc!
Your internal communication platform should reﬂect your
structure, and both your structure and platform should be
clear and easy to navigate. It’s a bad sign if you’re conducting
all of your caucus communication on a series of unconnected
signal threads. Establish cadences and rhythms for your
planning: when will you meet, for how long, how often?
Once you do that, your core group should develop a practice
of actively and warmly engaging new members and bringing
them up to speed. New members will fall in or out depending
on their familiarity with or alienation from your methods of
participation. Practice distributing responsibility, ownership,
and authority. A group, no matter how large, operated
exclusively by two or three people is doomed to collapse.
As quickly as possible, move from open-ended conversation
meetings to formal task-oriented deliberations regarding
your group’s form, practices, and strategies. Time between
meetings should be the space when task-oriented ideas and
proposals are created, workshopped, and brought to a larger
body, rather than an interruption in a conversation. Make
sure these deliberations are outwardly looking and
expansive. What do you want to contribute to your chapter,
rather than how can you usurp its machinery.
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Tip – Don’t be afraid to grow (deliberately). Gatekeeping the
bounds of your formation will feel intuitive, but if your group has
formed around solid principles, expanding with planning will only
help your formation. The key to healthy expansion is a strong
onboarding process that intentionally introduces the new member
to the caucus, its principles, and how those principles are
practiced.

Develop Your Caucus’
Foundational Documents
Once you have established a shared set of afﬁrmative goals
for your formation, focus on formalizing your structures and
operating processes. While the speciﬁc steps of
formalization can vary to a certain extent, documentation
goes a long way in creating a stable, sustainable, and
supportive environment. Take minutes, codify and scrutinize
proposals, contemplate democratic procedures for
conducting business and, most importantly, write them
down. This is difﬁcult; Emerge struggled with learning to
operationalize in a consistent manner. However, it will
ultimately lead to a better overall experience. Rember, every
experience, even failures, provides opportunities to study
and improve future processes.
In our case, formalizing and operationalizing ourselves from
an ad hoc formation to a caucus was largely propelled by
collectively developing four crucial documents:
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1. Community Agreements
2. Points of Unity
3. Code of Conduct
4. An Approach Outline

Community Agreements
Regardless of your political commitments, you should ﬁrst
collectively devise community agreements. These
agreements will be foundational in framing how you want to
operate principally with each other and the rest of the
organization. What form of organizational discipline do you
believe will be most constructive? Don’t assume these are
immediately apparently or shared by everyone; it's important
you collectively agree upon and assert them. Below are
Emerge’s community agreements, which we hope will assist
you in developing your own set:
● Assume good faith but embrace accountability
○ Even if you disagree, assume good intentions.
However, if someone is doing something harmful,
even unintentionally, call them in. Remember to
hold yourself, and each other, to account.
● Oops Ouch
○ Oops/Ouch can be a useful way to allow people to
make honest mistakes when discussing difﬁcult
issues. Participants who may be offended by
something someone said can say “ouch” to
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indicate they feel uncomfortable about what was
just said. “Oops” allows the person who made the
statement to apologize. The “oops” needs to be
genuine and not used as a scapegoat to
purposefully offend others.
● Progressive Stack
○ Progressive Stack is a method of ensuring that
voices that are routinely submerged, discounted,
or excluded from political conversations get a
chance to be heard. In practice it means
prioritizing the input of people with marginalized
identities as well as those of individuals who don’t
speak often.
● One Diva One Mic
○ Listening to your comrades means not speaking
over them
○ 2 minute limit on speaking. If you run out of time,
ﬁnish your thought but do it quickly.
● Speak from your own experience (Use I statements)
● Naming that oppression is real; we will do everything
we can to alleviate collective oppression.
● Prioritize a positive vision.
○ Be solution focused. Critiques are welcomed but
should also have suggestions for improvements
● Act Comradely
○ Accept that there will be disagreement with
regards to tendencies. We can still be comrades!
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○ Accept that we will all be on the losing side of an
argument at one point or another. That doesn’t
necessarily mean our voice has been repressed.
○ Act and assume good faith. Comrades are not
duplicitous. Trust each other.
○ Deal with each other directly. Don’t speak ill of
each other
● Honoring and prioritizing accessibility
○

Using a mic when one is available

● WAIT - Why Am I Talking?
○ Be an active listen. Aspire to listen more than you
speak
○ Pause before deciding to speak and consider what
your voice is meant to contribute.
○ Reasons to consider not speaking:
■ Talking for approval and to be overly helpful
■ Talking to control and take charge of the
situation
■ Talking to complain and whine about all you
don’t like
● ELMO - Enough, Let’s Move On
○ The objective with “Enough, Let’s Move On” is to
acknowledge that the point has been made and
get everyone back on track. E.L.M.O. allows you to
recognize a person’s issue without allowing an
entire group’s time to be taken hostage by a single
topic.
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○ Respecting everyone’s time by keeping the
agenda moving also helps prevent other attendees
from mentally (or literally) checking out.
Building your foundation on principled and respectful
engagement will provide clarity once you begin developing
points of unity, and make discussion less personally
contentious, enabling more intellectually rigorous discussion.
It will also help cultivate an understanding of points of unity
as concrete questions. We deeply believe the rest of this
process ﬂows directly from how you develop this principled
form of engagement. Take your time with these agreements
and be thoughtful.
Tip – Building a political culture of mutual respect and
organizational discipline is more immediately important than
developing political lines.

Points of Unity
Emerge took nine months to draft our Points of Unity, and it
is perhaps our most important document. It took so long and
it's so important because it was written collectively. Over
twenty people collaboratively developed the document
through an iterative process of study, discussion, drafting,
revision, more study, etc. We used this process because we
saw two important opportunities in drafting the document:
ﬁrst, learning how to collectively articulate our politics to and
with each other; second, exploring, reﬁning, and cohering our
political afﬁnity and structural scaffolding. A critical aspect
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of the process is that we approached it as an educational
process, not as an already uniﬁed group of conspirators
dictating correct political positions that our chapter had
deviated from.
We had to investigate new ideas and confront old ones in
uncomfortable ways. There were some positions that we
didn’t have unity on that we had to abandon. We also had to
ask whether a lack of unity in certain areas made our project
unviable. It was a long, arduous process, paved with very
difﬁcult questions. However, arriving at concrete deliberate
positions made it worthwhile. This process was buoyed along
by our focus on what Communist Caucus calls “practical
unity:”
“Meaning, that although we may come from different
radical left perspectives, we all are engaged in building
some sort of independent institution for working-class
power. We should see ourselves as building
infrastructure for struggle, as offering a practical
expression for the intuitive anger and militancy of those
in our class who desire to act.”

Additionally, our points of unity explicitly correspond to a
practice that was either absent or poorly supported which
we could all see ourselves embodying. Our POUs will
continue to evolve and grow as we and these practices all
change and transform.
We deeply recommend taking this route with your comrades
and developing your own points of unity. Be assured that we
believe it doesn’t have to take as long as it did for us, given
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that you are not stumbling in the dark like we did.
Tip – Don’t worry about time. Move at the speed of the group. In
doing so, you allow the shape of this document to take form in a
deliberative and sustainable process.

Code of Conduct
Our Code of Conduct was one of the last documents we
adopted, but one that acted strongly to congeal our group. It
created concrete shared expectations for each other, and
developed an ethos to our collective. It was initially supposed
to be a two-part document. We planned to later produce a
guideline for how we expect to treat others when the ﬁrst
part’s expectations are broken. We ratiﬁed the ﬁrst part, but
did not begin seriously working on the second until this
summer, more than a year later. We take this as a lesson on
how difﬁcult it is to return to an old project.
Even though it took a while, we did return to the project of
building a structure for handling interpersonal harm when it
happens in the caucus or is caused by a caucus member and
brought to us from someone outside the caucus.
Interpersonal harm can tear organizations apart, making it
important to know how to begin addressing these
circumstances when they arise.
To address this we established a broad, ﬂexible set of initial
steps to take when Emerge is approached about
interpersonal harm that has been caused by an Emerge
member, either to a fellow Emerge member or to someone
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outside of the caucus. We established a position in the
caucus, called a Community Steward, of which we intend to
always have at least two. We intentionally designed the
community steward to differ from DSA’s harassment
grievance ofﬁcers in a couple of key respects: instead of
being neutral investigators who fact-ﬁnd and write a report
so that a leadership body can make a decision, Emerge’s
community stewards are meant to be an initial point of
contact who can talk to people who have been harmed,
discover what happened, and help come up with ways to
move forward. This could mean mediated conversations,
community accountability processes, or other practices
meant to help the harmed person heal and/or work towards
repair.
We also made explicit that community stewards are not
necessarily expected to facilitate or carry out an agreed
upon process themselves; instead, they gather, as needed,
facilitators, community members, and support people that
can serve active roles in seeking accountability as
appropriate. A steward might take on one of these roles if
they are truly the best person for that role and have the
capacity.
We resolved to include language on Emerge’s website to
make our process clear to outside parties and to make our
Community Stewards accessible to people outside the
caucus; we are also upfront about things we cannot
necessarily provide, such as complete anonymity.
Finally, we ratiﬁed a bylaws amendment reworking the
language in our bylaws to be more equipped for handling
interpersonal harm. Our previous bylaws only allowed for
removal from the caucus after a “refusal to work within
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Emerge’s suggested method for reconciliation;” this
amendment added a process for suspension, whereby an
Emerge member may be suspended from the caucus while
harm is being addressed, if appropriate in the situation. It
also added more language about removal from the caucus
on the basis of serious interpersonal harm, to be voted on by
the caucus.
Tip – Either try to see through your projects before moving on, or
explicitly end projects before initially planned. Again, as
mentioned, both ﬁnished and unﬁnished projects can provide
lessons for improving structures and processes.

An Approach Outline
A document that ﬂeshes out your approach to political
action is the ﬁnal thing you should develop. In this document,
you should explicitly outline how you will engage and
intervene politically as a collective. You’ve already read ours
at the beginning of this document: Emergent Strategy!
This should be the last thing you develop because it is
perhaps the most malleable, and it may (or perhaps even
should) change as you develop the ﬁrst three documents
discussed above. Don’t be afraid to be as speciﬁc as
possible! Reﬂecting on our process, being more speciﬁc, and
having something concrete to hold ourselves accountable to
is one thing we wish we had done better. The political
approach your formation takes can and will change, but
concretizing it as much as possible will help focus your
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group’s activity.

Other Documents
Our caucus also developed various templates for proposals,
resolutions, bylaws, documents and tasks trackers. These
documents largely originated as an amalgamation of many
proposals which were later formalized collectively.
We also also have an onboarding guide that we consistently
update and share with all new members. As already
mentioned, we have a lot of procedures, communication, and
documentation that we need to keep together. This
continually updated document operates a central node of
information for the caucus. We have recently started
drafting an onboarding document for the speciﬁc
responsibilities of our committee chairs, as well as a ledger
for our ﬁnances.
Tip – Don’t waste your time thinking about aesthetic concerns
(e.g., name, branding, etc) until the very end when material political
concerns have been developed. Aesthetics will follow from these
deliberations.

Internal Democracy
Very early, we developed the democratic practice of allowing
any member to make proposals that would structure our
internal governance, subject to the vote of our membership.
From this practice came some key parts of our governing
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structure, including general meetings (our highest
decision-making body), and committees that work
semi-autonomously on different projects, both internal and
outward-facing. We have our bylaws which formalize all our
rules and governing structures. Originally, a General Meeting
held once a month was our only governing body. However, as
we grew, we formed a Political Committee, made up of
democratically elected committee co-chairs, that act as
leadership of the caucus in-between these monthly
meetings. This body is still subordinated to the will of our
General Meeting.
Our General Meetings operate on what could be described as
“Robert’s Rules Lite.” The basics of Robert’s Rules – rules
regarding motions, seconded, discussion, order of precedence,
voting, etc. – are followed but the more intricate parliamentary
motions and procedures are not.
Whatever route you choose to go with your own governing
structures we do highly recommend that you establish early
on, and follow consistently, a mode of internal democracy
(ideally structured and documented by bylaws) that is clear
and participatory in its use of a format (like Robert Rules of
Order, The Standard Code of Parliamentary Procedure,
Democratic Rules of Order, Rusty's Rules, or any other
parliamentary procedure). Your governing structures should
be a clear and accessible form of democratic practice that all
members of the caucus agree to use.
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Developing A Practice
Once you have formalized and operationalized yourself as a
group, you can actually begin. Yes, begin! All of this work is in
service of and leading to this: developing an organizing
practice. What organizing projects will your caucus engage
in? To evaluate the strategic potential of different projects,
speciﬁcally those that sync with our aims to both build
capacity and work with the masses, we developed a series of
criteria:
1. Base Building: is this “political work done in such a
way that it either results in creating or strengthening
existing mass democratic organizations (independent
of any other political organization or NGO) of the
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working class and that develops individuals not
previously engaged in political work as organizers and
leaders?”
2. Class Composition: can this project result in a
convergence between your members and other
sectors of the working class? In other words, does the
project make possible more practical solidarities
across workers segregated along racial, gendered,
national, age, vocational, and class fracture lines?
3. Participation: is this something that can involve a lot
of people? Is there a low barrier to entry? Are there
different levels of responsibility so that people can
step up or step back at different stages?
4. Mobilizing Capacity: Does this work inspire support
and excitement for the project from the broader DSA
membership and/or beyond? Especially pertinent if
the work requires more participation than your caucus
itself can provide.
5. Know-How Capacity: Do you have the resources and
know-how to pull this off? If not can you gain the
know-how in the course of the project or will you need
to explicitly bring in experts?
6. Winning: With respect to your capacity, do you have a
winnable campaign within the next year? Is it possible
for the project to scale up, ambitiously, over time?
How will you balance choosing something that's not
only crucial for the long term but possibly impactful in
the short-to-medium term?
7. Enemies: Who are we confronting or targeting in this
campaign? Are we confronting our political enemies
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directly? What sort of political battle lines are we
drawing with this project?
8. Organizational Resources: Will the project compete
with your chapter's resources and people, or will the
two reinforce one another? Does this project resonate
with other political work that the organization is
undertaking over the next two years? Will it amplify
our capacity to do other kinds of organizing.
Tip – Internal political processes (e.g., OC elections, conventions)
are a gravity well. Try to put some initial distance from them. Once
your caucus launches, it will inevitably get roped into
organizational politics. Initially such activity may impart strong
coherence on your formation, however without clear goals, it can
be a disintegrating force on your group. Try to concretize and
operationalize your external-facing political practices before
getting involved in these internal struggles.

Political Education
Political education of the history and theory of socialist
struggle is critical to building a mature and effective political
formation. It is imperative for us that we cultivate and deploy
strategies, skills, and tactics appropriate to present
struggles or to seed fertile ground for successful future
struggles. Political education is an instrumental exercise in
developing forms of collective organization, as well as
militant cadre, that can critically assess and reﬂect on the
context underpinning theoretical, practical, and political
disputes throughout socialist history.
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Best Practices for Poli-Ed

In our experience, having internal-caucus political education
at a regular cadence is critical to not just robustly develop
and concretize your political ideas, but also to recommit new
and old members alike to a shared political project. Building
from our practical unity, political education should
strengthen ideological coherence through open and
comradely debate across theoretical lines and emphasize
synthesis where possible. Political education should acquaint
our members with these differences and debates, while also
training members in the skill of having open discussions
across differences. As your caucus grows, it will probably
become organized into more discrete subdivisions. Political
education is a great space for members to interact across
these subdivisions. We recommend the following best
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practices:
1. Top of the Meeting
a. Community agreements at the top
b. Summaries of the readings being discussed,
for accessibility
i.

Visual aids to help folks follow along
with your summary (reminder that we
should be sending out summaries
including historical context along with
the readings, too!)

ii.

Clearly articulating the main argument
of the piece, potentially using a
worksheet

c. Round robin style sharing of impressions at the
top as a part of check ins
i.

We like the check ins even though it
takes up time (e.g. “share one thing you
found confusing/ interesting/
surprising”)

2. Types of Readings
a. Root theory in other more modern readings as
a way to make it relatable and ground it
i.

Limit primary sources
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ii.

Contextualize primary texts:
facilitators should provide small
summaries when sending out readings

b. Choose readings that can generate deep
textual discussion
i.

Limit to two to three readings, OR

ii.

Choose one or two reading that will be
the main topic of discussion, other
readings will be supplementary

c. Reading the readings before you select them
d. Use of optional "recommended readings"
which will not be summarized at the top
e. Have a summary of each piece to distribute
with the list of readings
f.

Order the readings intentionally. Place broader
readings ahead of deeper dives; place a
reading ahead of others if it summarises other
readings; etc.

3. Discussion/Facilitator’s Role
a. Remind to use “accountable talk” (I agree with
___ because ____; I disagree with ___ because
___, I want to add on to ___ because ___)
b. Remind to use textual emphasis - refer to the
text when you’re speaking!
c. Rooms option for breakout groups, following
summaries for smaller group discussion
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d. STRONG timekeeping
e. Facilitator's use of the chat to draw out some of
the conversation happening there so that
following is optional
f.

Consider keeping the chat limited to request to
get on stack; substantive points should be
given in the main conversation, and chat
shouldn’t be used to jump stack or take up
extra space.

g. Facilitator should feel empowered to intervene
if conversation veers away from text in non
generative ways
h. End discussions with a round robin of 30
second “takeaways”. Encourage takeaways to
be action oriented and related to how the
session impacts our organizing as a caucus.
4. Breakouts Groups (for large formations or public
sessions)
a. Take Stack
b. Take Notes
c. Appoint a facilitator in each to guide through
prompts
d. Ask each group to bring a discussion question
to the larger group
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One Final Note: On Caucus
Discipline

Discipline in one group can inspire it in another as a result of
the clear communication, conﬁdence, trust, and political
clarity that comes from a group that possesses it; caucus
discipline will be important not only for your group but for the
organization and the movement as a whole.
So how do you build up this internal discipline within your
own groups?
1. Clear decision making mechanisms that everyone in
the group has agreed to
2. Processes for accountability and dealing with harm
3. Functioning transparent channels of communication
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4. A good handle on membership’s capacity
5. A rapid and emergent response system
And, ﬁnally, as a consequence of what preceded:
6. Collectively decided political priorities and strategies.
Caucus discipline is a difﬁcult but critically important
juggling act. At Party and Bullshit, our panel on ‘the Party”
with Red Star, one of our members described caucus
discipline using the theater metaphor of “tonus.” In theater it
refers to an actor’s presence onstage – something which
isn't a given quality but takes practice and discipline for an
actor to develop. An actor's tonus allows conﬁdent
communication of a character’s wants and needs while
having the emotional ﬂexibility to respond in the moment to
the audience and other actors on stage. Developed tonus is
what prevents an actor from losing their “voice” or
physicality despite months of the same performance. We
can think of caucus discipline as analogous to tonus, a
balance that needs to be developed in order to sustain
consistent political activity and respond to emergent
struggles with clarity and ﬂexibility.
Organizationally, political groups can be very muscular and
technical in their structure but rigid and bureaucratic in
decision making; often top-down unions and NGOs can be
like this. Alternatively, other groups can be organizationally
less muscular. These are less structured or deﬁned in their
character but often have a lot of ﬂexibility and
responsiveness; we see with many groups close and
affected by emergent struggles. DSA’s organizational form
39

often lends itself to working well in coalition with NGOs and
more developed community groups, but not always good at
responding to emergent struggles or working with groups
that aren’t fully operationalized but very connected to the
conditions of struggle itself.
As you develop your own organizational form, it's important
you build response systems so that your group can be
ﬂexible and support members building trust and a sense of
shared struggle in these emergent conditions. Equally as
important, however, is that members operating on behalf of
your formation do not lose sight of the collective they
represent and are accountable to.
It's easier to move more nimbly when you’re only
representing yourself as an individual and not reporting back
to a larger group, but remember: your power comes from
representing the collective and ultimately building the
collective, so your discipline must come from the internal
organization and energy of the collective itself. Slowly build
towards a more disciplined caucus, even in an emergent
struggle. And in turn, you will be building the left into
something more durable.
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CONCLUSION
Forming a caucus is hard work; keeping one together is even
harder. Every step of the way has challenges. But if you
succeed, you’ll gain a powerful space for building durable
connections with comrades new and old. Caucuses can
provide a space for belonging and a space to vent. During
political upheavals like those we just experienced in June
2020, they can help you as individuals move in sync as part
of a collective.
We hope that Emerge can serve as a support system during
your failures and your successes. And we hope that our
caucuses will be able to work together towards building unity
and trust on a national level. If you have any questions please
email us at DSA.Emerge@gmail.com
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EMERGE
Emerge is a caucus of NYC-DSA
members who’ve come together
around a shared set of principles and an
approach toward building a red New
York.
check us out at:

dsaemerge.org
reach out to us at:

dsa.emerge@gmail.com
twitter & ig:

@DSAEmerge
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