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This  five-page  document  is  a  reader-friendly  guide  to  East  Bay  DSA’s 
proposed  bylaws  revision,  explaining  how  the  revision  differs  from  the 
current bylaws and some of the reasoning for the changes. 

On Feb 25, membership will meet to debate and vote on this bylaws revision, 
along with any amendments that are proposed to the revision. Amendments 
are due Feb 8, and can be proposed by individuals or groups using this form. 

All references to article and section numbers in this document refer to the 
bylaws revision text,  not the current bylaws,  unless specified. The current 
bylaws can be found here.

A NOTE ON WHAT BYLAWS ARE, AND AREN’T 
Bylaws are the basic rules that define how an organization governs itself. For 
East Bay DSA, as an organization committed to democratic governance by 
its  members,  our  bylaws’  most  important  function  is  to  establish  the 
democratic structures through which we make decisions, carry out collective 
goals, and elect accountable leaders. 

This  means  our  bylaws should typically  not  be too prescriptive  about  the 
details of how the chapter operates. We don’t know what the chapter will 
look like in a year, or five years, and the organizational skeleton we build in 
the bylaws should be sparse and flexible enough to accommodate whatever 
world confronts us in the future. We don’t want to burden ourselves with 
committees we can’t shed or add to as needed, for example.

The purpose of bylaws is to lay out the rules for how we, the members, will 
make decisions for ourselves about how to organize for socialism and a world 
of  human  flourishing.  These  rules  must  be  flexible  enough  to  allow  our 
chapter to grow as we grow, without needing to be reviewed or debated every 
year. 

This  means  that,  if  something  a  member  cares  about  seems  not  to  be 
addressed in the bylaws, the first question should be “do the bylaws allow 
for such-and-such, even though they don’t require it?” If the answer is 
yes,  chances  are  good  that  the  bylaws’  silence  is  helpful  --  giving  the 
membership room to make and revisit decisions that are responsive to the 
needs of our chapter over time.
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SUMMARY OF CHANGES IN THE REVISION 
The current bylaws were created in the wake of  East  Bay DSA’s  surge in 
membership  after  the  2016  election.  Those  bylaws  were  provisional  and 
mandated a review and revision in 2018. Nearly a year of hard chapter work 
since  then  has  shown  the  need  for  new bylaws  that  address  some  clear 
practical shortcomings of the current ones. The bylaws team consulted with 
other  large,  growing  chapters  like  New York  and  Philadelphia  DSA,  got 
feedback from members and organizers across the chapter, and spent many, 
many hours with Robert’s Rules in order to write the revision.

The key drawbacks of the current bylaws can be stated briefly: They are too 
prescriptive,  setting  too  many  structures  in  stone  that  membership  and 
elected  leaders  should  instead  be  empowered  to  create  and  modify 
themselves. And they give the elected board, the Local Council, too much 
authority and too much responsibility, while not giving membership enough 
opportunity to set policy and take ownership of operating the chapter.

The proposed bylaws address these issues by:

1. Enshrining  the  responsibility  for  membership  to  set  the  political  and 
organizational  priorities  of  the  chapter  through  passing  Priorities 
Resolutions  at  the  annual  chapter  convention,  and  making  it  the  core 
responsibility  of  the  Steering  Committee  (currently  called  the  Local 
Council) to implement those priorities. 

2. Replacing the current pre-defined standing committees (the Internal and 
External  Organizing  Committees)  with  a  flexible  structure  for  creating 
committees  either  through  membership  or  Steering  Committee  votes, 
with the intent that committees will take on much of the direct organizing 
and administrative work currently in the hands of Local Council members. 

3. Removing committee chairs from the Steering Committee, replacing them 
with  at-large  positions,  so  that  the  Steering  Committee  is  facilitating 
committee work rather than carrying it out directly. 

4. Giving membership the authority  to  create  and disband committees  to 
implement the chapter’s priorities through diverse tactics. 

The  proposed  bylaws  also  remove  provisions  that  are  redundant  with 
Robert’s Rules of Order, which is the governing parliamentary rulebook for 
the chapter and lays out many rules that do not need to be spelled out again 
in the bylaws. The proposed bylaws are more than 1,000 words shorter than 
the current ones as a result. 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GUIDE TO MAJOR CHANGES BY ARTICLE 

Article II – Membership
This article lays out a clearer definition of membership than the current bylaws, and 
contains more thorough language about the member discipline process, notably:

• Members must receive written notice of charges, and be given an opportunity to 
respond,  at  least  seven  days  before  a  Steering  Committee  decision  regarding 
discipline.

• Members  may  be  disciplined  for  harassment  or  violent  action  against  other 
members,  or  for  engaging  in  coordinated  and  destructive  entryist  behavior 
(meaning  acting  under  the  discipline  of  an  outside  organization,  a  common 
problem in socialist organizations).

• This section anticipates the creation of a member code of conduct, to be approved 
by membership, which will serve as a baseline covenant for acceptable behavior. 

Article III – Officers & Article IV – Steering Committee
Composition and Role of the Steering Committee  
(Article III, Section 1 and Article IV)

The proposed bylaws change the name of the elected board from the Local Council 
to the Steering Committee (SC)  to be more consistent with other DSA chapters’ 
terminology. Article IV, Section 2 clarifies the primary responsibility of the Steering 
Committee:  to  implement  the  priorities  adopted  by  membership  at  the  annual 
convention. 

The proposed SC is composed of 11 officers: two co-chairs, a vice chair, a secretary, a 
treasurer, and six at-large officers. This is a reduction in size from the current 13-seat 
Local Council, and eliminates the Internal and External Organizer positions in favor 
of at-large seats.

These changes are intended to shift the role of the SC so that it primarily oversees 
and coordinates committee work, rather than carrying out that work itself. 

Under the current structure, the board is a hodgepodge between people charged with 
“doing the work” and those charged with oversight.  This  complicates  democratic 
accountability over organizing (lead organizers are also voting members) and saddles 
elected leadership with overwhelming workloads, while risking over-involvement of 
the SC in work that should be shared by everyone in the chapter. The SC under the 
proposed  bylaws  is  expected  to  oversee  a  flexible,  member-driven  committee 
structure,  instead of  itself  being the top level  of  that  structure.  The committees 
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themselves, meanwhile, will be internally democratic and member-governed in their 
own right.

The proposed SC changes also mark a departure from the existing Internal/External 
Organizing standing committees; see Article V below. 

Voting Requirements & Voting System (Article III, Sections 2-4)

These  sections  omit  the  current  bylaws’  requirements  for  length  of  membership 
before being allowed to vote, run for office, or be elected as a convention delegate, 
with the reasoning that these are unnecessary barriers to participation.

Section 3 specifies that a ranked choice voting system will be used to elect officers. 
Ranked choice voting allows voters to rank candidates in order of preference instead 
of voting for just one candidate; it ensures winning candidates have broad support by 
allowing voters’ second and third choices to be taken into account. It is used locally 
in  Oakland,  Berkeley,  SF,  San  Leandro,  and  many  other  US  jurisdictions,  and  is 
recommended by Robert’s Rules. See www.fairvote.org/rcv for more information. 

Section 4 establishes three-year combined term limits for elected offices.

Article V – Committees
The current bylaws enshrine the Internal and External Organizing Committees as 
the only two standing committees. This structure has some problems. It creates a 
semi-arbitrary  division  of  labor  that  has  led  to  confusion  and  artificial  firewalls 
within  projects—for  example,  there  is  a  lot  of  “internal”  work  associated  with 
external-facing  projects  such  as  neighborhood  canvassing,  and  many  “external” 
aspects of educational events currently put on by the IOC. It has also highlighted 
areas of work that are left out by the broad EOC/IOC distinction entirely, such as 
communications and political strategy.

A major intent of the proposed bylaws is to give EBDSA the flexibility to create and 
modify  committees  to  respond to  our  ongoing  needs,  without  being  bound to  a 
structure baked into the bylaws. To accomplish this, the proposed bylaws give both 
the SC and the Chapter (i.e. the membership at a general meeting or convention) 
power to form and disband committees.

• An example: At the annual convention, we could vote to take on affordable housing 
as a political priority. Later, some members might wish to start a Tenants’ Rights 
committee to advance that priority by doing projects such as educational outreach 
to  tenants  facing  the  threat  of  eviction.  The  chapter  can  debate  and  vote  on 
creating that committee at the next general meeting. One aspect of the debate 
might be whether the proposed projects might be best accomplished by an existing 
committee.
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Article VI - Meetings 
The proposed bylaws call for regular meetings to be held at least four times a year, 
and for one of these meetings to be the annual chapter convention. The convention 
will  create  the  democratic  foundation  for  all  of  our  work  in  the  upcoming  year 
through  the  Priorities  Resolution--a  resolution  passed  by  membership  at  the 
convention that outlines the chapter’s  political  and organizational  priorities.  This 
method of collectively setting priorities is  based on national DSA’s model;  for an 
example,  see  the  national  DSA priorities  resolution  passed  at  the  2017  national 
convention at www.dsausa.org/dsa_priorities_resolution_2017.  

Our entire chapter’s work, including the mandate of the Steering Committee, will 
flow from the political choices we make in the Priorities Resolution. The intent is to 
give cohesion and democratic accountability to the whole chapter, as well as clarity 
of purpose to its various parts. So collectively setting and approving the contents of 
the Priorities Resolution at our convention on April 28 will be the most important 
thing we do this year. Tell all your friends!

Article VII - Parliamentary Authority
This  article  states  that  Robert’s  Rules  of  Order  Newly  Revised  governs  the  chapter 
wherever applicable and wherever the bylaws are not in conflict with them. This 
allows the bylaws to be much shorter and simpler than otherwise, because Robert’s 
Rules contains all  sorts of functional rules that don’t then need to be spelled out 
again in the bylaws. For example, we don’t have to define what a simple majority is in 
our bylaws, nor what it means to “chair” a committee, since these are both explained 
in detail in Robert’s Rules. 

Article VIII - Amendments
Bylaws amendments will now be proposed at one general meeting, and debated and 
voted  on  at  the  next.  This  is  to  ensure  serious  changes  to  the  structure  of  the 
organization are thoroughly vetted by membership.

Article IX - Caucuses
The caucus structure from the current bylaws remains, but the intent of the new 
committee structure (see section on Article  V)  is  to allow some organizing work 
currently  undertaken  by  caucuses  to  be  approved  by  membership  as  formal 
committee work, integrated into the structures of the chapter, instead. 
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Article X – Branches
From  our  work  creating  other  geographic-based  member  formations  like  the 
mobilizer system and district canvassing and social groups, we already know creating 
and maintaining these structures is a huge organizational lift, they can only be built 
by a long process of trial and error, and they should have a clear purpose and not be 
redundant  with  other  existing  systems.  In  the  spirit  of  not  over-prescribing 
structures for things we haven’t tried yet in these bylaws, we think it would be smart 
to  launch  an  exploratory  branch  project  in  the  near  future  alongside  a  chapter 
conversation about what we want branches to accomplish.
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