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occupy 
every-
where

Sunaura Taylor

Occupy 
Oakland
I just woke up in my tent at Occupy Oakland. This is the first night my hus-
band and I (and our dog) have camped out here, and although I can’t say we 
slept well over the sounds of the city and people talking into the early hours 
of the morning, we woke up still deeply enthused and excited to be part of 
such an event in Oakland.

	 We’ve been stopping by the encampment pretty regularly since it started 
last Monday. It’s in downtown Oakland, in Frank Ogawa Plaza, which is right 
in front of the city hall. Within hours of the protest starting, there were signs 
renaming the location. The new name: Oscar Grant Plaza.
	 Frank H. Ogawa was a Japanese American who was a long time Oakland 
City Council Member. He had served time during WWII in a concentration 
camp. He died while the plaza was being renovated and so it was renamed 
in his honer. Oscar Grant was a young African American man who was fatally 
shot by BART ( Bay Area Rapid Transit) police on New Year’s Day, 2009. The 
case, which made headlines nationwide, has become a symbol of the city’s 
problem of police brutality and racial inequality. The movement for justice 
that has emerged from Oscar Grant’s shooting has no doubt played a power-
ful role in how Occupy Oakland has been organized.
	 It was clear from the first signs that went up at the encampment, and the 
first organizers who spoke, that Oscar Grant Plaza was going to be as much 
about addressing and healing Oakland’s wounds as it was about uniting the 
ninety-nine percent. This was not going to be an encampment that ignores 
issues of race, class, nationality and gender –and as I’ve found out over the 
past few days, in at least some ways, they’ve also been trying to address 
issues of disability.
	 Although I’m the only wheelchair user I’ve seen staying at the camp 
(which doesn’t mean I necessarily am), the Bay Area’s disability community 
has been coming out to support the events and participate in the protest. 
This weekend over 2,500 people made it to Oscar Grant Plaza for a march and 
rally calling for “Jobs Not Cuts.”Among the protesters were many individuals 

from various unions, including SEIU. CUIDO, a radical activist group made 
up of disabled people and allies, was also present. CUIDO, which stands for, 
Communities United In Defense of Olmstead (a landmark court decision that 
declared that disabled people have a right to live in their own communities), 
is no stranger to protest encampments. In the summer of 2010, dozens of 
members of CUIDO camped out in tents on a median in Berkeley to protest 
the proposed budget cuts to services poor, elderly and disabled folks rely 
on. Arnieville (named after our then governor Arnold Schwarzenegger) was a 
remarkably accessible tent city and thrived for over a month.
	 Although Oscar Grant Plaza has yet to be as accessible to a broad range 
of disabled people as Arnieville, I’ve been pleasantly surprised by how an 
awareness of disability has been at least somewhat present over the past 
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week. Ableism was mentioned during the General Assembly meeting as an 
issue that the “Safe Place”committee wanted to address, and I’ve seen signs 
for “access for all,”demanding people keep ramps clear. 
	 Still, seven days into the protest there is no longer any room for tents on 
the plaza’s large lawn. Tents are squeezed together so tightly that in many 
areas there is no room to move in between them, for me in my wheelchair or 
for someone who walks. There is more access to the community tents. There 
is a free school, an art station, a Sukkot tent, a medical tent, a children’s area, 
a people of color tent, and a quite remarkable food station, where huge 
batches of soups and beans are made, and tea, coffee, and healthy snacks 
seem to be abundant. The various projects the camp is working on include 
installing solar panels, and reclaiming parts of the park as a community 
garden. 
	 One of the most amazing aspects of being at Oscar Grant Plaza is witness-
ing how moved people are. People who may never have said a word to each 
other a week ago are now neighbors. The General Assembly meetings, which 
happen every evening, are often very beautiful. Of course people bicker, or 
get bored, or are sometimes disrespectful, but much of the time the meet-
ings are thoughtful and patient. 
	 The assembly talked very vulnerably about issues ranging from how to 
deal with sexism and violence at the campsite, to what role alcohol and 
partying should play in the encampment. We talked about the complexity of 
discouraging certain behaviors like drinking and partying, while also trying 
to respect people’s individual freedoms. There was a strong sense of sup-
port, for watching out for each other, and of not wanting to give the police 
or the city any reason to try to kick us out. The Security Committee, which 
enlists volunteers to take shifts watching out for the campers throughout the 
night, encouraged more people to sign up.
	 Negotiating what different people want for the atmosphere of the camp is 
undoubtedly a challenge. Some of the protesters seem adamant that there 
can’t be a revolution without a party, while others repeated numerous times 
that although they weren’t strangers to partying themselves, “this camp is 
not Burning Man!” 
	 Participating in this movement is intimidating in many ways, especially 
for people who are shy, or those who feel that there is no one “like them”at 
the protests. I’m certainly intimidated by camping with strangers, by being 
one of the only visibly disabled people present, and by the lack of access 
and simple comforts. However, I want to be out there, because I realize this 
sort of opportunity to come together doesn’t happen every day. But also, I 
want to be there because I am hella proud of Oakland for creating this sort of 
encampment -an encampment that often fails in its desire to be a safe and 
accessible place for all people, but that is nonetheless trying. 

Kung li

Occupy Atlanta
[This essay was originally written as a letter to Occupy Atlanta; it 
also appeared on Colorlines.com on October 13, 2011.]
 
Occupy Wall Street and its offshoots have been catching flak for 
being so white. Occupy Atlanta is no exception, getting off to a 
rough start last Friday when civil rights movement hero-turned-
Congressman John Lewis stopped by to offer his support, only to 
be waved off by the mostly white General Assembly, the Occupy 
movement’s collective decision-making group. Congressman 
Lewis was extremely gracious. Others, less so. 
	 In a town that is majority black, Occupy Atlanta moved quickly 
to make amends. The occupiers renamed their campsite Troy Davis 
Park on Sunday, in honor of what would have been Troy Davis’s 
43rd birthday. They apologized, explaining that the democratic pro-
cess of ordering speakers is crucial to the movement. They extended 
an invitation to John Lewis to return.
	 Getting it right about race is important for the Occupy move-
ment everywhere, but especially here in Georgia, where there is 
nothing subtle about the relationship between race, corporations 
and the government. Georgia’s government was created by and 
for plantation farmers, the original 1 percent, running antebellum 
corporations. And that 1 percent has been using everything in its 
power, most notably the criminal justice system, to hold on to its 
centuries-old gains. 
	 Occupy Atlanta is still braving the elements today in Woodruff 
Park, a green space in the middle of downtown Atlanta. Many in 
and around the Occupy movement have been asking how we can 
talk about corporate control of government, economics and race 
all in the same breath. Considering the history of Woodruff Park, 
we have to wonder how we can talk about it any other way. Here, I 
offer a crucial primer for the full history of this occupied space. 

Occupied Atlanta, 1865

When the Georgia Legislature convened after the Civil War, it 
dutifully ratified the Thirteenth Amendment, as it was required to 
do to reenter the Union. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished 
slavery, except as punishment for crime. 
	 With the Amendment ratified, the all-white Georgia Legislature 
passed the Black Codes, effectively reinstating slavery in Georgia. 
The Codes required former slaves to enter into labor contracts, 
with wages to be paid by the master totaling — after deductions 
for food, shelter and penalties for days not worked — two cents 
an hour. That’s how Georgia’s antebellum 1 percent had rolled 
before the war, and that’s how they wanted to roll after it. The only 
industry had been cotton, so the Black Codes were written to keep 
freedmen working the same fields they had worked as slaves. 
	 Those who resisted this reenslavement were confronted by a 
new vagrancy law; the enforcement of the Black Codes that made 
it illegal to “wander or stroll about in idleness” without a labor 
contract. Joseph Brown was arrested on Decatur Street in 1868, 
one of hundreds. Rather than picking cotton under a labor con-
tract, he was in Atlanta without work. The charge: vagrancy.
	 Mr. Brown and other freedmen who were sentenced as vagrants 
were not sent to prison. Georgia’s prison had been burned dur-
ing the war, and there was no money to rebuild. Rather, they were 
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leased out to plantation owners, railroad companies and coal 
mines. Georgia’s first lease-off in 1868 was to a railroad company: 
$2,500 bought 100 black men, arrested for vagrancy or loitering 
and forced to work not as slaves but as convicts. 
	 This was the start of the modern criminal justice system. It was 
started, you might say, right here where Occupy Atlanta will be 
sleeping tonight, in Woodruff Park, by the post-Civil War planta-
tion owners intent on keeping the work of black men and women 
cheap and available. 

Occupied Atlanta, 1906

In 1906, Decatur Street, where Mr. Brown had been arrested 38 
years earlier, was now lined with saloons, hotels, a buggy repair 
shop and the post office.
	 In Spring of that year, the Chief of Police in Atlanta launched a 
campaign to rid the city of black men. He committed a full squad 
of officers to “arrest all loafers” and close down the “Negro dives” 
that lined Decatur Street in downtown Atlanta. The chief told City 
Council that in order to arrest and prosecute all the vagrants, he 
would need 50 additional policemen. 
	 Pressure to “arrest and lock up all the negroes who were idling 
about the city” intensified through the summer and into the fall. 
By the third week in September, coverage about the police cam-
paign against “vagrants” and “negro dives” merged into sensational 
stories about white women around the city fending off sexual 
attacks by black men. Four such allegations turned into front 
page headlines in that week in September. On Saturday night, 
thousands of white men gathered in Five Points, sent there by the 
newspapers exhorting “good white men” to band together and take 
action to protect their women from “black beasts” and “animals.” 
	 By the time the sun set, over 5,000 white men were milling 
around Five Points. They were stomping their feet on the ground 
where Occupy Atlanta’s general assemblies sit. Their numbers 
doubled over the next two hours, men armed with rifles, pistols, 
long knives and clubs. They were ready to kill.
	 And kill they did. Groups of 20, 30, 100 burst forward in a sprint-
ing chase whenever a black man or boy appeared. A footrace up 
Peachtree Street, another down Decatur Street, another across a 
bridge flying over the railroad tracks. Three bodies were dumped in 
a pile at the foot of the statue of Henry Grady on Marietta Street. A 
black man was strung up on a lamppost along Peachtree. The white 
mobs raged through the night, quieting in the early morning. 
	 Over three days, 25 black Atlantans were killed, maybe more. 
Another 50 or more had injuries serious enough to brave the streets 
to get to Grady Hospital. There is neither memorial nor mention of 
the dead among the commemorations in Woodruff Park. 

Occupied Atlanta, 1960

Half a century later, the streets here around Woodruff Park had 
been scrubbed clean of any reminder of the race riot. Where the 
saloons had been were now office buildings — some modern steel 
frame, some red brick. 
	 On Feb. 1, 1960, four black students in Greensboro, N.C., sat 
down at a Woolworth lunch counter and waited to be served. 
The police came, but could not arrest the students because they 
were not breaking any law. The next day, the students returned 
and again sat quietly at the Woolworth lunch counter. The media 
picked up the story, and the sit-ins spread. On Feb. 13, 500 stu-
dents in Nashville sat-in at lunch counters across the city. 
	 The Georgia Legislature responded with astonishing speed, 
passing a new trespassing law four days later — should the sit-
ins spread to Atlanta, they wanted a law that would let the police 
make arrests. A small law would do. Cast in the same mold as the 

early-century vagrancy laws, the new trespass law made it a crime 
to remain on the premises after being asked to leave. 
	 In October, Atlanta students staged mass demonstrations and 
sit-ins at the Rich’s Department Store in downtown Five Points 
and other counters across the city. Two blocks south of Woodruff 
Park, where Occupiers will sleep tonight, black students trained 
in nonviolent direct action took an elevator up to Rich’s 6th floor 
Magnolia Room, or down to the Cockrel Grill in the basement, 
then sat down and waited to be served. 

Occupied Atlanta, 1996

Atlanta changed. Rich’s downtown became Macy’s. A slain King 
made a final journey through the streets of Atlanta in a wooden 
farm wagon drawn by two mules, before being laid to rest in South 
View Cemetery. The students who had been arrested for trespass-
ing became fathers, nurses, elected officials. 
	 Then in 1996, the Olympics came to Atlanta. The city built a 
new jail in record time; it was the first facility completed for the 
Games. The city also closed down Woodruff Park and renovated it. 
The city took its time — it was their best chance to move out the 
homeless men and women who slept in the park — and when the 
park was reopened, it had been landscaped with a wide open slope 
to make it easier for police to keep it clear of the visibly poor. 
	 Officials with the Atlanta Olympic Committee insisted the 
police were not used to clear poor black people out of downtown 
Atlanta for the Games. Yet, the visibly poor — nearly all black — 
disappeared from Woodruff Park for the duration of the Games. 
The county jail’s population shot up from 2,200 to 4,500 before and 
during the Olympics. Officials insisted: just a coincidence. 
	 Should the Atlanta Police decide to evict Occupy Atlanta from 
Woodruff Park, they will likely use one of the ordinances banning 
overnight sleeping or camping on public space, passed before and 
immediately after the 1996 Olympics. 

Occupied Atlanta, 2011

Five days before the execution of Troy Davis, thousands of 
Atlantans gathered at Woodruff Park to march to Ebenezer 
Baptist Church for a part-vigil, part-protest that recalled the 
civil rights movement’s most raucous mass meetings. The pro-
test was majority — an overwhelming majority, if you include 
those already seated in Ebenezer Church — African American. 
The State of Georgia was not moved, and killed Troy Davis 
by lethal injection. Occupy Atlanta is majority — at times an 
overwhelming majority — white. It is trying to figure out how 
to do right by race. 
	 But being anti-racist in this place — that is, in Woodruff 
Park, in Atlanta, in Georgia, in the South — is not mainly 
about getting more people of color to pitch a tent and sleep 
out there. Truth be told, I’m kind of OK with having mostly 
white people sleeping out there, because when the junta that 
runs downtown Atlanta decides it has had enough and people 
get carted off to jail, there’s no need to have more black or 
brown people in the Atlanta City Detention Center. 
	 Being anti-racist is: if you are going to set up camp and 
take Five Points as your center point, acknowledging that the 
corporate forces at play around there are totally about race. 
This is true currently, and it is true historically — no surprise. 
When Occupy Wall Street declared, “We come to you at a 
time when corporations, which place profit over people, self-
interest over justice, and oppression over equality, run our 
governments,” that was old news here, friends. The plantation 
owners have always run Georgia’s government. 
	 But they have not always run the street. In 1960, the stu-
dents won. Was it because they were one sit-in among dozens 
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of sit-ins happening around the country, much like Occupy 
Atlanta is one of dozens? Was it because they had both strong 
process and direct action? Was it because they confronted the 
criminal justice system head on, demanding to be arrested and 
refusing to post bail? Maybe, maybe, maybe. 
	 Now that John Lewis has been invited back, maybe he will 
sit down and give some insight. He wasn’t just a good soldier 
in the Movement. He was, in my unbiased-notwithstand-
ing-lifelong-crush-on-John-Lewis opinion, the catalyst that 
turned a series of actions into this country’s greatest freedom 
movement. 
	 So I am suggesting that, in addition to questions of logis-
tics and process during Occupy Atlanta’s committee meetings 
and larger assemblies, the questions of why and how race and 
racism figure into this fight are, I think, worth trying to think 
through and understand together. Because this is Georgia, 
after all. And because what happens in Woodruff Park Troy 
Davis Park in 2011 is being written now. 

nikil saval
Occupy Philadelphia

The first planning meeting of Occupy Philadelphia was 

to be held at the Wooden Shoe Bookstore, an anarchist 

collective; the day of the meeting, Thursday September 29, 

200 people showed up, so it was moved to the Arch Street 

United Methodist Church near City Hall. The church holds a 

capacity of 900 people. Last night, at the first General 

Assembly, there were at least a thousand. The pews were 

packed, and though the night was cold, the church grew 

hot, stifling. People lined the walls, sat in the aisles, 

leaned over the balconies, crowded the doorways. They held 

signs: “IF CORPORATIONS ARE PEOPLE, THEN SHOW ME THEIR BIRTH 

CERTIFICATE!” “MR PRESIDENT: GROW A PAIR.” We were dazed, 

excited, frightened by the sheer mass of our own presence.  
 
At the first meeting, where a decidedly more somnolent 

atmosphere prevailed, legal details of various kinds of 

occupation were hashed out with the help of free speech 

lawyers. Occupying federal land (Independence Mall, for 

example) can have tremendous symbolic power but brings 

with it the potential cost of being thrown into county 

jails in the event of arrest — and, worse, the possibility 

of a federal trial overseen by Republican-stocked juries, 

who have been notoriously unforgiving to protesters. It 

was left to last night’s perfervid General Assembly to 

decide by straw poll which, of four state-owned locations, 

was the best. Locations were to be judged in terms of 1) 

suitability for camping and access to bathroom facilities; 

2) symbolism; 3) visibility; 4) the danger of displacing the 

homeless; and 5) whether there was history of past actions 

at the location. 
 
We ruled out one immediately — Ben Franklin Parkway/Logan 

Square, near the art museum, which is more a place for 

biking, running, and barbecuing than holding the political 

class and the entire financial system accountable for the 

massive inequities of an unjust society. It came down to 

Rittenhouse Square, a lovely park surrounded by some of the 

richest real estate in the country; LOVE Park, a small square 

that was caddy corner from City Hall; and City Hall itself.  
 
We broke into groupuscules and debated for ten minutes. 

“Clarifying questions” and “concerns” were solicited from 

the crowd. “There is a tight-knit community group that 

controls Rittenhouse Square,” someone cautioned; she 

meant that they could have the police there to root out 

protesters in no time. “That tight-knit community is the 

one percent!” someone cried in response; there was an 

exultation of cheers, along with that shimmer of raised 

hands and twinkling fingers that has become the protests’ 

accepted sign for approval. “Do these people know how 

Rittenhouse Square residents vote?” a hoary, bearded man 

behind me grumbled. “They’re like the most progressive 

voting bloc in the city!” Against the consensus model of 

the anarchist meeting, someone offered a dissensus: “I 

don’t think consensus is a democratic model.” “Everyone’s 

here, what are we waiting for? Why don’t we go occupy it 

now?” someone finally shouted, in frustration. “I appreciate 

the enthusiasm,” the moderator replied, “but that is not a 

clarifying question.” 
 
Others were worried about camping facilities, the problem 

of sleeping on concrete (“They’re on concrete in Zuccotti 

Park!”), access to bathrooms. “People, this is an 

occupation,” a woman sternly reminded, “it doesn’t matter 

where we are: It — is — going — to suck!” One of the last 

concerns was the most vital, the one that has haunted and 

goaded the protests since the very beginning. “Why are we 

starting with direct action? I’m thinking of ‘Letter From a 

Birmingham Jail,’ where Dr. King says that we should start 

with what we want, then when they don’t give it to us…” His 

voice was lost in the ensuing murmur. It was too difficult, 

too thorny a question for people who were already in motion, 

who wanted too much, who knew too much to bear one more day 

of what they knew. 
 
When the decision was made, with a forest of stiff arms 

and high hands, to occupy City Hall, the hands began to 

twinkle, to drop, to break into applause, under a high wail 

of cheers and ululations. Dates were debated, but there was 

no question that the soonest one — tomorrow, October 6th 

— at the earliest proposed time — 9 AM — would be chosen. 

A member from the Industrial Workers of the World (the 

Wobblies!) led us in a singing of “Solidarity Forever.” 

The last line, “for the union keeps us strong,” reminded 

me of the days I had spent in cold, cold San Francisco 

volunteering for the hotel workers’ union: day after day 

in the endless fog, handing out flyers, shouting through 

a bull horn, circling a lobby with picket signs, waiting 

patiently for a police officer to zip-tie me for blocking 

a street, singing union songs on the city bus commandeered 

to lead us to jail. There were losses every day, grievous 

ones, which bore directly on the welfare of thousands of 

workers, but there was nonetheless a steady hum of festivity 

to every day of work, which kept us going. Yesterday night, 

I felt far from the grim headlines that greeted me alone 

the next morning about the eurozone and the endless crisis 

of unemployment, because organizing, in however limited a 

fashion, does that to you: it keeps you, as Joe Hill might 

have said, from mourning.

 

We ended early, an unheard of phenomenon for a left wing 

meeting. I walked out expecting chill, but the air had 

warmed, or maybe I was warmer. There was City Hall: the 

very thing we would occupy, whose purpose we might at last 

bring to fruition. “Returning home, riding down Market 

street in an open summer car,” wrote Walt Whitman in 

Specimen Days,

something detain’d us between Fifteenth and Broad, and I 

got out to view better the new, three-fifths-built marble 

edifice, the City Hall, of magnificent proportions — a 
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majestic and lovely show there in the moonlight — flooded 

all over, façades, myriad silver-white lines and carv’d 

heads and mouldings with the soft dazzle — silent, weird, 

beautiful — well, I know that never when finish’d will 

that magnificent pile impress one as it impress’d me those 

fifteen minutes.

Adriana Camarena

Occupy San Francisco
What with the city’s history of radical and progressive activism, and armies 
of prêt-a-porter-protesters for the cause of the day, you’d have thought that 
Occupy San Francisco was going to revolutionize the revolution. But, shock-
ingly, in its first days it was a teeter-tottering training ground for the uniniti-
ated activist. Meanwhile, across the Bay, Occupy Oakland was a lean mean 
utopian dream-making machine. Seasoned anarchists, communists, and other 
young activists descended upon Frank Ogawa Plaza in front of Oakland’s City 
Hall like a disaster relief operation that was following pre-established commu-
nications, safety, health, and organization protocols. 
	 The call for Occupy San Francisco is said to have been put out by a posse 
of twenty-year-olds who had been “occupying” the Upper Haight. They were 
“traveling kids,” as they’re called, the kind who arrive every season to live in the 
streets of the Haight, Panhandle, or upper Golden Gate Park. Last year, the city 
began a campaign against them because they were allegedly harassing resi-
dents and tourists for cash on the street. Despite city-wide protests, a law came 
into effect that actually prohibited sitting on the street.
	 A young androgynous-looking woman named Charm — with ten piercings in 
her face — introduced herself to me as a traveling kid. “I came to San Francisco to 
attend the Hardly Strictly Bluegrass Festival with my road dog, Tucker. But, when 
the occupation was called, I decided to stay.” Charm was realistic. “I know I don’t 
have a lot of opportunities. I’ve been working since I was fifteen. I live from what 
people share or I make money taking up odd jobs in the cities I visit.”
	 The San Francisco occupation was established on a sidewalk, in front of the 
Federal Reserve Building, and right outside an exit of the BART. On one side the 
camp faced the street; on the other side it faced a line of barricades and police. 
Young hippies would sit on columns facing traffic with their signs, without 
shoes, shirt and sometimes without pants. When rain came, the occupiers broke 
out the tarps, making the occupation most resemble an underpass homeless 
encampment. On rainy days, they remained ensconced under the covers until 
mid-day. It was a scraggly-waggly camp. There was no way a middle-aged mort-
gage-bearing ninety-nine-percenter would take up with this crowd.
	 The occupiers struggled through their General Assembly, mimicking the 
People’s Mic they saw used in New York, even though everyone could hear 
everyone, given the size of the group. They twinkled their hands in agreement, 
and made gun fingers to indicate a clarification, but still showed little success 
in moving decisions forward by a consensus process.
	 Things started to change when several direct action organizers — in particular 
Starhawk, a longtime activist skilled in teaching facilitation processes, and David 
Solnit, veteran of the WTO protests in Seattle — offered their help. They facili-
tated meetings, but, most importantly, they offered training to new organizers 
on how to facilitate their own meetings. It was their occupation, after all. 
	 After a few days, the camp had rules prohibiting alcohol, drugs, and smok-
ing; and commitments from all to keep the place clean. A sign read, “The World 
Is Watching You. Represent the Movement By Keeping Your Space and Com-
mon Areas Clean.” Different types of occupiers and visitors started showing 
up. A kitchen and a library sprung up, facing passers-by. Elsewhere in the city, 
seasoned activists shut down the Wells Fargo main offices downtown with the 
raucous People’s Liberation Band in tote. On October 15, five thousand people 
flooded the streets of San Francisco with their homemade signs in support of 
the Occupy Wall Street movement, and against every imaginable grievance. The 
General Assembly decided to move the occupation to nearby Justin Herman 
Plaza, for more room.
	 Nevertheless, Occupy San Francisco remains a fledgling movement. Every 
night, or so it seems, the police and DPW crews break down the tents. In 

Oakland, if a police officer enters the camp, the occupiers activate a communi-
cation protocol to surround the officer and escort him out. 
	 Activists and community organizers in San Francisco did not start the San 
Francisco Occupation, and therefore they weren’t involved in the early struc-
ture of the movement. Instead they are coming unexpectedly late into a move-
ment substantially composed of enthusiastic young adults who are just learn-
ing the gestures and technologies of horizontal movements. While Occupy San 
Francisco passes through growing pains, busy city activists find themselves in 
an unusual predicament of both wanting to be supportive of Occupy SF, but 
feeling more comfortable doing so in affinity with it, outside the actual space 
of the occupation. 
	 My friend Antonio Roman-Alcala, who has been instrumental in running 
the Alemany Farm in San Francisco, put out a call: “Come Occupy My Garage.” 
The invitation was to gather and discuss new ways of supporting the occu-
pation while carrying out actions outside the occupation. Attendees self-
organized into groups interested in Publications, Events, Organizations, and 
Posters/Art.
	 It is now my sense that more people will join Occupy San Francisco by sup-
porting the principles of the General Assembly through de-centralized actions 
throughout the city. The hope is that more people will be drawn to the Occu-
pation. There was talk of having art events and performances in front of City 
Hall. Another group was going to make flyers and essays to distribute to people 
seeking information. I discussed with the poster group about making signs in 
Spanish that would allow me to be addressed or strike-up conversations with 
my fellow immigrant neighbors.
	 On my walk home from Antonio’s, I asked a Latino homie hanging out on 
a trick bike at a corner, whether he knew what the ninety-nine percent move-
ment mentioned on the news was all about. He graciously said, “I don’t know, 
but they might be able to inform you inside the store.” I thought that was a 
great idea, and will return soon to ask whether we are ninety-nine percenters. 
	 I attended a dinner the next evening. We discussed how participating in 
effective consensus processes expands people’s imagination of a world in 
which they directly determine the distribution and management of resources 
at a local level for the well being of a collective. Occupy Oakland makes clear 
that there is enough for everyone. Occupy San Francisco is getting there. 
Inspire by what she was seeing, a friend Ruby Wisefool, who manages the Insti-
tute of Urban Homesteading in Oakland, asked: How long before one block in 
one neighborhood decides to become self-reliant, self-governed, self-sustain-
ing? Can we extend the lessons of occupying a place together into our everyday 
lives?

Joanne McNeil

Occupy the Internet
A Tumblr of user-submitted handwritten signs with bleak personal testimonies first 
captured the internet’s attention. Presented are the lives of real people, unmistak-
able hardships, ready to reblog and retweet. But implied — by the faces, the faces, 
the faces — is that to sympathize you must show up. This time a Facebook “like” is 
not enough. 
	 There is something twisted and belittling about the momentary act of tapping on 
Tumblr’s like button — a heart icon — when you are looking at the face of someone 
who has itemized his debt in magic marker for you to calculate. How much we have 
and what we owe is what we are typically raised never to discuss openly in polite 
company. These images of persons denuded of financial mystery request from the 
viewer something just as human; not a thoughtless mouse click. To properly com-
miserate with the enormity of this curated series of individual misfortunes, one 
must in person participate.
	 Around the globe, the “99 percent” sloganing rings effortlessly. This is a genera-
tion accustomed to encapsulating arguments into 140 character messages. It is also 
a generation experienced in negotiating private entities for public means. Zuccotti 
Park’s tenuous standing as a privately owned public park seems an inevitable meta-
phor for the questions of free speech, assembly, and property rights posed by so 
many virtual spaces. Brookfield is like Facebook, Bloomberg like Zuckerberg: their 
threatened park closure is like the ever-present possibility that Facebook will sus-
pend activist accounts and group pages used to plan rallies and activities, for vaguely 
specified reasons.
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	 “We must occupy real and virtual spaces,” Reuters’ Anthony De Rosa tweeted, 
quoting an occupier at the second Washington Square park General Assembly. With-
out one there couldn’t exist the other.
	 Every morning the seemingly impossible occurs — the occupied territory remains 
in the hands of occupiers. Without Facebook, social networking would disperse to 
dedicated alternatives from Piratepad to Eventbrite. But modularly redistributing 
Zuccotti Park would destroy its momentum. An encampment of less than 24 hours is 
not a home. Living in the territory is what sets its example for the rest of the world.
	 Occupiers play chess with chess pieces and read books made of paper. They par-
take in activities the internet is said to be dematerializing. Part of the utopic vision 
of Zuccotti Park as a microcosm is that real and virtual worlds may more peacefully 
coexist.
	 Occupy Wall Street’s actual web presence (http://occupywallst.org/) — “unofficial 
de facto online resource” — is a lean website not much more advanced than what 
Indymedia provided a decade before it. But its simplicity offers replicability. In the 
first month, over a thousand cities have occupied, many with bare bones “Occupy” 
websites of their own. 
	 A leaderless movement doesn’t have to scrim on design elegance, as the evoca-
tive poster of dancer balancing on the Bowling Green Bull demonstrates. Occupy 
Wall Street is purposefully “bootstrapping,” as a Silicon Valley marketer would put 
it. Perfect is the enemy of done. Elsewhere up-to-date minutes from GA assemblies 
are posted (http://nycga.cc/) to a basic blog template. There are comments for peo-
ple to fact check that seem mostly populated with #OWS trolls (“…Buck up people 
get off your whiny ass and get a job. A job is a job is a job, no matter what you do...”) 
Often slapdash, the transcripts are replete with typos, which isn’t of chief concern as 
one would expect each meeting was recorded over a plethora of Android and iPhone 
app options. Further documentation of meetings might be pieced together with 
Twitter and Flickr fragments.
	 The occupation is a gesture against the isolating experience of the screen-medi-
ated online world. A need to experience the world for one’s self, to communicate 

with more than text. So many email threads and conversations over SMS go on, 
ceaselessly, over points that can be made instantly face-to-face. The “human mic” is 
not so tedious in comparison. 
	 The “human mic,” after all, is acting like a retweet — a filter of redundancy; when 
it works best, you don’t hear things twice. This call-and-response is impossible to do 
while checking email at the same time. 
	 How dizzying and science fictional the everyday absurdity of social media might 
have seemed in Seattle or A16. Back then, citizen journalists had to hurry back to an 
ethernet connection to upload images and file stories. Now, smart phones enable 
published testimony and imaging the very moment one bears witness. 
	 Ten years ago, we interacted online based on protocols of face-to-face. Today 
we introduce ourselves to one another based on how we meet online — following 
interesting-looking strangers on Tumblr or Twitter. Maybe we’ve seen their faces 
already as tiny icons, friends of somebody else we know on the screen. 
	 The state ban on face coverings enforced at demonstrations and occupations 
— the reason why you don’t see caucusing of Guy Fawkes masks in New York — is 
the real space equivalent of Google Plus and Facebook strictly enforced terms of 
service forbidding pseudonyms. However mandated, the generational shift toward 
“authenticity” online, owning one’s identity part and parcel, is the culture that cre-
ated the “We are the 99 Percent” Tumblr. The most powerful images come from the 
unmasked and de-anonymized, who share their grief of unemployment, student 
loans, the inability to afford healthcare — and the frustration in their eyes.
	 That isn’t to dismiss Anonymous’ — and thus 4chan’s — role in developing this 
movement. Zuccotti Park is an immersive experience. Its intricate LARP-like game-
play; the possibility to volunteer service to the first aid, sanitation, library, or media 
units regardless of experience; comes from the trickster spirit of decentralized web 
culture. Like the internet, Zuccotti Park offers the potential to assume any identity 
with knowledge and curiosity. Anyone can be anything in the occupied space — 
cooks, janitors, nurses, librarians, dreamers.

the police
Jeremy Kessler

The Police and 
the 99 Percent
After a week of light media coverage, 
slow-motion video of Deputy Police 
Inspector Anthony Bologna pepper-
spraying four women trapped in a net cage 
brought Occupy Wall Street to the nation’s 
attention. The next week, police arrested 
over 500 protesters on Brooklyn Bridge as 
news broke that J. P. Morgan Chase had 
donated an “unprecedented” $4.6 mil-
lion to the NYPD “to strengthen security 
in the Big Apple.” Police Commissioner 
Raymond Kelly wrote to J.P. Morgan’s 
Chairman, Jamie Dimon, expressing his 
“profound gratitude.”
	 Such events have failed to surprise the 
residents of Zuccotti Park. Indeed, there 
are two things that any good American 
protester knows about the police: they’re 
bought and they’re brutal. It is not just 
those in the street who see a familiar nar-
rative unfolding. In the pages of the New 
York Times, curmudgeon-of-the-moment 

Gina Bellafante warns that police over-
reaction will only fuel the “ideologically 
vague and strategically baffling effort” that 
is the Occupation. She points to violence 
at Columbia University in 1968 and 
Tompkins Square Park twenty years later 
to support her claim. 
	 Despite these precedents, the Occupa-
tion should not be too eager to escalate 
confrontation with the police. The tedious 
transformation of substantive political 
protest into protest against police abuse 
of protesters can, at times, be ideologi-
cally appropriate and tactically useful. But 
unlike student, neighborhood, and even 
civil rights protests, whose participants 
generally present themselves as a con-
scientious minority oppressed by larger 
forces — particularly police power — the 
central claim of the Occupiers is that they 
are the “99 percent,” the moral majority of 
the nation. 
	 A quick look around Zuccotti Park will 
confirm that ninety-nine percent of the 
nation is not yet in attendance. Nor would 
organizers — proponents of direct, rather 
than representative, democracy — wish 
to claim that they “represent” ninety-nine 
percent of the country. The true, utopian 
endgame of the Occupiers, however, is to 
become what they say they are. Such an 

ambitious goal calls for two components 
that more targeted protests don’t — lon-
gevity and diversity. The police who cur-
rently ring the park could provide both. 
	 First, the threat of assault and espe-
cially arrest at the hands of police will 
continue to limit participation in the 
Occupation. As Yves Smith somewhat 
bluntly put it in the wake of eighty arrests 
near Union Square, “No one who is a wage 
slave (which is the overwhelming majority 
of the population) can afford to have an 
arrest record, even a misdemeanor, in this 
age of short job tenures and rising use of 
background checks.” A police force suf-
ficiently sympathetic with protesters, how-
ever, could engage in tacit under-enforce-
ment of the urban space, making protest 
a more hospitable practice for the average 
employee and professional dissident alike. 
Encouraging individual officers to trade 
in subtle sabotage — as an alternative to 
calling for an incredibly unlikely police 
strike — would be a useful protest activity. 
Second, the absence of the police them-
selves from the Occupation udermines the 
ninety-nine percent claim that is central 
to the movement’s populism. Here, the 
problem of police power produces some-
thing of a vicious circle. To the extent that 
police power limits the protesters mainly 

to the young and the nomadic, individual 
police will find few protesters with whom 
they can identify. Announcements of 
support for the Occupation by the large 
healthcare workers union, Local 1199 
SEIU, and the Local 100 Transit Workers 
Union do suggest that more middle-class 
participation is on the way. Again, police 
behavior toward these newcomers will be 
an important influence on new protesters’ 
long-term commitment to the movement.
	 New York police are no strangers to 
organizing urban unrest. In 2001, the 
police stormed across the Brooklyn Bridge 
when Rudolph Giuliani refused to raise 
their pay. Ten years earlier, 10,000 officers 
had followed the same route to protest 
David Dinkins’ appointment of a police 
monitor. But in these instances, police 
understood their own self-interest to be 
at stake.
	 In the end, police sympathy for the 
movement will only follow the broaden-
ing of the social and economic base of the 
Occupation, so that police personnel are 
able to see their own concerns reflected in 
the Occupiers’ words and deeds. As with 
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the 99 
percent
marco roth
Letters of Resignation from the American Dream

A web page, white and red letters against a black background, a scrollable 
gallery of faces most of them almost entirely hidden by hand-written notes in 
a variety of colors and formats. One, the quarter face of a bald, bearded white 
man, holding a yellow legal pad, where he’s written in block print capitals, 
“I work 3 jobs, none which provide health insurance. My son is on Medicaid. 
We are on W.I.C. We’re one paycheck from disaster. I am the 99%.” Another, 
showing only a young woman’s fingers gripping her note: 

I graduated college a year ago and have a job as a journal-
ist. I am lucky. Every time we have a staff meeting some-
one is laid off. My entire office is struggling; profession-
als making less than 30K a year. I am scared everyday that 
I will lose my job and be stuck with 50K in student loans 
that won’t be paid off until I am 40. After loan payments 
and car insurance I am left with only money for gas. I am 
extremely lucky, it could be worse, at least I can live 
with my parents for a while. I am the 99 percent.

And so it goes down the scroll, and for pages and pages: returning veterans 
without jobs and with variously crippling disabilities, a would-be member 
of the professional class, “I have three master’s degrees, no job, and over 
80,000 in student debt,” a woman who says she and her husband are afraid 
to have children because “they will be part of the 99%,” another woman who 
writes her own epitaph in the last line of her testimony: “First in my family to 
go to college. Built a wonderful international career in nonprofits. Now I’m 
unable to get a cashier job at the zoo because chronic depression, unem-
ployment, and lack of access to medical care ruined my credit score. I played 
by the rules.” There are teachers, kids afraid to go to college, the children of 
immigrants who realize they will have worse lives than their parents, grand-
parents worried about their grandchildren and their own retirements. In 
most of the photographs, faces are either partially hidden or downcast, in 
attitudes of shame; a few, mostly the youngest, look out defiantly. It cannot 
go on. It goes on. 
	 The website, an open blog, or tumblr, called “We are the 99%,” is one of 
the few and more remarkable documents to emerge from the Occupy Wall 
Street movement. The diversity of the stories and faces on display provides a 
pretty definitive rebuttal to anyone still naïve or malicious enough to claim 
that the movement is composed exclusively of hippies, anarchists, and 
other phantasms of the 1960s New Left conjured by CNN, National Review 
Online, and the editors of the New Republic. The tumblr provides a portrait 
in aggregate of the emerging majority of Americans: indebted, often over-
educated for the few jobs and salaries available to them, stripped of dignity, 
tormented by anxieties over how to care for themselves and their families, 
laid off from jobs, non-unionized, clinging precariously to an idea of mid-
dle-classness that seems more and more to be a chimera of the past. Never 
mind democracy, this is what a “lost decade” looks like. Behold the human, 
subjective correlatives of what Paul Krugman, Joseph Stiglitz, and other 
honorable economists were warning about when they described the effects 
of life in a chronic liquidity trap, when businesses won’t invest in labor and 
the government fails to stimulate the economy. 
	 Politically and culturally, however, “We are the 99%” offers a more ambig-
uous series of messages. The nation and society that can produce this kind of 
document is undoubtedly in the throes of a nasty transformation. A his-
torically minded reader will be reminded of the few testimonies by English 
independent hand-loom weavers at the end of the 18th century, unearthed by 
E. P. Thompson in his Making of the English Working Class. Driven off the land 
into wage and debt slavery to large textile manufacturers in Manchester and 
elsewhere, after the advent of the power loom, the weavers, a mostly liter-
ate group, told their stories in letters to their families and magistrates, or 
recorded them in popular ballads. It was a time when, as Wordsworth put it 
in a poem about the fate of one such weaving family, “many rich sunk down 
as in a dream among the poor,/and of the poor did many cease to be,/and 
their place knew them not.” For all the pathos of the plight of the weavers, 
they are now mostly remembered as a footnote to the larger movements of 
modernity and industrialization of which they were victims. The creation 
of an archive or memorial, even in real time, does not, by itself, constitute 
resistance, and it might be the case that the ninety-nine percenters recorded 

other aspects of the protesters’ strategy, 
means and ends remain essentially indis-
tinguishable. In order to develop a strong 
relationship with police, the Occupation 
will have to develop strong relationships 
with a lot of other people. There is some-
thing boring and obvious in this sociologi-
cal calculus. But it is the only hope of the 
Occupation.
	 Does the Occupation understand the 
importance of courting the police? Prior 
to the Occupation, the General Assem-
bly agreed that no formal liaison with 
the police should be established. More 
recently, at a security meeting, some 
participants suggested that victims of theft 
or assault in Zuccotti Park should not be 
discouraged from reporting such crime to 
the authorities. In response, a handsome, 
dark-haired man in his mid-twenties 
stated unequivocally: “I hate the police.” 
He went on to convince his colleagues 
that “peace-keeping” should be an entirely 
internal affair — if for no other reason 
than that recourse to the police would 
provide fodder for those seeking to shut 
down the Occupation. Now plans are 
being made to assemble a group of volun-
teer peacekeepers, along the lines of the 
sanitation, medical, and “comfort” teams 
who work round the clock. 

	 It is important to acknowledge the 
immediate sources of such strong anti-
police sentiment. The first morning of the 
protest, at seemingly random intervals, 
police broke the perimeter of the square to 
grab one or more protesters, taking them 
to the ground and dragging them away. 
No one knew who was going to be seized 
next. That night, police in riot gear stood 
two rows deep on Broadway, two more 
lines of officers at the ready on the north 
and south sides of the park, creating a fun-
nel toward Trinity Place. Finally, the police 
backed down — the dispersal order never 
came. But the dispersal order will come 
one day, when police are no longer ableto 
define the boundaries of the Occupation 
without active force.
	 Many protesters realize that the move-
ment must defer this divisive moment as 
long as possible – and that the police will 
be key to this delay. At a recent discus-
sion, some participants sought to change 
the General Assembly’s policy against 
formal police-protester relations. Alexis, 
a daily visitor to the Park, proposed hav-
ing a group that, at least during marches, 
continually communicates with the police, 
to understand what they’re comfortable 
with and what actions they expect. Dallas, 
reported that when he first arrived at the 

park he walked around the outer-ring of 
police with a sign stating, “We are you,” 
and thanked each officer for being there. 
“I actually vibrated, the energy was good, 
I got goosebumps,” He said. Many signs 
seek solidarity with the police , and occu-
piers frequently break ranks to joke with 
officers late into the evening. 
	 The virtue of the Occupation is its 
patience. It does not understand itself to 
be some semi-divine intervention into the 
work-a-day world of American politics. 
The protesters’ much-maligned emphasis 
on process is generally to their advantage: 
it indicates not a naïve obsession with 
good conscience but an appreciation of 
the slow the conversion of individuals 
to the movement through moments of 
discovery and respect. For the police to 
see themselves as part of the ninety-nine 
percent, a significant radicalization of the 
social and political atmosphere already 
will have had to occur. The Occupation 
understands itself to be the vehicle of this 
radicalization.

Jasper Bernes, 
Joshua Clover,  
Annie McClanahan,  

Percentages, 
Politics, and 
the Police

[This response to Jeremy Kessler was 
published on the website of the Los 
Angeles Review of Books on October 15, 
2011.]

The generally inclusive and indefi-
nite nature of the politics behind the 
Occupy movement has been both its 
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on the tumblr will be viewed by future historians as the necessary fallen of 
the age of post-industrialization, the great adjustment, or whatever name, 
probably in Chinese or Brazilian Portuguese, they give our present moment 
of economic and social realignment. 
	 At the same time, there is a certain limited but important power behind 
all these displays of futility: By writing “I am the 99%” or in some cases “we 
are the 99%” at the end their litanies, the individuals who have chosen to 
post their post-industrial miseries on the web, are doing something that 
Americans of recent generations have been notionally averse to doing. They 
are actually creating class-consciousness, for themselves and those around 
them. It’s not just a gesture, but a speech act in the same way, for instance, 
as saying that you accept Jesus Christ as your savior is enough to make you a 
Christian among certain born-again churches. When an individual chooses 
to follow the instructions of wearethe99percent.tumblr.com— 

Let us know who you are. Take a picture of yourself holding 
a sign that describes your situation — for example, “I am a 
student with $25,000 in debt,” or “I needed surgery and my 
first thought wasn’t if I was going to be okay, it was how 
I’d afford it.” Below that, write “I am the 99 percent.”

 — he or she writes a letter of resignation from the American Dream and 
pledges allegiance to the ninety-nine percent movement, the goals of which 
remain as yet undefined even as it builds strength with every person who, as 
the tumblr puts it, “gets known.”
	 The voluntary humility of these gestures is subtly reinforced by an asso-
ciation, one that will immediately spring to the mind of anyone who’s lived 
in an major American city, between these handwritten accounts of personal 
troubles and the signs often carried by the homeless: “HIV Positive, No 
Insurance, Please Help,” “Homeless Vietnam Vet,” “Published Poet: New 
York Times, Amsterdam News, etc. Now sells his poems directly to you!” 
Intended or accidental element of style, this identification of the Occupy 
Movement and the urban homeless and panhandlers emerges as one of the 
most uncanny and powerfully disturbing aspects of the current protests. 
Just as the early communists heralded the proletariat as the repository of 
potential revolutionary consciousness, so OWS holds up the homeless as the 
privileged figure of contemporary American post-capitalist life. This eleva-
tion of homelessness by reducing everyone outside the 1% of über-capitalists 
to their ranks occurs at more than the level of signage. The reclamation of 
the semi-public sphere being carried out in Zuccotti Park and elsewhere in 
America is, it turns out, of immediate practical benefit to the permanently 

urban homeless who may shortly be able to begin claiming the political 
dignity of occupation for themselves, not to mention access to the unofficial 
support network of soup kitchens, medical tents, libraries, and legal advice 
set up by the Occupiers. 
	 On the other hand, as with all solidarity politics, mostly practiced in 
Europe, “We are all German Jews,” “We are all Illegal Immigrants!,” and, 
briefly, after 9-11, “We are all Americans,” “We Are all Homeless” clashes 
against certain existing realities, as when an actual homeless man inter-
rupted a meeting of the Occupy Philadelphia education committee to ask 
for money. The consternation on the faces of the Occupiers was visible, and 
when the man lay down just outside the circle, on the concrete, the group’s 
coordinator, a young woman who flashed with the magnetizing beauty that 
seems to attach to so many who assumed leading roles in OWS, immediately 
sat down next to him, persuading him to move, fruitlessly, while the meeting 
dissolved into chaos. At that moment, however, she was no longer acting in 
ruthless solidarity (“we’re out here with you, brother,” as one guy called out, 
his hands never moving from his pockets), but in more old-fashioned sym-
pathy. She could afford to take time off from the revolution, she thought, 
because whatever percentage she was, she had resources that the home-
less guy did not have. These habits do not get unlearned overnight or even 
over several nights, and it might not turn out very well if we did thoroughly 
unlearn them. 
	 As a slogan, it’s hard to get less individualistic than “I am the 99%.” Yet 
the personal narratives of American suffering have a hard time staying out of 
people’s testimonies: I’ve read about child abuse and marital breakups. I’ve 
performed amateur graphology to see if the guy who says he has 3 doctor-
ates might be exaggerating. At a certain point, I simply ran aground against 
the conundrum encapsulated by the “banks got bailed out, we got sold out,” 
chant. Is OWS a movement calling for the people to be bailed out, too, or a 
movement of noble anger against the corporate welfare state we’ve been 
living in? Or is it, in fact, an actual liberation movement, aimed largely at 
reclaiming the freedom of the streets for popular assembly, against tourism 
and a managed public sphere? Is this, in fact, the largest homeless rights 
movement on the planet?
	 Having looked at “We are the 99%” for pages and pages, I was suddenly 
overcome with an odd desire to see those iconic Walker Evans photographs 

virtue and vice. Or, to put it in less 
moralistic terms, the ideological flex-
ibility of the occupations — in New 
York, and beyond — has generated 
extraordinary opportunities while at 
the same time presenting real limits 
to a serious challenge of capital’s 
domination. 
	 A mutation of both the university 
occupations of 2009 (where the slo-
gan “Occupy Everything” was brought 
to life) and the “movement of the 
squares” in Egypt, Spain, and Greece, 
these American occupations have 
managed to draw forth a variegated 
crowd of generally anti-capitalist 
character in city after city: Anarchists 
and socialists, disenchanted liberals 
and trade unionists, teachers and 
teenagers, street kids and college 
kids, the entire motley crew grow-
ing rather than fading away, mov-
ing from novelty song to popular 
genre with a breadth and rapidity 
that would have commanded utter 
disbelief in August. And it is apparent 
that the refusal to decide in advance 
on the exact political content of this 
movement — and instead suggesting 

that such a content will emerge 
through the process of struggle — is 
very much part of what has allowed 
for this sequence’s unfolding and 
brought so many people out into 
the plazas of our cities. The notion 
of the ninety-nine percent is part of 
this inclusiveness, but it’s also an 
emblem of the real limits here. 
	 Central among these limits is 
the incoherent stance often taken 
toward the police by the occupiers, 
or, more specifically, the organizers 
of the occupations. It can only be of 
the greatest significance that this 
issue has emerged as the central mat-
ter of debate; it secures the suspicion 
that the question is at the center of 
the occupation movement’s politics, 
and its fate. 
	 But this hypersignificance remains 
opaque. Again and again, these 
occupations have featured scenes in 
which protesters beaten and pepper-
sprayed by the police have insisted 
that their oppressors are also, in 
their way, part of the ninety-nine per-
cent. Occasionally, in New York, there 
is a more complicated fantasy in 

which the only truly oppressive cops 
are the supervisors — “whiteshirts,” 
after the white (rather than blue) 
shirts they wear, but also because 
obliquely referencing class status — 
whereas the blue-collar cops are only 
reluctantly doing their jobs. 
	 At the same time, there has been 
more and more criticism of collabo-
rationist policies toward the police, 
and an increasingly acrimonious 
debate within the movement, initi-
ated in many cases by its anarchist 
and anti-statist wing. Occupy Oak-
land, for instance, has refused to 
cooperate with the Oakland Police 
and its General Assemblies feature 
long lines of people who speak elo-
quently and bluntly about police vio-
lence in the city. So there is a debate 
within the movement, one that the 
brutal police repression of Occupy 
Boston, happening just as Occupy 
Oakland was getting under way, has 
in some regard brought to a head. 
	 In an ironic turn, on the same day 
as the repression of Occupy Boston, 
n+1 published Jeremy Kessler’s “The 
Police and the 99 Percent,” a vir-
tual compendium of the fallacies, 
apologetics, wishful thinking, and 

historical misprisions assembled 
to defend the strategy of police 
compliance. Alas — and curiously 
enough for a journal with a brief but 
consistent record of critique — the 
article sides decisively with compli-
ance and complicity. In doing so, it 
misunderstands the character of the 
occupations; the recent history of the 
movement of the squares; the role 
and history of the police in relation 
to antistate and anticapitalist move-
ments; the position of non-violence; 
and accepts exactly what is most 
problematic and disabling about the 
formulation of the “99 Percent.”
	 Kessler approaches the issue 
of the police not from a moralistic 
position – he does not insist, for 
instance, that we must approach the 
police with loving kindness, lest we 
produce bad vibes or bad karma – but 
from a strategic one. He thinks that 
confrontations with police dissuade 
a putative “middle-class,” including 
union labor, from joining the occu-
pation. The only possible recourse is 
to live up to the Occupy movement’s 
promise of including the superplural-
ity of the “99 Percent.” The movement 
must, therefore, establish links with 
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of the Depression era South in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Those photos, so 
austere, so pure, are seared into the cultural memory of a certain American 
generation: the cool-eyed stare of the young woman, framed against the 
clapboard side of a house, her mouth in a thin, crooked almost-smile that 
doesn’t quite prevent us from noticing the cheeks sunken from malnour-
ishment and early loss of teeth, the barefoot tow-headed children on their 
rickety porches, amid the cast down farm tools, a pair of worn and dusty 
boots. Part of a WPA project that aimed to call attention to the depth of rural 
American poverty, Evans’s photographs perversely ended up memorializing 
and ennobling the hardness of the lives that the government he worked for 
wanted to ameliorate. Through the very stoicism that came out on camera 
and in James Agee’s accompanying text, his subjects came to signify the vir-
tuous poor who deserved “a hand up, not a handout,” although they mostly 
got food stamps. Those images were made to convince a public of outsiders, 
and that is the very thing that makes the suffering they display so easy on the 
eye, all these generations later. I wanted some old time stoicism that I could 
project my emotions on, like the good liberal I stubbornly remain, even 
though I know that, in politics, no silence goes unpunished. What I wanted 
from OWS, too, as an outsider, was greater dignity, even while knowing that 
they wouldn’t be so indignant if America hadn’t lost all its own long ago. “We 
Are the 99%” is more an internal document of the movement than an exter-
nal one. It doesn’t want your sympathy, although many of the stories are writ-
ten in a language designed to evoke sympathy. It’s an invitation to identify, 
to join the party and accept the consequences of acknowledging that, in fact, 
we are the ninety-nine percent. 

mike konczal
Parsing the Data and Ideology of the We Are 99% Tumblr

[From Rortybomb.wordpress.com, October 9, 2011]

In order to get a slightly better empirical handle on this 

important tumblr, I created a script designed to read all 

of the pages and parse out the html text on the site. 

It doesn’t read the images (can anyone in the audience 

automate calls to an OCR?), just the html text. After 

collecting all the text on all the pages, the code then 

goes through it to try to find interesting points.

It’s a fun exercise, pointing out things I wouldn’t have 

seen otherwise. For instance, I found this adorable little 

rascal, pictured below, mucking up the algorithm, as the 

first version of the code assumed all the ages would have 

two digits. I found that he, and the sign his mom made for 

him as a confessional to her son, hit me a ton harder than 

any of the more direct signs of despair in this economy:

the police by appearing more like the 
police themselves, in cultural terms. 
It should establish itself as, well, kind 
of normal-looking and non-threaten-
ing. This might encourage the police 
toward a quiet insubordination once 
the call to crack down on Liberty Plaza 
eventually comes.
	 The first thing to say about this 
is that what Kessler proposes has 
already been contradicted by the very 
situation he describes. The occu-
pation in Zuccotti Park began as a 
relatively small encampment, and the 
initial police response was, as Kessler 
himself observes, “brutal.” Videos 
quickly surfaced of police grabbing, 
tossing, macing, batoning, barricad-
ing, and arresting protesters without 
provocation; one video showed an 
officer telling another that he hoped 
“his nightstick would get a workout 
tonight.” It was precisely the spread 
of these videos that drew the crowds, 
that made it impossible for the media 
to continue to ignore the protests; 
it was precisely the unmistakable 
images of a violent state apparatus 
mobilized to protect financial inter-
ests that revealed the nature of the 
present moment. The October non-
surprise that JPMorgan Chase had 
previously donated $4.6 million to the 
NYC Police Foundation (the largest 
gift in the foundation’s history) gave 
this relationship between the police 
and the financiers a headline, but 
the earlier images of police brutal-
ity at Occupy Wall Street had already 
presented more powerfully the same 
material fact, and it was these images 
that began to draw more protesters to 

Zuccotti Park. We can dispense with 
the notion that the specter of police 
violence is the real limit to participa-
tion by some phantom “American 
middle class.” But we cannot dispense 
with the notion that police are violent 
and threatening, and that they will 
be — have already been — levied to 
break the occupations. 
	 It is hard to imagine anyone deny-
ing that it would be a good thing if 
the police were to take the side of the 
occupations. This is a far cry, how-
ever, from the belief that such a thing 
could reasonably happen. We must 
distinguish between analysis — an 
analysis of the concrete situation 
and accompanying historical record 
— and wish fulfillment fantasy. The 
latter tends, after all, to lead toward 
quite disastrous strategic and tacti-
cal decisions. In Tahrir Square — a 
place and idea toward which the 
Occupy movement swears fidel-
ity — there was, despite some folks’ 
hysterical amnesia on this score, 
no commitment to non-violence, 
no gesture of complicity with the 
police, and no hesitation in resisting 
the government’s armed thugs. The 
Egyptians understood with clarity 
who their antagonists were, what 
their relationship to them was, and 
what would be needed to prevent the 
movement from being crushed by 
the folks with the guns and clubs. 
	 The argument that “the cops 
will eventually come to sweep us 
away” may seem to open onto the 
conclusion “thus the cops must be 
befriended” — but only if one some-
how suppresses the very reasons that 

the cops will come in the first place, 
and the long history of the police in 
relation to popular militancy. Cairo 
is one such example; others multiply 
throughout history. On the other side 
of the ledger: few entries indeed. It is 
true that armies and navies have been 
known to take the side of the people 
in revolutionary moments, but they 
are in the business of taking and hold-
ing territory, a portable trade. Police 
are charged with disciplining popula-
tions. Were they to take the side of the 
population, they would be without a 
trade. Any serious reading of history 
suggests that the police everywhere 
maintain their fidelity to the task of 
performing as bodyguards for money, 
property, and power. 
	 Kessler offers a paradigmatic 
example of what Mark Fisher calls 
“capitalist realism,” which always 
takes the form of something like 
the following: OK, kids, utopia sounds 
great, but let’s let the serious people take 
over and work within the given limits of 
the world before us. The problem isn’t 
simply that this involves quitting 
in advance of struggling, it’s that 
Kessler’s historical vision doesn’t 
even follow the principle of realism, 
or, even better, of reality. History is 
not on his side. One of his assump-
tions is that the ultimate goal of the 
Occupy movement is to animate a 

new political majority, a new hege-
monic force. There is no discussion, 
however, of the kinds of force such 
a majority might exert, of what it 
might do. There is simply the assem-
bling-in-place of the great ninety-
nine percenters and their processual 
assemblies; these, Kessler assumes, 
are slowly, somehow, supposed to 
arrive at an actual political stance. 
Though this movement might go in 
any number of directions, it seems 
clear that if everyone follows Kes-
sler’s recommendation and agrees 
that the one thing they shouldn’t do 
is alienate the “middle-class” — if 
the goal of the movement is simply 
to assemble and increasingly resem-
ble the already extant social order — 
then it seems likely that the demand 
arrived at, eventually, will suffer from 
the tyrannical logic of the lowest 
common denominator. It will most 
likely take the form of a demand that 
everyone join the Democratic Party 
immediately to ward off the threat of 
Rick Perry or Mitt Romney.
	 Perhaps it’s true, as Kessler notes, 
that only through agreeing to play by 
the rules and not offend the delicate 
sensibilities of the middle-class will 
the occupations become a true politi-
cal majority. But it’s not clear what’s 
to be gained from such growth, if in 
exchange we make sure to refrain 
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“Children” has a few false positives in it (“It used to 

be my dream to help disabled children”), but only a few. 

Student loans are an overwhelming presence, though often 

with the same terms repeated and giant dollar figures 

next to them, so it sticks with you. For all the people 

indentured with student loans, there are almost as many 

worried about how they are going to take care of their 

kids.

Scanning the entire text, what is equally interesting is 

what is missing. There are no signs of luxury fever or 

cascading consumption heading downhill. These aren’t the 

signs of people envious of their peers going off to the 

high-end financial sector and then getting bailed out. The 

only time luxuries are mentioned are in a mode of denial 

(“We do not own HD TVs, expensive automobiles, use cable 

TV.”). The only time unions are mentioned are in retreat 

and defeat (“No union”, “threatend [sic] by funding cuts 

and union busting”). So how to theorize this?

IDEOLOGY

So if the “99%” Tumblr was a PAC, what would its demands 

look like, and what ideology would it presuppose? Freddie 

DeBoer is discouraged after reading the “99%” tumblr. He’s 

concerned it reflects a desire for restoration of the glory 

days of the 90s-00s, and “this country cannot be fixed by 

wishing to go back to the economics of 2005.” Concerned 

that the solidarity is one that, at most, is a I-got-mine-

you-go-get-yours form of neoliberalism (as he imagines it, 

“I went to college and I don’t have the job and the car and 

the lifestyle I was promised”), DeBoer is worried that “We 

Are the 99%” isn’t “a rejection of our failing order. It is 

an embrace of it in the most cynical terms.”

With all due respect to DeBoer, the demands I found aren’t 

the ones of the go-go 90s-00s, but instead far more ancient 

cry, one of premodernity and antiquity.

Let’s bring up a favorite quote around here. Anthropologist 

David Graeber cites historian Moses Finley, who identified 

“the perennial revolutionary programme of antiquity, 

Going through the approximately 1,000 entries in the 

tumblr, here is the distribution of ages that I was able to 

generate:

Given that we assume tumblr and webcams are technologies 

of the young, the age distribution has a higher tail end 

than I had expected. There were two major clusters — people 

around 20 and people around 27, each with their own major 

concerns.

What were the most frequent words? We ate up all the words 

across all text and came up with the following list:

“Of Interest” is my call — I removed all the pronouns and 

other words that occur frequently but didn’t get at the 

chief concerns of the ninety-nine percent. The major words 

are jobs and debt, as a quick glance of the site would 

show. The ability to make it month to month shows up here 

more than on the glance, with “pay”, “afford”, “rent”, 

“food” and “bills” right underneath the big items.

Student debt is a meta-concern, but what are the others? 

Scanning, I totaled four major categories. Here is the 

number of individual entry texts that flagged each, and the 

search terms to grab them:

from doing anything that disrupts 
the smooth reproduction of the 
status quo. The filling of U.S. plazas 
and parks with millions of people 
doing little but complying is unlikely 
to bring even mild reform. No, to do 
that we’ll have to resort to the old 
strategies of the strike, the blockade, 
sabotage and — one hopes — the 
occupation and expropriation of 
private property. 

	 Though numbers are, in many 
regards, decisive, they are not 
everything. This suggests there is 
another way we might interpret the 
Occupationists’ deferral of content 
and emphasis on process, that it 
indicates a focus on what these 
occupations intend to do, and how 
they intend to do it, rather than what 
they say or what proclamations they 
release. This would bring them back 

to the ideas that emerged out of the 
original California and New York 
occupations, which insisted that an 
occupation was not a bargaining chip 
but an act of claiming the things we 
need to survive. Such occupations 
were not, therefore, about asking for 
concessions from the state, nor were 
they simply a launching pad for a new 
political discourse or a new hege-
mony. The sign “I am the 99 percent” 

retains its ambiguity; signs like 
“Capitalism Cannot Be Reformed” 
and “It’s Class Warfare and We’re 
Losing” less so. Such stances, still 
lurking beneath the slogans on Wall 
Street, might be one way to think 
about what is happening (or what 
could happen) in Zuccotti Park: 
people learning to provide for each 
other, now that it is quite clear that 
capitalism can’t provide for them. 



30

cancel debts and redistribute the land, the slogan of a 

peasantry, not of a working class.”  And think through 

these cases. The overwhelming majority of these statements 

are actionable demands in the form of (i) free us from the 

bondage of these debts and (ii) give us a bare minimum 

to survive on in order to lead decent lives (or, in pre-

industrial terms, give us some land). In Finley’s terms, 

these are the demands of a peasantry, not a working class.

The actual ideology of modernity, broadly speaking, is 

absent. There isn’t the affluenza of Freddie’s worries, no 

demands for cheap gas, cheaper credit, giant houses, bigger 

electronics all under the cynical ”Ownership Society” 

banner. The demands, broadly, are healthcare, education and 

not to feel exploited at the high-level, and the desire to 

not live month-to-month on bills, food and rent and under 

less of the burden of debt at the practical level.

The people in the tumblr aren’t demanding to bring 

democracy into the workplace via large-scale unionization, 

much less shorter work days and more pay. They aren’t 

talking the language of mid-twentieth century liberalism, 

where everyone puts on blindfolds and cuts slices of 

pie to share. The ninety-nine percent looks too beaten 

down to demand anything as grand as “fairness” in their 

distribution of the economy. There’s no calls for some sort 

of post-industrial personal fulfillment in their labor 

— very few even invoke the idea that a job should “mean 

something.” It’s straight out of antiquity — free us from 

the bondage of our debts and give us a basic ability to 

survive.

It’s awful that it has come to this, but it also is an 

opportunity. As was discussed in the monetary debate 

from earlier, creditors aren’t bosses; their power 

is less coercive and much more obviously based on 

socially-constructed fictions, laws and ideas. As Peter 

Frase pointed out:

Charles Petersen

The Politics of 
the Poor
Who are they and what are their 
demands? everyone immediately 
demanded to know. The puzzlement 
showed how the movement that began 
on September 17 as Occupy Wall Street 
differs from the great social movements 
of the past fifty years. In a more politically 
legible and familiar world, poor people 
would be more like gay people: distrib-
uted throughout the population, with a 
new generation born to Republican and 
Democratic households alike. (Every year 
more adolescents and young adults would 
come out: “Dad, I don’t know how to tell 
you this — I’m poor, and I always have 
been.”) Those weighed down by college 
loans would seem, as a class, more like 
women: encountering few formal barri-
ers to success but self-evident exclusion 
from the commanding heights. (Only 
eleven percent of American corporate 
board members are women; what still 
smaller percentage took on significant 
student debt?) The unemployed would be 
more like African-Americans during the 
civil rights era; they could march down 
the street without anyone from Fox News 
insisting that they are nothing but a bunch 
of “kids” (forty-five percent of whom, 
aged 16-29, are currently unemployed) 
or “washed-up protesters” (the average 
length of unemployment of workers aged 
55-64 —  in other words, the veterans of 
Woodstock — is forty-five weeks.)
	 The celebrated social movements of 
the past half century achieved their suc-
cesses — however achingly partial they 
remain — by demanding full citizenship 
for Americans whose racial or sexual iden-
tity barred them from equality under the 
law and equal economic opportunity. The 
different challenge facing Occupy Wall 
Street can be seen, ironically, in the move-
ment’s most distinctive slogan: We are the 
ninety-nine percent. Pretty funny when a 
Canadian-launched agitation, started by a 
few hundred people, claims to represent 
310 million Americans! The problem here 
isn’t the more ordinary one of gather-
ing a disenfranchised group into We, the 
people… That particular story of freedom, 

with a deep moral and legal basis in Amer-
ican life, extends from the elimination 
of property qualifications for white male 
voters starting in 1811 to the gay marriage 
victories of 2011. It’s another thing entirely 
to redefine the American populace at large 
as an excluded group, cast out from the 
democracy and prosperity that supposedly 
form the national birthright. To imagine 
that something like this could possibly 
succeed is about as outlandish as suppos-
ing that a harassed Tunisian street vendor 
could topple governments throughout the 
Arab world by setting himself on fire.
	 For now We are the ninety-nine per-
cent doesn’t come close to being true. And 
yet the scope of the claim — ninety-nine 
percent! — indicates the immense promise 
of the movement: nothing less than to 
build a left populism capable of rescuing 
the country in the name of the people of, 
by, and for whom it’s allegedly governed. 
Given the demoralization of the working 
class, the corporate domination of politics 
and the media, the Republican control of 
the House (and blockade in the Senate), 
this is undeniably a quixotic effort. No one 
but our grandparents has a living memory 
of the last attempt at left populism during 
a prolonged economic crisis. Can Occupy 
Wall Street eventually lead to a re-occupa-
tion of the fifty states by a citizenry with 
a new idea of itself? For the moment, it 
looks like the country’s last best hope.

On the “We are the 99 Percent” blog, 
those who haven’t made it to lower Man-
hattan, and some that have, post low-res 
pictures of themselves beside handwrit-
ten notes describing their predicament. 
Foreclosures, health care costs, and 
student debt figure prominently. The effect 
is to charge the voices of the protesters in 
Liberty Plaza and around the country with 
the spirit of the dispossessed across the 
country. It doesn’t matter where we are: 

unless we belong to the one per cent, we 
are all part of the “precariat,” living day-
to-day and paycheck-to-paycheck. The 
abyss is never more than a pink slip away, 
and if things had gone a bit differently, 
our picture would be on that blog too; 
some of our pictures already are there. The 
internet, rather than merely conveying a 
sense of the protesters’ reality to those at 
the other end of the transmission, now 
also confers a kind of “virtual reality” upon 
the marchers by marking each of us as 
members of the huge social class repre-
sented by the blog.
	 It’s this mutual affirmation between 
virtual and real that makes these pro-
tests different from the anti-globalization 
battles of the 90s and early 00s. Those days 
of rage, heartening as they were, always 
felt scattered and far away if you didn’t 
participate. Now, digital manifestations 
of the ninety-nine percent are combin-
ing with street protests to create an effect 
far more comprehensive and continuous. 
When Mother Jones invites you to “Meet 
4 Middle-Class Americans Who’ve Been 
Politicized by #OccupyWallStreet,” the 
identity of the quartet doesn’t expand 
to the whole gathering movement, but 
contracts to the four. When, on the other 
hand, four more people add their photos 
and stories to the “We are the 99 Percent” 
blog, then four more, and then four more, 
it feels not like atomization but the build-
ing of complex molecules. You don’t need 
to be unemployed, poor, or foreclosed 
upon. You only need to feel like you could 
be. Who, at this point, doesn’t feel that?
	 The vague identity of the Occupy 
Wall Street protests, so much deplored at 
first, has proven the movement’s greatest 
strength. The very nature of global capital-
ism is to break down all “natural” groups. 

The market allows the strongest (or most 
craven) members of any identity group 
to join the meritocracy: capitalism with 
a multicultural face. Who can complain 
that (s)he never had a chance, when a 
black guy and a Latina sit on the Supreme 
Court? But the relative triumph of the new 
social movements may have prepared the 
ground for a more universal movement: 
with specific injustices against identity 
groups mitigated, the global injustice of 
the system becomes even plainer. More 
obvious innovations aside (the genius of 
the “People’s Mic,” the surprising inspira-
tion of the leaderless “General Assem-
bly”), the blurring of identitarian lines and 
the linking together of different portions 
of the insulted and injured is what marks 
Occupy Wall Street as a new stage in the 
opposition to neoliberalism. What does 
the ninety-nine percent have in common? 
That we had nothing in common until 
now — besides our solitary experience of 
exposure to the market. 
	 Maybe the left is learning to use the 
tools of capitalism against capital. Neo-
liberalism functions by making the virtual 
into the real and vice versa; it has reconfig-
ured the “real world” of people and things 
as virtual flows, digitally represented, of 
quantities of abstract capital. At its most 
extreme, face-to-face society is replaced 
by Facebook virtuality, as the immediate 
relationships comprising neighborhoods 
and districts are more and more replaced 
by the national and transnational relation-
ships of social networking, where the insu-
lar affinities of family and old friends are 
maintained at the expense of identification 
with one’s inhabited place. Thus urban-
ites get involved in the Obama campaign 
without ever learning the name of their 
city council representatives. 
	 Occupy Wall Street, like capital-
ism, also makes the virtual (or invisible 
and scattered) real (or visible and con-
centrated), but to a different end. Did 
the banks recklessly leverage deposits 
at 30-to-1? Very well, “We Are the 99 
Percent” will leverage the nine percent of 
the population that is currently unem-
ployed at 11-to-1, to demonstrate that all 
members of the modern workforce share 
in a precarious existence. So the appar-
ently abstract class of the dispossessed 
and the economically precarious begins to 
recognize in the general public.
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Indeed, widespread and large debt loads are one of the most 

important ways in which my generation differs from those 

that immediately preceded it. This has direct implications 

for the left: more than once, older comrades have noted to 

me that it has become much more difficult to live in the 

kind of bohemian poverty that sustained earlier radicals 

and activists...

And there may be some advantages to a politics centered 

around debt rather than wage labor. The problem confronting 

the wage laborer is that they are, in fact, dependent on 

the boss for their sustenance, unless they can solve the 

collective action problem of getting everyone together 

to expropriate the expropriators. Debt, on the other 

hand, is just an agreed-upon social fiction denoting an 

obligation for some act of consumption that has already 

occurred. The only way to make people respect debt is 

through some combination of brute force and ideological 

	 Still, what about that ninety-nine 
percent slogan? The top percentile in 
the United States begins with household 
incomes of roughly $500,000 per year, ten 
times the annual income of the median 
American family. As the leading blog-
gers of the institutional left have pointed 
out, even if we managed to raise the taxes 
of such high earners there simply aren’t 
enough of them to pay for everything 
we need. The top one percent now takes 
home nineteen percent of American earn-
ings, as much as everyone in the bottom 
fifty percent combined — but this still 
leaves sixty-two percent of America’s total 
income going to the bracket between fifty 
and ninety-nine percent. It’s a north of 
the fiftieth percentile, among the upper 
middle class and lower upper class — not 
just those making more than $250,000, the 
lower bound on the Obama Administra-
tion’s “tax the rich” strategy, but also those 
making $104,000, the lower bound of the 
top twenty percent — that real changes 
must be made. It’s here that taxes need to 
be raised and ideologies altered. Had Matt 
Yglesias been in charge of coming up with 
a slogan for a left-wing protest movement, 
it would have been, he said, “We are the 
90 percent!” Doug Henwood, editor of 
the mighty Left Business Observer, adds, 
“Maybe 80% is more like it.”
	 Not a very catchy slogan. The problem 
with any 90 vs. 10 (or 80 vs. 20) framing 
of debate has to do with the distribution 
not of income but of class conscious-
ness. Thirty-nine percent of Americans 
believed, in 2000, that they were already 
among the top one percent of earners or 
would be “soon.” Soak the rich won’t work 
so long as many Americans still think 
(in spite of social mobility levels below 
those of Western Europe) that they will 
soon number among the soaked rich. If 
two-fifths of the population identifies with 
the wealthiest one percent, then explicitly 
going after the wealthiest ten or twenty 
per cent would be a sure way to alienate 
the majority. 
	 “We Are the ninety-nine percent” is a 
great slogan because it’s not really about 
income and taxation but about repre-
sentation and influence. The doctors, 
lawyers, small-business owners and other 
professionals that make up the top twenty 
percent may mostly vote Republican; 
they may wield undue political influence, 
and their lobbyists undoubtedly buy off 
members of congress right and left. But 
no one, including them, believes that they 
have their hands on the levers of power. 

It’s David Koch and Rupert Murdoch 
and George Soros and Bill Gates who get 
admitted into the control room. Even the 
thirty-nine percent that believe they will 
soon join the one percent don’t imagine 
they will get to run the country — they 
just think they’ll buy a bigger house in 
the next suburb over. Forget about annual 
income: the top one percent controls 
forty-two percent of American capital. 
That’s an oligarchy. And if you think you’ll 
belong to the oligarchy tomorrow, you’re 
either a lunatic or an oligarch today. 
	 The occupiers have bypassed the 
debate about fair taxation to make a move 
on the system of representation itself. 
Here is the soft underbelly of American 
“democracy.” The unrecognized con-
sequence of record low Congressional 
approval ratings is that people across the 
country are more prepared than at any 
other time in recent history for funda-
mental reform of the electoral system. 
The protests haven’t just made visible a 
large group of excluded people, previously 
unrecognized; the protests have also hit on 
a political agenda with previously unrec-
ognized appeal. Hence the sensation, on 
the part of both old leftists and Jon-Stew-
art-watching Obama supporters, of some-
thing like a breakthrough. Almost the first 
proposal on the protesters’ lips was the 
repeal of the Citizens United decision and 
the denial of corporate personhood. The 
insistence that we citizens are the people, 
and that corporate persons aren’t, is so 

legitimacy — a legitimacy that we can only hope is starting 

to slip away.

Upon reflection, it is very obvious where the problems are. 

There’s no universal health care to handle the randomness 

of poor health. There’s no free higher education to allow 

people to develop their skills outside the logic and 

relations of indentured servitude. Our bankruptcy code 

has been rewritten by the top one percent when instead, 

it needs to be a defense against their need to shove 

inequality-driven debt at populations. And finally, there’s 

no basic income guaranteed to each citizen to keep poverty 

and poor circumstances at bay.

We have piecemeal, leaky versions of each of these in our 

current liberal social safety net. Having collated all 

these responses, I think completing these projects should 

be the ultimate goal of the ninety-nine percent.

powerful that it’s incredible how rarely it 
has been publicly articulated — or would 
be incredible if it weren’t for the domi-
nance of the public sphere by just those 
legal persons known as corporations. 
	 This feeling of the happily obvious, of 
the self-sufficiently simple, is a good sign 
for any populist movement, which by defi-
nition can’t consist mainly of sophisticates. 
Of course the way to move left causes for-
ward is to make the electoral process more 
democratic; of course the way to promote 
such reform is by targeting the industry 
more responsible than any other for dis-
torting our politics, one with which eighty 
to ninety-nine percent of this country 
doesn’t identify: Wall Street. The protest-
ers have other demands too, which may 
never attract great numbers: the end of 
capitalism, or the freeing of Mumia (a man 
on death row for so long it sometimes 
seemed impossible he would ever die, 
even of natural causes). Still, the occupiers’ 
immediate moves have been so straight-
forward and so popular as to suggest that 
the left may begin to contemplate a return 
from the wilderness. Neither in Europe 
nor the US has it ever been necessary for 

the left to be in office to exercise influence; 
it has needed only to be strong, and then 
de Gaulle or Nixon would helplessly enact 
much of its program. In a Republican 
debate, Mitt Romney — Mitt Romney! — 
referred sympathetically to the occupiers 
as a sign of economic discontent. Romney 
would say or do anything to get elected, 
and this includes pledging to erect statues 
of Michael Moore and Slavoj Žižek in 
Zuccotti Park. What a truly powerful left 
wants, it may get, no matter who governs. 
	 The key, for the time being, is that 
Wall Street remain a rallying point for 
an argument about money and politics 
in American life and not become a mere 
synonym for the financial industry. Joseph 
Stiglitz, speaking at a teach-in at Liberty 
Plaza, suggested sensibly enough that the 
movement get behind a financial transac-
tion tax. To which a protester muttered: 
“Great, but then the money just goes to 
the same old people.” You could say the 
protester was confused: Wall Street and 
the government aren’t the same people. 
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Or you could say he’d hit the nail on 
the head: in a sense, Wall Street and the 
government are the same people. (As one 
of the ninety nine percent tweeted: “Lots 
saying #ows should occupy Pennyslvania 
Ave instead of Wall St. Eh? Why speak 
to middle management when you can go 
straight to the boss?”)
	 The issue with the reforms proposed by 
economists and bloggers isn’t that they’re 
too complicated for the public to under-
stand — it’s that they aren’t ambitious 
enough. A child can understand that a 
corporation is not a person. The demands 
made by Occupy Wall Street — when and 
if they do come —  should remain equally 
straightforward and radical. 
	 The biggest and best goal implied by 
We are the ninety-nine percent is the 
reconstitution of the American “people” 
as progressive force bringing about a 
society that’s just, sustainable, and free. 
An important and neglected work of 
recent years, Ernesto Laclau’s On Populist 
Reason (2005), argued that the complaints 
typically lodged against populism — its 
instability, its vagueness, its ideological 
emptiness — point to the virtues of the 
phenomenon. If so, this is encouraging 
for a movement often taxed with amor-
phousness and incoherence. Populism, in 
Laclau’s model, links a series of “equival-
ential demands” under the “floating signi-
fier” of the people. The demands equal one 
another not in importance but by virtue of 
proposing an identity or equivalence unit-
ing them. 
	 Laclau offers the platform of the late 
nineteenth century People’s Party as an 
example: to increase the money supply 
meant to nationalize the railroads meant 
to shorten the working day meant to abol-
ish the Pinkerton Agency meant to ensure 
decent pensions for Union veterans, and 
so on. The “people” were the people who 
wanted all those things — or enough of 
them, anyway, to join with others in ask-
ing for them all. Of course the “people” 
of the People’s Party wasn’t equivalential 
enough; it neglected black citizens and 
particularly spurned Asian-Americans. 
But the floating signifier of the people 
came, all the same, to cover an imposing 
number of actual persons. And, as Laclau 
declares, “The very possibility of democ-
racy depends on the construction of a 
democratic ‘people.’” 
	 A people, in the populist sense, never 
includes everybody, and any decent Amer-
ican populism will have to guard the rights 
of the persons falling outside of its shifting 
self-definition; one task of the ninety nine 
percent, if it ever attains power, will be to 
ensure the protection of the one hundred 
percent. The responsibilities of power 
remain, however, a long way off. The battle 
of the moment pits domination by corpo-
rate persons against an emergent demo-
cratic people. Victory, if it happens at all, 
will take months and years of effort after 
these initial promising weeks. Meanwhile 
a movement is finding out who it is. That 
it couldn’t say at the start means only that 
it is learning, listening, thinking, growing. 
“This country has not fulfilled the reason-
able expectations of mankind,” Emerson 
wrote in 1838, when the US was still a 
very young country. Maybe we’re not yet 
too old.

Benjamin Kunkel
Twilight of 
the Fossils
Unable to imagine the past except 
in the form of costume dramas or to 
think of the future except in terms of 
far-off collapse, our era has suffered 
from a blocked political imagina-
tion. For twenty years we flattered 
or rued our condition as the end of 
history. But present-day civilization 
reflects arrangements exceptional 
in human history — and perhaps 
equally fragile. It is characterized 
in particular by an unprecedented 
dominance of fossilized labor (or 
capital) over living labor, and of fossil 
energy — oil, coal, and natural gas — 
over living energy. This reign of the 
fossils must and will end. Two special 
conditions that we’ve taken for 
granted are not long for this world: 
an ever-growing supply of fossil fuel 
and other non-renewable resources, 
and endless economic growth. 
	 The words ecology and economy 
share a root in oikos, Greek for house-
hold. This suggests the concerns they 
name must ultimately coincide: the 
establishment and maintenance of 
the human residence on earth. Yet 
economics and ecology are rarely 
taken seriously at the same time, and 
official opinion usually denies that a 
crisis exists in either sphere. Few pro-
fessional economists and no promi-
nent politicians will concede what 
was obvious to the classical econo-
mists: namely, that economic growth 
would eventually terminate in what 
John Stuart Mill called a “stationary 
state.” Mill and Adam Smith focused 
on limits to the division of labor: 
subdividing economic activity could 
only bring about productivity gains 
up to a point. More recent analysts 

have worried about the exhaustion 
of natural resources (as in the Club 
of Rome’s famous 1972 report, The 
Limits to Growth and much literature 
since), or about the preponder-
ance of services, such as health and 
education, over industry and agri-
culture in contemporary capitalism. 
As an IMF working paper from 1997 
argued, industry and agriculture are, 
for technical reasons, susceptible 
to productivity improvements that 
the service sector can never enjoy to 
the same extent: manufacturing or 
farming can become more efficient 
in a way that nursing or teaching, for 
example, cannot.
	 Given mass unemployment on 
a global scale, it’s not that further 
per capita economic growth has 
become impossible in principle. 
To employ the unemployed would 
by definition (and all other things 
being equal) increase output. But the 
world economy since the 1970s has 
been marked by overaccumulation of 
capital, as the Marxist tradition calls 
it, and insufficient wages. Globaliza-
tion has undermined the bargaining 
power of labor, as the workers of any 
one country more and more com-
pete against those of all countries. 
The result is a chronic shortfall of 
demand: workers, employed and 
unemployed, simply lack the means 
to purchase enough of capitalism’s 
output for the system to expand at 
prior rates. But even if the world 
economy were re-balanced in such 
a way as to ensure an ideal propor-
tion of profits to wages, resource 
constraints would soon impair the 
productivity of precisely those areas 
of the economy — manufacturing 
and agriculture — in which great 
advances in productivity have histori-
cally taken place. 
	 The most immediately threaten-
ing resource constraint is “peak oil”: 
a maximum rate of annual produc-
tion. If peak oil hasn’t yet arrived, it 
soon will, in spite of the discovery 
of large underwater deposits and 
improvements in recovery rates for 
existing fields. (The International 
Energy Agency’s chief economist 
has announced that conventional 
oil production probably peaked 
in 2006.) Peak production of both 
conventional and unconventional 
liquids needn’t immediately crash 
the world economy, as doomsday 
scenarios have supposed. But a 
declining supply of petroleum will 
coincide with a growing global 
population, and alternative liquid 
fuels, whether cleaner or dirtier than 
petroleum, will be more expensive 
to produce than “black gold,” with 
serious consequences for global 
transportation costs. Nor is peak oil 

the only looming environmental 
check to growth. A group of scien-
tists, including the leading American 
climatologist James Hansen, has 
identified nine “planetary boundar-
ies” that humanity transgresses at its 
peril. Already three — atmospheric 
concentrations of carbon, loss of 
nitrogen from the soil, and the 
extinction of other species — have 
been exceeded. 
	 What will be the economic dimen-
sions of these ecological limits? Fuel 
costs, falling over several centuries, 
may rise dramatically, whether as 
a result of peak oil or a carbon tax 
or some combination of the two. 
And prices of raw materials, from 
cotton to copper, are also likely to 
continue increasing. The risks for 
industrial productivity are obvious. 
Meanwhile soil exhaustion and an 
unstable climate — the severe floods 
and droughts brought on by global 
warming — threaten to erode agri-
cultural productivity. In all, we are 
likely to confront a stagnant or even 
shrinking economy together with a 
growing human population, pre-
dicted to reach nine billion by mid-
century. Schumpeter pronounced 
that “stationary capitalism would be 
a contradictio in adjecto.” More recent 
work, notably by Hermann Daly, has 
disputed the claim and an outlined a 
steady-state capitalism. Beyond ques-
tion is that a such a society would be 
very different from the capitalism we 
have known.
	 What to do? Mostly the question 
goes unasked. Economists notori-
ously proceed as if the natural world 
were inexhaustible, and even the 
socialists among them have often 
branded talk of resource constraints 
as Malthusian scare-mongering. 
Ecological discussions tend to be 
less blinkered. Even so, the green 
conception of an “ecological civi-
lization” (to borrow a term of Fred 
Magdoff’s) tends toward a hazy com-
munitarianism; the future is pictured 
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as a somewhat imaginary Vermont. 
Questions of the production and 
distribution of wealth, of trade and 
class, are ignored. The task of politi-
cal imagination, as an age of “glo-
balization” founders in economic 
stagnation and drawn-out environ-
mental collapse, is to conceive a 
contrary movement of localization: the 
reorganization of society on a more 
modest, local scale. The alternative is 
aggravated class society and “plan-
etary eco-side,” as it has been called.
	 The economics of localization 
contain a promise to reverse the 
domination of capital over labor. 
An end to cheap transportation may 
enforce a re-localization of indus-
trial production, strengthening the 
hand of workers whose jobs are no 
longer so easily off-shored. Mean-
while costlier raw materials — their 
higher price owing both to scarcity 
and increased transportation costs 
— will have to be used with greater 
care, yielding a material culture 
characterized by durable rather than 
disposable goods and a re-emphasis 
on artisanal work. And skilled labor 
can command a higher price than 
unskilled. Over past centuries, 
industrial and agricultural produc-
tion have become ever more capital-
intensive and less labor-intensive. 
Marx called this “the rising organic 
composition of capital,” and the 
results have been those he predicted: 
mass unemployment for labor and a 
profitability crisis for capital. Local-
ization might bring about some-
thing different — production by the 
masses instead of mass production. 
	 The relocalization of production 
will take place in a global economy 
approaching stasis. The social impli-
cations of such a conjunction are 
profound. If capitalism has proved 
tolerable to the mass of workers over 
past centuries, their acquiescence 
has been bought by growth: the rich 
got continuously richer but so did 
the poor tend to become less poor. A 
stationary state, by contrast, is a zero-
sum game, in which the increasing 
wealth of one class can only reflect 
the diminishing wealth of another. 
It will bring class division, and so 
class conflict, into sharp relief. Noth-
ing ensures that the result of such a 
contest will be egalitarian; relocal-
ization — of politics no less than of 
production — by its nature implies 
that outcomes will be various. But 
a stationary state will concentrate 
many minds, currently indifferent to 
questions of economic organization, 
on the necessity of socialism for any 
humane future society. This need 
not mean a “command economy” 
or “central planning”; theories of 
market socialism are well-developed, 

and even the practice isn’t unknown. 
Socialism means, here, broader 
ownership of productive resources 
and a more equal though not neces-
sarily flat distribution of income and 
wealth.
	 We need, in other words, to 
learn to imagine a self-renewing 
civilization of social production and 
renewable energy: a sort of solar 
socialism. Economically, this implies 
full employment and a basic social 
provision of fundamental goods. But 
the implications aren’t only eco-
nomic. Today politics and culture are 
both administered from afar; they 
are the self-interested productions 
of an elite, delivered to the masses. 
Societies organized on a more local 
and egalitarian basis will have the 
chance to conduct politics and create 
culture more intimately and demo-
cratically than we do today. More 
modest in their material wealth than 
the rich countries are today, they 
may be immodest in their elabora-
tion of human capacities. Nor should 
localization imply provincialism: 
digital interconnectedness can keep 
us worldly and cosmopolitan even as 
we become more rooted in our local 
ground. Fredric Jameson observed 
a generation ago that it had become 
easier to envisage environmental col-
lapse than any revolutionary change 
to capitalist society. It may be that the 
two can be imagined as one.

a s tr a taylor

Occupation 
Breakdown
It’s amazing how things can change, 
how fast. One month ago, on Sep-
tember 17th, I dragged myself to 
Wall Street with a sense of obliga-
tion: yet another demonstration 
I felt a duty to attend though I 
had little hope it would amount 
to anything significant. Not much 
was happening when I arrived so 
I ate a sandwich I had packed and 
talked to friends. Two hours later 
a few hundred of us sat assembling 
in small groups in Zuccotti Park, 
talking earnestly and intently about 
politics and economics, and I could 
feel something was different despite 
our small numbers. But with the 
police closing in on all sides, I 
gathered my belongings and left, 
sneaking away as night fell. I was 
sure everyone would be cleared out 
by morning.
	 Occupy Wall Street proved me 
wrong. I came to the protest tied up 
by memories of post-911 New York, 
of marches hemmed into “free 
speech zones” and cops in full riot 
gear and Patriot Act crackdowns. 
But most of the people I gathered 
with at the park carried instead 

images of Spanish encampments, 
Greek uprisings, people sleeping 
in Wisconsin’s city hall and Tahrir 
Square. The wave of unrest in the 
Middle East had caused the chat-
tering classes to go on and on about 
the revolutionary power of social 
media (how many times did you 
hear about the couple who named 
their child Facebook?), but the les-
son seemingly learned by a younger 
generation was that what matters 
is getting bodies out in the streets. 
Only then do you have something 
worth Tweeting about.
	 In the early days of the occupa-
tion, I thought the Zuccotti Park 
encampment might crumble under 
the avalanche of criticism levied 
against it. Individuals who had 
spent years thinking and writing 
about progressive politics regis-
tered their skepticism about the 
new movement in public and in 
private, nitpicking from all sides. 
People questioned the occupiers’ 
tactics, complained about the dif-
fuseness of their message, and belit-
tled the lack of demands. Occupy 
Wall Street, I heard, needed more 
explicit goals, mainstream support, 
union backing, internal organiza-
tion, radical analysis, insurrection-
ary rhetoric, confrontational spirit, 
and to inconvenience the targeted 
class, affecting their wallets or their 
good times. 
	 Movements need to be chal-
lenged, no doubt. But lurking 
behind many of the criticisms of 
the occupation in lower Manhat-
tan, I noticed a hint of discomfort, 
maybe fear. The sudden emergence 
of a protest movement appeared 
to make some leftists uncomfort-
able even as it excited them. Over 
the years, many of us had become 
accustomed to feeling like we had 
the answers, but that no one was 
listening. And in a way we had 
come to prefer our untested theo-
ries to messy practice. Movements, 
I realized, are scary for people 
who like to feel smart. It’s hard to 
feel clever when you’re trying to 
rally people to come participate in 
something; instead, you’re more 
likely to feel like a nervous party 
host or a cheerleader or a nag, silly 
instead of superior. This goes for 
attending political actions as well as 
organizing them. As a friend wrote 
a few weeks ago, “There is some-
thing about the anonymity of being 
a body in a mass protest that grates 
on the nerves of those who like 
their names placed next to things.”
	 While it’s true, as a good number 
of my interlocutors pointed out, 
that protests have to be more than 
just symbolic, lest they be nothing 
more than a positive experience for 
the participants — a kind of pri-
mal scream therapy for the already 
privileged — the same could be 
said of critique. Critique can be as 
pointless as hanging out in a square 
playing bongos, just as self-affirm-
ing and self-satisfied. Let those of 
us who tend towards words on the 
page remember that. 
	 Despite the incredulity and 
against the odds, Occupy Wall 
Street held its ground. In less than 
a month, the protest went from 
media blackout to front-page news, 

and grew from a couple hundred 
souls in a little-known park to an 
estimated 1,000 solidarity actions 
around the world. On October 
15th, people from Amsterdam to 
Seoul gathered in public squares, 
many of them carrying signs identi-
fying with the ninety-nine percent. 
Young people taped dollar bills to 
their mouths in Tokyo. Cars burned 
and windows shattered in Rome. 
Masses assembled in Madrid. In 
Greenboro, North Carolina my 
parents demonstrated wearing 
snorkels and swimming goggles, 
their signs declaring them “Home-
owners Under Water.” In New York, 
we crammed into Times Square 
for a mass convergence. Walking 
there my friend warned me that she 
never chants. But when we reached 
Broadway and saw the streets 
overflowing with comrades from all 
walks of life, she lifted her poster 
above her head, exuberant, and 
began to shout along with everyone 
else. 
	 What I saw in my friend — who 
on one block told me she would not 
chant and on the next was chanting 
passionately — was an accelerated 
version of what I’ve seen in count-
less others over the last few weeks: 
cynicism melting away, sprouts of 
hope shooting up through the thaw-
ing frost. As the Zuccotti Park pro-
testers settled in, the critics began 
to reconsider. Skeptical friends ven-
tured downtown to witness events 
with their own eyes. Occupy Wall 
Street was legitimized at record 
speed: endorsed by numerous 
unions, visited by assorted celebri-
ties, covered by mainstream media, 
and spoken of sympathetically by 
senior White House officials, even 
the President himself. Few now 
deny that the movement, as I heard 
a news anchor say, “has legs.” 
	 More swiftly than we ever 
believed possible, the occupation 
at Zuccotti Park has opened up a 
political conversation and shifted 
the terrain. A recent poll revealed 
that 67 percent of New Yorkers 
agree with the views of Occupy 
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Wall Street protesters and that 
almost three-quarters of them favor 
a tax on millionaires. People who 
have not been to demonstrations 
in years — or perhaps ever — have 
taken to the streets across the 
country. Instead of being ashamed 
about unemployment and personal 
debt, people are indignant. Instead 
of blaming a few “bad apples,” fin-
gers are pointing to the economic 
system at large. The ultimate sign of 
early success is that politicians who 
initially scoffed at the outliers at 
Zuccotti Park have had to proclaim 
their allegiance to the ninety-nine 
percent. Look at Republican hope-
ful Mitt Romney who first sounded 
the alarm about “dangerous…class 
warfare” and now says he doesn’t 
“worry about the top 1%” and 
that, when he looks at Wall Street, 
“understands how those people [the 
protesters] feel.” 
	 When high-profile Democrats 
like Bill Clinton embrace the Wall 
Street demonstrations on David 
Letterman (then advise the move-
ment to throw its weight behind 
Obama), and Republican House 
Majority Leader Eric Cantor goes 
from calling occupiers “mobs” 
to “justifiably frustrated,” the left 
needs to adjust and push the enve-
lope accordingly. When influential 
conservatives are fretting on their 
blogs that OWS is stealing their 
thunder (“These people are open to 

listen to anyone who is willing to 
take on Wall Street,” wrote blogger 
and CNN contributor Erick Erick-
son, “We shouldn’t let unwashed 
hippies be the only people they 
hear speaking to their concerns”) 
we need to recognize, if nothing 
else, that the Occupy movement has 
already tilted the playing field and 
move our goal posts accordingly— 
further left so we keep dragging the 
political conversation with us. 
	 At the same time, there are 
obstacles on the horizon, some 
internal to the movement. Here in 
New York the protesters may very 
well lose Zuccotti Park, not just 
because Mayor Bloomberg and his 
allies want to “clean” it, but because 
a minority of participants have 
refused to compromise with oth-
erwise supportive neighbors. The 
local community wants the inces-
sant drum circle limited to two 
hours a day, a compromise many 
demonstrators support since the 
percussion drowns out the general 
assembly and makes even small 
meetings difficult to hold on site. 
A clique of drummers, however, 
refuses to cooperate, defiantly mak-
ing noise at all hours. The protest 
has been more dependent on the 
goodwill of the community board 
than most people realize, and as I 
write there is a tenuous but tatter-
ing truce. More deeply, the con-
flict over the noise issue reveals 

troubling fissures, hinting at a few 
of the problems that come from 
rejecting structure and governance 
outright. A small number of intran-
sigent individuals derailing a larger 
group is not, to quote the popular 
slogan, what democracy looks 
like. The movement calling for the 
regulation of Wall Street must find 
a way to regulate itself. 
	 The call of the ninety-nine per-
cent, though, is bigger than Zuc-
cotti Park. Perhaps the movement 
is strong enough to survive the loss 
of its inaugural camp — whether 
because of eviction or the ele-
ments — without losing too much 
momentum. So let’s be optimistic 
and assume that enthusiasm for 
Occupy Wall Street continues to 
grow. Assumptions about organiza-
tion — namely the obsession with 
process and the allergy to institu-
tion building — will have to be 
reconsidered if we want to harness 
this outburst of political enthusi-
asm and become an actual force 
to be reckoned with. The general 
assembly model, which already 
masks underlying divisions, should 
be a tool and not a fetish. Lead-
ership, discipline, and coalition 
building are necessary if we want to 
create more than an inspirational 
counterculture. When the media 
inevitably tires of human interest 
stories about life at Zuccotti Park, 
occupiers — whose tactics have suc-
ceeded in making a sweeping state-
ment about corporate greed — will 
need to stretch beyond the bound-
aries of their camps and move 
towards other kinds of concrete 
action, forging alliances with local 
struggles and community groups 
to fight foreclosures and defend 
fair wages, workers rights, public 
services, etcetera, all the while 
remembering than occupation was 
a means, not an end. The goal was 
never to hold a park but to change 
the world.
	 In addition to working through 
internal conflicts there will be 
external threats as well. Should 
the movement continue to amass 
support over the coming weeks and 
months, opponents will step up 
efforts to distract from and damage 
it, diluting the focus. There will be 
misinformation, smear campaigns, 
and malicious attacks well beyond 
what we have seen (this morning 
James O’Keefe, the conservative 
prankster, was waiting in ambush 
outside the office of an activ-
ist friend of mind). We should be 
ready for this, all the while keeping 
in mind how eager we have been 
to believe the most out-there Tea 
Party cranks represent the truth 
of the rightwing. In response we 
must work harder to steer the mes-
sage, aiming to keep the important 
issues front and center: growing 
income inequality, the corruption 
of democracy by corporate money, 
unpunished cronyism, the obscen-
ity of living in a plutocracy, and the 
free market system out of control.
	 Through all of this, even as we 
take care to be strategic and smart, 
we need to think beyond what is 
immediately pragmatic and pos-
sible. Of course there is no shortage 

of policy ideas that are in keeping 
with the spirit of the movement, 
from instituting a Tobin Tax to 
reinstating Glass-Steagall to repeal-
ing Citizens United to campaign 
finance reform. It’s the job of policy 
wonks to hammer out the specif-
ics of these solutions; it’s the job 
of social movements to change the 
political atmosphere so they have a 
fighting chance of being passed. We 
shouldn’t be tricked into thinking 
the lack of specific demands is the 
Occupy movement’s primary weak 
point. This spring twenty thousand 
of us marched on Wall Street as 
part of the “May 12 Coalition” of 
unions and community groups, 
which presented the city govern-
ment with an in-depth proposal 
of progressive economic reforms. 
Occupy Wall Street has had a much 
bigger impact because it is, at least 
for now, unpredictable and seem-
ingly insatiable. 
	 This, understandably, makes 
some liberals nervous. The once 
venerable magazine the New 
Republic issued an editorial, for 
example, casting aspersions on 
the protesters. Liberals should not 
embrace Occupy Wall Street, they 
opined, because of its “extremist 
rhetoric.” Meanwhile the Demo-
cratic Party would like nothing 
more than to redirect all this 
outrage and energy for the cause of 
electoral politics. But as the hun-
dreds of events around the world on 
October 15th illustrated, this move-
ment is not about the reelection of 
the same old Wall Street servants 
but about global economic justice 
and true democracy. The point, 
then, is not to get the ninety-nine 
percent to rally to the cause of the 
politicians, but to get the politi-
cians, afraid of missing the boat and 
losing votes, to rally to the cause of 
the ninety-nine percent. Liberals at 
the New Republic and Democratic 
Party officials should not embrace 
Occupy Wall Street if that means 
clutching it close and cautiously 
smothering its radical and unruly 
tendencies. Instead, supporters of 
the Occupy movement should keep 
pulling liberals and Democrats in 
their direction — and with them, 
everybody else. 
	 The question everybody asks, of 
course, is what’s going to happen 
next? Will the movement continue 
to grow? Or will it peak and fizzle 
out? That’s a decision all of us get 
to make together. The potential of 
Occupy Wall Street is clear, but it 
is everyone’s responsibility to turn 
promise into real power. It is not up 
to “them” — some imaginary cadre 
of diehard or professional activists 
— to build a successful movement 
for “us.” The people who showed 
up in Zuccotti Park that first day 
and stayed were just regular folks, 
people who had no idea what the 
outcome of their actions would be. 
They took a chance and by doing 
so opened up a new, constructive 
channel for our collective discon-
tent. It is up to all of us to take the 
next step and invite others to do the 
same.

Dan Archer, “Occupied Oakland”
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Beka Economopolous

Internal 
Memos
Internal memos
From: Beka Economopoulos 
(beka@notanalternative.net)
To: Occupation ListServ

Here’s the thing: our messaging, our strat-
egy, and our tactics must change based on 
the external landscape. When we become 
embraced by the Democratic Party and its 
allies, we must go further than what makes 
them comfortable. That’s if we want to win 
more than concessions and easy reforms 
(these currently exist within the realm of 
possibility), and achieve game-changing 
substantive/structural reforms (these cur-
rently live in the realm of impossibility), 
that we didn’t imagine we could ever see 
in our lifetimes.
	 We should aim for nothing less. Why 
aim for closing up shop soon when we 
have no idea what we’re capable of?

Phase 1 = vanguard moves in, initi-
ates occupation, is largely dismissed, but 
staying power piques curiosity, and police 
misconduct/violence draws attention and 
wins sympathy.

Phase 2 = vanguards in other cities 
recognize potential, initiate occupations. 
At the same time, initial occupation gath-
ers steam, grows, large membership orgs 
endorse and give legitimacy that wasn’t 
present before, now the mainstream 
media start to change tune. Focus of cov-
erage is human interest story of life in the 
park; and what do they want?

Phase 3 = mainstream media interest 
explodes, NGOs, labor, community, and 
establishment orgs engage supporters, 
connect existing campaigns to #occupy 
frame, amplify visibility and suggestion of 
social movement. Democratic leadership 
embrace movement, as do party-related 
and electorally focused orgs. Media 
coverage attributes power to movement, 
queries whether it’s a Tea Party for the left, 
whether it will gain electoral power and 
legislative victories.

Phase 4 = ?

We currently find ourselves in Phase 3. 
Senior members of the White House 
administration, and the President him-
self, have expressed support for OWS. 
Democracy for America, a Howard Dean 
initiated group just sent an email blast to 

phase four
more than a million members tonight sell-
ing yard sales that say “We Are the 99%” 
with co-branded urls: OccupyWallSt.org 
and DemocracyforAmerica.org/occupy. 
OWS is embraced by the establishment as 
a means to amplify existing agenda.
Bloomberg gives tacit “permission” for our 
occupation, effectively rendering it non-
threatening and normalizing it. Result is 
rise in media coverage of occupation as 
nuisance to neighbors.
	 This is a natural and necessary phase. 
So now what?
	 We’re in this for the long haul. There 
are no “solutions” that can be presented 
quickly to make us go away. And so there 
will be moments where our presence is no 
longer an uncomfortable and unknown 
variable, but rather is normalized and inte-
grated. It’s in those moments that we have 
to push the envelope, pry open the space 
of possibility. That’s how change happens.
From an actions perspective, that means 
getting tactical, and mobile, activating 
the rest of the city, executing higher-risk 
actions, civil disobedience and arrests.
We must draw a line, disavow the Demo-
crats explicitly, make our messaging a little 
uncomfortable. Yes, perhaps, split the 
support, lest we not be co-opted. This will 
be painful, internally, as it won’t always 
achieve comfortable consensus. But to 
hold this space and expand the realm of 
possibility, we have to go farther than oth-
ers are ready to go. It’s how this started.

From: Bailey Xxxxxx (name 
stricken) <bailey.xxxxxx@
gmail.com> replied:
To: Occupation ListServ

It would seem that one of the most 
obvious ways to create the dividing line 
between OWS and groups like the DFA is 
to point out that they’re seeking to profit 
off the movement. (Business as usual.) I 
haven’t seen anything saying that they’ll 
be giving back any of that $14 to OWS or, 
better yet, to any groups working with the 
disadvantaged.
	 I think if we just pointed this out, and 
highlighted the other orgs like MoveOn 
who are riding the wave without actu-
ally doing any heavy lifting, people are 
going to key into that. If we go further and 
force them to answer why they thought it 
was ok to profiteer off a campaign going 
after greed, that would be an interesting 
moment.
	 The moment you blanketly say we hate 
Democrats, that becomes a divisive mes-
sage and not really what everyone seems 
to be working at here. However, forcing 
the establishment Democrats to answer 
why their go-to reaction was profiteering, 
that has some credibility.

From: Beka Economopoulos 
(beka@notanalternative.net)
To: Occupation ListServ

Actually, many mainstream orgs, including 
MoveOn, have been doing heavy lifting 
to support this thing, and they truly don’t 
want to co-opt the movement. But the 
reality is the movement has gone main-
stream now, and it will get sucked in to 
establishment politics.
	 This occupation was initiated by, and 
remains largely organized by, anti-capital-
ists. We don’t need to say the “c” word, or 
the “n” word (neoliberalism, the agenda of 
the past 40 years: privatization, deregula-
tion, financialization, and globalization, 
which has led to the concentration of 
wealth, corruption of the political process, 
and accelerated the destruction of all we 
hold dear). We can use softer, gentler 
terms: the free market, etc. But if we want 
accountability, regulation, and restructur-
ing of Wall Street and the finance industry 
we need to figure this out, and it has to 
play a much bigger role in OWS messag-
ing. And an impending Eurozone crash 
if Greece defaults could result in a major 
economic crash here in the US, poten-
tially soon. So there is an opening to push 
further.
	 This isn’t a denunciation of establish-
ment orgs, there are good people in them 
and they all want to see this succeed. But 
they can’t lead us there. Now that we’re 
in a new phase, we owe it to everyone to 
radicalize our message, go beyond what 
these groups can publicly say. 
	 Let’s not collapse means and ends, 
form and content. Enough focus on 
democracy. Let’s talk about capitalism. 
Of course I believe in democracy, and I 
admire and hold dear the ideals of this 
movement I’m a part of. But to me it’s a 
question of emphasis. I believe we must 
perform a delicate dance between expand-
ing the tent and growing our base, and 
toeing a sharper line in naming capitalism 
and/or neoliberalism as the root of the list 
of ills we name in the Declaration of the 
Occupation.

Liza Featherstone
what’s next
“So your mom went to Occupy Wall 
Street before you did?” The young 
man grilled the young woman, teas-
ing, as they walked along Brooklyn’s 
Washington Avenue, hand-in-hand.
“Yeah,” the girl said sheepishly. “She 
gave me a hard time about that, too, 

but I was like, ‘Mom, some of us have 
to work.’”
	 Sometimes it seems as if everyone 
in New York City — a place normally 
as dizzyingly diffuse with topical 
variety as the Internet itself — is 
talking about OWS. Acquaintances — 
including people I never realized had 
political opinions — ask me about 
the occupation, just about every day. 
Many such people have even been 
visiting the site, or attending rallies 
in its support. Just about every major 
pundit and politician — including 
the president — has been compelled 
to offer an opinion about OWS, 
and more importantly, the divide 
between the ninety-nine percent and 
the one percent. 
	 There has been much discussion 
among the left and in the media 
about the occupiers themselves: 
is their drumming annoying? 
Are their pagan rituals silly? Are 
they dirty hippies? Entitled white 
males? Trustafarians? Unemployed 
middle Americans? Is the “human 
microphone” — their practice, in 
meetings, of repeating as a group 
everything the speaker says in order 
to make sure that everyone hears — 
beautifully innovative or ridiculously 
inefficient? Is their “leaderlessness” 
an inspiring prefiguration of a less 
hierarchical future, or is it phony, 
ineffective and just plain misguided? 
Is a General Assembly really what 
democracy looks like, or is it just 
political theater?
	 Though amusing, I’m not sure 
any of that matters. Though I enjoy 
visiting the site, and meeting these 
wonderfully committed people who 
travel from all over the country to 
stand up for all of us against the 
plutocracy, I’ll admit I don’t spend 
much time in Liberty Plaza. That’s 
mostly because while OWS is doing 
a remarkably good job of occupying, 
I’m more curious about how — and 
whether — the rest of us will build a 
movement, and take its message far 
beyond the park.
	 The contribution of OWS is not a 
small one: it has named the problem. 



36

Examine any transformative social 
movement in history — abolition-
ism, civil rights, women’s liberation 
— and you’ll quickly realize that, 
in the culture at large, in daily life, 
huge numbers of people were talking 
about one thing. OWS has invited 
us to do this, and that’s a big deal in 
our attention-deficit society. In the 
abolitionists’ day, attending a three-
hour lecture by Frederick Douglass 
was considered an entertaining 
night out. Today, the demands on 
our political energies are far more 
confusing. Facebook and Change.org 
demand every five minutes that we 
take “action” on social ills ranging 
from racist video games to female 
genital mutilation. Focus, unity and 
sustained discussion are, in this envi-
ronment, achievements.
	 The question is, What will hap-
pen next? Conversation is needed for 
social change, but it is not enough. 
If OWS does lead to any sort of 
change — whether reforms, like 
a millionaire tax, or more serious 
rearrangement of our society – such 
change most likely won’t be led by 
the residents of Zuccotti Park, many 
of whom would not even welcome 
such a role. To them, occupation is 
enough, at least for now. They are 
best understood as artists. A person 
who makes a stunning installation 
that makes us see the world in a new 
way doesn’t have a responsibility to 
then run for city council. 
	 But those who are interested in 
changing state policy — and how on 
earth would we solve the problem 
OWS has named without doing so? 
— will have to figure out how to use 
the energy inspired by the magnifi-
cent human installation that is OWS.
	 What interests me is not the way 
the occupiers have built their own 
society in Liberty Plaza — as might 
be expected, aspects of that are 
impressive, while others are hellish 
— but the way OWS has so quickly, 
and so substantively, penetrated the 
mainstream. Far more than to the 
site itself, I’m drawn to the massive 
public rallies, those moments when 
as many people as possible flood 
One Police Plaza, Times Square, 
and Wall Street itself with dissent: 
working-class trade unionists, men 
and women in suits, teachers and 
MoveOn members. Perhaps most 
surprising are all the New Yorkers 
who simply defy stereotype. The 
solitary folks with well-considered 
handmade signs (My favorite so far: 
“I am an Immigrant. I Came to Take 
Your Job. But You Don’t Have One”).

The thirty-something dads wearing 
babies. The masked ladies on stilts. 
	 It’s been a long time since all these 
people took to the streets together. Is 
this what power looks like? Not yet. 
But it could be. 

Mark Greif
cut the bull
The Occupy Wall Street protests 
speak to needs that are more than 
symbolic. The country should 
become more equal. Its officials 
could be elected by citizens, not by 
artificial concentrations of money.
Nevertheless, American achieve-
ments take root in symbols, too. 
We have the flag over Fort McHenry, 
the Liberty Bell, the rampant eagle, 
the motto of our Republic (E PLURI-
BUS UNUM), and the buildings on 
the Mall.
	 Someday there will be no need 
to occupy Zuccotti Park. It will be 
nice if at that moment, after having 
improved our democracy — since 
that will be the achievement that has 
allowed citizens to stop protesting 
greed and corruption and retire to 
ordinary pursuits — the movement 
will have stitched its emblem on the 
fabric of the financial district in which 
it began, for tourists of the future 
to enjoy.
	 This small symbolic achievement 
should be the permanent removal of 
the brass bull from Wall Street, now 
on temporary exhibit by the grace of 
the citizens of New York.
	 It ought to be replaced by a place 
for speech: a simple speaker’s plat-
form, or Freedom’s soapbox.
	 This proposal may be the least of 
the things we need. But it won’t be 
the worst, and we may someday be 
grateful for it.
	 What is the basis of America? Ours 
is the original and most successful 
revolutionary nation. It is the state 
that always stood for freedom. It 
sustained a revolution of the People 
against kings, not darkened with 
blood but flooded with speech.
	 What is their bronze bull? It is a 
grown-up golden calf. Freedom is what 
we Americans are about; innovation, 
and success, and ideas. So the fat idol 
should be replaced with a symbol 
of liberty, innovation, and ideas. It 
should give way to a symbol of America 
that signifies speech. The maddened 
stud is speechless. Bull is our Ameri-
can byword for deceit. The bull means 
folly, thoughtlessness, and stampede. 
It charges at the trace of motion, or the 
single wave of a red flag.

	 The bull represents the market 
also when it has one of its periodic 
runaways. Idol of motion without 
cause, momentum that will not stop 
against good sense or human fences, 
the bull is a truck rolling downhill, 
an insentient force. The symbol 
appeals to gamblers, who love ela-
tion but not consequences.
	 Now, a speaker’s platform is 
a noble thing. It will be the place 
where everyone can stand, for fifteen 
minutes of time, measured by an 
indestructible hourglass, inverted 
when the speaker steps up, and 
speak of new ideas or old. Six police-
men and policewomen now guard 
a bronze bull. Let them keep the 
sign-up sheet, first come, first served, 
for that day’s speakers, penciled in at 
dawn, and warn people when their 
time is up. Let anyone, any citizen, 
any visitor, address the country on 
any topic, and be heard by whoever 
will listen. Let them record them-
selves, or film themselves, one step 
taller than the surrounding heads 
of the crowd, with all the honor that 
comes from speaking at this place; 
all that matters is that there be a 
place for anyone’s speech, for a new 
thought to be uttered.
	 It is not our official place for 
national monuments. But the 
enemies of freedom chose the 
financial center, as the power center 
of the de facto capital, ten years ago. 
Today where the World Trade Center 
stood we have a monument to loss, 
an ornamented hole. This speaks of 
the sorrow of the dead. It is also up to 
America to memorialize the indomi-
table thing they tried to attack. The 
ugly private office building which we 
have used as a placeholder can never 
be tall enough to reach the lofty 
elevation of our freedom. Rental 
space for cubicles is not an American 
monument. A speaker’s platform is. 
It would be worth any visitor of the 
world photographing. In a world 
whose citizens are still often ruled 
by autocracy, tyranny, and censor-
ship, they will find it obvious what it 
stands for: maybe they will climb its 
step and address us.
	 The boards our speakers could 
tread might take many shapes. The 
construction need only be humble 
and useful. It should be sturdy and 
weather-tested. You can see it like 
a stage, like the low riser in a night-
club, with wide planks the speaker 
can pace. The boards might be 
timbers from each of the fifty states; 
or benches of disused pews from 
the country’s old meetinghouses, 
chataquas, churches, and state 
assemblies. We might ask for a plat-
form donated from the United King-
dom, whose countries contributed so 

much to our laws and our freedoms; 
a lovely, equalizing gift to match the 
Statue of Liberty, in dignity if not in 
size. Their London has its Speaker’s 
Corner, in Hyde Park, one model 
for this speaker’s corner on Wall 
Street. But then the boards and their 
origins could mean so many things. 
They could be, solemnly, planed 
from trees in the vicinity of the field 
in Pennsylvania where a force of 
citizens brought Flight 93 down. Or 
timbers from the remnants of a slave 
ship, slave quarters, a monument to 
the liberty and courage of those who 
built America under duress.
	 Still more humbly, the stage 
might just be a soapbox. The pro-
verbial platform for any American 
who has something to say — from 
the time when one carried one’s own 
platform, a wooden packing crate, 
and set it down on the sidewalk, the 
ferry landing, or the courthouse, to 
say what should be done. Freedom’s 
soapbox.
	 The idea isn’t original. On the 
first day of the protests, a man in a 
suit went around Zuccotti Park to 
all the little assemblies, trying to 
persuade them their one revolution-
ary demand should be to replace the 
Wall Street bull with the American 
Bison.
	 As a single demand, it was not 
such a good idea. As a comic sym-
bol, there was a basic intuition in 
it. Replace an embarrassment, it 
said, and a not very distinguished 
statue, in a place that matters vitally 
to America whether we wish it to or 
not, with something that was once, 
at least, national. It was like Benja-
min Franklin’s facetious proposal, 
long ago, when the new veterans of 
the Revolution became pompous 
and aristocratic in their iconography 
of our eagle, that the national bird 
should be our indigenous turkey.
	 Today a dissenter or protester 
can’t even set foot on Wall Street. 
The police have erected barricades to 
prohibit anyone who wants to stand 
on one of our most important public 
streets, some of our most important 
public property, for the sake of the 
convenience of those who work there. 
	 Let it be clear that there will always 
be a place for a free man or woman 
to stand, and speak, and others to 
assemble to listen and speak in turn, 
on that street, and, by extension, in 
the country defined by the Constitu-
tion and not cowardice or conve-
nience. Build it! Build the freedom 
that we have always known is our 
first right — in conception — but the 
world must see, in fact!
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the editor s

Suggestions
Nationalize the Banks
Public banks could function like credit unions, with extremely limited risk-
taking prerogative. Rich people could still gamble to their hearts’ content, 
but the state wouldn’t bail them out if a trade loses value.

Decent Work
A recent ad on the back cover of a general-interest magazine in praise of a 
large investment bank for revitalizing a dying industrial center: The bank, 
by selling bonds for a new basketball stadium, had created a “vibrant 
downtown scene, where new businesses are opening and existing busi-
nesses are expanding.” The ad was illustrated by a picture of a smiling 
waitress with a plate of sports food. In our utopia, no one would be able 
to create the economic conditions that force most Americans into dead-
end service jobs and still somehow think they can convince us to like them 
for it.

The Porsche Report
We make rich people report political contributions, why not major pur-
chases? If you’re making over a million per year, the public demands to 
know how many helicopters you’re parking in your seventh vacation home.

Enforce the Volcker Rule!

Create a public international
digital library providing free laptops, e-readers, 
and tablets to all, with space to work and access from home (including the 
ability to take home laptops, e-readers, tablets, etc).

Redistribute the Tax Burden
Flat taxes on consumer products and services (sales taxes on stuff, sin taxes 
on booze + cigs) disproportionately burden people with lower incomes 
because these taxes represent a larger percent of their worth than they 
do for the rich. Redistribute the tax burden by eliminating these taxes, or 
freezing them, and hike up capital gains taxes, property taxes, and income 
tax on the top 1%. No one gets to the top alone, and democracy doesn’t 
work in a feudal system.

Occupy everything 
Processes, imaginations, skies, food, streets, banks, factories, knitting 
circles, malls. Anyone who is not talking about the failure of capitalism and 
the success of OWS must be made to seem simply out of touch.

Government-run healthcare, 
single-payer model! 
Boring, perhaps, but how many sick and bankrupt people do you have 
to know to realize this is still an issue after the supposed solution of 
ObamaCare that cost the Dems in 2010 . . . all for naught, those idiot 
Democrats.

Mandated mixed-income housing 
everywhere, in perpetuity. 
And none of this 80% or 120% of AMI bullshit. Housing that actually reflects 
diverse incomes.

Free childcare: Twenty-four hours 
a day child care centers, equally 
staffed by men and women, paid wages 
equal to public school teachers. 

No more “working lunches,” 
of any kind. No one will 
“take” anyone for lunch, 
for the purposes of any-
thing besides eating. 
Socialized sperm banks and egg 
donations!

No more break-ups.

Let’s please centralize the means of 
credit, mandate 60 mpg, and tax car-
bon at a rate that will aid the even-
tual stabilization of atmospheric CO2  
at 350 ppm.

Free bicycles for all.

No corporate money in elections, 
ever. And a ban, for two generations, 
on all candidates with a degree from 
the Ivy League. 

Jodi Dean

Judgment
Call the finance sector to account. No one has been held responsible for 
destroying the savings and security of millions of workers, for eviscerating 
cities and communities around the world. The big banks and hedge funds 
need to be tried and found guilty for crimes against humanity.
	 Call the US government to account — Congress, the regulatory agencies, 
the Supreme Court. Globalization doesn’t require corporations to be per-
sons or the top one percent to have the lowest tax rates in a century. The Con-
gress needs to be held responsible for implementing a tax policy designed 
to impoverish millions. US regulatory agencies need to be held responsible 
for actions and inactions designed to benefit the very rich. The Supreme 

Court needs to be held responsible for decisions that replace people with 
corporations.
	 General assemblies now occupy cities all over the world. Those in the US 
should begin immediate proceedings for the trial and conviction of those 
involved in the expropriation of the common goods of the people.
	 General assemblies are also unique settings for intense, face-to-face 
engagement among people who for too long have been separated behind 
screens, gates, and other barriers. Having broken those barriers, we now 
need to build our fighting strength. Everywhere the ruling class is using the 
police to intimidate and separate us. When we amass on the streets, we need 
to be wilier, more prepared, more ready to act. The general assemblies thus 
need to create and expand opportunities for training in organized action and 
civil disobedience. We have to know that when ten break down a barricade, 
there are one thousand behind them, ready to go. We need to be able to 
count on the collective power we are creating.
	 Many smart people are thinking about our plans and demands legisla-
tively, in terms of laws we might pass. We also need to think as judges and 
executors of laws. We need to judge those who have wronged us and make 
sure those judgments are carried out.
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Most criticisms of Occupy Wall Street come in a spirit of misun-
derstanding. If there’s one criticism that we believe comes from a 
spirit of joy and hope, it’s: “More singing please!”

In the spirit of documentation, inspiration, and fun, here’s an 
incomplete beginning for a fantasy songbook of the New York occu-
pation. Jeff Mangum sang The Minutemen’s “Themselves” on October 4 
at Zuccotti Park. Talib Kweli performed “Distraction” on October 
6. Woody Guthrie hasn’t sung at OWS, but he would have if he could 
have.

If there’s one song that’s actually been sung more often than any 
other at Zuccotti, on marches all over the city, and nationwide, 
it’s “We Shall Not Be Moved.” It was sung again October 17, on the 
one month anniversary of the occupation, and is included as the 
last selection.

Themselves – The Minutemen

All these men who work the land
Should evaluate themselves and make a stand
Can’t they see beyond the rhetoric
The lies and promises that don’t mean shit

And all the men who learned to hate them
And all the men who learned to hate them

They keep themselves hidden away
They keep themselves upon the hill
Afraid that they’ll have to pay
For all the crimes upon their head
And all the men who learned to hate them
And all the men who learned to hate them

This Land Is Your Land – Woody Guthrie

This land is your land, this land is my land
From California to the New York island; 
From the redwood forests to the Gulf Stream waters 
This land was made for you and me.

As I went walking that ribbon of highway, 
I saw above me that endless skyway: 
I saw below me that golden valley: 
This land was made for you and me.

I’ve roamed and rambled and I followed my footsteps 
To the sparkling sands of her diamond deserts; 
And all around me a voice was sounding: 
This land was made for you and me.

There was a big high wall there, that tried to stop me
The sign was painted, it said “Private Property.” 
But on the back side, it didn’t say nothing. 
This land was made for you and me.

When the sun came shining, then I was strolling, 
And the wheat fields waving, and the dust clouds rolling, 
A voice was chanting, as the fog was lifting: 
This land was made for you and me.

Distraction – Talib Kweli

Nowadays we be rocking glasses for fashion
And fucking with life a fraction
Covered in Max Factor, hustling ass-backwards
As sure as Hi-Tek look like Richie from Last Dragon
Your focus on bogus rappers got you caught up in 

distraction
Distraction. Who fucking who? Who cares? That’s 

distraction

songbook You wish it was you, don’t you — why you asking?
Try to break the law of attraction
Get a piece of my attention like a fraction of a ration
Or a measly little morsel

They suck your blood and you believe in the immortals
We nocturnal like a sleeping disorder
See the water drawing away from the shore
This ain’t no ordinary storm
We fighting for a humanitarian cause
But have yet to show up in Darfur

The Arab Spring is what it’s called
But they looking at the pride before the fall
They say it ain’t about the spoils of war
But turn around and tell you how much more the oil 

will cost

Steal the land from the Native American and make our 
missiles Tomahawks

Make him a mascot, dress up like him for sport
As a final insult to his beautiful culture
Scavengers, feasting on the dead like a vulture
Snacking. How you keeping up with my rapping?
You barely keeping up with Kardashian
You caught up in distraction

It’s the living proof — you try to make the truth elastic
as Mr. Fantastic, we recycling these rappers.
Truthfully, these dudes is plastic
Coming through the front door blasting
I ain’t talking bout them e-mails
That you always send to the masses
That somehow end up in my trash bin
The game is distraction

Give a fuck if the President wear a flag pin
Rhyming is deep as holes Chilean miners are trapped in
Or the cracks in the earth under Asia Minor causing 

disasters
Deep cuts way above your minor infractions
Talk to people like children cause that’s how they acting
Hold their hands like minors in traffic

The captains of industry and the leaders of status quo
Have a deep-seated fear of change
For them it’s strange — they wanna go
Back to the 50’s, they asking for a return
But the days is much blacker, for lack of a better term

We adapted to this culture, but this culture we had to learn
Came about as natural as a perm on a pachyderm
These fascists have had their turn
We passing them German burners, them Lugers
The next shooters waiting for Superman, they get noth-

ing but Lex Luthor
America’s nightmare, vivid as Fred Kruger

Our heroes are dead to us
Spirit that bled through us
Endear us with the spirit but the flow is so foolish 

What you hearing is precision
The people so thirsty, what they seeing is mirages
But this passion, Photoshopping and your YouTube collages
Coming through like Colossus

Exposing the false prophet
Taught how to do the knowledge so I’m never off-topic
A lie is like a potion
First it gets you open
Then you swallow whole straight for the truth
Fuck the chaser, skip religion and the politics
And head straight to the compassion
Everything else is a distraction.
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Feeling Good – Nina Simone

Birds flying high you know how I feel
Sun in the sky you know how I feel
Breeze driftin’ on by you know how I feel
It’s a new dawn
It’s a new day
It’s a new life
For me
And I’m feeling good

Fish in the sea you know how I feel
River running free you know how I feel
Blossom on the tree you know how I feel
It’s a new dawn
It’s a new day
It’s a new life
For me
And I’m feeling good

Dragonfly out in the sun you know what I mean,
Butterflies all havin’ fun you know what I mean
Sleep in peace when day is done, that’s what I mean
And this old world is a new world
And a bold world
For me

Stars when you shine you know how I feel
Scent of the pine you know how I feel
Oh freedom is mine, and I know how I feel
It’s a new dawn
It’s a new day
It’s a new life
For me
And I’m feeling good

New York, New York – Kander & Ebb

Start spreading the news
I’m leaving today
I want to be a part of it — 
New York, New York 

These vagabond shoes
Are longing to stray
Right to the very heart of it — 
New York, New York 

I want to wake up in a city
That doesn’t sleep
To find I’m king of the hill,
Top of the heap 

These little town blues
Are melting away
I’ll make a brand new start of it
In old New York 

If I can make it there
I’ll make it anywhere
It’s up to you,
New York, New York 

We Shall Not Be Moved – Traditional

We shall not, we shall not be moved
We shall not, we shall not be moved
Just like a tree that’s standing by the water
We shall not be moved.

Some traditional refrains:

We’re building a mighty movement, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

We’re speaking for the People, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

We’re fighting for our children, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

We’re standing with our sisters and brothers, we shall 
not be moved

[Etc.]

We’ve got the unions behind us, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

Black and white together, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

We’re on the road to freedom, we shall not be moved
[Etc.]

Invent your own refrains!
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