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Introduction

Enter the 99 Percent

Allow us to introduce ourselves: We are the 99 Percent.
We are getting kicked out of our homes. We are

forced to choose between groceries and rent. We are
denied quality medical care. We are suffering from
environmental pollution. We are working long hours
for little pay and no rights, if we're working at all. We
are getting nothing while the other 1 percent is getting
everything. We are the 99 Percent.

—Introduction to The 99 Percent Project

That night, the skies opened up over Lower Manhattan, letting loose dra-
matic claps of thunder and a driving rain. By the time I made it down-
town on October 13, little was left of the elaborate infrastructure of Occupy
Wall Street. To be sure, the Media Center was still aglow with the blue light
of laptops, the sanitation station filled to overflowing. Yet the contents of
the People’s Library were already on their way to a safe house across the
Hudson River, and those of the People’s Kitchen had been relocated to a
church property on the other side of the East River. After twenty-seven days
of occupation, the occupiers were set to be evicted from Zuccotti Park, the
privately owned public space a stone’s throw from the gates of Wall Street.



Figure 0.1 “We Are the 99 Percent,” Sixth Avenue, October 15, 2011. Credit: Michael
A. Gould-Wartofsky.

By dawn, the storm clouds were lifting and Liberty Square was teeming,
all electric with anticipation, as some 3,000 supporters flooded the space
and spilled out onto the adjacent sidewalks: union hardhats, community
activists, and civil libertarians, activated by word of mouth, by text or by
tweet. Their handmade signs testified to their motivations and aspirations:
“Wall St. Needs a Good Cleanup”; “Wall St. Is In Debt to Me”; “Save the
Middle Class”; “Freedom of Assembly”; “We Are Too Big to Fail” As a new
day dawned dark and lowering over the Financial District, the occupiers
readied themselves for nonviolent civil disobedience, preparing to “lock
down,” link arms, and stand their ground in the park. But as the appointed
hour approached, there were no riot police in sight, and the only sounds
were the singsong voices of the occupiers and the click-click of camera
shutters. Half an hour later, the news was echoing from one end of the
square to the other, in the peculiar cadence of the People’s Microphone:

“Mic check!” (“Mic check!”)
“Id like to read a brief statement. . ” (“Id like to read a brief statement!”)
“From Deputy Mayor Holloway. . ” (“From Deputy Mayor Holloway!”)
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“Late last night, we received notice from the owners of Zuccotti Park. . ”
(“Last night, we received notice from the owners of Zuccotti Park!”)

“Brookfield Properties. . ” (“Brookfield Properties!”)

“That they are postponing their scheduled cleaning of the park!”

Elated at the unexpected reprieve, the crowd erupted in chants, cheers,
song, and dance. The occupiers had, for the time being, outmaneuvered
the administration of the wealthiest man in New York City, along with the
largest commercial real estate corporation in North America—with a little
help from their friends, that is, in the labor movement and in city govern-
ment. Some would set out on a victory march from Zuccotti Park to City
Hall. Others, brooms in hand, would go on to march on the New York
Stock Exchange, sweeping the streets as they went.

The Occupy Phenomenon

Occupy Wall Street (OWS) burst, unannounced and uninvited, onto the
stage of history in the fall of 2011. Amid this “American autumn,” people
of all ages, races, and affinities rallied behind the banner of Occupy, railed
against the power of the wealthiest “1 Percent,” and pledged allegiance to
the other “99 Percent.” First by the tens, then by the tens of thousands, they
filled the streets and laid claim to the squares of nearly 1,500 towns and
cities. The occupied squares became flashpoints and focal points for an
emerging opposition to the politics of austerity, restricted democracy, and
the power of corporate America. In the space of the square and beyond, a
new, new Left was beginning to find its voice, using it to call for a profound
democratization of social and economic life.

From day 1 of the occupation, this author joined the occupiers in Liberty
Square—as they called their base camp in Zuccotti Park—listening to their
stories, observing their everyday practices, and occupying in my own
right as an embedded researcher, ethnographer, and photographer. This
book was written from the front lines, not the sidelines, of the battle of the
story and the battle for the streets. It is the product of a year of participant
observation, and another year of investigation, involving forty interviews
with the occupiers in New York City and forty more in seven other cities
(Oakland, Atlanta, Chicago, Philadelphia, Athens, London, and Madrid).

INTRODUCTION: ENTER THE 99 PERCENT
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My own perspective was informed by ten years of participation in Occupy-
style street activism; as many years writing about it for a public audience; and
five years spent studying social movements and the state-capital partnership
as a doctoral fellow in sociology at New York University. As a graduate stu-
dent with a fellowship, and one at a private university in the midst of a historic
union drive, I was privileged with the autonomy and the time to participate in
a way that many others could not. As a veteran activist and a peer of many of
the leading occupiers, I was also fortunate to have a privileged vantage point
on the people, events, and practices in question.

I had grown up in New York City, where I was surrounded by the everyday
reality of inequality, but also steeped in the critique of capitalism and the tradi-
tion of democratic socialism. The grandson of immigrant sweatshop work-
ers, I came of political age amid the anti-sweatshop campaign and the broader
global justice movement at the turn of the 21st century. It was in this context that
I first learned the ways of horizontal democracy, consensus decision-making,
and nonviolent direct action. Over the next ten years, I would continue my
studies in the school of practice, by way of public school walkouts and student
strikes, union offensives and housing defenses, anti-war marches and immi-
grant rights rallies, summit protests, and police riots. I also lived with and
learned from popular movements in Argentina, Mexico, and the Middle East.

Then came the Great Recession of 2007-2009, which hit my generation
with the force of a bomb. Like millions of Millennials, I experienced wrench-
ing periods of underemployment. For a time, my social activism gave way to
political pessimism. But while I was able to scrape by on my earnings as an
educator and a freelance writer, I knew many of my peers were not so lucky.
More than a few of my friends would lose their jobs, their homes, and their
health. It was first and foremost this social reality—and not academic study or
political ideology—that led me back to the streets of the Financial District. I
returned this time with a camera and a notebook, and with the intent to docu-
ment the stories, troubles, and struggles of the children of the crisis.

When Occupy finally erupted in the fall of 2011, I approached the occu-
pation from the perspective of a participant observer. My purpose in occu-
pying was not just to occupy, but to record, represent, and critically reflect
upon what was unfolding around me. In the first instance, I focused my lens
on everyday life in the occupied square, and on the sources of solidarity,
strategy, and creativity I observed among the occupiers themselves. I then
turned my lens outward, to the alliances they had forged, the enemies they
had made, and the imprint they had left on the larger political landscape.
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I'set out to contend with four sets of questions, which I found either unad-
dressed or inadequately addressed in the existing literature. First, I wanted to
know what were the origins of the Occupy idea, the sources of the 99 Percent
identity, and the dynamics of its political development. Who were the occupi-
ers, and where did they come from? Who or what were their political models?
And how did OWS explode as it did, from a meme into a mass phenomenon?

Next, I wanted to know more about the politics of the occupiers. How
did they conceive of the 99 Percent and the 1 Percent? How did they deal
with their differences in respect to their underlying issues, identities, moti-
vations, and capacities? What did they make of capitalism, democracy, and
the prospects for social change in the 21st century? We have seen some
intriguing survey results, but surprisingly little qualitative data on such
questions.' The evidence gathered in my eighty in-depth interviews, con-
ducted with occupiers in eight cities, offers a richer and more nuanced
view than can be derived from descriptive statistics alone.

Third, I set out to grapple with the challenges of direct democracy in the
occupied square. Were power and resources equitably distributed among
its citizens? How did their everyday practices measure up to their prin-
ciples of horizontality, transparency, and radical democracy? In taking
up these difficult questions, I would draw on my own observations of the
occupiers’ general assemblies, spokescouncils, and other decision-making
bodies, as well as the working groups, affinity groups, and organizational
offshoots that made up the infrastructure of the movement.

My fourth and final set of questions concerned the occupiers’ interactions
with the established institutions of social and political life. How did they get
along with their institutional allies, such as labor unions, not-for-profits, and
political parties? Why and how did these alliances break down? How were
the occupiers answered by their institutional adversaries on Wall Street and
in City Hall? I would take up this last question by way of the power players’
own words and actions, culled from public sources, but also by way of first-
hand observations of the urban police forces tasked with their protection.

Occupy without Illusion
Much ink has been spilled on the occupiers since they first appeared on
social media feeds and television screens in the American autumn of 2011.

Yet, with notable exceptions, we find that pundits, political commentators,
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and some leading activists have left their audiences with an impoverished
understanding of their acts, ideas, and interactions with institutions of
power.> Some have tended to mythologize the occupiers, either by roman-
ticizing them or by demonizing them.* Others have tended to objectify or
even to commodify them, as if they were no more than the sum of their
squares, the size of their social networks, or the value of the “Occupy brand”*

Social and political scientists, for their part, have tended to be more atten-
tive to Occupy’s causes and consequences, as well as the logic of its political
processes and social practices.” Many scholars, however, have been obliged to
study the movement from the outside looking in, or from the end of the pro-
cess looking backward, relying on retrospective reconstruction on the part of
a few participants, or on the reinterpretation of the evidence in terms of their
own theories of social movements. The present volume is intended neither to
confirm nor to disprove existing theories, but rather to help the study of this
21st-century movement to catch up to its subject. Before I proceed, let me
sketch the contours of my own account, which has emerged in conversation
with eighty occupiers and organizers, as well as fellow authors and analysts.

My own view is that Occupy Wall Street was not in itself a social
movement—certainly not in the traditional sense of a collective actor
engaged in contentious, goal-oriented action. Rather, Occupy was but
one moment in a longer wave of mobilization, which did not begin with
its inception and did not end with its eviction. This was no isolated
moment in time—just as Zuccotti Park was no solitary site of protest—
but one that connected and helped to constitute the larger 99 Percent
movement as a political potentiality—and periodically, as a lived reality.
In the space of the occupied square, the 99 Percenters found a locus for
face-to-face convergence, and in the power of the “1 Percent,” they found
a focus for collective action.

The occupiers, and this larger movement of which they were a part,
spoke to the big and as yet unanswered questions posed by the economic
and political upheavals of the day: Who was to bear the costs of the financial
crisis? Who was to reap the benefits of the economic recovery? And in the
third year of the Obama presidency, where was change Americans could
believe in? For a time, many of the nation’s dispossessed, its disaffected, and
its disenfranchised—and even some among its upper echelons—found an
answer in Occupy Wall Street.

Taken in its totality, there was more to the Occupy phenomenon than
the occupiers or the occupations. I would argue that it is impossible to
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understand OWS without a grasp of the power relations in which it was
embedded. On my view, the bigger picture encompassed three distinct
ensembles, which I will call the power players, the counterpower players,
and the mediators. Each ensemble had a clear stake in the outcome of this
critical juncture in American history, defined as it was by a confluence
of crises: first, the financial crisis, which had rippled outward from Wall
Street itself; second, the extended slump that had followed, hitting all but
the wealthiest Americans where it hurt; and third, the crisis of representa-
tive democracy, which had wrought political paralysis in Washington and
an age of austerity in states and municipalities.®

The first ensemble was a duet of power players, comprised of leading
corporate actors and municipal state managers. The corporate actors
tended to represent critical sectors of the U.S. economy (such as finance,
insurance, and real estate), sit on the boards of other big institutions, and
bankroll the campaigns of elected officials. Municipal managers, for their
part, were obliged to play local politics, to enforce law and order, and to
control the public purse strings. Over the past thirty years, these power
players had formed strong public-private partnerships, and nowhere were
they stronger than in America’s financial districts. These partnerships
enabled them to mount a coordinated and collaborative response to the
challenge of Occupy Wall Street.”

The second ensemble was a quartet of counterpower players, who came
together in alliance against the austerity agenda, the trickle-down econom-
ics, and the top-down politics of the power players. This broad-based coali-
tion counted among its constituents, first, downwardly mobile Millennials,
who tended to be highly educated and “horizontally” networked; second,
older, unionized workers, “vertically” organized and newly vulnerable to
the long arm of austerity; third, middle-class professionals working in the
nonprofit sector and organized labor; and last, but not least, the homeless,
the jobless, and the working poor, for whom the streets and the squares
were destinations of last resort.® Despite the action potential of such a
coalition, the very real differences within its ranks rendered it internally
unequal and inherently unstable.

The interaction between the above ensembles—the power players and
the counterpower players—was mediated, behind the scenes, by three addi-
tional sets of actors. First were the elite operatives, who sought to get one or
both ensembles to play to their interests. These embraced Democratic and
Republican Party organs and not-for-profit organizations. Second were the
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fiscal sponsors who paid to sustain the players, ranging from small-scale
individual donors (who funded OWS) to big-time corporate contributors
(who funded the power players). Last, but not least, were the networks of
media makers, from paid news professionals to citizen journalists. These
worked to broadcast the action, magnify the spectacle, and amplify the
story to audiences of millions—that is, until Occupy lost its novelty and was
deemed no longer newsworthy.’

The conventional story, popularized by the press, holds that the occupiers
and the 99 Percenters were motivated by one issue and one issue alone: that
of income inequality. Yet the politics of the 99 Percent never fit the rubric
of a single-issue movement. Income inequality was just shorthand for a
much broader set of grievances, to which the existing political order had no
satisfactory answer. The “Declaration of the Occupation of New York City,’
for instance, alleged a litany of injustices in every sphere of U.S. society, and
at every level of the power structure: banking practices such as subprime
mortgages and student loans; employment practices like union-busting and
outsourcing; unregulated corporate activities like campaign spending and
hydrofracking; federal policies, ranging from Wall Street bailouts to foreign
military interventions; and municipal and state policies, from school bud-
get cuts to racial profiling."

“That’s what was so cool about Occupy; says Robbie Clark, a young
African American housing organizer who was active in Occupy Oakland
and Occupy Our Homes. “Some people criticized it for not being for any-
thing, or being against everything, but in that way, it was like, whatever
your issue was, you could come there and be in community with folks who
want to see change. . . . Occupy gave us a glimpse of what it would look
like for all those things to come together, being really clear about who's the
actual enemy—and who’s on your team.

Yet not everyone on the same team played by the same rules, or with the
same resources. Many believed Occupy to be a “leaderless;” “structureless,”
“unorganized” phenomenon, which spontaneously came together in general
assembly.” In the words of an early manifesto: “Here, we engage in horizon-
tal democracy. . . . This means we have no leader—we all lead”” But it wasn't
that the occupations lacked leadership structures or forms of organization
(as evidenced by the profusion of working groups, affinity groups, spokes-
councils, and coordinating meetings). The occupiers deployed distinctive
modes of decision-making, aimed at replicating, in real time, the “horizon-
tal” forms and “nonhierarchical” norms characteristic of online sociality.
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Still, as we will see, Occupy was never devoid of leaders, for the unequal
distribution of time and autonomy, of capabilities and political capital,
made some more “leaderful” than others. Those who participated most
actively in the decision-making process tended to be those with the time,
the know-how, and the networks that were the unspoken arbiters of power
and influence. By contrast, those with the most at stake in the outcome
tended to be those with the least time and the least wherewithal to partici-
pate in that process. In this way, inequality was built into the very struc-
ture of the occupation, yielding a disjuncture between the principle and
the practice of direct democracy. The consensus process, however, tended
to paper over such difficulties, as it did the entrenched differences that
obtained among the generally assembled “99 Percent”

In the pages to come, we will see that the Occupy moment was made not
just by the occupation of public-private parks, but also by the cultivation of
strategic alliances with labor unions and nonprofit organizations. We will
see how vital these allies were to the activation of Occupy’s action poten-
tial, from the resources contributed to the camps to the thousands of union
and community members who mobilized in their defense. For a time, the
movement unfolded at the nexus of these two axes—horizontalist assem-
blies, on the one hand, and “vertical” organizations, on the other—with all
the tensions, frictions, and contradictions that this entailed.” Ultimately,
the horizontalists, the trade unionists, and the nonprofit professionals
would go their separate ways, effectively splitting the 99 Percent move-
ment down the middle.”

Another version of the conventional story asserts that Occupy was an
“autonomous” movement, operating outside of the political system.'* While
OWS was relatively autonomous from the major parties (especially when
compared, as it often is, to the Tea Party), it was also bound up from the
beginning with the larger political process. It was no coincidence that the
movement emerged at a time when the federal government was facing a
profound crisis of legitimacy, while state and municipal governments were
introducing deeply unpopular regimes of austerity.” Nor is it a coincidence
that the politics of the 99 Percent found broad support among those who felt
either unrepresented by any party, or deeply disenchanted with their own.”

Among the political class itself, the occupations, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, proved exceedingly unpopular. One by one, the occupations faced
forcible eviction by municipal managers and quasi-militarized police
forces. The raids were publicly justified with reference to the crisis within
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the camps, which had proved to be anything but immune to the patholo-
gies of the society from which they had sprung. The crackdown intensified
on October 25, amid a cloud of tear gas and a near-death in the streets of
Oakland. Mass arrests and midnight raids soon spread from coast to coast.”
On November 15, the occupation of Zuccotti Park came to an abrupt and
violent end, as riot police descended in the dead of night, rounded up its
residents, and declared the area a “frozen zone” Throughout 2012, those
occupiers who remained in the streets would face wave after wave of police
action, with more than 7,000 arrests reported in some 122 cities.*

I would argue that the tactic of occupation was bound to have a lim-
ited half-life. In addition to the brute force of the police batons, the occu-
piers came up against other, less obvious constraints: the high threshold
for participation in twenty-four-hour occupations; the demobilization of
their institutional allies in organized labor and the nonprofit sector; and
the deeply entrenched divisions among the “99 Percenters” themselves.
Although these obstacles proved in some ways insurmountable, the occu-
piers did not simply pack their sleeping bags and call it a day. Rather, they
channeled their energies toward the places where the other 99 percent of
the “99 Percent” lived, worked, and struggled to make ends meet. In the
process, the movement spread out from the financial centers, across an
America still struggling to recover in the aftermath of the crisis.

Laid-off workers teamed up with occupiers to win their jobs back
through “wildcat” strikes and community picket lines. Students mobilized
en masse against tuition hikes and skyrocketing debts. Others occupied
homes in support of families facing foreclosure; staged sit-ins at public
schools and health clinics slated for closure; and organized to rein in racial
profiling and abusive policing. Against the backdrop of the 2012 elections,
and across a country still in crisis, it seemed the politics of the 99 Percent
was alive and well. The storm of protest may appear to have passed, but
many would argue that it had left a changed landscape in its wake.*

OWS was about more than Occupy and Wall Street, or the protesters
and the police. It was about more than income inequality, or anarchy, or the
Democratic Party. It was about the nexus between state power and corpo-
rate power, public authority and private wealth, and their encounter with an
assemblage of countervailing forces at a critical juncture in our history. In the
course of this encounter, we can see, alongside scenes of police repression,
the emergence of new forms of collective action, new sources of class iden-
tity, and new forces in American politics. In the coming pages, the reader
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will be invited to join the author in the course of his investigation, and to
determine whether the claims presented here are borne out by the evidence.

A Participant Perspective

Understanding the Occupy phenomenon as a lived reality required par-
ticipant observation in the fullest sense of the term.?? In the context of an
occupation, this meant the observer had to become an occupier. And so
I did: T was on the ground at Liberty Square from September 17 on, and
I returned for daily, nightly, and sometimes overnight visits over the course
of the occupation. I attended many of the nightly general assemblies,
spokescouncils, and select working group meetings, both in the space of
the square and at satellite sites beyond it: among them, meeting venues,
such as art spaces and union halls; social spaces, such as eating and drink-
ing places; and street actions and “pop-up occupations” stretching from
Lower Manhattan to outer-borough outposts.

I knew my investigation was going to require more than direct observa-
tion alone. I therefore sought to record all that I saw and heard using all the
documentary modes and media I had at my disposal. I filled the pages of
journals with detailed notes and anecdotes from my time in the field, along
with the stories, theories, and testimonies of the occupiers I met. I snapped
thousands of photos and recorded hours of footage, from general assemblies
to direct actions to the more mundane stuft of everyday life in the square.
These multiple modes of documentation allowed me at once to record obser-
vations in real time; to enrich the textual with the visual and the visual with
the textual; and to cross-check critical observations against each other.

My secondary method was the in-depth, semistructured interview. Such
interviewing offered a way of getting to know some of the key players in the
movement in their own words, on their own terms, and in a setting more
amenable to conversation than, say, a street action or a general assembly.

Iinterviewed a total of forty individuals who had participated in the occu-
pation of Zuccotti Park and the organization of OWS. Each was a participant
in the original New York City General Assembly (NYCGA), as well as one
or more of those collectives that had played a vital role in its development—
in particular, the Direct Action, Facilitation, Food, Media, Outreach, Press,
and Tech Ops working groups, as well as the All-City Student Assembly, the
Labor Outreach Committee, and the People of Color Working Group.
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My extended time in the trenches, along with my prior history of involve-
ment in the city’s social movements, gave me a direct line of access to those
individuals at the center of the action. By way of their networks, I was then
able to extend my investigation to key occupations in four other cities across
the United States—Oakland, Atlanta, Chicago, and Philadelphia—as well as
London, Athens, and Madrid, in order to enrich my understanding of the
movement as a whole. All told, I interviewed forty additional participants
in these places, all of whom identified (and were identified by others) as
important players in their local occupations and Occupy offshoots.

Throughout my investigation, I took care to respect my interview sub-
jects. I also sought to be consistently cognizant of my own position as an
educated white man in a blazer, which inevitably shaped my understand-
ing of what I was seeing, hearing, and recording. I tried to correct for the
biases of previous studies, and, to the degree possible, to accurately reflect
the movement’s racial, gender, and political diversity.

For all that firsthand observation and in-depth interviewing can tell us
about the making of the 99 Percent movement, such methods cannot tell
us everything. For a sense of the bigger picture, I turned to archival analy-
sis of Occupy’s internal communications, its online footprints, and its rep-
resentations in both corporate and movement media.

First, I followed the paper trail: public declarations, private deliberations,
print publications, and meeting minutes, as well as more prosaic documents,
such as flyers, pamphlets, and protest signs. Next, I assembled a database
of online media content, by way of the InterOccupy network, the Take the
Square network, and the relevant hashtags and hyperlinks on social media.
Finally, I compiled an archive of corporate media coverage of the movement,
its allies, and its adversaries from 2011 through 2012. Taken together, these
varied sources attest to the breadth, depth, and diversity of the movement.

This book is intended, not as the final word, but as a point of depar-
ture for further inquiry. As an exploratory study of OWS, its claims are
provisional, its perspectives partial and avowedly partisan. They are not
purported to be generalizable to, or representative of, the movement as a
whole. They are, however, meant to be falsifiable and independently verifi-
able. In other words, every empirical claim contained in this work also
contains an open invitation to prove me wrong.

The pages that follow will trace the narrative arc of the Occupy moment,
but they will also situate it in relation to the making of the 99 Percent
movement and the remaking of the American Left. The study proceeds
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Figure 0.2 The 99 Percent Illuminated, East River, November 17, 2011. Credit:
Michael A. Gould-Wartofsky.

in three parts: pre-Occupy, Occupy, and post-Occupy. Chapters 1 and 2
situate the Occupy moment and introduce the 99 Percent movement, fol-
lowing the winding path that led from the financial crisis of 2008 to the
political crisis of 2011, by way of the Arab Spring, the Wisconsin winter,
and the Mediterranean summer. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 tell the story of the
making and unmaking of the occupation of Zuccotti Park. Painting a por-
trait of everyday life in the square, they also take up the challenges the
occupiers faced, the paradoxes of direct democracy, and the dynamics of
direct action and police action. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 follow the occupiers
into exile as they attempt to resist, regroup, and reoccupy in the wake of the
evictions, charting the movement’s evolution from its front lines to its fault
lines. Finally, I explore some of the surprising ways in which the politics of
the 99 Percent movement have outlived the Occupy moment, concluding
with a consideration of its possible futures.

INTRODUCTION: ENTER THE 99 PERCENT
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1
Occupy before Occupy

September 15, 2008-June 14, 2011

“Banks Got Bailed Out—We Got Sold Out”

In the early hours of the morning on September 15, 2008, a steady stream
of investment bankers could be seen filing out the revolving doors of 745
Seventh Avenue, weighed down by boxes of belongings. Just before 2 a.m.,
Lehman Brothers, the world’s fourth-largest investment bank, had informed
its employees, contractors, and creditors that it would be filing for Chapter
11 bankruptcy, having failed to secure a bailout from the Federal Reserve.
The bank, we would soon learn, had been brought low by hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars’ worth of mortgage-backed securities and collateralized debt
obligations, accrued at the height of the housing bubble.!

Hours later, down on Wall Street, stockbrokers and i-bankers from
rival firms staggered into work, crestfallen at the news, as here and
there, a lone protester could be heard calling for their heads. That day,
stock indexes went into freefall, registering their steepest declines since
September 17, 2001.2 Investors saw more than $700 billion disappear from
their portfolios overnight. A run on the banks ensued in mutual fund
money markets, while the credit markets seized up as lenders stopped
lending. The liquidation of Lehman would shake the foundations of the
global financial system and the fundamentals of national economies the
world over.’

On September 18, U.S. Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson and Federal
Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke went on to propose a $700 billion bailout
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of the surviving banks and brokerage firms, known as the Troubled Asset
Relief Program (TARP). Under the terms of the program, the Treasury
would be authorized to “inject capital into financial institutions,” to “pur-
chase or insure mortgage assets,” and to “purchase any other troubled assets.
.. [as it] deems necessary to promote financial market stability.” Socializing
the risk and privatizing the gains in the name of “relieving the stresses on
our financial institutions and markets,” the T.A.R.P. would amount to the
single greatest transfer of public assets into private hands in U.S. history.
The Federal Reserve also agreed to buy a 79.9 percent stake in American
International Group, to the tune of $8s billion in taxpayer dollars.*

That weekend, I received an indignant e-mail from Arun Gupta, editor
of the radical New York rag The Indypendent, calling on New Yorkers to
turn out in protest of the bailout: “This week the White House is going to
try to push through the biggest robbery in world history with nary a stitch
of debate to bail out the Wall Street bastards who created this economic
apocalypse in the first place. . . . Let’s take it to the heart of the financial
district. . . . There is no agenda, no leaders, no organizing group, nothing
to endorse other than we're not going to pay!” Soon, the call to action was
circulating through cyberspace, forwarded among friends, fellow travel-
ers, and professional networkers from groups like TrueMajority.org and
United for Peace and Justice.®

In the event, only a few hundred malcontents would show up to the
demonstration on September 25, many of them the usual suspects of
New York City street protests. As I emerged from the 6 train, I pushed
my way past the throngs of embattled suits, fresh from the closing bell
at the Stock Exchange up the street. Ahead, I could hear the chant-
ing reaching a fever pitch: “You broke it, you bought it! The bailout is
bullshit!” “We pay, we owe! Foreclose Wall Street, not my home!” I fol-
lowed the chants to their source, on the south side of Bowling Green
Park, and then joined in the march down Broadway—past the infamous
Charging Bull, past the gates of Wall Street itself, to its destination at
Federal Hall, the site where the Bill of Rights was passed by the First
Congress on September 25, 1789.

The rally had the feel of a political ritual, a dramatic performance of col-
lective catharsis. Massed at the feet of a larger-than-life likeness of George
Washington, the protesters sought to shame the bankers and give voice to
their rage. As some chanted slogans in unison or beat makeshift drums
and maracas, others staged “die-ins,” falling to the pavement in spectacular
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fashion. One group held a tongue-in-cheek counterprotest on behalf of
“Billionaires for Bailouts,” with an older man in a top hat and a pig’s nose
holding out a collection cup for the bankers.® Meanwhile, many of the
younger activists in attendance resorted to inchoate expressions of anti-
corporate ire. “Jump! Jump!” they howled at hapless stockbrokers. “Kiss
my ass!” “Go to hell!” “Bail out this!” Others urged passersby to vote Nader
or to join the Revolutionary Communist Party.

Despite the depths of public discontent the bailout had called forth,
open opposition remained largely confined to the political margins. Here
in New York City, it was the radical Left leading the charge. In other cities
and other states, it was the libertarian Right. Petitions continued to make
the rounds on the Web, from calls to “Bail Out Main Street” to “American
Taxpayers against Wall Street and Mortgage Bailouts.” And scattered street
protests persisted throughout the fall, with many of those in economic dis-
tress demanding a “People’s Bailout.”

Yet the populist moment soon passed. A social movement failed to
coalesce. After a short-lived “No” vote, attended by distress signals from a
swooning stock market, the TARP passed overwhelmingly in both houses
of Congress and was signed into law by a lame-duck President George W.
Bush on October 3, 2008. A bipartisan consensus had emerged in the
halls of power: to avert “systemic failure,” the federal government had
no choice but to give the banks their due. Three years later, Americans
would descend by the tens of thousands on the nation’s financial districts,
having arrived at a different conclusion: “Banks got bailed out. We got
sold out”

“The Future Ain’t What It Used to Be”

Two years and one president later, Wall Street was well on its way to recov-
ery, with leading financial corporations recouping their losses and execu-
tives reaping handsome rewards. Even as economic growth flatlined, total
profits in the financial sector soared back into the stratosphere, rising from
$128 billion in 2008 to $369 billion in 2010. The greatest of gains accrued to
the greatest of banks, which saw their profits more than double in 2009-
2010. Over time, the recovery would reach the rest of corporate America,
with profits in 2010 growing at the fastest clip since 1950 (see Figure 1.1).
Corporations would capture 88 percent of all national income gains from
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the second quarter of 2009 through 2010. Concomitantly, in the first year
of the economic recovery, the wealthiest 1 percent of Americans would
capture fully 93 percent of all national income growth.”

For the other America, the effects of the crisis would continue to be
felt for years, as the fruits of the recovery remained out of reach for most.®
Unemployment remained at historic highs, surpassing 9.3 percent through-
out 2009, while the proportion of young workers without work neared 20
percent (see Figure 1.2). At the start of 2011, 26 million were unemployed
or underemployed, among them disproportionate numbers of African
American and Latino youth. For those lucky enough to find work, average
real wages declined during the recovery. Almost 60 percent of all new hires
would be concentrated in low-wage jobs. Many in my generation, with or
without a college degree, would find themselves struggling to pay the bills,
working minimum-wage jobs as care workers, cashiers, cooks, custodians,
drivers, waiters, or temp workers.’

One of those who joined the ranks of the unemployed was Heather
Squire, a working-class white woman from South Jersey, who had worked
her way through Brooklyn College: “I graduated in December 2007, she
would later tell me. “Since that time, I applied for hundreds of jobs. I got
maybe one or two interviews. It was just a really frustrating process over
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the years, and it really wore me down a lot. I was feeling really depressed
and hopeless. . . . You end up internalizing it. Like, what’s wrong with me?
Why can't I find a job?” But the experience ultimately galvanized her, first
to anger, then to political action: “At that particular time in U.S. history,
lots of people [like me] were really pissed. Lots of people were unemployed,
and the banks getting bailed out. . . . It was like, how do you tap into that
anger and move it somewhere?”

Along with the crisis in the labor market came the calamitous collapse
of the housing market, which had begun long before the crash of 2008 and
only deepened in its aftermath. Over $17 trillion of household wealth was

OFFICIAL UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
c o o o o
v v v v v

4.6% 5.8% 9.3% 9.6% 8.9%

* As percentage of total US labor force.

YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
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10.5% 12.8% 17.6% 18.4% 17.3%

* As percentage of US labor force age 15-24.

Figure 1.2 Growth of unemployment and youth unemployment, 2007-2011. Credit:
Aaron Carretti. Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor Force Statistics from
the Current Population Survey” (2013); OECD, “Country Statistical Profile: United
States,” Country Statistical Profiles: Key Tables from OECD (2013).
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wiped out during the Great Recession, much of it in the form of home equity
and savings. As a consequence, Americans’ median net worth fell by 39 per-
cent from 2007 to 2010, with the greatest pain felt by “younger, less-educated
and historically disadvantaged minority families” Between 2007 and 2010,
more than 9 million homes went into foreclosure, 2.8 million of them in
2010 alone. Many millions more would see their families threatened with the
prospect of losing their home to a commercial bank or mortgage lender.”

Among those affected by the foreclosure crisis was Rob Call, a working-
class white man from Snowville, Georgia, and a recent graduate of Georgia
Tech: “All this stuff hits home for me. My parents, foreclosure proceedings
started against them. . . . My mom was a schoolteacher. . . she had arthritis
flare up, and she needed to pay toward medical expenses. So she talked to
Wells Fargo, and they said, “‘We're gonna need to prove that youre having
financial difficulty . . . by missing three payments in a row.” In Georgia, it
takes just ninety days for a missed payment to end in an eviction. So Rob
and his family would be forced to leave their home—an experience that
would later lead him to Occupy Our Homes: “I was really interested in
keeping that from happening to other folks, and breaking down the wall of
shame that exists around financial difficulty”

Meanwhile, as more and more young people sought a higher education,
universities both public and private raised their tuition to once unthink-
able heights. Tuition and fees for the 2010-2011 school year were 8 percent
higher at public four-year institutions, and 5 percent higher at private non-
profit institutions, than they had been just one year earlier. Thirty-six states
slashed spending on higher education, leading public institutions to shift
the burden onto students and their families. Amid the toughest labor mar-
ket ever recorded for college graduates, two in three would now be saddled
with debt, with the average student carrying $25,000 in such obligations.
By the end of 2011, total student debt would surpass s1 trillion, leaving a
generation in the red."

Nelini Stamp, a young woman of African American and Puerto Rican
descent and a New York City native, was one of those who had been dis-
suaded from going to college by the $30,000 price tag, along with a mea-
sure of legal discrimination. Because she had two mothers and “because
marriage equality wasn’t legal,” says Nelini, “I couldn’t get financial aid. I
was gonna take out loans, but none of the banks were giving me student
loans . .. Ijust couldn’t afford it” Compounding it all were her experiences
with Bank of America and its “predatory lending practices” in New York
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City, which had led her loved ones, too, to lose the house they lived in.
Motivated, in part, by her own struggles with the banks, Nelini decided to
devote herself full-time to political organizing in 2008, going to work, first,
for New York State’s Working Families Party, and then, in 2011, for Occupy
Wall Street (OWS).

These would-be occupiers were, in sum, the children of the crisis of
2007-2009. With few exceptions, they tended to have one or more of these
experiences of crisis in common: long-term unemployment or underem-
ployment; low-wage, part-time work (if they could get it); the prospect of
a lifetime of debt and downward mobility; and, finally, the abiding sense,
in the words of one protester, that “the future ain’t what it used to be”

Precedents and Pre-Occupations

“We Are the Beginning of the Beginning” So read a hand-painted sign
often seen in occupied Liberty Square. Every movement has its myths
of origin. Many nonparticipant observers have tended to speak of OWS
as if it emerged out of thin air, or out of cyberspace, in the summer of
2011. Its lineage has tended invariably to be traced to the actions of radi-
cal media makers and middle-class militants in North America: here, to a
call to action from Canadian “culture jammers” affiliated with Adbusters
Magazine; there, to the actions of a band of East Village anarchists, who
broke off from a socialist rally to form the first New York City General
Assembly. Since the occupiers ascended the national and international
stage in the autumn of 2011, such genealogies have achieved a kind of
canonical status. Yet I would argue that these narratives present a decid-
edly distorted picture of the real origins of OWS.

“We’re not doing anything new;” says Ternura Indignada, a migrant from
Bolivia to Spain, who helped to build the digital infrastructure for OWS
and for the May 15 (15-M) movement in Spain. “People want to look like
they’re doing something new. But it was not like we invented the wheel.
People are already struggling with the system for more than twenty years.
.. . The way the assemblies work and everything was taken from [other]
movements. It’s the transfer of technology, of know-how”

It was in South America, in the wake of the 2001 economic crisis, that
the tactic of occupation (known in Spanish as the toma) had taken on its
contemporary form, wedding a critique of global capitalism to a radically
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participatory form of democracy known as the asamblea popular (or “pop-
ular assembly”). This new form of occupation came of age in Argentina,
then a laboratory of neoliberalism, where the state’s efforts to restructure
its debt on the terms of the International Monetary Fund had led to cat-
astrophic capital flight and a run on the banks. Factories were shuttered,
bank accounts were frozen, and millions were left without work. Argentines
poured into the streets, banging on pots and pans and chanting against the
nation’s political class: “All of Them Must Go!” They went on to occupy, first,
public plazas, and then, private enterprises. All important decisions were
made in popular assemblies, by direct democracy, in a mode of self-gover-
nance we would later come to know as horizontalidad, or “horizontality”"
The would-be occupiers of 2011 had watched, listened to, and learned
from the example of their predecessors in other places. When I ask them
what inspired them to occupy, many of them cite a long list of occupa-
tions of international dimensions. Along with Argentina, they speak of the
Zapatista land occupations in Chiapas, Mexico, which had reclaimed pri-
vate property for indigenous peoples under the banner of “one no and many
yeses”; of the Popular Assemblies of the Peoples of Oaxaca, which had seen
its own movement of the squares after the brutal repression of a teachers’
strike; of the Anti-Eviction Campaign in Capetown, South Africa, which
had occupied homes and roads to win a local moratorium on evictions; and
of the Greek youth revolt, known simply as “December;” in which street
protests, school occupations, and urban riots had raged for weeks following
the fatal shooting of a fifteen-year-old anarchist. “We Are an Image from the
Future,” the militants had scrawled on the walls of one occupied school.”

Even within the borders of the United States, the tactic of occupation has
a far longer lineage than has been alleged. Homeless veterans had occu-
pied public spaces in protest of their penury since the 1930 “Bonus March.”
Industrial workers had occupied their workplaces to demand union rights,
living wages, and workplace protections in the sit-down strikes of 1933-
1937. In the 1960s, black students had occupied Southern lunch counters in
sit-ins against segregation, while in the 1970s, indigenous youth had occu-
pied stolen lands in the West. On college campuses across the country, stu-
dents had staged occupations and tent cities to protest war, apartheid, and
labor abuses, from the 1960s through the turn of the 21st century. And in
the decades leading up to the global upsurge of 2011, the tactic had gained
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renewed currency in Americas urban centers, with poor people’s protest
encampments periodically cropping up in cities like New York, Miami, and
Minneapolis, often in the name of economic human rights."

Many of the early occupiers and organizers of OWS had participated
in the last wave of global justice mobilizations and, more recently, in
the wave of occupations brought on by the Great Recession. The first
such occupations took place in and around private homes, with activ-
ists organizing to block evictions, stop foreclosures, and “take back the
land” in Florida, Massachusetts, Illinois, and Minnesota. In late 2008,
a Chicago-area factory called Republic Windows and Doors was the
site of a six-day sit-down strike, as 200 of its 260 workers, facing the
closure of their plant, forced the company and its creditor to meet their
demands for health coverage and severance pay. In 2009-2010, amid
the latest spate of tuition hikes, student occupations took college cam-
puses by storm, spreading across the University of California—where
student radicals urged classmates to “occupy everything” and “demand
nothing”—and reaching their apogee in a sixty-two-day strike that shut
down parts of the University of Puerto Rico.”

Yet these militant minorities were unable to sustain such levels of
activity on their own. Many burned out or moved on, while others fell
back on more familiar repertoires of permitted rallies and marches. Drew
Hornbein, a young white tech worker, originally from Pennsylvania, was
“flirting with activism” at the time: “T had participated in a few demonstra-
tions, and was very disillusioned by them. Kids marching down a corridor
of police barricades. Holding signs. Talking about taxing the rich while
using their iPhones.” Still, Samantha Corbin, a young white woman from
New York City and a direct action trainer with U.S. Uncut, saw in our
generation “an enormous amount of frustration, and a willingness to act,
bubbling under the surface. I think we've been getting indicators of that
for a long time. People were frustrated with the system [and] people were
interested in coming out in a big way. They just needed an invitation”

Arab Spring, Global Spring
Halfway around the world, another wave of occupations was about to set
revolutionary events in motion."” The catalyst came from the periphery of

economic and political power, in the Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid. It was
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there that a young street vendor named Mohamed Bouazizi set himself
alight on December 17, 2010, in protest of his humiliation by state officials.
Within days, his act of self-immolation would ignite a youthful insurgency
against the ruling regime of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.

Over the next twenty-nine days, the insurgency would spread to other
urban centers throughout Tunisia, fueled by longstanding grievances: the
sky-high price of bread, youth unemployment, police violence, state terror.
On January 14, 2011, tens of thousands joined in a general strike, braving
tear gas and bullets to occupy the streets of downtown Tunis. Ben Ali was
forced to flee the country that very night.

“Revolution in Tunisia. Tomorrow in Egypt,” read the texts and tweets
exchanged by young Egyptians in the weeks leading up to January 25, the
date they dubbed a “Day of Rage” against the regime of Hosni Mubarak.
The April 6 Youth Movement, an alliance of students, workers, and
pro-democracy activists, hoped to tap into popular discontent over the
unaffordability of basic staples and the brutality of the regime.

They could not have expected 300,000 Egyptians to answer the call,
as they did that day, surging into the streets of Cairo and chanting, after
their Tunisian comrades, “The people want the overthrow of the regime!”
In defiance of a longstanding ban on public protest, they converged
from all directions—from the city’s vast slums and from its working-
and middle-class quarters. Their demands were elegantly simple but
uncompromisingly radical: the fall of the regime; the end of martial law;
a “new, non-military government”; and the “constructive administra-
tion of all of Egypt’s resources”

Three days later, on January 28, an occupation was born in the midst of
Tahrir Square, in the hours following Friday prayers. The occupiers set up a
tent city-within-the-city, organizing their own kitchens, clinics, media cen-
ters, and security checkpoints. The square served as a convergence point and
a base camp, from where the revolutionaries could launch mass marches on
the Presidential Palace, the headquarters of Mubarak’s political party, the
Radio and Television Building, and other symbolic loci of state power.

Their larger strategy was one of civil resistance, aimed at mobilizing the
broadest possible base of support, and posing the most direct possible chal-
lenge to the pillars of state power. Their strategic goals were threefold: first,
to “take over important government buildings”; second, to “attempt to win
over members of the police and army”; and third, to “protect our brothers
and sisters in revolution.”
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What followed were eighteen days that shook the world, which awoke
daily to images of nonviolent resistance in the face of deadly repression.
Despite repeated charges by police and plainclothes thugs, using clubs, tear
gas, and live ammunition, the occupiers held their ground in Tahrir, with
Muslim Brothers fighting side-by-side with Revolutionary Socialists, liber-
als, feminists, and other secularists—standing together, they said, as “One
Hand” against the regime.

On February 9-10, hundreds of thousands of workers went on strike all
at once, effectively paralyzing the economy. The next day, the “Friday of
Departure;,” millions surged into the streets of cities across Egypt, as the
occupiers marched from Tahrir to the Presidential Palace to demand that
the dictator step down. At 6 p.m. on February 11, Mubarak was forced to do
just that, tendering his resignation to the Council of the Armed Forces after
two decades of dictatorship.

The “Arab Spring” had an electrifying effect on young people around the
world, from the other side of the Mediterranean Basin to the other side
of the Atlantic Ocean. Marisa Holmes was a young white anarchist from
a middle-class suburb of Columbus, Ohio, who would go on to become
an occupier with OWS. In early 2011, she recalls, “I had all these utopian
visions, and I wasn't satisfied. I just needed to do something really extreme.
I bought a ticket to Cairo and went to learn from organizers there.” There,
Marisa was electrified by what she saw. “There was just this kind of eupho-
ria. . . . There was a political conversation everywhere you went. It was full
of possibility”

“I remember very clearly when, in Egypt and Tunisia, the revolution
happened” says Isham Christie, a Native American revolutionary from the
Choctaw Nation, who went on to play a vital part in the formation of OWS.
“I was in all the solidarity demos in New York. I was watching Al Jazeera
constantly. It just really felt like, oh yeah, this is possible. So that was really
defining. And then when it started to spread to other countries. . . . We
were like, we need to rise up in New York!”

The Battle of Madison

Just four days after the fall of Mubarak, a storm of unrest swept the
American Midwest. Three years had passed since the onset of the Great
Recession and the bailout of the banks. The change many had hoped for,
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worked for, and voted for in 2008 was proving ever more illusory. The
nation’s political class had an answer to the crisis—austerity—but the cut-
backs only added to the unemployment rolls. From August 2008 through
2010, state and local governments laid off more than 426,000 employees.
This trend accelerated with the expiration of federal stimulus funds and
the extension of the George W. Bush-era tax cuts, portending a deep fiscal
crisis for many states and municipalities."

At no time in living memory had the American labor movement
appeared so demoralized, so demobilized. Many in its ranks had hoped the
Obama presidency would usher in an era of union revival. But by 2011, they
had little to show for their efforts in Washington, D.C., and even less to
show in the workplace, as real wages declined, full-time work disappeared,
and labor’s share of national income dwindled. Union membership, long a
barometer of workers’ bargaining power, fell to its lowest level in seventy
years. In many states, the public sector was organized labor’s last bastion.
Now, with the triumphant march of the Tea Party Right into state legisla-
tures nationwide, it seemed public sector unions were about to be next on
the chopping block.

On February 11, as if on cue, the Tea Party poster child and newly elected
governor of Wisconsin, Scott K. Walker, proposed a radical Budget Repair
Bill to deal with a manufactured fiscal crisis. The legislation proposed to
strip the state’s public sector workers of the right to collectively bargain
over their wages, benefits, and working conditions, a right that had been
enshrined in state law for more than half a century. It would also decertity
the unions from one year to the next, and give the governor the right to fire
any state employee who elected to go on strike. In response to a firestorm of
criticism, Governor Walker replied, “I don’t have anything to negotiate” and
threatened to call out the National Guard in the event of a work stoppage.”

The governor, it turned out, had made a poor choice in his timing. With
Egyptian flags waving and signs calling for “Union, Not Dictatorship,”
an ad hoc alliance of trade unionists, students, and other concerned citi-
zens marched into the majestic rotunda of the State Capitol in Madison
on February 15, 2011, chanting, “Kill the bill! Kill the bill”” The next night,
inspired by the revolutions overseas, the Teaching Assistants’ Association of
the University of Wisconsin-Madison spearheaded an overnight sleepover
in the capitol rotunda. Much to everyone’s surprise, the occupation would
stretch for seventeen days, culminating in the largest demonstrations in
the history of the state.
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“It’s like Cairo’s moved to Madison these days,” opined Rep. Paul Ryan
(R-WI), the chairman of the House Budget Committee. “All this demon-
stration!” Appropriately enough, the Egyptian revolutionaries immediately
communicated their solidarity from Tahrir Square. One man was photo-
graphed with a sign reading, “Egypt Supports Wisconsin Workers. One
World, One Pain”?

In the beginning, the crowds were largely composed of students and
teachers, some of whom staged wildcat strikes and “sick-outs” so that they
could be a part of the occupation. As the days wore on, the movement
broadened its base to include workers and citizens of all stripes, regard-
less of whether they were personally affected by the Budget Repair Bill.
Here were “non-union, Wisconsin taxpayers” singing “Solidarity Forever”

<

alongside their “union brothers and sisters.” Here were angry members of
the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, offering brats to all who were
hungry, and staging “solidarity sleepovers” alongside service workers, steel-
workers, and even off-duty police officers and firefighters in full regalia.

“An assault on one is an assault on all,” declared Mahlon Mitchell, presi-
dent of the Professional Firefighters Association. “Now we have a fire in the
house of labor . . . and we are going to put it out.””

Cecily McMillan, a student occupier of Irish and Mexican American
descent, who came to Wisconsin by way of Georgia and Texas, recalls her first
impression of the scene inside the rotunda. “When I got there, oh my god.. . . it
was the most amazing thing. The whole rotunda was filled with people shout-
ing in unison and seeing first hand, for real, what democracy looks like, and
how flawed our democracy is. I saw college students and grad students and
teachers and firefighters and police officers and farmers and janitors and city
workers. . . . People were waiting in line, lines upon lines, to give their own per-
sonal statements about how important unions are. . . testimonies by the thou-
sands. We meant to go there for one day and we just stayed [for two weeks]”

The occupiers came to refer to the occupied capitol as “The People’s
House” By day, they held open-mic speakouts and sing-alongs on the first
floor, while delegations of supporters hung banners from the second- and
third-floor balconies above: “New York Stands with Wisconsin.” “Michigan
Supports W.I. Workers” “Baltimore Is Here With You” “Solidarity from
Texas” Out-of-state allies called in thousands of pizza pies to feed the
occupiers, with donations streaming in from all fifty states and from fans
as far away as Haiti, Ecuador, and Egypt. The occupiers benefited not only

from the “pizzatopia,” but also from a medical station, information station,

THE OCCUPIERS: THE MAKING OF THE 99 PERCENT MOVEMENT
26



day-care center, and other services on demand. After dark, the program
continued with performances, workshops, and discussion groups. By
night, upward of 400 occupiers spread their sleeping bags across the mar-
ble floors and prepared for their next day of action.”

One of those who spent the night was a young Marine veteran named
Scott Olsen, recently returned from a tour in Iraq, who boarded the bus
each weekend to commute to Madison from Moline, Illinois: “I could not
sit idly by with a huge collective action taking place in my home state,
knowing my sister, a public school teacher, could be negatively impacted
by such measures in the bill. I went to Madison for three weekends in a
row, sleeping under a bust of Fighting Bob La Follette, and returning home
for my job during the week?

Outside the rotunda, tens of thousands regularly paraded up and down
the capitol grounds, trooping through the snow, the ice, and the fog of
the bitter Wisconsin winter. By February 24, the protests had spread to
eighteen other towns across the state, while “Stand with Wisconsin” soli-
darity rallies had become a common sight in other parts of the country,
along with garden signs and online memes featuring a map of the state
in the shape of a fist. The campaign to “kill the bill” had tapped into
a wellspring of working- and middle-class discontent with the austerity
agenda and with the drive to dismantle the nation’s unions. Having won
the backing of local and national publics, the Madison occupiers forced a
dramatic showdown in the legislature, as fourteen senators fled the state
to Illinois in an attempt to preempt the vote. In the end, however, despite
the historic mobilization, Governor Walker and his allies were able to
force the collective bargaining bill through the legislature, in the dead of
night, on March ¢.*

Though the occupiers failed to kill the bill, Wisconsin represented a prov-
ing ground for many of those who, six months later, would form the core of
OWS. And it was there, in the rotunda, that Americans would catch their
first, fleeting glimpse of the intergenerational alliance that the 99 Percent
movement convened: older, unionized workers, side-by-side with highly
educated, downwardly mobile Millennials. In the age of austerity, both social
strata were being asked to bear the cost of a crisis they had had no hand in
creating. And both strata were facing the prospect of losing the social rights
and living standards that earlier generations had taken for granted.

The battle of Madison was no “American Spring,” as some had hoped it
would be. But like the Arab Spring, it had a powerful demonstration effect
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on the thousands who participated and the millions who watched from
afar. For many, the occupation recast the very meaning of U.S. democracy,
seemingly overnight, calling its class dimension into question and remind-
ing workers, students, and citizens of their power in numbers.”

In the days and months that followed, hope for a more democratic soci-
ety, hostility toward “corporate tyranny; and a loss of faith in other avenues
of political action would combine to turn growing numbers of Americans
in favor of (1) the strategy of civil disobedience, in general, and (2) the tac-
tic of occupation, in particular.

The Movement of the Squares

“No One Expects the #SpanishRevolution.” So read the hand-painted sign
often seen in Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, or Gate of the Sun, in the heady
days of May 2011. Indeed, no one saw the uprising coming. Not here, of all
places, in the center of the capital’s commercial district, where the shop-
pers lined up for the latest sale and multinational businessmen did their
business, usually at a safe remove from the multitudes of the jobless and
the homeless. Not now, at a time when the financial crisis and fiscal auster-
ity had left a generation in a state of deep depression, and when election
season brought with it an official prohibition on all forms of public protest.

Yet here they were, forty “indignant ones” in all, holding forth on one
side of the square beneath the imperious gaze of King Charles III and
before the historic House of the Post Office, where General Francisco
Franco’s Ministry of the Interior had established its forty-year reign of
terror. They were too young to remember the dictatorship or, for that mat-
ter, life before neoliberalism. Yet, they will later tell me, they were not too
young to know how dearly Spain was paying for the crisis. Many of them
were among the 46 percent of young Spaniards who went without work in
2011; others were semi-employed or underemployed, known as the “Youth
without a Future”

Earlier that day—later immortalized in the name of the movement
as 15-M, or May 15—the Democracia Real Ya coalition had staged a
20,000-strong march of the indignados, which had converged on down-
town Madrid and fifty-seven other cities across Spain, behind the ban-
ner: “We are not commodities in the hands of politicians and bankers.”*
After the march was violently broken up by the antidisturbios (riot police),
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this ragtag remnant of the protest had found refuge in the square, where
they seated themselves on its old stone slabs and debated what was to be
done. At first, they had no plans to stay the night. They had brought with
them no more than their bodies to occupy the space and cell phones with
short message service (SMS) to spread the word.”

Inspired by the example of the Arab revolutions, a handful of these
indignados decided to make what appeared, at first, to be a wildly impracti-
cal proposal. One of their number, information technology worker Carlos
Barragan, would later tell me, “It occurred to us to ask people, what if we
stayed, and slept there? We had this idea of the Arab Spring in our heads,
beforehand. . . . There was this energy among the people, and it appeared
that it was possible, no? To do something more”

Another occupier, physicist Miguel Arania Catania, remembers the pro-
cess of deliberation that led to the decision to take the square: “We were sit-
ting there, waiting for something, like, come on, we cannot just stop here,
we should do something different. And I remember people started talking,
well, maybe we can sleep in the square and wait for the elections. . . . The
first two or three people who said it, it sounded like a joke, but then some
more people said, ‘Yeah, why not? Maybe we can do it’ In the beginning,
it’s the idea that you are not alone . . . that makes you feel like you can do it.
This idea of the collective is very important.”

By the second night, the population of the encampment had swelled
from 40 to 250, as more “indignant ones” caught wind, by text or by tweet,
that something was happening in Sol. When they arrived in the occupied
square, they were greeted and treated as equals, and invited to participate
in the “popular assemblies,” which were tasked with coming to a consensus
on all decisions affecting the acampada as a whole. As for the immediate
needs of the occupiers, they organized themselves into working groups or
“commissions” to find new ways to meet them: “We need something to
sleep on” “We need food” “We need a message.”

“There was a creativity going on, but also a kind of organization,” recalls
Mariangela, an older migrant woman originally from Italy. “People taking
things up from recycling. People organizing the dynamics of the assembly.
People putting up a library for people to read. I remember seeing this sofa
passed from one hand to the other, and I thought, yes! we are camping
here!” The structures that they erected were improvised and ephemeral,
but in the eyes of the occupiers, they offered a sturdier base of support than
the political and economic system that had failed them.
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At 5 oclock in the morning, the antidisturbios arrived with orders to
evict the nascent encampment. “Get up! Get out!” they cried, rousing the
denizens of the square from their slumber. The occupiers raised their hands
high above their heads in a sign of nonviolence, chanting, “These are our
weapons!” It would become one of the defining gestures of the 15-M move-
ment. With arrests and beatings, the riot police quickly cleared the camp,
then chased the indignados through the streets of the commercial district.
The latter later reconvened at a nearby squat, where they determined to put
out the call to take back the square the very next day.

“When the police came to evict . . . the networks began to work,” says
Carolina, a longtime hacktivist and a founding editor of TaketheSquare.
net. “The social networks, but also SMS, phone calls, and so on. It was like
a snowball effect. The first day, there were 200 after the eviction. And then
it was like thousands. It was happening in Madrid the first day, but the next
day, it was happening in many other cities in Spain . . . this kind of replica-
tion effect. You copy, and modify, and remix. Everybody will do it in their
own place, but at the same time, everybody will do it together”

At first, the arc of the acampadas tended to follow a more or less predict-
able sequence: the initial toma or “take” would be planned on the fly by a
hard core of seasoned activists, who would then be evicted, often with over-
whelming force, by local law enforcement. The events would be recorded,
“live-tweeted,” and “live-streamed” by independent journalists, then
shared—posted, linked, “liked,” and “retweeted”—among a diffuse network
of supporters and sympathizers, who competed with corporate news net-
works for audiences’ attention. Having activated these social networks, the
core collectives put them to work, helping them build the infrastructure of
occupation and summoning a larger mass of indignados to join them.

The indignation of the many was often catalyzed by the imagery of
their peers under attack by the police, but it also had its basis in a litany of
longstanding grievances, generated by lived experiences of economic suf-
fering and political disempowerment. These gave rise to a set of concrete
demands, such as those passed by the Sol Assembly on May 20: “Reform

» « » «

of the electoral law” “The right to decent housing” “Free, universal pub-

» ««

lic health” “Fiscal reform to favor equality” “Nationalization of those
banks bailed out by the state” “Regularization of working conditions.”
“Transparency.” “Participatory and direct democracy”?

The very act of taking a square also involved a basic set of claims about

public space, democracy, capitalism, and social change. The first claim
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the occupiers made was that the square was already theirs; that, as public
space, it belonged to the people; and that the people must therefore be the
ones to decide what to do with it. A second claim was the assertion, in the
words of one popular refrain, that, “They do not represent us” The taking
of the square was, in this sense, a wholesale withdrawal of the consent of
the governed. A third core claim was that of an “error de sistema” (or “sys-
tem error”): that, if the people in the squares were not working, or working
in dead-end jobs, it was not because they had failed, but because the eco-
nomic system had failed them. A fourth and final claim was that there was,
in fact, an alternative—that, in the parlance of the movement, “another
world was possible,” and that the generation of the crisis need not wait to
change the world. As one of their collective texts would put it, “We know
we can change it, and were having a great time going about it”*

One day, some of the Spanish indignados unfurled a banner reading, “Be
Quiet, or Youwll Wake the Greeks!” At the time, Greece was in the throes
of a depression, with the economy contracting for the fourth year in a row
and youth unemployment topping 43 percent. Greece’s woes were com-
pounded by a sovereign debt crisis, in which the “Troika” of the European
Union, European Central Bank, and International Monetary Fund had
granted the state a bailout—but only on the condition that it implement a
punishing program of wage cuts, pension cuts, and privatizations. Greek
cities had been rocked by riots and strikes since December 2008, but the
government had continued on its path of austerity, only deepening the
depression.*

In the eyes of many, the birthplace of Western democracy had fallen
prey to a foreign plutocracy. “I think they [the Greek people] just couldn't
take it anymore,” says Giorgos Kalampokas, a young chemical engineer
and socialist union activist from Athens. “That’s what we can call indigna-
tion. They had just seen their lives being torn apart. They saw no future

.. no future that could give [them] any kind of work. That is why the
Greek resistance gained this symbolic role. The Greek people were not just
fighting the LM.E They were fighting a whole economic orthodoxy”

That spring, many Greeks were also discovering a new way of fighting.
“The Arab Spring, the indignados in Spain . . . helped us to understand that
were not alone in the world,” says Despoina Paraskeva, an unemployed
student militant from Peiraias. “There was a common thread joining
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everything. . .. This whole form of uprising, taking the square, it was not a
very common kind of uprising. Up to then, we knew only demonstrations.
... So it was a new form that we saw coming from abroad. We took it, we
embraced it, and that form gave us a way of expression.”

On the night of May 25, in view of the imminent signing of a sec-
ond “Memorandum” with the Troika, thousands of aganaktismenoi (as
the “indignant citizens” were known in Greek) decided to try another
approach: an indefinite occupation of Syntagma Square. The square sits
at the political and commercial crossroads of Athens, at the ascent to the
Hellenic Parliament (which was built as a royal palace for a Bavarian king
and later occupied by the military junta of 1967-74). While some stood
before the Parliament, waving Greek flags and shouting, “Down with the
Thieves,” others gathered in the square below to form Syntagma’s first
“People’s Assembly” In answer to the provocations of Puerta del Sol, they
unfurled a banner in the colors of the Spanish flag, which read, “We are
awake!/What time is it?/It’s time for them [the politicians] to go!” That
night, the occupiers determined, “Let’s stay in Syntagma and let’s decide,
right here, how we are going to solve our problems. . . . We are here to dis-
cover real democracy”

For well over a month, the occupiers of Athens, like those of Madrid and
Barcelona (see Figure 1.3), would camp out in tents and on folding beds beneath
the ornamental trees of Syntagma, many of them believing, in the words of
one, that “the Greek Tahrir awaits us” Each day, they organized themselves
into teams to meet their needs and the needs of others. They opened up a free
canteen, set up a “health village,” offered free classes and workshops, and made
their own media out of a makeshift communications center.

Those with the time to spare also spun off into “thematic assemblies”
to grapple with the many issues and interests at stake: “Employment” for
the unemployed, “Health” for the uninsured, “Education” for students and
teachers, “Solidarity” for migrants. Indeed, solidarity was as important a
concept as democracy to many of the occupiers, and they sought to link
the occupation to larger struggles beyond the square. To this end, they
started neighborhood assemblies, organized against the neo-Nazi Golden
Dawn, and lent support to local picket lines and to the Athens Pride Parade.
“Solidarity is the weapon of the people,” they would say, in the fight for
“equality—dignity—direct democracy.”

Democracy, of course, meant many things to many people, and the form
it took in Greece differed from the form it took in Spain. The occupiers of
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Syntagma and of Sol had much in common between them, claiming a col-
lective identity as indignados, using the same hand signals and digital tools,
and confronting some of the same challenges, external threats, and inter-
nal tensions. Both were led by the “invisible generation” bearing the brunt
of the crisis, and seeing no alternative within the political system.

Yet the movements in Greece and Spain also emerged from very dif-
ferent contexts, giving rise to distinct ideas and practices. For instance, in
place of the consensus process seen in Spain, the Assembly of Syntagma
made decisions by majority rule and used a lottery system to select who
was to speak and when. In place of the disdain many Spaniards showed
toward established organizations, trade unions, and political parties, the
aganaktismenoi forged early alliances with public sector unions and with
sympathetic socialist parties like SYRIZA and ANTARSYA.*

As in Cairo and in Madison, the alliance between the occupiers and
organized labor lent Greece’s movement of the squares an organizational
muscle and a power in numbers. It also set the stage for a series of general
strikes against the austerity regime. The second general strike would go on
for forty-eight hours, bringing half a million people into the streets and
bringing the governing coalition to the brink of collapse.

“It was a new kind of struggle combined with the old kind of struggle”
says Thanos Andritsos, an Athenian student affiliated with the New Left
Current. “New kinds of rage, and new kinds of organization, were com-
bined with some important working sectors of society: the people who
collect the rubbish, the people who work in energy, the workers from the
Metro, who kept the station open so we could come and go without dan-
ger” The movement came of age at a time when Greek society had never
been more divided—yet, even with the economy in ruins, it generated new
sources of solidarity.”

Once the movements of the squares became mass phenomena, as they
did across the Eurozone’s southern periphery that May, they tended to
unfold in increasingly unpredictable ways, giving rise to unintended con-
sequences beyond the imagination of the original organizers. And as they
broadened, deepened, and joined forces with others, they threatened to
spiral out of the control of state managers and law enforcers. Hence, the
acampadas and asambleas would become focal points for popular opposi-
tion to austerity and restricted democracy—a system the occupiers saw as a
“two-party dictatorship” disciplined by the central banks and the Common
Market. In the space of the square and beyond, this opposition was finally
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Figure 1.3 “Memorial Democratic,” Barcelona, July 21, 2011. Credit: Michael
A. Gould-Wartofsky.

finding its voice—and using it, for the first time in a generation, to call the
entire system into question.

In the short term, both the indignados of Spain and the aganaktismenoi
of Greece would lose their fight against austerity. The Memorandum passed
in the Greek Parliament, the Right ascended to power in Madrid, and the
Troika emerged triumphant. In the longer term, however, the movements of
the squares opened up new avenues of political participation and empow-
ered an otherwise “invisible generation” Within two months’ time, such
movements would come to be internationalized on a once unthinkable
scale, stretching from the European Parliament in Brussels to Rothschild
Avenue in Tel Aviv.

“The connection is Egypt. And Spain. And Athens. And then every-

»
>

where,” muses Georgia Sagri, an anarcho-autonomist performance artist
from Athens, who was part of the occupations of Syntagma and Liberty
Squares. “[But] they’re not the same thing. The connections are like echoes.
... It’s not the form that connects them, but the issues . . . the economic
crisis, of course—which is capitalism in crisis—and the disbelief in repre-

sentative politics.”
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“Suddenly, everything was possible, Carolina of 15-M and
TaketheSquare.net would later tell me, recalling how she felt in the wake of
the acampadas. “We said, why not, let’s mobilize the whole world! A global
revolution! And so, in June, we decided to make a call to cities in many
countries” The call was accompanied by a kind of how-to guide, entitled,
“How to Camp for a Global Revolution” I would later hear of this guide in
many of my conversations with would-be Wall Street occupiers.

“It was just like throwing a bottle into the ocean, and saying, ‘let’s
see what happens!”” says Carolina. Meanwhile, across the ocean, many
Americans of my generation were watching and waiting, with bated breath,
for our own wave to break.
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2

Organizing for Occupation

May 12-September 16, 2011

“Make the Banks Pay”

On May 12, 2011, three days before the opening act of the
“#SpanishRevolution,” the Financial District of Lower Manhattan is over-
run, quite unexpectedly, by the rest of the city. Moved by the call to “bring
Wisconsin to Wall Street,” tens of thousands of New Yorkers are on the
march in a “day of rage” against Mayor Bloomberg’s austerity budget and
what organizers are calling the “crisis of inequality” in the city.

Urged on by texts and tweets promising a big day in the streets, I make
my way downtown from New York University. I have traveled this road
before. Nearly ten years ago, I had walked out of my public high school
and marched on City Hall to oppose the mayor’s last bout of budget cuts;
in February 2011, I had joined in a massive rally here in support of the
occupiers of the Wisconsin State Capitol. But today’s “day of action” has
a radically different look, sound, and feel than any downtown rally in
recent memory.

There are more of us than usual, an estimated 20,000 in all, assembling
at eight separate sites, issue by issue, constituency by constituency. Spirited
public school students converge around the Charging Bull, chanting, “They
say cut back? We say fight back!” Indignant schoolteachers, facing up to
6,000 layofts, gather in a ring around City Hall. Public service providers
assemble at South Street Seaport, immigrant workers at Battery Park, tran-
sit workers at Bowling Green.
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The breadth of the coalition is matched only by the depth of the
discontent—which, amid the fallout from the financial crisis, is increas-
ingly directed at “the top 1 percent,” “the bankers” and “the millionaires”
The most common signs I see are stenciled with the words, “MAKE THE
BANKS PAY; along with an image of the Big Apple being consumed by a
worm named “Wall Street” The second most common signs identify their
bearers with those communities hardest hit by the crisis and the austerity
agenda—among them homeless New Yorkers, underserved youth, over-
looked seniors, and the long-term unemployed.'

As the marchers spill into the streets and feed into a single, raging
stream bound for Wall Street, rumors ripple through the crowd that civil
disobedience is in the offing. They say that the May 12 Coalition, backed by
the United Federation of Teachers, has planned a wave of sit-ins under the
guise of “teach-ins” to “take Wall Street to school.” Coalition members have
already set a militant tone in the run-up to the day of action, with HIV/
AIDS activists disrupting meetings of the Real Estate Board of New York,
homeowners marching on the Bank of America Tower, and anti-austerity
campaigners crashing a private party featuring House Speaker John
Boehner.

Today, the coalition’s radical core appears poised to disrupt “business
as usual” in the very epicenter of financial capital. At the last minute, how-
ever, the teachers’ union, under intense pressure from the NYPD, will pull
the plug on the planned “teach-ins” Upon reaching Water Street and Wall,
we will find ourselves “kettled,” then dispersed by a phalanx of police with
batons drawn. The would-be occupiers of Wall Street will have to wait to
occupy another day.?

Mayor Bloomberg will respond to the democratic rabble with char-
acteristic disdain: “I would think that while they have a right to protest,
they’re probably doing it in the wrong place. . . . We have to make sure that
people come here, businesses come here, wealthy people come here and
buy apartments and create jobs and pay taxes. . . . We need everybody to
pull together and find ways to do more with less.”

Across town, however, New Yorkers Against Budget Cuts (NYABC) was
pulling together in the opposite direction, looking for ways to do more for
those who had less, and to give less to those who had more. The May 12 day
of action to “make the banks pay” was but the opening shot in the contest
over who could claim the right to the city, who would bear the costs of the
crisis, and who would reap the benefits of the recovery.
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Bloombergville—The Rehearsal

Although May 12 had come and gone, leaving the Financial District
unoccupied, the day of action put the tactic of mass occupation on the
table for the first time in recent memory. The more militant members of
the anti-austerity coalition now saw fit to escalate their campaign against
the budget cuts. If Mayor Bloomberg prevailed, the cuts could cost the
city 105 senior centers, housing and child care services, and thousands of
teachers—all at a time when, in the words of the organizers, “the richest
1 percent [paid] less in state and local taxes than anyone else.”

Within days, the militants would find fresh inspiration in the actions
of their counterparts across the Atlantic Ocean, as they occupied public
plazas from Puerta del Sol to Syntagma Square (see Chapter 1). Galvanized
by their example, the organizers behind NYABC and its Beyond May 12
committee, despite their deep political divisions, would soon come to a
consensus on the uses of the tactical toolkit of the acampada, or encamp-
ment. For two weeks, as the budget vote approached, they would deploy
this newfound tactic on the sidewalks around City Hall. It was to be a sort
of dress rehearsal for the Wall Street occupation to come.

In the days and weeks leading up to day 1 of the encampment—June
14, 2011—NYABC set out to build a base of support among constituen-
cies on the receiving end of municipal austerity. They held “action assem-
blies” in all five boroughs, hoping to reach “every school, union and
community affected by the cutter’s knife” They secured the endorsements
of sympathetic unions such as the Transit Workers and the Professional
Staff Congress, as well as front-line nonprofits such as Community Voices
Heard and Picture the Homeless. From the latter, they learned of their
right to “sleep out” on city sidewalks as an act of public protest, a right that
local housing activists had won a decade earlier in the case of Metropolitan
Council v. Safir. With the law on their side, the planners pledged to make
the camp safe, accessible, and above all, sustainable.®

The organizers christened their encampment “Bloombergville,” a term
of art derived from the “Hoovervilles” that had dotted U.S. cities during the
darkest days of the Great Depression.” In recent weeks, the “Hooverville”
model had been adopted and adapted by the prolabor protesters on the
grounds of the Wisconsin State Capitol, who took to calling their tent
city “Walkerville” (in honor of Governor Scott Walker). At the same time,
closer to home, a string of smaller camps had taken root across the region.
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In the five boroughs, “Cuomovilles” had been erected by angry tenants,
demanding affordable housing and stronger rent regulation from Governor
Andrew Cuomo. In Trenton, New Jersey, union workers had constructed a
tent city called “Camp Collective Bargaining,” in protest of proposed legis-
lation restricting their right to bargain over health care coverage.

Meanwhile, a network of online activists affiliated with Anonymous had
called for an encampment of their own, demanding an end to the “cam-
paign finance and lobbying racket,” the break-up of “Too Big to Fail Banks,”
and the resignation of Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke.® The “occupation” had
been planned for a certain “privately owned public space” called Zuccotti
Park (see Chapter 3). In the event, however, a grand total of sixteen sup-
porters showed up for the “Empire State Rebellion,” and only four of those
sixteen came prepared to camp out overnight. For all of Anonymous’s
online cachet and its subcultural clout, its brand of hacktivism, it seemed,
was no substitute for on-the-ground organizing.” The “Empire State reb-
els” quickly abandoned their plan of attack; some of them opted to join
NYABC instead at its nascent encampment uptown.

Bloombergville kicked off on the night of June 14 with a modest turn-
out of fewer than a hundred occupiers. Under the arches of the Municipal
Building, they assembled for a rally and “town hall meeting,” bearing blan-
kets, sleeping bags, conga drums, and handmade banners, and chanting to
keep their spirits up:

“We will fight! We will win! Cairo, New York, Wisconsin!”

The campers appeared to represent a multiracial, cross-class alliance,
drawing in some of the most disaffected sectors of urban society. Here were
public sector workers in matching hats and T-shirts, some with little chil-
dren in tow, who came to the camp with their “union brothers and sisters.”
Here, too, were homeless activists familiar with the exigencies of sleeping
on the street. Perhaps most numerous were college students and college
graduates, many of them members of Far Left political formations—from
Marxist-Leninist cadres like the International Socialist Organization to New
Left offshoots like the Organization for a Free Society. The division between
the dual political poles would become a fixture of the occupations of 2011."

It was here, at Bloombergville, that many of the would-be occupiers of Wall
Street would first get to know each other, as they learned to live together,
work together, and make decisions together in daily sidewalk assemblies.
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Many of the campers I talked to found in the encampment a longed-for
political home, which they would later reinvent in Liberty Square. In the
beginning, however, most of them shared little in the way of collective iden-
tity or political ideology. What they did share, they will later recall, was an
aversion to economic injustice, a commitment to structural change, and a
source of common inspiration in the Arab Spring and the Mediterranean
summer.

From Far Rockaway came Messiah Rhodes, a soft-spoken, outspoken
young black man of radical persuasion. After years living on the streets of
New York City, he had gotten a job at a nonprofit but grown disillusioned
with the world of “corporate philanthropy.” In early 2011, Messiah saw the
glimmer of an alternative in the Egyptian Revolution and the indignado
movement. He decided to quit his job at the Robin Hood Foundation and
dedicate himself full-time to documenting local street activism: “I got my
camera and got my mic and went out in the streets and started filming
stuff. . .. I saw that people were serious about bringing the movement from
overseas to here, somehow””

With Bloombergyville, Messiah tells me, “we pretty much just got the
411 on what it means to have an occupation in New York City, and that it
is possible” Yet he reminds me that class divisions were characteristic of
such camps from the first: “I was unemployed at the time, so I was able to
be down there, sleep there every day, blog, do all kinds of media stuff. But
working people, they’re not gonna be able to occupy”

From Oklahoma, by way of North Dakota, came Isham Christie of the
Choctaw Nation. After years of rural poverty and “juvenile delinquency;,’
Isham had been politicized by books and by the U.S. invasion of Iraq,
eventually joining the New Students for a Democratic Society, before
going on to participate in Bloombergville. Isham vividly remembers what
it was like for him. “When you’re in an encampment together,” he says,
“you develop close personal relationships with people. Because you’re liv-
ing together. I think that was really important. It was nasty and dirty,
literally sleeping on the street, grit under your fingernails. But that was
something.”

From North Dakota, too, came Mary Clinton, a young white union
organizer from a family of farmers and soldiers. Mary had worked for the
Democratic Non-Partisan League on the 2010 elections before realizing
she wanted to “organize to affect people’s lives in a more direct way.” She
moved to New York City and went to work for the local labor movement.
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“The global austerity fight was coming to New York . . . so I started going
to NYABC meetings. . . . It was a coalition of a lot of different organiza-
tions, and there was a ton of experience in the room. I learned a lot” Mary
also learned from the stories of occupiers in other places: “We were skyp-
ing with people in Madrid, and in Madison. We shared best practices, like
‘keep everyone caffeinated!” But it was this moment when it was like, oh
wow, were part of something bigger”

Coming from Austin, Texas, by way of the City University of New York,
was Conor Tomads Reed, a radically minded graduate student, educator,
and organizer of Puerto Rican descent. Conor recalls that 2011 “was a big
shift for me politically;” as he sought to build a “vibrant, nondogmatic, and
ultimately effective social movement” in the city by “combining different
radical traditions.” Like Isham and Mary, he cites the example of revolu-
tionaries in other countries: “I don’t think it began here. . . . That demo-
cratic impulse people got from the Arab revolutions, people got from the
Latin American revolts” At Bloombergville, Conor tells me, “[We were]
able to connect small struggles with international ones. We were able to
not only talk about the pains of living under capitalism, but also the joys of
making community within it”

Over the course of the next two weeks, Bloombergyville’s numbers and for-
tunes would fluctuate wildly from morning to night, and from one day to
the next. Much of the time, the occupiers would find themselves outnum-
bered and outmaneuvered by the NYPD, which made a practice of pushing
them further and further away, out of sight and out of sound of the targets
of their message: first, from One Centre Street to the gates of City Hall
Park, and thence, westward across Broadway, to the sidewalk abutting the
old Woolworth Building at Park Place.

Here, surrounded by scaffolding, police pens, and the blue glow of a
nearby Citibank, a hard core of three dozen activists attempted to hold
their ground. They followed a set of simple ground rules: “Do Not Talk
to Police” “No Alcohol or Illegal Substances” “Share Food and Consider
Others” Some of them marked their turf along the sidewalk with their
own “public library” as well as a panoply of picket signs: “Fight Like an
Egyptian” “Mind the Income Gap.” “Class Size Matters.” “I Want My Job
Back!” Their ranks would swell after work hours and on weekends, some-
times into the hundreds, as they were joined by fellow New Yorkers for
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evening teach-ins, nightly assemblies, and free meals provided by the
Transit Workers Union.

In the end, the encampment would fall well short of its ultimate goal,
failing to forestall all but a handful of the proposed cutbacks. While the
occupiers were rallying behind a politics of “No Cuts—No Layofts—No
Compromise,” local legislators, labor leaders, and the Bloomberg admin-
istration were cutting back-room deals behind City Hall. While the mayor
agreed to save the firehouses and the senior centers, the City Council con-
ceded to the loss of thousands of teachers from city schools. The budget
deal was sealed on the night of June 25, to chants of “Let Us In!” and “Your
Job Next!”

Three days later, thirteen of the most committed occupiers entered
the offices of the City Council and zip-tied themselves together. The
“Bloombergville 13” were promptly placed under arrest and carried out
one by one. It was to be the last act of Bloombergville, the conclusion of
the dress rehearsal. Yet that night, from behind bars, the occupiers were
already plotting their next act.

The Meme and the Movement'?

In June 2011, the word on the street finally reached Adbusters’ headquarters,
outside Vancouver, British Columbia. Founded in 1989, the sleekly made,
slickly marketed magazine by 2011 boasted a circulation of over 60,000
and an e-mail list of over 90,000. Like many other independent media
platforms that played a formative role in the uprisings of 2011, Adbusters
had come into its own in the heyday of the alter-globalization movement,
ten years earlier, when it had claimed the mantle of a “global network of
culture jammers and creatives working to change the way information
flows, the way corporations wield power, and the way meaning is produced
in our society”

It was Adbusters Magazine that would be credited, in some quarters,
with the invention of the movement, as if from scratch, beginning with its
incendiary “tactical briefing™

This tactical briefing went public online on July 13, two months after the
opening act of M-15 in Madrid, and just two months before day 1 of the
Wall Street occupation. The Occupy meme first made the rounds by way
of the magazine’s online subscribers, “friends,” and “followers,” who were
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addressed by the authors as “you redeemers, radicals, and rebels” In a fan-
tastical style replete with biblical allusions and other rhetorical flourishes,
Adbusters called on its readers to “flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents,
kitchens, peaceful barricades, and occupy Wall Street for a few months”

Once there, would-be occupiers were instructed to “incessantly repeat
one simple demand in a plurality of voices” What started with a call for
“a fusion of Tahrir with the acampadas of Spain” ended as a call to “all
Americans” to “start setting the agenda for a new America” The Occupy
meme achieved its syncretic appeal in this way, linking local grievances to
global revolts, and global revolts to a national political program.*

The co-authors of the call were the co-editors of the magazine: Kalle
Lasn, an Estonian-born adman turned anti-corporate provocateur, who
had founded the magazine over two decades earlier and now operated it
out of a basement in British Columbia; and Micah White, a self-described
“mystical anarchist” who worked closely with Lasn from his home in
Berkeley, California. This dynamic duo did not invent the 99 Percent
movement, as has been claimed, for its existence predated their inter-
vention. But together, they managed to brand the Occupy meme in their
own image.

First, they conceived a time and place for its next convergence, using
a tactical toolkit they had appropriated from the occupiers of Tahrir, Sol,
and Syntagma squares. Second, they marketed this tactical toolkit with a
viscerally appealing logo and a visually attractive aesthetic. Their quixotic
call to action was accompanied by a striking image of a ballerina poised on
the back of