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“It is often said that anarchists live in a world of dreams to come, and do not see the things which happen today. We see them only too well, and in their true colors, and that is what makes us carry the hatchet into the forest of prejudices that besets us.”

Pyotr Kropotkin, 1896






Introduction

“Conquerors on Horseback are not
Many-Legged Gods”


If the abolition of slave-manacles
began as a vision of hands without manacles,

then this is the year;

if the shutdown of extermination camps began as imagination of a land without barbed wire or the crematorium,

then this is the year;

if every rebellion begins with the idea
that conquerors on horseback
are not many-legged gods, that they too drown
if plunged in the river,

then this is the year.




So may every humiliated mouth,

teeth like desecrated headstones,

fill with the angels of bread.

—Martín Espada1



2011: for the first time in a long time people across the world said, “this is the year.” From the revolutions of the Arab Spring to the student uprisings in Chile and Colombia, from the Spanish 15M Movement which spread to the squares of France, Greece, Israel, and Latin America to the rage of the dispossessed on the streets of London, to Occupy. Many of us never thought we would live to see a year that could be compared to 1989, 1968, or even 1848 with a straight face, but there it was in TIME Magazine. In an attempt to explain such a historic outpouring of resistance, mainstream commentators tended to reduce the origins of each movement to its context and political ‘nature.’ In their eyes the Arab Spring, entirely unthinkable to liberal and conservative warmongers who only years earlier had argued that regime change grows out the barrel of an American gun, made sense in the context of dictatorial regimes and a ‘fanatical’ political culture. The squares movements in southern Europe and the occasional Greek riot made sense in the context of their declining economies and ‘entitled’ political culture that was resistant to ‘reasonable’ cuts in life-sustaining social services.

So then where did Occupy come from and what did it mean to those who made it happen? The mainstream consensus was that Occupy Wall Street (OWS) was a liberal response to Obama’s failure to do more to soften the blows of the economic crisis. Liberal pundits saw it as an intriguing cultural novelty, a ‘sign of the times’ in a post-historical world, and a welcome shot of adrenaline to a Democratic Party that had been drifting rightward for at least twenty years. More fundamentally, however, sympathetic mainstream observers saw it as an example of our cool-headed, pragmatic, post-60s American political culture briefly awakening from its hibernation in order to nudge our political system back into line before drifting back into the 4G dream world. The subtext read something like this: ‘the world of jihadists, Molotov cocktails, dictators, and extremism is elsewhere. Here, we’re rational, even-handed, and realistic. We’re the mature ones in this world since our movements resolve things with words instead of fists, and reforms instead of insurrections.’ In that sense, liberals attempted to recuperate Occupy into a self-congratulatory nationalist narrative that posits protest as the greatest indicator of the life of a ‘democracy.’

But what the liberal pundits didn’t realize was that Occupy Wall Street was about much more than ‘patriotic protest’ or acting as a ‘corporate watchdog.’ At its core, Occupy Wall Street was an anti-capitalist, anti-authoritarian movement run by organizers with predominantly anarchist and anarchistic politics.

Translating Anarchy is an insider’s account of the central role of anarchist and anarchistic politics in the origins, praxis, and rapid ascent of Occupy Wall Street in New York. Although anarchism was thought to have died during the course of the global fratricide of the 20th century, it reemerged in exciting new forms across the world after the fall of the Berlin Wall and has become the fastest growing and most dynamic radical ideology of the 21st century. Over the past decades anarchists have played pivotal roles in numerous waves of global resistance including opposition to neo-liberalism and austerity, radical environmentalism, queer liberation, anti-militarism, prison abolition, information freedom, animal liberation, anti-racist and anti-fascist struggles, labor organizing, and many more. As Occupy Wall Street has demonstrated, it is impossible to understand where 21st century social movements are heading without taking the horizontalism, direct action, and mutual aid of anarchism into account. Whereas the American “New Left” of the 1960s and 70s was more strongly influenced by various strands of Marxism, the soul of today’s radical left is imbued with the spirit of anarchism.

The centrality of anarchism in OWS was obvious to those who knew what to look for. The confluence of directly democratic general assemblies and spokescouncils, the consensus decision-making process, a strategic focus on direct action and occupation rather than electoral politics, and a reluctance to settle on a few reformist demands essentially branded the movement with a giant circle-A. That much was clear from the outside, but it was even more obvious from the inside. For almost the entire first year of OWS, I was one of the most active members of the Press Working Group (WG) and a regular participant in the Direct Action (DA) WG. As an organizer involved in the planning and public messaging of a wide variety of OWS actions, I came to understand the inner dynamics of the movement.

That insight allowed me to conduct 192 interviews between December 2011 and February 2013 with the vast majority of the organizers that made Occupy Wall Street happen. As opposed to other studies that merely scratched the surface by interviewing “active movement supporters” who attended a large coalition march predominantly composed of non-OWS activists2 or took an online survey,3 Translating Anarchy is the first comprehensive study of the politics of the movement’s core organizers in New York City. Such a study could only be carried out by an organizer because outside researchers wouldn’t know who was really involved and to what extent, they wouldn’t understand how the working groups, affinity groups, spokescouncils, caucuses, general assemblies, clusters and other bodies interacted with each other, and they wouldn’t realize that there was a significant political divide between a mass of mainly liberal supporters and an overwhelmingly anarchist and anarchistic core. The most important finding for the purposes of this book is that 39%4 of OWS organizers self-identified as anarchists and a further 33% had politics that were essentially anarchistic (anti-capitalist, anti-hierarchical, and direct action oriented) without using the label. That means that in total 72% of OWS organizers had explicitly anarchist or implicitly anarchistic politics.

So while most Occupy participants wanted to reform capitalism, most organizers wanted to destroy it (78% were anti-capitalist). However, as I discuss in Chapter 1, outside commentators tended to blur the distinction between participants and organizers and view the entirety of OWS as a homogeneous liberal mass of bodies in a park. That’s part of the reason why journalists mistook OWS for a liberal love-fest. Another reason was that many of us strategically articulated our politics to the media and the general public in order to present an accessible, mainstream image to make our revolutionary anti-capitalist politics more digestible. So it’s understandable that liberal journalists would interpret our rhetoric as a call for free expression and an improved social safety net, while in fact we used popular political discourse to make a case for an autonomous, non-electoral social movement working toward a non-capitalist economy that would replace the profit incentive with a prioritization of human need.

Since it wouldn’t have gained massive popular support under an explicitly anarchist or anti-capitalist banner, Occupy Wall Street became a vehicle for ‘translating anarchy’ to a society that was generally receptive to many anarchist ideas but wary of its ideological trappings. Since many OWS anarchists refrained from using the ‘a-word’ when speaking to the general public, outside researchers wouldn’t have noticed the prominence of anarchist ideas in the movement because they wouldn’t have developed the kinds of personal relationships and trust necessary for some people to feel comfortable disclosing their revolutionary and insurrectionary aspirations. In contrast, I knew most of my interview subjects personally prior to interviewing them.

In conducting the interviews I limited myself to organizers involved in the occupation of Liberty Square (or “Liberty Plaza”; formerly known as Zuccotti Park) in one way or another. I did not interview people involved in Occupies in other cities or those involved in general assemblies in the outer boroughs that were not also involved in the main organizing hub revolving around Liberty Square. Therefore, while my results and arguments may bear some resemblance to the situation in other cities or with other groups, they are only intended to address the organizers of the groups, projects, and activities associated with the main body of Occupy Wall Street.

Although I didn’t manage to speak with every OWS organizer, I interviewed the vast majority of those who were active over the first year of the movement and I made sure to speak with those who did not limit themselves to one working group or project but played important roles in the larger OWS community. I limited my interviews to those involved during the first year in part because I left the country shortly after the one year anniversary of OWS on September 17, 2012 to spend a year in Spain doing academic research, but also because whatever one might think of what remains of “Occupy Wall Street” as of this writing in March 2013, it is certainly quite different from what it was over the course of the first three months to a year of its existence. Certainly a lot of great work has been done, and is still being done, by those involved in Strike Debt, an OWS project focused on organizing around debt, Occupy Sandy, networks mobilized in response to Hurricane Sandy that outperformed FEMA and the Red Cross, and other projects. But these inspirational networks of Occupy projects and campaigns are very different quantitatively and qualitatively from what emerged in the fall of 2011, so I am limiting my focus to the first year of OWS with a special focus on the first three months. I speak about Occupy Wall Street in the past tense not to dismiss the work that is still being done, but rather because the entity that grabbed global headlines no longer exists in the same form.

While the logistics didn’t work out to be able to speak with some people, only three organizers declined my interview request (because they disliked interviews). The majority of the interviews were conducted in person, often in Liberty, before or after a meeting, or at an OWS event, but a good number were conducted over the phone. Information from the interviews is cited in a note with the person’s name as they asked me to list it (most were fine with their entire names, others asked me to use first names and a few preferred nicknames) followed by the date of the interview. The first time I speak about someone I interviewed, I list their age at the time of the interview in parentheses if they chose to share it. All translations from Spanish, French and Catalan are my own unless otherwise noted.

Translating Anarchy is fundamentally about the role of anarchists in Occupy Wall Street, but it also situates the movement within the history of social movements and anarchism more broadly. An important objective of this book is to clear up popular misunderstandings of anarchism and give new anarchists a broader understanding of the depth and diversity of the anarchist tradition. My experience as a political organizer and my research as an academic provide the foundation for the comparative and historical elements of the book. I am a member of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) labor union and have previous experience participating in the global justice movement, the anti-war movement, and student and immigrants’ rights work, so that background informs my analysis of Occupy. In addition, I am a PhD Candidate in Modern European History and Women’s and Gender History at Rutgers University where my dissertation research is on turn of the 20th century Spanish anarchism, human rights, state repression, and media (my academic background explains why I tend to use European historical examples). It’s important to note that this book is not a history of Occupy Wall Street as a whole, and it omits many important topics that would have to be included in such a work. I touch upon notable episodes and dynamics in the movement’s history, but only insofar as they relate to my broader political analysis of the organizers of OWS.

From a historical perspective, it’s remarkable that Occupy Wall Street was a defining moment in the shift from the relatively hierarchical Marxist politics of the New Left to the new horizontal anarchist politics of the 21st century radical left, but the media could only think about it as a “liberal tea party” that might influence the 2012 presidential election. In Chapter 1, “Insight From Confusion: The Media and Occupy,” I tackle the question of why the media was so confused about OWS and why journalists couldn’t think beyond two narrow, pre-conceived ideological frameworks that I call mimicry of the elite and communication with the elite. Understanding the blockages in the media lens clarifies why they so thoroughly misinterpreted Occupy and sets the context for the project of Translating Anarchy. Readers exclusively interested in explicitly anarchist themes might want to jump to Chapter 2.

In Chapter 2, “‘The Bane of Occupy Wall Street’: Anarchism and the Anarchistic,” I delve into the anarchism of Occupy Wall Street while providing a historical and ideological exposition of anarchism to clarify what anarchists are all about. It goes into more depth about the distinction between ‘anarchist’ and ‘anarchistic’ politics and argues that the scope and influence of anarchism in Occupy extended well beyond those who actively used the label. Moreover, Chapter 2 addresses anarchist and Occupy perspectives on capitalism and democracy and explores the strengths and weaknesses of consensus decision-making, our general assemblies and spokescouncils. Finally, it discusses the Occupy aversion to demands and examines the few instances when the media actually noticed traces of anarchism in the movement.

Chapter 3, “Translating Anarchy,” reveals the strategic articulation of anarchist politics on the part of the anarchists and anti-authoritarians of Occupy Wall Street. Reflecting on my own process of radicalization, I offer some preliminary thoughts on how to shift popular perspectives in an anarchist direction before dissecting the various layers of Occupy media including the Occupied Wall Street Journal, the Occupy theory journal Tidal, and occupywallst.org. After delineating how the various layers of messaging managed to bring masses of liberals and progressives into anarchist forms of organizing, I discuss the anarchist origins of the ’99%’ slogan. Finally, I share some individual stories of organizers who became (or realized that they already were) anarchists under the radicalizing influence of OWS.

Chapter 4, “Why We Need a Revolution or: Beyond ‘Socialism in One Park,’” explores anarchist and Occupy perspectives on tactics and strategy. Starting with debates surrounding electoral politics and the Obama presidency, it touches upon direct action and affinity groups before settling into the controversial debates surrounding ‘violence,’ ‘diversity of tactics’ and the infamous black bloc. Finally, Chapter 4 dives into the evolution/revolution debate about how to change society to argue that alternative institutions and withdrawal from capitalism cannot replace the class struggle.

After you put down this book, I hope you’ll ask yourself whether perhaps it isn’t the advocate of an economic system that leaves millions in lifelong poverty while burying the rich in redundant luxuries who is the truly dangerous ‘extremist’ and ‘fanatic’ in this world. Unfortunately, the capitalists responsible for the carnage of the economic crisis have managed to hold onto their power while their victims continue to suffer. But at least Occupy managed to tarnish the seemingly invincible allure of the American economic and political elite and broadcast inklings of an alternative. It performed the necessary task of showing people “that conquerors on horseback are not many-legged gods, that they too drown if plunged in the river” which is indeed how “every rebellion begins.”






Chapter One

Insight from Confusion: The Media and Occupy


“These protests began almost two weeks ago now under this name ‘Occupy Wall Street’ and during that time a clear goal, a clear message has yet to really surface from these myriad demonstrators leaving many to ask ‘what does Occupy Wall Street want?’”

—CNN Newsroom anchor Brooke Baldwin1



Why was the media so confused about Occupy Wall Street? What was so difficult to grasp about an anti-Wall Street protest in the wake the most catastrophic financial fraud in our lifetimes? Most of the organizers I knew were baffled. Our national approval rating was 43%, Congress’s national approval rating was an all-time low of 9%, and we had to do a better job expressing our message to the public?2 During the first week of the occupation of Liberty Square, there was very little media coverage of Occupy Wall Street. Some claimed this was a deliberate media blackout, but the same can be said for most demonstrations. We get inane segments like NBC Nightly News’ “Making a Difference” which features individual tales of do-goodery rather than stories about community organizations or immigrant workers’ centers that are actually making a difference.3 But after the pepper-spraying of Chelsea Elliot and Jeanne Mansfield on September 24, 2011 and the arrests of over 700 marchers on the Brooklyn Bridge on October 1st, the media frenzy was in full swing and there was actually much more positive coverage than any of us could have expected.4 However, as I’ve argued elsewhere,5 the sympathetic coverage we received from seemingly liberal journalists didn’t emerge from a shared understanding of the underlying nature and purpose of OWS.

As conservative CNN contributor Will Cain astutely noted in early October, “this Occupy Wall Street movement right now is just a Rorschach test, it’s an inkblot test. People see in it what they want to see. It’s a projection of what they already feel.”6 And so, many liberal journalists saw the liberal Tea Party that they wanted to see, but, as the days passed, their confusion didn’t abate. If anything, it increased because OWS was not sitting down to join them at their tea party. Some of the confusion stemmed from the movement’s resistance to electoral politics, but the confusion of mainstream journalists went much deeper than that.

Activist explanations for this lingering bewilderment generally focused on political bias or journalistic incompetence. A common opinion was that many mainstream journalists didn’t want to understand our message because, no matter how liberal they may have been, they were our enemies. They willfully misrepresented it. Corporate news outlets would never accurately report on grassroots social movements because they were part of the same machinery that we were working to dismantle. We could do our best to nudge the coverage in our favor here and there, but ultimately we couldn’t trust the corporate media to cover an anti-corporate movement.

Another perspective was that some mainstream reporters were too incompetent to understand Occupy Wall Street. Even when some journalists wanted to write accurate, un-biased articles, it was often clear that they knew nothing about non-electoral politics or social movements, and were completely unqualified for the task before them. Some reporters really didn’t understand what we were doing, and no amount of talking points about how ‘education is a human right’ or comparisons to the anti-nuclear movement were going to change that. Activists, of course, recognized this incompetence as a banal byproduct of the politics of the corporate media, which wouldn’t promote accurate coverage of social movements.

In contrast, liberal and conservative mainstream critics offered a much more straightforward explanation for the media’s confusion: the message of Occupy Wall Street was actually confusing. Of course much of the confusion came from the unconventional nature of the idea of occupying a park, the movement’s countercultural elements, and its emphasis on direct democracy. But if you take this confusion more seriously and make the effort to dig beneath the superficial pundit chatter about smelly hippies and muddled messaging, it becomes evident that there are some startling paradoxes at the heart of the rhetoric of Occupy Wall Street.

Unlike most, I think that both the activists and the mainstream critics were correct in their explanations of the media confusion. The activists were correct because there were some journalists who were willfully confused because they opposed our politics, and even more reporters, I would argue, who wanted to understand us but lacked the information and motivation to think beyond the confines of the dominant political culture. However, I would also argue that there was a profound insight at the heart of the media’s confusion. Mainstream journalists may have been the products of news corporations and larger social structures that work to systematically delegitimize non-electoral politics, but in their befuddlement they were actually on to something. They realized that there was a missing piece at the center of the Occupy puzzle, but made the mistake of assuming that it simply didn’t exist. In truth, they didn’t know what we wanted because we didn’t tell them.

Journalism: The Narrative Form of Capitalism

To get to the insights of the mainstream critics it’s important to take some time to explore why journalists were confused and what they were confused about because, paradoxically, their insights stemmed from their confusion. Journalists who deliberately sought to misrepresent the rhetoric of OWS out of a conscious political bias reveal much less about the dominant political culture than those whose confusion followed from an unconscious tendency to fall into familiar patterns of thought. For that reason, I will ask why so many mainstream journalists who had some desire to understand Occupy Wall Street simply couldn’t, and what that reveals about the strategic gaps in our self-presentation.

One of the most apparent reasons for the confusion of many reporters was that they knew very little if anything about where our strategies of organizing or methods of action came from. They had no context. Although a minor incident, the following anecdote exemplified this phenomenon for me. On November 30, 2011, we demonstrated against the war profiteers who met at the “Aerospace & Defense Finance Conference” near Madison Square Park. There was a picket line scheduled that morning, so I showed up early to greet any press that arrived. The first journalist there was a young woman working for FM News 101.9 in New York. After I spent a minute describing the day’s protest she said, “I was reading the post on your website about this protest and there was this word I saw a lot that I didn’t understand.” Peaking my curiosity, I asked her which word and she answered “militarism.” I was so surprised that it took me a moment to start explaining the term for her. Yes, our anti-war statement would be presented to the city by someone who didn’t know what ‘militarism’ meant. To be fair, most reporters like this woman simply have to show up, ask us what we’re doing to get a five second sound bite, and leave. Anyone could carry out that kind of reporting. But it’s indicative of a larger trend I noticed among many journalists covering OWS. It would have taken very little effort for them to rectify their lack of knowledge about the movements that preceded Occupy or the history of direct democracy, for example, if they had tried. Simply spending a couple of hours on Google would have greatly enhanced the quality of their coverage, but they usually had no professional incentive to spend the time.

The total lack of preparation was evident on the one-year anniversary of OWS when we publicized the map of our plan of attack on the financial district. It showed four convergence points that would lead to eight intersections around the Wall Street area. I arrived an hour early on September 17, 2012 to do press work, and of the dozens of reporters I spoke with, only about 20% had taken the time to look at the map on the front page of our website. They had very little idea of what was going on. The reporters were like college students rolling out of bed and coming to class without having done the reading. The most egregious example from that day was the report from Sean Hennessey of CBS 2 in New York live from an empty Foley Square at 6PM where he reported that our “rally” for the afternoon had been cancelled.7 Actually, Foley Square was our backup location, and as he was speaking there were thousands of people packed into Zuccotti. If he had looked at our website or press releases he would have known this, but accuracy wasn’t important enough to him to bother. The 101.9 reporter could have figured out what ‘militarism’ meant on her own, but it wasn’t worth her time.

Why not? There are several factors that come to mind. For now, I’ll just focus on one but I’ll touch upon others later in this chapter. The most obvious factor is that most readers/viewers/listeners don’t care about the accuracy of minor details or the greater context of protest, so journalists don’t bother learning them. News outlets are corporations driven by the profit incentive, and therefore aim to sell the most marketable product. The unfortunate reality is that most media consumers would rather read about Occupy in relation to ‘crazy hippies,’ or, at best, in terms of strict policy matters than read about consensus process or watch a news segment connecting the origins of Occupy to the global justice movement. Regardless of how you explain this consumer preference, it’s pretty hard to deny it (although I think that there are a lot more people who would like to learn about the larger context of OWS than the corporate news estimates). Many activists argue that beneath it all most people are really starving for this information and that their ‘real’ interests are being stifled by the media; that they are essentially being ‘brainwashed.’ On the other hand, a standard capitalist response would point out that if enough people wanted to read about the origins of the spokescouncil model and its use in Chiapas, Mexico, then journalists would be falling over each other to write that story; but people don’t want to read about that, so the stories aren’t written—simple supply and demand, nothing insidious behind the scenes.

I agree that there is no Dr. Evil behind the scenes fine-tuning his brainwashing machine to unleash on the hapless public (although Rupert Murdoch might be close) and that consumer preferences wouldn’t magically transform themselves overnight if the coverage changed. Certainly MSNBC and Fox News, for example, push their respective liberal and conservative agendas through their networks and craft specific messages to influence their viewers, but it’s really missing the larger point to reduce the complex relationship between media producers and consumers to a ‘conspiracy of the 1%.’

To get a fuller understanding of the complex dialogue between media producers and consumers as it played out in Occupy Wall Street, it’s critical to understand the historical development of journalism. As historical sociologist Jean Chalaby argues in The Invention of Journalism, journalism emerged as its own unique form of discourse in the second half of the 19th century in Great Britain and the United States, primarily in response to changes in print capitalism. Early 19th century forms of printed public discourse explicitly sought to convince the reader of the writer’s opinion and were often tied to political parties or workers’ organizations. However, this political motivation for publishing shifted mid-century as new developments in print technology enhanced the potential profitability of the industry, making newspapers one of the first commodities to be mass-produced. Over time, newspaper production became more and more capital-intensive and the level of competition increased causing a consolidation of media outlets and a desire to expand readership. The best way for a paper to get more readers was to divorce itself from any specific affiliation and portray itself as an independent voice of public opinion and common sense. So was born the discourse of journalistic objectivity.8

By portraying itself as objective and above the fray of partisan interest, journalistic discourse forged a foundation of legitimacy to speak from. Rather than speaking from a clearly expressed perspective, newspapers came to speak with the voice of society as a whole.9 In turn, the claim that the newspaper was merely reflecting the will of the greater society actually allowed it to forge public opinion. A modern parallel would be when Fox News anchors state, for example, “These days, people are saying that teachers are being paid too much” without citing any sources. Of course, those anchors are the “people” saying those things, and the more they say it the more their viewers repeat it.

The project of grounding media credibility in the ability to speak on behalf of society was aided by the invention of the opinion poll by press baron William Stead. Stead realized that the poll would allow journalists to “speak with an authority far superior to that possessed by any other person.” Public opinion as expressed by these polls has been understood as a disparate accumulation of isolated individual opinions, as a collection of signs lining Zuccotti, rather than the expression of a collective outlook or a protest movement.10 Opinion polls have provided a populist veneer for the atomization of the population, inhibiting the imagination of collective struggle. Publishers used the polls to support their political interests through the dissemination of supposedly universal moral standards. Chalaby states that


the supposed universal validity of moral categories also allowed journalists to express opinions on politics and elected officials with categories taken as valid in the political sphere but which were not openly politically connoted.11



Objectivity has allowed the media to portray itself as ‘of the people’ yet independent from them. It has allowed journalists (in the service of corporate news media) to tap into the long-standing Western philosophical tradition of striving toward a disembodied position of absolute truth.12 Yet, with the expansion of the rhetoric of democracy and popular politics in the 19th century truth was increasingly associated with the masses. Therefore, that disembodied objective stance ironically gained its legitimacy from its grounding in ‘the people.’ The more a news outlet was ‘of the people’ as a whole, without reference to ‘divisive’ social issues like class and race, the greater was its ability to see above the people to understand the truth. The argument being made here is not that newspapers would be better if all articles were oriented around unabashed moralizing, but rather that no text is neutral. Objectivity becomes a political discourse when it is used to obscure an underlying partiality.

The partiality that persisted after the “invention of journalism” was not only about what retrospectively might be considered explicit political bias, but also about what kind of information was provided to whom. Market influences enhanced the homogeneity of the media’s political orientation while increasing the heterogeneity of the quality and tone of its content along class lines. In the 1820s and 1830s, before technology allowed newspapers to become truly profitable, working class and upper class papers had a similar quality of information and tone of delivery. Yet, when the industry was consolidated into the hands of a relatively small number of press barons, the reading public was divided into the “information-rich and information-poor” which reinforced class society.13 In addition, around the turn of the century the topics of sports, society news (social engagements of the rich), sensational news, and human interest stories served to reduce coverage of politics and color the way political issues were reported. These new journalistic foci led coverage to focus more on the quirks of politicians than the issues, and presented politics as being no less important than sensational stories. A modern-day parallel would be when you’re watching a thirty second segment about the corporate negligence behind the BP oil spill and suddenly the broadcast shifts to a discussion of Kim Kardashian’s new cat. I imagine that many readers have had this happen while watching the news and felt a jolt from it. The point is not that there should never be a place for television programming about cats, and that every program should be serious, but that this format of information dissemination subtly equates the two. As Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman point out in Manufacturing Consent, “the steady advance, and cultural power, of marketing and advertising has caused ‘the displacement of a political public sphere by a depoliticized consumer culture.’”14 Moreover, the emphasis on the lives of prominent individuals and the development of the human interest story allowed the political focus to center on ‘good’ or ‘bad’ elites without addressing the underlying system. As historian Martin Conboy argues,


the popular press allowed a modicum of public outrage against the foibles of the privileged and the abuses of the powerful without doing anything to either analyze a system which produced such abuse or to scrutinize the economic and institutional structures that enabled newspapers to make money15



The scholarship of Chalaby, Conboy, Chomsky and Herman demonstrates how the news preferences of media consumers, like the preferences of all consumers, are historical constructs that have emerged out of specific technological, economic, and historical circumstances. The capitalist argument that consumers are simply autonomous agents who make personal choices apart from their context is another iteration of the classical Western tradition of disembodied truth discussed earlier. It is another variant of the ahistorical ‘objectivity’ that undergirds journalism. The long trajectory of print capitalism makes it clear that the ignorance of most mainstream journalists about Occupy and non-electoral politics in general is simply a product of market imperatives that have gradually sculpted the preferences of media consumers in accordance with the maintenance of class rule. Perhaps Chalaby put it best when he argued that “journalism is not only an invention of the market economy, but…the narrative form that capitalism took to become a historical force.”16 Therefore, if journalism is a discursive form that trivializes politics, individualizes identity, and segregates information along class lines while hiding behind capitalist ‘objectivity,’ it’s no surprise that journalists walked into Occupy with some serious blinders on.

The best way to explore the other factors behind the confusion of the mainstream media is to situate them in terms of the elements of Occupy Wall Street that these journalists were confused about. Fundamentally, I argue that journalists were confused because they tried to assess the movement in terms of two central standards of conduct in the dominant political culture: mimicry of the elite and communication with the elite. In the context of Occupy, I understand ‘the elite’ to be politicians, influential government officials, and Wall Street level capitalists. In addition, I recognize that there are various liberal and conservative shades of the dominant political culture, but my goal here is to address what they have in common.

Mimicry of the Elite

One of the main standards of political conduct in this country is the degree to which a group or movement apes the political culture of the elite. If we are to be taken seriously, they tell us, we must fashion ourselves in their image. Politics is understood as a predictable, stable performance. Groups and movements like OWS can audition for a part in the political drama before a row of political and financial judges, but their performance is evaluated based on its costumes, delivery, and fealty to the script. What does the scripted performance entail? To get a sense of its parameters, I will address two of the main areas of media confusion: the tactic of occupation and our lack of official leaders.

One of the most boring and tiresome aspects of doing press work for OWS during the first two weeks of October was the complete lack of imagination from the reporters asking the same handful of questions over and over. One of the most popular was: ‘What does camping in a park have to do with Wall Street, and when are you going home?’ Some conservative journalists portrayed the occupation as nothing more than a “squalid, crime-infested sleep-in,”17 but even sympathetic reporters were of the opinion that we would be taken more seriously if we left the park and turned ourselves into a ‘real’ organization or protest movement. Even many commentators who initially praised the occupation eventually said it was time to get down to the ‘real’ task of politics. The occupation made us seem immature, irresponsible, uninformed and anything but serious. Moreover, the countercultural element of Occupy Wall Street invited equal parts derision and fascination. There was an endless stream of stories about every aspect of cultural minutiae in Zuccotti from the yoga, to the drum circle, to the shrine on the west side of the park. Some journalists used the counterculture to attack us, others eventually celebrated aspects of it but it was never considered politically useful although, like the occupation as a whole, it garnered attention. If we had dressed in a ‘presentable fashion’ and staged single-event demonstrations, we were told, we would have been taken much more seriously. But, if it was such a bad idea to occupy a park and dance around like hippies in the pursuit of social justice, then why was the media there? Because, fundamentally, they were covering us out of a desire for sensationalism rather than political insight. There was a minor conflict between their political moralizing and their thirst for ratings.

The first time I really thought about this inner conflict within the corporate media between advocating boring political work and actually covering ‘reckless’ direct action was in 2007 when I was living in Providence, RI and organizing with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). We organized a small, unpermitted march in solidarity with Wobbly (IWW) foodstuffs workers in New York that blocked the right lane of traffic on a busy Saturday afternoon. When the police arrived, they brutally attacked one of the marchers leaving her with a gruesome knee injury. In response, over the next weeks I organized the press campaign in her favor and did a number of interviews for the Rhode Island media including a long radio appearance on conservative WPRO in Providence. During that interview, the host was berating us for our negligence in daring to block traffic and I asked him straightforwardly whether I would have been invited on his program to speak about the struggles of immigrant foodstuffs workers in New York if the march had quietly marched single-file down the sidewalk. His supposed fury at our public disruption melted away as he revealed a wide, knowing smile. “No, of course not,” he responded.

Journalists at Zuccotti smiled in the same way when I responded to their question about the purpose of the occupation with a question of my own: ‘Would every major news agency in the world be here if we had a normal one day demonstration and then went home?’ There was something so strange about having a reporter from CNN ask me how our actions could make a difference when their very presence was proof that they already were. The same issue emerged regarding our protest tactics more generally. On May Day 2012, I spoke to a reporter from CBS Channel 2 in New York who asked me why we were protesting. My response was,


the only way that we can really get our voice out is by getting out onto the street, by demonstrating in the tradition of so many protest movements before because you wouldn’t be interviewing me if we were doing an online petition. You’re here because we’re out in the streets.18



The market for sensational news (even blocking traffic or delaying commuters) creates an opening for public expression within a corporate media that advocates un-newsworthy political action for dissident groups. The moralizing and the horror are actually two sides of the same coin, and neither could exist without the other. If horror didn’t emerge from stepping out of line, then there would be no incentive to behave. If unusual political and cultural acts weren’t moralized, then they wouldn’t titillate viewers and spike ratings. Media scholar Gadi Wolfsfeld pointed out that there are two ways to get the media’s attention: elites can go through the front door, while the back door is “designed for the poorer actors and the entrance fee is often paid for in (what could be labeled) the ‘dues of disorder.’”19 The media eagerly accepted our disruptive “dues” despite the need to scold us for them.

The final irony of the media’s confusion about our occupation was that while we were in Liberty Square, journalists couldn’t understand how a social movement could be based out of a park, but, after the eviction on November 15, 2011, they couldn’t understand how Occupy Wall Street could exist without the park. Part of that was our fault since many organizers made the movement about the park above all else. Nevertheless, the catch-22 of the media’s take on the occupation emerged because they never really understood how the tactic fit into our overall political strategy (which they couldn’t discern anyway).

* * *


Writing about Occupy Wall Street is a journalist’s nightmare…you have to owe up to the challenge of writing about a communal protest movement where there are no clear “leaders” and no official “organizers.” For those of us weaned on writing about top-down hierarchial [sic] organizations with CEOs, presidents, advisory boards and parliaments, it’s a challenge.

-Neal Ungerleider, Fast Company20



As a non-hierarchical movement we were described, and often described ourselves, as a ‘leaderless’ movement. Some organizers tried to infuse the Occupy discourse with the term ‘leaderful’ instead to emphasize how our structure actually allowed space for anyone with the motivation to take on a leadership role, but this word never really caught on outside of movement circles. Neal Ungerleider’s quote demonstrates how confusing it was for the media to hear many voices rather than one, and how they would have preferred to reduce our message to the character and biography of our potential leader rather than the content of our collective message. As much as we tried to explain our commitment to direct democracy to the press, they always assumed that there really were leaders behind the scenes, and that it was their job to sniff them out, or that it was only a matter of time before such leaders would emerge.

One afternoon in early October, a journalist came up to me and said, “I’m looking for Grim.” “Who?” I responded. “Grim. All I know is the name is Grim. Supposedly Grim’s the one behind all of this.” “Oh,” I replied, “I’m not sure who that is but I can tell you that there is no one person behind anything.” “Thanks, I’ll keep looking.” It was evident which part of my answer they were focused on. Later, I would learn that ‘Grim’ was Priscilla Grim, one of the indefatigable editors of the Occupied Wall Street Journal and organizers of the ‘We are the 99%’ Tumblr with Chris (29) from the Kitchen Working Group. She would be the first to tell you that she was far too busy working on the newspaper, Tumblr, and other projects to have considered directing the entire movement even if she had wanted to.

Jerry Ceppos, dean of journalism at LSU gave journalists the following advice, “I know some members say the groups are ‘leaderless.’ But I have trouble believing this is an entirely organic movement that grew without a leader. I’d push hard to see if there are leaders and to profile them.”21 Reporters took his advice. Some went the easy route of assuming that Kalle Lasn of Adbusters was “The Brains Behind ‘Occupy Wall Street,’”22 although his only contribution was a ballerina poster, while others took the time to identify some OWS organizers and arbitrarily imbue their efforts with hierarchical qualities. Neal Ungerleider of Fast Company took the latter route in “The Stealth Leaders of Occupy Wall Street,” where he made the head-scratching argument that the New York City General Assembly (NYCGA) was a discrete group of organizers that were pulling the strings of the protest behind the scenes. Anyone with even the slightest knowledge of the movement would realize that there were different people at every General Assembly (GA), and many of the most dedicated organizers rarely had the time or energy to attend even in early October. Bill O’Reilly, like many other Fox News commentators, took the laziest, least informed route of arguing that, “This isn’t a spontaneous demonstration against crony capitalism. If it were, they would be in front of the White House. This is organized by the unions, backed up by George Soros and the MoveOn people…”23

A lot of the confusion had to do with the semantics of the word ‘leader.’ A ‘basic’ definition of the term would refer to someone who takes an especially active role in a project. Based on that definition we had many leaders; hence ‘leaderful.’ A more ‘mainstream’ definition might describe someone who takes active participation based on some recognized official role in a hierarchical chain of command. Based on that definition we were ‘leaderless.’ Some conservative journalists would collapse the two definitions onto each other and use the accuracy of one definition to demonstrate the supposed applicability of the other. They would argue that since we clearly had some people who were more active than others, we had leaders (use of the ‘basic’ definition); and since it can be demonstrated that we had leaders, we therefore had hierarchy since leaders are emblematic of hierarchy (subtle insertion of the ‘mainstream’ definition). This subterranean rationale was apparent in stories like the National Post’s “Occupy Wall Street plagued by the hierarchy it seeks to destroy” which argued that we had “so-called ‘facilitators’ pretending they are not self-appointed leaders just so the movement can proclaim itself leaderless.”24 Anyone who has witnessed the excruciating and thankless task of facilitating a large Occupy meeting would understand how senseless it is to argue that the movement acts upon the whims of its facilitators.

There was an unquestioned assumption that leaders, in the hierarchical sense, are essential to political action. In early October, CNN anchor Carol Costello asked Georgetown professor Michael Kazin, “If someone, like a strong leader, would become the voice of this movement, uhh, I guess I’ll ask it this way: who would that strong voice be who could focus these protesters and turn it into a real, powerful movement?”25 The first thing to note is the conflation between hierarchy, the “real,” and the “powerful.”26 In a world of hierarchical power, hierarchy, power and reality are constructed as naturally inseparable. Beyond that, however, one can observe the shift in tense halfway through her question. While part of the issue is that she struggled to find the phrasing that she was looking for, at a subconscious level it is telling that she started to ask the question from the perspective that the emergence of a “strong leader” was a hypothetical possibility, and then shifted to a phrasing that asked not “if” a leader would emerge but who it would be.

Movements can only be taken seriously once they become mirrors in which the elite can recognize themselves. The mimicry of the elite is an assimilatory standard that makes dissent less threatening by narrowing the differences between resistance and acquiescence, but it’s also more than that. Like the “supposed universal validity” of “moral categories” a century earlier, mimicry of the elite presents itself as an independent, universal standard of conduct based on ‘common sense’ rather than a set of values emanating from a specific source of authority. That way, the elite are presented as the most talented players of the game rather than the ones who arbitrarily re-write the rules to solidify their positions of power. Like the journalistic discourse of ‘objectivity’ and capitalist arguments about consumer preferences, this political standard taps into the Western tradition of universal philosophical abstraction to erase tangible, contextual power dynamics.

Communication with the Elite

Another byproduct of our lack of formal leadership was that elites felt like they couldn’t communicate with us. It was not uncommon for some prominent official to want to have a backdoor meeting with the ‘real’ leaders of OWS. Instead we would tell them to come address the General Assembly like everyone else, but they shied away from such public, unscripted meetings. Not only are dissident groups expected to comport themselves in the ‘orderly’ hierarchical fashion of the elite, they are also expected to communicate with them in the proper manner through the proper channels. Once your message has been suitably conveyed, it is judged on its merits, in abstraction, as an idea under consideration rather than as an expression of power. Here, I will focus on two specific aspects of our communication with the elite: demands and elections.

When Adbusters put out the famous poster of the ballerina balancing on the Wall Street Bull in front of masses of black-clad, gas mask-wearing rioters launching the call for “#OCCUPY-WALLSTREET” in July 2011, the top of the poster asked “What is our one demand?” Already, before the organizing had even started, the movement was saddled with the question of having a single overarching demand. But the confusion around demands wasn’t primarily about the Adbusters question because many who critiqued us for our lack of demands didn’t even know about the Adbusters poster. Rather, this consternation was the product of the central role that demands play in the process of communication with the elite within the dominant political culture. In Chapter 2, I’ll explore the reasons why OWS never settled on a short official set of demands, but, for now, the focus will be on why that decision caused such distress for the media.

“Thus comes the greatest critique of the movement: It has no demands. Even if the power elites wanted to yield to the protesters, what would they do?”27 If the goal is to communicate a certain request to the elite for their consideration, then this is the question to ask. After all, what can you expect them to do if they don’t know what you want? So, did we ever collectively describe what we wanted? Not exactly, but there was the “Declaration of the Occupation of New York City” created by those who happened to attend the General Assembly on September 29, 2011, which listed many of our collective grievances such as: illegal foreclosures, workplace discrimination, a poisoned food supply, a lack of privacy, the torture of animals, attacks on workers’ rights, student debt, corporate personhood, a lack of press freedom, the manufacture of weapons of mass destruction, and colonialism.28 Implicit in each grievance was a corresponding demand, so was this sufficient? No, it wasn’t because embedded within the media demand for ‘demands’ were the criteria that they be few in number (there were 23 bullet points in the Declaration and countless other issues that emerged from the park) and that they seek to adjust the existing state of affairs as little as possible. The underlying assumption that dominates the etiquette of communication with the elite is that there is only a small realm of political tinkering that has not yet been completely mastered after the End of History29 and the triumph of neo-liberal capitalism. If a set of demands or grievances does not confine itself to that discrete sphere of acceptable dissent, it is rendered unintelligible in the media and invalidated entirely. Journalists would often list a dozen demands they encountered at Liberty Square, but they wouldn’t usually describe OWS as having ‘many demands,’ they would describe it as having ‘no demands.’ If a group’s communication with the elite is not articulated in the proper form, it is rendered invisible. To be ‘realistic,’ we are told, is not to ‘demand the impossible,’ but to limit our critique to a couple items, thereby tacitly acknowledging that there really aren’t that many issues to address, and orient our demands around what already exists as much as possible. We should literally sculpt our vision of a better world into a replica of the one we’re living in. The subtext of this communication with the elite is that although the immediate message from the ‘proper’ dissident is a complaint, the fact that it focuses on such a minor grievance implicitly reaffirms the larger political system by implying that everything else is just and equitable. Protest is enveloped in tribute.

Mainstream pundits only put the question in reverse and ask why elites are not properly communicating with the people in terms of the foibles of specific candidates in the context of elections where the popular audience is a passive focus group whose only speech option is a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’ In the tradition of the journalistic de-politicization of public discourse that Chalaby describes, political issues are reduced to the character of the candidate. It turns into the ‘would you like to have a beer with this guy?’ test.

In his article for Forbes “The ‘Occupy Wall Street’ Communications Gap,” Ken Makovsky essentially highlights the importance of communication with the elite,


One of the principles of good communications is—communicate. Be strategic and be clear. Right now, the Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement, which is spreading throughout the US and the world has something to say to business and government, however mushy its goals and confusing its messages.30



It was simply incomprehensible that we wouldn’t contort our behavior to meet the standard of communication with the elite. The assumption was that we wanted to say something to Wall Street with the hope that it would change their behavior. It never really occurred to them that perhaps our message was not directed at the bankers.

But surely we must have been trying to express something to the politicians, right? Arguably the main political reason for the hype around OWS in the first months was the idea that it would influence the elections. Although it was a social movement the media could only interpret it through the lens of electoral politics, which meant that the burning question was whether OWS would become the “liberal Tea Party.” On October 6, 2011, liberal strategist Steve Rosenthal said “you don’t have to be a genius to see that you can overlay what is going on with Occupy Wall Street to energize and mobilize a Democratic base. So from that standpoint, it has enormous potential.”31 That’s why prominent Democratic politicians like Al Gore and Nancy Pelosi endorsed Occupy, and even Obama said that Occupy was “giving voice” to those upset with “how our financial system works.”32 As much as we tried to explain that there were already third parties, like the Green Party, and that we sought to operate as an external force of pressure rather than a political party, it was unfathomable that we would not conform to the standard of communication with the elite through electoral channels. Some reporters, it seemed, hadn’t even contemplated any alternative form of change.

To resist this narrative, we often made historical references to previous American examples of extra-parliamentary resistance such as the Civil Rights Movement, Labor Movement, and Women’s Movement. These precedents afforded us a small opening to argue our point, but the way that these movements have been remembered limited their rhetorical efficacy. Essentially, they are all remembered as exceptions from a distant past whose evils have been remedied, rendering the tactics that spurred them obsolete. Racism as a major social phenomenon is over, they say. ‘Women’ are equal, and workers can earn their way into the middle class if they try hard enough. All legitimate grievances can be communicated through legitimately democratic channels. Of course, many of the same people who attack us today would have attacked those movements in the past, but that element of continuity is lost. During my interview with Poppy Harlow of CNN for their piece looking back on the first year of the movement, I described OWS as working off of the legacy of past movements. Right as I started to make this argument she cut me off and asked in disbelief, “You think you’re the same as these past movements?” I replied that we are in very different circumstances but have a number of areas of continuity.33 For her and many others, those past movements belong to a mythologized past and have been irreversibly severed from what many radicals think of as a trans-historical struggle.

Interestingly enough, the process of mythologizing past struggle for the purpose of de-legitimizing current organizing happened within the first months of OWS. For example, Bill Maher (who happens to be from my hometown) came out in support of OWS initially, but by June he said that it had lost its power “because the people who originally started, I think they went home, and now, I think it’s these anarchist stragglers.” And he also said “douchebags,” “get a job.”34 In mid-November Mayor Quan of Oakland said that “the people who originally founded the encampments are either no longer there or no longer in control.”35 Bill O’Reilly made a somewhat similar comment in late October when he claimed that there had been “sincere protesters but they’re long gone.”36 Occupy had become so mainstream that even O’Reilly was forced to concede that it had tapped into legitimate grievances but like Maher he mythologized the origins of OWS to discredit it.

As my research demonstrates, the vast majority of the people who organized Occupy Wall Street from August through October were still organizing into the winter. What becomes evident here, though, is how the misrepresentation of history, even on a small scale, cordons off the resistance of the past from the struggles of the present. In the present “it’s time for Occupy Wall Street to actually participate in the American political process” as Maher argues, by doing “boring stuff, like canvassing neighborhoods, raising money, running candidates for office, manning phone banks, and making a baby with John Edwards.”37 Little does Maher know that we spent plenty of time doing all of those things except running candidates and procreating with John Edwards. Nevertheless, it shows that the present must be about elections, even if the past was about direct action and civil disobedience.

‘Movement as Protest,’ ‘Protest as Election’

Yet, the election mentality transcends the ballot and the segregation of past struggles from present resistance. It produces two subtle forms of political re-valuing that make all forms of political action more like elections. They are what I refer to as movement as protest and protest as election.

Let’s start with movement as protest. What is a protest? There are a number of different interpretations, but for my purposes I will use the term ‘protest’ as it is understood in society: as a petitioning of authorities wherein the sole focus of the act is its impact on its target, and if the target does not relent, that is the end of the story. Often movements engage in acts of protest, but, in this context, I consider a movement to be a network of groups and organizations that aspires toward the construction of some form of counter-power. The idea behind the concept of the movement is that if a protest or any other form of political action fails, the struggle continues. It differs drastically from the popular understanding of a protest as a discrete, individual speech act. This was clear in an article that described my role as an OWS organizer in great detail, yet still included the statement that I went to “Zuccotti Park about 50 times to support protests.”38 It portrays politics as a series of isolated actions. It’s on par with saying ‘I went to the beach 50 times last year.’ Popular discourse puts movements into the framework of a series protests with a short shelf life rather than a continuous body of struggle.

This argument becomes a little clearer with the introduction of the second concept: protest as election. Coverage of protests portrays them as a collection of isolated individuals coming together to express themselves. That is why so many stories include the personal anecdotes of attendees rather than a political analysis of the strategy or tactics of the organizers behind the action. The human-interest story stands in for politics. Any voice is just as relevant as any other in explaining this event, although a similar methodology wouldn’t be followed with coverage of a hierarchical body because, for the media, a protest is just a live-action opinion poll. It’s a moving pie chart designed to better inform those in positions of power. The act of collective assembly is understood in a liberal framework, in a Habermasian public sphere where the free market of ideas allows any sort of opinion to be expressed and adopted without reference to power. This was apparent when Mayor Michael Bloomberg reversed his initial position that we could continue our movement because New York was the “most tolerant, open city in the world,”39 and argued after the eviction that OWS would “have to occupy the space with the power of their arguments.”40
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Police raid Liberty Square in the early morning hours of Nov. 15,
2011. Photo by Minister Erik McGregor.
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The Liberty encampment reduced to rubble.
Photo by Minister Erik McGregor.

Bloomberg’s comment embodies the ethos of an atomized liberalism that considers abstract ideas to be the source of political change. On May Day 2012 Bloomberg made his distaste for protest politics explicit when he said, “if you want to change things I’m not sure why protesting does things [sic]. Go and try to do something and make it better.”41

A movement becomes a protest because power is taken out of the equation. A protest becomes an election because it is only comprehended as an upward looking appeal to the elite and is only interpreted as an assemblage of a body of public opinion in favor of a position (understood as a stand-in for a candidate). As an election, a protest is considered a short-term public referendum to be decided solely based on the number of bodies in your camp. Elites will act on your protest if they agree and you have made a well-reasoned argument, and they will decline if they disagree. The dynamic of protest as election was unmistakable in the commentary of liberal supporters who attempted to defend Occupy from the accusation that it lacked clear messaging by agreeing that the message was muddled but that “it’s the job of the politicians actually to formulate a clear policy.”42 In one of the earliest prominent liberal commentaries, Paul Krugman defended the supposedly confusing nature of OWS by claiming that, “it’s really the job of policy intellectuals and politicians to fill in the details.”43 It’s a way for sympathetic liberals to surgically remove what they like from Occupy as they discard the rest. As I described in an article on Krugman’s anti-democratic liberalism,


For Krugman, we aren’t a social movement as much as an exceptionally raucous and colorful bloc of public opinion; a parade of concerned citizens fated to remain spectators to loci of power. From this perspective, the only acceptable role for extra-parliamentary collective action is to serve as nerve endings in a body whose brain is composed of “policy intellectuals,” like Krugman, “and politicians.”44



Once the timetable has expired, your protest/election is over and the results are to be tallied. If you lose, that’s just ‘democracy’ since the majority wasn’t with you. Sorry! Better luck next time. Once the ‘election’ is over, it’s over. If you persist, you are portrayed as a loser who needs to ‘get a life.’ That’s why commentators have gauged the success of OWS almost exclusively based on crowd size (with each demonstrator representing a vote in the abstract public sphere), and why they were quick to pronounce the movement a failure because the window for social change, like an election cycle, has a definitive point of termination.

The urgency of the journalists to come to a conclusion on Occupy Wall Street was indicative of the pervasive nature of the protest as election. As early as September 29, 2011, the subtitle of an article from the Los Angeles Times read “almost two weeks into an anti-greed sit-in, the ‘leaderless resistance movement’ is at a crossroads.”45 On October 3, the subtitle for a CNN video read, “despite growing media attention, the Wall Street protests haven’t sparked any changes.”46

This hyper-accelerated timetable condensed our window of coverage and played an important role in the quality of coverage we received. These journalists were on very tight deadlines and often worked on several assignments at once. Day after day as I sat in Liberty in the fall of 2011, I would see a news van pull up along the south side of the park. The reporter and cameraman would get out, track down a couple of people for some sound bites in accord with their pre-arranged story angle, and then leave. If the first person they spoke with didn’t say what they wanted to hear, they’d move onto someone else. Frequently I could tell that they wanted to wrap up their coverage by lunch and had no interest in delving deeper to find out what was actually going on that day. One of the main motivations for organizing the Press Working Group was to facilitate the process of finding diverse, articulate people to speak with journalists to counteract the overwhelming tendency of the media to film the most countercultural, least informed person possible. By the second week in October, we had extensive lists of people of all professions, backgrounds, and experiences ready to feed to journalists. One morning in October, a reporter from WPIX Channel 11 in New York came over and said he needed a teacher, a student and an unemployed person by 11:30 AM. Go! Reporters came to rely so thoroughly on our Press table along the north wall of the park next to the Peoples’ Library that when there was no one there for a moment they would freak out.

I remember speaking to one reporter after the other and marveling at how novel they thought Occupy was. For most organizers with some experience, it was simply an inflated version of tactics, strategies and actions that we had practiced for years, but the media presented it as some sort of alien artifact discovered in a crater without any known precedents. At the time many of us realized that, ironically, this lack of general information about the greater context of struggle in the country greatly helped our momentum by presenting us as a fascinating new phenomenon to behold. If, instead, a more knowledgeable public had looked at us and said ‘oh, they’re reliving the global justice movement in a park,’ then that’s all we would have been doing. Yet, later on it occurred to me that the real irony of the situation was that even if reporters were well informed about the context from which OWS emerged, and maybe some were more than they let on, it was in their interests to present it as the hot new trend to enhance their ratings. During the peak of the media frenzy, there was a brief window of time when it was actually mutually beneficial for Occupy to be considered new and exciting. Context would have been counterproductive.

The desire to present the newest news possible, and make that new news seem as new as possible, is not new. In fact, the “fetishism of the present,” whose corollary is the uprooting of historical context, dates back to technological developments in printing and communication in the second half of the 19th century.47 However, this tendency has been greatly accelerated by social media and the 24-hour cable news cycle. While in past decades most news stories came with expiration dates in terms of reader interest, today social media and cable news stimulate the fervor of a news item at its peak while hastening its expiration date. They condense coverage into a shorter, more intense timeframe. It was an instance when the market pressure of novelty and the political standard of the protest as election converged to set the movement on a lightning-fast pace, which proved to be a blessing and a curse.

* * *

As much as the media tried to squeeze us into the conceptual boxes at their disposal, Occupy Wall Street would not follow the rules of the mimicry of the elite and communication with the elite. The movement wouldn’t appoint leaders, organize a short ‘pragmatic’ set of demands, or engage in elections. To liberal sympathizers, this was merely a product of youthful exuberance and idealism. Liberal and conservative pundits looked at the countercultural element of the movement as a source of nostalgia or idiocy, but neither took the cultural element seriously. For those who took our language seriously and were astute enough to recognize the fact that we were intentionally operating outside of the rules of political engagement, it was clear that something was amiss.

Stephen Moore of the Wall Street Journal pointed out that “the message is kind of contradictory. On the one hand they say ‘down with Wall Street, down with businesses, down with profit, down with corporations.’ Well, where do they think jobs come from?”48 And he’s right. Within a capitalist economy, jobs are generally created by sources of capital. To oppose profit and want jobs one must be advocating another form of economic organization. How could OWS be serious about working toward a world where everyone has enough food, shelter, education, and healthcare? Where would the money come from for that? “If you reject the mixed capitalist economy and representative democracy, how do you fit within a political coalition broadly aligned with the Democratic Party, even its left flank?”49

The pieces didn’t quite fit in the Occupy puzzle, but the media couldn’t understand why. So what is it that we weren’t telling them? What did Occupy Wall Street want?
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