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more likely to enter college, more likely to nish college, and more
likely to be poor, the three elements that often lead to greater
political consciousness. Labor union participation still lags slightly:
only 45 percent of union members are women, but if current trends
continue, a majority will be women in eight years. Labor economist
John Schmitt observes: “We’ve seen a big increase over the last
quarter century of women in unions, particularly as the unionization
of the service sector expands,” he states. “The perception that
unions are great for white guys in their 50s is false.”12
Moreover, this convergence is beginning to change our very

conceptions of work. Here I think Konczal got it wrong. It’s not that
the 99 percenters are not thinking about the dignity of labor. Quite
the contrary. They are broadening our conception of meaningful
work to include everything we do that isn’t for ourselves.

QUESTION 4

Why did the movement refuse to make demands of or engage with
the existing political system? And why did that refusal make the
movement more compelling rather than less?

One would imagine that people in such a state of desperation would
wish for some immediate, pragmatic solution to their dilemmas.
Which makes it all the more striking that they were drawn to a
movement that refused to appeal directly to existing political
institutions at all.
Certainly this came as a great surprise to members of the

corporate media, so much so that most refused to acknowledge
what was happening right before their eyes. From the original,
execrable, Ginia Bellafante piece in the Times, there has been an
endless drumbeat coming from media of all sorts accusing the
movement of a lack of seriousness, owing to its refusal to issue a
concrete set of demands. Almost every time I’m interviewed by a
mainstream journalist about Occupy Wall Street I get some
variation of the same lecture:



How are you going to get anywhere if you refuse to create a leadership structure or
make a practical list of demands? And what’s with all this anarchist nonsense—the
consensus, the sparkly ngers? Don’t you realize all this radical language is going to
alienate people? You’re never going to be able to reach regular, mainstream Americans
with this sort of thing!

Asking why OWS refuses to create a leadership structure, and
asking why we don’t come up with concrete policy statements, is of
course two ways of asking the same thing: Why don’t we engage
with the existing political structure so as to ultimately become a
part of it?
If one were compiling a scrapbook of worst advice ever given,

this sort of thing might well merit an honorable place. Since the
nancial crash of 2008, there have been endless attempts to kick o
a national movement against the depredations of America’s nancial
elites taking the approach such journalists recommended. All failed.
Most failed miserably.e It was only when a movement appeared that
resolutely refused to take the traditional path, that rejected the
existing political order entirely as inherently corrupt, that called for
the complete reinvention of American democracy, that occupations
immediately began to blossom across the country. Clearly, the
movement did not succeed despite the anarchist element. It
succeeded because of it.
For “small-a” anarchists such as myself—that is, the sort willing

to work in broad coalitions as long as they work on horizontal
principles—this is what we’d always dreamed of. For decades, the
anarchist movement had been putting much of our creative energy
into developing forms of egalitarian political process that actually
work; forms of direct democracy that actually could operate within
self-governing communities outside of any state. The whole project
was based in a kind of faith that freedom is contagious. We all knew
it was practically impossible to convince the average American that
a truly democratic society was possible through rhetoric. But it was
possible to show them. The experience of watching a group of a
thousand, or two thousand, people making collective decisions
without a leadership structure, motivated only by principle and



solidarity, can change one’s most fundamental assumptions about
what politics, or for that matter, human life, could actually be like.
Back in the days of the Global Justice Movement we thought that if
we exposed enough people, around the world, to these new forms
of direct democracy, and traditions of direct action, that a new,
global, democratic culture would begin to emerge. But as noted
above, we never really broke out of the activist ghetto; most
Americans never even knew that direct democracy was so central to
our identity, distracted as they were by media images of young men
in balaclavas breaking plate glass windows, and the endless
insistence of reporters that the whole argument was about the
merits of something they insisted on calling “free trade.”f By the
time of the antiwar movements after 2003, which mobilized
hundreds of thousands, activism in America had fallen back on the
old-fashioned vertical politics of top-down coalitions, charismatic
leaders, and marching around with signs. Many of us diehards kept
the faith. After all, we had dedicated our lives to the principle that
something like this would eventually happen. But we had also, in a
certain way, failed to notice that we’d stop really believing that we
could actually win.
And then it happened. The last time I went to Zuccotti Park,

before the eviction, and watched a sprawling, diverse group that
ranged from middle-aged construction workers to young artists
using all our old hand signals in mass meetings, my old friend Priya,
the tree sitter and eco-anarchist now established in the park as a
video documentarian, admitted to me, “Every few hours I do have
to pinch myself to make sure it isn’t all a dream.”
So this is the ultimate question: not just why an anti–Wall Street

movement nally took o—to be honest, for the rst few years
after the 2008 collapse, many had been scratching their heads over
why one hadn’t—but why it took the form it did? Again, there are
obvious answers. Once thing that unites almost everyone in America
who is not part of the political class, whether right or left, is a
revulsion of politicians. “Washington” in particular is perceived to
be an alien bubble of power and inuence, fundamentally corrupt.
Since 2008, the fact that Washington exists to serve the purposes of



Wall Street has become almost impossible to ignore. Still, this does
not explain why so many were drawn to a movement that
comprehensively rejected existing political institutions of any sort.

I think the answer is once again generational. The refrain of the
earliest occupiers at Zuccotti Park when it came to their nancial,
educational, and work lives was: “I played by the rules. I did
exactly what everyone told me I was supposed to do. And look
where that got me!” Exactly the same could be said of these young
people’s experience of politics.
For most Americans in their early twenties, their rst experience

of political engagement came in the elections of 2006 and 2008,
when young people turned out in roughly twice the numbers they
usually did, and voted overwhelmingly for the Democrats. As a
candidate, Barack Obama ran a campaign carefully designed to
appeal to progressive youth, with spectacular results. It’s hard to
remember that Obama not only ran as a candidate of “Change,” but
used language that drew liberally from that of radical social
movements (“Yes we can!” was adapted from César Chávez’s United
Farm Workers movement, “Be the change!” is a phrase often
attributed to Gandhi), and that as a former community organizer,
and member of the left-wing New Party, he was one of the few
candidates in recent memory who could be said to have emerged
from a social movement background rather than from the usual
smoke-lled rooms. What’s more, he organized his grassroots
campaign much like a social movement; young volunteers were
encouraged not just to phone-bank and go door-to-door but to
create enduring organizations that would continue to work for
progressive causes—support strikes, create food banks, organize
local environmental campaigns—long after the election. All this,
combined with the fact that Obama was to be the rst African-
American president, gave young people a sense that they were
participating in a genuinely transformative moment in American
politics.



No doubt most of the young people who worked for, or
supported, the Obama campaign were uncertain just how
transformative all this would be. But most were ready for genuinely
profound changes in the very structure of American democracy.
Remember that all this was happening in a country where there is
such a straitjacket on acceptable political discourse—what a
politician or media pundit can say without being written o as a
member of the lunatic fringe—that the views of very large
segments of the American public simply are never voiced at all. To
give a sense of how radical is the disconnect between acceptable
opinion, and the actual feelings of American voters, consider a pair
of polls conducted by Rasmussen, the rst in December 2008, right
after Obama was elected, the second in April 2011. A broad
sampling of Americans was asked which economic system they
preferred: capitalism or socialism? In 2008, 15 percent felt the
United States would be better o adopting a socialist system; three
years later, the number had gone up, to one in ve. Even more
striking was the breakdown by age: the younger the respondent, the
more likely they were to object to the idea of spending the rest of
their lives under a capitalist system. Among Americans between
fteen and twenty-ve, a plurality did still prefer capitalism: 37
percent, as opposed to 33 percent in favor of socialism. (The
remaining 30 percent remained unsure.) But think about what this
means here. It means that almost two thirds of America’s youth are
willing to at least consider the idea of jettisoning the capitalist
system entirely! In a country where most have never seen a single
politician, TV pundit, or talking head willing to reject capitalism in
principle, or to use the term “socialism” as anything but a term of
condescension and abuse, this is genuinely extraordinary. Granted,
for that very reason, it’s hard to know exactly what young people
who say they prefer “socialism” actually think they’re embracing.
One has to assume: not an economic system modeled on that of
North Korea. What then? Sweden? Canada? It’s impossible to say.
But in a way it’s also beside the point. Most Americans might not be
sure what socialism is supposed to be, but they do know a great
deal about capitalism, and if “socialism” means anything to them, it



means “the other thing,” or perhaps better,” something, pretty much
anything, really, as long as it isn’t that!” To get a sense of just how
extreme matters have become, another poll asked Americans to
choose between capitalism and communism—and one out of ten
Americans actually stated they would prefer a Soviet-style system to
the economic system existing today.
In 2008, young Americans preferred Obama to John McCain by a

rate of 68 percent to 30 percent—again, an approximately two-
thirds margin.
It seems at the very least reasonable to assume that most young

Americans who cast their votes for Obama expected a little more
than what they got. They felt they were voting for a transformative
gure. Many did clearly expect some kind of fundamental change in
the system, even if they weren’t sure what. How, then, might one
expect such a young American voter to feel on discovering that they
had in fact elected a moderate conservative?
This might seem an extreme statement by the standards of

mainstream political discourse but I’m really just using the word
“conservative” in the literal sense of the term. That literal sense is
now rarely used. Nowadays, in the United States at least,
“conservative” has mainly come to be used for “right-wing radical,”
whereas its long-standing literal meaning was “someone whose
main political imperative is to conserve existing institutions, to
protect the status quo.” This is precisely what Obama has turned out
to be. Almost all his greatest political eorts have been aimed at
preserving some institutional structure under threat: the banking
system, the auto industry, even the health insurance industry.
Obama’s main argument in calling for health care reform was that
the existing system, based on for-prot private insurers, was not
economically viable over the long term, and that some kind of
change was going to be necessary. What was his solution? Instead
of pushing a genuinely radical—or even liberal—restructuring of
the system toward fairness and sustainability, he instead revived a
Republican model rst proposed in the 1990s as the conservative
alternative to the Clintons’ universal health plan. That model’s
details were hammered out in right-wing think tanks like the



Heritage Foundation and initially put into practice by a Republican
governor of Massachusetts. Its appeal was essentially conservative:
it didn’t solve the problem of how to create a fair and sensible
health care system; it solved the problem of how to preserve the
existing unfair and unsustainable for-prot system in a form that
might allow it to endure for at least another generation.
Considering the state of crisis the U.S. economy was in when

Obama took over in 2008, it required perversely heroic eorts to
respond to a historic catastrophe by keeping everything more or
less exactly as it was. Yet Obama did expend those heroic eorts,
and the result was that, in every dimension, the status quo did
indeed remain intact. No part of the system was shaken up. There
were no bank nationalizations, no breakups of “too big to fail”
institutions, no major changes in nance laws, no change in the
structure of the auto industry, or of any other industry, no change
in labor laws, drug laws, surveillance laws, monetary policy,
education policy, transportation policy, energy policy, military
policy, or—most crucially of all, despite campaign pledges—the role
of money in the political system. In exchange for massive infusions
of money from the country’s Treasury to rescue them from ruin,
industries from nance to manufacturing to health care were
required to make only marginal changes to their practices.
The “progressive community” in the United States is dened by

left-leaning voters and activists who believe that working through
the Democratic Party is the best way to achieve political change in
America. The best way to get a sense of their current state of mind,
I nd, is to read discussions on the liberal blog Daily Kos. By the
third year of Obama’s rst term, the level of rage—even hatred—
directed against the president on this blog was simply
extraordinary.g He was regularly accused of being a fraud, a liar, a
secret Republican who had intentionally ubbed every opportunity
for progressive change presented to him in the name of “bipartisan
compromise.” The intensity of the hatred many of these debates
revealed might seem surprising, but it makes perfect sense if you
consider that these were people passionately committed to the idea
it should be possible for progressive policies to be enacted in the



United States through electoral means. Obama’s failure to do so
would seem to leave one with little choice but to conclude that any
such project is impossible. After all, how could there have been a
more perfect alignment of the political stars than there was in
2008? That year saw a wave election that left Democrats in control
of both houses of Congress, a Democratic president elected on a
platform of “Change” coming to power at a moment of economic
crisis so profound that radical measures of some sort were
unavoidable, and at a time when Republican economic policies were
utterly discredited and popular rage against the nation’s nancial
elites was so intense that most Americans would have supported
almost any policy directed against them. Polls at the time indicated
that Americans were overwhelmingly in favor of bailing out
mortgage holders, but not bailing out “too big to fail” banks,
whatever the negative impact on the economy. Obama’s position
here was not only the opposite, but actually more conservative than
George W. Bush’s: the outgoing Bush administration did agree,
under pressure from Democratic representative Barney Frank, to
include mortgage write-downs in the TARP program, but only if
Obama approved. He chose not to. It’s important to remember this
because a mythology has since developed that Obama opened
himself up to criticism that he was a radical socialist because he
went too far; in fact, the Republican Party was a spent and
humiliated force, and only managed to revive itself because the
Obama administration refused to provide an ideological alternative
and instead adopted most of the Republicans’ economic positions.
Yet no radical change was enacted; Wall Street gained even

greater control over the political process, the “progressive” brand
was tainted in most voters’ minds by becoming identied with what
were inherently conservative, corporate-friendly positions, and
since Republicans proved the only party willing to take radical
positions of any kind, the political center swung even further to the
right. Clearly, if progressive change was not possible through
electoral means in 2008, it simply isn’t going to be possible at all.
And that is exactly what very large numbers of young Americans
appear to have concluded.



The numbers speak for themselves. Where youth turnout in 2008
was three times what it had been four years before, two years after
Obama’s election, it had already dropped by 60 percent. It’s not so
much that young voters switched sides—those who showed up
continued to vote for the Democrats at about the same rate as
before—as that they gave up on the process altogether,h allowing
the largely middle-aged Tea Partiers to dominate the election, and
the Obama administration, in reaction, to compliantly swing even
further to the right.
So in civic aairs as in economic ones, a generation of young

people had every reason to feel they’d done exactly what they were
supposed to do according to the rulebook—and got worse than
nothing. What Obama had robbed them of was precisely the thing
he so famously promised: hope—hope of any meaningful change via
institutional means in their lifetimes. If they wanted to see their
actual problems addressed, if they wanted to see any sort of
democratic transformation in America, it was going to have to be
through other means.

QUESTION 5

But why an explicitly revolutionary movement?

Here we come to the most challenging question of all. It’s clear that
one of the main reasons OWS worked was its very radicalism. In
fact, one of the most remarkable things about it is that it was not
just a popular movement, not even just a radical movement, but a
revolutionary movement. It was kicked o by anarchists and
revolutionary socialists—and in the earliest meetings, when its basic
themes and principles were rst being hammered down, the
revolutionary socialists were actually the more conservative faction.
Mainstream allies regularly try to soft-pedal this background; right-
wing commentators often inveigh that “if only” ordinary Americans
understood who the originators of OWS were, they would scatter in
revulsion. In fact, there is every reason to believe that not only are


