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INTRODUCTION

Spend enough time in activist spaces and you start to see the patterns unfold before you, like a skipping record. I am now some twenty-five years into a career as a part-time organizer. Some years I’ve organized more, some I’ve organized less, and I took a break during grad school, but I’ve tried to get involved one way or another since I first became politically conscious as a teenager. Over that time, I have watched the same dynamics play out again and again, dedicated organizers falling into the same sad patterns that obstruct progress. The victories have been real, but the failures have been more frequent and bitter, sometimes resulting in the fracturing of groups and friendships. There are many stories I could tell, and in this book I will tell some of them.

But when I think of the pathologies of political organizing, I often think first of an example that’s quite trivial, where the stakes were very low, and yet, to me, it says something about how the left works. And the story is a little funny, which is appropriate, as there is a tragicomic element to our history, to the left’s recent history as a would-be mass movement.

When I was a master’s student at the University of Rhode Island (URI), some undergraduate students committed themselves to a political action that surprised and inspired me. At the time, in 2010, there was no real LGBTQ+ center for students on campus, despite such centers having become common on campuses across the country. To student activists at URI, this lack of a central safe place for LGBTQ+ students to congregate was reflective of a broader failure of the school’s higher administration to show respect to their community. These feelings of a lack of safety were not hard to understand; to pick a salient example, same-sex marriage would not come to Rhode Island for a few more years.

The students decided to do something about it. In the fall, activists occupied a section of URI’s library for eight days, refusing to surrender the space until their demands were heard. At the end of those eight days, and after several rounds of negotiation with the school’s brass, the activists could declare victory. They had won their major demands, including the creation of a shiny new LGBTQ+ center.

You can certainly question the efficacy of what the students had won. Central to the administration’s concessions was the creation of a diversity czar of the type that is now ubiquitous in higher education. I have, in the past, expressed great skepticism about the ability of these mushrooming administrative roles to prompt real positive change. But the basic demand of a space for LGBTQ+ students was a sound one, and I was charmed and excited by the willingness of the students to provoke significant confrontation to get what they wanted. It was exactly the kind of activism I had long admired and missed.

I had been a young activist once myself. In high school, I helped organize a little around gay rights issues, which were then (in the late 1990s) still rather fringe. I really dove in when I got to college. The 9/11 attacks rocked the country and put us into a tailspin of nationalism, militarism, and paranoia. I confess that even I was not totally immune to the desire for revenge; for about four hours after the attacks, I marinated in a pleasant fantasy of good versus evil. But I was raised in a leftist household and had heard the history of my country and the evil it had done, and I was not seduced. When I got to Central Connecticut State University (CCSU) in 2002, the Iraq invasion was still a year away, but everyone knew that war was coming. Some of us rose up to meet it. I organized first at campus, through CCSU’s progressive student union, and then later hooked on with activists out of Hartford. Most of what happened from there fell under the auspices of the shaggy umbrella organization Connecticut United for Peace, affectionately known as “CutUP.”

By 2004, I was punching the clock every week, organizing against the war. One particular march through Hartford seemed to take an almost impossible amount of time and effort to pull off. Much of activism is mundane, tedious, and thankless; there’s little glamour in being the one to rent the porta-potties for a rally, but it is essential. The city government in Hartford was making all of that much harder. They had come up with a list of absurd demands for how our march should function, which was something of a reversal of the relationship between government and organizers. Most pressingly, they had said that we would have to pay Hartford cops, at overtime rates, to come and provide “security.” (Security we of course did not want.) We had no intention of paying a bunch of cops to come oppress us—and anyway, we never could have afforded to.

Eventually we were able to get a lawyer from the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to make a few inquiries into the constitutionality of what the city was asking, which seemed to rattle the cage of the mayor’s office. They dropped their absurd requirements and gave us our permits, though in a petty little assertion of their power they had changed the term “antiwar march” from our application to “peace rally” on the permit. I was delighted to have my name appear on the permit, and we pulled off the march, with several hundred people coming to demand an end to a senseless war. When the march was over, I felt real pride. I was also totally exhausted.

I will detail some of the particular failings of the anti–Iraq war movement later in this book. For now, it’s enough to say that the experience taught me that “the movement” could be right about everything and still be an absolute mess. I spent three years watching as opposition to a ruinous war of aggression devolved into factionalization, accusations of racism and bigotry, attempts by fringe groups to commandeer events, and bitter disputes about goals and tactics. We expended energy fighting an internecine war at home instead of opposing the brutal one on the other side of the world. The question of Israel and Palestine, seemingly a distinct issue from Iraq, bled into every meeting, every teach-in, every debate, and I don’t need to tell you that these fights were ugly. To make matters worse, we had no effect at all on the US government’s actions. I believed, and still believe, that protest is necessary and righteous even when it achieves nothing tangible; we could not let the US invasion of Iraq go by without making a mark in history through our resistance. But still, everywhere I looked I saw failure.

And so, soon after that last rally, I moved to Chicago and put antiwar activism behind me. I was spent emotionally, and anyway, it was time for my postcollegiate life to begin. I passed through the next several years in the typical hedonistic style of someone in his mid-twenties, drinking and drugging and hooking up and working a series of meaningless, low-paying jobs. When my late twenties rolled around, I found myself in the teeth of the recession that followed the 2008 financial meltdown with a sad résumé and a BA in English. Not knowing what else to do, I went to grad school, and that’s how I found myself on campus during the URI student occupation of the library.

You can, I hope, imagine why I saw so much to admire in their actions. Organizing had been central to my emotional life, and I had left it behind feeling hopeless and despondent. I was eager to be inspired, and suddenly I was. I also hope you can imagine why I was disappointed when, after their victory, I asked one of the young activists about their next goal, and he answered, “We’re fighting the Four Loko ban!”

From fighting for recognition of a large group of vulnerable people to demanding the right to continue buying an alcoholic beverage notorious for its extreme caffeine content… it seemed like a step backward, to put it mildly. Of course, they were kids, and there’s no need to harp on the misguided choices of a bunch of young idealists who hadn’t yet become politically experienced. That conversation just happened to exemplify my sense that American progressive movements are forever wandering from the righteous to the ridiculous.

In 2020, a year that was sold at the time as a moment of unique political foment—as a “reckoning”—we saw the American progressive movement drift from the essential to the inconsequential, from the material to the illusory, in much the same way.

Early that year, an unprecedented global pandemic bloomed in front of our eyes. The novel coronavirus Covid-19 exploded out from China and across the face of the globe in the span of a few months. There have been deadlier diseases, and there have been diseases that have wrought more havoc, but there had never before been a disease that so took advantage of a globalized and interconnected Earth, of our now-small world. The virus rocked the world economy, sending us tumbling into a micro-depression, as hundreds of thousands of deaths and millions of infections taxed the world’s working population and as restrictions and quarantines designed to stop the spread torpedoed economic activity. Many of us were forced to stay at home for weeks, where all we could do was read more bad news and worry.

Americans were on edge. A presidential election year could only fan those flames. Donald Trump, one of the most controversial presidents in American history, faced an emboldened progressive movement and dissent within the ranks of the party and political ideology he ostensibly led. His constant gaffes and imbroglios, including his widely criticized handling of the pandemic, helped chip away at whatever legitimacy he held as a popular-vote loser who had been elected under a cloud of controversy in 2016. Meanwhile, the Bernie Sanders campaign of 2016 had energized a new generation of socialist activists, such as those in the Democratic Socialists of America, and early in 2020 it appeared that Sanders’s return primary candidacy was genuinely viable. The country was simmering.

On May 25, that simmer was brought to a boil. A forty-six-year-old Black man named George Floyd was confronted by Minneapolis police after a store clerk accused him of passing a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill. Derek Chauvin and three other officers removed Floyd from a car and threw him to ground. Chauvin then proceeded to lean on Floyd’s neck with his knee for almost nine minutes, killing him. A cell phone video of the attack circulated immediately thanks to social media. The shocking footage incensed much of the country and galvanized the left. Calls for justice rang from seemingly every corner, as even traditionally apolitical corporations and risk-averse politicians took part. Protesters flooded the streets demanding not just the prosecution of Chauvin and his fellow officers but for a total remaking of society’s relationship to race. Several of these protests exploded into riots. Black Lives Matter signs became ubiquitous in the real world, and support for the protests became inescapable online.

In response to this communal demand for change, America’s institutions spun into action. Universities, foundations, and nonprofits drafted statements in support of racial justice and began implementing programs to diversify their workforces and student bodies. An army of young activists were hired into academia, public service, and the nonprofit sector. Grandiose plans for total reconstruction of our society were devised. Reforms for education and government were proposed. And behind all of these ideas came an insistent, angry, insatiable demand: justice could wait no longer.

And then, very little happened.

No major federal legislation would result from the upheaval of 2020. Some cities and states enacted modest criminal-justice reforms, but many of these were later quietly rolled back. In Minneapolis, where Floyd’s murder had taken place, the drift over time was telling: the city council first voted to abolish and replace its police department, then later changed the reforms to simple budget cuts, then later enacted an increase in funding to the very department it had recently set about to dissolve.

Where was the change that had been demanded? Yes, many from Black and other minority backgrounds found themselves with scholarships or jobs that did not exist prior to the civil unrest, but they were drawn largely from the upwardly mobile professional and managerial classes to begin with. Cultural institutions relentlessly looked to reward people from marginalized groups, but the impact of these efforts is hard to see; there is little connection between Netflix beating the bushes to find Black and Hispanic stand-up comics to give specials to and the quality of day-to-day life in minority neighborhoods. It’s also fair to ask whether the army of new young bureaucrats hired into colleges and thinktanks could ever actually accomplish real change. Murals and signs are all well and good in and of themselves, but they serve little purpose if not part of a broader effort for actual material change. The calls from establishment politicians for justice were simply folded into business as usual.

Political change is hard; progressive political change is even harder. The inertia of established systems is remarkable, and we need never be overly critical of activists for failing to achieve change, given the inherent difficulties involved. That said, the lack of change that stemmed from the largest explosion of political consciousness in my lifetime is remarkable. The term “reckoning” was invoked again and again, and yet we don’t seem to have reckoned with any of our problems in any meaningful way. What happened? This book is an attempt to answer that question. And to answer it, we will have to look back into the past, to see how this failure was merely the latest in a long string of failures for progressive social movements. I will diagnose why the default state of such movements is failure and suggest steps toward a future where we can win.

That basic drift from the material and the concrete to the immaterial and symbolic is no accident. This is the constant dynamic in left politics because of a kind of elite capture. If you’re a Black child living in poverty and neglect in the Brownsville neighborhood of Brooklyn, you might very well wonder how the annual controversy over the number of Black artists winning Oscars impacts your life. As much as you might want proportional representation (or perhaps greater than proportional representation) at awards shows, that kind of progress won’t put food in your belly, shelter you from crime, or remove the lead that’s poisoning you in your apartment. And yet our discourse on race politics fixates relentlessly on ephemeral and inconsequential cultural issues. Why?

Think again about that poor kid from Brownsville. While that kind of person is invoked constantly in left discourse, they don’t participate in left discourse. They can’t; they lack the cultural capital and economic stability to have a presence in our national media and politics. They quite literally cannot speak for themselves because they don’t have forums or platforms that enjoy broad publicity. So the people who are left to speak for them are those among the most affluent and connected strata of American discourse. (The strata to which I belong.) Those who belong to marginalized groups who can take part in the national conversation are those within those groups who are the most well-connected, educated, and rich in cultural capital. This is particularly true of Black politicians, reporters, writers, pundits, and policymakers; they’re typically dramatically more highly educated and more upwardly mobile than the average Black American. You can understand, then, why so much of the political energy in this country gets diverted into affective and symbolic issues: the people who talk about politics professionally, those who have the largest audiences, are in large majorities the people who face the least material depravation. In a similar dynamic to the long-standing trend that the poorest Americans don’t vote, those who stand to benefit the most from muscular redistributive social policies are shut out from the conversation.

This dynamic reflects a broader failure of the left to remain true to its roots as a movement of the working class, of the poor, of the marginalized, of the dispossessed, of those at the bottom of the socioeconomic distribution. The American labor movement has been declining for longer than I’ve been alive, but it’s essential to remember that in the first half of the twentieth century, labor unions and workers’ parties won victory after victory: the weekend, the eight-hour workday and the forty-hour workweek, workplace health and safety protections, and robust collective bargaining rights. These victories were achieved not in spite of but because of the active participation and leadership of common workingmen. The movement had leaders, as all successful social movements must—the denial of leadership is a pathology of some left spaces that we will attend to in this book—but they were usually people like Eugene Debs, who was a great socialist intellectual but who had also worked on the railroads as a young man and thus had credibility among other workers.

Today, left-activist spaces are dominated by the college-educated, many of whom grew up in affluence and have never worked a day at a physically or emotionally demanding job. The inability to recruit from the working class and the uneducated has been a consistent source of frustration among leftist thinkers. Worse, there are now many in progressive spaces who decry the white working class—an immense group that still exerts heavy influence on American politics—as an inherently and permanently racist and bigoted class. This becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, as left-leaning disdain for uneducated white workers and voters results in leftist cultural and communicative practices that seem tailor-made to reject the support of that large bloc. Left activists refuse to engage with the complexity of, for example, the millions of voters who supported Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012 but Donald Trump in 2016. This is, strategically, a kind of madness; any successful future for the left-of-center requires expanding our coalition and dreaming big when it comes to convincing disaffected lower-wage citizens to support us.

I strongly suspect that cultural issues are so dominant in many left spaces because culture is all the left feels like it controls. A common saw about current American politics is that the right has political power and craves cultural power, while the left has cultural power and craves political power. But with the disciplined and well-funded mainstream conservative movement using the inherently regressive elements of the American system (the Senate, the Electoral College, the Supreme Court) to ensure Republican dominance, it’s just easier, emotionally and intellectually, to fixate on spaces like Hollywood, the news media, and academia, as these are the places where the left enjoys support bordering on hegemony. The trouble, of course, is that only power is power, and the left doesn’t have it. I think so many leftists fixate on cultural and social issues to the detriment of economic and political power because they have simply given up on the latter.

It’s fair to feel that the situation is bleak. The outsize demands of 2020, which spoke of fundamental changes in our basic civic structures, now appear fanciful. But hope is not lost. As much as I might prefer more tangible victories than the cultural ones the left has won in the recent past, cultural gains can be leveraged to gather more converts who might then help us create more tangible change. And despite the constant complaint of many leftists that the Democratic Party never improves (a species of the chronic pessimism that pervades the contemporary left), the policy platform of the Democratic Party in 2020 was far more progressive than that of 2008. Bernie Sanders lost in both 2016 and 2020 but expanded what millions of Americans thought of as politically possible. And our greatest strength lies in our current failure itself: the wealthy and corporations have gained such despotic control over our country’s economy and political system that we have big, fat targets. Besides, unless you’re planning to die anytime soon, there’s nothing ever to do but keep going.

In the coming pages, I’ll trace a brief history of how we got to the heady days of 2020. I’ll connect that moment to previous eras that have been identified as politically fertile. I’ll outline the differences between effective and ineffective left social movements, and I’ll make the argument that we can revive the long-slumbering American workers’ movement in a way that supports and amplifies the struggle of groups dedicated to racial justice, feminism, LGBTQ+ rights, and other marginalized populations. I’ll spell out why a class-focused approach is appropriate not just for winning economic victories but for organizing around those identity issues as well. And I’ll lay out concrete steps that individuals and groups can make today to ensure that their movements are more powerful.

The spirit of 2020 was always a righteous spirit, and the people and organizations that powered that moment had legitimate grievances and moral demands. Our inability to secure the better world that was promised should not distract us from the continued moral necessity of achieving it. What we need is practicality, resilience, and a plan. We have to get past thinking that our righteousness makes victory inevitable and start engaging in the real, tough, boring labor of convincing others. We have a lot of work to do, and there’s no time like the present.




1 WHATEVER HAPPENED TO 2020?

One basic rule I try to follow when I write about current affairs is to remember that I do not live in extraordinary times. We live within the sweep of history, not outside of it, and it’s our nature as conscious beings to assume that our times must be special because we live in them. But better to remember that today’s crises will be little remembered.

And yet, in the summer of 2020, I found it hard to take my own advice. The Trump presidency had enflamed the country, his boorishness and serial scandals convincing many that the 2020 presidential election would prove to be one of the most consequential of our lifetimes. Along with sustained rage at Trump’s long history of racist and misogynist statements, there was despair at his handling of the Covid-19 crisis. In March of that year, the virus had bloomed into a pandemic, spreading across our globalized world with unprecedented speed. In response to the crisis, state and city governments across the country had enforced lockdown policies that closed public spaces and kept people in their homes. Fear gripped the country as the virus killed hundreds of thousands, and being shut inside ratcheted up the tension. Trump was a focal point, but there was also enduring public anger about sexual misconduct in the workplace, systemic racism, and socioeconomic inequality. The #MeToo movement had galvanized public anger toward sexual misconduct, and the Bernie Sanders movement, with its army of newly minted socialists, continued to call for change through the Trump years. Our whole civic society seemed strewn with kindling. On May 25, 2020, four Minneapolis police officers lit the match.

The killing of George Floyd, an unarmed man accused of nothing more than passing a counterfeit bill, reverberated around the world. Covid-19 had devastated the economy, causing massive and immediate job losses of a kind rarely seen in American history. Floyd had recently lost jobs as a truck driver and a bouncer. In time, aggressive economic policies jump-started the American economy and led to historically low unemployment, but in May 2020, there was little comfort or support for an unemployed Black man. After a call from a store clerk, Minneapolis police officers arrived and detained Floyd. He was forced to the ground, and while there, one of the officers, Derek Chauvin, pressed his knee into Floyd’s neck for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds. By the time Chauvin released the hold, Floyd was dead. The video went viral, and the country exploded in protest.

Thanks to the multiplicative powers of the internet, Floyd’s murder and the reaction to it are among the most discussed and analyzed events in human history. Yet I find that in spite of all the attention the 2020 political unrest provoked, there’s a current of amnesia when it comes to that period. The heady, emotional, and radical atmosphere that predominated has evaporated. When we marched for justice, we chanted that things would never be the same. A few short years later, things very much look the same. People still speak about turning society upside down, but the fervor is gone, and many seem vaguely embarrassed to look back on it now.

To understand why, we need to go back and take stock of where we came from, of the political and cultural history that led us to what 2020 became.


PREHISTORY

I suspect that many remember the Obama administration with a kind of nostalgia. This is not merely a vestige of those who loved Obama and were satisfied by his administration—among whom I do not number—but also a yearning for a certain sense of normalcy. Pre-Trump normalcy. Where his successor brought chaos, Obama was always defined by his sense of composure and cool, which led members of his staff to nickname him “No Drama Obama.” He also was blessed to stand in relief against his predecessor, George W. Bush, who had presided over 9/11, the quagmire in Afghanistan, the Iraq debacle, the horrors of the federal response to Hurricane Katrina, and the collapse of the American economy with the financial crisis and Great Recession. Obama’s reign seemed to represent a return to something like normal.

But the association of the Obama administration with calming mundanity is a pretty cruel irony when you consider that he had taken office through a campaign based on hope and change. Business as usual is exactly the opposite of what candidate Obama had promised. I remember watching people make out in the park where Obama gave his victory address in 2008 and thinking that we had reached some sort of new era. It turned out that Obama would preside over a period of gridlock and little change, with his signature health care legislation representing the platonic ideal of compromise in American politics.

But during the 2008 campaign, a demand for change was in the air. The Great Recession and the financial crisis that spawned it were fresh on the minds of Americans, and particularly young Americans. Millions of ambitious college students graduated into a brutal job market, which in turn depressed entry-level wages; despite the housing crash, the price of houses remained formidable, and the far more stringent lending requirements that followed the crisis put that core element of the American dream further out of reach. And no one could doubt who was responsible. In the history of economic crises, that of 2008 and 2009 was unique in how clearly it was the product of elite malfeasance. No one who paid attention to the facts of that situation could fail to understand that it was rich bankers who had tanked the economy and forced millions of Americans into financial ruin.

And yet despite this clear culpability, no accountability was forthcoming for the architects of the deepest recession since the Great Depression. The Obama administration refused to prosecute the bankers who had placed the economy in such dire straits in the pursuit of profit. Notoriously, only one senior banker was ever directly jailed for playing a role in the crisis. Worse, despite intense pressure from progressives, the Obama administration did essentially nothing for ordinary mortgage holders who suddenly found themselves facing foreclosure. For the first two years of the Obama administration, Democrats enjoyed the trifecta of federal government—holding the House, Senate, and presidency—yet offered no real relief. This lack of action for ordinary people looked particularly cruel in the shadow of the hundreds of billions of dollars that were spent bailing out the very banks that had created the crisis.

Obama inherited the recession and all of its problems from Bush. But his administration’s failure to enact a genuinely progressive response to the crisis—by punishing the rich people who had caused it and by helping the poor people who suffered under it—would prove to be a bellwether for his two terms in office. To the immense frustration of many of those who had voted for him, the soaring vision of hope and change that he had sold to the public on the campaign trail led to a cautious and risk-averse presidency. Obama was almost maniacally interested in being the most reasonable person in the room, rather than in ruthlessly implementing a legislative agenda. This was an even more misguided way to lead after the 2010 midterm elections, when Obama was saddled with a permanently obstructionist Republican Congress that cared not at all about appearing reasonable. Ultimately, Obama ran as a transformative candidate and governed as an incrementalist president. As Andrew Sullivan wrote in 2017, approvingly, “Obama, in fact, was the conservative [during his administration]—nudging and amending, shaping and finessing as American society evolved—while the GOP flamed out in a reactionary dead end.” It’s fair to ask whether the millions of young liberals who had twice voted for Obama deserved more than another conservative presidency, however reasonable.

As the Obama presidency advanced, it became fashionable among more moderate-leaning Democrats to insist that he had never really been much of a radical and that those of us who demanded more from him had projected our politics onto him. But one need only look at the rhetoric with which Obama was sold to the nation to refute this. You can’t hang the words “hope and change” on everything your candidate says and does and not expect people to demand hope and change from his presidency. The beatific images of Obama’s face that became a campaign trail cliché spoke to the cult of personality that Democrats generated around their candidate. As Perry Bacon Jr. wrote in 2016, looking back at the administration as it neared its end, “Barack Obama ran for and entered the White House with the promise of becoming a transformational leader—someone who could alter the fundamental direction of the nation’s politics in a more progressive way.” Eight years of mostly business as usual disillusioned many who had rallied to his cause.

Exacerbating such tensions were generational politics, driven by the difficult financial fortunes of the youngest adults. During the Obama administration, millennials came of age—and they got screwed. They were entering into their prime wage-earning years and were barely scraping by. The employment depression that had been sparked by the financial crisis ruined their job prospects. Those who did have jobs saw their pay depressed by the slack labor market; there were always other people who would be willing to work for less. And the slowly building college-debt crisis hit them particularly hard. Untold thousands of young people were graduating from college in the Obama administration, having taken on tens of thousands of dollars in debt and finding their dream jobs totally unattainable. Given this history, and with hindsight, Occupy Wall Street seems like an inevitability.

In September 2011, with the unemployment rate still nearly twice that of what it had been in 2007, a ragtag group of protestors and activists occupied Zuccotti Park in New York’s Financial District, the epicenter of the 2008 collapse. While the occupation in Zuccotti Park is frequently represented as spontaneous, various activists and groups had taken part in planning the action for months prior, and, in fact, the police had sufficient warning to block off two other potential sites for the protests. On the seventeenth, perhaps two hundred protesters decamped to the park, shouting and holding signs and making music as they arrived. They took over the park—they occupied Wall Street—and in so doing created a spectacle of resistance that attracted the attention of a country that was simmering with resentment toward the financial industry.

The protesters were an eclectic bunch, drawn from all manner of organizations and groups rather than from any one in particular. They spoke of a broken and rigged economy, a system designed to enrich the rich while leaving the rest of us behind. It was at Occupy that the “We Are the 99 Percent” slogan was first given national attention, meaning the bottom 99 percent of the income distribution, whose interests (said the protesters) were inherently antagonistic to the richest 1 percent. The slogan neatly captured the class dynamics that the protesters gathered to decry. Another slogan was popularized there, a much less widely publicized slogan but one with admirable style: “Shit Is Fucked Up and Bullshit.” Such rhetoric is common when the entire system is being indicted.

To supporters, Occupy was a symbol of principled resistance, of people fed up with a rigged game; to detractors, it looked like a leftist stereotype, with all those crazy longhairs playing drums and muttering slogans. There was a great deal of music, poetry, and art at the occupation site, and many protesters had treated the occupation as an opportunity to express themselves on their pet issues. Topics like women’s rights, freeing Palestine, and veganism were somewhat awkwardly bolted onto the action. The protesters in Zuccotti Park were passionate, but their message discipline was, it’s fair to say, a little lacking.

Occupy generated a great mass of media attention and inspired many ancillary protests around the country. For some two months, the protesters defied increasing pressure from the city and police to disband, until finally the NYPD stormed the park in mid-November. From the vantage of history, we can say that Occupy Wall Street was a noble failure. Zuccotti Park galvanized many budding young leftists and for years after would be invoked as a turning point, but the event itself was brief. Writing this today, more than a decade after the initial protests, it’s hard to find any concrete consequences of the movement. Occupy suffered from a few obvious weaknesses that ensured the movement would have little immediate effect. The two biggest are deeply entwined: the inability or refusal to generate coherent demands, and the addiction to intensely non-hierarchical—“horizontal”—decision-making.

The refusal of Occupy protesters to generate a list of specific demands became notorious. The headline of a New York Times story on the subject sums it up well: “Protesters Debate What Demands, if Any, to Make.” Everyone involved knew that, in some way and to some degree, what they were protesting against was the basic economic compact of post-1980 America, a reality marred by vast socioeconomic inequality and labor insecurity caused directly by the greed and risk-taking of wealthy financiers. But no specific alternatives to the status quo were ever explicitly endorsed by Occupy Wall Street as an entity. To some extent, this was the result of the typical infighting and squabbling over priorities that are endemic to left movement building. But another major reason for the lack of specific demands is that some in Zuccotti Park were opposed to the very idea of specific demands. The New York Times piece I mentioned quoted a protester as saying, “Demands are disempowering since they require someone else to respond.” This is a remarkable exercise in logic; a lack of demands is also disempowering, since without demands no one else has to respond. But that attitude appears to have been widespread. A friend of mine who attended the occupation for a week said that one protester had told him that “demands are hegemonic.”

Absent demands, there’s no sense of what a given protest or action intends to do. You might consider demands for most left actions to be essentially symbolic; certainly, when I was helping plan anti–Iraq War protests, no one thought that the government would really listen to our cry to bring the troops home. But demands serve an essential purpose even when they are very unlikely to be met in the short term. Building a movement is like rolling a small ball of snow down a hill so that it gathers more and more size over time. Every individual inch you gain adds very little to the ball, but over a long enough period of time the ball can grow large enough to knock your enemies down. This is how American social movements like temperance, abolitionism, or the labor agitation of the early twentieth century functioned. The trick is that you have to point the snowball at its target from the top of the hill; it’s a very bad idea to try to steer the ball while it’s already rolling downhill. Thanks to a not-entirely-hostile media—owing to the glaringly obvious fact that Wall Street had devastated the country—Occupy was able to get a pretty good ball of snow rolling down the hill. But nobody, including the protesters themselves, seemed to have any idea where it was heading.

This resistance to developing a coherent lack of demands was emblematic of a larger problem with Occupy and, indeed, left organizing in general: the dedication to “horizontal” organization, the denial of leadership, the addiction to structurelessness. Occupy Wall Street operated purely through the vehicle of a general assembly, which is to say, a direct democracy system where everyone physically present was theoretically able to steer the group, regardless of their history with the group, amount of effort they had invested in it, or their experience with organizing. Occupy had no president, no executive committee, no officers, no leadership structure at all. There were committees, including a committee dedicated to proposing demands, but they had no real power and no greater ability to influence the debate than any other group of people.

There’s a certain beauty to this kind of structurelessness, but it’s also naive and counterproductive. Let’s define the problem as simply as possible: the enemy enjoys the benefit of structure, and so we should too. Groups without any formal structure inevitably are dragged down by their least-productive members. I remember my frustration attending antiwar meetings in my early twenties when people who worked diligently for hours and hours every week were being shouted down by those who showed up to a meeting a couple of times a month and did little else. Leadership structures are common to human organizations for a reason; without leadership, endless time is wasted, groups are directionless and unfocused, and there’s no accountability.

This is not a new problem! Activist groups in the 1960s and ’70s were subject to this exact same problem. In 1972, the second-wave feminist and civil rights activist Jo Freeman published her classic article “The Tyranny of Structurelessness.” In it, she meticulously described why horizontal organizing is a mistake. In addition to the difficulty that leaderless organizations have in actually getting things done, Freeman pointed out that this supposed lack of leadership inevitably papers over actually existing differences in power within any given organization. “Contrary to what we would like to believe, there is no such thing as a structureless group,” she wrote, going on to point out that any group that calls itself leaderless actually has a de facto leadership class. Some organizers are more engaged than others; some organizers are more dedicated than others; some organizers are more influential and popular than others. These differences will inevitably assert themselves in a given organization, no matter how committed it might ostensibly be to denying leadership. As Freeman wrote, “The very fact that we are individuals, with different talents
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