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  Ever since I started publishing books and lecturing about the movements of the sixties, movements that I was deeply involved in—antiwar, civil rights, the New Left—journalists have been asking me how the latest demonstration or uprising measures up to those of decades past. I would reel off similarities and differences, but in truth, the differences generally impressed me more. I sometimes thought journalists were hunting for similarities, in fact, either because of a certain nostalgia of their own—they were old enough to remember the uprisings fondly—or precisely because they had missed the fabled years and wondered if the strangeness they’d always heard about, possibly from their parents, might return.


  I taught at universities, and wrote. I threw myself occasionally into insurgent campaigns—antinuclear efforts, divestment from South Africa—but, for better or worse, I never saw any prospect of the past recycling. Personally, this was all right with me, since I rather liked the post-sixties life I was living, was not much given to nostalgia, and did not believe I was getting any younger. I cautioned journalists that history didn’t repeat itself, that the whole constellation of circumstances that clicked in the sixties had been unique. Some political efforts I found rather more exhilarating than others, but not once did I think that more great upheavals were impending. America was what it was.


  Then, in recent years, especially when speaking abroad, I got used to another question: In the face of the disasters that have afflicted not only your country but the rest of the world, why are Americans so inert? In the spring of 2011, after the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak, I had the opportunity to lecture in Cairo about media and revolutions, and got to breathe the air of Tahrir Square after the tear gas had cleared (and before it returned). Then I gave a number of talks in Germany on the American news media and the recent, and ongoing, financial crisis, and the question of America’s somnolence kept cropping up. In truth, the reasons that there was no widespread opposition on the left in the United States were fairly obvious. The economic climate was frigid. There was oligarchy, but not dictatorship. Students—the motors of change in the 1960s—were working, sometimes more than one job, while in school, then encumbered with debt that discouraged them from stepping out of line. There was not much cultural opposition because the entire consumer culture was, in its coy way, oppositional or at least, supposedly, alternative. Anyone could buy, or upload, or tattoo the accoutrements of rebellion. Everything was sayable, so nothing much mattered. Political rebellion became uncool. The wars of the 1980s and thereafter, wars that would once have provoked mass opposition, were short wars fought by professional soldiers. The one that inspired the grandest opposition, the Iraq expedition, sputtered out because the movement hadn’t a prayer of influencing the hell-bent crusade of George W. Bush to shock and awe a recalcitrant world. The midcentury traditions had vanished. On the left, at least, sarcasm had replaced moral seriousness. And so on.


  So, when I heard on the Internet grapevine, sometime during the summer of 2011, that a call had been issued to occupy Wall Street, I didn’t take it too seriously. I’d been out of the country for months and so had missed New York’s Bloombergville encampment in June and the limited fuss it caused. On a drive across the country in July, the only signs of political restiveness I saw were from Tea Party and militia enthusiasts. Back in New York, my contemporaries weren’t talking excitedly about any forthcoming occupation of Wall Street. I rather assumed the call was another one of those puffs of hope and cheerleading for good causes that blow through cyberspace several times a day. I wondered whether it had been issued by one of those tiny left-wing sectarian groups that specialize in thick headlines that rub off on your hands. Whatever might materialize in lower Manhattan on September 17 would likely discredit itself without half trying. All the reasons why there hadn’t been any such movement before would still apply.


  In fact, when I started visiting Zuccotti Park, going to marches and meetings, interviewing occupiers, including people I’d been told were movers and shakers, I discovered that such skepticism and cynicism were normal reactions even among those who’d showed up first and stayed longest. This didn’t look like any rally or march, though it included rallies and marches. There were few so-called name speakers. The dramaturgy was different—and weirder, and more original. Once you hung out in the movement—and hanging out was the main way you entered it—and opened your eyes, you found that this wild ensemble was not exactly what you had thought at first. It was at once more earnest, more energetic, more frivolous, more original, and more mysterious. Disparagement and incomprehension were not hard to derive from news media who were drawn to the most garish and photogenic sights in the encampment, the outré and the scruffy, with their scatter of protest slogans, their anger at capitalism, their general disrespect, their apparent disorder.


  Impressed by the new, I set out to understand. What I found astounded me, not because it was wholly new under the sun (although, in sum, it was remarkably new), and not just because the Occupy people could make the case that they were part of a global upheaval (I had talked to revolutionaries in Cairo and so knew very well that Liberty Square was not another site of the Arab Spring, though the improbability of those heady upheavals made an American improbability seem less impossible), and not just because the Occupiers were amazingly intense, or because everything they did was, in my view, right, but in no small part because they were surprising, they made me laugh, they touched me. I was unprepared for their sheer sprawl and inventiveness. In rapid order—or disorder—they produced a social phenomenon that did not feel like a fad, because a fad is a single style and Occupy was all kinds of movements at once, some more visible and some less. And what impressed me the most, and drew me closer, was the eruption of intelligence I encountered there.


  This book is an initial report on something very much in progress. In part I, I introduce some movers and shakers, trace the human, social, ideological roots of the movement, as best I understand them, and explore how they relate to the whole political-cultural ecology that includes them, including the larger organizations around them, the political parties, and Wall Street itself. In part II, I explore the movement’s spirit, so unusual in the annals of social movements, yet not without precedent: its leaderlessness, its nonviolence, its rituals and obsessions, its divisions over conventional politics, over reform and revolution. In part III, I make some arguments about what seem to me the most promising directions, and worry about perils. I worry with this movement, not just about it.


  As I write, many moving parts of the Occupy movement are in motion. Prediction is for fools and the jaded. But give credit where credit is due. We talk a lot about entrepreneurship in America, but the glories go to those who make capital grow. Occupy is a different kind of entrepreneurship, a creative and cooperative endeavor, and it profits America by making human vitality grow. Like all such undertakings, it is not guaranteed of success. But whatever becomes of this remarkable movement once the headlines yellow and Twitter trends move on to the next reality-show–wedding-divorce two-step, America has surely become more interesting—less predictable, more open, more vigorous, thrilling, boisterous, and collaborative all at once; which is an achievement to celebrate, and an astonishment.


  Todd Gitlin


  February 2, 2012


  New York City


  PART ONE


  TWO ENERGY CENTERS


  1. Pioneers


  

  

  



  Few if any of the few dozen pioneers who unrolled their sleeping bags on the stony rectangle of Zuccotti Park on September 17, 2011, expected their insurgency to bloom so quickly into a movement so vast. They didn’t dare. Daring had a way of turning treacherous. Not three years earlier, many of them dared think, or at least hope, that the election of Barack Obama was going to change the course of the nation. They had surged into his 2008 campaign feeling “the audacity of hope” but one cabinet appointment and policy shortfall after another left them disappointed, then demoralized. Others in Zuccotti Park, far fewer, handfuls of self-guided revolutionaries, dared believe in direct democracy as a guiding principle for a fundamentally revamped society, though they knew in their bones that such a society was not going to spring up in a month or a season. They might have adopted as camp epigram these words from science-fiction writer Robert Anton Wilson, picked up as an e-mail salutation by forty-seven-year-old filmmaker Michael Fix, who threw himself into Occupy Wall Street virtually full-time (and, after the eviction managed their office nearby): “You should view the world as a conspiracy run by a very closely knit group of nearly omnipotent people, and you should think of those people as yourself and your friends.”


  “Something has been opened up, a kind of space nobody knew existed,” said Yotam Marom of Occupy, less than four months later. “Something just got kind of unclogged.” What took root in Zuccotti Park and then sent out lateral shoots from there was, as Anthony Barnett would write, “the combination of hi-tech networking and no-tech gathering.” The intricate human experience of face-to-face meeting—with responsibility shared and authority challenged—was galvanizing. There was a public place to go to, where attention could readily be paid, and individuals had faces and stories; there were electronic communiqués in real time and electronic summons for emergencies. These people were not demonstrating—that is, showing authorities that they wanted something in common—but creating a space where leaders and ideas could emerge. As days went by and they became used to inhabiting this space, they became a sort of new tribe.


  As the weeks and months went by, the movement’s movers and shakers were astounded and overjoyed at what they had wrought. They had, first of all, endured. They had withstood scorn, busts, billy clubs, pepper spray, and evictions—and grown. They set up functional working groups and decision-making structures that, however outlandish in the eyes of traditionalist outsiders, kept their spaces running decently, for the most part. They set up live stream channels for 24/7 video images, along with Facebook pages, Tumblrs, Twitter feeds, all manner of social linkages.The movement’s live streaming was like “reality TV on steroids,” somebody said. People in and around the movement (and who was exactly in the movement anyway?) started newspapers and theoretical journals. They lived pell-mell in the grip of what sociologist Barrie Thorne, writing about the sixties, once called event time, hurtling from action to action with high fervor and much jubilation. Some burned out, others flocked in, and still others, in widening circles, took off, felt inspired. Talk about audacity, talk about hope. Something was happening, never mind that quizzical and sardonic journalists were stumbling around like Mr. and Ms. Jones not knowing what it was. In the words of a hand-painted sign held aloft in an Occupy support crowd by an intensely serious middle-aged woman in lower Manhattan on October 5, 2011: THIS IS THE 1ST TIME I’VE FELT HOPEFUL IN A VERY LONG TIME.


  The sort of sea changes in public conversation that took three years to develop during the long-gone sixties—about brutal war, unsatisfying affluence, debased politics, and the suppressed democratic promise—took three weeks in 2011. At warp speed, all kinds of people felt that they needed to have opinions about the movement, what it was doing and saying, and what it ought to do and say. This was especially true in Manhattan, where not only Occupy’s own electronic but local news amplified the word, and people throughout the outer boroughs heard that something interesting was going on near Wall Street, though just what it was wasn’t exactly clear. Widening circles of people showed up at Zuccotti Park, volunteering, debating, seeing for themselves. Hundreds across the country—and in other countries—planted encampments of their own. (In this book, I’ll focus on New York’s Occupy Wall Street, though with forays to other places.) On designated, coordinated days, much larger numbers marched, tens of thousands at a time. Unknown numbers of others were taking the movement to heart, taking it as a moral challenge and a personal problem. Should they apply for jobs in finance? What, if anything, should they do about the 2012 elections? This was the intense magic of a social movement: not that people talked only about the movement as something outside themselves, something that should think X or do Y or stop doing Z, but that they took to heart the moral challenge, What will you do?
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  However, before there was Occupy Wall Street, there was Wall Street, that vortex of human calculation and passion, portal to a vast network of connected minds and impulses, where vast fortunes are made by insiders who master the game of heads-we-win-tails-we-win-too.


  Wall Street is symbolic, a whorl of opportunity-making and opportunity-breaking where anything that can be marketed is marketed. Through Wall Street and its opposite numbers in London, Hong Kong, and elsewhere, capital—that potent and mysterious intangible—circulates and cascades, ever in pursuit of the highest returns. Capital has no fixed address. High-flying traders can conduct their high-speed buying and selling and bundling from almost any node in a virtually seamless planetary web. Hunches, calculations, loans, debts, and accounting, creative and otherwise, are as borderless as financial crises, and for the same reasons. Yet still, humanity being a species that craves face-to-face company, at lunch and in bars and via water-cooler chat, a lion’s share of the core decisions that entail the fates of nations are launched from a compact terrestrial neighborhood. The human passions of greed and fear cluster in lower Manhattan’s ornamented stone high-rises and boxy glass-and-steel edifices, jammed up against one another, where the prowess of hotshots is tested and good fortune rewarded with the proceeds from other people’s money. Here, in the great investment banks, the graduates of Ivy League colleges (among others) underwrite securities, arrange mergers and acquisitions, devise extraordinary varieties of tradable paper, and invest in every quantifiable phenomenon under the sun, all the better to finance the chiefs’ Porsches and Picassos and the hulking beach houses in the Hamptons and the private jets to overfly ground traffic on the way there and the paneled, extravagant yachts in which they float free of national boundaries. The proprietors make extravagant use of the ever-replenished ingenuity of thousands of Ph.D.’s in mathematics and physics, who work for them designing financial products (as if they were tangible things), securitizing (rendering marketable), and managing (a word designed to soothe nerves if ever there were one) risk (a word connoting the sort of danger that can be managed). But, however rectilinear the high-rise incarnations of calculation, however ornate the physical facades, however nicely carpeted the suites and well-appointed the conference rooms, Wall Street has always been a feral place: a scramble of fortune-hunters sometimes partnering to help each other forward and sometimes betraying each other as they scramble toward pinnacles of wealth, pinnacles that recede, somehow, the higher they climb. For there is always somebody on the wrong end of a winning deal, and there is always someone who possesses more than you do.


  For the movers of money and the makers of megadeals who channel their animal spirits into elaborate games that they play with other people’s money, shunting it around the world at lightning speed in pursuit of the main chance, collecting huge sums in packages of compensation and fees and options and parachutes by merging, shuffling, enlarging, and breaking up companies the way some people merge lanes, shuffle cards, and break promises, and also packaging combinations of risky securities, sharing the risk by opening up lines of contagion, hooking banks in Reykjavik to bad loans in Rapid City, the value of these securities being predicated on the value of other risky securities whose risks were unknown to, or misunderstood by, their buyers if not their sellers. For these financial corporations, known collectively in the vernacular as Wall Street, the three decades since 1980 were high-octane, high-testosterone, go-go years of fortune-making and out-contracting, megamansion-erecting and name-engraving, attention-getting philanthropy, meteoric rises and high flights, succeeded by home and business bankruptcies in the millions and rescues and bailouts in the billions, punctuated by occasional crashes and burns. All the gaudy fortune hunting took place under the half-horrified, half-envious gaze of the rest of America—the supermajorities who call themselves middle class—while most young people looked forward to lives spent stringing together part-time jobs when they couldn’t get full-time jobs, and living in much more cramped style than they grew up in, and returning to nest with their parents, and scrambling to pay back their college loans, and, if they came from poverty in the first place, looking forward to the likelihood of more of the same.


  Here, in lower Manhattan, beats the heart of America’s business civilization. Through a circulatory system known as investment, wealth never rests, and as it moves it makes things happen in the material world, distributing enchantments and losses, performing over and over again capitalism’s historically unprecedented ceremonies of magic. Wealth and its promises flow into Wall Street in order to course again outward, then inward again, endlessly flowing, and along the way, building houses, heating them, furnishing them, wiring them, equipping them, sending in cement mixers and moving trucks, opening factories on distant continents, closing them, chopping down forests, drilling oil, mining coal, building wind turbines and solar panels, offering myriad opportunities to generate yet more capital to make more things happen.


  This whirling center of passions and calculations and deals is not confined to a few hundred acres in lower Manhattan (with neighboring precincts in New Jersey and Connecticut)—or to the webs that tie it to the competing centers in London, Hong Kong, and elsewhere. It is tethered to Washington. For the past three decades, those banks and insurance companies and financial divisions of other corporations were liberated to conduct their business more or less as they pleased because government regulations, put in place during the Great Depression in order to protect the public, were lifted. They were lifted at the behest of financial industry lobbyists and campaign contributors, and their economist collaborators who swept aside decades of obstacles in the belief that financial markets, like others, fundamentally regulated themselves, and that it would be integral to the self-regulatory process if investment banks, commercial banks, brokerages, and insurance companies were permitted to merge, so that savings and investment could be conducted under the same roof, an efficiency for financial capital that had been banned by the Glass-Steagall Act of 1933, one of the regulatory pillars of the New Deal. Wall Street has long been crash prone. Watered stock, unregulated investment pools, and easy money in margin loans (the equivalent of subprime mortgages) brought it to its knees in the twenties, then the conglomerate craze in the sixties. During the deregulatory years, which began in the late seventies, when Jimmy Carter was president, but accelerated at turbo speed during Ronald Reagan’s terms, as inventive financiers like Michael Milken and arbitrageurs like Ivan Boesky made fortunes with leveraged buyouts, nifty little “products” nicknamed junk bonds, and trading in inside information, Wall Street and Washington became the systole and diastole of America’s (and therefore much of the world’s) political economy. A system evolved in which the top financiers administered to themselves the rewards of self-dealing, squeezed through revolving doors, practiced deregulation and administrative collusion, organized themselves into combinations in the name of competition, all of this cheered on or at least tolerated by a larger public panicky about falling behind and convinced, more or less, that its own interests would be served too if capital were unleashed. Wall Street became, and, despite the economic crisis that some call the Great Recession, continues to be, the place where the action is: the rush, the buzz, the allure, the electricity. Capital might be an abstraction—no one has ever laid eyes on one fleck of it—but it was a potent one, for on its expectations contracts could be let, debts repaid, risks taken, vast organizations stood up and heaved into motion. For the mass murderers of al-Qaeda, Wall Street’s most conspicuous towers had been prime targets for their cinematic materializations of grandeur. Then, for a decade and counting, the missing World Trade Center, and the construction zones that loomed there, slowly filling up the spaces formed by the world’s tallest absence, would become the area’s chief tourist attractions. Wall Street was the canyon of dreams.


  Then, anticipated by no one, and yet with astonishing speed, as if bursting through the crust of a volcano long thought to be extinct, Occupy Wall Street erupted. It turned out there was another dream, this one circulating on Twitter: “Dear Americans, this July 4th, dream of insurrection against corporate rule,” with the hashtag #occupywallstreet.


  Within weeks the upsurge took on the feel of a popular movement, with its flare-ups of solidarity and blazes of sudden commitment, its improvisations and personal attachments, its incandescent compound of indignation, joy, outrage, hope, ingenuity, and resolve, its spikes of passion and wild ideas. As a moment in time passed into a movement in history, it astounded everyone, not least its participants, many of whom had long pined for a world-changing social movement in the interest of equity, some of whom had experienced such things themselves, or hoped against hope that they might do so someday, but had not dared think that a major eruption was possible now, never imagined how quickly it might be possible for a movement to take off, turning the homely verb occupy into a rallying cry and making “We are the 99 percent!” a household phrase. They were, as one of them put it, rebooting history.
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  However, nothing comes out of nowhere. There are a few origin stories that converge, remarkably, in that zeitgeisty way in which people who don’t know one another sometimes get more or less the same idea at the same time. In February 2010, thirty-seven-year-old independent journalist David DeGraw posted on his own website a call for a 99 percent movement. “It blew up virally,” he says, and got picked up by Alternet, a major left-wing alternative news service. In January 2011, his site got knocked offline by hacker attacks—emanating from someplace unknown, he says—and since his service provider along with hundreds of other sites were also incapacitated, the provider declined to host his site any longer unless he graduated to a more expensive arrangement. When DeGraw put out a call for help, the network Anonymous came to his rescue and set up a new site for him. In March 2011, DeGraw and an Anonymous subgroup, operating together under the name A99, brazenly called for an Operation Empire State Rebellion on Flag Day, June 14. They would organize bank protests and close accounts.


  Meanwhile, New York City anti-austerity activists had been building up a critical mass since the spring. On May 12, several thousand marched around Wall Street, summoned by an online call from a coalition of small left-wing groups calling itself New Yorkers Against Budget Cuts (NYABC). It began:


  We hear it every day: There’s no more money. No money to keep our senior centers open, pay our teachers, serve the homeless or help college students graduate. There’s no revenue to pay for vital services or invest in creating jobs. Well, people across this country have had enough. There is no revenue crisis; there is an inequality crisis.


  Independently, on June 9, in British Columbia, the editor of the anticorporate magazine Adbusters, collaborating with a colleague in Berkeley, fixed upon September 17, 2011, as a good day to Occupy Wall Street, specifying “BRING TENT.” As was their insouciant wont—for twenty-two years, Adbusters had deployed design elegancies to campaign against not only advertising but against a society that turned advertising into its definitive art form—they Photoshopped a picture of a ballerina gorgeously poised on the back of the famous bronze statue of a hard-charging bull, that proud and ferocious shrine to Wall Street’s belief in itself. They launched their call where calls are launched nowadays: on the Internet.


  On June 14, without any known connection to A99 or the Adbusters call, NYABC—with the help of city employee unions and a group called Picture the Homeless—summoned about a hundred young activists and city workers to camp across the street from City Hall in the rain, protesting Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s budget cuts (including the closing of twenty fire stations) and proposed layoffs of teachers and social service workers. The unions pulled out after a day, not wishing to contend with the law, and Picture the Homeless left after a week. The activists called their encampment Bloombergville, after Depression-era Hoovervilles, and claimed inspiration from the occupations of public space in Madison, Wisconsin; in Tunisia and Egypt, and most recently, Madrid. After two weeks, a remnant group of thirteen was arrested trying to blockade City Council members who were preparing to vote on budget cuts. While Bloombergville lasted, it governed itself by a direct-democratic general assembly, meeting twice daily.


  Meanwhile, the night of June 13, A99 had declared that Operation Empire State Rebellion would occupy Zuccotti Park, a concrete rectangle taking up three-quarters of an acre located just north of Wall Street, and reconstructed after the attacks of September 11, 2001, to include built-in low stone benches and tables, and a soaring, abstract bright-red Mark di Suvero sculpture, called Joie de Vivre, but generally known as the red sculpture. They would launch from there a nonviolent action of indefinite duration, with four demands:


  •  End the campaign finance and lobbying racket


  •  Break up the Fed & Too Big to Fail banks


  •  Enforce RICO laws against organized criminal class


  •  Order Ben Bernanke to step down


  Many grouplets call for many grand changes at many times and places. Came June 14, a grand total of sixteen people showed up at Zuccotti Park, formerly known as Liberty Plaza Park. DeGraw was one of four who were prepared to camp out. They had a tent and some folding chairs. The A99 group decided to try returning to Zuccotti Park on September 10. Some went off to join Bloombergville. When they found out about the Adbusters call for September 17, they decided to consolidate on that date.


  Meetings ensued, leading to more meetings—among them, an August 2 gathering on Bowling Green, and several five-hour-long general assemblies in Tompkins Square Park. Should they make demands? Adbusters said no. Those who gathered on Bowling Green had no idea what to expect. About the impending September 17 encampment, committed activists were “jaded and condescending,” says Pablo Benson, a twenty-nine-year-old sociology instructor from Puerto Rico with an MA from the New School. Some of his friends scoffed, “flipped it off.” He didn’t care. Nor did he care that the media didn’t care. He was one of those radical homesteaders later described by journalist Will Bunch: “people with quiet fantasies of a revolution and a communal lifestyle buried deep in their souls, stunned by the rapture of learning there were others who felt the same way, a discovery that only happened because of the rise of Internet social networking.”


  One organizer, Isham Christie, a Choctaw from Oklahoma with tight black curls and a trim beard, formerly cofounder of a revived Students for a Democratic Society at the University of North Dakota, lately arrived in New York as a graduate student and union organizer, inspired by the uprising in Egypt, wrote later: “Serious doubts plagued my mind . . . from the very beginning. Will people show up? Will Sept. 17 . . . be no more than a fight with cops? Will we be strong enough to actually take a space?” He “almost left the movement a couple of times.” He took heart from reading Nietzsche on the subject of cheerfulness.


  On the afternoon of September 17, Benson and Christie were two of several hundred who rallied across the street from the southern end of seventeenth-century Bowling Green, in front of the Museum of the American Indian. The fenced-in green is overstuffed with historical prefiguration. At its northern end stands the bronze statue of a bull in midcharge, icon of Wall Street rambunctiousness. The museum building also houses the US Bankruptcy Court for the Southern District of New York, something that the demonstrators might not have known, just as they were also most likely unaware that, in 1770, a two-ton equestrian statue of King George III was erected on the green, where it stood until five days after the Declaration of Independence was signed on July 4, 1776, whereupon a band of Sons of Liberty toppled it.


  Now, on September 17, veterans of May 12 and Bloombergville were at Bowling Green aiming to topple other royalty. Most were surely aware of, and inspired by (that is, breathing in), recent precedents—the occupations of Madison, Wisconsin, back in December, of Cairo’s Tahrir Square in January, and of Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, all directed against bankrupt political classes. Most shared a sense of occasion, theater, and disbelief. A group of students drove in from Oberlin College in Ohio, others came from Tennessee. A map circulated, listing three possible destinations. Listed first was the superblock known as One Chase Manhattan Plaza, which is privately owned, housing as it does the headquarters of the investment bank now known as JPMorgan Chase, the wealthiest bank—indeed, largest company—in the world; it holds, at this writing, $2 trillion in assets. However, the whole square block had been sealed off the night before by a steel fence. Presumably, there were police on the OWS mailing list.


  Plan B was to head for Zuccotti Park, which enjoys New York City’s curious designation, a Privately Owned Public Space, meaning that a real estate company received permission to build higher and more densely than usual in exchange for preserving a diminutive open space close by, open to the public in perpetuity. Thus Zuccotti Park, named for the US chairman of the Canadian-American owners, must, by law, be kept open, not subject to curfews, twenty-four hours per day. It was unfenced.


  Here, a few dozen marchers settled down for the night and declared that they stood for the 99 percent against the 1 percent. A likely inspiration was the Nobel-winning economist Joseph E. Stiglitz’s much-noticed article, “Of the 1%, by the 1%, for the 1%,” published in the May issue of Vanity Fair. Couching the issue this way was a stroke of messaging genius, since it turned the tables on right-wingers who insisted that any campaign for economic justice and progressive taxation amounted to class warfare. If the 1 percent were responsible for rampant inequality, then the status quo was not warfare at all, but a rout. The message left lots of questions and ambiguities, of course. Who were the 1 percent anyway? By one calculation, 31 percent of them were executives of nonfinancial corporations, and 14 percent of financial institutions; together, these business executives owned half of all stocks and mutual funds. Were the 1 percent rotten individuals? Was it right to hate them? Could a 1 percenter redeem him-or herself? Did Warren Buffett turn into a righteous 1 percenter when he said publicly that it was unjust that his secretary was taxed at a higher rate than he was? And then, too: Were doctors (16 percent) or artists and celebrities (2 percent) who belonged to the 1 percent as damnable as investment bankers or oil company CEOs? More profoundly, did the moral flaw lie in the fact that some individuals had acquired vast wealth, or that they had done so while obeying the dictates of perverse incentives that rewarded them for taking blind risks of driving the global economy into the ground? And even more pointedly, was good old-fashioned greed at fault, or was it the way in which this staple of deadly sins was encouraged to flourish and outdo itself in recent decades? Or was the real economic problem a sickness of institutions, the grotesque fact that society’s central decisions for allocating resources were made by the onrushing flow of capital that was bound to leave destruction, creative or not, in its wake; that these decisions were made by the dictates of a system that was indifferent to where the chips fell and on whom, a system that would corrupt saints?


  The night was cold. Some people slept, but Benson didn’t, although he had brought along a sleeping bag, New York not permitting the erection of tents in public. “The drum circle didn’t help,” he told me.


  Who were these scourges of the wealthy and powerful who rallied in Bowling Green and made their way to Zuccotti Park with much brio and without clear expectations? Even sympathetic observers struggled to get their minds around this blur of a phenomenon that so conspicuously failed to match their ideas of what a protest was supposed to look like and sound like. A visiting friend from Paris, veteran of decades of left-wing activity, looked at the massive demonstration of November 17 and said: “I have never seen a political movement that is so apolitical.” Right-wing journalists saw “goddamned hippies.” Demographically speaking, there were no reliable statistics, but by inspection the Occupiers were mostly young and mostly unemployed and therefore had time for encampments as well as a hunger for connection. One of them, Pablo Benson, twenty-nine, got specific. The key demographic that first night in Zuccotti Park, he thought, consisted of recent college graduates encumbered with huge loans. “You?” I asked. “Of course!” he shot back with a grin. Some in the original crowd belonged to the free-floating population of radical New Yorkers, many living in lower-rent areas of Brooklyn, veterans of one or another demonstration, some of them buddies, some strangers. They were mostly white: It might well have been a coincidence that Benson and Isham Christie were both sons of colonized populations. More than a few were artists of a downtown or Williamsburg disposition. They were the kind of people who, had they been in the audience when Bruce Springsteen shouted out his wake-up live-concert line, Is there anybody alive out there? over the years, would have thought, Yeah, good question—and at some point answered: The rest of the country may be dead, but I’m alive, and I know some other people.
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  In later weeks, Occupiers would be heard to complain that they were met at first with a media blackout.
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