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What is the relation of art to the practice of radical politics today? Strike Art explores this question through the historical lens of Occupy, an event that had artists at its core. Penurious, indebted, and radicalized, artists redirected their creativity into an expanded field of organizing in order to construct of a new—if internally fraught—political imaginary set off against the common enemy of the 1%. In the process, they called the bluff of a contemporary art system torn between ideals of radical critique, on the one hand, and an increasing proximity to Wall Street on the other—oftentimes directly targeting major art institutions themselves as sites of action.

Tracking the work of groups including MTL, Not an Alternative, the Illuminator, the Rolling Jubilee, and Global Ultra Luxury Faction, Strike Art shows how Occupy ushered in a new era of artistically oriented direct action that continues to ramify far beyond the initial act of occupation itself into ongoing struggles surrounding labor, debt, and climate justice, concluding with a consideration of the overlaps between such work and the aesthetic practices associated with the Black Lives Matter movement.

Art after Occupy, McKee suggests, is a wellspring of imagination and action for a renewed left project, at once shaking up and taking flight from the art system as we know it.
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INTRODUCTION


We strike art to liberate art from itself.

MTL, “#OccupyWallStreet: A Possible History”

The chaos of experimentation breeds possibilities.

Suzhan E., “An Occupier’s Note”



Saturday nights are “pay what you will” at New York’s Guggenheim Museum. Rain or shine, thousands of people stand in a line that wraps around the block to avoid the typical $22 paywall enclosing the Frank Lloyd Wright–designed landmark and the works of modern and contemporary art displayed on its walls. The night of March 30, 2014 seemed no different as the crowds began to pour into the ground-floor rotunda, themselves becoming part of the spectacle as others looked down from the five spiraling floors above.

About half an hour after the doors had opened, however, the flow of the museum was unexpectedly interrupted. In the middle of the rotunda, a young girl stood still for about fifteen seconds, her eyes trained on a nearby video camera. She then removed a large choir bell from a knapsack, gave it a vigorous ring, and disappeared into the crowd. The bell created a momentary pause in the buzz of the museum as curious visitors cut short their conversations and began to lean over the balconies to see what was taking place downstairs. Then a second sound rang out—a high-pitched battle cry of sorts—and with that, thousands of pieces of what looked like paper currency were tossed from the fifth floor into the rotunda. For more than a minute, the bills floated down like so many snowflakes, falling gently upon the visitors below as cameras flashed and murmurs of surprise and delight rippled through the space. Looking up from the ground floor as the currency fluttered and flickered against the backdrop of the enormous skylight in the ceiling of the museum, it was as if one were seeing a reel of abstract film pass through a projector.

Was this a work of art? After all, the event was unfolding in an art museum. The exhibition on display showcased Italian Futurism, a movement from the early twentieth century famous for disruptive and noisy performances that aggressively challenged what was perceived to be the complacent culture of the bourgeoisie. (While some avant-garde groups such as Dada would push this nihilistic impulse in the direction of left politics, the Futurists were sympathetic to fascism.) By contrast, this action aimed less for a repelling shock effect, than to enchant its audience with a gesture of festive generosity. Yet if there was an element of pleasure and even beauty to the shower of currency, as museumgoers stooped to retrieve these gifts, the dark side of the action soon became apparent. Mimicking the size and design of a dollar note, the bills were inscribed with the words “NO SUSTAINABLE CULTURAL VALUE.” In place of an historical personage or monument, the note was illustrated with a hand-rendered drawing of the Guggenheim’s planned new branch in the oil kingdom of Abu Dhabi, designed by star architect Frank Gehry. On the left side of the bill, a small figure tossed money off a building, echoing the very distribution process through which the bills had come into the hands of museumgoers. On each of the four corners of the bill was written “1%” in place of a denomination.

As bemused visitors puzzled over the bills, and as activists distributed agitational pamphlets, embedded journalists fanned throughout the crowd scribbling notes, taking pictures, and sending tweets. Museum guards, aided by a phalanx of police officers, emptied the museum of visitors and shut the building down. Within a few hours, detailed reports of the event had gone viral, appearing on websites like Hyperallergic and Gothamist, and eventually reaching global media outlets including the Guardian and the New York Times.
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G.U.L.F. action, Guggenheim Museum, March 28, 2014.



The mediagenic intervention was the latest in a sequence of actions carried out by the Global Ultra Luxury Faction (G.U.L.F.) over the course of the spring of 2014. The group had formed a few weeks earlier to bring what it called “creative direct action” into the service of a longstanding campaign by labor rights activists and artists called the Gulf Labor Campaign (GLC), which sought to expose and redress the abhorrent labor conditions on Sadiyyat (“Happiness”) Island. Sadiyyat is an artificial landmass under the jurisdiction of Abu Dhabi which is slated to house a massive complex of luxury apartments and cultural amenities, including branches of New York University, the Louvre, and the Guggenheim Museum. Tens of thousands of migrant laborers from South Asia work at the island’s construction sites, living in a state of debt servitude to labor recruiters, toiling for unlivable wages, and dwelling in heavily policed work camps. Union organizing is outlawed, and wildcat strikes and disruptions by workers have been met with violent repression and often deportation by the state. In other words—as NYU professor and G.U.L.F. member Andrew Ross put it in a New York Times op-ed timed to appear a few days before the action—underlying the spectacular development of the “high culture” of the island, we find the same forms of hyper-exploited “hard labor” evident throughout the global capitalist system.1

At once confrontational and jubilant, the G.U.L.F. action had a dual logic. On the one hand, it disrupted the workings of an elite institution, damaged the high-visibility brand of the museum, and amplified an ongoing transnational struggle for the rights of workers at the crux of Wall Street and contemporary art. On the other, it instigated a form of aesthetic experience based in sharing and abundance rather than either the luxury consumption characteristic of Abu Dhabi or the deadened spectatorial routines of the museum itself—routines that the Guggenheim was so committed to preserving that it called in the police to restore order before eventually shutting itself down completely

This logic was visible in the illustrated currency tossed into the atrium, designed by Noah Fischer. One side evoked a grim landscape of cultural monuments underpinned by intensive exploitation, ecological destruction, and imperial geopolitics, framed by the iconic figure of the “1%.” At once a phrase, an image, and a declaration of class antagonism, “1%” had over the course of the previous three years become a household name for the oligarchic rule of financial powers over the life of humanity beyond any nominally representative political system. The term had of course issued forth from a precarious tent city installed three years earlier in Zuccotti Park, an otherwise unremarkable plaza in the Financial District of Lower Manhattan that became the base camp for Occupy Wall Street (OWS) in the fall of 2011.

This very site was evoked on the reverse side of the G.U.L.F. currency, which featured a luminous globe festooned with a banner reading “What would an ethical museum look like?” The banner was surrounded by throngs of tiny people waving flags, inspired by the motto at the top of the bill made famous during OWS by one of the infinite handmade placards that would become the signature aesthetic of the movement in its early phases: “By the authority of shit is fucked up and bullshit.” To the right, there was a skyline of New York City, against which appeared Mark di Suvero’s Joie de Vivre, the abstract modernist sculpture sited at Zuccotti Park, presiding like a sentinel over the teeming encampment below.
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G.U.L.F. currency, distributed at Guggenheim Museum, March 28, 2014. Design by Noah Fischer.



It was under the shadow of Joie de Vivre that the members of G.U.L.F. first encountered one another during the occupation, an event that involved an historic conjunction of contemporary art and radical politics. The work of G.U.L.F., which will be further discussed later in this book, is but one example of a veritable renaissance of the avant-garde that has grown from the cradle of Zuccotti Park over the past four years.2 Encompassing a wide diversity of of styles and tactics, this renaissance has been characterized not by a canon of Great Artists of the kind sanctified by traditional art history as leading from Michelangelo to Thomas Hirschhorn, but rather by the collective genius of insurgent multiplicities engaged in a simultaneous negation and affirmation of art itself. On the one hand, this renaissance involves the unmaking of art as it exists within the discourses, economies, and institutions of the contemporary art system—including its progressive sectors nominally concerned with public participation and civic dialogue. At the same time, it involves the reinvention of art as direct action, collective affect, and political subjectivization embedded in radical movements working to reconstruct the commons in the face of both localized injustices and systemic crises that characterize the contemporary capitalist order. Strike Art recounts the unfolding of this dialectic in the prehistory of OWS, during the movement itself, and in its contemporary aftermath—a period I will call the post-Occupy condition.

The purpose of the book is at once scholarly and strategic. In scholarly terms, it aims to record and analyze in all of their aesthetic texture and semiotic density a remarkable set of hitherto unstudied cultural practices, images, and objects that inflected the political imaginary of OWS and related projects coming in its wake. I use the term “imaginary” here with several overlapping valences, all of which treat it as something more than mere ideological delusion or false irreality. First, it alludes to social science literature that posits “imagination as a social practice” essential to the making of collective identities across time, space, and media, from the “imagined communities” of nationalism classically studied by Benedict Anderson to the contested “movement imaginaries” of contemporary transnational activism tracked by scholars like Jeffery S. Juris and Alex Khasnabish.3 Second, it points to anarchist tendencies influenced by the Surrealists and Situationists that understand imagination as a creative or indeed insurrectionary force crystallized in sensuous forms—words, objects, images, dreams, actions—that speak to the possibility of other modes of collective life beyond what Mark Fisher has called “capitalist realism.” This term designates a social condition wherein the dictates of the market become “a pervasive atmosphere, conditioning not only the production of culture but also the regulation of work and education, and acting as a kind of invisible barrier constraining thought and action.”4

In strategic terms, following the work of Nicholas Mirzoeff—whose own theorization of Occupy has been a crucial point of reference—I understand this book as contributing to a project of para-academic “militant research” of the sort that has arisen in other contexts of political upheaval around the world in the hopes that the stories it tells and the propositions it offers can in turn feed back into the contested work of movement-building.5 As Pamela Brown has argued, an essential part of this work involves interrogating the limits of who or what constitutes a movement at all, and asking how a politics of solidarity can be articulated that works against ongoing dynamics of white supremacy, patriarchy, and class privilege in organizing spaces while constructing a common horizon of the Left.6 Strike Art is finally intended as a strategic address to those working in the art field more specifically to consider how the various kinds of resources at our disposal might be channeled into movement work as it unfurls with ongoing moments of political rupture. If, as David Joselit argues, “art is a currency,” this book is an invitation to reappropriate the values associated with it—creativity, autonomy, even beauty itself—for a new cultural commons that works against the perverse combination of elite profit and proletarian precarity that structure the art system as we know it today.7

What Was Contemporary Art?

In April 2012, journalist Paul Mason filed a report for the BBC provocatively entitled “Does Occupy Signal the Death of Contemporary Art?” Describing his encounters with artists like the Illuminator collective, known for its mobile guerilla projections of anticapitalist imagery onto corporate headquarters, government buildings, and museums in the service of organizing campaigns, Mason mused that


there has been so much art centered around the Occupy experience that it is, even this early, possible to ask whether we are seeing the emergence of an Occupy “style”—a tangible artistic movement in response to this major political event in American life that could upset the world of the white-walled galleries.8



He then went on to cite a dramatic claim by London artist Kulendran Thomas:


Contemporary Art faces a potentially terminal crisis. Contemporary Art has sold itself as a non-specific, expanding, universal non-genre, much as neoliberalism passed itself off as the natural state of things. The realization that Contemporary Art is in fact a time-limited historical period, that can end, is a radical moment. But it’s an idea that’s gathering momentum…I can’t see what will emerge afterwards…but Occupy art can be seen as foreshadowing what replaces Contemporary Art.



Mason himself is not an art critic, and yet his BBC article stands as one of the most provocative statements concerning the ramifications of Occupy for contemporary art—namely, his suggestion that the former heralded the terminus of the latter. To be sure, thoughtful commentary on Occupy emerged from within the world of professional art magazines such as e-flux Journal, Art in America, Artforum, and October (the insights of which I sometimes draw upon throughout the pages of the current book).9 Such commentary was generally sympathetic to the grievances articulated by Occupy, but few seemed to grapple with the chasm identified by Mason between groups such as the Illuminator and the business-as-usual of the contemporary art system. The work of the Illuminator has been embedded in an expanded field of movement-based cultural production, largely indifferent to the discourse of curators and art critics, and exposed to surveillance and even detention by the police, as when Illuminator artists Kyle Depew and Grayson Earle were themselves arrested on charges of “illegal advertising” for projecting the phrase “Koch=Climate Crisis” onto the facade of the Metropolitan Museum during a gala celebrating its fossil-fuel billionaire-donor David Koch.10
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Illuminator projection with G.U.L.F. and MTL, March 24, 2014, Guggenheim Museum.



Despite the depth of Mason’s intuition about a crisis—if not death—of contemporary art, his approving citation of Thomas’s characterization of contemporary art as an indifferent white-walled gallery housing a “nonspecific, expanding, universal non-genre” was in fact a reductive foil against which to pose Occupy, one that recalled Simon Critchley’s quip that “contemporary art is an easy thing to hate.”11 Indeed, the relationship between Occupy and contemporary art was both deeper and more fluid than Mason allowed for in his bracing polemic. On the one hand, much art surrounding Occupy in fact emerged in part from within certain tendencies in contemporary art rather than absolutely leaving them behind. On the other hand, Mason’s speculation that there might be an artistic “style” or even artistic “movement” pertaining to Occupy misses a major feature of Occupy itself and its ongoing afterlives—namely, that art and artists were essential to the core of the movement itself as initiators and organizers, rather than secondary decorators adding their work onto a social movement that could have otherwise existed without them. Indeed, as discussed below, many of the most astute observers have suggested that, from a certain angle, Occupy itself might be considered an artistic project in its own right.

Thus, pace Mason and Thomas, and in the interest of fleshing out the larger implications of their provocative claims: what is—or was—contemporary art? One can of course approach this question from various vantages, ranging from the most capacious to the most highly specialized.

At one end of the spectrum, as a kind of hypothetical ground zero, contemporary art could be taken to be that art which is made in the present historical moment, with “art” dissolved into a more generic understanding of cultural creativity encompassing all forms of imaginative making and sensuous expression including but not limited to those informed by professional skill or institutional recognition: this would include an infinite variety of images, objects, designs, performances, rituals, dances, songs, stories, poems, and communicative activities of everyday life—including the vast universe of what Gregory Sholette calls the “dark matter” of anonymous cultural creation occurring online.12 On the one hand, this may seem like a banalization of the term “art” so as to render it almost useless. And yet, it speaks to a Romantic anthropology of art that in fact has its own art-historical pedigree ranging with various inflections from William Morris to Joseph Beuys, whose declaration that “everyone is an artist” haunts contemporary art discourse. This leveling of art to a more general sense of creativity in turn raises the question of how capital submits our creative powers to regimes of exploitation and valorization. Indeed under conditions of post-Fordism “art” and values associated therewith such of freedom, expression, and independence are often posited as the paradigm for work in general, an ideological endgame suggested by the fast food corporation Subway referring to its minimum-wage workers as “sandwich artists.”13

A second approach to contemporary art might be described in terms of a consumerist mentality concerned with that art (largely “visual” art but cross-pollinated with music, theater, poetry, architecture) which is considered up-to-date or cutting-edge by the commercial galleries of Chelsea, institutions like the Whitney Biennial, or reviewers in the pages of New York magazine. Whatever the actual quality of any particular practice may be—undoubtedly many beautiful and provocative new works appear every two years at the Whitney Biennial—this consumerist mentality understands contemporary art in terms of flavor-of-the-month novelty and celebrity spectacle, whether it be an “up and coming” painter having left their peers laboring in obscurity, or the cynical artistic dabblings of figures like James Franco and Kim Kardashian.14

The final and most rigorous approach to contemporary art is one that takes it as an object of critical analysis concerning the meaning of contemporaneity and art alike. The discourse of the contemporary, as it might be called, pertains to a highly specialized sector of the contemporary art system that exists in close proximity to academia and identifies itself as a self-consciously left-wing endeavor.15

Before elaborating on the stakes of this discourse of the contemporary, I want to note that throughout this book, I will be using the phrase “art system” as a way to displace the deeply engrained figure of the “art world.” The latter term connotes a unitary, self-enclosed cultural universe of like-minded cognoscenti making, viewing, judging, and sometimes buying and selling works of art.16 Even when used disparagingly, as in the phrase “art-world elites,” the phrase homogenizes and neutralizes what is in fact a highly complex and uneven landscape.

In New York alone, this landscape would include, among other things: institutions unabashedly servicing the 1% like Sotheby’s auction house; commercial galleries devoted to both turning a profit and supporting the work of critically compelling artists (Greene Naftali, Barbara Gladstone); major museums torn between the imperative of touristic consumption and the cultivation of public taste (MoMA, Whitney); nonprofit entities with a bent toward civic engagement and educational programming (Queens Museum, Creative Time); governmental agencies (the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, New York State Council on the Arts); left-oriented academic platforms (Vera List Center for Art and Politics at the New School, the Institute for Hemispheric Studies at NYU); and unabashed radical activist spaces (16 Beaver, Interference Archive). Such entities are sustained with various configurations of public, private, and communal funding, and they exist in symbiotic relationship with two other facets of the art system. The first of these is the arts mediascape encompassing traditional print-copy magazines like Artforum and October, websites like Hyperallergic capable of generating real-time journalism and criticism, and the unique critical platform of e-flux Journal. The second of these is the art-education complex encompassing debt-fueled art schools and the exceptional, tuition-free para-academic institution of the Whitney Independent Study Program (discussed in chapter one).

Thus, by “system” I do not mean a monolithic entity with all of its elements working in equilibrium, but rather an unstable assemblage or meshwork with an ever-present potential for antagonism between what Pierre Bourdieu would call the dominant and dominated elements thereof.17 If, at one end of the spectrum, an entity like Sotheby’s is indistinguishable from the global luxury economy, at the other end, a space like Interference Archive struggling to make ends meet through grants, donations, and communal work blends seamlessly into the world of anarchist organizing of the sort that led directly into occupy.

Thus, throughout this book, my use of the phrase “art system” will most of the time refer to what could described as the “mainstream” or “core” elements of that system encompassing well-funded museums, galleries, public art agencies, and academia that, even in their most politically progressive guises, remain within the relatively comfortable habitus of “art” as a professional field. To be clear, participation in such networks is not something to be moralistically condemned. Purity is not the point. Even as they act as a constraint, they also sustain bodies of artistic creativity, however precarious, that would otherwise be unable to flourish or would be immediately channeled into corporate advertising and design. The question remains how, if at all, the potentialities of certain nodes within the core of the art system might be tapped and redirected into emerging political formations that would be autonomous from them. The discourse of contemporary art emerges from the push-and-pull between these extremes. It is largely articulated by artists, academics, and curators working somewhere in the middle, aspiring to radical political engagement, but constrained by the norms, protocols, and cultural cynicism that comes from working in mainstream art institutions and academia.

It was out of this very specific intellectual configuration that, at the end of the first decade of the 2000s, the meaning and status of contemporary art became an object of prolific discourse.18 Questions concerning its temporal logics and historical conditions, its economic entanglements and political conundrums, its disciplinary parameters and intellectual criteria, became a veritable obsession. This was so much the case that highlighting the vexed nature of “contemporaneity” itself seemed to become a requisite gesture for being recognized as a contemporary writer or artist worthy of the name.

Several world-historical dynamics informed this proliferation of discourse. The first was a sense that, as long prophesized by figures such as Theodor Adorno, Guy Debord, and Fredric Jameson, the production, circulation, and consumption of art was ever more integrated into the culture industries of capitalism. Since 1989—a date often invoked in periodizing the contemporary—this process of market integration was now taking place at a fully globalized scale, encompassing tourism, celebrity entertainment, real-estate development, speculative investment, and more, exemplified by what Hal Foster described as the “Bilbao effect” of the Guggenheim’s transnational brand and the architectural confections of Frank Gehry accompanying it.19 Under these conditions, art did not simply become a luxury commodity for the conspicuous consumption of elites or a resource to be poached for corporate advertising, as had long been the case, but rather, following Jameson, a significant element of the economic “base” of capitalism itself, rather than a superstructural expression thereof.20

The globalization of the economies and institutions of the art system during the 2000s involved the proliferation of biennials, art fairs, and festivals of various kinds across the world, often harnessed to urban and national campaigns of branding what David Harvey would call their “monopoly rent” for investors.21 Yet at the same time, as Terry Smith points out, these exhibitions often brought into visibility the work of artists outside the dominant purview of US and Western European criticism, and provided significant space for autonomous intellectual discourse.22

Exemplary in this regard was the work of curator Okwui Enwezor. Beginning in the mid-1990s. Enwezor navigated the institutional and financial flows of the global art system in such a way as to create a remarkable series of exhibitions and platforms from the Johannesburg Biennale (1996) to Documenta 11 (2001) to the Venice Biennale (2015), wherein contemporary artists and thinkers from around the world could converge to collectively explore the political and artistic imaginaries of the post–Cold War conjuncture. As articulated by Enwezor, the contemporary was not an indifferent flux of novelty, but rather a “postcolonial conjuncture” characterized by multiple temporalities, entangled histories, and competing claims on the foundational terms of modernity like democracy, freedom, and justice.23

Enwezor’s work helped to cement the idea of the contemporary art exhibition—along with its attendant events, platforms, and publications—as a serious public sphere, and provided a stage for amplifying several strands of work in the 2000s that would come to represent that vanguard of contemporary art.

The first of these strands involved the reinvention of documentary as a critical problem in photography, film, and various hybrid formats. As amply demonstrated by the work of T. J. Demos on artists such as Steve McQueen, The Otolith Group, and Walid Raad, the documentary turn in contemporary art aimed to produce critical knowledge about post-colonial dynamics of war, displacement, and economic violence through means that swerve away from any traditional appeal to the putative certainties of photographic self-evidence alone.24 Instead, procedures of archival haunting, fictional speculation, and perceptual disjunction are employed in such a manner as to trouble what Jacques Rancière calls “the partition of the sensible.” For Rancière—who became a talismanic figure for critics in the 2000s—this phrase refers to the distribution of what is seeable, hearable, and sayable as legitimately political in a given social order. Rancière understands politics as the opening of a void of possibility in the partition of the sensible wherein new political subjects emerge in excess of the “police principle” that strives to maintain the fixed roles, positions, and identities on which the functioning of the state depends.25

Rancière would also provide a touchstone for another key critic of contemporary art, namely Claire Bishop. Bishop established her critical profile in the 2000s with a groundbreaking critique of what was known as “relational aesthetics,” defined by its originator Nicolas Bourriaud as “a set of artistic practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole of human relations and their social context, rather than an independent and private space.”26 This paradigm claimed to move away from art objects per se—associated by Bourriaud with a scenario of “passive spectatorship” in the face of a stereotypically static painting or sculpture. Instead it advocated work aiming instead to catalyze participatory interactions and processes among audience members, communal meals in galleries, for example, so as to restore a social bond otherwise lost through the atomizing forces of capitalism. Bishop argued that the valorization of “social relations” as a cardinal value in and of itself failed to conceptualize the quality of those relations in both aesthetic and political terms. Rather than endorse works claiming to create an “immanent experience of togetherness and community,” Bishop looked to works that instead created instances of disjunction and discomfort in the audience. Exemplary for Bishop would be the precarious monuments to radical philosophers like Bataille and Gramsci situated by Thomas Hirschhorn in subaltern neighborhoods far afield from the physical confines of the art institutions that sponsor them; Jeremy Deller’s orchestration of a collective reenactment of the 1984 miners’ strike in Britain in which “original” historical actors were prompted to switch roles between police and demonstrators; or Tania Bruguera’s hiring of off-duty police officers to perform crowd-control techniques from horseback in the space of the museum. In each case, the artist constructs a scenario that does not solicit identification with this or that political project. Rather, the artist instead leaves the audience to grapple in uncertain terms with the singular relations set up by the work between audience members themselves and the objects, images, and spaces comprising the project. For Bishop, this is, in Rancière’s terms, the “politics of aesthetics,” which negotiates between art as a realm of autonomous, non-instrumental experience, on the one hand, and the pressures of social antagonism on the other.

Bishop’s project stands as a rigorous tonic for those who would posit art as an agent of naive consensus, harmony, or identification, and it upholds an argument for the political import of the sensory forms of art. And yet, despite her interest in political conflict—and indeed the Rancièreian figure of “the police”—Bishop seldom addressed art embedded in social movements that would involve actually confronting the police as forces of state violence, as opposed to isolated artistic gestures in the space of the gallery or public art commission. To draw this distinction is not to privilege one mode of working over another—let alone to fetishize the police—but it brings into relief an entire world of artistic practice emerging throughout the 2000s not from the institutions of the mainstream contemporary art system but rather from the autonomous cultural and political ferment of the alterglobalization movement marked in the Global North by the Battle of Seattle in 1999.

This was described in 2002 by the anthropologist—and future Occupy participant—David Graeber as the New Anarchism.27 For Graeber, the key principle of this phenomena was creative direct action, understood as an action undertaken autonomously without permission from any mediating power—such as a political party or an art institution—in which the ruling order is challenged even as a new world is “prefigured” in the action itself. The occupation of a campus, for instance, often involves not just a protest against this or that policy, but also the creation of an autonomous space of working and learning together on the part of the students that embodies a different model of education altogether. In this respect, collective resistance and collective invention are inseparable, and it is in such situations that the sensory forms and imaginative visions of art per se are liberated from their intuitional enclosure to participate in the construction of new forms of life-in-common.

By the late 2000s, certain elements of the New Anarchism had begun to resonate within the contemporary art system itself, especially through the curatorial work of Nato Thompson, who would eventually become the chief curator of the esteemed public art institution Creative Time. Thompson’s series of exhibitions The Interventionists (2004), Experimental Geography (2007), Democracy in America (2008), and Living as Form (2011) lent a certain visibility and support to activist art practices, and synergized with the work of critics like Gregory Sholette, Brian Holmes, and Gerald Raunig working to theorize and push forward the cultural-political ferment of the alterglobalization movement in the Global North.28 Perhaps inevitably, these energies would gradually be channeled into the more comfortable, institutionally sanctioned discourse of “social practice art” grounded in liberal ideals of civic dialogue that critics like Grant Kester and the journal Field have consistently interrogated (indeed, a leading voice in the discussions catalyzed by Thompson was Queens Museum curator Tom Finkenperl, selected as New York City’s director of cultural affairs by the de Blasio administration in 2014).29

With the work of figures like Enwezor and Thompson in mind, we can see that, far from the banal consumerist wasteland evoked by Paul Mason in his BBC report, contemporary art by the end of the first decade of the 2000s was in fact a harbor for progressive-minded and oftentimes self-consciously left-wing cultural work, even as it remained haunted by at least three contradictions: the proximity of left-aspiring art to the actual forces of capital; the constriction of those aspirations to the norms and protocols of art institutions; and, as I discuss in chapter three of this book, the economic inequalities traversing the art system itself. Indeed, even with the prominence of political concerns in major institutions of contemporary art, many participants still expressed a certain ethical unease with what was perceived to be an overall atmosphere of comfort and complacency. In an acerbic assessment by famed practitioner of “institutional critique” Andrea Fraser, we read:


It increasingly seems to me that politics in the art world is largely a politics of guilt, or of self-interest generalized in the name of a narrowly conceived and privileged form of autonomy, and that critique most often serves negation in the Freudian rather than Marxian sense, distancing, above all, those economic conditions and our investment in them. As such, it is a politics that functions to defend against the contradictions that might otherwise make our continued participation in the art field, and access to its considerable rewards—which have ensconced many of us comfortably among the 10 percent, if not the 1 percent or even the .1 percent—unbearable.30



Fraser’s remarks were made in the immediate aftermath of Occupy, an event catalyzed in part by artists and other precarious workers living far from the comfort of the “10 percent” and concerned less about a “politics of guilt” and more about the prospects of building radical movements in the face of capitalist crisis. These developments would come to a head at 16 Beaver, an artist-run space in Lower Manhattan that over the course of the decade was a cosmopolitan incubator of conversations concerning art, radical politics, and indeed the meaning of revolution itself in the unlikely context of the US. Crystallizing a range of forces on local, national, and global scales—including most proximately the cycle of struggles stretching from the 2009 University of California occupations to the Arab Spring—16 Beaver would be an important crucible for Occupy as an autonomist, assembly-based movement inaugurated just outside its doorstep in August 2011.

What Was Occupy?

Four years after an anticapitalist tent city was first collaged into the heart of the Lower Manhattan financial district in response to the deepest economic crisis since the Great Depression and the global struggles emerging in its wake, both the US Left in general and the artistic field remain, in the words of journalist Sarah Jaffe, “post-occupied.”31 Occupy is variously an object of obsession and irritation, celebration and cynicism, and everything in between. Overall, the ramifications of Occupy stand as a looming question mark that continues to animate many leading debates about the status and future of the Left.

For Bhaskar Sunkara of Jacobin, for instance, Occupy expressed a “moral and ethical critique of capitalism,” yet lacked the discipline to establish a reinvigorated mass-based socialist movement with a plan for a “plausible transition to a successor society.”32 Similarly, for Chantal Mouffe, the extra-parliamentary ethos of Occupy—which is to say, its deliberate eschewing of electoral politics and finite demands in favor of process-intensive self-organization—risked dovetailing with the neutralization of politics by neoliberalism and crippling the prospect of a left-populist hegemony of the sort that would inform European parties such as Syrzia and Podemos.33

More sympathetically, Jodi Dean found great potential in the class division declared by Occupy between “the 1%” and “the rest of us.” This “rest”—conjured by the declaration “we are the 99%”—is a universalizing imaginary of the People in need of leadership from a “communist party.” Though the organizational form of the latter has yet to be determined, it is explicitly opposed to the freewheeling direct democracy that animated Zuccotti Park in the first place.34

Meanwhile, from the more insurrectionary end of the spectrum, Endnotes suggests that Occupy ultimately amounted to a reflexive protest against the immediate effects of austerity and indignation at official corruption, and thus remained within a horizon of social democracy inadequate to fulfill the revolutionary possibilities presented by the terminal crisis of capitalism.35

All such critiques are of interest, and they speak to the depth of the questions brought to the fore by Occupy concerning the state, capitalism, and indeed revolution itself.36 My own approach to Occupy in this book, however, finds a closer affinity with those thinkers who have approached it not in terms of a predetermined metric of success relative to which Occupy would be found lacking, but rather in terms of the unknown possibilities and impassioned energies it unleashed for the present.37 Such an approach does not mean adopting an uncritical stance that would idealize Occupy or attempt to repress the antagonisms traversing it. Indeed, grappling with such antagonisms is an essential part of the learning process at work in what Marina Sitrin and Dario Azzellini call in They Can’t Represent Us: Reinventing Democracy From Greece to Occupy the “social laboratories” of movements like Occupy. From this angle, the movements are to be appreciated in their refusal of representational politics while initiating self-organized experiments with political and economic practices—local assemblies, recuperations, auto-reductions, eviction free-zones, communes, popular kitchens—grounded in collective needs and desires yet nevertheless capable of tactically engaging the state.

Sharing this spirit is Antonio Hardt and Michael Negri, who read Occupy and its kindred movements as a declaration of independence by the “multitude” that opens onto new constitutive processes of “commoning” at odds with both the tyranny of the market and undemocratic state administration. Hardt and Negri posit four “subjective figures of the crisis”: the represented (the putative constituents of electoral politics); the mediatized (the blurring of consumption and participation in corporate-dominated media networks); the indebted (being in debt as the condition of social reproduction for workers); and the securitized (the generalization of surveillance and policing across all domains of life, especially targeting subaltern communities preemptively framed as threats to social order)—to which I would add the displaced (those dispossessed of the territorial bases of subsistence by foreclosure, gentrification, privatization, colonization, and environmental disaster). Each of these, Hardt and Negri suggest, have become sites of political subjectivization in recent years—not just in the form of reactive protest, but in an emerging desire to work together in constructing the commons. In opposing the proprietorial logic of the market, commons here means neither the public sector nor simply a pool of shared resources, but rather an activity—“commoning”—that involves the egalitarian cultivation of the means of collective survival in such a way as to generalize itself across all social relationships that have otherwise been enclosed by capital.38

Theorists like Sitrin and Azzellini and Hardt and Negri are especially relevant to the artistic emphasis of this book in that they are closely attuned to the subjective, affective, and imaginative dimensions of the movements in their practices of commoning and their creative reinvention of democracy—a term they hold on to despite important countercurrents by figures including Dean and Endnotes suggesting that the term has been irredeemably corrupted by capitalism and subsumed into reformist crisis-management. From this perspective, “democracia real YA!” can indeed be articulated with what is variously described as commoning, communization, or indeed communism in recent theory (each of which has its own valence), provided we understand democracy as being at odds with current forms of state power as well as fantasies of “the people” as an all-inclusive harmonious consensus.39

Having flagged some general characterizations of Occupy at work in contemporary theory, what, for the purposes of this book, was Occupy? The truism of the blind man and the elephant is relevant here, which is to say that many definitions and angles are possible, none of which can be considered exhaustive—including my own artistically inflected approach. Indeed, as Kate Khatib remarks in the introduction to the important anthology We Are Many: Reflections on Movement Strategy From Occupation to Liberation, it is a sign of the generative power of Occupy to have solicited such a multiplicity of voices and debates.40 Thus, I should direct readers first of all to the richly contentious literature focused concretely on Occupy itself not least of all that written by participants themselves—including some of those mentioned above—appearing in movement-based media such as the magazines Tidal, Indig-Nación and the Occupy Gazette.41 I should also note that I myself have been a participant in many of the projects detailed here, which colors my perspective and admittedly sometimes results in a slippage between OWS as a geographically specific political assemblage based in New York City, and Occupy as a more general phenomena that I think can be described in three ways: as verb, noun, and event.

Occupy as verb. First, Occupy is a transitive verb, a call, injunction, or interpellation addressed to those who would undertake occupation as a tactic, one which is originally grounded in the seizure and holding of space.42

On the one hand, occupation is a term associated with colonizing powers and the violent enclosure of territory, resources, and populations. On the other, the verb also brings with it histories involving the re-appropriation of space for common use by the disempowered and disenfranchised, including the occupation of agricultural lands, factories, schools, apartment buildings, public squares, and more. What these share is a simultaneous shutting-down of the space as controlled by the powers that be, and a reactivation of that space through the antagonistic invention of new forms of communal life and mutual care outside relations of property and the wage, however fleetingly.

Though it is ancient as a tactic, the verbal injunction “Occupy” is of recent vintage. In a global context, it first appeared in the 2000s in the slogan of the Brazilian landless workers movement: “Occupy, Resist, Produce.” In the United States, it emerged during the strikes and occupations in the University of California system in 2009, where the call to “Occupy Everything, Demand Nothing” was prominent among the slogans of the most militant elements.43 However, the verb would be given a global amplification with the advent of Occupy Wall Street beginning in September 2011, wherein it was associated with the occupation of squares unfolding throughout the previous year from Egypt to Spain to Greece.

The occupation of Zuccotti Park in the Financial District of Lower Manhattan would provide the viral matrix for Occupy as a mobile, reiterative structure that would spread to cities across the United States. Occupy as a verb would be transposed not only to far-flung geographical sites, but also to a range of other terms and objects—Occupy Theory, Occupy Museums, Occupy Faith, Occupy Homes, Occupy University, to cite only a few—suggesting the inseparability of occupation as a physical tactic from an imaginative procedure in which familiar phenomena undergo a process of defamiliarization, transforming them into sites of struggle and reclamation.44

Occupy as noun. This brings us to the second meaning of Occupy, one that is, for lack of a better word, sociological, even as it challenges typical sociological description. Was Occupy a “movement”? The language is admittedly hard to avoid, and I will sometimes draw upon it in the following pages given that the word was often woven into narratives of Occupy itself, both by participants as well as commentators.45 However, I will be using “movement” here in an expansive sense of creative unrest, activity, and mobilization, rather than a finite organizational structure or political program.

This is not of course to say that Occupy was simply an unstructured free-for-all. Beginning with the paradoxical spectacle of direct democracy during the Zuccotti Park occupation a common set of languages, principles, and practices were developed—however imperfectly—that in turn spread throughout the country in various iterations including the populist figure of the 99%, the form of the general assembly, the embodied technology of the People’s Microphone, the aesthetics of cardboard signage, and the tent encampment with its infrastructures of mutual aid.

As Mark Bray has demonstrated in great empirical detail through hundreds of interviews, the ideological orientation of core participants of Occupy was overwhelmingly anticapitalist and anarchist, even if such labels were generally eschewed—or rather “translated,” as Bray puts it—into accessible nonsectarian terms concerning the value of direct democracy and economic solidarity in the face of Wall Street rapacity and the exhaustion of electoral politics.46 As suggested by David Graeber, this anarchism was less a programmatic doctrine than a loose, pragmatic orientation characterized by autonomy from the state and political parties; an emphasis on direct action regardless of its legality in the eyes of the existing legal system and its police enforcers; a refusal to issue finite demands that could be satisfied by the existing order (even while helping to amplify demand-oriented campaigns pertaining to specific sites of injustice); an emphasis on prefigurative, nonmonetized mutual aid economies of work, sustenance, education, technology, culture; and an aspirational ethos of democratic empowerment and horizontally distributed “leaderful” participation through assemblies, spokes, and affinity groups (which is to be distinguished from the rule-bound “theology of consensus” that would assume the possibility of eliminating power and leadership altogether).47 Though Occupy often involved alliances with conventional political actors like unions, community groups, and nongovernmental organizations, its overall political disposition was what Bernard Harcourt called “political disobedience”: “civil disobedience accepted the legitimacy of political institutions, but resisted the moral authority of resulting laws. Political disobedience, by contrast, resists the very way in which we are governed.”48

Another empirical feature of Occupy that should be noted is its class composition, even though part of the imaginary of Occupy was to construct a new universal We—the 99%—setting everyone off against the common enemy of Wall Street in such a way as to refuse the “partition of the sensible” into discreet sociological groups or interests.49 Core participants in Occupy largely but not exclusively comprised students, organizers, artists, writers, designers, programmers, and other “creative workers” in their twenties and thirties living under conditions of precarity and indebtedness that had been exacerbated by the financial crisis.50

As a loosely networked political formation, Occupy intensively, if precariously, coalesced in Zuccotti Park and other sites throughout the country during the fall of 2011. This period of simultaneous spatial concentration, media virality, and political wildness in the camp constituted the first phase of Occupy as an organized entity with a common name. The second phase of Occupy involved the proliferation of more tightly organized projects and campaigns in the months following the eviction of Occupy Wall Street from Zuccotti Park on November 15, 2011. Over the following several years, elements of Occupy periodically reassembled in projects such as Strike Debt and Occupy Sandy, and beyond that expanded alliances with other groups and movements while ultimately leaving the Occupy moniker behind. This has been a period of intensive political experimentation, collective learning, and connection-building, the fruits of which are only now beginning to ripen.

Occupy as event. The third and final meaning of Occupy does not concern its status as a political tactic, a verbal injunction, or a sociological phenomenon, but rather as what Alain Badiou has called “the event.”51 For Badiou, this term designates something extraordinary that “punches a hole” in the constituted order of our knowledge, expectations, and historical horizons. The event requires that “I completely rework my way of living my situation,” with no turning back to how things were before.52 Drawing on Badiou to describe the ongoing ramifications of the explosion of feminism in the 1970s, art historian Rosalyn Deutsche writes that “fidelity to the event” requires that we “persist in the rupture” in a manner that is neither melancholic nor triumphant. The event does not incapacitate us in the manner of a trauma, beckon us backwards with rose-tinted nostalgia, or affirm our powers in triumphant narcissism; rather, it opens a void in which we as subjects do not yet exist except as the locus of a call to action beyond what was previously known or deemed possible. Thus, the event is not a known quantity that automatically prescribes a way forward. The event is incalculable, and its status as event is precisely that its outcome is uncertain and contested, unleashing what Badiou calls a “truth-process.”53

A core contention of Strike Art is that Occupy indeed unleashed such an agonic truth-process for both the Left in general, and the Left-aspiring elements of the contemporary art system in particular. Invoking an earlier truth-event that helped to inspire Badiou’s own concept, Occupy participant and New York Times critic Martha Schwenender has put it thus: “2011 was my 1968.”54 This truth-process, however, involves not only grappling with the event as a negative rupture to be theorized retrospectively. In a sympathetic critique of Badiou, Hardt and Negri instead contend that the working-through of the event occurs immanently, in the course of ongoing struggle and innovation.55 Occupy was and continues to be an event in this sense, giving rise to a post-Occupy condition that, as I discuss in the final chapter of this book, has now been recoded and radicalized by the event of the Ferguson uprising and subsequent mobilizations.

Perhaps the most profound stakes of Occupy was a concern over what Sandra Nurse, a core Occupy organizer who would go on to work in the climate justice movement and the Movement for Black Lives, has called “crossing a threshold of freedom.” For Nurse, this is an experience that is at once singular and collective, and it involves a process of “losing complacency and fear” in the face of both the apparent immovability of neoliberalism and the ever-present threat of state violence—a threat that looms differentially over white people and people of color.56

Indeed, a question that traverses all the facets of Occupy discussed above is that of race. Numerically, Occupy comprised mostly white people, and an animating experience for many participants was a newfound eviction from the dream of upward mobility traditionally assumed as a norm for white subjects. That said, as Kate Khatib has argued, it is simplistic to characterize Occupy as a “white movement.”57 People of color—including artists—frequently took leading roles; intellectual analyses of the intersection of race, class, and gender were widespread, and multiracial alliances were forged in arenas including labor, housing, and anti-police work. However, as many participants argued during and after its zenith, with its privileging of the universal class divide of the 99% vs. the 1%, Occupy overall was not inherently a movement against white supremacy, the dynamics of which were often reproduced in both its public imaging and within its own milieu even as many strands of work sought to combat it.58 The advent of Black Lives Matter has thrown this dimension of Occupy into high relief, and retroactively haunts the political imaginary crystallized in many of the artistic phenomena discussed in this book.

Occupy and/as Contemporary Art

Thus far, I have sketched out working definitions of both contemporary art and Occupy, pointing to the complexity and contestedness of each. So what is the relationship between the two? Far from two separate entities, Occupy and contemporary art were in fact immanent to one another, involving a dual dynamic in which artists who engaged with Occupy undertook an exodus or desertion from the art system, on the one hand, while taking that system itself as a target of action and leveraging on the other.

A little known fact about Occupy is that, beginning with the inception of the camp itself in September 2011 and subsequently throughout its various phases, artists were core actors in the movement, often dissolving their specialized identities and articulating their skills within an expanded field of movement work. With Occupy, artists were not just decorative adjuncts to the real business of organizing for a movement that would otherwise exist without them. Rather, in the words of Amin Husain and Nitasha Dhillon of MTL—a collective whose work will be a crucial point of reference throughout this book—Occupy involved the emergence of “the artist as organizer.” The phrase alludes to Walter Benjamin’s famous figure of the “author as producer,” wherein he argues that the political significance of an artist’s work lies not simply in expressing a radical tendency within the established institutions of the art system—as suggested above, contemporary art is suffuse with radical tendencies and content—but rather when it takes on an “organizing function” in the creation of a new collective assemblage of authorship, audience, and distribution networks embedded in political struggle.59

During Occupy and beyond, artists engaged in every facet of movement work, including facilitating massive assemblies; designing direct actions; choreographing trainings; preparing and serving food; developing messaging, slogans, chants, and songs; producing concerts; writing communiqués; publishing pamphlets and magazines; and making puppets, costumes, screen-prints, props, banners, signs, posters, stickers, memes, and every other conceivable media form. To be sure, artists were not the only participants in Occupy engaged in such activities, nor did they play a privileged role qua artists—a professional identity that was of secondary importance even while specific artistic skills and resources proved highly valuable. Reciprocally, as theorized by the Beautiful Trouble training network, organizers and participants in Occupy with no professional training in art per se found their own work inflected by aesthetic concerns with visuality, performance, and poetics.60

It might be objected that just because artists are involved in a particular kind of activity—say, facilitating an assembly, dropping a banner, or setting up a Facebook page—does not mean that this activity is worthy of consideration from the vantage of contemporary art. This is a fruitful line of questioning that goes to the heart of both the discourse of contemporary art as well as Occupy as a cultural and political phenomenon. Two major points can be made in response to this concern. The first is to emphasize that questions about the boundary between—or merging of—“art” and “non-art” are themselves recurrent and essential in the history of modern art. The second point is that Occupy as a totality—rather than just this or that phenomena within it—can itself arguably be considered an artistic project in its own right, assuming we reimagine our sense of what art is or can be.

To the first point, I will offer some art-historical background, starting with the acute concern about the boundaries, status, and stakes of art itself in contemporary art, as indicated by a cluster of recent books with titles such as After Art, Leaving Art, Forgetting the Art World, Art Is a Problem, This Is Not Art, and What Art Is For.61 As noted earlier, at one end of the spectrum, there is the looming question among critics about what separates art from entertainment, tourism, or speculative investment. In this scenario, art is threatened with dissolution into the capitalist culture industry, a condition to be lamented and, in principle, resisted. At the other end of the spectrum, the boundary separating art from other kinds of social activity, such as education, academic research, urban planning, and environmental engineering, is increasingly porous. This “de-disciplining” of art, as Silvia Kolbowski has put it, oftentimes emphasizes the virtues of collaborative processes over finite works, and rhetorically distances itself from art and its institutions even while being dependent thereon. We are then presented with the question: how and why, if at all, does art survive as specific form of making, experiencing, and perceiving?62

The tendency in the contemporary art system to strive for the dissolution of art into other fields of social practice is informed, however faintly, by the dream of the historical avant-garde to liquidate the bourgeois institution of art itself, understood as a specialized, individualized realm of aesthetic appreciation whose aura of autonomy served to cut it off from collectivity with struggle.63 This aspiration animated the late work of William Morris, who was influenced by the visions of “communal luxury” enacted by the radical art workers of the Paris Commune.64 Dada and Surrealism aspired to renew art outside of both bourgeois institutions as well as the world of waged labor in favor of new forms of collective existence, while the Russian Constructivists momentarily became officially sanctioned artistic engineers of the Soviet Union.65

Following World War II, this avant-garde impulse would live on in various ways in the United States. For several generations, art historians focused on a narrow “neo-avant-garde” milieu of the contemporary art system, including happenings, pop art, minimalism, and conceptualism, all defined by agonized meditations on how art might grapple with the conditions of everyday life under the dominance of consumerism and mass media spectacle.66 More recently, however, historians have begun to rediscover artistic groupings in the 1960s that deserted the institutions and economies of the art system in favor of direct participation in the cultural-political world of the antiauthoritarian Left as activists and organizers in their own right. The ur-example of course comes from the Situationist International in France, which aimed to reactivate the memory of the Paris Commune and redeem the incipient revolutionary desires of Dada and Surrealism. During the late fifties and early sixties they developed a set of analyses and concepts—spectacle, detournement, psychogeography—that would feed directly into the events of May ’68, which for them exemplified the simultaneous liquidation and fulfillment of art as such.67

In the United States, several examples of what Gavin Grindon has called “the communization of the avant-garde” are pertinent to thinking about the stakes of Occupy.68 These would include the counter-spectacular interventions of the Yippies, the DIY movement media of Guerilla Television and Third World Newsreel, the militant direct actions of Black Mask, the creative “zaps” of women’s liberation groups like New York Radical Women and W.I.T.C.H., and the revolutionary cultural apparatus of the Black Panthers.69 All such work was embedded in an expanded sense of movement culture of the New Left and the creation of new forms of collective life beyond not only the art system but the wage system as well.

Of special pertinence is the San Francisco Diggers, who started as drop-out art students influenced by the Living Theater.70 The Diggers took their name from the seventeenth-century Diggers of London, famous for having occupied and cultivated a piece of unused royal property according to the theological principle that the earth is a common treasury bestowed equally upon all humanity, rather than something to be enclosed as private property by the few.71 The Diggers’ “program for a post-competitive, free city” is remarkably resonant with the anarcho-communist ethos of Occupy, involving a biopolitical infrastructure of nonmonetized spaces, services, and resources ranging from legal services, health care, food, printing, festivity, and even gunsmithery. Rather than treat countercultural communalism as an end in itself, the Diggers understood it as the necessary condition for both culturally prefiguring and practically sustaining a base for militant life in solidarity with other groups including the Black Panthers, whose revolutionary magazine was published in its early phases using Digger equipment. (Among the inaugural actions of the Diggers was their occupation of Golden Gate Park, wherein they literally installed an enormous frame in front of their encampment through which visitors were invited to pass, marking the camp as a kind of artistic project that involved undergoing a threshold experience of entering an altered reality.)

By and large, despite their knowledge of art, such groups eschewed the institutions and discourse of the art system, developing parallel institutions “in the shell of the old,” while remaining on the offensive as part of the New Left.

Other artists during this period, however, did not so much abandon the art system in favor of an expanded realm of movement work, as target the institutions of art itself as sites of political grievance and democratization. As I discuss in chapter three, the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC), which existed from 1969 to 1971, brought artists together in a new political imaginary of the artist as “art worker,” opposing the ruling elites of the art system.72 Though short-lived, the AWC represented a high point of politicization with artists acting autonomously both for their own interests, as well as in solidarity with the broader political mobilizations of the era. The AWC would also be an important event in the emergence of what became known as “institutional critique”: art that works within the institutions of the art system, but takes as its purpose exposing the political, economic, and ideological interests underlying the institution of art itself.73 The legacies of Institutional Critique are an important point of reference for this book, but an important difference is that many of the projects explored here work autonomously, without permission or authorization from any art institution, and indeed oftentimes in complete disregard thereof.

Having highlighted these art-historical points of reference, we now come to the second major point regarding the dialectic of art and non-art in thinking about the expanded realm of activity undertaken by artists during Occupy: namely, the possibility that Occupy itself could be considered a kind of artistic project. Of course, this suggestion requires many caveats, and it is but one of many analytical lenses one could bring to Occupy.

To begin with, this provocation should be read alongside well-established analyses of the transformative role of art and culture in social movements. For example, in his classic study The Art of Protest, cultural studies scholar T. V. Reed cites the Freedom Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, the poetics of feminist consciousness-raising circles, and the theatrical actions and agitational graphics of ACT UP as essential forces in the work of these movements.74 In a similar vein, Robin D.G. Kelley has called for activists to rediscover the poetic powers of the “black radical imagination” coursing through the “freedom dreams” of twentieth century liberation movements.75 Challenging the long-standing left aversion to “spectacle” understood unilaterally in terms of the mystificatory delusions of the culture industry, Stephen Duncombe (a former ACT UP and alterglobalization activist himself) has called for progressive forces to highjack the imaginative powers of mass media spectacle—now diffused and hybridized in expanded social networks—in the construction of new dream-images of anticapitalist resistance under conditions of seemingly ironclad capitalist realism.76 With filmmaker Meg McLagan, I myself have contributed to a growing body of literature concerning the aesthetic dimension of activism that emphasizes the importance of the sensuous, embodied experiences of sight, sound, and touch in the staging of nongovernmental political claims and the forging of movement imaginaries relative to the media assemblages within which political action is inscribed.77 Nicholas Mirzoeff has helped to steer the discourse of visual culture—once confined to decoding the hegemonic imagery of states, corporations, and mass entertainment—into a partisan methodology of “visual activism” that tracks the image-worlds generated by insurgent movements as they move from street to screen and back again at ever-increasing scales and velocities.78 T. J. Demos has recently studied the ways in which artists concerned with the biopolitics of climate crisis have channeled certain aesthetic techniques and institutional platforms cultivated in the art system into the expanded media networks and visual cultures of environmental justice organizing (a topic I take up in chapter four of this book).79

Finally, art historian Gavin Grindon and curator Catherine Flood have highlighted the role of what they call “disobedient objects” in radical social movements: the material things, structures, and devices that mediate and shape the experience of people as they engage in political action, such as banners, tents, shields, barricades, puppets, masks, buttons, stickers, floats, as well as the technologies through which these are recorded and disseminated as images.80 (Of particular significance for me in Grindon and Flood’s approach is their attention to aesthetic and tactical deployment of banners, a hitherto understudied artistic medium in its own right that reappears throughout the present book.)

In this book I draw on all of these strands of analysis, but, strangely enough, the question and status of art per se persistently poses itself in thinking about Occupy. For instance, Nathan Schneider, in his authoritative history Thank You, Anarchy: Notes from the Occupy Apocalypse, finds himself repeatedly noting the overwhelming presence of artists in the organizing process, and himself resorts to artistic language in describing what he sees. He remarks that Zuccotti Park “became a canvas for the image of another world,” and describes the camp as a “living work of art brining every aspect of life into sharper focus.” Schneider continues: “It was a utopian act, but in the form of realism. With artists mainly in charge, Occupy was art before it was anything properly organized, before it was even politics. It was there to change us first and make demands later.”81

Schneider’s intuition is given an inverse formulation by artist Thomas Gokey, co-initiator of the post-Occupy Rolling Jubilee debt-abolition project discussed in chapter three. Gokey describes the gap between the “wild collective creativity of the park” and the “play-acting of our radical desires” taught in art school. Gokey writes that “the artworld’s values, and the ways of making art within it, seem so out of step with the values of democracy that it’s simply wrong to go back to making art in that way. I feel like Occupy has ruined art for me, in a good way. Art isn’t worth doing any more, there is more important work to do. But, on the other hand, I feel that after Occupy, art has become possible again, really for the first time in my generation.” Alluding to Badiou, Gokey writes,


There was a rupture or a break that makes it hard to describe the person I was before Occupy in post-Occupy terms, just as it’s hard to describe the person I am now in pre-Occupy terms. The same struggle presents itself when I think about art, or how to go on making art…The real task, and our real creative work, is to find new ways of cooperating with each other based on different values. It’s not enough to analyze and critique systems of oppression, or just to say “No!” We need an affirmation to be paired with this negation. We need to start articulating and building the alternative way of living and being that we want.82



Occupy took the avant-garde dialectic of “art and life” to a new level of intensity, whose immediate predecessors since the 1960s would be, as I discuss in chapter one of this book, ACT UP in the late 1980s and the New Anarchism of the 2000s. Like ACT UP, Occupy involved an expansive sense of art and life, one touching on the biopolitical reality of collective survival and sustenance. And yet, also like ACT UP, art in the more limited sense of the word was woven throughout the practices, cultures, and actions of Occupy in a variety of ways. From the prominent presence of precarious, indebted cultural workers in the overall demographic profile of the movement, to the deployment of imagery and tactics inherited from art history, to the targeting of artistic institutions as sites of injustice, to the leveraging of artistic spaces as organizing platforms and resource pools, Occupy and its afterlives would be unthinkable without a certain proximity to and entwinement with the art system and its attendant tensions and contradictions.

Strike Art

The title of this book is intended to capture an overall ethos and injunction that runs through the wide spectrum of practices—existing both during and after Occupy—surveyed here. The phrase “Strike Art” can be read in at least two ways. First, it might be read as describing a particular kind of art, art pertaining to or associated with the strike as a political tactic. Or, second, it might be read as a call to strike art itself, in the metaphorical sense of dealing it an aggressive blow or crossing it out.

Both these senses of the word “strike” provoke further questions. First, what does the strike as a political tactic look like today, when significant portions of the population are either excluded from work, or work in ways that are precarious, contingent, or otherwise cut off from a classic workplace environment with its constant and intensive concentration of workers? Of course, despite the massive disempowerment of organized labor over the past three decades, recent years have nonetheless seen important workplace-based strikes erupt, including the Chicago Teachers Union strike of 2012 and the nationally coordinated strikes of low-wage workers in 2013 and 2014. In the updated revision of his canonical history Strike!, Jeremy Brecher sets these strikes against a political backdrop indelibly marked by Occupy Wall Street, the latter of which he lauds but does not consider a strike in and of itself.83

However, other, more heterodox notions of the strike percolated within the intellectual milieu of Occupy, notions that decoupled the figure of the striker from the identity of the worker or the space of the workplace per se. For instance, the Neo-Situationist entity Claire Fontaine has proposed the “human strike” that involves “the whole of life and not only its professional side, that acknowledges exploitation in all the domains and not only at work.”84 The human strike is a general potential for noncompliance, nonwork, and non-identity, with an ever-present power of revolt. This spirit was shared by the shadowy group Strike Everywhere that emerged from the embers of Occupy, who called for “strike” to be taken as an active verb to be tested out in practice in every possible domain rather than a static noun whose contours are known in advance.

More familiar is the historical figure of the General Strike, the collective withdrawal of the population from the economic functioning of capitalism and the state, typically but not always catalyzed by a local struggle—whether at a workplace or otherwise—that then becomes universalized.85 Other kinds of strikes have also unfolded in recent years—campus strikes, rent strikes, fare strikes, as well as the historically unprecedented concept of a student debt strike, which I address in chapter three of this book.86 Further, in their capacity to shut down and temporarily liberate entire urban zones, neighborhood uprisings against police violence as seen in Ferguson and Baltimore in recent years should also be considered within an expanded orbit of the strike. Finally, and most speculatively, is the figure of the “climate strike,” which I discuss in chapter four.

In thinking through the question of the strike in the context of a book called Strike Art!, we are bound to mention the phrase “art strike.” Though several artists have used the term, its most important instance is Art Strike Against War and Racism (typically referred to as Art Strike).87 This was initiated by AWC affiliate Robert Morris when he closed his solo show at the Whitney Museum two weeks ahead of schedule in 1970, leading into a twofold call: it called on New York art institutions to shut down on the day of the National Vietnam Moratorium, and it also enjoined artists to indefinitely cease the production of art. Art Strike was thus imagined as a temporary, exceptional withholding of artistic labor from mainstream institutions in order to protest their complicity with warmongers in the realm of government and corporate power.

Art Strike is an important historical reference, but Strike Art is not about the withholding of art in general, nor does it take as its exclusive horizon the contemporary art system in the manner of AWC (even though that system remains a constant point of reference). I take the term “strike art” from a manifesto by MTL, the following passage of which can function as a coda for the introduction to the book as a whole:


Art as we know it is corrupt, exhausted and weak…We strike art to liberate art from itself. Not to end art, but to unleash its powers of action, imagination, and beauty that have been held captive by the artworld. Art does not dissolve into so-called real life. Art defamiliarizes life, rendering it surreal. Our surreal spirit is less that of Breton’s European vanguardism than Suzanne Césaire’s freedom dream, mindful as it is of the ongoing histories of slavery, imperialism, and debt. Art here opens directly onto our ways of existing and working together. How do we create spaces that counteract the multiple forms of oppression that structure our relationships? These are inseparable from how we reproduce our lives in a material sense, whether we think of an occupied park, a collective house, a neighborhood, a city-wide network or the planet itself. Art challenges us to respond to this question with direct action for which we ourselves are responsible rather than any preexisting institution. We strike art as a training in the practice of freedom.88



Structure of the Book

Strike Art is divided into four chapters encompassing the pre-history of Occupy (2000–2011), the period of the high point of Occupy as a movement (2011–2012), and the ongoing aftermaths of Occupy (2012–2015). Though this is the basic timeframe covered in the book, broader historical references to the history of art and politics alike are woven throughout.

Chapter one analyzes the prominent concern among contemporary artists in the 2000s with the “politics of democracy.” I locate this interest within the world-historical situation of post-Cold War neoliberalism, as well as challenges to it in the form of the alterglobalization movement and the creative direct actions that flourished therein. I then examine two directions in which this concern with the politics of democracy would go in the late 2000s, one leading toward the institutionalization of “social practice art” as a genre, the other leading to Occupy Wall Street.

Chapter two focuses on the artistic dimensions of the Occupy Wall Street camp itself in terms of the relation between occupation and site-specificity. It concludes by examining two examples of artists working to reinvent the meaning of occupation in the aftermath of the eviction of Zuccotti Park, namely the Not an Alternative collective and the shape-shifting entity MTL.

Chapter three takes up the triangulation of art, work, and debt during Occupy itself and in post-Occupy projects such as the Rolling Jubilee and G.U.L.F. It examines the attempts to reinvent the identity of the “art worker,” the artistic imaginary of the General Strike, and the emergence of the debtor as a political subjectivity. These case studies highlight the movement by artists between an expanded realm of political organizing and a more focused engagement with the institutions and platforms of the contemporary art system.

Chapter four looks to the rupture of the Ferguson uprising and its aftermath in the upsurge of creative direct action and artistic production in the Black Lives Matter movement as a lens through which to highlight the relationship between contemporary art, the post-Occupy condition, and the politics of decolonization. In particular, it homes in on the arts of the post-Occupy climate justice movement, exploring questions concerning white supremacy, state violence, and collective displacement, and linking these in turn to the horizon of Palestinian liberation.

Read together, these chapters chart a journey of radicalization in art and politics that resonates with our knowledge of the historical past, yet which for a long time has seemed like an impossibly distant thing to ever actually enact or experience. As a momentary crystallization of crisis and creativity Occupy changed all of that, and places us in a new situation for which we have no ready-made guide.





Chapter 1

Contemporary Art and the Politics
of Democracy, 1987–2011


We thus have to explore new forms of democracy, forms that are non-representative or differently representative, to discover a democracy that is adequate to our own times.

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, “Globalization and Democracy”



In writing about the conjunction of art and politics in Occupy, a number of pre-histories could potentially be charted, starting as far back as the birth of the avant-garde in the nineteenth century and extending through to groups of the 1968 era such as the Diggers and the Art Workers’ Coalition referred to in the introduction.

However, a more proximate art-historical starting point would be the period stretching from the late 1980s to 2011 in which several generations of artists, critics, and curators in the United States devoted themselves to interrogating the politics of democracy. In this chapter I will highlight several strands of work wherein this interrogation was staged, weaving in and out of the institutions of the mainstream art system. My intention is not an exhaustive art-historical survey of the period, but rather an interested attempt to trace certain lineaments feeding directly into the advent of Occupy Wall Street in September 2011, or those uncannily anticipating it through certain political concerns and formal strategies. Periodizations of contemporary art often begin with the date of 1989, keying it to the universal world-historical event of the collapse of the Soviet Union.1 I will begin here instead with 1987 in that some of the most relevant artistic developments for the coming decades in fact kick off in that year, feeding in turn into the post–Cold War conjuncture.

By “the politics of democracy” I do not mean simply politics as it occurs within the narrowly prescribed frame of democracy as defined for instance by the US electoral system. Rather, following the work of thinkers such as Jacques Rancière, Chantal Mouffe, and Hardt and Negri (all of whose thought would become prominent in artistic discourse in the 2000s), the politics of democracy here means treating the meaning of democracy itself as a matter of conflict.2 What are the forms, conditions, and limits of democratic belonging? Who or what speaks in the name of the people? What is the relation of the people to the imaginary of the nation and apparatus of the state? Does “the people” remain a necessary horizon of the political, and if not, who or what replaces it? What are the democratic claims of those excluded from the reigning definition of the demos? What are the psychic and bodily coordinates of democratic citizenship? What are its aesthetic forms and affective registers? What is the relationship between the aesthetic and political senses of representation? What are the geographical scales of democracy? How might democracy be disarticulated from capitalism? Does democracy remain a viable concept at all for contemporary politics?3

Such questions came to the fore of contemporary art in late 1980s as part of a widespread dissatisfaction with democracy as defined by neoliberalism, in which free market ideology and the corporate-controlled electoral system come to hegemonize the meaning of the term, foreclosing other possibilities. This democratic discontent can of course be traced to uprisings of the 1960s. As Rosalyn Deutsche noted in her epoch-defining book Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics, the subsequent decades were met with an intensified attempt to police and limit what the Trilateral Commission’s 1975 report Crisis of Democracy: On the Governability of Democracies called “the excess of democracy” threatening the foundations of the elite geopolitical order at a moment of crisis and restructuring for global capitalism as a whole.4

Deutsche’s approach to art and democracy began by analyzing the role of the art system in the gentrification of New York City in the mid-1980s. Following the fiscal crisis of the previous decade and the imposition of austerity measures, this was a period in which the class-cleansing of the city in the interests of real estate capital accelerated as New York was fashioned into a “global city” for elite consumption. Deutsche focused on the work of Krzysztof Wodiczko, whose nocturnal guerilla projections of unhoused bodies onto sculptures and architectural facades of the city activated the repressed antagonisms underlying mainstream definitions of public art in terms of urban beautification and harmonious democratic consensus.5 Rather than provide “aesthetic-bureaucratic legitimation,” Wodiczko, invoking the Situationists, called in 1987 for “strategic challenges to the city structures and mediums that mediate our everyday perception of the world; an engagement through aesthetic-critical interruptions, infiltrations, and appropriations that question the symbolic, psychopolitical, and economic operations of the city.”6

Struggles against gentrification came to a head with the Tompkins Square Park riots of 1988, pitting squatters, housing rights advocates, and local residents against the NYPD in a four-night pitched battle. As recounted by historian and activist Alan W. Moore, along with ongoing struggles throughout the Lower East Side against gentrification and displacement, the riots were a major crucible for anarchist culture and art in New York City as exemplified by the work of agitational illustrator Seth Tobocman and the squatted social center, gallery, and performance space ABC No Rio.7

Responding to these developments was Martha Rosler’s If You Lived Here …, a collaborative counter-exhibition originally sited at Dia Center for the Arts in 1989.8 Installed in a space designed to resemble the domestic interior of a small apartment—replete with furniture—the exhibition assembled together photographs, videos, planning documents, architectural models, advertising propaganda, and activist campaign materials all pertaining to contemporary housing struggles in New York. Tactically deploying the resources and visibility provided by a mainstream art institution, If You Lived Here… was used as a temporary organizing platform connecting artists and activists from groups like Homeward Bound and the Mad Housers in a common fight against what participant Neil Smith described as the “revanchist city” of neoliberalism gaining ascendency at the time.9
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Martha Rosler, If You Lived Here… Installed at Dia Center for the Arts, 1991.



Also developing the form of the multimedia counter-exhibition during this period was Group Material.10 The collective worked across various sites within and outside art institutions in a mode described by Brian Wallis as “an expanded notion of cultural activism” animated by an ideal of critical public pedagogy.11 An exemplary project was Democracy (1987–88), a series of exhibitions, panels, and “town hall meetings” hosted, like If You Lived Here…, by the Dia Center for the Arts, which at the time was run by the uniquely progressive curator Gary Garrels. Democracy comprised four thematic sections addressing the politics of education, the politics of “cultural participation” (encompassing but not limited to art institutions), the politics of electoral democracy, and the politics of the AIDS crisis (more on which below). Beyond the particulars of the sub-exhibitions themselves, a defining characteristic of Democracy was the conceptualization of the project as a whole as a prefigurative exercise in a process of democracy otherwise foreclosed by the actually existing political system, which was then in spectacular overdrive for the 1988 elections.

Though it might seem tame from our current vantage given the proclivity on the part of contemporary art institutions for dialogical platforms and participatory events, Group Material’s staging of the “town hall meeting” situated between the fictive space of art, on the one hand, and the actuality of a collective assembly on the other created a form of what David Deitcher called at the time “social aesthetics” that would have enduring resonance in the following two decades.12 As Deitcher pointed out, even if the figure of the town hall risked a certain nostalgia for face-to-face immediacy, Democracy in fact dovetailed with the emergence of an historic social movement in which Group Material’s stated concern with democracy as “self-representation and self-governing” was in fact unfurling in real time with life and death literally at stake: the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP).

Artists were essential to ACT UP, not merely as decorators or designers, but rather as organizers and tacticians in their own right contributing to a movement culture of militant direct action and biopolitical grievance in the face of governmental neglect, cultural stigmatization, and corporate profiteering surrounding the AIDS crisis.13

Organizationally, ACT UP in its primary phase was an anarchist movement based in the self-empowerment on the part of people with AIDS—especially but not exclusively gay people. At the same time, ACT UP involved a dual power strategy. It fought to at once forge a radical community of mutual support and collective empowerment on its own terms, while at the same time going on the offensive with precise demands on existing institutions—including the meta-demand that people with AIDS collectively take a leading role in every facet of responses to the crisis rather than remaining objects of biopolitical management. Essential to immediate life-and-death stakes of the AIDS crisis was the question of cultivating new forms of subjectivity, with the “person with AIDS” breaking out of an isolated experience of silence, shame, and fear and becoming a collective power attuned to the political nature of affects—grief, anger, loss, but also joy, pleasure, and pride.14 Culture in a highly expansive sense was understood to be crucial to this dual process of empowering subjective transformation and targeted mobilization. As suggested by the title of the copiously illustrated play-by-play account of the first years of the movement, AIDS Demo-Graphics, in ACT UP, embodied direct action and the creation of mobile images—both for mainstream media and movement media—were inseparable.15

The opening salvo of ACT UP was a protest at the Wall Street stock exchange in March 1987 to highlight corporate profiteering from the first generation of AIDS drugs to become available on the market. The tactic used was the die-in, a theatrical model taken from the anti-nuclear movement of the early eighties wherein demonstrators use their living bodies to at once publically mourn those who have died while refusing to tolerate those deaths that seem to be inevitably forthcoming within the parameters of the status quo. The targeting of Wall Street indicated that from the beginning the immediate goals of ACT UP were set within a broader horizon of anti-capitalism, as indicated in the fake pieces of currency dropped inside the stock exchange the following year reading, “Fuck your profiteering: People are dying while you play business.” (This action was inspired in part by the tossing of dollar bills into the stock exchange in the 1960s by the Yippies, and would itself in turn inspire the use of agitational counter-currency by G.U.L.F. in the Guggenheim action described at the beginning of this book.) 16
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ACT UP die-in, Wall Street Stock Exchange, September 1989 (left); (right) Gran Fury, Art Is Not Enough, poster for The Kitchen, 1988.



The position of art in ACT UP was a vexed one, as indicated in a famous poster by Gran Fury, the affinity group responsible for much of the movement’s visual culture: “With 42,000 Dead, Art Is Not Enough. Take Collective Direct Action to End the AIDS Crisis.” The injunction of the poster is complex. On the one hand, in the face of a rapidly accelerating mass epidemic “art” is insufficient, though not necessarily anathema, to addressing the crisis. It is not “enough” to make art about the crisis as an external phenomena according to conventional forms of authorship and distribution. Second, the ways in which AIDS had hitherto been addressed in the art system had largely involved the relatively comfortable activity of fundraising for private medical research (as in Elizabeth Taylor’s celebrity-based “Art Against AIDS” initiative). For art to become significant in the face of the crisis, it would thus need to leave the comfort zone of both the studio and the fundraiser and be rearticulated in the space of the street. Significantly, however, even though it issues an admonishing injunction about the insufficiency of art alone, the poster deliberately remains within the orbit of contemporary art: it was, in fact, a design commissioned by the alternative arts venue The Kitchen, and served as a calendar of events for that season’s arts programming.17 In other words, rather than dismiss art, the “art is not enough” call was meant very specifically to leverage the resources and imaginations of those committed to art, demanding that art be reinvented as a new kind of political force in which its specialized identity would be unmade in an expanded field of movement work. The poster, it might be said, was a call to “strike art” in the manner similar to the moment of Occupy we are tracking in this book.

Indeed, ACT UP involved not the death of art but the proliferation of art in an array of reiterative emblems, slogans, graphics, posters, stickers, and props—“Silence Equals Death” accompanied by the inverted pink triangle of the Nazi era being the best known—that were in turn woven into choreographed direct actions and self-organized media networks.

And yet as indicated by the example of The Kitchen, while operating in this expanded field of movement culture, artists in ACT UP in fact availed themselves of the resources and visibility of platforms within the mainstream art system on a pragmatic and tactical basis. This ranged from a “Silence=Death” window display at the New Museum, a groundbreaking special issue of October magazine, and eventually even an exhibition at the Venice Biennale targeting the reactionary response of the Catholic church to the AIDS crisis. Furthermore, alongside the intensive, accelerated agitational work of the movement, individual artists also devoted themselves to making slowed-down, contemplative works of visual poetry exploring the phenomenological and psychoanalytic dimensions of loss, mourning, and survival, such as the candy-spill sculptures of Group Material member Félix González-Torres, and the self-reflexive film essays Fast Trip, Long Drop (1994) and Habit (2000) by Gregg Bordowitz.

By the mid 1990s, ACT UP had begun to transition from a direct action movement to a more professionalized and contained advocacy campaign. Meanwhile, the aftermath of Tompkins Square was fought out in small-scale confrontations as the era of mayor Rudy Giuliani and NYPD commissioner Bill Bratton (who would return to the post in 2014) set out implementing the “broken windows” theory of policing and its attendant rise in surveillance, harassment, incarceration, and in many cases killing of black and Latino residents of the city for petty “quality of life” offenses.18

During this period many artists’ groups emerging from the ferment of the late eighties, such as REPOhistory, would extend the concerns of Group Material into forms of interventionist urban pedagogy, often under the institutionally sanctioned guise of “public art” through organizations like the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council. For instance, in its 1992 Lower Manhattan Sign project, REPOhistory installed street signs throughout the Financial District devoted to excavating hidden histories of the area’s geography and tapping into its ideological unconscious, as with a stark silhouette of a man tumbling upside-down through a white void while a collective of hands reach out in vain to catch him, accompanied by the phrase “Advantages of an Unregulated Free Market Economy.”
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Jim Costanzo/REPOhistory, Wall Street Sign Project, 1992.



A crucial intellectual development in contemporary art discourse of this period was the growing influence of postcolonial theory, and, reciprocally, the influence of contemporary art on the development of theory.19 Beyond mere “identity politics” or “multiculturalism,” these developments are best understood as deepening the interrogation launched in the 1960s of what Michael Omi and Howard Winant called the “racial formations” of US democracy as they get articulated at the registers of visuality and embodiment, history and memory, citizenship and subjectivity.20 These concerns informed the groundbreaking 1993 Whitney Biennial curated by Thelma Golden, which adopted an interdisciplinary and multimedia methodology that situated works of contemporary art by feminist, queer, and non-white artists relative to broader artifacts of visual culture, including the amateur video of Los Angeles police officers brutalizing black motorist Rodney King. As Judith Butler argued, the King verdict demonstrated the power of a visual regime of “schematic racism and white paranoia” that, despite the apparent self-evidence of the video, could make the brutalized body of King appear as a threat to the white officers, and his life as a black man disposable in moral and legal terms.21 The verdict in turn catalyzed an urban rebellion that expressed the simmering grievances of black surplus populations struggling in the face of both neoliberal precarity and the emerging formation of policing and prisons that activist scholars like Angela Davis and Ruth Gilmore would call the “prison-industrial complex.”22

An emblematic work from this period is David Hammons’s In the Hood (1993). The work consists of the decapitated hood of a black “hoodie” sweatshirt installed in such a manner that it seems filled by an absent figure gazing out at the viewer. The title of the work alludes to John Singleton’s 1991 Boyz in the Hood, wherein “hood” refers to neighborhood territory; but it also plays upon the racialized figure of the hood as at once a sign of resistant self-concealment on the part of subaltern youth, and an object of white paranoia, stereotyping, and surveillance of the kind underlying both police violence and the historical practice of lynching. Indeed, the work alludes to the latter via its string-tie dangling from the ripped collar of the hood. In the Hood would be reactivated twenty years later on social media networks following the vigilante murder of Trayvon Martin, whose killer cited Martin’s hoodie as a sign of threatening criminality. The hood would in turn be taken up as an icon of collective mourning and anger as in the Million Hoodies march of 2013, and Hammons’s work itself would appear on the cover of Claudia Rankine’s best-selling prose poem of 2014 Citizen: An American Lyric.23

Alongside gallery-based works like In the Hood, later in the 1990s cultural producers like experimental filmmaker Ashley Hunt would embed their research and artmaking in the Critical Resistance network, devoted simultaneously to the micropolitics of criminal justice reform and the visionary proposition of abolishing police and prisons altogether in favor of restorative justice and community self-determination—ideas that gained significant amplification in the aftermath of the 2014 Ferguson rebellion, which I discuss in chapter 4.24
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David Hammons, In the Hood, 1993, Athletic sweatshirt hood with wire 23 × 10 × 5 inches.



This period also saw an upsurge in art devoted to interrogating the politics of citizenship from the overlapping angles of decolonization and immigrant justice. In a manner similar to that of Hammons, Jimmie Durham deconstructed the Duchampian project of the readymade sculpture, replacing the banal industrial products (urinal, coatrack, bicyle wheel) ironically presented by Duchamp as “art” with hybrid, fictional objects situated between consumerist detritus, colonial museology, and indigenous world-making. In a celebrated project initiated in the same period, Edgar Heap-of-Birds enacted a decolonial re-mapping of the United States as an occupied territory, installing site-markers in various public spaces in cities like New York inscribed in inverted Roman font indicating the dispossesed ancestral lands on which they were constructed: “New York: Today Your Host is Shinnecock.”

Meanwhile, in the Southwest, the artistic milieu surrounding Border Art Workshop/Taller de Arte Fronteriza (1984–97) including artists like Guillermo Gómez Peña, Elizabeth Sisco, and David Avalos took the US/Mexico border region as its expanded site. Drawing on both principles of experimental performance as well as long-standing community-based art forms such as muralism and neighborhood theater, the group developed creative direct actions highlighting the schizophrenic border politics of the United States, which simultaneously dictated the free flow of capital and the militarized policing of the migrant workers largely sustaining major sectors of the US economy. In one action, for instance, a group of artists walked the length of the US/Mexico border, ceremonially plunging massive staples into the terrain to suggest the painstaking work of reconnecting a region traumatically separated by a colonial border; in another, on the anniversary of the “discovery” of the Americas in 1986, replicas of Columbus’s ships were burned in the ocean waters at the westernmost point of the border between California and Mexico. In Arte-Rembolso/Art Rebate (1993) Avalos, Sisco, and Louis Hock took money granted from the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and distributed it as ten dollar bills to undocumented migrant laborers as a rebuke to xenophobic depictions of immigrants as unproductive “parasites” on the US economy (the NEA grant was later revoked, just one in a series of right-wing attacks on the agency during the period of the so-called “Culture Wars,” which was framed by its antagonists as undermining the integrity of “American values” through its support of non-white, feminist, and gay artists).25

The racialized dynamics of mass incarceration on the one hand and border militarization on the other would haunt the increasing mainstream embrace of multiculturalism under the presidency of Bill Clinton, wherein a certain vision of racial inclusiveness was woven into the ideology of what Thomas Frank diagnosed as “market populism,” the idea that the free market is the very condition of and indeed embodiment of democracy.26 Market populism was a core element of the post–Cold War “end of history” narrative, an ideological foreclosure of any possible alternative. As diagnosed by Julian Stallabrass in High Art Lite, this was also a period that witnessed the ascendency of market populism in the arts, as exemplified by figures like Charles Saatchi, Jeffrey Deitch, Jeff Koons, and Damien Hirst.27 Leftist art critics associated with October spent much of their critical energies bemoaning the subsumption of contemporary art into the realm of spectacle culture, often under the sign of Adorno’s left melancholia.28

In the face of a mainstream art system dominated by market-driven values and a relative waning of large-scale social movements, an essential harbor and incubator for radical thought in the arts was the Whitney Independent Study Program (ISP).29 This semi-autonomous adjunct to the Whitney Museum was run by a one-time experimental filmmaker and veteran of the New Left named Ron Clark, who assembled a rotating, multigenerational team of artists, critics, and theorists to carve out a space of left discourse, anchored by the continuous presence of figures like Mary Kelly, Martha Rosler, Fred Wilson, Coco Fusco, and Gregg Bordowitz, who have acted as advisors throughout the 1990s up to the present.30 Also in the mix were political theorists like Chantal Mouffe and Stuart Hall, whose work on radical democratic citizenship and counterhegemonic struggles formed a core part of the curriculum at the Whitney ISP. Thanks to the ISP and work of international curators like Okwui Enwezor (himself a frequent guest at the ISP), such theorists would themselves become a major presence in the global art system beginning in the 1990s, incorporating the insights of contemporary art into their own thinking about the political.31 Over the course of the 2000s, the ISP would provide residence to numerous artists who would go on to work in the milieu of Occupy including Rene Gabri and Ayreen Anastas of 16 Beaver, Jason Jones of Not An Alternative, and Nitasha Dhillon and Amin Husain of MTL (all of whom I discuss in chapter two).

Art, Alterglobalization, and War

The period stretching from the late 1980s to the late 1990s saw many rich conjunctions of art and the politics of democracy, whether in the form of agitational direct action, critical public pedagogy, poetic meditation, and various combinations thereof. However, a major watershed would come with the Battle of Seattle in 1999 and the larger cycle of alterglobalization struggles it crystallized.

The alterglobalization movement represented a crack in the apparent post–Cold War consensus that “there is no alternative” to global capitalism, that the market was the natural basis of human life, and that electoral politics based on national governments represented the telos of the history of democracy. As suggested by the appellation “alterglobalization,” this “movement of movements” was not opposed to globalization per se, but instead called for globalization from below animated by the affirmation that “Another World is Possible.” 32 The energies animating Seattle flowed from the Global South, especially the Zapatista uprising of 1994 against both the locally devastating effects of NAFTA on indigenous farmers, but also on “humanity” in general, a universalizing term which the group took up against the “fourth world war” enacted by neoliberalism (the latter being a term they helped to popularize beyond Latin America).33 The Zapatistas were among the first social movements to avail themselves of the internet, galvanizing an infrastructure of solidarity and communication around the world that would weave together longtime activists in the Global South—such as the Third World Network—Northern radicals from the solidarity movements of the 1980s, progressive ecologists, and labor activists.34 This coalition would go on to call both the People’s Global Assembly for Seattle and beyond that the World Social Forum and its regional iterations such as the U.S. Social Forum.35

In their emphasis on post-vanguardist political forms, such as the local assembly rather than vertical party structure, and surreal poetics of revolution inflicted by a discourse of dreams, masks, and ancestral spirits, the Zapatistas also proved to be a galvanizing force for heterodox left thinkers and artists working in autonomous subcultures at the margins of academia or the art system, such as the small presses Autonomedia and Semiotext(e). For instance, Harry Cleaver, a little-known translator of Italian Autonomia, played a crucial role in setting up the Zapatista English internet infrastructure, while affiliated groups like the Midnight Notes collective found the uprising to coincide exactly with their analysis of the global “enclosure of the commons” that had begun as the Soviet Union started to crumble.36 In the realm of the arts, an exemplary figure was Ricardo Dominguez, a member of the neo-Situationist collective Critical Art Ensemble (CAE) that had developed within a milieu informed by anarchist subculture, autonomist critical theory, independent media activism, and the political ferment of ACT UP in the late eighties and early nineties. CAE pioneered the concept of “tactical media”—“the use of any media that will engage a particular socio-political context in order to create molecular interventions and semiotic shocks that collectively could diminish the rising intensity of authoritarian culture”—and were among the first artists to assess the political ramifications of the internet. In their 1994 manifesto Electronic Civil Disobedience, they declared that the “deterritorialized” nature of networked power had made traditional forms of direct action obsolete. Marches, blockades, occupations in physical space were out of tune with the nature of electronic space that pervaded the social field more generally:


as far as power is concerned, the streets are dead capital! Nothing of value to the power elite can be found on the streets, nor does this class need control of the streets to efficiently run and maintain state institutions. For CD [civil disobedience] to have any meaningful effect, the resisters must appropriate something of value to the state.37



They called instead for the transposition of “ephemeral, situational, self-terminating” disobedience tactics directly into the digital networks of governmental and corporate powers—in a word, hacking.

Dominguez himself would plug into the world of DIY hacker culture, which at the time overlapped with incipient explorations of so-called “net art” at spaces such as The Thing. This would provide Dominguez with the training and connections to carry out one of the first major hacktivist interventions. In 1997, government-sponsored paramilitaries massacred forty-five members of a Zapatista autonomous community while the Mexican police stood by, doing nothing to prevent it. Due to the strategic maintenance of global media connections in the area, the killings were widely reported, but to little effect in terms of international pressure given the relative indifference of the US to the abuses of its new partner in neoliberal free trade. Dominguez and his collaborators coordinated thousands of Zapatista sympathizers from around the world to simultaneously flood the website of the Mexican government with simple “reload” commands, shutting it down for an entire day. This denial of service attack was the first of many such actions undertaken in the following years, eventually feeding into what Dominguez described in terms of “Electronic Disturbance Theater.”38

The ethos of “electronic disturbance” overlapped with that of the collective @rtmark, whose tactical media projects focused on the disruption of the brand images of the global corporations rendered increasingly sovereign by neoliberalism in the nineties. This ethos of “hijacking” existing images and platforms was related in turn to that of “culture jamming” as formulated by the Canadian magazine Adbusters during the same period. As Naomi Klein argued in her best-selling No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies—completed just months before the Battle of Seattle—the work of Adbusters in many cases relied on one-line parodies of corporate advertising culture, often lacking a deeper political analysis of the system of global capitalism as a whole.39 By contrast, the anti-sweatshop movement combined sustained labor solidarity campaigns with a canny understanding of how the cultural power of corporate branding and mainstream media could be turned against themselves.40

By the late 1990s, @rtmark had ceased to undertake “culture jamming” for its own sake, and, like the anti-sweatshop movement, began to link its cultural tactics to coordinated networks and campaigns. An important development was their launching of a perfectly imitated website for the World Trade Organization in the run-up to the Seattle summit of December 1999. On the fake website, the organization seemed to repudiate the deleterious effects of neoliberal trade liberalization on the Global South, and announced a new approach to global trade founded in principles of sustainability and global justice. The announcement was picked up by the global press, and the WTO was forced to expend considerable press time explaining the hoax and responding to the criticisms contained therein. This intervention marked the birth of the Yes Men, a group that would go on to perpetrate many other such spectacular hoaxes over the subsequent decade, and that would ultimately come to work in the milieu of Occupy Wall Street.

The preparations for Seattle on the part of activists involved the establishment of the Independent Media Center (or “Indymedia”), which combined the legacies and infrastructures of older entities, such as Paper Tiger and Deep Dish television, with new online platforms.41 The on-the-ground work of Indymedia—along with the WTO protests themselves—put in check the hyperbolically one-sided claims of CAE earlier in the decade concerning the “death of the street.” They also belied neoliberalism’s techno-utopian claims about the internet, epitomized, as Slavoj Žižek argued, by Bill Gates’s suggestion that the digital revolution had finally enabled the realization of “friction-free capitalism.”42 Indeed, the siting of the WTO ministerial in Seattle—the home of Microsoft—was due in large part to the city’s reputation for being on the cutting edge of technological development in the “New Economy.”43

The Battle of Seattle of course highlighted the friction underlying contemporary capitalism, not only at the level of trade policy, but also in terms of the undemocratic organization of the global economy as a whole. The latter claim was iconically communicated by an enormous banner unfurled by the Rainforest Action Network, showing the words “DEMOCRACY” and “WTO” moving in opposite directions via two enormous arrows.

This narrative of an essential conflict between democracy and the market was also concretely symbolized by the massive deployment of force by the Seattle Police Department against demonstrators in the interests of protecting the WTO summit. Of particular visual resonance was the deployment of riot gear, stun grenades, and teargas, technologies rarely seen in the United States since the 1960s—with the crucial exceptions of the rebellions of Tompkins Square and Los Angeles—giving the entire atmosphere of the city the spectacular impression of a war zone.
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Rainforest Action Network banner drop, Seattle, 1999.



The figure of teargas would be explored by the renowned artist Allan Sekula in a photo sequence entitled Waiting for Teargas, which appeared as both a gallery-based analog slideshow and a visual supplement to Alex Cockburn and Jeffrey St. Clair’s account of the Battle of Seattle, Five Days That Shook the World.44 Sekula’s self-described “antiphotojournalistic” approach deliberately abjured heroizing images of street battle, focusing instead on interstitial moments of pausing, waiting, and lingering, often capturing surreal juxtapositions of bodies and the urban environment at the moment of its transformation from space dominated by capital to one occupied by the people. As Benjamin Young notes, instead of picturing massive crowds, Sekula homed his camera in on the physiognomic specificity and affective singularity of protesters as they underwent the experience of enacting the first large-scale protest by the Left in the United States for decades.45

Sekula’s photo sequence has been rightly lauded by art critics for tackling the novel question of how, if at all, the figure of the protester, or indeed the democratic People, might be represented in the age of globalization, an age bereft of a single narrative or iconography of popular emancipation. Indeed, Waiting for Teargas would be both a touchstone and a foil for young artists working in the orbit of the Whitney ISP in the 2000s such as Sharon Hayes, Andrea Geyer, David Thorne, Valerie Tavere, and Angel Nevarez, who would explore the psychic, affective, and bodily dimensions of democratic protest without necessarily remaining within the discourse of figurative representation to which Sekula remained committed, in however deconstructed a manner.

Of particular interest in Waiting for Teargas is an image of a lone demonstrator in a red suit with his face concealed by a red papier-mâché devil mask. He carries an equally handmade prop of a chainsaw, the position of which dovetails strikingly with a traffic arrow on the street, creating a kind of psychogeographic jam between the costumed demonstrator and the official semiotics of urban circulation. The chainsaw especially evokes the effects of clear-cutting and deforestation facilitated by export-intensive trade regimes, but it also channels a longer populist iconography that associates capitalism with demonism, as in William Blake’s famous trope of “the great satanic mills” pulverizing both the people and the landscape during the early phases of the Industrial Revolution.46 Further, the mask is associated with the desublimatory cultural impulse of the “carnivalesque.” As the activist theorist John Jordan showed in his account of kindred Reclaim the Streets action in the UK, this would come to play a crucial role in the discourse and aesthetics of alterglobalization movements over the next few years.47
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Direct Action Network tactical map for World Trade Organization shut-down, Seattle, November 1999.



Whatever its strengths, Sekula’s project remained that of a documentarian, albeit one very much in proximity to and in sympathy with the demonstrations he was photographing. Yet art and artists of other kinds played a crucial role in Seattle, both when it came to the creation of movement-based media via Indymedia, as well as in the design of the visual appearance and organizational logic of the actions themselves. Of special importance was political puppetry, an art form that had existed since the 1960s in self-conscious isolation from the mainstream art world. Puppetry refused what was perceived as the elitist quality of contemporary art, as well as its emphasis on formal self-reflexivity and hermetic art-historical references. By contrast, puppetry emphasizes the anti-monumental aesthetics and participatory joy of both producing and deploying puppets as part of an expanded milieu of street theater. There, puppets enter into the absurd, disarming logic of what David Graeber called “mythological warfare” with the forces of the police.48

Puppetry and street theater were among the skills brought to Seattle by a group that would prove crucial to the organizing process for Seattle overall, namely, Art and Revolution, a network of anarchist artists extending up and down the West Coast. As recounted by artist-organizer David Solnit, Art and Revolution took up the call released by People’s Global Action to converge on Seattle and used it as an occasion to weave together a variety of autonomous groups and direct action–oriented environmental organizations, thus creating the Direct Action Network (DAN).49 The mandate of DAN was not simply to march in protest of the WTO—which a coalition of labor and environmental groups was already planning—but rather to shut down the WTO ministerial through distributed street blockades undertaken by affinity groups with the tacit blessing of the larger PGA coalition. This was the first time in recent history that anarchist organizing principles had been put into action on a large scale in the United States, and it would provide the matrix for much of the organizing culture of Occupy Wall Street a decade later—as telegraphed in the chant “This Is What Democracy Looks Like.” The chant is “prefigurative” in the sense that it claims to exemplify the democracy foreclosed by the WTO, directly enacting the mode of political participation called for by the demonstrators. On the other, it is an indirect image of or visual simulation to the thing it claims to embody. This paradox of immanent participation and spectacular appearance would structure the democratic politics of Occupy a decade later in the theatrical figure of the General Assembly.
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Allan Sekula, original color transparency from Waiting for Teargas 1999/2000.
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Mask Factory, The Gift of Masks, distributed at Carnival Against Capital, Quebec City, 2001.



The DAN lockdowns, supplemented by the wildcat actions of black bloc insurrectionists, did indeed result in the temporary shutdown and long-term derailing of the WTO ministerial. This both succeeded in amplifying the grievances of Global South countries, while also introducing a new generation of young artists and organizers in the North not only to the experience of mass street protest, but also to the culture of self-organized direct action and prefigurative politics indirectly inherited from earlier environmentalist, anti-nuclear, feminist, and civil rights struggles.

Seattle opened a new horizon of aesthetics and politics, assembling a wide spectrum of forms and practices ranging from the cyber interventions of the Yes Men; the carnivalesque aesthetics of banners, costumes, and puppetry; the self-organized public sphere of Indymedia; the creative action logics of the shutdown; and indeed the self-reflexive documentary explorations of an artist like Sekula. With the upsurge in mobilizations against the IMF, the World Bank, and other institutions of neoliberal governance, the two years following Seattle would see an upsurge in creative activist cultural production working across this spectrum, largely independent of the economies, discourses, and institutions of the mainstream art world (though in some cases tactically mobilizing them on an episodic basis).50 Among the most remarkable instances of this artistic fulguration was the “Carnival Against Capital” held in Quebec City during the April 2001 Free Trade Area of the Americas summit, which sought to extend the neoliberal regime of NAFTA from Canada to Chile.51

The summit was held in a garrison inside the historic center of Quebec, suggesting the image of hemispheric leaders walled up in a space defended, physically and symbolically, from the voices of their own people. Further emphasizing this was the fact that the garrison was itself enclosed by chain-link fences, in anticipation of a Seattle-style insurgency. The specter of Seattle also loomed over the declaration by city officials of a ban on any item that would conceal the faces of protesters, such as gas masks, scarves, helmets, or puppets, thus criminalizing the signature anarchist aesthetic of the anonymous mask. The figure of the mask was of course also key to the aesthetic repertoire of the Zapatistas, who had famously offered it up as a site of universal projective identification for all of “humanity” against “neoliberalism.”

In response, a temporary collective calling itself Mask Factory produced and freely distributed thousands of scarves to assembling demonstrators. On one side, they featured an image of a mouth restrained behind a chain-link fence, referring both to the ban’s violation of free speech and to the enormous security perimeter surrounding the area where the conference was being held. The other side featured another mouth, this one unrestrained, with a maniacal, carnivalesque grin. When tied around the lower part of the face, the masks functioned simultaneously as protection against tear gas (when soaked in Maalox), as literal acts of criminal civil disobedience, and as a symbolic bond with other demonstrators wearing the mask, a sort of doubling or counterpart to the riot gear worn by the police guarding the summit. Also emblazoned on the scarves was a paraphrase of the following statement from Subcommander Marcos of the Zapatistas concerning the aesthetics and ethos of the mask:


We will remain faceless because we refuse the spectacle of celebrity, because we are everyone, because the carnival beckons, because the world is upside down, because we are everywhere. By wearing masks we show that who we are is not as important as what we want, and what we want is everything for everyone.



At the level of its distribution-form, the Gift of Masks, as the action was called, claimed to realize a microscopic instance of the total generosity announced in the text, temporarily actualizing the democratic, decommodified future implicit in the protesters’ resistance to the global expansion of neoliberal market relations. Describing the ethos of the project, participant Brian Holmes writes,


Our idea was to play the political gift against the totalitarianism of the economy, to practice a dispersive art, to spark off conversations through the act of giving signs to strangers—an act that could be performed by anyone, since we gave large quantities to people we didn’t know…Everyone seemed to love it, and it was a fantastic pleasure to do. And all around us, people were doing similar things.52



Addressing the visual and affective milieu of the protest, Holmes indicates a theoretical inspiration for the project in Quebec: “the spectacle of these great gatherings, overflowing with freely given creations, could appear like a new form of the potlatch ceremonies described by Marcel Mauss, a gift-giving ritual where demonstrators try to outdo their adversaries through open displays of generosity.” With this reference to Mauss, Holmes is channeling the work of the Situationists, who drew upon Mauss in a militant kind of “ethnographic surrealism” in which the practices of non- or precapitalist societies are seen to have an inspiring capacity to create a moment of communal immanence over and against the privation of the market. The gift bears an important affinity to that other figure of precapitalist dis-alienatation celebrated by the Situationists, which we have already mentioned: “carnival,” which “breaks down the barriers of capital and releases the creativity of each individual. It throws beauty back into the streets, streets in which people begin to really live again.”53
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Notes from Nowhere, eds., We Are Everywhere, 2014.



Significantly, Holmes’s text was published in the 2004 book We Are Everywhere: The Irresistible Rise of Global Anticapitalism edited by the Notes from Nowhere collective. The cover of the volume features a grid of photographs showing movements from around the world, juxtaposing masked Zapatistas in Mexico and rural Indian women from the anti-dam movement with carnivalesque Northern protesters confronting police at global economic summits.

The articulation of Northern protest culture with the struggles of subaltern groups in the South at work in both the Gift of Masks and We Are Everywhere epitomizes what David Graeber, the anarchist ethnographer and member of Notes from Nowhere, would call in a widely cited New Left Review article from 2002 “The New Anarchists.” There, Graeber describes the theoretical and historical underpinnings of the new political forms at work in actions such as Seattle. He cites the importance of creative direct action—writing at one point that “blockading becomes an art form”—the tactical use of new technologies, the importance of direct democracy, and the obsolescence of vanguardism, a principle he cites with reference to the Zapatistas and their horizon of a “world in which many worlds fit.”

Graeber drives home the ethnographic surrealist dimension of his thought when he emphasizes the interplay between artists and indigenous people in the practice of what he calls “prefigurative politics”:


Why is it that, even when there is next to no other constituency for revolutionary politics in a capitalist society, the one group most likely to be sympathetic to its project consists of artists, musicians, writers, and others involved in some form of non-alienated production? Surely there must be a link between the actual experience of first imagining things and then bringing them into being, individually or collectively, and the ability to envision social alternatives—particularly, the possibility of a society itself premised on less alienated forms of creativity? One might even suggest that revolutionary coalitions always tend to rely on a kind of alliance between a society’s least alienated and its most oppressed; actual revolutions, one could then say, have tended to happen when these two categories most broadly overlap.54



Graeber’s text is an essential point of reference in tracking the political and artistic ethos that would inform Occupy, an ethos that, as we have seen, developed in relative autonomy from the art world itself even while drawing nonacademically on the discourses of avant-garde art such as Dada, surrealism, and the Situationists.55 However, Graeber’s evocation of an alliance between “least alienated” and “most oppressed”—exemplified by the Zapatistas—also calls forth the question of power and privilege within Northern activism called out by writers like Bettina Martínez, who signaled the urgency of both internal anti-oppression work and articulating alterglobalization with struggles surrounding the prison-industrial complex, immigrant justice, and indigenous sovereignty.56

Graeber’s text channels the enthusiasm of an incipient, proto-revolutionary movement, but it is also written in the shadow of an event that would overshadow and for a time undermine its momentum, especially in the United States: September 11, 2001. Just as neoliberalism seemed to be entering a period of vulnerability both ideologically and structurally—with the resurgence of democratic protest and the bursting of the dot-com bubble of the New Economy—the political climate was suddenly reconfigured by the Bush Administration’s “state of exception,” characterized by nationalist fervor, warmongering, and new levels of state repression.

The New Anarchism emerging from the rupture of Seattle would continue to grow in the subsequent decade in the face of these conditions, albeit in a subcultural manner within collectives, publications, and autonomous spaces rather than through high-visibility actions. Examples would be Bluestockings, a worker-opened cooperative bookstore in New York; Justseeds, a print and design cooperative; The Journal of Aesthetics and Protest, a self-published magazine devoted to radical artistic production outside the institutions of the contemporary art system; Red Channels, a collective joining avant-garde film history with insurrectionist politics; 16 Beaver Group in Lower Manhattan (more on which below); and Public School, a self-organized pedagogical network that by the end of the decade would host important sessions devoted to the work of groups like The Invisible Committee that would eventually feed into Occupy.57

Protest culture in New York in the years immediately following 9/11 targeted the war machine of the Bush Administration: the suppression of civil liberties, the criminalization of immigrants, the legalization of torture, the hyper-empowerment of the Executive Branch, and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. The energies of the global justice movement coalesced with other groups to form United For Peace and Justice, which spearheaded the antiwar mobilization of 2002–2003 as it became apparent that the Bush Administration was determined to invade Iraq. On February 15, 2003, the largest mass protest in history took place in cities across the world, including New York, where more than a million people appeared in the streets for a single rally along First Avenue, adjacent to the United Nations.58 “F15,” as it came to be known, saw a remarkable flourishing of collective passion and creativity, and it was even celebrated by the New York Times as the arrival of “the second superpower” onto the geopolitical scene.59 And yet, in the face of a near unanimous declaration of “public opinion” in opposition to the war, the Bush Administration would fatefully undertake the invasion.

In the face of these grim political circumstances, in which even an “historic” act of protest resulted in no discernable effect on the government in question, what would become of the various artistic impulses noted thus far, whether within the discourse of the gallery/museum-based art world, the expanded subcultural spaces of the New Anarchism, or some combination thereof?

An important occasion when artists mobilized on a large scale was the Republican National Convention (RNC) in New York City in the summer of 2004. Exhibitions and events proliferated at independent art spaces around the city; the hard-copy Indymedia newspaper, The Indypendent, was founded; carnivalesque street theater abounded, channeling the earlier work of Reclaim the Streets into groups such as Reverend Billy’s Church of Stop Shopping and Billionaires for Bush (or Kerry), whose aristocratic stylings parodied the ultra-rich class interests driving both US political parties; Critical Mass bike rides swarmed the city; and a buzzing convergence center/fabrication platform was set up by the group Change You Want to See, later to become Not an Alternative.60 The RNC week saw hundreds arrested, and the deepening of network ties developed in the previous year through the 2003 antiwar mobilizations.

Among the most celebrated art projects of the RNC was “The People’s Guide to the RNC,” designed and distributed by the thousands by a collective calling itself “The Society of the Friends of William Blake.” The guide comprised a functional map of Manhattan designating the meeting places or convention delegates, spaces and times of convergences for protesters, sympathetic activist spaces, available bathrooms, legal service, and more. Interspersed with such helpful information was a heterogeneous array of textual fragments and images, ranging from quotations by Charles Fourier and Kathy Acker, to crudely rendered caricatures, to blurry atmospheric photographs serving no immediate informational function.61 In its mixing of high and low, political communication and aesthetic withdrawal, populist pleasure and avant-garde evasiveness, “The People’s Guide” bore the unmistakable trace of its primary initiator, Paul Chan. In the following ten years, Chan would come to be hailed in the mainstream art world as among the leading artists of the twenty-first century. Among the works for which he gained notoriety was a trilogy of nonlinear experimental documentaries meditating obliquely on the psychic and political fallout of the post-9/11 era, especially as transmitted and experienced in digital media.62 Re: The Operation revolves around a fictive series of “letters home” from members of the Bush cabinet who have, in the film, been sent to the front in Afghanistan. Baghdad in No Particular Order is a kind of psychogeographic portrait of everyday life in the Iraqi capitol on the eve of the US invasion. The film consists of footage “cast off” during the process of producing a conventional educational documentary as part of a peace delegation from the longtime anti-sanctions group Voices in the Wilderness. Finally, Now Promise Now Threat is a hallucinatory vision of “bringing the war home” to Chan’s native Omaha, Nebraska, weaving together laconic shots of the suburban landscape, interviews with everyday residents concerning their feelings about the war, and surreal, abstracted evocations of traumatic violence circulating through digital networks; these evocations recall at once the Abu Ghraib photographs and the execution videos of Al-Qaeda. Among the most striking sections of the video is a repurposed clip of a television weather broadcaster in which the meteorological designators superimposed on different parts of the US map have been replaced by a kind of grim affective cartography: hopeless, gone, hide, run, quiet, futile (significantly, in a contribution to the Occupied Wall Street Journal six years later, Chan would repurpose his own image, with the word “Occupy” now reiterated across the map).
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Paul Chan, Now Promise Now Threat (video still), 2005.



Now Promise Now Threat was produced in early 2005, immediately following the second electoral victory of George W. Bush and what can only be described as the onset of a kind of collective depression on the part of the US Left—not because of any particular love for John Kerry, but because of the apparent failure of four years of intensive political work to minimally affect the nominally representative democratic process of the US.

It is against this backdrop—the layering ramifications of Seattle, 9/11, F15, and the 2004 elections—that the untimely, aimless gestures of Sharon Hayes’s In the Near Future (2005–09) should be understood. In this series of photographed performances, we witness a short-haired white woman, dressed in a casual manner and bearing a stoic facial expression, holding up protests signs of various kinds, but apparently disconnected from any particular object, cause, or indeed collective movement. The inscriptions range from free-floating announcements and interrogatives alluding to an enigmatic event—“Nothing will be as before,” “When is this going to end?”—to specific citations of historical protest, as when we see her being questioned by police on a Manhattan street corner as she holds forth the iconic sign “I AM A MAN” from the 1968 Memphis Sanitation Workers Strike. In another photograph, she stands in Union Square against the spectral backdrop of the George Washington monument while holding a placard that reads “Actions Speak Louder than Words,” at once rehearsing the “activist” truism that would prioritize the actuality of doing over the putative immateriality of speech; and yet the very act of holding a sign complicates this distinction; it is an embodied speech-act that aims to call forth a public response or even identification, but it only ever reaches us as deferred witnesses.
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Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, New York (detail), 2005, multiple-slide-projection installation.



In the Near Future was presented as a gallery-based slide projection. Initiated in 2005 and prominently displayed in her solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum in 2009, the project is described as a


performance-based artwork in which Hayes stages anachronistic and speculative protest actions in an ongoing investigation into the figure of the protester, the speech act of the protest sign and the contemporary political construction of public space and public speech. [These actions] are not constructed as a literal reenactment of a past protest but rather function as a citation of sorts: one that marks both the memory of a past protest and the possibility of a future one.63



As intimated by the title of the work, a certain messianic or prophetic quality marks Hayes’s photographic series, a voice in the wilderness redolent of a street-preacher seized by a dual sense of uncompromising urgency and interminable, woebegone waiting.

Curating Politics, Political Curating, and Beyond

A key figure in the conjuncture of art and politics in the late 1990s and 2000s was the curator Nato Thompson, whose work sought to mediate the liminal zone between the spaces, resources, and visibility of established institutions of the art system on the one hand, and the percolating political energies of the post-Seattle and post-9/11 period on the other.

Thompson emerged from the anarchist cultural milieu of Chicago in the late 1990s, where, along with his own subcultural activities in Bureau of Land and Space Reclamation—a fictive institution devoted to “psychogeographic experiments” in the urban landscape—he trained with Gregory Sholette of REPOhistory in a uniquely progressive program of arts administration.64 The latter was strongly influenced by both the legacies of the 1980s, as well as the discourse developed by Suzanne Lacy over the previous decade called “new genre public art” that emphasized values like participatory process and civic engagement over narrowly formal and aesthetic concerns of earlier “heavy metal” public sculpture of the sort typically used to decorate corporate plazas and government buildings.65

Thompson cannily perceived the desire on the part of many museums and cultural organizations to enhance their role as initiators of public participation and democratic dialogue in the face of the constriction of public culture under both the repressive tolerance of the global entertainment industries as well as the reactionary nationalism of the Bush Administration. Freshly out of school, Thompson landed a position as head curator at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art in North Adams, Massachusetts, immediately establishing his reputation with a groundbreaking survey exhibition in 2004 entitled The Interventionists: Art in the Social Sphere.66 The show was set off against a narrative, strongly informed by the overlapping work of Naomi Klein’s No Logo and Hardt and Negri’s Empire, about the significance of the Seattle moment in reinventing democracy beyond Clinton-era neoliberal market populism. It brought together a remarkable array of artists, collectives, and heterodox research groups, each working in their own way to stage “interventions” into the flow of everyday life under neoliberalism. Drawing upon Michel De Certeau’s vaguely post-Situationist theory of “tactics”—“the arts of the weak” undertaken episodically and ephemerally in a kind of cat and mouse game with the powers of capital and the state—the underlying spirit of such work, it was claimed, was to disrupt official functions of space and modes of perception in order to liberate foreclosed forms of agency—without attempting to prescribe or impose any determined form that the latter might take.67 These ranged from protest technologies used in European alterglobalization protests, to the absurdist props and media materials of the Yes Men, to Ex-Plo’s aesthetically subtle acoustic tours and psychogeographical maps of the de-industrialized landscape surrounding the museum, to a wide array of temporary, experimental architectural structures—tents, domes, pods, inflatables, bunks—by artists like Lucy Orta and Michael Rakowitz.

The Interventionists demonstrated the possibility of using a mainstream institution to highlight and assemble activist cultural projects that one would typically assume belonged in the streets of the city rather than in a rarefied museum environment. The show accomplished this by, among other things, maintaining a welcoming, populist tone, balancing political gravity with elements of humor, absurdity, and play. It was emphasized over and over again that interventionist art was not devoted to dictating solutions to matters of social injustice, but rather creating a horizontal pedagogical space in which viewers themselves might be prompted to imagine and perhaps eventually enact their own sense of social transformation.

Strangely, none of the works in the show nor the catalog itself made direct reference to the post-9/11 condition, evidently preferring to highlight the affirmative spirit of the Seattle moment. However, the Bush Administration’s “state of exception” would touch directly on the show itself in the form of the FBI detention of exhibition participant Steve Kurtz of Critical Art Ensemble. CAE was on site to display a DIY GMO testing kit inspired by global struggles against agribusiness giant Monsanto, whose “frankenseed” biotechnologies had become an iconic target for global justice activists. This was one of several experimental biotech projects then being developed by CAE. In a tragic twist of fate, Kurtz’s partner Hope Kurtz unexpectedly died in their home; when paramedics arrived and observed the couple’s home laboratory, the FBI was called and Kurtz was tracked down, detained, and charged with bioterrorism.68

The Kurtz case brought the so-called War on Terror directly into the presumably protected realm of the mainstream art world, and had a radicalizing effect on fellow artists, who mobilized legal and cultural support for Kurtz (whose charges were ultimately dropped in 2008).

In his contribution to the Interventionists catalog, Gregory Sholette posed the question “Can you have a revolutionary art without a revolution?”69 Sholette’s question explored the gap between the revolutionary desires inherited by contemporary artists from previous historical moments—Constructivism, Dada, Situationism—and the lack of any revolutionary movement into which such desires might be channeled. At best, Sholette suggested, the radical imagination of artists found itself at present resigned to micro-scale “interventions” comparable more to the media tactics of nongovernmental organizations than to any visionary horizon of deep system-wide social transformation. Refraining from left melancholia, Sholette nevertheless noted that numerous practices in the 1980s and ’90s had offered examples of what radical, transformative art could look like in nonrevolutionary times, epitomized by Gran Fury, the avant-garde cultural wing of ACT UP. Further, the latter period provided many instances in which certain spaces and resources at the progressive edges of the contemporary art world were used to harbor, support, and cultivate such activist work—a legacy advanced by The Interventionists itself, albeit one that was not ultimately impervious to the reach of state repression. Nevertheless, Sholette would remain haunted by his own question, and would go on to edit a special issue of Third Text in 2008 with Gene Ray entitled “Whither Tactical Media?” Featuring contributions by artists, activists, and curators from around the world, the issue was devoted to exploring the proposition that “anti-capitalist struggle will need to renew the strategic capacities it lost in unburdening itself of old top-down party structures.”70

The Interventionists was the first in a series of four large-scale exhibitions organized by Nato Thompson over the course of the 2000s that would showcase a wide range of activist-related art projects. The second was Experimental Geography: Radical Approaches to Landscape, Cartography, and Urbanism (2008), organized through Independent Curators International as a travelling show largely hosted by university galleries. The final two, Democracy in America (2008) and Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art, 1991–2011 (2011), were undertaken by Thompson in his powerful new position as chief curator of the highly esteemed public arts nonprofit Creative Time. This sequence of shows was crucial in establishing the visibility and legitimacy of what would come to be widely recognized by 2011 as “socially engaged art”—a label largely rejected by the artists classified under its rubric as it settled into an institutional subgenre. To be clear, the trajectory I will now sketch is concerned less with judging individual art practices than the curatorial discourse surrounding them.

Experimental Geography captured an important cross section of work developing throughout the 2000s at the intersection of art-historical legacies, such as Land Art and the Situationist concern with the politics of space, with activist-oriented academic research in the overlapping discourses of geography, urbanism, architecture, political ecology, and spatial information design. Thompson took the concept of “experimental geography” from his long-time associate Trevor Paglen, a visual artist simultaneously completing a PhD in geography at UC Berkeley.71 Drawing on Henri Lefebvre, Paglen’s concern was how art might contribute to a “politics of the production of space” in the face of the expanded scales and complexities of both globalization and state technologies for the control of territories, populations, and infrastructures. Traditional academic research by itself, the argument went, remained largely confined to a small, expert audience, whatever its radical aspirations. Art could help to translate such research into visual and material forms that might take on a more democratically accessible capacity. It could also raise essential questions about the very nature of research itself, at once highlighting its limitations and forging tools that could feed back into new modes of activism in tandem with the development of new infrastructures of distribution operating parasitically at the margins of the university and the art world. An expanded sense of cartography and mapping—at once physical, aesthetic, cognitive, and technological—was essential to Paglen’s concept and Thompson’s use thereof.

Paglen’s own work at the time exemplified these concerns. The work was devoted to tracking the global network of so-called “black sites” used by the US government in their “extraordinary renditions” program wherein terrorist suspects were illegally kidnapped, detained, and tortured at obscure, secret locations throughout the world. Black sites constituted a geography with no official existence or recognition by the state, and were thus completely beyond any typical assumption of political transparency and democratic accountability—a characteristic of the ongoing post-9/11 state of exception more generally.72

Paglen developed a hybrid arsenal of unorthodox research tools, such as working with the hobbyist subculture of “plane spotters” to track undercover rendition flights—often disguised by shell corporations—from military bases in the southwestern US. Along with presenting critical accounts of the process and findings of such work in journalistic venues such as San Francisco Weekly, The Colbert Report, and ultimately a series of mass-market books including Blank Spots on the Map, Paglen also produced a remarkable series of large-scale landscape photographs depicting—or rather failing to depict—the officially nonexistent phenomena in question. Due to the geographical restrictions of public access to the shadowy military bases, the photographs were taken with hypertelescopic lenses from miles away, resulting in images that in their blurriness and abstraction take on the characteristics of abstract expressionist canvases, marked with only the most spectral traces of the black ops. Through these aesthetic means—recalling but also undermining the tradition of topographic landscape photography—Paglen thus highlighted the limits of documentation alone in confronting state secrecy, enabling us to sense the politics of visibility and invisibility itself as a core aesthetic dimension of both state sovereignty and democratic activism. Paglen would extend similar principles into research on drone warfare during the Obama Administration, as well as the infrastructures of NSA surveillance in both the physical landscape and the extraterrestrial satellite systems.73
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Trevor Paglen, Canyon Hangars and Unidentified Vehicle; Tonopah Test Range, NV; Distance approx. 18 miles; 12:45 pm, 2006 C-print, 30 × 36 inches.



In the eponymous exhibition, the rubric of experimental geography encompassed a wide range of work, including groups combining cartographic mapping with activist analysis and democratic visions for the reclaiming of space. One example was the interdisciplinary geographical work of architects Eyal Weizman, Sandi Hilal, and Alessandro Petti of the group Decolonizing Architecture concerning the multifarious spatial logics of Israeli apartheid. Another was the work of the Center for Urban Pedagogy, which presented the results of a collective research project with high school students regarding the political ecology of the New York City waste management system and its uneven environmental effects in communities of color, culminating in a visionary redesign of an equitable and sustainable “garbage city.” Projects by the Spurse Collective addressed “assemblages of human and nonhuman actants” encompassing the mega-dynamics of climate change and its micro-scale ramifications for local ecosystems. The works in Experimental Geography took on a wide range of material and aesthetic forms beyond maps or spatial representation per se, often involving participatory research stations, artifactual displays, and performances, guided tours, temporary urban installations, and mobile architectures.

The political disposition and tone of Experimental Geography spanned the spectrum from para-academic research, democratic pedagogy, and nongovernmental advocacy, sometimes infused with elements of humor, poetry, and desire. Protest activity in the sense of collective direct action or militant confrontation, however, was not part of this spectrum. If the post-Seattle figure of the “street” had governed the aspirations of The Interventionists, it might be said that the laboratory or the classroom was that of Experimental Geography.

These two dispositions were brought together in the work of the Puerto Rico–based duo Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla, who combined an interest in the formal problems of post-minimalist Land Art and the politics of radical democracy.74 Their first major work was Chalk, a set of six-foot-long cylindrical white objects fashioned from chalk and anonymously scattered in public plazas, ambiguously evoking abstract sculptures on the one hand and gigantic writing devices on the other. In each of the iterations of the work, passersby would eventually collaborate to break the cumbersome objects into pieces, sharing them with others and transforming the site in question into a massive chalkboard without finite boundaries in either spatial or temporal terms (in its iteration as part of the Lima Biennale, the objects were taken up by anti-austerity protesters, and were subsequently confiscated and removed by riot police while public sanitation crews scrubbed the plaza of any memory of the event).
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Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla, Under Discussion (video still), 2003.



Allora and Calzadilla would extend this concern with the antimonies of visibility and invisibility, marking and erasure, into a long-term research project concerning what they described as the “transitional geography” of the island of Vieques, an inhabited island used for fifty years by the US navy as a weapons-testing ground until a civil disobedience campaign succeeded in pressuring the military to shut down its operations. After having worked with local organizers in developing protest technologies for the campaign, the artists collaboratively produced an extensive archival publication of the history of struggles in Vieques, and created a series of widely circulated videos in which surreal collage-vehicles (an inverted table retrofitted with an outboard motor, for instance) are piloted by activists around the newly de-occupied areas of the island at a moment in which a new conflict was coming into focus between local residents clamoring to use the zones as an environmentally damaged common resource and the growing luxury tourism industry setting its sights on the territory as the latest frontier of gentrification in Puerto Rico.

The drive to artistically stage moments of democratic dissensus evident in the work of Allora and Calzadilla would carry over into the next large exhibition by Thompson, Democracy in America, which opened in fall 2008. The title ironized de Tocqueville’s celebration of “American exceptionalism” as well as alluding to Group Material’s famous Democracy counter-exhibition from twenty years earlier (materials from which were reproduced in the catalog).75

The exhibition involved an officially permitted three-week curatorial takeover of the Armory building on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the centerpiece of which was what Thompson described, drawing on the lexicon of alterglobalization culture, as a “convergence center” in the gigantic training hall of the building. The hall featured murals, installations, performances, projections, a modular amphitheater, and even a cooperatively funded “soup kitchen” by the Alternative Transmissions and INCUBATE collectives in the midst of which left intellectual luminaries such as David Harvey would lead free-for-all seminars regarding the then-unfolding financial crisis.

Democracy in America also involved several satellite projects distributed throughout the country, including both art projects as well as a series of “town hall” meetings among artists and activists in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, and Baltimore concerning the meaning of democracy in the current historical conjuncture. Among the art projects was Mark Tribe’s Port Huron Project, which involved the site-specific performative reenactments of iconic New Left speeches by Cesar Chavez, Howard Zinn, Angela Davis, and more. Another of these distributed commissions was a work by Sharon Hayes entitled Revolutionary Love, in which the artist assembled groups of radical LGBTQ people to collectively recite oblique first-person love poems on site at both the Republican and Democratic national conventions in the summer of 2008, highlighting both the heteronormative parameters of mainstream US political culture and the subversive joy of queer collectivity.
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Creative Time, Democracy in America, installation shot, main hall, Armory building, New York City, 2008



Democracy in America represented a new development in the “revolutionary art without a revolution” conundrum identified by Sholette. Democracy in America was conceived as a kind of organizing project in its own right, aimed at creating what Thompson called an “infrastructure of resonance” that could facilitate living connections, linkages, and encounters between different groups sharing an anticapitalist ethos at odds with the prevailing democratic imaginary of the time, which was dominated by the mass mobilization of mainstream progressive groups and so-called millenials in the service of the Obama campaign.76 Democracy in America presented a powerful counterpoint to those who still invested hope in the exhausted US electoral system, and indeed, the publication for the project includes the voices of many artists who would go on to work in the Occupy milieu three years later, including 16 Beaver, Not an Alternative, Josh MacPhee, and more. Democracy in America was able to stage this radical critique in a highly mediagenic fashion, receiving an enthusiastic review and video profile from the New York Times and lending an authentically subversive edge to the otherwise modest self-presentation of Creative Time as a promoter of civic dialogue and engagement.77

Nevertheless, the radical aspirations of Democracy in America remained confined to—or one could say protected by—the physical and discursive spaces of the exhibition, with the flagship “convergence center” at the Armory functioning as both refuge and incubator on the one hand, and simulacral substitute on the other. There was still no movement, let alone revolution, into which the growing radical energies of artists could be channeled in the face of the intensifying crisis of global capitalism.

The third of Thompson’s mega-exhibitions was Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art, 1991–2011, mounted in the summer of 2011. Beginning with ACT UP, Living as Form presented scores of creative activist projects from the US and around the world in a format somewhere between bazaar and encyclopedia at the former Fulton Market on the Lower East Side, supplemented by intensive programming of panels, performances, and walking tours. Though designed over the course of the previous two years, the show was installed in the immediate aftermath of the Tunisian and Egyptian Revolutions and the occupation of the capitol building in Wisconsin. Further, anti-austerity protests, riots, and occupations had surged across Europe in the previous years, and the reverberations of the University of California occupations of 2009 were still being felt among radical activists and artists throughout the US. In England, new kinds of “disobedient objects” were being developed, in the midst of student strikes, such as book blocs and paint bombs. Though the Living as Form exhibition was unable to substantially include materials related to the “springtime” 78 that seemed to be sweeping the world, it loomed over the series of blockbuster public events that accompanied the exhibition over the summer, in which luminaries such as Claire Bishop and Brian Holmes were invited to reflect on questions pertaining to the broadly conceived rubric of “socially engaged art” featured in the subtitle of the exhibition that seemed to be increasingly embraced by mainstream art discourse to describe a wide spectrum of work drained of any dimension of political antagonism.79

Of particular significance was Bishop’s talk “Participation and Spectacle: Where Are We Now?”80 There she diagnosed the increasing prominence of phrases such as “dialogical art,” “interventionism,” and, indeed most recently, “socially engaged art” in contemporary art discourse.81 Bishop noted that, whatever their variety, the basic concern of these concepts was to move away from the idea of the art work as a finite object to be perceived in aesthetic terms by an individual understood as “passive spectator.” Instead, the work of art was understood to variously incite, prompt, or provoke the audience in such a manner as to transform it from distanced spectator to full and active collective participant in an open-ended sociopolitical process, performance, encounter, or experience of some kind or another. Whatever their different valences, these discourses took artistic participation as a prefiguration of direct democratic participation.

Bishop made two critical points about this tendency. First, the valorization of social “participation” over finite art work was hardly a novel artistic concern, having taken multiple iterations in twentieth-century avant-gardes, especially those working in proximity to theater and architecture. The desire to destroy the theatrical figure of the “stage” and its implications of distanced spectatorship arguably reached its apogee with the Situationist International, whose work operated outside the confines of the art system and moved directly into—or indeed helped to construct—the radical cultural-political milieu of the French extra-parliamentary Left in advance of May ‘68. Bishop’s second point was that “participation” is not a good in and of itself, and that it is imperative to critically judge the quality, both aesthetic and political, of the participation in question. Bishop’s own criteria placed value not on those works that supposedly aspire to create moments of political consolidation in pursuit of this or that goal, but rather on those that stage or bring into relief moments of discomfort, agonism, and failure. Drawing upon one dimension of Jacques Rancière, she suggested instead that the specificity of art is that it can be an arena in which sociopolitical questions are freely staged in unexpected and difficult ways—including ways that question the very meaning of the sociopolitical itself—without the heteronomous burden of goal-oriented political action, which for her is best left to “actual” activists. The danger Bishop saw was twofold. The first was that art could be instrumentalized for external ends, thus destroying its power as a realm of free experimentation. Second was the danger of inflated political claims being made for art in such a way as to compensate for or even substitute for what she sees as a nonexistent Left, claims that for her are in danger of being appropriated by governmental and nonprofit agencies seeking to inject the legitimacy of “civic participation” into their own forms of cultural programming.

A counterpoint to Bishop’s position was provided by Brian Holmes, the anticapitalist writer whose voice we encountered earlier in the context of the Gift of Masks. Complicating Bishop’s conflation of naive ideals of consensus with “activism” per se, Holmes’s remarks at Living as Form reviewed the work of two past groups—Tucumán Arde in Argentina during the dictatorship, and ACT UP in the late eighties—as offering theoretical models for how art might become a constitutive force in the building of social movements.82 The aspirations for autonomy and the avowal of conflict Bishop had valorized were built into the culture of the movements themselves, Holmes suggested. Rather than a unique realm to be protected from either brute instrumentalization or compensatory gestures of participation, art was an essential part of the imaginary and practice of the movements as they engaged in life-and-death struggles involving both antagonistic protest and the affirmative cultivation of new forms of democratic life.

The tension between Bishop’s critique of idealizations of consensus and empowerment in much participatory art, on the one hand, and Holmes’s insistence on engaging the cultural practices and imaginaries of actual social movements, on the other, anticipates many of the tensions inhering within Occupy itself.

In considering the stakes of the exhibition and the longer history of contemporary art and the politics of democracy we have considered in this chapter thus far, the weekend of September 23, 2011 deserves pride of place. This was the concluding day of the second annual Creative Time Summit, a massive jamboree of presentations and performances by artists and activists in the style of a TED conference, which, in 2011, overlapped with the programming for Living as Form. Thompson concluded his closing remarks with an exhortation that the audience visit a little-known plaza in the financial district called Zuccotti Park. Zuccotti Park was, of course, the staging ground for something hazily known as “Occupy Wall Street” that had begun a week prior on September 17 and was rapidly gaining buzz in both the mainstream media and the social networks of artists, students, and activists. “Don’t be a spectator, be an agitator!” Thompson exclaimed as the event came to a close. The next day, the participants in a smaller Living as Form event featuring Thompson, critic Gerald Raunig, artist Dan Wang of the Radical Midwest Cultural Corridor, Rebecca Gomperts of Women on Waves, and Dont Rhine of Ultra Red indeed resolved to move the group to Zuccotti Park.

For those steeped in contemporary art theory, walking into Zuccotti Park was an uncanny experience. There, hundreds of incipient occupiers had begun constructing an anticapitalist camp in the heart of the Financial District, transforming a banal, privately owned public space into an otherworldly universe in which the concerns, debates, and indeed fantasies that had so long preoccupied the participants in Living as Form—public space, democratic participation, decommodified social relationships, collective creativity, radical pedagogy—were being brought to life in all their beauty, messiness, and uncomfortable difficulty, with a rapid multiplication of global media outlets on site to witness and spread the viral spectacle of occupation. As Dan Wang, who had been invited to speak about his own experience with the occupation of the Wisconsin capitol building earlier in the year put it, “it was like seeing proof of the multitudes, the array of collective formations, endlessly divisible.”83

In a kind of historical displacement, contemporary art was suddenly thrown into relief as a distant prefiguration or prophecy of what was now happening in real time, too close for the comfort of the exhibitions, conferences, and catalogs within which the radical aspirations of contemporary art had sought refuge. As an historiographical provocation, one that admittedly borders on the eschatological, it might be said that this moment of passage represents the end of socially engaged art. I use “end” here in two senses, neither of which are reducible to simple chronology. First, “end” can mean purpose, goal, or destination, and from this angle, the crossing of the threshold from Creative Time to Zuccotti Park was arguably the realization or consummation of the deepest dreams and desires of the exhibition itself. Yet “end” can also mean completion, termination, or even death, and in this sense the trip to Zuccotti Park might be considered a kind of self-immolation on the part of Living as Form, which had arguably represented the vanguard of contemporary art in the institutional art world—a vanguard defined by its very flirtation with dissolving the category of art altogether into an expanded field of “social engagement.”
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Occupy Wall Street Arts and Culture Working Group Meeting, September 25, 2011.



It would be a mistake however to see the move from Creative Time to Zuccotti Park as a move from the realm of “mere” art to the immediacy of “real” life. As we shall see, the OWS encampment itself would be widely described as a surreal environment, and many artists would be counted among its initiators—including some working directly in the orbit of Creative Time projects like Democracy in America and Living as Form itself.
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Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri, Camp Campaign (detail), 2005.



Key among those would be the duo of Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri, known for their facilitating role at 16 Beaver in Lower Manhattan (which I will describe in chapter two) and for works such as Camp Campaign (2006). In the latter, the artists undertook a summer-long psychogeographic détournement of the settler-colonial genre of the road trip, travelling around the United States in a van to test out Agamben’s thesis that “the camp is the nomos of the modern” in light of their own question, “How can a camp like Guantanamo exist in our own time?”84 The project comprises a constantly reconfigured archival assemblage of photographs, videos, sound recordings, maps, and field-notes with the figure of the “camp” as a kind of poetic machine guiding their journey. The artists record their stops at camps and other “spaces of exception” including military camps, homeless camps, labor camps, prisons, immigrant detention centers, Native American reservations, and state parks, as well as the campsites where they themselves slept over the course of their trip. Woven throughout the project are meditations on the relationship of territory to violence, space to power, and life to law, with the camp largely appearing as a site for the exercise of sovereign state power. Yet Anastas and Gabri also highlight sites of biopolitical resistance encountered throughout their journey. For instance, set off against the New Orleans Superdome—which became a horrific refugee camp for displaced black people following Hurricane Katrina—the artists visit Common Ground, a grassroots reconstruction hub run according to the principle “solidarity not charity” in the face of governmental abandonment and disaster capitalism. They also visit a summer camp for young people in East Baltimore run by a former Black Panther in the spirit of that group’s Community Survival Programs, which had been designed to sustain territories of resistance in the face of both economic dispossession and police violence. Recurrent references are made throughout Camp Campaign to Palestinian refugee camps—exceptional spaces that have remained the norm since the mass displacements of 1948, and which bear an affinity to militarized subaltern zones such as East Baltimore.

Camp Campaign aimed to produce a new set of truths about “democracy in America.” It did this not by relying on simple documentary exposure, but rather, as T. J. Demos suggests, through a kind of poetic superimposition of places, histories, and voices that together seem to herald an unknown “coming community” that exceeds the politics of democracy as we know it. Retrospectively, the project stands as an uncanny prophecy of a different kind of camp campaign that would unfurl several years later at Wall Street, the symbolic epicenter of empire itself.





Chapter 2

The Arts of Occupation: Zuccotti
Park, Site-Specificity, and Beyond


An occupation is a kind of happening, a performance piece that generates political affects.

Hardt and Negri, Declaration

We are coming together as bodies in alliance in the street and in the square. As bodies we suffer, we require shelter and food, and as bodies we require one another and desire one another. So this is a politics of the public body, the requirements of the body, its movement and voice. We would not be here if elected officials were representing the popular will. We stand apart from the electoral process and its complicities with exploitation. We sit and stand and move and speak, as we can, as the popular will, the one that electoral democracy has forgotten and abandoned. But we are here, and remain here, enacting the phrase, “We the people.”

Judith Butler, address to Zuccotti Park, October 23, 2011, spoken through the People’s Microphone



Facing up Broadway at the north end of Bowling Green Park in Lower Manhattan, there stands the monumental bronze sculpture Charging Bull. Measuring eight feet tall and sixteen feet long, the bull receives thousands of tourist-pilgrims every week, who line up to take their picture with the iconic sculpture. They often assume comic poses and gestures appropriate to the cartoonishness of the object; shots involving the hypertrophic testicles of the animal are among the most popular. The sculpture is reproduced as an image ad infinitum on T-shirts, postcards, and miniature replicas throughout Lower Manhattan, alongside those of the Statue of Liberty and the Twin Towers, kitschily embodying the swaggering self-mythologization of Wall Street.

Ironically, though, the sculpture was borne not from the self-assuredness of Wall Street, but rather from the global financial crisis of 1987 enabled in part by the neoliberal policies of Reagan and continuing the erosion since the 1970s of the regulatory oversights imposed on the financial system during the postwar Keynesian system. Mainstream media channeled popular outrage over the crisis to “bad apples” and “crooks” on Wall Street, while in mass culture, Oliver Stone’s indictment of Wall Street in the 1987 film of the same name would end up inadvertently lending it a kind of cinematic allure in the figure of Gordon Gekko and his infamous soliloquy to “greed” as a world-historical force of creative destruction.

On December 16, 1989, without official permission, a little-known and very wealthy Italian artist named Arturo Di Modica had the threeton bronze object ceremoniously delivered to the site of the iconic Wall Street Stock Exchange as a gift intended to “celebrate the power and endurance of the American people.” Though the object was removed within twenty-four hours, it was, claimed the New York Post, “beloved” by Wall Street workers and ultimately re-sited at its current location by the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation as a “temporary loan to the city.”1

From its first installation in 1989 to the summer of 2011, Charging Bull was thus by and large a quaint tourist attraction, a mascot for the finance industry, and a grotesque market-populist work of “public art” devoted to celebrating the ethos of private profit. But in July 2011, it took on a new life when its iconic power was turned against itself in what would become the foundational meme of Occupy Wall Street (OWS) released by Adbusters. In the famous image, a ballerina stands atop the sculpture in an arabesque pose, her lithe, linear figure playing off against the lumbering bronze corpus of the bull. In the background, hordes of gas-masked militants surge forward toward the viewer through clouds of teargas. At the top of the image, at the apex of the ballerina’s pose, we read “What is Our One Demand?” At the bottom, against the cobblestones of Bowling Green: #OCCUPYWALLSTREET SEPTEMBER 17TH. BRING TENT.
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Adbusters Network, #OccupyWallStreet poster, released as digital meme, July 2, 2011.



The Adbusters image descends directly from the visual culture of the alterglobalization movement we discussed in the previous chapter, especially the signature aesthetic device of collaging together carnivalesque absurdity—a ballerina surfing the inanimate icon of the Charging Bull—with those of anticapitalist militancy—throngs of gas-masked protesters who seem to have been displaced from the streets of Seattle in 1999 or Quebec in 2001. Recalling the cover of We Are Everywhere, the image evokes Emma Goldman’s famous (though apocryphal) dictum, “If I can’t dance I don’t want to be part of your revolution.”

Yet even as the image clearly channeled the legacy of Seattle, it also resonated with images emerging from the autonomous struggles unfolding across the world over the preceding years at the University of California (UC) and in London, Tunisia, Egypt, Greece, Spain, Wisconsin—the Global Springtime that, the poster seemed to prophesize, would soon be returning home to roost at the symbolic epicenter of the crisis.2 A crucial feature of these struggles that made them distinct from the earlier alterglobalization protests was the tactic and discourse of occupation—a commitment to collectively seizing space (a school, a factory, a square) and staying put physically rather than staging a one-off act of protest against, for instance, a mobile trade summit. Specifically, the transitive injunction to “Occupy” was taken from the UC struggles of 2009, where “Occupy Everything, Demand Nothing” was an essential rallying cry. The more militant elements among the UC occupiers combined this injunction with an analysis of “communization.” 3 More than simply a protest demanding this or that finite reform, occupation from this angle involved the blockage of official flows and functions in order to reappropriate time, space, and resources for the reproduction of collective life against the relationships of the wage and private property. Thus, holding space per se is not an end in and of itself, but it provides a base of operations from which to expand and deepen the struggle beyond its immediate site. This combined movement of occupation and communization would also inform the occupations of The New School in New York in 2008–09, many participants in which would go on to work within the early phase of OWS two years later (and would stage a shortlived re-occupation in November 2011).4

The Adbusters call to “occupy Wall Street,” however, emphasized an element that had not come to the fore in the UC system, namely, the figure of the outdoor collective encampment that had captivated the world during the massive occupation of Tahrir Square in early 2011. Protest camps of course have a long and varied history, ranging from Resurrection City set up by the Civil Rights Movement in Washington, D.C., to peace camps, border camps, and climate camps staged in the following decades around the world.5 Tahrir took this phenomenon to a hitherto unknown scale and level of intensity. It functioned simultaneously as an aesthetic spectacle, a mode of physical self-defense against the state, a living infrastructure of social reproduction for its participants, and a prefigurative zone of common life at odds with the oligarchic and authoritarian order it was opposing. These combined functions made it the territorial nucleus of revolutionary power, what Badiou would call an “evental site,” whose logic would be replicated and translated with different inflections at different sites in the following year.6

As discussed in the previous chapter, the figure of the camp had been central to an important work of art from the late 2000s, namely, Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri’s Camp Campaign. The home base of Anastas and Gabri’s practice over the prior ten years had been 16 Beaver, a collectively run discursive platform housed in a dingy light-industrial building directly adjacent to both the Stock Exchange and the Charging Bull sculpture. Throughout the 2000s, 16 Beaver was an essential political crucible for New York City. It mediated between the left-wing tributaries of the art system and academia, radical activists of various stripes and generations (especially of the autonomist and anarchist persuasion), and a never-ending flow of friends and guests from around the city, the country, and the world. Many of the latter were first encountered by Anastas, Gabri, and other members of the collective such as Pedro Lasch, Malav Kanuga, Jesal Kapadia, Matt Peterson, Scott Berzofsky, and Brian McCarthy during their own peripatetic travels to Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, oftentimes enabled by invitations from art institutions as well as by some members’ own complex diasporic connections to places like Palestine, Armenia, Germany, Mexico, and India. 16 Beaver was thus a kind of shadow-formation to the anxious handwringing by art critics about the “nomadic” quality of the global art system at the time, tactically using the latter to build a dense network of connections anchored site-specifically in the autonomous space of 16 Beaver itself.7 The tropes of borders, flows, and networks that were often irritatingly ubiquitous in global art discourse in the 2000s took on a profound significance at 16 Beaver, which became a cosmopolitan incubator for what Hardt and Negri called at the time “a democracy of the multitude.”8 Taking as a theoretical touchstone Walter Benjamin’s ruminations on the importance of story-telling as a practice of intergenerational memory and trans-geographical imagination, 16 Beaver brought people together to collectively speculate about what revolution might mean beyond the nation state under conditions of capitalist crisis, exhausted representational politics, and imperialist war—not least in New York City itself.9

The summer of 2011 was an especially fertile period at 16 Beaver. A series of open seminars with George Caffentzis, Silvia Federici, and David Graeber on “debt and the commons” took place alongside report-backs—in-person and via live stream—from friends involved with the “movement of the squares” in North Africa and Europe. Along with recording these conversations by conventional means for the voluminous electronic archives of 16 Beaver, Gabri and Anastas also followed their custom of transcribing their own notes by hand in real time. The notes from these sessions far exceed mere transcription, instead appearing as gracefully calligraphic maps that track the multidirectional vectors of collective thought as revolutionary energies were transmitted from evental sites elsewhere—Tahrir, Puerta del Sol, Syntagma—into the minds and bodies of those present at the Lower Manhattan space. As our eyes travel across the pages of these notebooks, we follow uncannily prophetic ruminations on crises, camps, assemblies, demands, communities, alliances, fractures, affect, media, police, and beyond.
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Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri, transcribed notes from meeting at 16 Beaver Space, July 24, 2011, reproduced in Ecce Occupy (detail), 2012.



It was thus no surprise that 16 Beaver would be especially receptive to the Adbusters call to “occupy Wall Street” issued in July of 2011, particularly given the regular presence of Spaniards recently arrived from the M15 movement in Madrid.10 In a little-known text from July 31, 16 Beaver participants from the US, Spain, Greece, Argentina, India, Japan, and Palestine issued a collective statement “For General Assemblies in Every Part of the World,” keying it in turn to a call put out by an anti-austerity coalition called New Yorkers Against Budget Cuts to assemble on August 2 at the Charging Bull sculpture. The coalition involved labor, community groups, and radical students who had been inspired by the movement of the squares, with some of its members having previously set up a small sleep-out camp at City Hall called Bloombergville, an historic reference to the self-organized Hooverville shantytowns set up by homeless and unemployed workers throughout the United States during the Depression.

On August 2, those arriving at the bull found a permitted rally organized by sundry left organizations, with specially authorized speakers using a PA system to address a crowd that had been arranged in the form of an audience watching an actor on stage. Fatefully invoking her experience with radical democracy in Greece during the anti-austerity uprisings of previous years, performance artist and 16 Beaver denizen Georgia Sagri disruptively announced that a true “general assembly” would be a few yards behind the bull. Rather than a stage with speakers, the assembly simply involved a group of ten to twelve people sitting in a circle on the ground and speaking to one another about what might be possible to do in response to the Adbusters call—a conversation that would evolve over the subsequent month into the full-fledged plan to set up camp a few blocks north of the bull at Zuccotti Park.11

Aside from its sheer interest as an historical anecdote, the story of the founding assembly is of special importance in bringing forth the artistic resonances of Occupy. Not only was it launched from a para-artistic space (16 Beaver) and held at an aesthetically charged site (Charging Bull, reframed by the Adbusters poster), but it was inaugurated with a call from an artist (Sagri) to desert the representational space of the stage, with its spatial hierarchy of speaker and audience, its dependence on official state permission, and its recycling of ideological incantations from left organizations that seemed incommensurate with the depth of the crisis and the opportunity it presented. Like the camp itself that would be set up in the following month, the founding assembly might be understood as a kind of embodied collage, transposing an alien political form into both the ossified landscape of the New York Left and the symbolic heart of global capital itself.
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MTL, August 2nd, 2011: The First Assembly (video stills), 2013.



Further, the “horizontal” logic of this political form—a refusal of the stage in favor of “direct” democracy—tapped into a long-standing anti-representational impulse leading from Rousseau to Bakhtin to Debord of refusing politics qua theatrical spectacle in favor of immediate and full participation. As we saw in the previous chapter, “participation” was an essential concern of much contemporary artistic discourse at the time, yet its frequent conjugation with ideals of immanent consensus had been challenged by critics like Claire Bishop as regards the “quality” of participation—who participates, how, to what ends, and through what aesthetic means? To be sure, none of the participants imagined the inaugural assembly as an artistic intervention, and “art” as a horizon was irrelevant at the time. But the assessment of the event from an artistic angle throws into relief certain exemplary aesthetico-political antinomies that would structure Occupy as a whole: spectacle and participation, consensus and dissensus, consolidation and division. Though it would give rise to what would become a spectacle of democratic inclusion, it is important to note that the first microscopic assembly of Occupy at Charging Bull began not with harmonious cooperation but rather an act of cutting and separation.

Though the August 2 assembly did not involve the gas-masked militants appearing in the Adbusters poster, it began a process in which the Financial District would be reterritorialized, its frozen signs and spaces uncannily brought to life in a kind of psychogeographical dramaturgy pitting precarious bodies against the architectural embodiments of global capital and its violent police enforcers. In order to move on to an artistic reading of the OWS camp at Zuccotti Park itself, it will be helpful to first offer a brief sketch of the urban environment of Wall Street into which the camp installed itself.

Zuccotti Park and Site-Specificity

“Wall Street” is of course a very different kind of environment than Tahrir Square, for instance, or a UC campus. Indeed, its geographical and ontological status is uniquely ambivalent. On the one hand, as a physical location it is of course the home of the New York Stock Exchange, the New York Federal Reserve, Moody’s, and numerous bank headquarters. However, the actual infrastructure that makes up the financial sector is widely geographically distributed. Needless to say, its effects too are at once global and site-specific, abstract and grounded, as telegraphed by the soon-to-be invented slogan “Wall Street Is Everywhere.” Wall Street thus does not simply name a place, but is rather an overdetermined node standing in metonymically for the totality of a vast planetary assemblage of finance capital traversing nation-states and enveloping the entirety of the planet in its pulverizing cycles, at once overwhelming in its technical complexity and self-evident in the brutality of its expulsions and evictions.12 Rather than appeal to or engage the nominal representatives of the people in government, the narrative and tactic of OWS was to go “directly” to the symbolic home of global capitalism itself, the evicted taking up residence on the doorstep of the evictors, now described in a new lexicon of class welfare as the 1%.

As we shall see, artists would be crucial to staging these figures of housing and eviction at different scales. Yet woven into the framing of “Wall Street” as the home of the 1% are the historical details of the physical environment, details that are themselves significant for the lens I am bringing to Occupy in this book.

As the oldest part of Manhattan, the Financial District has a rich and multilayered texture of art and architecture. It is a veritable forest of symbols encrypting what Rebecca Manski has called “the long, occupied history of Wall Street.”13 Wall Street itself is named for the physical barricade erected by Dutch colonists to protect themselves from the indigenous peoples they were displacing. For fifty years, the eastern end of Wall Street was the site of the Manhattan slave market, its victims and their descendants having been interred several blocks north at what has now been memorialized as the African Burial Ground. Trinity Church, located at Wall Street and Broadway, was founded with a massive grant of enclosed land from the British Crown, making it the largest landowner in the entire city to this day. Federal Hall, the first capitol building of the United States, is also on Wall Street, and is flanked by the Wall Street Stock Exchange itself, whose soaring neoclassical columns and pediments pretend to the monumentality of Roman temple. Across the street from the Stock Exchange is a pockmarked wall, an indexical trace of a bomb set off in retaliation for the execution of anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti in 1920, just one among many radical actions targeting the site over the century.

A few blocks away is the US Custom House, which features a series of four female allegorical sculptures representing the different continents, each in their own “stage” of civilizational enlightenment according to colonial racism. The Custom House, now housing the Smithsonian’s Museum of the American Indian, was the workplace of Herman Melville, whose “Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street,” a tale of a minor bank clerk who refuses work with the phrase “I prefer not to,” would become a frequent point of reference in the lexicon of OWS.

Lower Manhattan is also among the first testing grounds for the postwar concept of “public art.” In 1961, the first modernist skyscraper in the Financial District was erected by Skidmore Owens Chase at One Chase Plaza, headquarters of JP Morgan Chase Bank. It preceded by several months the official adoption of the “POPS” program, the 1961 New York City zoning regulation requiring that real estate developers create “privately owned public spaces” in exchange for building concessions by the city.14 One Chase Plaza set the aesthetic template for POPS, with its anodyne plaza decorated with monumental works of modernist sculpture, such as Group of Trees, a biomorphic sculpture personally commissioned by Nelson Rockefeller from post-surrealist artist Jean Dubuffet.

One block west of Chase Plaza is Isamu Noguchi’s Red Cube (1968), a fifteen-foot painted steel cube pirouetting diagonally on one of its corners and perforated through the middle with a cylindrical void that functions as a kind of upward viewing portal relative to the soaring buildings surrounding it, including the US headquarters of HSBC to which it serves as the official decoration. Red Cube was cited in Miwon Kwon’s groundbreaking study One Place after Another: Locational Art and Site-Specificity to exemplify the conservative “heavy metal” logic of the original “art in public spaces” ideal—aesthetic baubles for corporate headquarters and governmental buildings that do little to engage the texture, history, or users of a site.15

In the same spirit, in 1971 the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council was formed with the original mandate to provide works of public art to “humanize” what was seen as the aesthetically barren landscape of the Financial District—especially the massive plaza in the middle of the newly constructed World Trade Center (WTC). The artistic centerpiece of the WTC was Fritz Koenig’s The Sphere (1971), a twenty-five-foot rotating bronze globe intended, in the words of the artist, “to symbolize peace through world trade.”16

The Sphere, accompanied by an “eternal flame,” now sits in Battery Park, its dome imploded and its metal skin crumbled and flayed. The Sphere is only one of the many artistic and spatial structures pertaining to the September 11 attacks that have defined the aesthetic and affective texture of Lower Manhattan for the past decade and a half. These range from Rogers Marvels Architects’ minimalist bronze barricades restricting vehicular access to Wall Street, to the obvious centerpiece of post-9/11 Lower Manhattan—the so-called Freedom Tower itself, with its accompanying memorial fountain and museum.

The reconstruction process involved the siting of a number of new works of public art, the spectrum of which demonstrates the evolution in corporate taste away from monumental works of abstraction. At World Trade 7, for instance, we see the cartoonish, reflective Balloon Flower by market-populist Jeff Koons alongside an LED poetry feed by Jenny Holzer, an artist long celebrated by left-oriented critics for her insights into the ideological layers of everyday language. Meanwhile, to the west of the WTC, the World Financial Center underwent significant reconstruction after its “Winter Garden,” designed by postmodernist architect Cesar Pelli, was partially destroyed. Over the course of the decade, Goldman Sachs would relocate its headquarters to the World Financial Center, where it would display from its street-facing windows massive, multimillion-dollar works by blue-chip artists belonging to its private collection, including an austere grid painting by canonical conceptual artist Sol Lewitt and Ethiopian-American artist Julie Mehretu’s Mural, an eighty-by-twenty-three-foot abstract canvas whose signature vectorized lines and trajectories were celebrated by art critics throughout the 2000s for evoking the “deterritorializing logic of globalization.”17
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Julie Mehretu, Mural, 2010, installed at Goldman Sachs, World Financial Center, New York.



Across Trinity Place on the eastern side of the WTC site is Zuccotti Park, formerly known as Liberty Plaza. Liberty Plaza was commissioned by the US Steel corporation in 1968 as a POPS. The plaza contained a minor work of public sculpture by John Seward Johnson from 1982 entitled Double Check, a realistically scaled bronze rendering of a businessman seated on a park bench with his briefcase ajar and reading the financial section of the newspaper.

In the weeks following the destruction of the WTC in 2001, Liberty Plaza was literally a charnel ground. Photographs show the park initially covered in several feet of ash and detritus, with the frozen figure of Double Check resembling a kind of mummified corpse in the manner of Pompeii. Within a week after the attack, Liberty Plaza was cleared out and repurposed as a makeshift morgue by emergency teams.

During the reconstruction period, Liberty Park was enclosed by fences, until reopening in 2006. It was renamed Zuccotti Park in honor of John Zuccotti, former city planning commissioner and an executive at real-estate corporation Brookfield Properties, which funded the renovation of the park following the disaster. The renovation of Zuccotti Park had two aesthetic elements. First, the entire layout was redesigned by the firm Cooper, Robertson and Partners as a series of minimalist granite ledges, benches, and tables punctuated by sycamore trees and diagonal lines of electric light embedded in the floor of the park, which illuminate at nightfall.18 Built on a slight incline, the eastern and western entrances to the park feature descending staircases that create a staggered sense of height between street-level and the flat expanse of the park. Second, a steel monument by the celebrated modernist sculptor of the 1960s Mark di Suvero entitled Joie de Vivre was installed at the southeastern corner of the park. Joie de Vivre was created in 1998 and originally installed at the entrance of the Holland Tunnel, ten blocks north of Zuccotti. Painted bright red, the sculpture is composed of two interlocking tripods, one of which anchors the work to the ground while the other is inverted and extends into the sky along the same vertical axis as the surrounding skyscrapers. From a distance, the sculpture draws out a diagonal “x” formation that evokes at once a construction site as well as a vaguely anthropomorphic figure that seems to signal to the viewer. As one gets closer to it, however, the apparent anthropomorphism mutates into a more surreal biomorphism as one notes that the work has three semi-creaturely “legs” which form a kind of an open proscenium area directly underneath the interlocking compositional core of the sculpture. The sculpture was re-sited in Zuccotti after September 11 as a generic visual icon of monumental strength and endurance, on the one hand, and grace, vitality, and redemption on the other. With the commencement of the occupation, di Suvero’s work would be rechristened by the Occupied Wall Street Journal as “the weird red thing,” becoming both an affectively charged structure used for meetings, performances, and rituals as well as an iconic image, its formal integrity as a sculpture dismembered and redistributed in the form of thousands of photographs of Zuccotti Park circulating around the globe throughout the Fall of 2011.19

The Occupation: A Formal Analysis

In the days leading up to September 17, an above-board call was made to gather at One Chase Plaza, given both the notoriety of Chase as an exemplary culprit of the financial crisis, as well as the iconic status of the building itself. However, anticipating that the plaza would be preemptively barricaded, a list of eleven alternative sites were drawn up on a hard-copy map distributed by hand on the morning of the 17th during a convergence at Charging Bull. A signal was then given by the three-person tactical scouting team to reconvene at “site number two”—Zuccotti Park, five blocks north.

Zuccotti Park was a fortuitous location. It was highly visible from Broadway and flagged from a distance by di Suvero’s soaring Joie de Vivre. It combined wide open spaces with benches, tables, elevated platforms, and consistent lighting; and it was a POPS, a designation requiring its owners, Brookfield Properties, to keep it open twenty-four hours a day, albeit for the purposes of what was described ambiguously in an on-site public notice as “passive recreation.”20
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Occupy Wall Street site-map of Lower Manhattan, distributed September 17th, 2011.



By mid-afternoon on September 17, hundreds had gathered at Zuccotti Park under the wary eye of the NYPD, who, fatefully, chose not to intervene. First people formed small discussion-groups and eventually reconvened for a large General Assembly that evening, where many of the anarchist conventions that would later become associated with OWS—the empowerment of facilitators, the taking of stack, the performative hand-signals—were first introduced at a large public scale. Many of those present elected to stay overnight, thus taking the first step from temporary public assembly to enduring biopolitical occupation, which is to say, a persistent settlement in which people worked together to mutually sustain their lives in common while projecting this activity to the rest of the world as a prefigurative refusal of life as variously dominated, exploited, and abandoned by Wall Street.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to offer a detailed trajectory of the occupation itself, and indeed there exist a number of rich first-person accounts of the camp as it evolved over the course of its two-month existence, from its founding on September 17 to its eviction by the NYPD on November 15.21 What I want to offer here is instead a formal analysis of the camp situated between the embodied materiality of performance and architecture, on the one hand, and mediatic circulation qua image on the other.

Like Occupy more generally, the camp is a challenge to describe, provoking many participants and commentators alike to draw upon the language of art and even religion to capture the experience of this remarkable environment. Organizer Gan Golan overtly described the occupation as an “artistic spectacle.”22 Along with his characterization of the park as a “canvas on which a new world was being painted” and “a living artwork,” Nathan Schneider called it “sacred space” in which a “new messiah” seemed to be on the verge of apocalyptic arrival.23 Anthropologist Michael Taussig described the camp as a “strange and fabulous land” between waking and dreaming, a magical, enchanted, “surreal zone” in which the dictates of capitalist realism were suspended as new forms of life emerged.24 Veteran activist-artist Martha Rosler called it a “grand public work of process art with a cast of thousands,” highlighting the affinity between the “process over product” ethos of sixties sculpture, such as Robert Morris’s Continuous Process Altered Daily (1968), and the “means without ends” of Occupy in its putative privileging of democratic processes over finite end-goals or demands.25 Yet if “process” is typically thought of as being immanent, which is to say, grounded in its own temporality and power rather than some external model, Rosler’s figure of the “cast” interestingly evoked theatre, spectacle, and representation. Also attuned to this oscillation between immanent process and spectacular image were Hardt and Negri, who, when noting the importance of art to the overall unfolding of Occupy, remarked that “an occupation is a kind of happening, a performance piece that generates political affects.”26 Urban canvas, living artwork, surreal zone, process art, performance piece, happening—even if made offhandedly, each of these descriptions is informed by the history of the avant-garde concern with the “blurring of art and life,” ranging from post-Surrealist urban events constructed by the Situationists, to post-Minimalist sculpture, to the environments and happenings of Allan Kaprow (the latter was criticized by the former for attempting in a spectacular manner to “construct a situation in isolation” from revolutionary praxis, a critique which echoes the critical relationship of Occupy’s own evental logic relative to the institutionally confined “social practice” art of today).27

The Zuccotti camp was a kaleidoscopic phenomenon, perpetually becoming through an infinity of activities, objects, and utterances, and it is impossible to subsume it under a single comprehensive account. That said, it was not simply a free-for-all flux of energies. It had its own structures, even as these were in a constant process of reiteration and mutation over time.

Ana Fiegenbaum, Fabian Frenzel, and Patrick McCurdy have offered a compelling analysis of protest camps as temporally dynamic “biopolitical assemblages” comprising of living subjects, physical space, material infrastructure, technological devices, cultural forms, and organizational practices that simultaneously stage dissent against the status quo while prefiguring “alternative worlds.”28 The figure of the assemblage is highly pertinent to the ontological complexity of Occupy, and it helps to displace a certain ideal of “public space” that is sometimes projected onto it in sympathetic liberal readings.29 In such readings, Zuccotti Park was the realization or redemption of the very idea of the agora—a free assembly of citizens—that had otherwise been weakened, corroded, or policed into nonexistence by neoliberal urbanism. While such ideas are not simply wrong, they miss the fact that the park was not merely a place of gathering or protest, but rather a collective apparatus working to, in Gerald Raunig’s words, “reterritorialize” a nominally public space as a communal life-support zone resistant to both the market and state-sanctioned versions of public assembly.30

Several facets of Zuccotti Park qua biopolitical assemblage deserve unpacking, which I will do through two pairs of terms. The first concerns the relay between embodied assembly and technical mediation, and the second concerns the connection between precarious life and social reproduction. As we shall see, matters of aesthetics, affect, and art are woven throughout these facets of the camp, which was deservedly described by Taussig in the following way: “This is not only a struggle about income inequality and the corporate control of democracy. It is about the practice of art, too, including the practice of being alive.”31

Embodied Assembly and Technical Mediation

The primitive sine qua non of the occupation was of course the physical, embodied presence of several hundred people assembled together in the park on September 17, transposing the general assembly (GA) organized on August 2 to a new scale. As noted above, the aspirational principle of the GA was anti-representational and directly participatory, in principle the opposite of the theatrical space of the stage that had been summarily rejected at Charging Bull. The elementary form of participation was that of speaking and listening in collective deliberation about what to do together, both in small working groups and then in the broader assembly. However, the physical presence of hundreds of bodies was itself mediated by the celebrated “people’s microphone”—or “people’s mic”—the usage of which was in part necessitated by a police crackdown on the use of bullhorns in the first few days. This introduced a dimension of both technical mediation are performative ritual into the immediacy of face-to-face deliberation. As described evocatively by Marina Sitrin, the people’s mic had its own aesthetic and affective intensity, especially when performed in multiple “waves”:


Imagine the quiet of people listening, and the sound of the repetition of the words of the person speaking. Imagine the power of direct democracy moving through your body along with thousands around you. I have chills writing this. I was moved beyond words this evening.32



Accompanying the embodied technology of the people’s mic was a repertoire of hand signals meant to gauge the “vibe” of the group, giving the assembly a kind of choreographic logic. Indeed, the assembly was but the nucleus of an expansive multisensory performance-environment constantly reverberating with collective singing, dancing, chanting, recreating, and working in every corner of the park, all forms of what Raunig calls “industriousness” joyously refusing wage labor and private property.33

The occupation itself was called into being in response to an electronically circulated meme, and throughout its lifespan in Zuccotti Park, it was marked by and cultivated by the omnipresence of electronic media technologies, both those of the occupiers themselves, as well as those of the mainstream media that was quickly attracted to the paradoxical spectacle of direct democracy. The presence of this media, which recorded and broadcasted the performance that was GA, was essential to the astronomical growth of the occupation itself, as well as to the viral spreading of its forms to other parts of the country. Conjugated into art-historical terms proposed by Miwon Kwon and David Joselit, we might say that the occupation was at once site specific in its groundedness in the bodies and architecture of Zuccotti Park, and nomadic in its mobility and replicability as a meme, translating freely between images, objects, and words across time and space through media networks.34

Along with the embodied technology of the people’s mic and the ubiquity of networked media devices of all kinds—cellphones, computers, video cameras, broadcast crews—a third, decidedly low-tech media form was essential to the performance and establishment of the camp, namely, the highly photogenic collective creativity of handmade signs. The “artisanal crudity” of the handmade signs, as Taussig put it, was an essential aesthetic signature of Occupy in its entirety. Rather than a ready-made placard with slogans dictated by an NGO or political party, the autonomous making of signs and messaging by anonymous, nonspecialized people communicated a sense of what Mikhail Bakhtin would call a poetics of “heteroglossia,” a dialogical cacophony of singular voices actively creating space in common together instead of observing from the passive position of an audience.35 Indeed, the spontaneous poetics of such signage would in many cases become iconic for the movement as a whole, going viral in their own right: “Shit is fucked up and bullshit,” “The beginning is near,” “Lost my job, got an occupation,” and even self-reflexive utterances concerning the cultural medium of the sign itself, such as “I’m so angry I made a sign,” and, in the apocalyptic register of what Slavoj Žižek called “signs from the future,” “This is a sign.” 36
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Occupy Wall Street “sign garden,” Zuccotti Park, September 23, 2011.



Two presentational formats for such signage at Zuccotti Park are worth noting. First was the phenomenon of individual occupiers standing at the edges of the park holding their signs outwardly facing pedestrians, passing vehicles, and journalists. Faintly anticipated by Sharon Hayes’s one-woman performances discussed in chapter one, the conjunction of body and sign creates a kind of hybrid creature—a “centaur” in Taussig’s hallucinatory language—at once presenting itself to be photographed as a kind of sculptural object, and inviting a living engagement from the spontaneous audience generated by the address of the sign. This speaks to what Ariella Azoulay would call the “civil contract of photography,” a term she uses to describe the unstable triangulations of photographer, camera, and subject that we as viewers are in turn drawn into as images move through time, space, and media along trajectories that can be both intentionally targeted and subjected to unexpected drifts and alterations.37 In the case of the occupation, these triangulations were structured along multiple potential vectors of solicitation, performance, witnessing, voyeurism, solidarity, identification, reportage, surveillance, and auto-documentation by media makers embedded in the movement itself, the latter being embodied by the remarkable “OWS Photographer” Flickr account containing tens of thousands of images compiled as an open-source commons.38

This logic extended to the visuality of the occupation as a whole, including the second presentational format of the signs. In the early weeks of the occupation, an entire section of the northern edge of the park was reserved for both creating signs and displaying them as part of what was variously described as a garden, quilt, or carpet of signs. The signs were spread out laterally on the ground of the park in a loose grid of irregularly sized and shaped sign-objects. It was spontaneously curated and maintained by occupiers, and it embodied an ethos of “horizontalization” in two ways. First, the orientation of the signs was literally horizontal—flat or leveled against the physical ground of the park, thus (in a distant echo of minimalist sculptors like Carl Andre) opposing the overwhelmingly vertical orientation of the Financial District with its soaring “canyons” of skyscrapers and monumental works of public art such as di Suvero’s Joie de Vivre.39 Second, the signs were horizontal at the level of expertise and skill: to participate in the so-called art-making area (basically just pieces of cardboard and a set of paints and markers), one needed no specialized skill, talent, or training in art, let alone permission from an art institution. In principle, the artistic and linguistic markings of any-and everyone would be on equal footing in this anonymous gallery of the square.

Precarious Life and Social Reproduction

The sign-garden provides a bridge from the dyad of embodied assembly and technical mediation to that of precarious life and social reproduction. As artist and long-time anarchist organizer Josh MacPhee has recounted, the proliferation of signs developed in tandem with the massive influx of pizzas phoned in to Zuccotti Park from around the world in the early days of the occupation—a tactic borrowed from the occupation of the capitol building in Wisconsin earlier in the year.40 Most of the original signs were made with recycled cardboard pizza boxes, thus creating a feedback loop between communicative media and biopolitical infrastructure, the containers of life-supporting food in turn providing surfaces for the further broadcasting of the presence of the occupation. Along with providing material for the sign garden, the cast-off cardboard would also function as makeshift mattresses in the first week of the occupation. These represented the first fragments of what would blossom into a full-fledged assemblage of “expeditionary architecture” ultimately exemplified by the tent, but also including the famous People’s Library, wherein cardboard boxes full of donated and freely available books took on an architectural status, objects of knowledge assembled together into an ever-accumulating collective edifice.41

Cardboard as a material has its own aesthetic and economic associations with precarity. Indeed, along with other degraded materials like packing-tape, tinfoil, plywood, and plastic sheeting, cardboard featured prominently in the ramshackle participatory monuments to radical philosophers created by Thomas Hirschhorn during the 2000s, which were nominated by leading art critic Hal Foster to exemplify a zeitgeist of “precarity” for contemporary art in 2010.42 Hirschhorn’s transient shanty-style constructions, often featuring loosely designated areas of activity such as computer stations, kitchens, playgrounds, and libraries, were in fact likened by philosopher Simon Critchley to the provisional architectures and spontaneous zoning of the Zuccotti Park settlement.43

However, Hirschhorn’s work is best understood as an artistic simulacrum of precarity, produced by leading art institutions such as Documenta and Dia Foundation for the Arts to the tune of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Zuccotti Park articulated the politics of precarity in a very different manner, albeit one with its own aesthetic and symbolic logic. The camp comprised finite human bodies and perishable architectural structures rendered from materials scavenged from the urban environment and donated in kind by sympathizers. Bodies and structures alike were exposed to the weather, to physical exhaustion, and ultimately, to the violent force of the police. The physical precarity of the camp functioned as a cipher for the lived experience of economic precarity, including that of recent evictees from the supposed American Dream confronted with chronic unemployment, crippling debt, and political disempowerment—including many members of what had once been celebrated by neoliberal boosters as the “creative class” of artists, writers, designers, and so on.44

As Judith Butler—herself a speaker at Zuccotti Park in October 2011—put it in the first issue of Tidal: Occupy Theory, Occupy Strategy, precarity can be understood in three overlapping ways—as a condition of chronic economic insecurity wrought by neoliberalism and austerity, a structure of affect involving a “heightened sense of disposability or expendability differentially distributed throughout society,” and finally a basic social bond, in which individual lives are fundamentally interdependent in their vulnerability and need for collective care and cultivation.45 Each of these dimensions was indeed at work in the camp, which did not simply protest economic inequality, but rather staged a refusal to tolerate the “disposability and expendability of lives,” recreating at the same time a communal life-support system in which the cast-off, disposable, expendable medium of cardboard played an important role functionally and symbolically.

The figure of cardboard also speaks to a sometimes overlooked ingredient of the Zuccotti Park occupation noted above: the presence of food, first with the proliferation of pizza deliveries, and subsequently with the setting up of the communal kitchen. The kitchen—beginning with three hundred dollars’ worth of peanut butter sandwiches prepared and distributed on-site by veterans of the anarchist Food Not Bombs network—was the first piece of permanent collective infrastructure.46
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Occupy Wall Street, Zuccotti Park, September–October 2011.



The foundational role of the pizza boxes and subsequently the kitchen speaks to the dimension of what Silvia Federici, a participant in the 16 Beaver seminars immediately preceding Occupy, would call the “communalization of social reproduction” involved in the camp.47 In the feminist analysis of Federici, the work of social reproduction is the unacknowledged, unwaged, and highly gendered labor that sustains the lives of the proletarian workforce in the supposedly “private” space of the home—cooking, cleaning, budgeting, childcare, affective support. In the camp, such work was deprivatized and redistributed, becoming an essential part of the occupation in terms of both functional necessity and prefigurative performance. This activity was not the invisible substrate of waged production-work in the capitalist market, but rather a highly visible collapsing of reproduction and production, what Hardt and Negri would call a “self-valorizing” process with the ultimate object being the common household of the occupation itself.48

This turning inside-out of reproductive labor thus arguably had a feminist dimension insofar as it highlighted and democratized tasks that in earlier movements had oftentimes been relegated to the secondary status of “women’s work,” as captured in the truism “Who takes out the trash after the revolution?”. Indeed, among the most celebrated moments of the occupation was when, in response to Bloomberg’s threat to evict the park for reasons of sanitation in mid-October, the People’s Sanitation Department deployed an army of broom-wielding occupiers to scrub down the park while calling for a true “sanitary operation” on Wall Street. Such moments brought to mind the work of feminist artist Mierle Ukeles, who, beginning with her 1969 “maintenance art manifesto,” transformed the invisible gestures and exertions of reproductive labor—mopping, dusting, scrubbing—into a kind of antagonistic public performance both within and outside the space of the museum.49 Whatever the resonance of such comparisons, however, it would be a mistake to imply that the “household” of the occupation was inherently a feminist space; as was the case with anti-racism, any significant feminist empowerment that did occur was uneven, and hard-won through persistent struggle by women over the internal “partition of the sensible” of the movement itself.

Indeed, whether describing the collaborative work of reproduction, the horizontal ethos of the sign garden, or the overall aesthetic milieu of the park more generally, it is important to avoid falling into a complacently celebratory mode. The principles of horizontalism—the intentional creation of non-hierarchical space in which “everyone is heard and new relationships are created”—was among the most contested dimensions of Occupy, though the subtleties of its practice are often effaced in critiques that focus entirely on the General Assembly as a supposedly consensus-based entity.50 As recounted above, the General Assembly began by cutting itself off from the conventional stage-bound form of the political rally. As it grew in the park to a size that could be variously described as sublime or monstrous, it took on the paradoxical status of a theatrical spectacle of direct democracy, an image of direct and equal participation that proved hugely galvanizing to people on-site at the park and those witnessing it from a distance via global media. As a technical apparatus of democratic decision making at a large scale, however, it was notoriously dysfunctional, and indeed many of the significant decisions made during the occupation were crafted by smaller groups of influencers who would then either generalize their vision through various means, or simply undertake their work autonomously.

Not an Alternative—whose work I discuss below—have understood this disjuncture in terms of the “myth” of democratic inclusivity as opposed to the harsh realpolitik of organizing. But without the sublime spectacle of the GA—especially rhetorical oratory—the encampment would never have flourished in the way that it did.51 The mythic staging and conjuration of the General Will, as Rousseau might put it, was thus entangled with the micropolitical operations of consultation, collaboration, and contention operating throughout the assemblage of the park in ways that were unquestionably uneven and laden with power moving in multiple directions. As recounted by Manissa McCleave Maharawal, a significant moment in the negotiation between the spectacle of democratic consensus and the exercise of dissensual power was the decision by a people-of-color affinity group to use the tool of the “block” to prevent the passage of a version of the globally broadcast Declaration of the Occupation of New York City drawn up by a largely white group that began by stating, “As one people, formerly divided by the color of our skin, gender, sexual orientation, religion, political party, or cultural background…”52

Grappling with the antagonisms and conundrums of the General Assembly was but one element in the work of the camp as a pedagogical laboratory. Conor Tomás Reed called Zuccotti Park a “wide-open counter-classroom” of the commons encompassing both formal trainings and skillshares but just as importantly, the informal lessons of working together in—and oftentimes outside of—large, collective groupings.53 Expressing a widely held but infrequently acted-upon exhaustion with the culture of radical academia, Reed wrote that “we test the learning process by leaping off the page and into lived social experience” in a manner that enables a re-envisioning of education that might in turn be projected back into actually existing institutions through newly invigorated student movements using occupation and other tactics.54 Numerous autonomous educational projects emerged from the park, including Free University NYC, Occupy University, Making Worlds, the Occupy Student Debt Campaign, Occupy the DOE, Occupy Think Tank, and Occupy Theory.

The process of collective learning and knowledge-production was in turn grounded in the People’s Library mentioned above, as well as the embodied materiality and circulation of printed matter. Extending the legacy of the Indypendent—founded during the RNC protests of 2004—three primary publications emerged alongside an infinity of pamphlets, broadsheets, stickers, and posters: the Occupied Wall Street Journal, the Occupy Gazette, and Tidal: Occupy Theory, Occupy Strategy. (These would be joined in the spring of 2012 by the Spanish-language Indig-Nación.) The freely distributed publications were both tactile objects distributed hand-to-hand, as well as dynamic visual interfaces in their own right, at the level of both their design and illustration. The Occupied Wall Street Journal appropriated the size and format of its official avatar. The Occupy Gazette, which created space for site-specific voices throughout the country engaged in Occupy featured bold, monochromatic agitational font on its front cover, with dimensions roughly approximating that of the Village Voice, while the back cover featured poster designs by artists including Molly Crabapple and Josh MacPhee. Informed by an understanding of what filmmaker Katie Davison called “media as direct action,” Tidal opted for the scale of a magazine, and worked to interweave the voices of prominent intellectual figures of the Left responding to the challenge of Occupy with the voices of on-the-ground organizers addressing the broad philosophical and strategic questions they were practically confronting in real time.55 The magazine also included first-person testimonials, tactical sketches, poetic ruminations, communiqués, commissioned artworks, and a mixture of documentary photographs of the emerging movement with those of historic inspirations ranging from ACT UP to the Black Panthers.

A final, crucial point about the space of the camp and the experience of Occupy overall is that all of the teeming collective activity and creativity described above took place under the looming presence of the NYPD, whose arrests and brutalization of protesters had proven to be major galvanizing forces in the early weeks of the occupation and beyond. The potential and actual violence of the police relative to the artistry of the movement is among the major factors definitively separating Occupy from the radical iconography prominent in the contemporary art system, exemplified, for instance, by the simulated police encounters that one finds on the cover of Nato Thompson’s Living as Form catalog (a photograph from Jeremy Deller’s historical reenactment of a battle between riot police and striking British miners in 1984).

Further, as discussed in chapter four, some elements of Occupy in New York would dovetail with campaigns against the racist Stop and Frisk policies of the Bloomberg Administration, while in Oakland, the camp itself was named in memory of Oscar Grant, the unarmed black man killed by police in 2009 on the Bay Area Rapid Transit System. First-hand confrontations with police, the experience of arrest, and the imperative of solidarity with ongoing campaigns against racist state violence would all mark the trajectory of Occupy and its afterlives.

The apogee of police violence against Occupy itself would come in the form of the nationally coordinated evictions in late November, especially the late-night destruction of the Zuccotti camp. As the Occupy park defense team locked down the core of the park, the surrounding encampment was reduced to formless heaps of nylon, cardboard, and books from the library before being barricaded and given an official cleansing by city sanitation workers. However traumatic, the eviction forced Occupy to move into a new phase of thinking about the meaning of occupation and the imaginary of the 99% conjured up by the movement in the preceding two months.

The Image of Occupy after the Eviction

Throughout the occupation, the primary image of Occupy had been that of the camp itself qua “process art” with its precarious structures, amateur signage, and paradoxical spectacle of direct democracy. At the very moment of eviction, however, several artistic projects had begun to develop visual iconographies and equipment for Occupy beyond that of the camp, moving between an emphasis on polyphonic diversity and collective identification.

In the middle of the night following the eviction, the first copies of the third edition of the Occupied Wall Street Journal were distributed, which was composed entirely of poster designs curated by Occuprint, an affiliate of the pre-Occupy Just Seeds collective co-founded by Josh MacPhee. The special issue demonstrated a powerful resurgence of radical poster art, a tradition which MacPhee and his late partner Dara Greenwald had long helped to cultivate in their work as anarchist researchers, curators, and indeed makers in their own right.56 The powerful combination of digital and physical media platforms involved in Occupy enabled an unprecedented circulation and visibility for such posters.

Moving through the pages of the newspaper-folio, one would encounter stylized, mythic figures of popular liberation by Oakland artist Faviana Rodriguez accompanied by the words “The World vs. the 1%: Capitalism IS the Crisis;” a playfully simple design by legendary avant-garde filmmaker Chris Marker in which the “O” of Occupy has become the looping tail of his signature totem animal the cat, echoing in the title of his film about May 1968 Grin Without a Cat; and, from Paul Chan, a revised still from his Now Promise Now Threat with the word “Occupy” now distributed across the weather map, displacing what had earlier been climatic ciphers of political depression and ennui. Chan’s image was further supplemented by an aesthetics of the meme, with the words “Weatherman Sez” and “Sez Weatherman” framing the proliferation of “Occupy” across the map.

Two days after the eviction was the debut of what would become perhaps the most famous art project pertaining to Occupy and its aftermath. This would be the Illuminator, a mobile, high-powered guerilla projection unit inspired by the work of canonical “interventionist” Krzysztof Wodiczko, and operated collectively by an affinity group.57 At the end of a city-wide day of actions on November 17 to mark the two-month anniversary of the original occupation, marchers crossing the Brooklyn Bridge were delighted and awed when the monolithic facade of the Verizon building was subjected to a surreal, unexpected alteration: an enormous circular insignia reading “99%,” visible from both the bridge as well as the air, which was buzzing with police helicopters covering the actions of the day. After the inaugural emblem, the projection then transitioned into a series of OWS texts and slogans, which were mic-checked by the marchers in a kind of participatory choreography between projected image and embodied presence.
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Occupy posters (clockwise) by Josh MacPhee, Chris Marker, Faviana Rodriguez, and Paul Chan, published in Occupied Wall Street Journal, November 15, 2011.



The entire scenario had a cinematic quality, both in its literal transformation of the building into a projection screen, as well as in its defamiliarization of the overall skyline of the city itself, an object of mythic fantasy projection in its own right from countless films and television shows—especially since the rise of New York as the exemplary city of global finance in the 1980s. According to Mark Read, projection-artist and member of the Illuminator collective, who was interviewed the following night by Rachel Maddow on MSNBC, the project itself was inspired by a suggestion by a young occupier named Hero that OWS needed a “bat signal” in the manner of the famous film franchise.
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99% “Bat Signal” Projection, November 17, 2011.



Who or what was the 99% evoked with such sublime intensity by the Illuminator? Rather than a description of a particular identity that preexisted the phrase, the phrase has been read as a summons or interpellation—what Jodi Dean calls a “common name” that inscribes a basic cleavage into the social field.58 However, even if the 99% is understood as a performative claim rather than a unitary substance, the term—as phrase, as figure, as image—was not immune to the potential narcissism diagnosed by Žižek, when he remarked at Zuccotti Park, “Carnivals come cheap. Don’t fall in love with yourselves!”59 Indeed, in terms of cinematic theory, we might read the delight of the 99% projection as a kind of “imaginary” moment of plenitude, a “mirror stage” writ large that never delivers the promise of fullness it holds out to the spectator who is summoned to identify with it.60 Yet, the idea of the imaginary can also be read with an emphasis on the enabling—rather than simply mystifying—power of images in binding the hearts, minds, and imaginations of subjects together in the forging of shared political desires. The question is thus how collective imaginaries are “illuminated,” by whom, and in what ways they negotiate the differences and agonisms that invariably traverse popular movements—what Chantal Mouffe called, referring to Occupy, “the fault lines of the 99%.”61 In the case of the Illuminator since its debut in 2011, the collective has worked to use the projector—now embedded in a specially retrofitted van—as a piece of common movement infrastructure available to all manner of groups and campaigns.

Occupation after Zuccotti

Along with the Illuminator, a second form of collective artistic equipment was debuted in the immediate aftermath of the eviction of Zuccotti Park at a little-known site called Duarte Square several blocks north. Within hours of the eviction, a call went out through OWS media networks for a 9 a.m. assembly at Duarte Square, at the intersection of Canal Street and Varick Street. The site was an apparently empty lot enclosed by chain-link fences, unremarkable to the casual passerby and unfamiliar to the majority of OWS participants. Upon their arrival, occupiers, freshly traumatized from the eviction, were greeted with a kind of hallucinatory vision: the eastern fence around the lot had been festooned with massive yellow banners, twenty-five feet long and four feet wide. The banners had been screen-printed with the words “OCCUPY WALL ST” in uniform bold black font, popping out dramatically against a yellow background.

Running along the upper and lower edges parallel to the text were a series of equally spaced diagonal dashes that, combined with the yellow and black color-coding, evoked the visual language of official forms of signage—such as the injunction “Do Not Cross”—used to partition and police the use of space in situations ranging from crime scenes to construction zones. Perched along the top of the fence were dozens of occupiers who held aloft yellow plywood panels redolent at once of protest placards and protective shields. The panels were printed with first-person utterances translated into existential axioms for a generation of evictees from the so-called American Dream: “I will never pay off my student loans,” “I will never own a home in my life,” “I will never get a job in this economy.”
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Occupy Wall Street occupation-attempt, Duarte Square, November 15, 2011. Banners and signage by Not An Alternative.



As the assembly transpired against this aesthetic backdrop—which, in its disciplined visual uniformity, was unprecedented for OWS—lightweight plywood pavilions colored with yellow and black stripes were hastily erected, with the phrase “Occupy to Liberate” printed along their lintels. A signal was given and the structures were hoisted into the air, handed to the panel-wielding occupiers atop the fence, and transferred onto the ground of the empty lot. Locks on the fence were cut from the inside, and hundreds of occupiers flooded into the lot and began assembling in and around the pavilions.

Almost immediately, however, they were followed into the space by NYPD officers clad in riot gear, who announced that a mass arrest would take place unless the space was vacated. Reeling from the violence of the previous night, all but a few took the opportunity to exit, and the newly introduced yellow-and-black occupation equipment—banners, shields, and pavilions—was confiscated by the police.

This was the opening salvo in what would become a month-long gambit by OWS to reestablish an outdoor occupation in the aftermath of Zuccotti Park. It was also the debut of the standardized, color-coded “symbolic and tactical infrastructure” designed by Not an Alternative, an arts collective emerging from the cultural-political ferment of post-Seattle New York during the 2000s.62 Along with the overlapping work of Tidal magazine and the MTL collective (discussed below), Not An Alternative would play an important role in the effort to occupy Duarte Square, as well as in a long-term campaign eventually known as Occupy Homes that would deploy the tactic of occupation in concert with locally grounded struggles around the foreclosure and eviction crisis, the ground zero of the 2008 financial meltdown. In both cases, the twin symbolic figures of housing and eviction would be put into play, and the question of reclaiming privatized land for common usage would be foregrounded.

Duarte Square: Art and Religion in the Service of Accumulation

Long before the eviction of Zuccotti Park, plans had been developed for an outdoor satellite occupation elsewhere in Lower Manhattan. The new occupation would function less as a freewheeling campsite than as an intentionally planned headquarters for movement-building that would still avail itself of what Thomas Hintze and Laura Gottesdiener called in the pages of Tidal “the symbol and direct action of holding outdoor space.”63 One space in particular that had captured the attention of the organizers for its physical location, its ambiguous land-use status, and its proximity to the contemporary art system: Duarte Square. Though Duarte Square is relatively unassuming, the site is a remarkable historical palimpsest wherein the deep history of capitalism overlaps with the art history of Lower Manhattan.

Duarte Square is owned by an entity called Trinity Wall Street, which is the real-estate wing of historic Trinity Church, located a block south of Zuccotti Park at the intersection of Broadway and Wall Street. Trinity Church was founded in 1684 by the British Crown, and in 1702 Queen Anne gave the church a swath of Manhattan as a massive land grant, making the church one of the first and most wealthy landholders in New York from the colonial era up to the present. Indeed, Trinity’s current holdings in Manhattan are worth an estimated two billion dollars, and Trinity Wall Street was formed to extract as much rental profit out of the land as possible.

In the mid-2000s, Trinity demolished several early-twentieth-century structures that had occupied Duarte Square in order to make way for a luxury condominium development of the sort that had recently sprung up throughout the area. Duarte Square was to be rebranded as Hudson Square. With the 2007 financial crisis, however, capital for the projected development dried up, and the square became an idle lot. Seeking a placeholder in advance of recapitalization—and an opportunity for a generous tax break—Trinity then decided to temporarily remake the space into a public sculpture park and performance space that would be under the management of the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council (LMCC).

As noted earlier, the LMCC is a nonprofit arts group founded in 1973 by the Rockefeller Foundation, Chase Manhattan Bank, and other entities following the completion of the WTC.64 The founding mandate of the organization was to at once enliven the landscape of the Financial District immediately surrounding the World Trade Center through artistic programming and advocacy while at the same time optimizing the cultural sector as an economic driver to attract investment, tourism, and high-income residents to the city overall—an imperative that would prove crucial to the rebranding of New York as a “global city” with the rise of the finance, insurance, and real-estate sector in the subsequent decade.65 Though ultimately governed in the interests of the financial class over its forty-year existence, the programming of the LMCC was relatively heterogeneous, ranging from conservative forms of public sculpture and outdoor classical music to more avant-garde offerings (even including a nocturnal projection by Wodiczko onto the facade of an AT&T building in 1984). A relatively autonomous element of the LMCC had been the LMCC Residency, which over the years supported many artists with a critical bent. Furthermore, while the board of directors mostly included a mix of corporate CEOs and policymakers, it also featured respected visual artists and musicians such as Laurie Anderson and Lou Reed, who had been crucial to the flourishing bohemian cultural scene of Lower Manhattan during the seventies and eighties at places like the Mudd Club and, slightly to the north, the numerous galleries of SoHo.66 Thus, the LMCC was an ambivalent liminal zone between the commanding heights of the global economy and the legacies of avant-garde artistic subculture. This tension would prove to be productive when OWS came onto the scene.

As manager of Duarte Square, the LMCC renamed it “LentSpace.” The meaning of the name was twofold. On the one hand, it was meant to convey the idea that the space was privately owned, but generously being “loaned” to the public as a temporary amenity. On the other, the space itself was intended to “lend” itself to a variety of temporary art projects and cultural events. Combining a sense of corporate largesse with openended public programming, LentSpace was an ideal stopgap measure for Trinity; it raised the cultural profile of the site and its environs—what David Harvey would call the “monopoly rent” of the site—while earning a sizeable tax break and waiting for the redevelopment process to resume.67

In order to facilitate the programming of LentSpace, the LMCC contracted with the architecture firm Interboro Partners to redesign the site with minimalist gravel floor punctuated by a sequence of plywood planters and benches. Unlike Zuccotti Park—which as a POPS was required to be open twenty-four hours a day—LentSpace was a privately owned space enclosed by a seven-foot fence and only accessible to the public during specified hours. In order to ensure that visitors would not feel utterly enclosed or penned in upon moving through one of the two small entrance gates, Interboro designed a series of flexible membrane-panels mediating between inside and outside. Further, the fence itself was decorated with thousands of small reflective disks, which transformed the lugubrious appearance of the chain-link fence into a kind of shimmering sculptural mirage—at once a visual attractor and also a kind of camouflage for the fact that the lot was still, in essence, idle.

Beginning in 2009, LentSpace hosted various anodyne public art projects, and even provided the backdrop for an episode of the Bravo Channel’s Work of Art: The Next Great Artist, a reality show in which a dozen desperate, precarious artists ruthlessly competed with one another to gain the favor of taste-making celebrity judges like Jerry Saltz (then of the Village Voice). In November 2011, however, LentSpace was transformed from a banal piece of corporate design work into the site of intense political, artistic, and indeed theological conflict. In the weeks preceding the eviction of Zuccotti Park, organizers had begun a behind-the-scenes dialogue about Duarte Square with the administration of Trinity Church, which for a time had allowed occupiers limited use of its facilities at the Charlotte’s Place community center adjacent to the church itself on Broadway. Mediated by pastors from the Occupy Faith working group, an appeal was made to allow Occupy to temporarily use the outdoor exhibition space of LentSpace as a home for a “model occupation.” Architectural mock-ups from the period show Duarte Square as a clean, easily traversed space with specially designated zones for a few large sleeping tents and numerous other activity areas.

Such an arrangement, it was argued, would amplify Trinity’s stated commitment to social justice, and it could provide protection for occupiers, with the square as a kind of sacred refuge from police incursions. Further, given that LentSpace was a space to exhibit public art, might not Occupy qualify in this respect as well? The Trinity administration’s response to this appeal was decidedly negative, and sure enough, on the morning following the eviction of Zuccotti, Trinity demonstrated that it was prepared to defend its property, sending in the NYPD to disperse the initial occupation attempt at Duarte Square on November 16.

In the following month, a direct action affinity group called the Fucked Up Ninjas began to plan a second occupation attempt, one which would forego backdoor negotiation in favor of leveraging the social capital of two arenas: the contemporary art system and the radical faith community.

Core to these efforts were the artists Nitasha Dhillon and Amin Husain of Tidal magazine. Dhillon was an Indian photographer studying at the International Center for Photography (ICP). Husain was a Palestinian-American lawyer trained in his youth as an Intifada fighter, who, in 2009, left his job to pursue his long-standing interest in art by studying at the ICP as well. Together they formed MTL, which they described as “a collaboration joining aesthetics, research, and organizing” devoted to “creating montages of places and histories, of oppression and liberation, of speaking and listening triggered by the demise of the nation-state and the observation that governments no longer represent the will of the people.”68

Among the pre-Occupy projects of MTL was a performative sculptural project undertaken during the period of the Arab Spring in which they would anonymously leave stacks of photocopied newspaper-covers from the Arab world in public parks throughout Manhattan. The stacks of paper were secured with fist-sized rocks, inciting curious passersby to lift and replace the paperweight in order to take a copy of the enigmatic documents. The documents were partially annotated in English, highlighting demonstrations, strikes, detentions, killings, and other signs of the unrest then percolating across the region, including in Palestine—a place largely excluded from Western narratives of the Arab Spring in which uprising is the rule rather than exception, not only against the Israeli apartheid regime but also its subordinate counterpart in the nominally popular government of the Palestinian Authority. The work anticipates the migratory translation of the “they can’t represent us” ethos from the Mediterranean to the United States that would take place that summer at 16 Beaver in preparation for OWS, while also evoking the specter of militant self-defense in the joining of hand and rock—a premonition that would come true with the black uprisings of Ferguson and Baltimore four years later in response to racist state police violence. 69
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MTL, Arab Spring Newspapers, video still, May 2011.



In the summer of 2011, Dhillon and Husain had come into the orbit of 16 Beaver, where they participated in the founding assemblies of OWS as both documentarians and organizers. With the establishment of the camp, Husain became a charismatic facilitator of massive general assemblies, while Dhillon, constantly aware of her precarious immigration status, worked at a less visible level, cofounding the Education and Empowerment working group and the magazine Tidal in collaboration with the radical physician Babak Tofighi. Tidal was able to recruit figures such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Judith Butler to write for the magazine thanks to direct contact made at the Whitney ISP, where Dhillon and Husain were studying in the fall of 2011.

Following this logic, how, if at all, could the cultural capital of high-profile Occupy sympathizers be optimized in the task of occupying Duarte Square? As recounted by Dhillon, among those who arrived bleary-eyed to the scene on the morning of November 16 was none other than legendary avant-garde performance artist Laurie Anderson, whose home was located just a few blocks from the square. During the occupation, Anderson had both publically expressed her support and made material contributions to the movement, including the construction-grade bamboo used to fashion a shell for the People’s Library, before it was destroyed on the night of the eviction. Felicitously, Anderson also happened to be a member of the LMCC board.

After a spontaneous on-site conversation with Dhillon and other occupiers at Duarte Square, Anderson began to assemble an affinity group of fellow artists, musicians, and writers calling itself Occupy Arts, which would devote itself both privately and publically to pressuring the LMCC, and by extension Trinity, to lend the space to Occupy. Among the members of Anderson’s affinity group was the canonical post-minimalist composer Philip Glass, whose 1983 opera about the life and legacy of Mahatma Gandhi, Satyagraha, was being performed at the Metropolitan Opera in New York at the time. Ironically in light of the content of the work, earlier that year the outside of the Metropolitan’s building complex had been emblazoned with the name of a donor who was synonymous with Wall Street: billionaire conservative David H. Koch.

Highlighting the complicity of major arts institutions with the interests of the 1% had been the raison d’être of a small group called Occupy Museums, founded during the occupation by artists including Noah Fischer, Blithe Riley, Imani Brown, Tal Beery, and Jim Costanzo of REPOhistory with an initial focus on the locked-out art handlers of the Sotheby’s Corporation (discussed in the next chapter). Dhillon of MTL facilitated a collaboration between Occupy Museums, Occupy Opera (the project of musician Ben Laude), and Anderson’s Occupy Arts, resulting in a remarkable performance-action by Glass himself outside the Metropolitan, which the NYPD had surrounded with barricades. Glass was hoisted over the barricades, and there he delivered a mic-check concerning the historical legacy of Gandhi and the poetics of civil disobedience, synergizing the themes of his vintage opera with the urgent concerns of OWS.

Glass’s opera was uncannily resonant with the escalating campaign surrounding Trinity, in that it tracked the transnational experiences and interfaith influences that informed both the life of Gandhi himself, as well as his future legacy as it impacted the US Civil Rights Movement.70 Indeed, the history of nonviolent civil disobedience was crucial to the work of the Occupy Faith working group, which brought elements of the radical faith community into the campaign to pressure the LMCC and Trinity regarding LentSpace. The group had formed during the occupation of Zuccotti Park; in its inaugural procession to Zuccotti Park, members held aloft a handcrafted papier-mâché replica of the bull emblazoned with the biblical description of the golden calf worshipped by the wayward Israelites: “FALSE IDOL.”71

On the evening of December 12, Occupy Faith led an interfaith vigilmarch from historic Judson Church in the West Village down Sixth Avenue to Duarte Square. Marchers were equipped with a remarkable new set of protest-objects designed by Not an Alternative especially for the occasion. Small but functional tents were affixed to the tops of poles and illuminated from within. Bearing the phrase “YOU CANNOT EVICT AN IDEA WHOSE TIME HAS COME,” the tents functioned as ritual objects that combined the aesthetics of the candlelight vigil with the Occupy iconography of the tent. The illuminated “militents” created a dramatic visual as the faith marchers arrived at the site, where an ecumenical prayer was performed that highlighted the schism between the stated social justice mission of Trinity and the reality of its status as a wealthy property owner in line with the interests of the 1%.
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Occupy Wall Street/Occupy Faith vigil, Duarte Square, December 9, 2011. “Mili-tents” by Not An Alternative.



Biblical narratives of refuge and sanctuary strongly informed Occupy Faith’s rhetoric and imagery in addressing Trinity, as when they installed a nativity scene outside the church with a sign reading: “‘Luke 2.7—And there was no room for them at the inn.’ But with ten billion dollars in real estate, Trinity has more than enough room. #Occupyfaith #OWS.”

By the week of December 17—the three-month anniversary of the initial occupation—an alliance had been facilitated between Occupy Arts and Occupy Faith, and a petition calling upon the LMCC and Trinity to provide refuge to OWS had been widely circulated and signed by canonical faith leaders such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu, avant-garde musicians like Lou Reed and Philip Glass, and even major visual art critics including Hal Foster of October magazine. Despite this leveraging of social capital, however, Trinity still would not budge when it came to the prospect of temporarily using LentSpace—designated for public art, we should not forget—as the site for an occupation.


[image: images]

Tidal: Occupy Theory, Occupy Strategy, issue 2, March 2012.



Hundreds of people responded to a call to gather around the fence at Duarte Square on December 17. However, counterintuitively to both protesters and police, a march set off moving north, away from the square. At the front of the march was one of Not an Alternative’s massive twenty-five-foot OWS banners, flanked by faith leaders like Rev. Michael Ellick and Sister Susan Wilcox in their ceremonial garb. The march moved north a few blocks and then slowly turned back towards Duarte Square, with a phalanx of marchers creating a buffer between police and the lead banner. The banner was brought directly up to the fence surrounding the square, and there, to the awe and delight of marchers, a lightweight retractable wooden ladder crafted at the Not an Alternative workshop was unveiled from underneath the banner. With the police held at bay by the hundreds of marchers pressed up against the fence, the ladder was erected atop the fence, and dozens of people crossed over the threshold into the vacant lot, led by Bishop George Packard, decked out in his official purple regalia.

Within minutes, police began to raid the square from the southern side, arresting dozens of occupiers who had made it into the lot. Meanwhile, a section of the fence was cut, significantly weakening it; occupiers began shaking the fence from the exterior with such force that it almost cascaded over onto the police inside the lot who were attempting to hold the wave of bodies at bay.

Fatefully, the fence was not torn down, and following the rapid arrest of those who had climbed over the fence, the energy of the action dispersed, leaving behind Interboro’s neoliberal “sculpture park” as an unoccupied wasteland devoid of people, enclosed by a fence and patrolled by the most powerful police force on earth. The occupation attempt was a failure in its stated aims, and it involved several significant legal causalities (most infamously the jailing of Mark Adams at Rikers Island for three months on accusations that he had cut open the fence to Duarte Square). However, the Duarte Square campaign also created a new set of linkages between Occupy, members of the contemporary art system, and radical faith activists. Further, it brought into relief the intransigent allegiance of powerful artistic institutions—like the LMCC—to the interests of the 1%, which would emerge again and again in subsequent years as a site of antagonism for artist-organizers emerging from Occupy.

Not an Alternative

While the campaign to acquire Duarte Square was unfolding, a different approach to the tactic of occupation was being developed, focused not on constructing an outdoor camp, but rather on struggles over the right to housing that had become especially acute with the 2008 mortgage-backed securities crisis. This was an arena in which Not an Alternative had worked prior to Occupy, and it was in this context that the group would further develop its “symbolic and tactical infrastructure” first deployed at Duarte Square.

Operating out of a fabrication space in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, the group had established itself in the mid-2000s as a hub of experimental spatial research and relationship-building between artists and organizers, especially those involved in struggles concerning land use, housing, gentrification, and displacement. Placing an emphasis on symbolic markers that could be shared across different sites and struggles, Not an Alternative drew upon principles of branding, messaging, media strategy, and action logic familiar to the world of nongovernmental activism. In part, this was related to the experience of the group’s cofounder Beka Economopoulos, a former organizing director for Greenpeace during the alterglobalization movement of the early 2000s. Jason Jones, the other cofounder of Not an Alternative, was an artist trained at the Whitney ISP. His original concerns had been with the intersections between sculpture, architecture, and urban planning, as well as the discourse of institutional critique, which both highlights the political and economic forces at play within mainstream art institutions, and constructs collective “counter-institutions” for radical cultural work.

As discussed in chapter one, Not an Alternative emerged during the radical ferment of the 2004 Republican Convention, facilitating a temporary fabrication and meeting space in Manhattan. Not an Alternative would soon acquire a semi-permanent space in Williamsburg, the Brooklyn neighborhood which at the time was the epicenter of gentrification in New York City. No Space, as the space was called, turned its attention to the problem of how low-level gentrifiers (typically artists and other “creatives”) might work in alliance with community groups struggling against the broader structural dynamics of real-estate speculation, privatization, and displacement that artists like Martha Rosler had begun to analyze in the 1990s.

Along with developing messaging and imagery related to defending community gardens and protesting developers, Not an Alternative also worked with campaigns involving the tactic of occupation. For instance, a 2009 collaboration with Picture the Homeless, a member-led housing rights organization, sought to reclaim a vacant lot owned by Chase Bank in Harlem for neighborhood use rather than private development in the rapidly gentrifying area.72 Not an Alternative and its allies assembled at the site under the auspices of shooting a music video, replete with catering, a specially costumed directorial team, and a crew to construct the film set. The latter was a key tactical element of the action. As construction proceeded, plywood platforms and vertical supports were set up, over which were then draped blue plastic tarps of the sort one might find in a homeless settlement, or indeed in a protest camp. After only an hour of rapid construction, the empty lot was filled with a veritable tent city, with an atmosphere that was at once festively inviting to local residents and media, and assertively militant in the face of the property owner. The catering table became a communal potluck, and the encampment became a stage for a dance party and ultimately a speak-out by community members concerning the potential contained in the site for communal use and enjoyment. Suspended between the tents was a banner reading “THEY SAY GENTRIFY, WE SAY OCCUPY.” At the level of both tactics and messaging, such actions clearly demonstrate the debt of Occupy to a longer history of illegal occupation and squatting.73

To this history, Not an Alternative brought a mediagenic aesthetics of “construction,” informed by both the do-it-yourself renovation techniques of squatters as well as the avant-garde art-historical legacy of Russian constructivism. Whereas Dada and Surrealism had sought each in their own way to unleash unconscious forces of destruction and desire against capitalist civilization, the Constructivists aimed to develop new graphic languages and spatial devices for the development of a revolutionary society.74 Needless to say, the conditions of a state-supported revolutionary arts program in the early Soviet Union and a self-organized arts collective in neoliberal New York are hardly comparable. But this very disjunction is part of what has made Not An Alternative interesting in artistic terms. What might collective reconstruction from below look like in the face of capitalist crisis and government bailouts to banks?

In both political and aesthetic terms, a breakthrough for Not an Alternative came in May 2011 with the emergence of the Indignados movement in Spain. The Indignados combined the logic of the outdoor occupation—in this case, at a mass scale in the manner of Tahrir Square—with a wave of organizing around austerity, debt, foreclosures, and evictions grounded in local communities. The Indignados had developed a messaging strategy and a visual language from the beginning of the “M15 movement,” as it was known, and this language resonated with the construction aesthetics that Not an Alternative had already been developing. The Spanish activists codified the use of bold black font against a yellow background, a combination that both optimized the visual “pop” of the text, as well as evoking the politics of space and spatial control, as with police tape or construction zones. They also deployed shields that at once anticipated police violence, while also functioning as messaging boards and quasi-architectural supports for the encampment. Thus, the “symbolic and tactical infrastructure,” as Not an Alternative describes it, that debuted on November 16, 2011, in Duarte Square grew out of a sustained translation between local and global experiences.

Occupy Homes

The occupation of Zuccoti Park had in principle global capitalism, with the abstract site of the Financial District as a kind of symbolic stand-in for the system in its entirety. Despite the slogan “Wall Street Is Everywhere,” the occupation, unlike in Spain, was not geographically or socially anchored in the day-to-day living environments most strongly affected by the crisis.

Infamously, throughout the 2000s banks had engaged in large-scale predatory lending in low-income communities of color, selling the narrative of home ownership as the foundation of the American Dream of private property, family wealth accumulation, and upward mobility. Speculating that these very consumers would be incapable of paying their mortgages, lenders bundled risky loans into exotic financial instruments and dispersed them across an increasingly deregulated global financial system in pursuit of quick profits.75

African-American and Latino families were the earliest and most deeply affected, with millions of people evicted from their homes or facing foreclosure, and millions of bank-owned properties standing empty. A simple axiom of radical housing activism as developed by groups such as Picture the Homeless and Take Back the Land had been: how do we match unhoused families with empty houses?

Among the hotspots of the foreclosure crisis was the neighborhood of East New York, Brooklyn, which a coalition of OWS and community-based organizations determined to use as a launching pad for a nation-wide “Occupy Our Homes” campaign on December 6, 2011. The day commenced with a “foreclosure tour” of the neighborhood led by local residents, clergy, and elected officials, stopping at three empty properties.

During these stops, a new piece of tactical equipment was deployed by Not an Alternative that shared the visual vocabulary of the materials from Duarte Square, namely, rolls of yellow and black adhesive tape. Instead of “Do Not Cross,” however, they read “OCCUPY,” at once a verbal injunction and a visual and physical cue related to the partitioning of space. Assigned teams were deployed to apply the tape to the foreclosed structures, marking the otherwise invisible presence of Wall Street crime scenes throughout the neighborhood. But in their injunction to Occupy, the site-markers also evoked the possibility of reclaiming the empty houses as life-supporting resources. Thus, the tape visually conjugated the figure of the crime scene—a place of forensic investigation of violence—with that of the construction zone, an area of unfinished collective work and potentiality.

This dual logic would take on a fully architectural form in the ultimate destination of the tour. A small tactical team had been tasked with identifying an abandoned home in the neighborhood that would be optimal for housing a homeless family, while a larger group within the tour had been asked to bring furniture with them as they marched through the neighborhood, holding aloft chairs, tables, bookshelves, and even potted houseplants as both surreal protest-props and gifts for the soon-to-be occupied home. When the tour arrived at the selected site, it found that a “housewarming party” was underway in front of the house, replete with colorful balloons, a potluck on the sidewalk, and the color-coded pavilions first deployed at Duarte Square several weeks prior, now emblazoned with the phrase “Occupied Real Estate.” The facade of the home had been transformed into a living assemblage of holiday wreaths, signs, and banners; most prominently, a massive yellow-and-black panel designed by Not An Alternative reading “Foreclose On Banks, Not On People” was affixed to the front of the house, and mili-tents were installed on the roof. The outside gate of the house was lined with yellow-and-black panels featuring a silk-screened portrait of the three-person family that had been matched with the home, an object-form first used by Picture the Homeless in the late 2000s. A welcoming ceremony then took place, with the family ascending the steps while gifts were passed through the open doors unbolted by a tactical team late the night before. The parents of the family emerged to address the crowd, declaring their resolve to stay put in the house in violation of the bank’s legal right to the property.76
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Occupy Homes, eviction defense, Sacramento, 2013. Tactical equipment by Not An Alternative.



After dark, the Illuminator projection device that had famously debuted on November 17 arrived, projecting the 99% logo onto the home, while an eviction-defense team stood guard to ward off the prospect of a police raid. The occupied home staged a dialectic of universality and site-specificity, with the figure of the 99% now grounded not in the symbolic heart of the system, but in a frontline community hit by the Wall Street crisis. The reoccupation of homes had hitherto been a necessarily clandestine and invisible tactic. It was now staged as what Stephen Duncombe would call an “ethical spectacle” in which the violation of the sanctity of private property in the name of communal use took on a kind of mythopoetic righteousness, appearing less as an act of anarchic illegality than a dream-like embodiment of a higher law of the commons.77 Indeed, remarkably enough, police stood by while the action took place, keeping a distance due in part to the presence of mainstream media, clergy, and local elected officials.

Media coverage of the action was highly positive, and in five other cities across the country, similar actions were undertaken to reoccupy bank-owned homes. The success story of East New York would, within several weeks, be soured by the discovery that the homeowner originally evicted from the structure was in fact still servicing the mortgage on the home, despite it having lain empty for three years. However, the action of December 6 proved to be a major catalyst for what would become the Occupy Homes network, which has continued to stage both eviction-defenses and reoccupations in cities such as Minneapolis, Atlanta, and Sacramento. The yellow-and-black occupation equipment—banners, pavilions, tape, and later, tents—provided a kind of visual and tactical thread traversing the national network, linking far-flung locations in a map of both dispossession and resistance.

Not An Alternative would subsequently develop new pieces of equipment for actions held at banks rather than homes—large mobile panels designed to resemble the facades of homes with the doors barred by plywood; bank logos; and a new iteration of the tape, this time reading “FORECLOSED.” These were introduced in what was billed by the F the Banks network as a nationally coordinated “Move-In Day” on March 23, 2012. In New York that day, a march led by Organizing for Occupation’s Auction Blockade Chorus—a group known for infiltrating and interrupting foreclosure auctions by breaking into a specially composed anti-eviction song—arrived at a large Bank of America office a few blocks north of Wall Street.

There, they were met by Occupy moving teams carrying sofas, chairs, tables, rugs, and houseplants, which were installed on the sidewalk along with Not An Alternative facades to blockade the entrance to the bank. On the one hand, it was as if the possessions of an evicted family had been transported from the sidewalk of their neighborhood straight to the front door of the bank responsible for their dispossession. On the other hand, the bank itself was momentarily locked up, with the domestic furnishings deposited on the street as if the bank had been subject to the action spelled out on the tape: “FORECLOSED.”

As a whole, Not An Alternative’s equipment articulated a new spatial politics to Occupy in several ways. First, in its standardized design, it served to map out connections between the specific sites wherein it was deployed and the abstract scale and narrative of Wall Street malfeasance. Second, in its wide and generous distribution within and beyond housing campaigns, it provided mobile markers of identification and tactical tools used in combination with other objects and forms. Finally, in its mimicry of official signage governing the use of space, it turned inside-out what Jacques Rancière would call the “police order,” which is designed to keep people within their circumscribed roles and routines of everyday life in conformity with the needs of capital.
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Occupy Wall Street/Occupy Homes, “Move-In Day,” Bank of America branch, Lower Manhattan, March 15, 2012.



Beyond the tactical seizure of physical space—whether parks, empty lots, or vacant homes—what other horizons of political action was Occupy able to open in the post-Zuccotti phase? As we will now see, the overlapping arenas of labor and debt would become major sites of activity, weaving in and out of the institutions of the contemporary art system.





Chapter 3

Artists, Workers, Debtors


What do we owe the banks? Nothing. What do we owe our friends, families, and communities? Everything.

The Invisible Army of Defaulters



Thus far I have tracked the central role played by artists in the initiation and cultivation of Occupy in its first phase, which revolved around the tactic of occupation. During this period, many artists withdrew from the confines of the art system altogether, undertaking their creative work in an expanded field of organizing.

However, both during the occupation and especially in the extended period following the eviction, questions concerning the specific class composition and material conditions of artists relative to other members of the “99%” would emerge as an overt concern. This concern would in turn be supplemented by efforts to address the widespread condition of indebtedness in which the great majority of artists are submerged along with the rest of the population, posing the question of how debtors might constitute themselves as collective political subject. This triangulation of the figures of the artist, the worker, and the debtor has taken various forms, weaving in and out of the institutions of the art system. This dynamic has involved both the antagonistic targeting of institutions for direct action, as well as utilizing them as sympathetic resource pools and media platforms for initiatives that exceed their economic and institutional parameters.

In this chapter I will track these triangulations by first exploring relevant conversations in art discourse prior to Occupy, and then by examining four different political formations emerging during and after the movement: Arts and Labor, May Day 2012, Strike Debt/Rolling Jubilee Free Cooper Union, and the Global Ultra Luxury Faction (G.U.L.F)

Art and Work on the Eve of Occupy

On May 1, 2012, a coalition of Occupy activists, labor unions, and immigrant justice groups gathered in New York City’s Union Square in a massive celebration of International Workers’ Day. In a photo taken that day, a grimacing skull gazes out at us from a placard, the surface of the death’s head encrusted in glittering diamonds that make it stand out dramatically against the black background. The placard is affixed by zip ties to the rear side of a backpack that in turn rests alongside others on the honeycomb pattern of brick pavement. Printed in bold white font beneath the skull is the numerical cipher: 1%.
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Anonymous placard, May Day 2012, Union Square.



The conjunction of the skull and the figure of the 1% could be read as suggesting the death and suffering that goes hand in hand with the glittering facade of Wall Street wealth, from the brutality of corporate diamond mines in Africa to the massive destruction of livelihoods during the mortgage-backed securities crisis in 2008. It could also be read as a portrait of that 1% itself, a prophetic vision of gilded remains preserved like King Tut’s tomb for the horrified contemplation of future generations after capitalism has dug its own grave. However, to readers of publications like Artforum and October—as well as the Wall Street Journal—the diamond-encrusted skull would have a more precise resonance. It would be recognizable as an infamous work of contemporary art by celebrity-artist Damien Hirst, entitled For the Love of God.

In 2007, Hirst commissioned a platinum casting of a human skull inlaid with eight thousand high-quality diamonds. Hirst put the object on sale for fifty million dollars, making it the most expensive artwork in history. Hirst himself then formed a consortium of anonymous investors to purchase the object itself. Suffice to say, For the Love of God was as much a performative act of manipulating the media spectacle and market value of Hirst’s own oeuvre as it was a precious material object.

That this gesture was taken seriously in artistic terms, however symptomatically, is evident in the fact that the skull graced the cover of a special issue of Artforum devoted to “Art and Its Markets” in April 2008. As suggested by the title, the editorial contention of the issue was that “the market” could not be treated as a monolithic, overpowering entity. Nevertheless, the bulk of the issue was devoted to diagnosing the accelerating financialization of the art system, the increasing centrality of global art fairs and biennials to the shaping of careers, and the conjuncture of art and celebrity culture.1 While the stance of the special issue was certainly critical of the status quo, it was haunted by the embarrassingly evident irony that, as Marxist critic Isabelle Graw put it in a roundtable discussion with, among others, the millionaire art collector Dakis Joannou, “The institution nowadays consists of a global art industry producing visuality and meaning, with people like us more or less ‘institutionalized’ in it. What does it mean to be ‘critical’ under such conditions? Critique implies distance, but this distance has to be renegotiated as well as on the basis of the critic’s own implication in that system.”2 For the Love of God was thus especially apropos for Artforum, given its evocation of still life tradition of the early Dutch bourgeoisie, wherein glittering emblems of wealth were juxtaposed with the memento mori of the skull as a reminder of the tempting sinfulness of worldly riches in the eyes of god—a moral conundrum best described by the phrase “embarrassment of riches.”3

Four years later, after the deepest financial crisis since the Depression and the eruption of a planetary cycle of democratic struggles, the image of Hirst’s skull on a placard in Union Square was a far cry from the agonized handwringing of a magazine like Artforum concerning the moral conundrums of the global art market. Here, it was inscribed by an anonymous, precarious art worker into a collective narrative of class antagonism, publically displayed as an emblem in celebration of International Workers’ Day.

Along with providing a compelling icon of the 1% as a kind of gilded death-machine, the placard draws retrospective attention to a major blind spot in many discussions of “the market” in the art system in the first decade of the 2000s—namely, the actual work that goes into fueling and servicing the art system beyond the most spectacular careers of individual artists.4

“Art and Its Markets” arrived on shelves just as the 2008 financial crisis was unfolding. The crisis destroyed massive amounts of wealth across the economy, with the immediate ramifications being the seizure of homes from working-class families, the wave of structural adjustment imposed on public institutions by right-wing legislators, and massive layoffs in all sectors, including Wall Street itself. Inevitably, the crisis also had ramifications for the art economy. For the ultra-rich, blue-chip artworks could provide a relatively secure investment for future profit during an otherwise uncertain crisis period. On the other hand, large portions of the disposable wealth typically lavished by other layers of elites on gallery sales, auctions, and philanthropic donations to nonprofit arts organizations dried up. This was combined in turn with public austerity measures affecting museums, schools, and state-subsidized arts agencies. This combination had ripple effects throughout the economic infrastructure of the arts in particular and the cultural sector more broadly. If “the market” had for the past decade been understood largely in moral terms—i.e., the shameless pursuit of profit and celebrity at the expense of critical cultural value—the crisis put the arts squarely back into a broader field of political economy, threatening to ignite the simmering antagonism therein. In the arts, those most affected were of course the workers at the lowest rungs of power, influence, and income, ranging from art handlers to security guards to office administrators and adjunct instructors, and indeed to artists themselves (many of whom struggle to hold down multiple piecemeal jobs at the same time).

Throughout the decade following the alterglobalization movement, analyses began to develop that were highly cognizant of the lived condition of working in the cultural field under conditions of neoliberalism. Even during boon times, the cultural field was structured by precarity, insecurity, and indebtedness, requiring the cultural worker—from visual artist to designer to musician to adjunct instructor—to forge an entrepreneurial subjectivity of the sort celebrated as paradigmatic for contemporary work by business gurus and neoliberal policymakers.5 Though lacking the security of a full-time, spatially finite job, this worker was assumed to benefit from a newfound freedom, creativity, and mobility. Driven less by traditional markers of financial success and more, it was said, by an impassioned attachment to their self-organized work, artists were imagined to be the vanguard of the so-called creative economy. The most infamous iteration of this argument was Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class, which provided the planning paradigm for culture-led redevelopment throughout US cities. 6 In this ideological vision, artists bring culture, cosmopolitanism, unconventional lifestyles, and more to otherwise struggling economic environments. The presence of artists and other creative workers is understood as contributing to an intangible sense of site-specific uniqueness that in turn becomes attractive to employers and investors, bringing affluent people back into otherwise forsaken inner cities, along with cultural amenities—galleries, restaurants, bars, boutiques, and so forth.

Against the sanguine narrative of the creative class, many artists and critics highlighted a dual dynamic at play in the role of art in the neoliberal urban economy. First, they understood that the rhetoric of “neighborhood revitalization” was in fact an ideological cover for gentrification—a dynamic adversely impacting long-time residents of color, but also ultimately doubling back on the very pioneers of gentrification themselves.7 In fact, the romantic image of the scrappy artist making ends meet through a discontinuous series of “projects” and “jobs” obscured their precarity: their lack of job security, health care, and regular income; public austerity measures; ever-escalating rents; and endless debt servitude through student loans as well as credit card debt to meet basic needs. The idea of the entrepreneurial artist as the paradigmatic worker in the new economy also obscured the differences between, say, an artist working irregular hours from home on a laptop, and a low-income retail or janitorial worker.8
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Temporary Services, Art Work: A National Conversation About Art, Labor, and Economics, installation of newspaper-stacks, 2009.



Thus, when the 2008 crisis arrived, the creative class narrative was already at odds with the lived experience of most people working in the so-called creative industries, especially those revolving around highly individuated production such as the visual artists whose livelihood also depended on working in sectors beyond the cultural field.

These analyses coalesced in 2009 when Chicago-based Temporary Services collective—participants in The Interventionists and Democracy in America exhibitions discussed in chapter one—curated a “mobile exhibition” in the form of a widely circulated free newspaper entitled Art Work: A National Conversation About Art, Labor, and Economics. The newspaper contained the voices of several dozen artists, critics, and collectives working to politicize and transform the economic conditions of art in particular and work more generally in the face of the crisis.9

Art Work was a perfect antidote to the special Artforum issue on “Art and Its Markets” with its fetishistic focus on the realm of blue-chip gallery artists and global exhibition platforms. Collaboratively produced, freely distributed, and designed as a catalyst for localized democratic discussion about the lived economic reality of working in the artistic sector, Art Work set forth an historically informed analytical framework that would take on great resonance two years later in the context of Occupy. Several contributions to the paper are worth noting to get a sense of the historical trajectory laid out by the project.

First, artist and historian Nicholas Lampert offered a pocket history of the Depression-era Artists Union, which was formed to collectively bargain with the primary employer of artists during that period, the Works Progress Administration. This period was unique in art history, insofar as large numbers of artists shared a common employer and oftentimes common work spaces, as opposed to working from an individual studio for a competitive marketplace. The Artists Union organized strikes of art workers, occupied government buildings, and contributed their talents and skills to the visual culture of fellow workers struggling in other sectors, designing posters, magazines, props, and pageants.10

Art historian Julia Bryan-Wilson offered a concise account of the Art Workers’ Coalition (1969–71), which brought artists together in a new political imaginary of the artist as “art worker” opposing the ruling elites of the art system.11 Their grievances understood the economic conditions of working artists in light of the undemocratic organization of the art system and its complicity with the military-industrial complex (exemplified by the presence of the Rockefeller family on the board of trustees of MoMA). Demands included replacing elite museum trustees with artists on the governing boards of museums, free access to museums for working class people, the decentralization of museums into communities of color, the increased representation of women artists and artists of color, a delinking of commercial interests for museum programming, and a variety of mechanisms for protecting the rights of individual artists in terms of fees, contracts, and exhibition conditions. The specific concerns and grievances of the AWC were set off against the backdrop of the Vietnam war and the New Left, with smaller clusters like Guerilla Art Action Group and allies such as the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition engaging in more confrontational protest actions within the museum.

A third comprehensive piece included in Art Work was a reading by activist art critic Brian Holmes of “Communiqué from an Absent Future” released by the Research and Destroy Collective during the wave of campus occupations in the University of California system in 2009.12 Informed by the neo-Situationist insurrectionism of the French journal Tiqqun, the communiqué reads the California austerity crises and resistance thereto in light of a deeper crisis of capitalism more generally that exceeds limited questions of state budgets, higher education policy, or indeed the very specialized identity of the student. While expressing solidarity with student protests, the communiqué rails against any nostalgia for a supposed golden age of public education: education, they argue, has always been geared toward the training by the state of docile workers, who are in turn calibrated with the needs of capital. During the relative stability of the Keynesian period, this system may have held together. But with the mutation of capital in the twenty-first century, the army of educated workers produced by the university system has become increasingly redundant relative to the contracting labor market. The university system thus produces a kind of overeducated surplus army destined not for gainful employment, but rather a lifetime of precarity and debt. For Research and Destroy, the university is thus a site of insurrectionary class struggle to be occupied, communized, and eventually abolished by the redundant population of student-workers in concert with a broader population of dispossessed and redundant proletarians. While Holmes’s assessment of Research and Destroy is overall positive, he proposes that the university might nevertheless offer resources and spaces of use to radical social movements even in the absence of an abolitionist uprising.

Taken together, these three pieces laid out a broad historical narrative for the present. In the 1930s, artists were part of the industrial labor force, and organized in the form of trade unions. In the 1970s, artists developed a radical political consciousness, but their work consisted primarily of targeting mainstream institutions for democratization, and only secondarily politicizing the economic conditions of art work itself. By the 2000s, artists began to recognize themselves among the legions of other highly educated, highly indebted surplus workers structurally excluded and psychologically demoted from the mythic horizon of the American Dream forged during the Keynesian era.

These three historical phases provided the backbone of Art Work, which included a rich set of additional materials—anonymous personal testimonies from artists concerning their conditions of life and work; a diagrammatic analysis by Lize Mogel of the structure of the nonprofit art world in which many radically oriented artists struggle to sustain themselves (typically supplemented by work outside the art system); and the mission statement of the then recently founded Working Artists in the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.), devoted to establishing industry-wide standards of compensation for artists by galleries, museums, and non-profit spaces. The publication also included a variety of projects concerned with building small-scale “solidarity economies” at odds with the market-orientation and bureaucratic machinery of the mainstream art system, including the Just Seeds Cooperative (the work of which would go on to overlap with Occuprint), the City from Below project in Baltimore (a network of anarchist cooperatives and cultural centers), InCubate (an autonomous financing system dedicated to supporting politically engaged art projects), and OurGoods, described as “an infrastructure for mutualism” devoted to “facilitating the barter of skills, spaces, and objects” independently of the monetized economy.

Reinventing the Art Worker?

As amply demonstrated by Art Work, the conditions of cultural labor had been intensively theorized in the late 2000s, though it was not attached to any kind of coordinated political mobilization (that was perhaps the organizational aspiration of the Art Work project itself). The advent of Occupy created space for these ideas to be tested out within a new populist narrative of the 99%, and for artists to embrace in earnest the political identity of worker, soon thereafter supplemented by the identity of the debtor.

The earliest instance of this new political identity within the milieu of Occupy was a group calling itself Arts and Labor.13 Arts and Labor was an offshoot of Arts and Culture, one of the largest and earliest working groups dating back to the founding assembly of OWS which had functioned primarily as a kind of clearinghouse for artists of all sorts seeking to plug their creative skills into the larger work of the movement. Founded by artists including Blithe Riley, Annie Shaw, and Chris Kasper (author of an important “Open Letter to Labor Servicing the Culture Industry” in the months before Occupy), Arts and Labor was highly self-conscious of the historical background and theoretical analyses put forward in Art Work.14 Much of its initial work involved basic consciousness-raising sessions devoted to facilitating the deprivatization of affects and grievances on the part of those working in the art system. In its first month, the group issued the following mission statement:


Arts and Labor is a working group founded in conjunction with the New York General Assembly for #occupywallstreet. We are artists and interns, writers and educators, art handlers and designers, administrators, curators, assistants, and students. We are all art workers and members of the 99%. Arts and Labor is dedicated to exposing and rectifying economic inequalities and exploitative working conditions in our fields through direct action and educational initiatives. By forging coalitions, fighting for fair labor practices, and reimagining the structures and institutions that frame our work, Arts and Labor aims to achieve parity for every member of the 99%.15



A question Arts and Labor grappled with from the beginning had been the question of unionization. Lacking a common employer, working in a piecemeal manner often tied up with intimate social networks rather than faceless corporations, and faced with an ingrained culture of entrepreneurial careerism, what were the prospects of an Art Worker’s Union in the current historical juncture? At the same time, how might the gathering together and collective identification of workers create space for the kinds of sustainable, noncapitalist art economies imagined in Art Work and being put into ad hoc practice in Zuccotti Park during the occupation?

Several strands of work emerged from the group during the high point of its existence. The first was an intensive process of self-education and research concerned with the long-term reimagining of the art system involving both finite institutional reforms (such as those proposed by WAGE) and the creation of autonomous, parallel institutions organized not around individualist competition but rather networks of mutual support and collective work in the vein of “solidarity economy” groups like Solidarity NYC.16 The second strand was concerned with the urgency of specific campaigns operating in the orbit of the broader Occupy networks. Indeed, the most visible work of Arts and Labor was its contribution to the ongoing struggle of unionized art handlers at the Sotheby’s auction house. 17 In the summer of 2011, several months prior to Occupy, members of Teamsters Local 814 had been locked out of their jobs by Sotheby’s in retaliation for pressure exerted by union negotiators for an improvement in benefits. As a company dealing in cultural luxuries, Sotheby’s was a highly visible emblem of the 1% closely connected to the cultural and political establishment of New York City. Indeed, among the board members of Sotheby’s was Diana Taylor, the domestic partner of New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg.

Beginning in late September 2011, Sotheby’s was among the first labor struggles with which Occupy as a whole would interface.18 Occupiers assisted with turnout at on-site rallies at Sotheby’s, as well as a series of disruptions of Sotheby’s auctions, one of which memorably provoked Diana Taylor to declare that she would resign from the board if the demands of the workers were met.

The relationship was further facilitated by Occupy Museums, the group that had worked with Phillip Glass during the Duarte Square campaign, and whose membership overlapped with that of Arts and Labor. In January 2012, the alliance ratcheted up the campaign by targeting two of Sotheby’s most high-visibility clients, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) and the Whitney Museum.

In this first major action undertaken by the new coalition, dozens of occupiers took advantage of the Free Fridays program at MoMA, in which the typical twenty-five-dollar entrance fee is waived and the museum stays open into the evening (ironically, Free Fridays had been the result of demands by the Art Workers’ Coalition in the 1960s to expand public access, but in the 2000s had come under the official sponsorship of the Target corporation).

Having slipped into the museum, the group then initiated a general assembly, taking over the cavernous atrium of the museum with micchecks and break-out groups, transposing the forms of Zuccotti Park into the heart of the art system (meanwhile, a stink bomb was activated by a rogue affinity group, sending evil smells throughout the pristine atmosphere of the museum—an obnoxious but historically significant reenactment of an action made in the same space by Black Mask in the late 1960s). The yellow-and-black Occupy banners of Not an Alterative were set up in front of the facade of the museum—connecting the museum to other sites of 1% injustice—while a banner designed by the Novads collective reading “Hang Art, Not Workers” was dropped from the balcony of the atrium, before being confiscated by museum personnel and becoming an inadvertent “addition” to MoMA’s collection.19

The MoMA action proved emboldening for occupiers and their allies in 814, and it paved the way for the exertion of further pressure on Sotheby’s itself and its high profile—and ostensibly liberal-minded—partners such as the Whitney, whose taste-making biennial was scheduled to open in the first week of March.

A first salvo targeting the Whitney was a call from Arts and Labor, issued independently of the coalition, to “End the Whitney Biennial” on the grounds that the celebrated art event exemplified all of the worst features of the actually existing art system:
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Occupy Wall Street/Occupy Museums action at Museum of Modern Art, January 17, 2012. Banner by Not An Alternative.




It upholds a system that benefits collectors, trustees, and corporations at the expense of art workers…The Whitney Museum, with its system of wealthy trustees and ties to the real estate industry, perpetuates a model in which culture enhances the city and benefits the 1% of our society while driving others into financial distress.20



Coinciding with the “End the Biennial” call, on the morning of the opening day of the biennial an official-looking press release was issued on behalf of the Whitney stating that the museum had decided to cut its ties with both Sotheby’s and Deutsche Bank, the two primary corporate sponsors of the exhibition. The press release was keyed to the website whitney2012.org, a perfect mirror site of the official whitney.org homepage. This was a tactic called “identity correction” developed by the tactical media group the Yes Men, in which a fictional avatar of an institution claims to have changed its mode of behavior, in turn forcing the “real” institution to retract the fictional statement and affirm its actual upholding of the status quo.21 Indeed, following this script, the museum was forced to inform reporters that the museum was in fact maintaining its relationship with Sotheby’s, and that the labor dispute was none of the museum’s concern.22

These media actions were in turn followed by pickets in front of the museum on the opening weekend of the biennial, as well as an assembly inside the exhibition wherein 814 members including David Martinez—himself an artist and organizer—addressed themselves to the museum-going audience. In a striking instance of intergenerational exchange, New York Times critic and Arts and Labor member Martha Schwenender mic-checked a message of support from Lucy Lippard, the legendary cofounder of the Art Workers’ Coalition in the 1960s and a long-time theorist of art and activism up to the present.23

While in and of themselves none of the these actions were especially high-risk or hugely disruptive to the overall operations of their targets, from the perspective of contemporary art history it is difficult to overemphasize the significance of the actions undertaken at MoMA and the Whitney. As noted in the beginning of this book, throughout the 2000s, a premium had been put in criticism and curating alike on work engaged with political themes. But almost without exception, all such work had taken place comfortably within the sanctioned frame of the institution, whether indoors or as part of a festival or biennial with the approval of curators and administrators. Few if any unauthorized art interventions had occurred inside a major New York museum since the actions of the Art Workers’ Coalition in the 1960s, and even the historically important strike of MoMA’s administrative workers in 2000 had cautiously left the space of the museum untouched.

These actions provided a training ground for a new round of artist-organizers who would become further emboldened in subsequent years when it came to utilizing the highly visible platforms of the arts as amplifiers for solidarity struggles. Further, the cumulative efforts of Occupy were credited by 814 with having helped to force Sotheby’s back to the negotiating table, resulting in the ultimate return of the workers to their jobs in May of 2012.24

May Day

While the collaboration between Occupy arts groups such as Arts and Labor and Occupy Museums and 814 developed over the course of spring 2012, a more far-ranging coalition was in the process of being constructed between Occupy in its entirety and the New York City labor movement in advance of what was projected to be an epic celebration of International Workers’ Day on May 1. May Day commemorates the mass strike of workers agitating for the eight-hour work day in Chicago in 1886, during which strikers were killed by police and alleged anarchists bombed the police in retaliation. May 1 is celebrated as a massive public holiday throughout much of the world. Ironically, the exception to this had been the United States following the suppression of May Day activities during the Cold War, until it was reactivated by the immigrant justice movement in 2006.25

In the months following the eviction of Zuccotti Park, much of the collective energy of Occupy as a whole was invested in May Day, with two overlapping intentions. The first was to use the day to help solidify an enduring coalition process with immigrant and labor groups for long-term movement building. At the same time, May Day was also imagined as an occasion for amplifying the anticapitalist aspirations of Occupy with a call for a city-wide general strike of the kind that had taken place in Oakland the previous November.

The intricacies and tensions of the May Day organizing process have been extensively documented elsewhere, but suffice to say that a general strike did not occur on May 1.26 However, for the purposes of this chapter, May Day is highly significant in considering how artists have negotiated their identity as workers. For Occupy, May Day was a feat of collective artistic imagination, conjuring up the dream of a city simultaneously shut down and opened up through the noncompliance of the urban workforce. The artistic objects produced on and around May Day crystallize in material form this dream image, even while speaking to the limitations of Occupy as a political formation lacking the capacity to incarnate its universalizing figure of the 99% in a sustained cross-sectoral alliance or social movement.

The May Day process involved a proliferation of artistic forms with a high level of stylistic diversity. Posters, pamphlets, stickers, banners, props, and costumes were woven throughout the build-up, existing in multiple platforms, from social media memes to direct actions in urban space, all embodying in their own way the aspirations projected onto May Day.
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Occupy Wall Street, Spring Training exercises, March 8, 2012. Banner by Debra Thimesch.



These objects demonstrated a wide spectrum of tones and valences. One end of this spectrum emphasized the negativity of the general strike as a form of subtraction or withdrawal from figurative representation, typically expressed through stark, pared-down forms. The other end of the spectrum might be called the affirmative pole, visually prefiguring the creativity and festivity to be released with the coming strike. This pole was informed by the seasonal narrative of spring (familiar from the figure of the “Arab Spring”) exemplified by the carnivalesque “Spring Training” sessions held each week at Zuccotti Park, devoted to athletically and mentally preparing participants for May Day.

Among the representative examples of the negative pole of the May Day imaginary, we can cite a pair of austere wheat-paste posters found throughout Brooklyn in the spring of 2012. In the poster to the left, a thick horizontal band of red strikes through the white field, creating a division within the plane, with a red circle hovering at the lower right-hand corner as a kind of nascent revolutionary force recalling the agitprop of Russian Constructivists in the early years of the Soviet Union. Accompanying the image is the injunction “ALL OUT,” and at the bottom of the poster, the words “MAY DAY 5-1-12.” In the adjacent poster, a column of different kinds of “workers” is printed in a vertical list descending arbitrarily according to word count so as to create a kind of visual wedge in the overall field. Recalling the reductive, text-based aesthetics of Conceptual Art, the litany is printed in lower-case black font and starts with “communication workers,” ending with “sex workers,” “art workers,” and finally, in red, “all workers.” The red strike-bar inscribes a social division in which “all workers” come to identify as a single element—the red circle—that is nevertheless understood to encompass a potentially endless series of subject positions that only come into a unitary identification when responding to the summons “ALL OUT.” All out—as in all out of the workplaces and into the streets, but also perhaps an exit or withdrawal from the limited identifications prescribed to different workers by the dominant order, an injunction to strike through or cancel divisions through an act of solidarity in opposition to a common enemy.

Another design in this vein of austere aesthetic subtraction is the apparently simple phrase, printed in black against a white background on numerous stickers and posters, “I PREFER NOT TO,” a literary reference to Herman Melville’s celebrated short story “Bartleby the Scrivener.”27 In the story, a low-level copyist in a Wall Street office uncannily repeats this phrase in response to directives from his boss to perform work tasks, to the point that Bartleby eventually is doing almost nothing at all other than repeating the phrase and physically occupying the space of the office without explanation. Philosophers from Agamben to Blanchot have read Bartleby as an enigmatic herald of radical noncompliance, a “human strike” as Tiqqun might put it, withdrawing from any imperative to work, make, or create within the parameters of capitalist sovereignty.28
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Anonymous May Day posters, April 2012, Williamsburg, Brooklyn.



However, Hardt and Negri have argued that the figure of Bartleby’s passive refusal is an “incomplete beginning” and must be accompanied by an affirmation of potential and the constitution of “a new social body” of the commons.29

In this spirit, in the weeks prior to May Day, the emergency gates to the 1 subway line in New York City were “locked open” by an anonymous affinity group proffering “free rides” to subway users at a moment when the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA)—a public entity debt-bonded to Wall Street creditors—was imposing much-despised fare hikes on New Yorkers.30 The action was undertaken in the name of the MTA itself through perfectly mimicked signage reading “Free Entry No Fares Collected System Wide All Times” and “Planned System Interruption May 1 General Strike.” Negative interruption of the fare system—a taxation on the daily lives of urban workers—was here linked to a bountiful opening and sharing of the commons.

As Peter Linebaugh has pointed out, May Day combines the “red” history of worker’s struggle, and the “green” imaginary of popular celebrations of spring as a time of fertility, birth, and rejuvenation in which people are released from the frozen toils of winter. May Day “was always a celebration of all that is free and life-giving in the world…Whatever else it was, it was not a time to work.”31

A core iconographic figure of May Day was the May Pole, as evoked in a series of illustrations by Walter Crane for the socialist magazine The Clarion in the 1890s. Crane was a participant in the Arts and Crafts movement, which contained important strands of radical socialism focused on workers’ struggles, unalienated labor, and a proto-ecological concern for the organic environment.32 In these images, the female allegorical figure of spring holds a banner reading “Socialization-Solidarity-Humanity” as she morphs into tree-like monument, the branches of which extend down as ribbons grasped by dancing revelers and imprinted with both specific demands from the labor movement—“Eight Hour Day,” “Employer Liability,” and “Adult Suffrage”—and visionary exhortations such as “Land Is for the People,” “Leisure for All,” and “A Life Worth Living.”
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Anonymous May Day sticker, April 2012.
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Anonymous subway action, March 28, 2012.



Crane’s image was strikingly brought to life on May Day 2012 by the People’s Puppets Guild, which handcrafted a fully functional May Pole for the rally at Union Square. Measuring fifteen feet tall, the pole was ringed with a garland of flowering vines and crowned with a cardboard medallion reading, in calligraphic script designed by Rachel Schragis, “All of Our Grievances Are Connected.” Each of the dozens of ribbons attached to the May Pole was inscribed with different “grievances” against Wall Street, which would come in and out of legibility as they were braided or woven together through the mobile participation of dancing bodies moving in a circular formation around the pole.
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Walter Crane, “The Workers’ May Pole,” The Clarion, 1894.
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Occupy Wall Street People’s Puppets, May Pole, May 1, 2012.



The overall aesthetic texture of the May Day rally and march was highly diverse, with dozens of workers’ blocs and cultural groups presenting their own artistic forms ranging from a troupe of Aztec dancers from Sunset Park to a fleet of cabs decorated by the Taxi Workers Alliance to a multigenre, multicultural concert kicked off by the come-one-come-all 99% Guitarmy led by Tom Morello and featuring acts including Dan Deacon, Immortal Technique, Das Racist, and Bobby Sanabria.

Among the many workers’ blocs within the May Day events were Arts and Labor, whose members brought forth an impressive collection of props and signage ranging from a massive novelty-sized check for two billion dollars signed by “corporate America” and addressed to “unpaid interns” (a sizeable part of the workforce in the arts) to a banner handcrafted from diaphanous, translucent floral-patterned fabric and embroidered with the phrase “Art Strike!”

Like the May Pole, the Art Strike banner had a kind of hallucinatory beauty, evoking apparently archaic forms of collective, noncapitalist craft in opposition to the hermeticism and irony characteristic of much gallery-based, individually made contemporary art. The banner was an image of work, its refusal, and its reinvention; but it was also haunted by the question posed by Gerald Raunig in his analysis of class composition of cultural workers:
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Arts and Labor, banner, May Day, 2012.




What does it mean to strike, when the continuity of the working day has been irrevocably relegated to the Fordist past…just like the boundary between working time and leisure time? What can strike mean for creative workers, whose punch clocks know no on and off, but only countless versions of on?33



For Raunig, art strike points the way to a “reterritorialization” of artistic skills, resources, and networks in solidarity with all those subjected to precarity rather than just artists per se. This is perhaps the best way to interpret the imagination of the handcrafted Art Strike banner—not a cessation of art entirely, but a repurposing thereof as a form of collective creativity and resistance in solidarity with all workers’ struggles. As Raunig points out elsewhere in his discussion of artists’ participation in European May Day actions, a tension within the figure of the artist as “precarious worker” concerns the vast differences in experiences of “precarity” between an MFA student, for instance, and an undocumented service worker.34

For all of the creative energy poured into it by artists and others, May Day ultimately involved a highly conventional march and rally, followed by an inconclusive attempt to reoccupy a space in the financial district. In terms of its stated goal of a general strike, May Day was a “failure” for Occupy, retrospectively appearing as a kind of hallucination or fever dream. Yet it is precisely the dream-like quality of May Day that made the artistic production surrounding it so interesting. The objects produced under the sign of May Day embodied in sensuous form the revolutionary desires unleashed by Occupy, while at the same time demonstrating its limits.

However, as suggested by Chris Longenecker, the May Day process demonstrated the possibility of using large-scale “days of action” for alliance building between anarchists and other kinds of left formations in such a way as to balance autonomy and solidarity. Indeed, enduring critical connections were established during the May Day planning between artists and activists working in the area of labor struggles.35 The connections would feed into significant projects in subsequent months and years, including the campaign by the Laundry Workers’ Center to occupy and self-organize immigrant workers at the Hot and Crusty Bakery (a story captured in the acclaimed documentary Hand That Feeds), struggles by low-wage workers for the fifteen-dollar minimum wage, and the work of Arts and Labor in 2013 to support the unionization of art handlers at the Frieze Art Fair.36 Most significantly for the story of Strike Art was the solidarity work undertaken starting in 2014 at a transnational scale by the artist collective Global Ultra Luxury Faction (G.U.L.F.), which targeted the exploitative labor practices and debt servitude underlying the construction of a new branch of the Guggenheim museum in Abu Dhabi. G.U.L.F., which I will discuss at the end of this chapter, involved the articulation of workers’ struggles with a new emphasis on the politics of the debtor.

Strike Debt

As a period of collective disappointment set in following May Day, an “infinite strike” (grève illimitée) was unfolding in Quebec, led by Montreal public university students protesting the massive tuition hikes being introduced by the provincial government. The hikes, proclaimed the strikers, were set to plunge an entire generation into a lifetime of student debt of the sort that was all but unknown in Canada given its historic commitment to publically subsidized higher education. The common condition looming for this generation was to be, in other words, “squarely in the red” (carrément dans le rouge). More than a passing turn of phrase to describe a negative condition of indebtedness, “squarely in the red” had emerged as an essential political trope, rallying cry, and point of identification for the students and their allies across the city. Further, the strikers had developed a shared aesthetic repertoire to stage the transformation of indebtedness from being a negative, less-than-zero condition to one of collective power. The visual matrix of this repertoire was the figure of a plain red square, which took on a multiplicity of physical forms, ranging from flags, banners, placards, props, costumes, face-paintings, and, most ubiquitously, small, hand-cut squares of red felt affixed to the bodies of strikers with safety pins.37

In aesthetic terms, the red squares brought together several formal antinomies—universality and singularity, abstraction and embodiment, visuality and tactility. On the one hand, the red square evoked the legacy of monochromatic abstraction and geometric equivalence explored by Soviet avant-gardes artists like El Lissitzky, for whom the red square was intended as dynamic cipher for the communist People-in-formation during the crisis of the Russian Civil War.38 On the other, the pliable material of felt—redolent of bodily warmth and insulation—and the handmade, irregular quality of the squares gave them an intimate singularity and horizontal accessibility.39 Taken together, these two dimensions of the red square served to mediate between the unimaginable abstraction of the global financial system and the all-too-tangible material and affective experience of suffering as a debtor—a condition, however, that was now being brought into public visibility and shared as a collective condition.
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Strike Debt meme, released June 2012.



When it arrived in New York City as a simple digital photograph attached to an email with a call for solidarity with Quebec, the red square was immediately taken up by a new initiative calling itself Strike Debt. Beyond being a mere symbol, the red square would become a polymorphous semiotic machine comparable, as David Joselit has suggested, to the pink triangle of ACT UP.40 Taking on a multiplicity of iterations, the square would contribute to the theoretical analysis, political imaginary, and embodied actions of an emerging debt-resistors movement in which art and artists would play a crucial role.

Since the beginning of Occupy, the suffering of debtors had been a frequent point of reference, whether in the polyphonic voices of the cardboard signs at Zuccotti or on the “We Are the 99 Percent” Tumblr website, where tens of thousands of people uploaded personal testimonials about their own conditions of indebtedness. Further, some of the most prominent campaigns emerging from Occupy had been Occupy Homes, concerned with the foreclosure crisis, and the Occupy Student Debt Campaign, which had succeeded in drawing national attention to the student debt crisis with 1T Day in April 2012 (marking the fact that outstanding student debt has reached one trillion dollars). However, these organizing efforts tended to treat different forms of debt as single-issue campaigns in isolation from one another. The emerging question was how to create a new political and aesthetic horizon in which an alliance between those suffering from different kinds of debt could find each other, identify as debtors, and act collectively as such against the power of the banks.

If access to credit had once been understood to facilitate the mythic American Dream of mass consumption and upward mobility of working-class people through homeownership and higher education—a dream traversed deeply by racial inequality—debt by the 2000s had become a kind of nightmare of dependence and servitude.41 As wages have stagnated, austerity measures are enforced, and employment is increasingly precarious, a lifetime burden of debt service is now an existential condition for the majority, with wages perpetually mortgaged in advance to banks to pay for basic life-supporting goods in the present.42 Even those excluded from mainstream credit systems are still preyed upon by lending institutions, exemplified by payday loan sharks and pawn shops that dot poor neighborhoods of color. Further, bondage to Wall Street is also established through municipal debt, as cities like Detroit underfunded by state and federal governments are forced by creditors to enact austerity measures as part of their debt service in a manner structurally similar to sovereign debt crises in the Global South and Southern Europe.43

Rather than a supplementary facet of the overall economy, the debt system is a primary engine of profits for an increasingly sovereign Wall Street, resulting in what Andrew Ross calls a “creditocracy” wherein both the political and material conditions of citizenship are eviscerated and the costs of social reproduction are increasingly internalized by workers —a dynamic with a strongly gendered dimension, as Silvia Federici has argued.44 In an essay concerned with the differences and overlaps between struggles around the wage-relation and that of the debt-relation, George Caffentzis writes that in ideological terms, debt “tends to be individualizing and alienating. Debtors do not necessarily know one another unless they reveal their condition to one another, and they are often too guilty or ashamed to do so.”45 Thus, a crucial first step in the development of Strike Debt was simply to assemble together physically, to create space in which people could come out of the shadows of fear and isolation to share their stories, not unlike the assemblies of Arts and Labor described above. To speak as a debtor, and to address others as debtors, was an empowering process in its own right; the simple act of testifying, building community and solidarity based in a shared experience of refusing to be interpellated as a guilty debtor. In the words of an early signature meme of Strike Debt, “You Are Not a Loan.”

With debtors coming out of the closet and identified as potential political subjects, what forms of resistance might they be capable of? After all, in principle, debtors hold a certain kind of power, given that banks depend on us to fulfill our promise to pay. Looming in early discussions of building a debtors’ movement was the figure of the debt strike, a deliberate withdrawal of consent by debtors from the system designed to keep them paying in perpetuity. Debt strike is a significant alternative to the notion of debt forgiveness, which, in the words of organizer Winter, “implies a guilty debtor asking to be freed from its sin.”46

Yet as the conversations during the debtors’ assemblies began to move from personal testimonials to movement-building vision, it was largely agreed that conditions were not ripe to immediately call for a full-on debt strike. This was the case not only because it would likely fail to resonate with debtors already living in fear concerning their credit scores and thus their day-to-day survival, but also because the endgame of a debt strike would be unclear—would it entail a demand to renegotiate loans? Or would it perhaps be a cancellation of debts in the manner of an ancient jubilee? An unplugging from the debt system altogether in favor of some hitherto unknown cooperative economic form?

As a provisional placeholder intended to create an imaginative space for the very idea of debt resistance itself, the term debt strike was inverted into the active verbal phrase strike debt, recalling the open-ended injunction to “occupy Wall Street.” To highlight the verb strike, a further aesthetic step was taken by striking through the word debt itself—DEBT—and collaging it onto the void of the red square taken from Quebec. This strike-through transformed a quotidian word into a defamiliarized image, recalling Jacques Derrida’s principle of putting philosophical terms “under erasure.”47 The “Strike” of “Strike Debt” conjured a range of metaphorical images: a physical blow against a target, the crossing out of a financial tabulation, the striking of a match for the sparking of a movement, the burning energy of love, or the mass burning of debt statements. Indeed, the figure of debt-burning was crucial to Strike Debt as it began to gain momentum, translating between fantastical visual images and embodied rituals.

The analysis and imagery of Strike Debt were first debuted in the third issue of Tidal magazine in the lead-up to the one-year anniversary convergence of Occupy. On its back cover, the magazine featured a poster by Oakland designer R. Black depicting rows of uniform figures with their heads down, faces obscured, holding aloft burning debt statements—an iconic evocation of the draft card resistance of the 1960s. The fists of the figures are clenched over their chests, which are in turn emblazoned with hearts, thus associating debt refusal with what might be described as militant love—the affirmative dimensions of care, community, and mutualism negated by the predatory debt system.

The textual compliment to Black’s poster was a communiqué from the anonymous “Invisible Army of Defaulters”—a fictional force comprising the millions of debtors who already do not and cannot pay their debt and are thus, by default, on strike. What would it mean for these de facto debt strikers to come out of the shadows and into visibility as political subjects, moving from the statement “I can’t pay” to “I won’t pay”? The text extolled the untapped “power of refusal” possessed by this vast multitude, placing it within a world-historical sweep of crumbling empires, popular revolutions, and the renewal of humanity itself based on honoring “our debts to friends, families, and communities” rather than the 1%.
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R. Black, Strike Debt poster, published in Tidal, Summer 2012. Invisible Army of Defaulters (video still), 2012.



The poster and the communiqué were in turn translated into a kind of surreal propaganda video, in which groups of debt resisters wearing black masks in the fashion of the Zapatistas read aloud the Invisible Army text while dancing around a bonfire of burning debt statements, a red square flag bearing the Strike Debt logo illuminated by the flames. This video prefigured the actual ritual of public debt burnings that would take place throughout the fall of 2012 and beyond.

These complex aesthetic configurations of the debtor as political subject situated between language and image, fiction and embodiment, fantasy and action, were all in turn conjoined with the rigorous work of collective research and public education concerning both the macro-structural and microtechnical dynamics of the debt system, as synthesized in the form of Strike Debt’s collectively researched Debt Resisters’ Operations Manual.48

As Strike Debt developed its aesthetic repertoire and theoretical analysis, the group was hosted throughout the summer of 2012 by curator Laurel Ptak and writer Leigh Claire La Berge at the Elizabeth Foundation for the Arts in midtown Manhattan. Under the aegis of her exhibition To Have and to Owe, Ptak transformed the space into a perpetual art factory and intellectual laboratory, with meetings, banner-making, collective writing, and square-cutting taking place alongside works by artists like Cassie Thornton using a variety of sculptural, acoustic, and performative means to visualize the abstraction of debt.

Ptak’s curatorial combination of art exhibition and activist workspace represents an important method of institutional leveraging, suggesting a very different configuration than, for instance, the targeting by Occupy of the Whitney described above. At a much larger scale, a similar use of a sympathetic artistic institution would be crucial to the most famous and enduring project of Strike Debt, namely the Rolling Jubilee.

The Rolling Jubilee originated as a speculative para-artistic concept by Thomas Gokey, and was collectively developed by Strike Debt over the course of five months into a multipronged media campaign that would eventually feed into the launching of the first student debt strike in US history. Gokey was a heavily indebted artist with a background in critical theory from the European Graduate School, who underwent what he called an experience of “being born again” through the event of Occupy. Previously immersed in the discourse of so-called social practice art, with its emphasis on collective participation, experimental social relations, and even anticapitalist critique, after the “wild creativity” of Occupy, writes Gokey, such work “seemed bloodless and boring. Why go back to it? These artworks felt like playacting of our desires, but in the park we could actually realize and live them.”49

As Chris Kraus points out in a profile of Gokey, the question of whether to classify his post-Occupy work as “art” has been a source of consternation given that it has both negated the comfort and complacency of the contemporary art system, while at the same time opening onto expansive new kinds of creative and imaginative activity that seem to echo the radical aspirations of the classic artistic avant-gardes.50 Having passed through the threshold of Occupy and what he calls its “ruination of art,” Gokey began to explore how an obscure subsystem of the debt economy—the secondary debt market—could be hacked and leveraged in order to amplify the populist narrative of debt resistance being constructed by Strike Debt.

When an individual defaults on a debt to a hospital, a credit card company, or a payday lender, the holder of the debt sells it to a vulture industry of debt collectors at pennies on the dollar. The collector becomes a creditor, and hounds debtors through harassment, intimidation, and fear, shaking the individuals down for the original amount owed and in the process ruining their credit score. By poking around listservs and following leads, Gokey was able to make contact with an anonymous debt buyer nicknamed Mr. Red, who agreed to enter into a partnership with Strike Debt in order to enact a historically novel tactic: Strike Debt would purchase debt on the secondary market, but rather than collecting on it, Strike Debt would simply cancel it, releasing the debtors from their bondage to the creditor. After a few small-scale experiments with his own money proved successful, Gokey began to imagine the prospect of scaling it up into a collective fund for debt cancellation.

In its early stages, Gokey had playfully nicknamed the project “debt fairy” to highlight the sense of wonderment at the “magical” disappearance of the debt. When Gokey introduced the idea to Strike Debt, however, the project began to become fleshed out in a collective manner. David Graeber, who had played a crucial role in the founding of Occupy, proposed the mythopoeic figure of a “rolling jubilee.” As Graber had explained in his monumental book Debt: The First 5000 Years, jubilee is a principle originating in the ancient Near East and mentioned in the Bible involving the periodic cancellation of debts, the liberation of slaves, and the restoration of common lands.51 Some iterations of jubilee emphasize the magnanimity of the rulers, who offer “forgiveness” from on high in the attempt to restore a societal equilibrium otherwise imperiled by vast disparities in wealth and their attendant popular unrest. However, Peter Linebaugh has also pointed out another reading of jubilee forged in the crux of the multiracial “revolutionary Atlantic” of the eighteenth century and exemplifying a popular tradition of liberation theology.52 This version celebrates the power of the enslaved, the indebted, and the evicted to force their own jubilee from below, bringing forth a worldly paradise in which the endless bounty of the earth is held in common.53 Operating somewhere in between these two poles was the campaign of Jubilee 2000 that had emerged during the alterglobalization campaining for the cancellation of Third World debts to the IMF and other international creditors in the Global North.54

As imagined by Strike Debt, this jubilee would be rolling because it would involve a ongoing collective fund financed through anonymous donations that would in turn cancel the debts of anonymous debtors. At this phase of the experiment, debt buys could not be made in a targeted fashion, restricted as it was to whatever large, anonymous bundles Mr. Red could secure. The ethical logic of the project thus recalled the cliche of “random acts of kindness,” but here connecting strangers in both a common repudiation of Wall Street as well as a kind of “pay it forward” karmic cycle of empathy, good will, and mutual aid.

The Rolling Jubilee was officially launched with a remarkable leveraging of cultural capital in the form of a variety show “telethon” titled The People’s Bailout, held at no cost to Strike Debt at the Greenwich Village music venue Le Poisson Rouge. The idea for the telethon—a playfully kitschy and outmoded cultural form—had been hatched by the prominent rock critic Michael Azzerad, who came into the orbit of Occupy through Laurie Anderson’s Occupy Art affinity group during the campaign to occupy Duarte Square. The production of the show itself was led by the filmmakers Laura Hanna and Astra Taylor, the latter of whom was known for her feature film Žižek! as well as her editorial work at the Occupy Gazette during the first phase of the movement.

The environmental setting of the event was designed by Not an Alternative. The group developed an architectural infrastructure of plywood shields emblazoned with enlargements of the handwritten testimonial notes from debtors derived from the original 99% Tumblr page, festooned the space with a battery of red square flags, placards, and stickers, and created background projections for the stage superimposing the Strike Debt logo over images of occupied squares from around the world. The Illuminator too was on hand, projecting onto the facade of the building and setting up a photo booth inside wherein sitters would have their portraits taken in the style of a mug shot indicating the amount of delinquent debt they had accumulated.

The telethon was held on November 15, 2012, the one-year anniversary of the eviction of OWS from Zuccotti Park. An emcee wearing a torero costume in honor of the Wall Street bull kicked off the program: “One year ago, we were evicted from our park; tonight, we evict Wall Street from our lives! The banks got bailed out while we got sold out. Now we bail out the people!” The event featured the participation of a number of high-profile musicians and entertainers (members of Sonic Youth, Jeff Mangum of Neutral Milk Hotel, Janeane Garofalo, Das Racist, TV on the Radio) along with speed lectures, a magic act, the political comedy of Hari Kondabolu, an all-female mariachi band, a gospel choir, the Rude Mechanical Orchestra, and presentations from allies such as Occupy Catholics and Healthcare for the 99 Percent. Keeping with the motif of bullfighting, ten-year-old Zola Ross-Gray donned a torero suit and delivered an anticapitalist poem, “Mama, I Just Killed the Bull,” based on the lyrics of the famous Queen song “Bohemian Rhapsody.”

The venue was transformed from a music club into a kind of carnivalesque immersive environment with a polyphony of voices, bodies, and cultures of expression intermingling in their opposition to the common enemy of the debt system. As Daily Show co-creator Liz Winstead presided over the program, hundreds of thousands of dollars flowed into the fund via livecasts and a network of fundraising parties held across the nation. The event concluded with the ritual destruction of a papier-mâché version of the Wall Street bull, the false idol disgorging an abundance of red candies, beads, and felt squares. Donations totaled some six hundred thousand dollars, enough to abolish two million dollars of defaulted debt. With intensive media coverage in subsequent days, the fund would eventually reach two million dollars, wildly exceeding the projections of its organizers and setting a high expectation for the debt-buying team itself.
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Performance by Kool A.D. of Das Racist at Rolling Jubilee People’s Bailout Telethon, Le Poisson Rouge, November 15, 2012, with set design by Not An Alternative.



The announcement of the first debt buy took the form of a combination press conference/holiday party at Artists Space Books and Talks a month after the telethon. The event was inaugurated with a reading by legendary autonomist Marxist (and Strike Debt member) George Caffentzis of a passage from Ben Jonson’s 1611 play Cataline (about a debtors’ revolt in ancient Rome), followed by a performance by a newly founded radical children’s theater called The Little Red Squares enacting the story of a landlord who is expropriated by his debt-burdened tenants. The children’s theater was but one permutation of the figure of the red square adorning every possible surface of Artists Space, including an artificial “debt-mas” tree decorated with little red squares. Under the tree was a square box wrapped in red paper containing the first of the Rolling Jubilee announcement letters to the debtors, primed for documentation by press and ready for shipping following the event.55
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“Debt-mas tree” and red-cube gift box, Winter’s Jubilee debt-abolition party, Artists Space, December 15, 2012.



The Rolling Jubilee had artistic concepts, activties, and platforms woven throughout every phase of its evolution. It began as an isolated, experimental gesture that in and of itself could have been at home in the subgenre of microeconomic experimentation that had gained traction in the contemporary art system in the late 2000s, including time banks, barter networks, gift exchanges, collective meals, artist-run gardens, and more. Yet by embedding this gesture in the infrastructure and narrative set up by Occupy a year earlier, Gokey’s concept was collectively elaborated by Strike Debt into a campaign with both national and global resonance.

Like the occupation itself, the Rolling Jubilee was in part what Stephen Duncombe would call an “ethical spectacle,” entwined with both self-organized and mainstream media. This aroused suspicion on the part of some left critics such as the insurrectionist poet Joshua Clover. In an essay suggestively entitled “Debtpop,” Clover charged that the Rolling Jubilee was a “catchy hook” that in fact, rather than liberating debtors, was inadvertently doing the work of capital by wiping the slate clean for debtors and facilitating their reentry into the debt system.56 In other words, the Rolling Jubilee was a kind of small-scale mimicry of Keynesian crisis-absorption rather than a revolutionary upending of the system as such.

Clover’s challenge is helpful in clarifying the stakes and aims of the project. The Rolling Jubilee had never of course presented itself as a solution to the crippling debt suffered by the majority of Americans. It was, in the words of Astra Taylor and Andrew Ross, a “spark” intended to prefigure a massive abolition of debts that might be forced into being by a debtors’ movement.57 Like the prefigurative structures of Zuccotti Park, the surreal doubling of the figure of the bailout—a bailout by and for the People—the Rolling Jubilee demonstrated that under neoliberal conditions, action and relief is necessarily powered by debtors themselves acting as a political force informed by the principle that no one should have to go into debt for the basic things of life, such as healthcare, education, food, transportation, and more.

The “spark” of the Rolling Jubilee would indeed create space for just such a movement, evolving far beyond the embryonic creativity of Strike Debt per se. In its first phase, the Rolling Jubilee was only able to purchase medical debt. As the group refined its techniques over the following year, it was eventually able to purchase a large portfolio of private tuition debt from Everest Institutes of the Corinthian College system, a for-profit education company notorious for the worthlessness of its degrees and its predatory recruiting of low-income students of color. Corinthian was shut down by the Department of Education in mid-2014, and yet students were still required by the federal government to pay their bills to the illegitimate educational profiteer. Corinthian students were able to use the massive media bandwidth of Rolling Jubilee to help amplify their grievances, eventually merging into a new entity called the Debt Collective now overtly devoted to enacting a debt strike. In early 2015, the aggrieved students indeed announced that the “Corinthian 15”—and soon thereafter the “Corinthian 200”—were refusing to pay debts that they regarded as illegitimate. This created waves in the typically anodyne mainstream discussion of student debt, informing the creation of a groundbreaking but flawed and uneven debt-relief plan for Corinthian students by the Obama Administration.58 Wearing red squares and pushing forward, the students have framed their resistance in terms not only of the exceptional corruption of Corinthian, but also of the overall student-debt complex itself, founded as it is on the negation of higher education as a common good accessible to all.

In framing their struggle in terms of education as a common good rather than a monetized commodity, the Corinthian debt strike found close resonance with ongoing discussions in the contemporary art system concerning the crippling debt and dismal economic prospects that in the great majority of cases comes with going to art school. Indeed, art school debt had been an important point of reference for Arts and Labor, and many of the artist-organizers in Strike Debt were living under the cloud of tens of thousands of dollars in Sallie Mae loans. Overall skepticism about the very viability of the art-education complex itself has grown in recent years. The potentially political figure of what Coco Fusco and Noah Fischer call, paraphrasing Walter Benjamin, “the artist as debtor” is becoming widely embraced beyond those artists who worked in the Occupy milieu.59 For instance, in 2015 the entire first year MFA class of the University of Southern California collectively withdrew from their program in response to its failure to uphold its stated contractual commitments of aid, employment, and mentorship while students were saddled with massive debt burdens.60 Meanwhile, the group BFAMFAPhD—co-founded by Caroline Woolard of OurGoods and the Arts and Labor Alternative Economies group—poses the question “what is a work of art in the age of $120,000 art degrees” as an entrée to envision self-organized, debt-free art education bound up with broader networks of commoning encompassing food, housing, credit, and more.61

The relay between art, education, and debt came to a head in 2013 with the campaign by undergraduate students at Cooper Union to resist the introduction of tuition at the historically free school—a decision due to financial mismanagement and political unaccountability by the board of trustees, who had invested a huge chunk of the school’s endowment into the construction of a shimmering architectural confection widely regarded as unnecessary by the students, faculty, and staff.62 When the decision was officially announced that, despite widespread opposition from every corner of the school, tuition would indeed be introduced, the Cooper campus blossomed into a living artwork of monochromatic red intensity informed by the visual language of the Quebec student strikes as well as Strike Debt.

Massive bolts of red cloth were unfurled and carried throughout the campus in a kind of ritual choreography, eventually suspended from the windows of the main building as massive red vectors of energy shooting forth into the city. The historic clock tower of the original Cooper Union building was taken over by students, and a veil of red was placed in the window, creating the impression of an emergency alarm bell illuminating the night sky. Further, a gigantic red square reading “Free Education for All” was hung from the roof of the building, a slogan connecting the struggle of Cooper to that of all students, with a visionary demand that education should be a commons accessible to all, “as free as air and water” in the words of the school’s founder. In a playful gesture, students even affixed a red square to the school’s official portrait of Peter Cooper himself, and had his ghostly likeness projected onto the administration building by the Illuminator collective. On May Day 2013, Free Cooper welcomed Free University NYC to set up shop on campus, building solidarity between educational activists across the city and sharing cultural forms like the Book Bloc first developed by striking students in England in 2010. Most radically, the students occupied the office of the president for two months, transforming it into a round-the-clock organizing space and war room for their highly sympathetic media campaign.
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Free Cooper Union banner, April 2013.



Despite its artistic brilliance and the crisis it created for the Cooper administration, the campaign lost its immediate struggle, and in 2014 the first class of Cooper students went into a lifetime of debt in order to study art. However, like other instances of “failure” we have encountered in this book so far, such as May Day and Duarte Square, Free Cooper Union radicalized an entire generation of art students, and formed critical connections with broader networks of art and organizing alike in New York City and beyond. Further, beyond the defeat of 2013, students, faculty, staff, and alumni channeled the energy of the occupation into a sustained campaign to have president Jamshed Bharucha removed, ultimately putting forth demands for new mechanisms of governance and accountability, the resignation of certain trustees and administrators who failed to stand with students, the reimbursement of any tuition paid, and ultimately the restoration of the school’s tuition-free status.63

Global Ultra Luxury Faction

Throughout this chapter, we have seen artists weaving in and out of engagement with the institutions of the mainstream art system, ranging from MoMA to Le Poisson Rouge to Cooper Union, as they mobilized in various ways around the conjunction of art, work, and debt. All of these projects came to a head in the spring of 2014 with the work of the Global Ultra Luxury Faction (G.U.L.F.), founded by artists and writers emerging from the overlapping post-Occupy trajectories of MTL, Occupy Museums, and Strike Debt.

In 2010, an advocacy campaign called Gulf Labor Coalition (GLC) had been established by a group of artists—including high-profile figures such as Hans Haacke, Walid Raad, Naeem Mohaiemen, Ayreen Anastas, Rene Gabri, and Greg Sholette. As noted in the introduction to this book, GLC was formed to protest the abhorrent conditions of debt-bonded migrant labor on Abu Dhabi’s Sadiyyat Island, slated to house a complex of elite cultural amenities, including branches of New York University, the Louvre, and the Guggenheim Museum.

Since its founding in 2010, the GLC had engaged in endless behind-the-scenes dialogues with administrators, PR firms, and governmental agencies, lobbying for some commitment from the Guggenheim to exert its influence to improve the labor conditions of the UAE and to make the museum itself exemplar of “best practices” for global cultural institutions. Among its outward-facing activities was a web-based project entitled 52 Weeks, in which artists from around the world were solicited to make a single image pertaining to the campaign, one of which would be sent out to a massive list of contacts in the art world and journalism every week for a year.64 Participation in the campaign would come with a commitment by the artist to preemptively boycott Guggenheim Abu Dhabi until the demands of the campaign had been met. Whatever its aesthetic interest, the 52 Weeks project lacked any dimension of direct action of the kind honed by artists during Occupy, and was relatively easy for the museum to ignore.

In early 2014, Amin Husain and Nitasha Dhillon of MTL were solicited to participate in 52 Weeks. Collaborating with Andrew Ross, they responded with an austere analytical map of the global vectors of art and debt at work in both the Guggenheim and Global NYU projects entitled “No Debt Is an Island.” Connecting student debt that fuels the expansion of NYU to the debt-bondage underlying the Guggenheim, the analysis was unfolded in vertical columns echoing skyscrapers, with each of these annotated by hand with details, queries, and meditations concerning “Education and Art: How can they help to build solidarity and break the chains of debt?”

No Debt Is an Island provided a catalyst for the formation of G.U.L.F., a affinity group also encompassing Noah Fischer of Occupy Museums and Paula Chakravarty, an activist scholar specializing in the transnational labor migration. While autonomous from GLC, G.U.L.F. set out to both escalate the latter’s campaign and to develop a broader discourse of direct action organizing in the artistic field capable of being extended to other sites of injustice.

A first action inside the museum took place in February 2014, consisting of a dozen Mylar banners reading “Who Builds the Guggenheim?” “Wage Theft” and “UAE Debt Trap” and hung from the iconic spiraling ramp while mic-checks calling out the museum echoed throughout the space. The action received intensive global press coverage, beginning with a massively circulated report on the website Hyperallergic, and subsequently in, among other places, the New York Times, wherein it was lauded by veteran critic Holland Cotter as a general injunction to the denizens of the art system at large to “be on the right side of history.”65 Subsequent actions included a nocturnal projection by the the Illuminator onto the facade of the museum reading “1% museum” and accompanied by a stylized globe symbol suggestive of a corporate brand. If by 2014 the figure of the 99% first projected by the Illuminator during the peak of Occupy had lost any power it might have had to compel identification, its inverse counterpart remained a potent emblem of antagonism.

The projection was in turn followed by a Yes Men–style imitation website calling itself “Global Guggenheim” and announcing that the museum had decided to scrap its existent plans with Frank Gehry for the Abu Dhabi museum in favor of an “ethical design competition” to solicit ideas for how a cultural amenity like the museum might become an exemplar of fair labor practices, democratic accessibility, and ecological sustainability. Soon thereafter, G.U.L.F. infiltrated the museum once again, showering the iconic atrium with thousands of pieces of currency in the performative action described at the beginning of this book.66

The actions by G.U.L.F. in the spring of 2014 amplified the GLC campaign over the subsequent year, and remained a kind of spectral threat to the museum. Meanwhile, the MTL contingent of G.U.L.F. travelled to the migrant-sending regions of India, making connections with organizers there fighting the rapacity of subcontractors and developing a transnational support system for their brethren abroad. G.U.L.F. and GLC also travelled to Abu Dhabi to interview workers and document the incipient construction process, contradicting claims by the museum that the latter had not in fact commenced (Andrew Ross, the most high-profile figure of the campaign, was banned by the UAE authorities from entering the country altogether, creating a further public relations crisis for the museum).67

In March of 2015, GLC issued a set of demands to the Guggenheim well within the museum’s power to realize at its own construction projects, but which could in principle set a standard in the region: the establishment of a fair wage based on published and ongoing scholarly research, the guarantee of workers’ rights to collectively address grievances, and finally, the reimbursement of workers’ recruitment fees by creation of a Debt Settlement Fund—the latter being, in essence, a kind of jubilee.68 When, in response, the Guggenheim once again claimed to be engaged in “constructive dialogue” with the authorities of UAE—a standard soundbite heard since 2010 basically absolving the institution from any responsibility—it was then decided that G.U.L.F. would go on the offensive again with a tactic that had hitherto never been attempted in a US museum: occupation.

G.U.L.F. chose an auspicious date for its action, namely May 1, the day that three years earlier had fired the artistic imaginary of Occupy. The date was now set within the parameters of a precise labor campaign with finite, winnable demands. The date also happened to coincide with the jam-packed closing weekend of a major exhibition of works by the conceptual artist On Kawara, best known for monochromatic panels on which the date of the work’s execution is painted in laconic, standardized font.

A few minutes before noon, some fifty-plus action-participants filtered through the newly established security check at the entrance of the museum, and waited for a signal: at noon on the dot, a wheelchair-bound spectator was pushed into the center of the rotunda and was immediately surrounded by several dozen museumgoers. Once a circle had been formed around her, she produced a large bolt of cloth from underneath her seat with a bouquet of handles sticking out of one end. Each of the people grabbed a handle and moved backwards in every direction. Within thirty seconds, a massive red parachute twenty-four feet in diameter had been stretched taut, echoing the shape of the rotunda itself. Facing upwards toward the skylight and emblazoned on the parachute in bold white letters was the phrase “MEET THE WORKERS’ DEMANDS NOW” encircled at the perimeter of the parachute with the words “LIVING WAGE—DEBT JUBILEE—RIGHT TO ORGANIZE” and at the bottom “MAY DAY 2015.”

At the exact moment of the unfurling of the parachute, the musical group Mahina Movement, discreetly stationed at the top floor of the museum, broke into a song by Sweet Honey on the Rock. Coinciding with this acoustic occupation of the space, thousands of flyers were tossed from above into the rotunda, echoing the tactic deployed a year earlier. In this case, however, the flyers were in fact miniature replicas of On Kawara’s paintings, with the random dates on which Kawara had executed his individual works now replaced by the date on which this artwork by G.U.L.F. was occurring in real time—May Day 2015. The inscription on the flyers was not only in English, but also in Arabic, Hindi, Urdu, and other South Asian languages spoken by workers in Abu Dhabi. On the reverse side of the flyers appeared one of two visuals: either the G.U.L.F. list of demands, or a varied series of documentary photographs of the Guggenheim construction site taken by MTL during their research trip earlier in the year.

As the objects reached the ground floor, security guards struggled to rip the parachute from the hands of the protesters, who had by now seated themselves around its edges. The guards soon produced a pair of scissors with which they ripped the parachute to shreds. Images taken from the top floors of the museum by photographers embedded with the action from The New York Times, Hyperallergic, Gothamist, and other outlets show a remarkable sequence of the banner unfurled with its messaging clearly visible from above, to its destruction by guards, and finally to the protesters remaining seated on the floor in circular formation, their bodies tracing the outline of the absent object they had just unfurled.69

Via the people’s microphone, it was announced that an occupation had commenced, and that it would not end until the museum had publically committed to a meeting between GLC and the museum’s board of trustees—a demand that effectively leapfrogged over the directorship of the museum that had for five years evaded the campaign. As museum staff scrambled to respond, participants distributed flyers to the security guards—the majority of whom are subcontracted low-wage workers of color making eleven dollars an hour. Designed by Kyle Goen to resemble Kawara’s famous series of readymade postcards sent to correspondents around the world (and displayed on the third floor of the museum) the flyers apologized to the guards for the inconvenience of the action, linked the struggle of workers in Abu Dhabi to those of low-wage workers in the United States fighting for the fifteen-dollar minimum wage, and provided contact information for G.U.L.F. in the event that the guards themselves might want support on the occasion that they begin to organize their own workplace.
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G.U.L.F. occupation of Guggenheim Museum, May 1, 2015.
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G.U.L.F. May Day flyers, occupation of Guggenheim Museum, May 1, 2015, designed by Noah Fischer and MTL.



Within an hour, the NYPD was on the floor of the rotunda preparing for arrests. The museum was shuttered, leaving hundreds of visitors standing in line outside while a contingent of South Asian activists including the Taxi Workers’ Alliance, Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM), and South Asian Solidarity Initiative led a multilingual rally replete with Kawara-style banners, specially choreographed protest dances, and even an appearance by members of the Guerilla Girls, feminist pioneers of museum-based performance-actions in the 1990s.

As the action exploded on social media and the occupiers remained steadfast in their refusal to leave, Guggenheim officials opted to call off the NYPD, realizing that a mass arrest inside the museum would only further elevate the crisis. After six hours alone in the shuttered museum, the occupiers declared a certain kind of victory—the action had shown that the museum would rather close its doors and deprive the public of access to art than grant the apparently simple demand of GLC to meet with the trustees.

Though the immediate demand of the action was not fulfilled on May Day, it would pay off less than a week later across the Atlantic at the recently opened Venice Biennale. GLC had been invited by head curator Okwui Enwezor (discussed in the introduction to this book) to participate in the sprawling program-series of the Biennale. Tactically using funds provided by the mainstream art system, G.U.L.F. members procured a riverboat and used it to perform an aquatic blockade of the entrance to the Guggenheim’s Venice branch, situated on the city’s iconic canal. With the one-two punch of May Day and the Venice blockade, the museum caved, acceding to a meeting between GLC and the trustees and putting the demands of a jubilee fund, a right to organize, and a living wage squarely on the table—all under threat of continuing actions from G.U.L.F.70

Leveraging the spectacular visibility of the Guggenheim, G.U.L.F. has pioneered a new model of artistic organizing whose purview extends far beyond Sadiyyat itself and encompasses the inequities and complicities of the global ultra luxury economy more generally. This includes the role of art institutions in the process of gentrification, the cooperation of museums with banks and fossil fuel companies, the exploitation of the legions of precarious and low-wage workers who make the art system run, and the persistent hand-wringing on the part of artists and institutions concerning the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement against Israeli apartheid.

The various conjunctions of art, work, and debt described in this chapter have proven to be highly fruitful in terms of artistic organizing. They have occasioned artistic phenomena and media tactics that far exceed anything imaginable before Occupy, and been grounded in concrete struggles and campaigns. Yet, as stressed by G.U.L.F. in an interview in Jadiliyya, however powerful the jubilant bounty and mediagenic spectacle we have witnessed in recent years—from Zuccotti Park to the May Pole to the People’s Bailout telethon and even the actions of G.U.L.F. itself—all such work has unfolded in a society structured at its core by white supremacy and racialized inequality.71 This observation hardly disqualifies the work in question. But it flags the urgency of thinking about the meaning of solidarity against a wider historical horizon in which, as Pamela Brown—a co-founder and eventual critic of Strike Debt—has suggested, the politics of indebtedness cannot be separated from the infinite debts incurred by colonization, slavery, and the ensuing configurations of power throughout the history of the US and beyond.72 This implies the necessity of what she calls “acts of seeing” to undermine the ideology of colorblindness that operates not only in US society at large but all too often in organizing spaces as well. It calls for campaigns targeting specific sites of injustice to be woven into larger visions of decolonization, reparations, and reconstruction.73 It is within such a vision that Hart and Negri’s figures of the “indebted” and the “securitized” sketched out in their post-2011 Declaration overlap in the building of a new commons, one that is shadowed by the brutal reality of ecological disaster and racialized displacement.74





Chapter 4

On Flooded Streets and Breathing-in-
Common: Climate Justice, Black Lives
Matter, and the Arts of Decolonization


I can hear the even breathing that creates passages to dreams.

Claudia Rankine

It’s not the anthropocene. It’s the white supremacy scene.

Nicholas Mirzoeff



Looming at the entrance to the famed American Museum of Natural History on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, there stands an equestrian monument to Theodore Roosevelt. Rendered in a neoclassical style mimicking imperial Roman sculpture, Roosevelt is featured on horseback, his stoic gaze looking out into a distant horizon as he reaches for a pistol in his belt. Standing subserviently below him on either side are the figures of a Native American chief and a shirtless, barefooted black man. The monument is a remarkable hymn to an exemplar of US settler colonialism, a figure who presided simultaneously over the annexation of the Philippines and Puerto Rico, the cementing of Jim Crow in the South, and the ongoing dispossession of indigenous people to make way for state-protected sanctuaries of “wilderness.”
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#BlackOutTour digital meme and direct action, American Museum of Natural History, February 19, 2015.



In February 2015, an altered photograph of the monument began to circulate on social media. The heroic, imperial visage of Roosevelt had been struck through with a black bar, echoed in turn by a larger black band at the bottom of the image reading #BlackOutTour. In the top right-hand corner, another hashtag: #Malcolm50.

The image was keyed to a direct action planned at the museum by a group of artists and activists from the Black Youth Project 100 for February 21, the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Malcolm X. At a designated time, a group of around forty people, mostly of color, entered the introductory gallery of the museum. There, wearing a T-shirt reading “I Can’t Breathe” and a Palestinian keffiyeh, facilitator Cherrell Brown inaugurated the BlackOut Tour, leading the group on an ambulatory détournement of the museum as both an archive of white supremacy and a platform for counter-memorial witness-bearing.

At each stop along the tour, a different guide would provide a brief introduction to the exhibition in question—the Hall of African Peoples, for instance. Participants were then prompted to wander on their own through the hushed, darkened environment, illuminated only by the lurid glow of landscape dioramas populated by humanoid mannequins frozen in their “primitive” state while surrounded by actual artistic objects—masks, jewelry, textiles—plundered by colonial powers for the purposes of display in a museum. At the end of each leg of the tour, the quiet of the gallery would then be broken with a quotation from Malcolm X collectively broadcast through the Occupy-era medium of the people’s microphone, echoing throughout the space and unsettling the experience of other—largely white—museumgoers: “I charge the white man with being the greatest murderer on earth! I charge the white man with being the greatest kidnapper on earth!” After a stop at a special exhibition featuring a display on Hurricane Sandy entitled Nature’s Fury: The Science of Natural Di’sasters—which, like Museum of Natural History donor David Koch, ignored the fact of climate change, let alone the uneven effects thereof in terms of race and class—the tour concluded with a poetic ritual at the Hall of North American Forests. The centerpiece display of the hall is a majestic fourteen-hundred-year-old tree ring from a giant Sequoia chopped down by loggers in 1891 and annotated by the museum with a series of markers pertaining to the supposedly universal human history that had unfolded since the tree first began to grow. Against the grain of what she described as the “naturalization of history,” tour guide Amity Paye used the tree ring as an opportunity to meditate on the etymological resonance between the words “root” and “radical,” inviting the group to take a moment of silence to conjure the living memory of ancestors and loved ones before ending with the collective utterance of ashe, the Orisha word for spiritual potentiality.

Finally, the group proceeded out to the Roosevelt equestrian monument. There, around the base of the sculpture they tied a banner reading “WHITE SUPREMACY KILLS” and inscribed with the names of dozens of people of color killed by police. This was followed by a second banner reading “BLACK LIVES MATTER.” The juxtaposition created by the intervention on the monument situated the ongoing epidemic of police violence in the United States within a global analysis of colonialism and white supremacy—an analysis that was very much in the spirit of Malcolm X, who had called on black people to disidentify from the imaginary of America in favor of a global anticolonial struggle.

In its targeting of the museum, the BlackOut Tour had a certain art-historical resonance, calling to mind canonical works of institutional critique informed by postcolonial theory such as Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum (1992), wherein the artist re-curated the collection of the Maryland Historical Society to highlight suppressed histories of slavery.1

However, despite the involvement of many artists, the BlackOut Tour did not frame itself as a work of art per se, and it did not have any official institutional sanction in the manner of an artist like Wilson. Rather, it was an instance of what Conor Tomás Reed has called the “expansive fields of agitation” embedded within the movement networks that had proliferated over the preceding year across the US in response to the seemingly endless series of police killings of unarmed black men, epitomized by the deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner in New York—the last words of whom were emblazoned on the shirt of the tour facilitator.2

While militant in its analysis and assertive in claiming the space of the museum physically, acoustically, and intellectually, the BlackOut Tour was a relatively low-intensity action—a kind of contemplative or meditative respite even—when considered against the backdrop of mobilizations across the country following the spontaneous riots and demonstrations in Ferguson starting in August 2014. These included massive wildcat marches shutting down freeways, bridges, tunnels, shopping malls and often accompanied by tactics like die-ins and lockdowns, as when members of the BlackOut Collective in Oakland chained themselves to a commuter train in the BART system (a site associated with the police killing of unarmed black man Oscar Grant in 2009), or when a group occupied the headquarters of the Saint Louis Police Department, presenting the “occupying army” with a “people’s eviction notice.”3

Synergized with self-organized social media networks and mainstream media coverage alike, these actions took place within the emergent political imaginary marked on the banner unfurled at the conclusion of the BlackOut Tour: “Black Lives Matter.” The phrase is described by its co-originator Alicia Garza as “an ideological and political intervention in a world where Black lives are systematically and intentionally targeted for demise. It is an affirmation of Black folks’ contributions to this society, our humanity, and our resilience in the face of deadly oppression.”4 Though originally launched in the aftermath of the not-guilty verdict handed down in the case of the murder of Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman in 2013, with the Ferguson uprisings in 2014 #BlackLives-Matter went viral, becoming an animating declaration for a loosely coordinated assemblage of cultural forms and direct action tactics similar in form to Occupy (including eventual tensions concerning leadership and organization). More than a mere meme or slogan, #BlackLivesMatter is a powerful performative speech-act in its own right. As Judith Butler notes in a conversation with George Yancy, in declaring something that should be self-evident, it asserts that the worth and status of black life is actually not secure, that its mattering or significance as a life should not be taken for granted as one kind of life among others protected under the universality of law and rights.5 It is life exposed since the foundations of the United States in a systemic, uneven manner to the limit of livability, and in that sense must be vigorously asserted and defended as such—as black life, rather than “all lives” in general. Garza describes this logic in terms of the “visibilization of black life,” a phrase that highlights the aesthetic dimension of the struggle.
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Black Lives Matter die-in, Grand Central Station, December 12, 2014.



The initial upsurge of Black Lives Matter in late 2014 and early 2015 coincided with the intensification of the movement for climate justice emanating from what Naomi Klein has called “Blockadia.” This phrase refers to the the network of sites throughout the US and around the world in which radical direct action is being taken to disrupt the infrastructures of the fossil fuel economy, while devising visions of a new economy organized around the principle of the commons.6 “Climate justice” names the imperative or aspiration that collective response to the accelerating crisis must be grounded in—and led by—those communities most deeply affected by the crisis, that is, those whose lives are already rendered precarious at the intersection of race, class, and geography, ranging from residents of Far Rockaway, Queens on the frontline of Hurricane Sandy, to First Nations groups in Canada resisting the effects of fossil fuel pipelines. In that sense, climate justice is a challenge to the narrative of the “Anthropocene,” a term used by scientists to describe a new geological epoch in which the most general geochemical systems regulating the habitability of the planet have been irreversibly deranged by carbon emissions from the activity of “man” (anthropos). When used uncritically, the term appeals to universal culpability for climate change on the part of a generic humanity, effacing the uneven effects and responsibilities involved in a crisis emanating from centuries of colonial and capitalist extractivism and ideologies of unlimited growth.7

Why end a book revolving around the ramifications of Occupy with these two movements in particular, rather than any number of others? To state the obvious, both movements have their own temporalities and histories apart from and far preceding Occupy. Further, my discussion of Occupy emphasized its artistic dimensions. Such a methodological angle might seem to risk trivializing the stakes of movements grounded in the immediate life-and-death struggles of communities fighting systemic state violence on the one hand, and environmental crisis on the other. To invoke art in this context is especially fraught given the widely condemned attempt by white poet Kenneth Goldsmith to transmute the autopsy report of Michael Brown into a formal experiment in “uncreative writing.”8 However, in cautioning against the risk of absorbing these movements into a discourse about art in a narrow or superficial way, it is crucial not to lose sight of the importance of cultural imaginaries and creative forms in their unfolding, in which artists of all kinds—poets, musicians, dancers, performers, designers, photographers, filmmakers—have played a crucial role as both organizers and participants.9

It has been within the adjacent spaces of Black Lives Matter and climate justice that some of the most dynamic articulations of art and direct action have occurred in the past few years, and indeed, these articulations have in turn overlapped in various ways with the political spaces, tactical repertoires, and social networks surviving from Occupy. However, they have both at the same time thrown into relief questions that were articulated only partially or uneasily in Occupy concerning racial domination on the one hand, and collective reconstruction in the face of climate crisis on the other.

As Naomi Klein has put it, “What does Black Lives Matter, and the unshakable moral principle it represents, have to do with climate change? Everything.”10 The concerns of the two movements overlap when it comes to the intersection of ecological degradation and white supremacy, as classically defined by critical race theorist Frances Lee Ansley: within “a political, economic and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources,” she wrote, “conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and social settings.”11

Thought together, these two movements spell the dissolution of “environmentalism” as a specialized realm of activism into a broader horizon of antiracist collective liberation of the sort evoked by the BlackOut Tour. This orientation can be described in terms of the imperative to “decolonize,” a term that was invoked by groups such as Unsettling America and DecoloNYC as a critical alternative to “occupy,” given both the lingering association of the word itself with colonial power, as well as a sense that, in its privileging of class division, dominant configurations of Occupy occluded a deeper historical analysis of white supremacy, resulting in the frequent reproduction thereof in both its outward-facing movement work and its internal organizing culture.12 As Harsha Walia writes, “decolonization is a dual form of resistance that is responsive to dismantling current systems of colonial empire and systemic hierarchies, while also prefiguring societies based on equity, mutual aid, and self-determination.”13

Following art critic T. J. Demos’s call for decolonization as the necessary frame for thinking about contemporary art and the politics of life in the current global conjuncture, in what follows I will describe a range of cultural practices—including but not limited to artworks in the narrow sense of the word—as they relate to climate justice and Black Lives Matter.14 To reiterate a point made above: in reading these recent developments with reference to Occupy, my intention is in no way to reduce their autonomous historical significance, but rather to trace an accumulating, concatenating force of radicalization at work in and around the field of contemporary art that is likely to intensify in the coming years. The two guiding poetic figures here will be that of “flooded streets” and “breathing-in-common.” The first conjugates the empirical fact of anthropogenic flooding with the emergence of popular resistance from below that itself appears as a kind of mythic force of nature in its own right. The second alludes to the ways in which the final words of Eric Garner before his death at the hands of the NYPD have been translated by activists and artists into what Reed calls an “incantation of endurance” that is at once mournful and militant in its affirmation of breath as a figure of freedom in the face of the systemic chokings, suffocations, and drownings of people of color in a white supremacist capitalist system.

Art, Ecology, and Empire: From Wilderness to Wall Street

Hurricane Sandy hit New York City on the evening of October 29, 2012, giving rise to a collection of images that seemed to belong to the apocalyptic fantasies of a disaster film. The iconic skyline of Lower Manhattan went dark, and the Financial District was under water. Banks were shuttered and barricaded with sandbags, and the subway system was completely flooded. Wall Street was literally shut down, an uncanny realization of the oft-cited dream of Occupy. In this case, however, the shutting-down of Wall Street was not the result of a massive blockade planned by humans, but rather of the unpredictable, inhuman force of a planetary climate system deranged by two centuries of fossil-fueled capitalist growth—what Tidal called in a surreal turn of phrase “climate strike.”15 Thus, while Hurricane Sandy was not a human action, neither can it be considered a “natural” event in any simple sense of the word.
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MTL, Seeing Without the State, Far Rockaway, Queens, November 2012.



The entire city was impacted by the storm, but especially low-income communities of color with the least access to services, provisions, and infrastructure. The dialectical counterpoint to the images of Wall Street underwater are those of physical destruction and human suffering in such areas, exemplified by Far Rockaway, Queens. Streets transformed into beaches, homes moldering and uninhabitable, darkened housing projects filled with stranded families. Most hauntingly allegorical were the remains of the Rockaway Boardwalk, its platforms washed away and leaving only miles of naked concrete pillars as far as the eye could see.

Hurricane Sandy and its aftermath—stretching up to the People’s Climate Mobilization of September 2014—constitute an historic crux for the interplay between contemporary art and ecology. Artists, many of them emerging from the rupture of Occupy, would play important roles during this period, helping to cultivate new visual languages, actions, and social spaces for the purposes of building a broad-based climate justice movement. Before profiling and assessing these developments in detail, it is useful to set them off against some exemplary moments in the often vexed history of the art and ecology in the preceding decades in order to gauge their stakes.16

As the discourse of environmental criticism insists, all cultural objects have an ecological basis.17 Indeed, the physical and organic systems of the earth are the material substrate of human life itself. As Marx argued, the dialectical co-transformation of society and environment is the original motor of history, volatized by the institution of private property and the dual processes of enclosure and colonization.18 The perception of a crisis or disequilibrium in this relationship comes to the fore in Western art with nineteenth-century Romanticism.

In England, Romantic anticapitalism was the predominant response to capitalist industrialization, whether in the nostalgic register of Ruskin or in William Morris’s early “eco-socialist” vision of combining “the Red” and “the Green.” In the US, writers and artists posited what William Cronon calls the mythical “wilderness ideal,” epitomized in literature by Henry David Thoreau’s Walden.19 Nature is here a site of quasi-religious enchantment, becoming an agent of spiritual salvation. Yet at the same time, the wilderness ideal, in positing nature as untouched and pristine, was founded on the cultural erasure of Native American populations. This process of erasure was not only a matter of ideological mystification. It was bound up with the administrative techniques of settler-colonialism and resource management. Indeed, the original Romantic landscape photographs of Timothy O’Sullivan in the 1870s come from the geological surveys of the US Army following the Civil War.20 This wilderness ideal reaches its apogee in the work of Ansel Adams, whose sublime photographs of Yosemite were used in advocating for the extension of the National Park Service and, in turn, the promotion of wilderness tourism.

If the mainstream of modernist art largely bracketed “nature” understood in terms of the organic environment, the first artist to offer a programmatic critique of the wilderness ideal and its spiritualization of nature was Robert Smithson. Smithson is often identified with other so-called Land Artists whose work involved site-specific interventions directly within the terrestrial landscape. However, unlike his colleagues such as Michael Heizer, Smithson would articulate an overtly ecological concern with sites marked by capitalist dereliction, such as abandoned strip mines, oil derricks, and garbage pits. Smithson imagined large scale environmental remediation projects involving physical terrain, media technologies, and living ecosystems. Such projects were in part inspired by his reading of Central Park as a “dialectical landscape” marked by geological and anthropogenic forces alike, deconstructing any finite boundary between nature, culture, and technology.21

For Smithson Central Park was a liberal public space of aesthetic appreciation and wonderment. His admiration for Frederick Law Olmsted’s reformist vision of “greening” the city is unequivocal, and he uncritically recites the designer’s claim that the park was constructed on a “man-made wasteland.” What Smithson refers to here as a “wasteland” was in fact a commons inhabited by the black and Irish squatters of Seneca Village, which existed between 1825 and 1857 and was destroyed to make way for the artificial landscape of the park. Central Park can thus be understood as having been founded on a racialized eviction and a razing of the commons, symbolized by the replacement of the goats of Seneca Village with the pastoral sheep placed for aesthetic display in Sheep Meadow.

During the period that Smithson was developing his approach to landscape remediation, battles over space and land were raging throughout the US. Just adjacent to Central Park itself, the occupation of Columbia University had begun with a protest by students in alliance with community members in Harlem against the expropriation of Morningside Park by the university for an athletic facility. Meanwhile, the Black Panthers and Young Lords were calling for the collective liberation of neighborhood territory, and People’s Park in Berkeley was occupied as a commons before being violently evicted by the National Guard. Smithson by contrast remained comfortably attached to the institutional art world, though ultimately envisioned partnerships with corporations and government agencies to undertake his projects.

In the decade following Smithson’s death in 1973, an entire genre of self-conscious “eco-art” would emerge that would pick up on the unfinished legacy of his vision of ecological landscape remediation, sometimes combining it with utopian iterations of urban agriculture. The most spectacular of these was undoubtedly Agnes Denes’s Wheatfield: A Confrontation (1982), in which the artist was granted permission by New York City via its Public Art Fund to transform a rubble-strewn landfill on the eastern side of Lower Manhattan into a field of wheat over the course of a six-month growing period. According to the artist, the work was meant to juxtapose the use-value of land for food production against the values of finance and real estate symbolized by the newly constructed World Trade Center towering over the landfill. However, Wheat Field was in fact planned as a kind of transitional aesthetic redemption of the site, which in the subsequent year would be rechristened Battery Park City, housing luxury condos as well as the World Financial Center.

Meanwhile, throughout the 1970s and ’80s, as the genre of eco-art developed within the broader parameters of officially sanctioned public art, environmentalist activists like Greenpeace began to move into radical forms of s direct action: high-risk flotillas, occupations, blockades, lockdowns, banner drops, and light projections, setting a new standard of creative disobedience and mediagenic action-logic that would flow directly into both the alterglobalization movement and, beyond that, Occupy.22

However, as radical actions were being developed during this period by groups like Greenpeace, ideologically neutralized appeals to ecology were also becoming prominent in both popular culture and mainstream political discourse, culminating in Al Gore’s Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit, released in 1992. This was the period of the collapse of the Soviet Bloc and the ushering in of neoliberal globalization by the US, christened the “New World Order” by George H. W. Bush upon invading Iraq.23 As Naomi Klein has noted, the end of the Cold War involved a collision course between the increasingly urgent realization by citizens and policymakers of the fact of global warming, on the one hand, and the locking-in of an intensive new phase of fossil-fuel–based capitalist accumulation through free market trade regimes on the other.24 Rhetorics of sustainability and green capitalism began to gain traction during this period, claiming to balance the dual imperatives of “growth” and “environment” that ecologists had long identified as antagonists.

Eco-art during this period continued to develop along a spectrum including landscape remediation, agricultural micro-experiments, public educational campaigns, and symbolic gestures, oftentimes framed by a discourse similar to Gore’s, namely of art providing a “spiritual” supplement to ecological science. 25

Whatever their differences in politics and tactics, eco-art, large environmental groups, and popular ecological ideology all shared the common feature of being largely blind to matters of race and class, despite the fact that poor people in the US and around the world are disproportionately affected by environmental crises, and have often been the agents of the most radical ecological struggles, whether defined as such or not. In 1991 the first People of Color Environmental Justice leadership conference was held, which declared the inseparability of ecological concerns and broader questions of economic inequality, racial justice, and democratic rights at both national and global scales.26

At the same time, while environmental justice informed the discourse of global justice surrounding the Seattle actions of 1999 and after, climate change barely figured in its grievances. Hurricane Katrina in the summer of 2005 decisively changed the terrain, at once forcing climate change as a matter of public concern and throwing into relief the deeply racialized nature of climate crisis, with poor black communities suffering the brunt of physical destruction, governmental neglect, social dislocation, and, ultimately, mass displacement.27 It would be from within these very communities that grassroots systems of relief, mutual support, and political mobilization would emerge. An important force in this process was the Common Ground Collective, a multiracial network of service providers throughout New Orleans combining anarchist principles and the legacy of the Black Panthers under the banner “solidarity not charity.”28

Among the flash points of the immediate post-Katrina period was the decision by the Department of Housing and Urban Development to destroy hundreds of units of public housing allegedly rendered uninhabitable by the storm. Displaced residents set up a tent encampment in front of the St. Bernard housing development, which they dubbed Survivor’s Village. Survivor’s Village took up the figure of the tent as a sign of biopolitical grievance and physical persistence in the face of racialized mass displacement—a process they likened to the ethnic cleansing of Palestine in calling for a “right of return.”
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Protest by residents of Ibeville Public Housing Neighborhood, New Orleans, July 1, 2006.



The aesthetic dimension of this process of displacement was brought into high relief by a special issue of Artforum released two months after the storm in which the magazine called upon twelve avant-garde architects to present “visionary designs” for the reconstruction of the city.29 The designs blithely disavowed the essential biopolitical question of housing, the very sine qua non of retaining the dislocated black population of the city. In the most sinister of the designs, Prisker Prize–winner Thom Mayne presented a plan to “restore” the devastated black neighborhood of the Lower Ninth Ward to its “natural” state as a fluid, amphibious landscape planned for recreational use rather than human habitation. The rationale of this and other designs was that the disaster presented an urbanistic opportunity to at once shrink and “green” the city. As activists from groups like Common Ground and Survivor’s Village declared, greening was here synonymous with whitewashing and erasure.

In contrast to the all-star cast of urban visionaries presented by Artforum, the Yes Men worked with organizers from Survivors Village to stage an impersonation of the US Department of Housing and Urban Development, holding an official “re-opening” ceremony on site at the Lafitte Houses and announcing that the agency was going to expand public housing as part of a visionary reconstruction program for the city.30 This was not of course the case, and the demolition went ahead, an important step in locking in the overall process of class-cleansing the city.

Within this history of art and ecology, the Yes Men’s New Orleans intervention is significant in that it involves a carefully crafted collaboration between artists and grassroots environmental justice activists to highlight environmental disparity rather than smoothing it over in the manner of the public art projects that had proliferated in the prior decade.

Soon thereafter, the Yes Men created the Survivaball, an absurdist prototype of a mobile life-support bubble tailored specially to the “lifestyle” of corporate executives planning for and speculating on the likelihood of future climate disasters.31 Introduced at a convention for the disaster insurance industry on behalf of a fake corporation, Survivaball presented the image of the CEO dwelling in an artificially self-enclosed “bubble,” protected from the destruction unleashed by the very system of unlimited growth and potentially catastrophic risk over which he presides—a strong resonance with the bailing-out of Wall Street banks during the 2008 financial crisis. There, life was plunged “under water” for the great majority of the population, while CEOs floated along at the crest of the financial tempest, making it to shore alive with government assistance while everyone else drowned in debt, precarity, and immiseration. These meteorological metaphors would take on an ironically literal quality in 2012 when Wall Street itself was inundated by Hurricane Sandy.

The Yes Men would rearticulate this analysis of climate injustice by deploying another of their “identity correction” campaigns during the 2009 UN Copenhagen Climate Summit, which took place on the fifteenth anniversary of the Kyoto Accords. A perfect mimicry of an official press release from the Canadian delegation was disseminated to global media outlets announcing that the rich, Northern nation had resolved to both dramatically curb their fossil fuel emissions in an unprecedented time frame, and also to set up a climate fund for assisting the Global South in redistributive renewable energy development programs rather than the extraction of coal, oil, and gas.32 The press release framed this fund in terms of “climate reparations,” thus situating the climate crisis in a narrative of uneven postcolonial development reaching back to the violent origins of capitalism in the processes of enslavement, enclosure, and colonization by European powers beginning in the sixteenth century. As per usual with such Yes Men interventions, the entity targeted for “identity correction” was forced to publically confirm that it was not in fact pursuing a visionary program of global climate justice, and that its approach to Copenhagen would in fact remain within the cynical idea that climate change is a “global responsibility” shared equally by all nations regardless of their historic role in fossil fuel extraction, production, and investment over the past two centuries. Once the hoax became evident, the Yes Men then held a press conference featuring a team of specially uniformed “climate debt agents” from Canada, Europe, and Africa, who announced they had come to Copenhagen to collect on the overdue reparations payments owed by the Global North to the peoples of the Global South, who bore the brunt of both climate distress and climate-destroying global investment.33

Though the negotiations themselves were dominated by the intransigence of the US, Canada, and Western Europe, the Copenhagen Climate Summit provided an antagonistic platform for amplifying the call for climate justice sounded by Global South activists.34 This call would be picked up by many of the same Northern artists and activists who had extended the alterglobalization movement in Europe and the US in the early 2000s. To that end, Climate Action Camps proliferated throughout Europe in the years surrounding the Copenhagen summit, with the intent of both protesting Northern inaction in curbing emissions and enacting reparations, but also creatively prefiguring anticapitalist ecological modes of life.35

An historic counterpoint to the Copenhagen Summit was the World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth held in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in 2010. Recoding the mythic figure of Mother Earth through the lens of indigenous cosmology (rather than Northern New Age spirituality), the declaration took as its aspirational horizons “decolonization of the atmosphere,” an end to extractivism, and the cultivation of the earth as a commons informed by the principle of “buen vivir” enshrined—though unevenly enforced—by the Ecuadorian constitution. As T. J. Demos has argued, Cochabamba has provided a touchstone for new strands of ecologically oriented art in the North and South alike that, through creative research, film, video, and performance, experimental agricultural projects, and more, now see the “rights of nature” not as the restoration of a pristine essence, but rather as the condition for a new non-anthropocentric political ecology.36

At the same time that climate justice was consolidating as a project in the Global South, 2010 saw the beginning of an important direct action campaign in England called Liberate Tate, which targeted the esteemed, publically owned Tate Museum for its complicity with fossil fuel companies.37 To compensate for neoliberal budget cuts, in recent years public cultural institutions such as the Tate had increasingly come to partner with global corporations. An especially visible corporate sponsor of the Tate was British Petroleum, notorious for the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico as well as its “green washing” publicity campaigns in which it broadcast its supposed commitment to renewable energy. In 2010, activist women from Liberate Tate infiltrated the museum’s annual summer party for artists with gallons of thick crude oil ensconced under their dresses. When a signal was given, they disgorged the oil like a kind of grotesque birthing process, the thick, oozing substance spilling out over the floor of the hallowed museum as BP executives, government officials, and elite art world denizens watched in shock. The intervention channeled several artistic legacies. It combined the procedures of spilling, dripping, splattering, and pooling developed by Jackson Pollock with feminist performance art emphasizing the female body as a symbolic medium in its own right.

In subsequent actions, Liberate Tate would use the museum’s famous Turbine Hall as a staging area, alluding to its history as a repurposed, oil-fired electricity plant. In their 2012 Floe Piece, participants ceremonially transported into the turbine-cum-gallery a block of Arctic ice donated to the nearby Occupy London camp by a climate scientist. In the words of an organizer,


Arctic ice is melting at record rates as a result of climate change. The irony is that the same oil companies like BP that carry a lot of responsibility for climate change, are using the melting ice as an opportunity to drill for more oil in previously inaccessible areas.38



In Gift, the group used a similar ritual process to collectively deliver the sixteen-meter-long blade of a wind turbine, presenting it to the museum as a confrontational “donation” to its collection and thus placing Tate director and BP defender Nicolas Serota in the awkward position of deciding what to do with the massive object, described by Liberate Tate in the following way:


Resting on the floor of your museum, [it] might resemble the bones of a leviathan monster washed up from the salty depths, a suitable metaphor for the deep arctic drilling that BP is now profiting from now that the ice is melting. But it is not animal, nor is it dead, it is a living relic from a future that is aching to become the present.39
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Liberate Tate, The Gift, July 2012.



It is important to note that the actions of Liberate Tate are not one-off spectacles; they are embedded in a broader UK campaign called Art Not Oil that aims to pressure cultural institutions to cut their ties with the fossil fuel industry. Like Occupy Museums and G.U.L.F., Art Not Oil sees such institutions, with their stated civic missions of public edification and aesthetic achievement, as vulnerable pressure points for advancing a larger movement vision, in this case that of fossil fuel divestment, and beyond that, the de-corporatization of cultural life.

A related project was lauched in 2014 by Not an Alternative, which they called, in a deliberately deadpan appropriation, the Natural History Museum. This was a mobile, multi-platform exhibition devoted to exploring the history and ideology of natural history museums in the age of climate crisis. It shared with Liberate Tate in England an emphasis on the influence of fossil fuel interests, such as the Koch brothers, as donors to museums like the Smithsonian. In a project that received global media coverage, the Natural History Museum recruited thirty-four of the top climate scientists in the US—soon to be joined by several thousand others—to write an open public letter to several museums of science and natural history calling for them to sever their ties with the fossil fuel industry. The letter became a viral media sensation, and enabled the group to secure the “marquee” spot at the annual US Museum Convention based on the conventions of the American Museum of Natural History, where they installed a massive ninety-foot multimedia pedagogical display, dwarfing those of all other institutions and further creating momentum for the call sounded by the scientists’ letter.40

Natural History Museum exemplifies several strands of artistic organizing we have tracked throughout the book, mobilizing the cultural capital of high-profile figures—in this case, scientific authorities—to take aim at a little-known but pervasive instance of Wall Street power. The combined visibility of the museum as institution, and science as an image of public truth, were thus leveraged to expose and discredit the fossil fuel industry within the broader horizon of the accelerating climate divestment movement being spearheaded by college students and churches.

The Ecologies of Occupy

By the summer of 2011, among the leading entities of climate activism in the US was the organization 350.org. The group was founded in 2009 by Bill McKibben, a writer whose best-selling 1989 book The End of Nature had, along with Gore’s Earth in the Balance, been among the first widely read popular accounts of global warming.41 Significantly for the brief art-historical sketch I laid out earlier in this chapter, McKibben’s book was not a scientific treatise or journalistic exposé, but belonged rather to the genre of “nature writing” self-consciously tracing itself back to the Romantic ecological aesthetics of Thoreau and Muir. As suggested by the somewhat apocalyptic title, the conundrum of the book was what “nature writing” could mean at an historical moment in which every square inch of the planet—including the atmospheric rhythms against which human civilization had been set from its origins—was now unpredictably deranged by fossil fuel emissions.

The ambition of 350 was to transform a technical scientific conclusion by climate scientist James Hansen that 350 parts per million is the upper limit of CO2 in the atmosphere before a catastrophic “tipping point” is reached—into a galvanizing figure of popular imagination, one that could be taken up as a global insignia. Indeed, as opposed to the high-risk blockades and interruptions characteristic of Greenpeace, 350’s actions were low-intensity aesthetic spectacles designed to “sound the alarm,” creating a global visual archive of civic concern often involving participants using their bodies to spell out the number 350 against the ground as seen from an aerial view.42

350 was a creature of the early Obama era, projecting a message of both urgency and hope in the possibilities of what former presidential advisor Van Jones called “the green collar economy”—a neo-Keynesian program to combine the development of renewable energy with massive job creation, the aesthetic signature of which were green construction helmets worn by activists.43 The vision of 350 revolved squarely around Washington, DC, and the possibilities seemingly presented by the Obama Administration. This was exemplified by the visual culture of a massive sit-in staged in front of the White House on August 22, 2011, in which a large banner read “Climate Change Is Not in Our National Interest,” accompanied by an insignia resembling the Obama “hope” logo from the campaign but now turned into a symbol of renewable energy. As the action unfolded, demonstrators chanted “Yes We Can!,” the familiar Obama campaign slogan from 2008.

Two things are important to note here about this apogee of mainstream climate activism: the setting was DC; the action was addressed to an elected official, demanding that he live up to his own campaign promises; and the tactic was that of highly orchestrated and nonconfrontational civil disobedience. At the very same moment, artists and organizers in New York were busy preparing an occupation of Wall Street—a tactic and setting tellingly distinct from the 350 action in DC.

As noted in the introduction, Occupy itself can be understood through an ecological lens, as a dense assemblage of human and nonhuman activities, objects, technologies and spaces. Against reductions of Occupy to a matter of liberal public assembly, I earlier discussed the camp as a biopolitical infrastructure concerned with the communal reproduction of life, including food and sanitation. More specifically still, Zuccotti Park featured a miniature permacultural zone, replete with a gray-water system, a compost heap, and, most famously, a stationary bicycle retrofitted as an autonomous power generator. The latter collage-object was installed at the park by Times Up!, a long-established eco-anarchist group emerging from struggles against gentrification on the Lower East Side and the alterglobalization movement of the early 2000s, well known for their social space, organization of bike blocs, and solidarity with community gardens.44 The “energy-bike,” as it was called, frequently appeared in media coverage, lending itself to the prefigurative atmosphere of the park overall.45 But it also raised a question haunting Occupy overall: how, if at all, could such microscopic, and some might even say quaint experiments address the staggering planetary scale of climate crisis?

During the height of the encampment, climate change was not an especially prominent part of the Occupy imaginary of “banks vs. the people,” despite the presence of many organizers who had previously worked in the environmentalist milieu prior.46 An important exception was Occupy the Pipeline, which targeted the Spectra Energy pipeline running underneath the West Side of Manhattan, a campaign that synergized with the momentum of Josh Fox’s successful anti-fracking documentary Gasland. As part of the overall actions for the one-year anniversary of Occupy, Occupy the Pipeline staged a climate-themed die-in at Di Modica’s Charging Bull, prophetically calling the action “Storm Wall Street.” Five weeks later, Wall Street would indeed be stormed, not by a tidal wave of the 99%, but rather by the catastrophic floodwaters of Hurricane Sandy. As Tidal magazine would put it: “All Storms Lead to Wall Street.”47
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Energy bike, Zuccotti Park, October 2011.



When the storm hit the city, the Bloomberg Administration was utterly unprepared, especially when it came to relief for marginal areas like Far Rockaway, where poor communities of color had long been warehoused by neoliberal urban policy makers since the 1980s as they went about class-cleansing the city for financial elites.48 As it became clear that governmental aid to such areas was not immediately forthcoming, organizers reactivated the networks built up over the previous year during Occupy. Within a week the Occupy Sandy relief infrastructure had been set up in neighborhood churches throughout the city, access to which was facilitated by the Occupy Faith group that formed around the Duarte Square campaign in 2011.

Church pews and basements were filled with piles of donated goods, while communal kitchens, media centers, and volunteer training spaces buzzed with activity. The relief hubs were adorned with banners and signage articulating the aspirational vision of Occupy Sandy. For instance, hung from the choir balcony at the Church of Saint Luke and Saint Matthew in Brooklyn below a gigantic stained glass window was an enormous banner inscribed with the phrase “People-Powered Recovery” and accompanied by a bucket and shovel emblazoned with an anarchist “A.” The churches were also marked by high-visibility yellow-and-black signage designed by Not an Alternative, the visual coding of security and reconstruction familiar from their earlier Occupy equipment now taking on a truly infrastructural role for identifying sites, helping people navigate decimated areas, and finally identifying Occupy Sandy volunteers with quasi-official patches and vests.

Infamously, in the first weeks after the disaster the National Guard and Red Cross both followed the lead of Occupy organizers, who were praised even by Bloomberg himself for their prowess in having set up a relief infrastructure independent of the state. This praise indicates the tension inherent to the overall operation. On the one hand, Occupy stepped into the void left by the negligent state and top-heavy relief organizations, responding to an urgent and real biopolitical crisis and providing undeniable help. On the other hand, the network ended up performing months of uncompensated work of the sort that a powerful city government should arguably be expected and counted upon to do. Indeed, from a certain angle it can even be argued that such volunteer nongovernmental work—and the self-representation as nonstate agents—implicitly assumes or even enables the negligence and devolution of the state in its essential functions, taking the emergency to be the norm.49 A question haunting Occupy Sandy was how, if at all, relief could indeed become a political force, one that would be empowering rather than merely ministering services in a managerial fashion—an aspiration evoked in Common Ground’s phrase “solidarity not charity,” which was often heard during Occupy Sandy operations.50
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Occupy Sandy relief station, Church of Saint Luke and Saint Matthew, Clinton Hill, Brooklyn, November 2012.
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Occupy Sandy Wayfinders, Far Rockaway, Queens, November 2012. Designed by ‘Not an Alternative, Daniel Latorre, Pratt Disaster Resiliency Project.



Indeed, Occupy Sandy per se did not ever truly go on the offensive against either the Bloomberg Administration, the predatory disaster capitalists that began circling around the Rockaways after the storm, or climate criminals on Wall Street itself. However, as recorded in Michael Premo and Rachel Falcone’s ongoing “participatory documentary” Sandy Storylines, the long-term reconstruction process has nonetheless involved vigorous local organizing efforts including the establishment of worker co-ops and fights against predatory gentrification of the peninsula.51 These micro-level efforts would ultimately feed into the organizing, messaging, and arts of the massive People’s Climate March of September 2014.

The post-disaster landscape of Far Rockaway received a curious, temporary addition in the spring of 2013, emanating from the very center of the global artworld: Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). Just blocks from an Occupy Sandy relief hub near the flood-ravaged Rockaway boardwalk, MoMA installed a lightweight geodesic dome as a “module” of its Expo 1 project, a summer-long “festival” of events and exhibitions at MoMA and its sister museum PS1. The Expo project was framed as expressing an “urgent and pragmatic sensibility of ‘dark optimism’ [which] addresses ecological challenges set against the backdrop of economic turmoil and sociopolitical upheaval that has made a dramatic impact on daily life.”52 The dome was funded and branded by Volkswagen, the global car company that over the past decade has recreated its public image as a leader in hybrid automotive technology, an exemplar of green capitalism claiming to balance the imperatives of capitalist growth and ecological sustainability. The dome housed a portfolio of “visionary designs” by architects for the reconstruction of the Rockaway boardwalk. Like the dome itself, none of these designs were grounded in the concerns or projects of local survivors. Though announced as a “community space” the structure functioned primarily as a curiosity for local residents and tourists, and was unceremoniously removed at the end of the Expo show after two months despite the fact that it could have been repurposed as a piece of collective infrastructure for the incipient Rockaways reconstruction movement mentioned above. This would only have been possible, of course, had the Expo organizers recieved a mandate to genuinely work outside of their comfort zone and channeled their resources in a strategic manner on par with the elaborate theoretical and political claims made for the show overall concerning climate change, sociopolitical transformation, and so on. It would be fair to say that such an expectation would be unrealistic of an institution like MoMA, and yet the very raison d’être—one that proved to be superficial and spectacular—of the entire Expo festival was exactly that of a vanguard boldly stepping beyond the bounds of typical institutional programming.
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Volkswagen/PS1 Expo dome, Far Rockaway, Queens, March 29–June 30, 2013.



On site at the two museums during Dark Optimism were a wide range of materials touching on the relationship between art and ecology, broadly defined. Some materials were historical in nature, such as a revisionist curatorial treatment of the work of Ansel Adams emphasizing the entwinement of his aesthetics with his policy-based conservationist advocacy. Others were works of contemporary art seeming to capture a supposed philosophical zeitgeist of “speculative realism” concerned with the uncanny vitality of nonhuman things and temporalities.53 One such work was Olafur Elliason’s Your Wasted Time, a sculptural installation comprised of large chunks of ice derived from a melting, broken glacier in the artist’s native Iceland. The chunks dated back some twelve thousand years to the first ice age and were displayed in a refrigerated gallery powered by a solar unit on the roof of the museum.54 Recalling the dialectic of geological and historical time perceived by Smithson in Central Park, Elliason’s work brought viewers into intimate contact with what Bruno Latour would call “quasi-objects” suspended in time between fluid and solid, naturally sculpted and socially marked, site-specific and planetary, part and whole—and, given the refrigerated environment maintaining the integrity of the ice-chunks, the climatic and the technological.55 Through the lens of art history, Your Wasted Time is of interest as a kind of post-Romantic undoing of “nature” for the era of the so-called Anthropocene; through the lens of climate justice, however, it reads as an empty poetic gesture lacking in any incitement to think through the Anthropocene as the result not of “humanity” in general but rather the deranged doubling-back of capitalist growth upon itself.

The People’s Climate March and the Emergence of a New Arts Infrastructure

In the three years following Hurricane Sandy, a new mode of artistic organizing began to emerge around the burgeoning nationwide climate movement, anchored in New York City by artists who had worked in the post-Occupy, post-Sandy milieu. This new development is significant in that it involves the construction of a sustainable, movement-based artistic infrastructure that is neither driven by day-to-day crisis nor constrained by the apparatus of the contemporary art system (though it is not adverse to tactically channeling the resources sometimes provided by museums or nonprofits, for instance). In order to grasp the art-historical significance of this new formation, it is necessary to briefly recount the process from which it emerged, namely, the People’s Climate March (PCM) and its anticapitalist supplement Flood Wall Street.

So far in this chapter, I have traced the entwining of artistic practices and ecological politics, highlighting a wide spectrum of ideological tendencies, aesthetic styles, and tactical orientations, giving pride of place to projects that embrace autonomous direct action over work occurring within the parameters of existing institutional powers. This entire spectrum of work would become part of the massive organizing machine for the PCM in September 2014 in New York. Timed to coincide with the first ever special session of the General Assembly United Nations devoted to climate change, the march was originally conceived by a coalition of large labor and environmental groups, and in turn facilitated by McKibben’s 350 and the global NGO Avaaz. The primary function of these groups was to channel resources to on-the-ground organizers in New York, and to mount a massive publicity campaign, one element of which was a ubiquitous series of subway advertisements seeking to galvanize its audience, often with reference to the recent memory of Hurricane Sandy. The most widely circulated image was cinematic in quality, featuring the Statue of Liberty inundated by the sea, and accompanied by the ambiguous warning “Because the Next One Won’t Be Biblical.” This semi-apocalyptic tone was also supplemented by glibly playful messaging intended to reassure its target audience of the low bar for participation, both ideologically and practically: one poster read “Sunday, 9/21: Walk the Dog, Grab Brunch, Make History,” while another asked, “What Puts Hipsters and Bankers in the Same Boat?”—class-conciliatory messaging belying the privileged demographic target of the campaign. However, a separate series of posters with a decidedly more radical bent were commissioned for circulation in and by activist networks. In a design by Oakland artist-organizer Faviana Rodriguez, for instance, a stylized female figure of color composed of inter-looping geometrical forms stands holding her child under the phrase “DEFEND OUR MOTHER”—words associated in this context with the Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth at Cochabamba, a document which emphasizes the reproductive labor of women that bears the brunt of ecological crises in front-line communities.56

A number of on-the-ground organizers involved in the PCM were artists emerging from the Occupy milieu, such as Gan Golan and Rachel Schragis, as well as Raquel de Anda, a former curator at Galeria de la Raza in San Francisco. Though in the initial phases of the planning process artists were consigned to an adjunct role, they ultimately succeeded in building arts into the DNA of the mobilization. This involved, for example, facilitating what they described as the “narrative structure” of the march, beginning with “Frontlines of Crisis, Frontlines of Change.” This bloc was comprised of local community organizations such as Uprose, El Puente, and Rockaways Youth Task Force, as well as numerous Native American organizations from the US and Canada including Idle No More and Indigenous Environmental Network, who carried a banner reading “Respect Indigenous Peoples’ Rights, End CO2lonialism.”57

The concept of “artistic organizing” developed by these artists—who consolidated their work as People’s Climate Arts—had several facets. First, it emphasizes the importance of aesthetics, symbolism, and narrative to grappling with the challenge of how to capture popular imagination and affect in ways that rehearsing statics and figures would not. With the PCM, inherent to this challenge was infusing the visual culture of the march with a sense of life-affirming creativity rather than simply apocalyptic doomsday scenarios. Secondly, this approach also stressed the importance of collective art-making itself as connection-building process for participating groups themselves. Thirdly, artistic organizing thus conceived involves the mobilization and channeling of resources—money, materials, spaces, media—in laying the groundwork for a long-term infrastructure of movement culture.
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People’s Climate March, September 21, 2014



These goals were embodied by two new overlapping organizing platforms to emerge during the PCM process, with the help of funds channeled from 350 and Avaaz: the Sporatorium and Mayday space.

Sporatorium—“a public space for generating resistance and creativity”—was established in the spring of 2014 as a regular assembly designed to plug artists and their affiliated networks into both the larger march itself and the anticipated post-march organizing efforts. The second, related platform was Mayday Space, a three-story convergence center in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Bushwick created by veterans of the alter-globalization movement and Occupy including Sandy Nurse and Anna Noguiera.58 Though Mayday was envisioned far before the PCM, the funders of the march paid the first two months’ rent for the space, helping transform it into a buzzing hub of meetings, media, and especially arts fabrication available to all the participating groups. The kickstarting of Mayday with PCM money enabled the space to in turn begin a funding drive to sustain the space as a movement center.59

Operating out of Mayday, artist-activists like Cesar Maxit, Crystal Clarity, Remy Fredenberg, and David Solnit (a core figure in the 1999 Seattle shut-down) facilitated large-scale art building workshops for participating groups, producing giant banners, flags, parachutes, standards, and patches keyed to each of the march-contingents.

The PCM ultimately attracted some four hundred thousand participants, and it undoubtedly had a remarkable aesthetic presence thanks to the massive organizing efforts of Sporatorium and others within the PCM network. To name a few of the most spectacular props: a frontline battery of sunflowers, a contingent of endangered bees, massive inflatable life rafts, a diorama of a fossil-fuel–free New York City illuminated in real time by an energy bike, a monstrous extraction-machine puppet confronting an army of monarch butterflies, a cluster of mili-tents on poles translated from Not an Alternative’s original design to now signify climate-related displacement and gentrification (“Rising Seas, Rising Rents”), and a massive rendition of Coatlicue, the Aztec goddess of death and rebirth, designed by indigenous-Mexican activists from Sunset Park, Brooklyn. The colorful frontline of the march was featured on the cover of the New York Times the following day, and media coverage overall of the march was highly positive, often affirmatively citing the official PCM message that the march was “historic” in not only its size but in its channeling of popular energies into a global climate movement.60 But as radical journalist Natasha Lennard asked, what exactly was meant by “historic”?61 Even with the strong presence of climate justice organizations, what indeed were the politics of the march given the commitment of its big green sponsors to media-friendliness and big-tent vision? Who or what was the “People” in the People’s Climate March?

It was in anticipation of the blandishments of the PCM that an autonomous, unpaid group of former Occupy organizers conceived Flood Wall Street as a radical supplementary action in response to a call from the Climate Justice Alliance.62 The visual language and action-logic of Flood Wall Street was first crystallized in an image designed by veteran activist illustrator Seth Tobocman showing poisonous effluents ascending into the sky from an archetypical stock exchange building, forming ominous storm clouds emblazoned with the phrase “Stop climate chaos.” The clouds, in turn, rain back into the sea, which surges back toward the land with a tidal wave of human bodies readable as both victims of apocalyptic disaster and agents of a popular storm surging toward the source of the emissions. At once a mythic vision and a simplified diagram of ecological feedback, the image is accompanied by the hashtag “#FloodWallStreet.”

The action revolved around an arrestable mass sit-in to which PCM participants were invited.63 An estimated three thousand people showed up at Battery Park the morning of the action, mic-checking speeches from both intellectuals like Naomi Klein and Rebecca Solnit, as well as leaders from environmental justice struggles like Ta’kaiya Blainey of the Salish People, currently fighting pipeline construction in British Columbia. Those assembled easily spilled onto Broadway with little resistance from the NYPD, holding aloft a three-hundred-foot blue banner reading “Flood Wall Street” and “Capitalism = Climate Chaos,” visible from the air. The banner acted as both a narrative tie and an interactive prop, undulating like a tidal wave as it moved along Broadway, passing through hundreds of hands along the way.

Also floating along the tide of bodies was a gigantic inflatable “carbon bubble,” symbolically evoking the massive loss of value that fossil fuel companies will face if and when popular pressure succeeds in forcing them to leave such fuels in the ground.64 The object was intended to bolster the narrative of fossil fuel divestment and its accompanying call for reinvestment in the infrastructure of a “Just Transition” to a new economy (the contours of which are of course a matter of considerable debate).65 Like the banner, the bubble also functioned as both a striking visual image and an interactive prop, one that would meet its end at the iconic Charging Bull. Within less than half an hour, several thousand people followed through with the sit-in call, blocking Broadway between Wall Street and the Charging Bull at the tip of Bowling Green park. As was the case during Occupy, Di Modica’s sculpture was barricaded and guarded by NYPD officers, aware of its iconic status as a potential target of action. As the sit-in settled into place, the carbon bubble was lobbed over the barricades onto the bull, resulting in the spectacle of the NYPD forcefully wrestling with the absurd, carnivalesque prop in order to protect what pastors Juan Carlos Ruiz and John Merz called in a micchecked sermon the “false idol of capitalism.”
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Standards at Flood Wall Street march, September 22, 2014, design by Seth Tobocman.
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Olafur Eliasson, Your Waste of Time, 2006. Vatnajökull ice, cooling system, styrofoam, wood, dimensions variable. Installation view at MoMA PS1, New York, 2013.
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Faviana Rodriguez, Defienda Nuestra Madre, People’s Climate March poster, 2014.



Several hours into the sit-in, it became apparent that the NYPD was under orders not to take the bait, which organizers had hoped would result in a watershed arrest of thousands capable of amplifying the anti-capitalist message of the action in advance of the UN summit. By early evening, many sitters began to decamp, and a closing ritual was held in which pounds of blue Holi powder were tossed throughout the crowd, the urban environment temporarily liquidating into an atmospheric cloud as the Indignado chant “A-, Anti-, Anticapitalista!” was joyously performed by the crowd. A group of around one hundred protesters would ultimately stay seated on Broadway well into the evening, before finally being arrested by a reluctant NYPD.

Flood Wall Street was an important counterpoint to the PCM, helping to consolidate and amplify an anticapitalist horizon for climate activism, however open-ended that horizon might have remained. It wove the the energies of post-Occupy New York into the nation-wide Rising Tide network, and solidified alliances with grassroots groups. It tapped into a broad desire for large-scale arrestable direct action around the climate crisis, and projected climate justice as the explicit aspiration, exemplified by the Peace Poets’ chant adopted as an anthem by the Wall Street sit-in: “Decolonize the water, decolonize the land. We’re changing up the system, we’re changing up the plan.” Further, it demonstrated the possibility of channeling resources—money, space, equipment—made available by the mainstream climate movement into something like Mayday Space, an enduring piece of radical infrastructure for arts and organizing alike that goes far beyond climate change as a single issue frame, thus facilitating linkages to broader networks of struggle.66
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Flood Wall Street sit-in, September 22, 2014, with carbon bubble by Tools for Action.



However, whatever its autonomy from the PCM, Flood Wall Street was nevertheless characterized by a highly choreographed style of organizing inherited from both Seattle and the “days of action” often undertaken by Occupy and its allies. For Glenn Dyer and Stephanie Wakefield of the insurrectionist Woodbine collective, Flood Wall Street was hardly a radical event when compared to the real-time apocalypse of climate crisis, characterized instead by “political priorities and techniques that have literally been left behind by reality, by the new common in which we find ourselves.”67 For Dyer and Wakefield, the crisis beckons with the messianic promise of system collapse, calling not for coalitions, actionlogics, media narratives, but rather revolutionary measures of collective survival in the void of our rapidly disappearing world. Whatever one thinks of this catastrophist mentality, it presents an important counterpoint to the relatively upbeat aesthetics of both the PCM and Flood Wall Street. Indeed, Flood Wall Street ended on what can only be described as a festive and self-congratulatory note. The celebratory chants, the burst of Holi powder, and the ginger treatment by police were a far cry from the clouds of teargas and armor-clad tanks that had been deployed a month earlier during the proto-revolutionary state of emergency in Ferguson, Missouri, following the police execution of Mike Brown.

Art Against Police, Art Against Displacement

From the era of the wilderness ideal that posited nature as a pristine exterior, to the epoch of the Anthropocene in which nature is seen to be irreducibly marked by the activity of a universal “humanity,” the relationship between art and environmentalism has long been haunted by the specter of whiteness. With the emergence of the climate justice movement in the post-Katrina period, the struggles of low-income communities of color have in principle been foregrounded. However, the task of building a multiracial climate movement has proven uneven and contentious due to the ongoing dynamics of white supremacy.

The nation-wide advent of Black Lives Matter following the Ferguson uprisings of 2014 have further radicalized the horizons within which climate justice must be understood. As indicated by the BlackOut Tour with which we began, the cultural practices of the movement situate police killings within an historical continuum of structural violence, enacting what Garza calls a “visibilization of black life” that calls not just for police reform, but for a radical redistribution of power and resources that would undermine white supremacy throughout society.

To reiterate a point made at the beginning of this chapter, it is important to flag the perils of assessing Ferguson and its aftermath in the discursive orbit of contemporary art and the post-Occupy condition. Ferguson—and beyond that, the explosion of Baltimore in April 2015—was a spontaneous uprising of communal self-defense against systemic state murder, becoming what Badiou would call an “evental site” taking on a universal resonance across the country. However, uprisings have their own aesthetico-political practices that can emerge both spontaneously and in more deliberately coordinated forms.

Beginning in Ferguson itself, the performative gesture of Hands Up Don’t Shoot would become a mobile, viral form, translating between and across sites throughout the country. It is a kind of necropolitical citation, a forensic trace from the scene of a black death at the hands of the police that has been taken up and generalized by the living, spontaneously adopted by enraged citizens as a way of collectively staging both vulnerability and resistance. Its power resides in an almost Brechtian estrangement effect—it preempts the preemptive violence of the police, staging collectively an advance knowledge that black bodies are always already targets of destruction. It mimics a gesture of surrender to a white supremacist system—accepting and submitting to the existential fact of being guilty in advance—but turns it against the agents of that destruction, catching them up in a theatrical performance subjected to the ubiquity of the camera. Further, as a verbal performance, Hands Up Don’t Shoot mimetically repeats the interpellation enacted by the police—“hey you there, hands up!”—to the police, indicting them in advance as potential killers, disarming them by calling out their violence.
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Black Lives Matter march, New York City, December 2014



Thus, a spontaneous gesture was translated into a collective icon, reiterated in countless visual, linguistic, and bodily forms in the subsequent months. It was often combined with the aesthetic tactic of the die-in. In this scenario, protesters collectively lie in a prone position as a way to temporarily hold space, symbolically conjuring the lives already cut off by police violence and anticipating the future losses to come if the status quo remains unchallenged. Like the gesture of Hands Up, the duration of such die-ins was often timed at four minutes and thirty seconds to echo the length of time—four and a half hours—that Brown’s body was left in the street by Ferguson police following his death. Thus, the die-in is simultaneously an act of mourning and militancy, much as it was when used by ACT UP in the 1980s and by the antiwar movement of the 1960s.68 In fact, the very phrase “die-in” harkens back to the sit-ins of the Civil Rights Movement, which pioneered the use of the body as a tactical and symbolic instrument of direct action in the history of US social movements. In this way, the die-in is ultimately a kind of historical recollection as well, bringing to the fore the politics of black life that was of course inherent to the earlier struggle.

I Can’t Breathe was another instance in which a collective image and gesture is derived from the forensic scene of an unarmed black man’s murder by the police. The case in question was the killing of Eric Garner, who was choked to death by a gang of NYPD officers on Staten Island while arresting him for selling loose cigarettes on a street corner under the rubric of Bill Bratton’s “broken windows” policing philosophy. In the cellphone video of the killing, Garner audibly struggles to utter the phrase “I can’t breathe” eleven times as five officers force him to the ground. As in the Rodney King case, despite the existence of apparently incontrovertible visual evidence, the officers involved in choking Garner were found by the state to be within their rights as officers of the law, and were in this case not even summoned for a grand jury. “I Can’t Breathe” would often be repeated during protests eleven times in a row—“I can’t breathe ONE, I can’t breathe TWO”—to conjure the scene of his last breaths, at once memorializing Garner as an individual and collectivizing his loss. Another gesture also appeared in these actions, wherein protesters wrapped their hands around their necks in the manner of a choke hold. The figure of black life is here linked to the most elementary figure of inhaling and exhaling, partaking of what should be a shared respirational commons.

This set of gestures, utterances, and performances—Hands Up Don’t Shoot, Black Lives Matter, the die-in, and I Can’t Breathe—all structured the political imaginary of the massive mobilizations around the country in late 2014, including in New York City, where anger at the police had long simmered amongst communities of color subjected to police violence on a daily basis, as well as those who had passed through the experience of Occupy.

A crucial feature of Occupy for many participants was a direct experience of confronting police violence, arrest, and detention. Periodically throughout the trajectory of Occupy, admonishments were sometimes heard from outside commentators that the movement should not be distracted by the so-called “police vs. protest” narrative, and focus instead on Wall Street and economic inequality; at worst, claims were made that “police are part of the 99%.”69 Such calls refused to recognize, first, that police are the “armed guards” of the 1% both in their task of policing acts of dissent like Occupy, but also in the attempt to terrorize into submission potentially rebellious populations of surplus workers confined to impoverished and segregated zones.

However, as constantly emphasized by organizers of color within Occupy who were indeed subjected to both kinds of policing, the voluntary self-exposure to arrest by occupiers was of course a very different experience than the everyday landscape of black or Latino communities where economic precarity is compounded by the ever-present power of the police as a kind of occupying power. This form of racist policing was exemplified by the Stop and Frisk regime of the Bloomberg Administration in New York, wherein police precincts were given express instructions and indeed numerical quotas to profile and harass young men of color as potential criminals for the most petty of offenses from those related to marijuana, or turnstile jumping to, in the majority of cases, nothing at all. “Talk to most white folks about the Bill of Rights,” writes José Martín in a 2012 article on Stop and Frisk,


and they will become indignant about any possible loss of their rights. Talk to young people of color about the Bill of Rights, and they will look at you cockeyed when you even suggest they have rights that police or the prison system would ever respect.70



Martín’s article, published in Tidal, was accompanied by a photograph taken in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Bushwick in 2012. It shows a weather-beaten graffiti-filled wall that has been covered with an irregular grid of wheat-pasted posters, featuring portraits of black men killed by the NYPD, such as Ramarley Graham. Three other posters are composed only of text: “In 2011, the NYPD stopped and frisked more black men in NYC than there are in NYC,” and “More than 1800 people will be stopped and frisked today, and tomorrow, and the day after that.” At the bottom of both groups of posters are three graphic icons: the crossed-out head of a police riot helmet; a face clad in a black hoodie and mask; and a flame. The figure of fire is then echoed in the final image repeated three times in the poster grid: a NYPD cruiser burning in the middle of an empty street.
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MTL, Wall, Bushwick, Brooklyn, June 2012, published in Tidal, Summer 2012.



Unidentified in terms of place or time, the image had an almost fantasy-like quality to it, an imagined realization of the offensive direct action against police implicitly enjoined by the other posters accompanying it on the wall. Indeed, upon closer inspection, the image seemed less like an historical document than a cinematic still, here translated into an agitational object addressed directly to the residents of a Brooklyn neighborhood poised between gentrification, displacement, and the police presence this has often involved.

The image resonates with a film entitled Police Mortality released online in early 2013 by the anonymous, Situationist-inspired collective Anti-Banality Union.71 The film is constructed according to the Situationist principle of détournement, in which fragments of capitalist culture are appropriated and collaged together in such a way as to invert and contest their meanings—exemplified by Guy Debord’s monumental filmic version of Society of the Spectacle (1973).


[image: images]

Anti-Banality Union, Police Mortality (video stills), 2013.



Police Mortality is made up entirely of clips from Hollywood movies featuring police—especially violence committed by police against the population, violence by the population against the police, and violence inflicted upon police by themselves. The film is a veritable encyclopedia of US film history—citing 122 films altogether—and its genres, ranging from film noir, to science fiction, to the interracial buddy-cop form that was established with the Lethal Weapon franchise in the 1980s. Most proximately in historical terms, it also draws heavily on Batman: The Dark Knight (2012), which, with its spectacular scenes of Wall Street transformed into a war zone, alludes to Occupy, or at least a fantasy thereof. Police Mortality taps into the deep psychic and aesthetic economies of violence to be found in mainstream film, demonstrating that, like apocalyptic environmental disasters and terrorist attacks, anxieties and fantasies concerning the sovereign power of the police positively suffuse the popular culture of the US.

Police Mortality captures the affective and imaginary coordinates of these impulses—however ambivalent they may be—through a close attention to the very formal conventions and syntactical structures of cinema that give it the power to solicit ideological identifications of the sort long discussed since the inception of critical film theory: editing, shot reverse shot, framing, cropping, sound, and more. However, in good Debordian form, the Anti-Banality Union subjects these conventions—typically designed to transition in a linear manner for the perception of the spectator—to unexpected ruptures and recontextualizations, culminating with shots from Robocop in which the cyborg becomes the renegade leader of the “People’s Revolutionary Strike Force” allied with insurrectionary groups reclaiming the city from the police.

Woven throughout the film are allusions to communism as a spectre haunting the Hollywood police order, which taps into the Situationists’ own fascination with the Paris Commune—“the greatest festival of the nineteenth century”—and beyond that, the Watts Riots of 1965. Rather than pre-political outburst, the Situationists saw the riot, with its direct action against state violence on the part of colonized populations, its liberation of urban terrain, it practices of redistributive looting, and its challenge to the respectability of established political leadership—the NAACP, for instance, in the case of Watts—as the potential vanguard of non-statist revolutionary communism.72 Artistic phenomena such as the Stop and Frisk posters and Police Mortality desublimate the outrage towards police that has long simmered among large portions of the population in New York, dating back decades but most proximately to the rash of well-publicized police killings under the Giuliani and Bloomberg administrations of Amadou Diallo to Kimani Gray and beyond. In these images, police as such—rather than this or that behavior—become the site of antagonism, anticipating calls for police abolition that since Ferguson have begun to enter even mainstream liberal media.73

The antipolice impulse was given another artistic expression on evening of December 3, 2014—two days after the failure of a grand jury to indict the white officer who killed Michael Brown. That night, when NYPD chief commissioner Bill Bratton made a bizarre political calculation: flanked by a handful of officers, he and other top brass of the NYPD arrived unannounced to Times Square during a rally by New Yorkers in solidarity with the uprising then unfolding in Ferguson. The casual, almost intimate presence of the commissioner in the midst of the protest seemed to signal the tone of de-escalation from preceding nights, when the NYPD, anxious to avoid a Ferguson-style uprising, practiced a certain kind of tactical restraint with demonstrators. On the other hand, it was also a performance of his sovereign power and a suggestion that the unfolding protests were under his direct, personal surveillance. The NYPD’s restraint, the gesture seemed to say, was due to his magnanimity, although his gigantic semi-military apparatus could be deployed at any time.

This performance was subjected to an unexpected interruption within minutes of Bratton’s arrival. As the commissioner passed through the crowd, a lone demonstrator burst forth and hurled a skein of red paint at Bratton and his guards, splattering them from head to toe with an oozing substance that created the momentary illusion of them having been shot—or perhaps themselves having presided over a shooting. Journalists from both mainstream and movement media were directly on hand to capture the spectacle of the most powerful police official in the nation spattered in blood, their gaze serving a kind of protective function for the protest as the NYPD scrambled to detain the paint-tosser (later identified as former occupier and immigrant justice activist Diego Ibañez).74

The action-painting had a surreal, dual logic. On the one hand, it was a kind of disarming, even laughable piece of performance art, recalling the guerrilla theater work of the Biotic Baking Brigade that had become known in the early 2000s for throwing pies into the faces of politicians and CEOs.75 The action also resembled the lobbing of paint bombs at police by British students in 2009. It was, after all, a physically harmless artistic material that had been splattered on the commissioner.

And yet the image of the paint-bombed Bratton (featured on the cover of the present book) was met with a sense of collective jouissance for many activists, comparable to that evoked by Police Mortality. It was as if the red liquid were spurting from a repressed wellspring of antagonism pulsating beneath the surface of the city, the blood of New Yorkers killed by the NYPD spattering back up the chain of command to the ultimate arbiter of deadly force and enforcer of the “broken windows” policy targeting people of color in the city—the policy that had resulted in the death of Garner.

City-wide anger at police violence coalesced in the streets of New York and other cities throughout the nation at the end of 2014, including within the officially permitted “Millions March” in New York on December 13. A multiplicity of aesthetic stagings were woven throughout the march, punctuated by the collective incantations of Black Lives Matter and I Can’t Breathe. Near the front of the march, a multi-sectional photographic tableau derived from a portrait of Garner was carried aloft: two massive eyes set off against black skin gazed out into a frontal horizon, functioning like the collective gaze of a massive body of the people. Nearby, the performance artist Evan Michael Glenn marched silently dressed in nothing but mud cloth trousers, the words “Past or Present?” painted on his bare chest and a noose tied around his neck—a kind of living embodiment of the continuity between lynching and the choke holds of the NYPD.76

Alongside the forms of performative protest that erupted from Oakland to New York in the dual aftermath of the Brown and Garner verdicts, artists also availed themselves of existing platforms in the contemporary art system. There, they reactivated a cluster of questions—the precarity of black lives, the relation between visibility and white supremacy, and the ethics of witness-bearing—that had been powerfully explored by artists in the aftermath of the Rodney King verdict in 1992 and beyond.

Art historian David Joselit drew this connection, for instance, citing a work by performance artist William Pope.L entitled Foraging (Asphyxia Version) (1992), in which the artist subjects himself to near suffocation with a plastic bag, combining the performance tradition of “endurance art” with the figure of breath—and the restriction thereof—as a metaphor of (non) freedom.77 A similar logic of endurance informed a performance by Dread Scott entitled On the Impossibility of Freedom in a Country Founded on Slavery and Genocide, undertaken in the fall of 2014. For this performance, Scott hired a retired white firefighter to blast him with a firehouse as the artist struggled to remain standing and to advance toward the historically laden figure with his arms in the Hands Up position, until finally being forced to the ground. Like the BlackOut Tour—though in this case with the sanction of the public art organization More Art—Scott’s work conjugated the contemporary moment with both the period of black uprisings in the 1960s and a deeper narrative of the US as a settler-colonial state.
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Dread Scott, On the Impossibility of Freedom in a Country Founded on Colonialism and Genocide (detail of performance), 2014.



In February 2015, Scott was part of the curatorial team for an exhibition at the nonprofit gallery Smack Mellon in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Dumbo. Entitled Respond, this exhibition contained some two hundred works produced both in direct response to the post-Ferguson landscape, as well as prior to it. Occupying two large galleries, hung salon style, the works spanned the gamut from documentary videos of recent Black Lives Matter actions—such as a collective dance ritual during a die-in at Grand Central Station—to a participatory tactical media project by Joseph Delappe in which viewers were invited to imprint Hands Up Don’t Shoot silhouettes on pieces of US currency before releasing them back into circulation, to posters from Damon Davis’s All Hands On Deck, the series of starkly photographed outspread black hands wheat-pasted on boarded-up storefronts in Ferguson.78 Included too were more obliquely poetic works like Oasa DuVerney’s tiny crosshatched graphite portrait of Raneesha McBride, a black woman killed by a racist vigilante in Detroit in 2014. More speculative was Tomashi Jackson’s video Slow Jam, in which two figures are wrapped in neon-colored cocoons and seated in front of what looks like a life-size collage by Hans Arp; they slowly undulate to a seventies funk soundtrack while fragments of media coverage of the Ferguson uprising flicker in the vacant spaces between the collage elements.

The Respond exhibition harkened back to the counter-exhibitions of the early 1990s, like those of Group Material and Martha Rosler. Respond functioned simultaneously as a platform for workshops, meetings, lectures, and performances, including a closing event by Shaun Leonardo entitled I Can’t Breathe. Leonardo’s performance was framed as a “self-defense workshop” revolving around techniques to resist being put in a choke hold and other restraint positions—techniques that, as Leonardo noted, would be considered resisting arrest were they to be deployed in a confrontation with police. A dozen audience members were recruited to participate and paired off, rotating the position of aggressor and aggressed as they emulated the demonstration made by Leonardo with his own partner. The performance went in and out of reality, giving the impression of a training workshop, on the one hand, and a surreal choreographic composition on the other, as pairs of people twisted and contorted their bodies together in simulated combat. Leonardo’s own voice oscillated between that of an encouraging if stern trainer, and that of a poet brimming with declamatory intensity. Like the poetic voice of Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric, his words constantly shifted in their mode of address between “I,” “you,” “we,” and “them,” creating an ambivalent effect of identification and disidentification among the multiracial audience as he segued into a concluding incantation linking the ability to breathe with the power to create and the possibility of freedom.79 Leonardo punctuated the entire performance with the utterance “Words by Nina Simone,” thus marking the importance of the tradition of black freedom songs in the unfolding of the contemporary movement.

Hanging on the ceiling above the center of the Smack Mellon gallery wherein Leonardo’s performance took place was a massive black banner painted with the words “When We Breathe We Breathe Together.” The banner—and ten others in the same style painted with “#BlackLivesMatter”—had been mobilized during the Millions March in December, as well as in a large offshoot march the same evening from Lower Manhattan to the Pink Houses project in Howard Beach, the site of the police killing of unarmed black man Akai Gurley several weeks earlier. Repositioned from street to art gallery, the banner drew upon and altered the original matrix of Garner’s last words, here not evoking the deadly constriction of white supremacy, but calling for solidarity within a kind of respirational commons of mutual support and collective liberation. Breathing together here might be rephrased as “breathing-in-common” to signal its affinity with Jean-Luc Nancy’s notion of “being-in-common” that art historians have drawn upon in recent years to question the ideal of “community-based art.” The latter often presupposes community as an essential harmonious unity rather than an internally fraught process laden with antagonism and discomfort in which community is constantly “unworking” itself around questions, for instance, of racialized and gendered privilege.80
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Banner by Direct Action Front for Palestine (top); (bottom) Shaun Leonardo, I Can’t Breathe (detail of performance), Smack Mellon Gallery, February 22, 2015.



The question of togetherness and collectivity is indeed a difficult one here, as demonstrated in the repudiation by activists of the liberal declaration “All Lives Matter,” which neutralized the psychic and political power of the original phrase to throw into relief white privilege.81 However, a subtle visual detail of the banner intimated something other than liberal neutralization, complicating the status and addressee of the “we”: at either edge, the banner was marked by the interlacing patterns of the Palestinian keffiyeh, the kind worn by the facilitator of the BlackOut Tour. Indeed, the banner had been designed by a group called Direct Action Front for Palestine (DAFP) that formed in the summer of 2014 in response to the bombardment of Gaza, staging die-ins and Illuminator projections at Israeli-owned banks, and dropping a massive Palestinian flag reading “GAZA IN OUR HEARTS: BOYCOTT, DIVEST, SANCTION” from the Manhattan Bridge. Members of the DAFP—comprising many former Occupy organizers, including MTL—had travelled to Ferguson in the weeks following the killing of Michael Brown as part of a solidarity caravan with black activists from New York, seeking to develop ties and a shared analysis.

The connection to Palestine is not incidental. Indeed, in early January of 2015, a group of leaders from the post-Ferguson milieu, including rapper Tef Poe and poet Aja Monet, took a solidarity trip to Palestine, with the motivation described as follows:


The offering of visible solidarity is both healing and courageous and allows for our work as organizers, artists, militants and healers to signal to both the State of Israel and America that the current movement for Black liberation is on the front lines of fighting against the occupation of Palestine.82



The group produced a video in which they staged a performative ritual in the town square of Nazareth in collaboration with local allies, combining a traditional Arab dabke circle dance with a rendition of Bernice Reagon Johnson’s “Ella’s Song,” devoted to radical Civil Rights leader Ella Baker: “We who believe in freedom cannot rest/We who believe in freedom cannot rest until it comes.”83

The video is a striking instance of what Conor Tomás Reed has called the “Black Arts Boomerang” that has marked the post-Ferguson condition, a veritable renaissance of militant aesthetics reactivating a deep history of black radicalism while translating across borders in the manner called for by Malcolm X.84 By “breathing together” with Palestine, the decolonizing dimension of Black Lives Matter comes to the fore in opposition to occupation, militarization, and the devaluation of subaltern lives. That artists would be the ones to translate between such struggles through a kind of surreal geographical collage should come as no surprise when understood with reference to the historic role of artists in articulating what Robin D. G. Kelley calls the “freedom dreams” of “the black radical imagination” throughout the period of decolonization and beyond, ranging from Suzanne Césaire to Sun Ra to Audre Lorde: “Poetry is not just what we recognize as the formal ‘poem’ but a revolt.”85
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Direct Action Front for Palestine, Gaza in Our Hearts banner drop, August 20, 2014.
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Solidarity Demonstration in Nazareth: Ferguson to Palestine (video Still), 2015.



In Kelley we thus find an expansive understanding of art, imagination, and freedom that far exceeds art or literature in their institution-bound forms. Like with Occupy, the institutions of the art system have been woven through the post-Ferguson landscape, in some cases as sympathetic platforms—as in the case of Smack Mellon’s Respond—and in others as targets of intervention. In December 2014, hundreds of demonstrators flooded the elite arts district of Miami during the Basel Art Fair to commemorate the police killing of graffiti artist Israel Hernandez in 2013, while, at a smaller scale in March 2015, dozens of activists staged a die-in and sing-out in the elite Armory art-market fair in New York.86

Such actions shared in the spirit of interventions such as Black Brunch, wherein memorial litanies and songs devoted to those killed by police are unexpectedly performed in majority-white spaces like gentrifying cafes. Like the BlackOut Tour with which this chapter began, such interventions address themselves not only to obvious enemies such as police departments, but also to liberal whites who in principle identify as anti-racist but who imagine such a disposition to be a comfortable matter of individual opinion-holding rather than a sense of collective unease at the prospect of having their status as beneficiaries of a white supremacist system exposed and threatened with upheaval.87

An important point to note in thinking about the aesthetic tactics developed under the aegis of Black Lives Matter is that they have largely been developed and led by black women.88 More than an anecdotal aside, the leadership of black women has both decentered the traditional figurehead of the charismatic man—rampant across the spectrum of all radical movements—while also highlighting the fact that racist police violence is gendered in more ways than one. Numerically, state violence in communities of color disproportionately affects black men. However, as poignantly evoked in Ryan Coogler’s portrait of Oscar Grant in his film Fruitvale Station (2009), the burden of incarceration and death often falls most intensively upon mothers, daughters, sisters, wives, and girlfriends, making it a matter of what Dani McClain calls “reproductive justice” in an expanded sense of family, household, and community.89 Secondly, women of color—not least of all trans women—are themselves victims of both systemic criminalization and police brutalization, though their experiences are often rendered secondary or invisible relative to the most high-profile campaigns. This configuration of racial and gender justice was given a remarkable artistic expression in a direct action vigil undertaken by the BlackOut Collective in San Francisco in May 2015 entitled #SayHerName with kindred events throughout the country.90 There, a group of a dozen black women blockaded a major arterial intersection at the heart of the financial district, set off against an enormous banner featuring a quotation from legendary black liberation fighter Assata Shakur: “It is our duty to fight.” The women appeared in various states of toplessness, their bodies and faces decorated with painted patterns, symbols, and messages that were in turn echoed by the cardboard placards they held aloft inscribed with messages such as “They Love Our Bodies But Not Us.” Each blockader stood in witness to a singular woman killed by police (such as Rekia Boyd, Aiyana Jones, and Yvette Smith) accompanied by a photograph and votive candle. The blockade was at once disruptive to the flows of the gentrifying city and an event of collective memory and healing intended to further galvanize the visibility and power of women in leading an emergent black liberation movement. As with the reference to Malcolm X in the BlackOut Tour of the Museum of Natural History, the homage to Assata Shakur in the #SayHerName action highlights once again the decolonial perspective informing the upsurge of activism against—but far exceeding—systemic police violence.
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BlackOut Collective, #SayHerName action, May 21, 2015.



Above I noted the decolonizing synergy between Black Lives Matter and the project of Palestinian Liberation, supported in the US by Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions—a movement vocally supported by Black Lives Matter activists—that has in recent years begun to gain traction in academia and in the global art world, such as the São Paulo Biennial.91 Ironically, a flash point in the US has been none other than Creative Time, whose Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art—the culminating project of pre-Occupy contemporary art discussed in chapter one—was exhibited at Technion University in Israel, a research institute devoted largely to developing military technologies for the Israeli Defense Force.92 Though Creative Time remained steadfast in its rejection of the boycott despite pressure from influential figures in the arts and even the withdrawal of several participating artists, the media-intensive flare-up around Living as Form gave momentum to a growing refusal by artists to accept the often hypocritical claims to progressivism made by art institutions. As MTL put it,


Boycott changes our own relationships and practices in the face of multiple and intersecting forms of oppression. Whether one claims to be against racism and white supremacy, patriarchy, colonialism, apartheid, or occupation matters little if we refuse to acknowledge our own complicity in the existence of the injustice and the ongoing reality of colonization, displacement, and eviction.93



The principles articulated by MTL here extend to a final arena I want to flag in concluding this chapter wherein contemporary art, white supremacy, and dynamics of colonial displacement come to a head—namely, the accelerating project of culture-led gentrification at work in cities across the US and indeed the world.

As the late Marxist geographer Neil Smith famously argued in The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City, New York has been an exemplary laboratory for the role of art in processes of displacement and eviction for at least three decades.94 In search of cheap rents and cultural texture, artists have typically, if often inadvertently, functioned as the avant-garde of gentrification in low-income areas, paving the way for real estate companies to colonize—even including the climate-ravaged landscape of the Far Rockaways.

This set of questions haunted a major work of public art sponsored by Creative Time in the summer of 2014 just prior to the Ferguson uprising, namely Kara Walker’s A Subtlety. The project was sited at former Domino Sugar Factory in Brooklyn and consisted of a monumental “sphinx” covered in refined white sugar. In place of the familiar Egyptian iconography, however, we see a grotesque “mammy” stereotype of a black woman crouched on all fours in the manner of a pornographic photo. Scattered throughout the cavernous, ghostly factory were “sugar babies” in various states of decomposition, their oozing remains bleeding into pools of molasses that had accumulated around the space, echoing the blackened sugar residue accumulated on the factory walls over the course of a century. Evoking histories of colonialism, slavery, and the exploitation of domestic and industrial labor alike, the work probed a series of cultural oppositions to provocative effect: black and white, global and local, production and consumption, bitter and sweet, refined and raw, form and formless, civilizational monument and barbaric dehumanization.

The duration of the exhibition was marked by the disturbing—if perversely predictable—phenomenon of “selfie” cellphone pictures taken with the exposed genitals of the Sphinx (most often by white viewers). In late June, a group of women artists of color including Nadia Williams, Sable Elyse Smith, Taja Cheeck, and Arianna Allensworth called for an assembly at the monument under the heading “The Kara Walker Experience: We Are Here,” intended to make the collective presence of people of color felt as viewers, historical actors, and media-makers, in what had otherwise been a largely white audience.95

In their framing of the assembly, the organizers highlighted the fact that the Domino site was slated for demolition in the coming year to make way for a luxury condominium development by the Two Tree Corporation, headed by the co-chair of Creative Time’s executive board. To the dismay of many critics, Walker replied with a stoic pronouncement when asked about this dynamic, remarking, “I don’t have a position on gentrification necessarily…cultures come and go, condos come and go.”96

As a counterpoint to the apparent indifference of the artist herself, Free University, building on the earlier event by We Are Here, used the Domino factory as a platform for readings, performances, teach-ins, and an outdoor screening concerning the place of gentrification in the longer historical continuum of racial and economic inequality evoked by Walker’s work. Among the performances inside the building was that of Sofía Gallisá Muriente, an artist and former organizer with Occupy who now runs La Iván Illich, an experimental free-school in San Juan, Puerto Rico, at the arts non-profit organization Beta Local. Muriente read a short story by Abelardo Díaz Alfaro from 1947 about a sugarcane worker entitled “Bagazo”—the colloquial name for the pulp spat out by the sugar mill—connecting it allegorically to the trajectory of her own family living in between Puerto Rico and Williamsburg over the course of the neighborhood’s pulverizing transition from a working-class Latino neighborhood to a shimmering ultra-luxury enclave.

That gentrification might bear some relationship to colonization is not lost on the real estate industry itself, as demonstrated by Colony 1209, a massive new luxury development just constructed in the middle of the formerly working-class Latino Bushwick neighborhood of Brooklyn. The website reads, “Welcome to Colony 1209 on Brooklyn’s New Frontier. Modern residences in an industrial setting—re-imagined through artful eyes.” The website features graffiti-covered walls interspersed with tasteful art galleries, luxurious interiors, and a white hipster wearing a tote bag that reads, “Live with art, it’s good for you!”

Often with a cynical wink, “gentrification” has risked becoming an empty buzzword in the vocabulary of “hipster economics.”97 It is typically treated as an inevitable, if lamentable, facet of urban life that gives rise to agonized ethical hand-wringing on the part of gentrifiers themselves rather than informed action concerning what David Harvey calls “accumulation by dispossession” on the part of Wall Street developers and their enablers in municipal governments. However, the upsurge in recent years of anticapitalist and antiracist movements especially has helped to energize and amplify long-standing resistance to gentrification on the part of affected communities. Such resistance has proliferated in the Bay Area, where, as recounted by writers like Cindy Milstein, Rebecca Solnit, and Manissa McCleave Maharawal, residents have targeted the Google Bus as a symbolic figure of 1% colonization set off against a radical vision of community-defended “eviction-free zones.”98 Given the imbrication of artists in the dynamics of gentrification—whether as newcomers, long-term residents, or somewhere in between—and the artistic orientation of the emerging movements themselves, it will be no surprise if the coming years witness locally grounded decolonizing struggles targeting exemplars of the global ultra-luxury economy such as Colony 1209, and inflected by the creative techniques, tactics, and imaginaries we have tracked throughout this book.99





CONCLUSION

The Post-Occupy Condition:
Walking We Ask Questions

Strike Art has tracked a dual process wherein artists have at once withdrawn from art as defined by the contemporary art system, and reinvented art as a force of radical imagination and direct action that in its deepest dimension asks us: how do we live? We have seen art institutions woven in and out of this process, sometimes appearing as sites of sympathetic support, sometimes as targets of intervention, and, in many cases, as objects of indifference to be bypassed altogether.

The post-Occupy condition is a condition in which the comfort and complacency that has often characterized even the most critical elements of the contemporary art system—including its academic tributaries—have been upended. Though the institutions of contemporary art have long provided a refuge for radical thought and challenging aesthetic experience—and one hopes that they will continue to do so—Occupy as a movement grounded in direct action decisively changed horizons in which art is produced, received, and judged in a manner comparable with earlier moments of rupture such as the communization of the avant-garde in the 1960s, ACT UP in the 1980s, and the New Anarchism of the alterglobalization movement in the early 2000s. The whole spectrum of values associated with art in their various combinations and antinomies—critique and autonomy, festivity and negation, identification and refusal, spectacle and participation, truth and fiction, singularity and community, imagination and affect, freedom and beauty—take on a new depth when art is liberated from the enclosures of the art system and instead embedded in the living fabric of collective political struggle.

To be clear, “the living fabric of collective political struggle” is hardly a utopian affair, and the relative protectedness and containment of an art exhibition, an academic journal, or a conference can be welcome respite (even though the latter formats are often marked by antagonism and can themselves be drawn into the work of movement-building). Indeed, movements themselves entail varying degrees of aesthetic and political quality, as Claire Bishop might say, and frequently have a tendency to idealize themselves with images of harmony, unity, and heroism that should constantly be subjected to interrogation by artists and everyone else, a danger that Slavoj Žižek presciently remarked on in his address to Zuccotti Park, warning “don’t fall in love with yourselves!”

Throughout this book, I have attempted to keep Žižek’s admonishment in mind despite my appreciation for many of the projects I have described. If the overall tone of the book has been affirmative, it is not because I consider any of the phenomena surveyed here to be heroic accomplishments. Few if any of the projects examined have been “successful” according to conventional political metrics, let alone revolutionary ones. Indeed, though Occupy itself cracked open the hegemony of neoliberalism in the United States (even creating “space” for socialism as a resonant, if unstable, term in mainstream politics), the campaigns emerging in its immediate wake such as Occupy Homes, Rolling Jubilee, G.U.L.F., and Flood Wall Street in and of themselves hardly qualify as rupturous truth-events. Yet, taken as a cumulative trajectory, the undeniable success of Occupy and its extended aftermath has been to pose these very questions of what the arts of a renewed radical left could entail, calling everyone with a stake in art to account for the agonic truth of living and working in the midst of a time of simultaneous crises and breakthroughs—not least of all the autonomous truth-event of Ferguson, which has placed the dismantling of white supremacy at the forefront of any radical struggle worthy of the name.

In this sense, the situation of art in the post-Occupy condition can be characterized in the most general sense as an extended process of learning, a “training in the practice of freedom,” as MTL calls it, but one that is immersed directly in the risk and contingency of movements as they unfold. As Marina Sitrin and Dario Azzellini put it, citing the Zapatistas, “Caminando preguntamos”—walking we ask questions.1

In the aftermath of a rupture like Occupy, supplemented and exceeded by that of Black Lives Matter, what are the positive constitutional visions, as Hardt and Negri would say, that will emerge therefrom?2 How might the prefigurative spark of Zuccotti Park or, militantly, the self-defense of black communities in Ferguson or Baltimore be scaled up to build collective power in the face of economic dispossession and state violence? How to move, as Nathan Schneider has put it, from the event of occupation or insurrection to the sustained work of communal reconstruction?3 And what artistic imaginaries will accompany and help to animate this future-oriented movement?

These are the open questions that constitute the essence of the post-Occupy condition. Suffice it to say, this book in no way presumes to propose any unified answer to this condition, other than to highlight and affirm the fact that a wide spectrum of left tendencies have been given a new energy and visibility in recent years since the collective declarations of class war against Wall Street and the white supremacist state, however internally fraught these declarations may be.

Among the most significant developments of the post-Occupy condition has been the creation of infrastructures for the cultivation of enduring movement work, ranging from consolidated social media networks, to pieces of shared artistic equipment like the Illuminator, to new additions to the landscape of radical collective spaces in New York like The Base, Mayday, and Woodbine in the contested Brooklyn neighborhood of Bushwick, all of which have artistic production woven into their agendas. Such spaces create base camps for resistance while immanently realizing the collective vision they seek to extend to the rest of the city and beyond into non-urban sites in expanded regional networks. Questions of space, territory, and land liberation are paramount here, from eviction-free neighborhoods, to land trusts, to community-based cooperative farms, to no-cop zones.4

Far from mere “folk-political” localism of the kind evoked by Jodi Dean’s quip that “Goldman Sachs doesn’t care if you raise chickens,” such site-specific projects are essential to a broader organizational ecosystem of an insurgent post-Occupy, post-Ferguson Left. In thinking about the future of contemporary art as it increasingly embeds itself with movement work in coming years, several broad trajectories should be noted. The first is that laid out in Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, launched on the occasion of the People’s Climate March described in the final chapter of this book. Klein sees climate crisis as an opportunity for a “Great Transition” or “Marshall Plan for the Earth” to be undertaken at municipal, state, national, and global scales simultaneously. This vision involves a massive divestment by churches, municipalities, universities, pension funds, and ultimately capitalist investors from fossil fuels. As part of the same process, it involves a reinvestment in both reparations for the Global South and a managed process of “degrowth” in the North wherein states facilitate the locally grounded transition to non–fossil fuels, the democratization of common resources, the reduction of work, the erasure of debts, and the guarantee of a basic income.

Klein’s vision encompasses a diversity of tactics from blockading fossil fuel infrastructures and collectively managed experiments with energy production, to multi-scalar electoral strategies and global policy frameworks, all of which she sees as being animated by what Jeremy Brecher calls a “climate insurgency from below” rather than any immediate initiative from global elites, whose version of post–fossil-fuel transition is hell-bent on maintaining capitalism as the only game in town.5

Yet for significant strands of the post-Occupy Left such as the 1882 Woodbine collective, for instance, a vision such as Klein’s is too little, too late. Instead, as climate crisis intensifies in the here and now, the only choice is to take up immediate measures of communization, securing spaces, resources, and skills for survival in anticipation of disaster and the revolutionary possibilities that might be presented by civilizational collapse.6

The opposition between eco-socialist planning and survivalist communization need not be absolute, however. Energized by Occupy, various discourses of “solidarity economics” have begun to coalesce into nationwide networks, ranging from the New Economy Coalition to the recent cluster of artist-led groups like Our Goods, Solidarity NYC, BFAMFAPhD and the Real Estate Investment Cooperative. These groups aspiring to collectivize art, work and life through debt-free schools, worker cooperatives, noncapitalist cryptocurrencies, collective accounts and credit systems, communal landownership and the emerging universe of what Trebor Sholz and Nathan Schneider call “platform cooperativism” concerned with democratizing and repurposing the sociotechnical infrastructures of digital labor.7 Alongside these strands of thought are those groups reactivating the black radical economic tradition, exemplified by the visionary “Jackson Plan” for Jackson, Mississippi, drawn up by the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, the implementation of which was tragically cut short by the death of mayor Chokwe Lumumba.8

In chapter one, I noted the importance of the Zapatistas’ uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, for the imaginary of the alterglobalization movement in the late 1990s and the early 2000s, which in turn informed the ideas of radical democracy that would feed into Occupy. In conclusion, it is important to note that among the most fertile grounds of radical thought and cultural production in the US is Detroit, a de-industrialized black-majority city which local activists describe as “the Chiapas of the North.”9 Far from a celebratory moniker, this phrase marks the fact that Detroit is the ground zero of racialized neoliberalism in all of its worst components of austerity, precarity, foreclosure, pollution, and biopolitical abandonment in the form of water shutoffs, for instance, denying to urban citizens the most basic means of common sustenance as punishment for delinquent debts.

According to Grace Lee Boggs—a veteran of the autonomous Left stretching back to the Forrest-Johnston tendency up through her death in 2015—it is from the ruins of places like Detroit that the “Next American Revolution” will emerge, based in the creativity of people reproducing their lives in common out of necessity in the face of capitalist crisis. Boggs’s sense of temporality is not that of the apocalyptic event, but of lifelong learning understood in terms of years and decades, which she flags with the persistent question “What time is it on the clock of the world?”10 Boggs gives paramount importance to education, art and technological experimentation in the cultivation of new revolutionary imaginaries (3D printing and “post-work” planning technologies were of special interest to Boggs, for instance). Exemplary in this regard is the Allied Media Conference, held every year in Detroit as a convergence of radical cultural producers and technicians of color from around the country.11 A pale specter haunting the bottom-up radical creativity of Detroit, however, is that of arts-led gentrification, in which new flows of largely white cultural workers from cities like New York are beginning to colonize the city in collusion—inadvertent or otherwise—with a disaster capitalist and fringe finance mogul like Quicken Loans CEO Dan Gilbert, who sees the vast, overgrown territories of the depopulated city as a potential gold mine of real estate in the long-term.12

What becomes of art in times of political upheaval, when it is poised between complicity in a fraying yet unrelentingly brutal system, and the glimmer of collective renewal? Throughout this book we have seen a multiplicity of ways in which artists have invested themselves in the unfurling of both widespread insurgent movements and localized campaigns. The authority of the institutions of the contemporary art system—museums, galleries, magazines, academia, art schools, nonprofits—has been significantly degraded, and yet these institutions continue to exist. Much remains to be done with them—and to them—in such a way as to support the flourishing of autonomous, movement-based artistic infrastructures. Tapping their potentials and organizing their resources requires its own tactical arts of cunning, as Paul Chan has put it, and, I might add, a certain authenticity when it comes to the love of art and the incalculable questions it poses to our lives.13 Art is not just an instrumental channel for this or that end. It is a sensuous imaginary in which forms of life emerge, break down, and recombine. As struggles proceed, the most we can say with certainty is that art will proliferate as a force of imagination and action, anger and joy, resistance and community, witnessing and dreaming, discomfort and healing in every possible iteration. Striking art means liberating art from itself, and in turn recognizing that collective liberation always has an aesthetic dimension, understood not as an ideal image of harmonious identity but rather as an activity of dissensus that never comes to an end.
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