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In a country where the last eruption of widespread political unrest was nearly
forty years when the police go to war and it is called “force.” When business as
usual is disrupted in any way, even by shouting, it is labeled “violent.” In this upside
down world militant protests across the globe are characterized as heroic struggles
for freedom while in the US SWAT teams are deployed to clear reproductive rights
rallies. As an October 24th, 2011 letter from “Comrades in Cairo” published in The
Guardian puts it, “In our ownoccupations of Tahrir, we encountered people entering
the square every day in tears because it was the first time they had walked through
those streets and spaces without being harassed by police; it is not just the ideas that
are important, these spaces are fundamental to the possibility of a newworld. These
are public spaces. Spaces for gathering, leisure, meeting and interacting – these
spaces should be the reason we live in cities. Where the state and the interests of
owners have made them inaccessible, exclusive or dangerous, it is up to us to make
sure that they are safe, inclusive and just. We have and must continue to open them
to anyone that wants to build a better world, particularly for the marginalised, the
excluded and those groups who have suffered the worst.

[…]
Those who said that the Egyptian revolution was peaceful did not see the hor-

rors that police visited upon us, nor did they see the resistance and even force that
revolutionaries used against the police to defend their tentative occupations and
spaces: by the government’s own admission, 99 police stations were put to the
torch, thousands of police cars were destroyed and all of the ruling party’s offices
around Egypt were burned down. Barricades were erected, officers were beaten
back and pelted with rocks even as they fired tear gas and live ammunition on us.
But at the end of the day on 28 January they retreated, and we had won our cities.

It is not our desire to participate in violence, but it is even less our desire to
lose. If we do not resist, actively, when they come to take what we have won back,
then we will surely lose. Do not confuse the tactics that we used when we shouted
‘peaceful’ with fetishising nonviolence; if the state had given up immediately we
would have been overjoyed, but as they sought to abuse us, beat us, kill us, we
knew that there was no other option than to fight back. Had we laid down and
allowed ourselves to be arrested, tortured and martyred to ‘make a point,’ we would
be no less bloodied, beaten and dead. Be prepared to defend these things you have
occupied, that you are building, because, after everything else has been taken from
us, these reclaimed spaces are so very precious.”5

5http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/oct/25/occupy-movement-tahrir-square-cairo
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assumedinadvance.
21stcenturydecolonizationintheUSwouldbeunrecognizabletotheindividu-

alswhohavefoughtforliberationunderthebannerofanticolonialstruggleinthe
past—atraditionwhichincludesToussaintL’Ouverture,JeanJacquesDessalines,
LucyParsons,AmilcarCabral,FrantzFanon,MalcolmX,AngelaDavis,RobertF.
Williams,LorenzoKomboaErvin,theThirdWorldWomen’sAlliance,CONAIE,the
indigenousmilitantsofBoliviain1990,themilitantsofOaxacain2006,theMohawk
peopleintheMunicipalityofOka,TupacKatari,ChrisHani,NelsonMandela(who
ledtheANC’sarmedwing,UmkhontoweSizwe),EmilianoZapata,Juan“Cheno”
Cortina,JoseRizal,BhagatSingh,YuriKochiyama,KuwasiBalagoon,DRUM,As-
sataShakur,andcountlessothers.

Anticolonialstruggleswereviolent,disruptive,andradicallyunsafeforindi-
vidualswhofoughtanddiedforself-determination.Onecannotbeapacifistand
believeindecolonization.OnecannotbehorrifiedattheburningofanAmerican
flagandclaimtosupportdecolonization.Andonecannotguaranteethesafetyof
anyonewhoiscommittedtothesubstantivedecolonizationofwhitesupremacist
institutions.Thefactthatdecolonialstrugglehasbeenreducedtostate-sanctioned
ritualsofculturalaffirmation,andappealstowhiteradicalstostopputtingthe“vul-
nerable”inharm’sway,revealstheextenttowhichcontemporaryprivilegepolitics
hasappropriatedtheradicalmovementsofthepastandremadetheminitsownim-
age.

Wearetoldthatthevictimsofoppressionmustleadpoliticalstrugglesagainst
materialstructuresofdominationbythosewhoopposeeverymeansbywhichthe
“victims”couldactuallyoverthrowthesestructures.Wearetoldthatresistancelies
in“speakingtruthtopower”ratherthanattackingpowermaterially.Wearetoldby
anarrayofhighlytrained“whiteallies”thattheverythingsweneedtodoinorder
tofreeourselvesfromdominationcannotbedonebyusbecausewe’resimplytoo
vulnerabletostaterepression.Atmassrallies,we’rereplayedendlessemptycalls
forrevolutionandmilitancyfromabygoneerawhileinpracticebeingforcedto
fetishizeourspiritualpowerlessness.

Wearetoldthatthevictimsofoppressionmustleadpoliticalstrugglesagainst
materialstructuresofdominationbythosewhoopposeeverymeansbywhichthe
“victims”couldactuallyoverthrowthesestructures.Wearetoldthatresistancelies
in“speakingtruthtopower”ratherthanattackingpowermaterially.Wearetold
thatitis“privileged”toattempttopracticallyinterferewithbudgetcuts,foreclo-
sures,teacherfirings,disappearingschools,hunger,orthelossofhealthcare.We
aretoldbyanarrayofhighlytrained“whiteallies”thattheverythingsweneedto
doinordertofreeourselvesfromdominationcannotbedonebymarginalizedcom-
munitiesbecausethey’resimplytoovulnerabletostaterepression.Atmassrallies,
we’rereplayedendlessemptycallsforrevolutionandmilitancyfromabygoneera
whileinpracticebeingforcedtofetishizeourspiritualpowerlessness.
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The other civil rights movement.

Synopsis
This pamphlet was written collaboratively by a group of people of color, women,
and queers – and is offered in deep solidarity with anyone committed to ending
identity-based oppression and exploitation materially. By “materially,” we simply
mean thatwe do not believe that consciousness raising or vague changes in personal
attitudes can disrupt, delegitimate, and ultimately dismantle systems of domination.

The fact that we must specify our identities in advance before making our ar-
gument is an index of how powerful, widespread, and largely unquestioned is the
premise that arguments always reduce to identity positions. While 21st century
anti-oppression politics in the US is an evolving, ad hoc patchwork of theories and
practices, we argue for the necessity of identity-based organizing while criticizing
how dominant forms of anti-oppression activism have been incapacitated by an un-
questioned rhetoric of checking individual “privilege,” by a therapeutic idealization
of “culture” and communal origins, and finally by the assumption that identity cat-
egories describe homogeneous “communities” of shared political beliefs. We argue
that left unquestioned these practices minimize and misrepresent the severity and
structural character of identity-based oppression in the US.
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Mohamed Bouazizi, the Tunisian street vendor whose suicide
helped spark the “Arab Spring.”

Wretched of the Earth, famously called the native “national bourgeoisie.”
As Maia Ramnath observes about the actually-existing history of formal decolo-

nization, “In seeking to replicate the techniques of colonial rule by institutionalizing
states rather than abolishing them, the nationalist goal diverged from that of sub-
stantive decolonization. If the colonial regime’s structures of oppression were not
simply to be reopened for business under new local management, yielding a new
generation of authoritarian dictatorships and cultural chauvinists, a different logic
of anticolonial struggle was imperative.

…[T]he specter of stateness–the pressure to establish your own, or to resist the
aggression of someone else’s…calls forth the enforcement of internal conformity,
elimination of elements who fail or refuse to conform, and relentless policing of
boundaries, including those of hereditary membership, for which task the control
of female bodies, sexuality, and reproduction is essential.”

The belief that communities of color in the US to represent coherent, bounded
internal colonies or “nations” working for self-determination has been stretched
to the breaking point by class divisions within these communities. To be clear:
we believe that wealth can only buy limited protection against worsening racism,
sexism, and homophobia. We desire radical liberation, from what theorists have
called the “coloniality of power” and the institutions – the borders, the nation-form,
the churches, the prisons, the police, and themilitary –which continue tomaterially
reproduce racial, gender, class, and sexual hierarchies on a global scale. And yet we
believe that the political content of contemporary decolonial struggles cannot be
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activists,manyofwhomworkdirectlywiththemayor’soffice,whohavecriticized
itasaspaceirreparablycompromisedbyracialandgenderprivilege.Racism,patri-
archy,homophobia,andtransphobiawereallclearlyondisplayatOccupyOakland
–astheyareineverysectorofsociallifeinOakland.Noneoftheseaccountshas
evenbeguntoexaminehowtheperpetratorsandvictimsofthisviolencedidnot
belongtoasingleracialdemographic,ortracktheevolvingeffortsofparticipants
torespondtothisviolence.

Peopleofcolor,womenandtrans*peopleofcolor,andwhitewomenandtrans*
peoplewhoparticipatedheavilyinOccupyOaklandhaveregularlybecomeboth
whiteand(cis)maleiftheyholdtoapoliticswhichfavorsconfrontationovercon-
sciousnessraising.Andwithinwhitecommunities,similarpoliticaldisagreements
areroutinelyrepresentedasdifferencesbetweenindividualswith“whiteprivilege”
andthosewhoare“whiteallies.”

Thereisclearlyaneedtoreflectuponhowthedynamicsoftheencampments
quicklyoverwhelmedthecapacityofparticipantstoprovideservicesandspaces
freefromsexualharassmentandviolence.TodescribetheparticipantsofOccupy
Oaklandasprimarilywhitemenisnotsimplypoliticallyproblematicandfactually
incorrect–italsopreventsusfrombeingabletolookhonestlyatthesocialinter-
actionsthathaveactuallyoccurredunderitsauspices.

V.Conclusion:RecuperatingDecolonizationandNa-
tionalLiberationStruggles;or,RevolutionisRadi-
callyUnsafe

Nearlyfiftyyearsafterthedramaticupsurgeofwarsofnationalliberationfought
overtheterrainofwhatusedtobecalledthe“ThirdWorld,”therearefewpolitical
toolsforconfrontingemerginglocalandglobalracismsbetweennonwhitecom-
munities,andthepersecutionofethnicminoritiesinformercoloniesbynative,
nonwhiteelites.IntheUS,thishastakentheformofincreasingantiblack,Islam-
ophobic,andanti-immigrantracismwithin“communitiesofcolor”andincreasing
classdivisionswithinnonwhitedemographiccategories.

Nationalelitesindecolonizingcountrieshavefrequentlyappealedtoidealized
ethnictraditionsandhistoriesinordertocementsocialcohesionandhierarchies
ofdominationwithindictatorialone-partystates.Appealstoakindofauthoritar-
iantraditionalismoftenmobilizecomponentsofindigenoustraditionswhichjus-
tifycasteorcaste-likesocialdivisions.Nolongerrequiringtheforceofoccupying
armies,formaldecolonizationinnewly“independent”countriesfromSenegalto
Vietnamhasgivenwaytoneocolonialausterity,structuraladjustment,anddebt
imposedbytheglobalnorthandadministeredbythosewhoFrantzFanon,inThe
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Accordingtothedominantdiscourseof“whiteprivilege”forexample,white
supremacyisprimarilyapsychologicalattitudewhichindividualscansimply
choosetorenounceinsteadofanentrenchedmaterialinfrastructurewhich
reproducesraceatkeysitesacrosssociety–fromraciallysegmentedlabormarkets
tothemilitarizationoftheborder.Whitenesssimplybecomesonemore“culture,”
andwhitesupremacyapsychologicalattitude,insteadofastructuralpositionof
dominancereinforcedthroughinstitutions,civilianandpoliceviolence,accessto
resources,andtheeconomy.Atthesametimeacritiqueof“whiteprivilege”has
becomeakindofblanket,reflexivecondemnationofanyvarietyofconfrontational,
disruptiveprotestwhilebringingthefocusbacktoreformingthebehaviorand
beliefsofindividuals.Wecontendthatprivilegepoliticsisultimatelyrootedin
anidealisttheoryofpowerwhichmaintainsthatthepsychologicalattitudesof
individualsaretherootcauseofoppressionandexploitation,andthatvague
programsofconsciousness-raisingwillsomehowtransformoppressivestructures.

Thispoliticsassumesthatdemographiccategoriesarecoherent,homogeneous
“communities”or“cultures.”InOakland,police,politicians,downtownbusiness
interests,andevenmany“progressive”activistshavepromotedversionsof“com-
munity”withradicallyconservativepoliticalcontent.Communalidentityisnotau-
tomaticallyasiteofpoliticalresistance.Theviolentdominationandsubordination
wefaceonthebasisofourrace,gender,andsexualitydonotimmediatelycreatea
sharedpoliticalvisioneventhoughitmaycreateasharedsenseofoppression.Iden-
titycategoriesdonotindicatepoliticalunityoragreement.Buttheunevenimpact
ofidentity-basedoppressionacrosssocietycreatestheconditionsforthediffuse
emergenceofautonomousgroupsorganizingonthebasisofcommonexperiences
andacommonpoliticalunderstandingofthoseexperiences.Thereisadifference
betweenapoliticswhichplacesanidealizedandhomogenizingculturalheritageat
thecenterofitsanalysisofoppression,andautonomousorganizingagainstforms
ofoppressionwhichimpactmembersofmarginalizedgroupsunevenly.

Anti-oppression,civilrights,anddecolonizationstrugglesclearlyrevealthatif
resistanceisevenslightlyeffective,thepeoplewhostruggleareindanger.Thechoice
isnotbetweendangerandsafety,butbetweentheuncertaindangersofrevoltand
thecertaintyofcontinuedviolence,deprivation,anddeath.

I.TheNon-NegotiableNecessityofAutonomousOr-
ganizing
Asagroupofpeopleofcolor,women,queers,andpoorpeoplecomingtogetherto
attackacomplexmatrixofoppressionandexploitation,webelieveintheabsolute
necessityofautonomousorganizing.By“autonomous”wemeantheformationof
independentgroupsofpeoplewhofacespecificformsofexploitationandoppres-
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sion – including but not limited to people of color, women, queers, trans* people,
gender nonconforming people, QPOC. We also believe in the political value of or-
ganizing in ways which try to cross racial, gender, and sexual divisions. We are
neither spokespersons for Occupy Oakland nor do we think a single group can pos-
sibly speak to the variety of challenges facing different constituencies.

We hope for the diffuse emergence of widespread autonomous organizing. We
believe that a future beyond capital’s 500 year emergence through enclosures of
common land, and the enslavement, colonization, and genocide of non-European
populations – and beyond the 7000 or more years of violent patriarchal structuring
of society along hierarchized and increasingly binary gender lines –will require rev-
olutions within revolutions. Capitalism’s ecocidal destiny, and its relentless global
production of poverty, misery, abuse, and disposable and enslavable populations,
will force catastrophic social change within most of our lifetimes – whether the
public actively pursues it or not.

No demographic category of people could possibly share an identical set of po-
litical beliefs, cultural identities, or personal values. Accounts of racial, gender, and
sexual oppression as “intersectional” continue to treat identity categories as coher-
ent communities with shared values and ways of knowing the world. No individual
or organization can speak for people of color, women, the world’s colonized pop-
ulations, workers, or any demographic category as a whole – although activists of
color, female and queer activists, and labor activists from the Global North routinely
and arrogantly claim this right. These “representatives” and institutions speak on
behalf of social categories which are not, in fact, communities of shared opinion.
This representational politics tends to eradicate any space for political disagreement
between individuals subsumed under the same identity categories.

We are interested in exploring the question of the relationship between identity-
based oppression and capitalism, and conscious of the fact that the few existing at-
tempts to synthesize these two vastly different political discourses leave us with far
more questions than answers. More recent attempts to come to terms with this split
between anti-oppression and anticapitalist politics, in insurrectionary anarchism
for example, typically rely on simplistic forms of race and gender critique which
typically begin and end with the police. According to this political current, the
street is a place where deep and entrenched social differences can be momentarily
overcome. We think this analysis deeply underestimates the qualitative differences
between specific forms and sites of oppression and the variety of tactics needed to
address these different situations.

Finally, we completely reject a vulgar “class first” politics which argues that
racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia are simply “secondary to” or “deriva-
tive of” economic exploitation. The prevalence of racism in the US is not a clever
conspiracy hatched by a handful of ruling elites but from the start has been a durable
racial contract between two unequal parties. The US is a white supremacist nation
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Some of Occupy Oakland’s “White Anarchist Outside Agitators”

b. The Erasure of People of Color From Occupy Oakland
A recent communique critiquing the Occupy movement states, “The participation
of people of color [in Occupy Oakland] does not change the fact that this occu-
pation of public space upholds white supremacy…. Some of our own sisters and
brothers have silenced our critiques in order to hold on to their positions of power
as token people of color in the movement.”4 The communique argues that people of
color can suddenly “uphold” white supremacy because they do not share the polit-
ical analysis of the document’s authors. People of color who do not agree with the
politics advanced by this group are labeled white, informants, members of Cointel-
pro, or tokens. Often many of us are simply erased. This is a powerful and deeply
manipulative rhetorical tactic which simply fails to engage substantively with any
of the reasons why people of color did participate in Occupy Oakland and equates
critical participation with support for rape, racism, sexism, homophobia, and gen-
trification. Needless to say, the authors of the above-quoted passage do not speak
for us.

People of color who were not only active but central to Occupy Oakland and its
various committees are routinely erased frommunicipal and activist accounts of the
encampment. In subsequent months the camp has been denounced by social justice

4http://disoccupy.wordpress.com/2012/04/24/for-people-who-have-considered-occupation-but-
found-it-is-not-enuf/
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ernmentpartnersforeverythingfromdeepeningcitypovertytothefailureofbusi-
nessleddevelopment,fromtheratswhichhavealwaysinfestedthecityplazato
themountingcostofpolicebrutality.Anencampmentwhichfedaboutathousand
peopleeverydayofitsmonth-longexistence,andwhichwitnesseda19%decrease
inareacrimeinthelastweekofOctober,wasscapegoatedfortheverypoverty,
corruption,andpoliceviolenceitcameintoexistencetoengage.

RealestatemogulandcitypowerbrokerPhilTagamipatrollingtheRotundaBuild-
ingwithashotgunonthedayoftheNovember2ndOaklandgeneralstrike.

Ifyoubelievethecitypressreleases,“authenticOaklanders”aretrulyrepre-
sentedbyapoliceforcewhichmurdersandimprisonsitspoorblackandbrown
residentsdaily(about7%ofOPDofficersactuallyliveinthecity)andacitygovern-
mentwhichfunnelstheirtaxesintobusiness-friendlyredevelopmentdealslikethe
$91milliondollarrenovationoftheFoxTheater—$58millionoverbudget—which
linethepocketsofwell-connectedrealestatedeveloperslikePhilTagami.Ina
completereversalof60s-eramilitantantiracistpoliticalmovements,wearetoldby
thesepoliticiansandpunditsthatmilitant,disruptive,andconfrontationalpolitical
actionswhichtargetthiscitybureaucracyanditspoliceforcescanonlybethework
ofwhite,middleclass,andotherwiseprivilegedyouths.
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indeliblymarkedbythelegalconstructionofthe“whiterace”inthe1600sthrough
theformationofacross-classalliancebetweenawealthyplanterclassandpoor
whiteindenturedservants.W.E.B.DuBoiscalledthelegalprivilegesaccordedto
poorwhitesa“psychologicalwage”:“Itmustberememberedthatthewhitegroup
oflaborers,whiletheyreceivedalowwage,werecompensatedinpartbyasort
ofpublicandpsychologicalwage.Theyweregivenpublicdeferenceandtitlesof
courtesybecausetheywerewhite.Theywereadmittedfreelywithallclassesof
whitepeopletopublicfunctions,publicparks,andthebestschools.Thepolice
weredrawnfromtheirranks,andthecourts,dependentupontheirvotes,treated
themwithsuchleniencyastoencouragelawlessness.Theirvoteselectedpublic
officials,andwhilethishadsmalleffectupontheeconomicsituation,ithadgreat
effectupontheirpersonaltreatmentandthedeferenceshowntothem.”

Weliveintheshadowofthischoiceandthishistory.Ahistorywhichisfar
fromover.

II.InstitutionalStrugglesOvertheMeaningofAnti-
OppressionPolitics

a.OntheNon-ProfitIndustrialComplex(NPIC),Again
Nonprofitsexisttomaintainsocietyasweknowit.Nonprofitsoftenprovidevital
socialservicesinthespacesleftbythestate’sretreatfrompostwarwelfareprovi-
sions,serviceswhichkeepwomen,queers,andtranspeople,particularlythosewho
arepoorandofcolor,alive.Post-WWIIwelfareprovisionsthemselveswerepro-
videdprimarilytowhitefamilies–throughredliningortheraciallyexclusivepost-
warGIBillforexample.Socialjusticenonprofitsinparticularexisttoco-optand
quellanger,preemptracialconflict,andvalidatearacist,patriarchalstate.These
organizationsareoftenfundedbybusinessmonopolieswhichhaveprofitedfrom
andcampaignedfortheprivatizationofpublicsocialservices.Thishasbeenargued
extensivelybymanywhohaveexperiencedthelimitsofnonprofitworkfirsthand,
mostrecentlybyINCITE!WomenofColorAgainstViolence.

Indeed,theexponentialgrowthofNGOsandnonprofitscouldbeunderstood
asthe21stcenturypublicfaceofcounterinsurgency,exceptthistimespeakingthe
languageofcivil,women’s,andgayrights,chargedwithpreemptingpoliticalcon-
flict,andspirituallycommittedtopromotingone-sided“dialogue”witharmedstate
bureaucracies.Overthelastfourdecades,amassivenonprofitinfrastructurehas
evolvedinordertoprevent,whetherthroughforceorpersuasion,anotheroutbreak
oftheurbanriotsandrebellionswhichspreadthroughnorthernghettosinthemid
tolate1960s.Bothliberalandconservativethinktanksandserviceprovidershave
arisenprimarilyinresponsetopreviousgenerationsofradicalBlack,NativeAmeri-
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can, Asian American, and Chican@ThirdWorld Liberation movements. In the 21st
century, social justice activism has become a professional career path. Racial jus-
tice nonprofits, and an entire institutionally funded activist infrastructure, partner
with the state to echo the rhetoric of past movements for liberation while implicitly
or explicitly condemning their militant tactics.

The material infrastructure promoting these ideas is massive, enabling their ex-
tensive dissemination and adoption. Largely funded by philanthropic organizations
like the Ford Foundation ($13.7 billion), Rockefeller Foundation ($3.1 billion), or the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation ($37.1 billion), the US nonprofit sector has grown
exponentially, often through the direct privatization of the remnants of America’s
New Deal-era social safety net. This funding structure ties liberal organizations
charged with representing and serving communities of color to businesses inter-
ested primarily in tax exemptions and charity, and completely hostile to radical
social transformation despite their rhetoric. In 2009 nonprofits accounted for 9%
of all wages and salaries paid in the United States, generated $1.41 trillion in total
revenues, and reported $2.56 trillion in total assets. One need only hear the names
of these philanthropic organizations to realize that they are or were some of the
largest business monopolies in the world, whose foundations are required to do-
nate 5% of their endowment each year, while 95% of the remaining funds remain
invested in financial markets. The public is asked to thank these organizations for
their generosity for solving problems which they are literally invested in maintain-
ing.

“With increasing frequency,” Filipino prison abolitionist and professor Dylan
Rodriguez argues, “we are party (or participant) to a white liberal ‘multicul-
tural’/‘people of color’ liberal imagination which venerates and even fetishizes
the iconography and rhetoric of contemporary Black and Third World liberation
movements, and then proceeds to incorporate these images and vernaculars into
the public presentation of foundation-funded liberal or progressive organizations.
…[T]hese organizations, in order to protect their nonprofit status and marketability
to liberal foundations, actively self-police against members’ deviations from their
essentially reformist agendas, while continuing to appropriate the language and
imagery of historical revolutionaries. Having lived in the San Francisco Bay Area
from 1995-2001, which is in many ways the national hub of the progressive ‘wing’
of the NPIC, I would name some of the organizations…here, but the list would be
too long. Suffice it to say that the nonprofit groups often exhibit(ed) a political
practice that is, to appropriate and corrupt a phrase from…Ruth Wilson Gilmore,
radical in form, but liberal in content.”
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the mayor’s office behind closed doors to dismantle the encampment “peacefully.”
From the beginning the Occupy Oakland encampment existed in a tightening

vise between two faces of the state: nonprofits and the police. An array of commu-
nity organizations immediately began negotiatingwith city bureaucracies and push-
ing for the encampment to adopt nonviolence pledges andmove to Snow Park (itself
later cleared by OPD despite total compliance of individuals who settled there). At
the same time, police departments across the Bay Area readying one of the largest
and most expensive paramilitary operations in recent history. It became increas-
ingly clear that the city’s reputation for progressive activism could not tolerate the
massing of Oakland’s homeless, and the extent of urban social damage, made visible
in one location.

The ongoing history of Occupy Oakland is a case study in how much antiracist
politics has changed since Bobby Seale and Elaine Brown attempted to run for Oak-
land mayor and city council respectively in 1973 against a sea of white incumbents.
Oakland’s current city government—including the mayor’s office, city council, and
Oakland Police Department—is now staffed and led predominantly by people of
color. State-sanctioned representatives who claim to speak for Oakland’s “people
of color,” “women,” or “queers” as a whole are part of a system of patronage and
power which ensures that anyone who gets a foot up does so on the backs of a
hundred others.

Whatever the rhetoric of these politicians, their job is to make sure the down-
town property owners and homeowners in the hills are insulated from potential
crime and rebellion from the flatlands due to increasingly severe budget cuts to so-
cial services, police impunity, and mass incarceration. Increasing numbers of Oak-
landers rely upon a massive, unacknowledged informal/illegal economy of goods,
services, and crime in order to survive. In other words their job is to contain this
economy, largely through spending half (or over $200 million annually, and $58 mil-
lion in lawsuit settlements over the past 10 years) of the city budget on the police
department. When city politicians argue that protests are the work of “outsiders,”
they’re also asserting the city government and the Oakland Police Department truly
represent the city.

We do not believe that a politics rooted in privilege theory and calling for more
racial diversity in fundamentally racist and patriarchal institutions like the Oakland
Police Department, can challenge Oakland’s existing hierarchies of power. This
form of representational anti-oppression activism is no longer even remotely anti-
capitalist in its analysis and aims.

By borrowing a charge used against civil rights movement participants and 60s-
era militants of color like Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, and even Martin
Luther King Jr., as “outside agitators,” city residents have been told that the inter-
ests of all “authentic Oaklanders” are the same. The one month Occupy Oakland
encampment was blamed by the Oakland Chamber of Commerce and its city gov-
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quentlywidelymisrepresentedasaconflictbetween“whiteOccupy”andthe“De-
colonize/LiberateOakland”group.Inourexperiencesuchmisrepresentationsare
notaccidentalorisolatedincidentsbutarepeatedfeatureofadominantstrainof
BayAreaanti-oppressionpoliticswhich–insteadofmobilizingpeopleofcolor,
women,andqueersforindependentaction–hasconsistentlyerasedthepresence
ofpeopleofcolorininterracialcoalitions.

Whitesupremacyandracistinstitutionswillnotbeeliminatedthroughsympa-
theticwhiteactivistsspendingseveralthousanddollarsfornonprofitdiversitytrain-
ingswhichcanassisttheminrecognizingtheirownracialprivilegeandcertifying
theirdecisiontodoso.Theabsurdityofprivilegepoliticsrecentersantiracistprac-
ticeonwhitesandwhitebehavior,andassumesthatracism(andoftenbyimplicit
orexplicitassociation,sexism,homophobia,andtransphobia)manifestprimarily
asindividualprivilegeswhichcanbe“checked,”givenup,orabsolvedthroughin-
dividualresolutions.Privilegepoliticsisultimatelycompletelydependentupon
preciselythatwhichitcondemns:whitebenevolence.

IV.OccupyOaklandasExample

a.OccupyOakland,“OutsideAgitators,”and“WhiteOccupy”
WhenMayorQuanandDistrictAttorneyNancyO’MalleyclaimthatOccupyOak-
landisnotpartofthenationalOccupymovement,they’reontosomething.From
thestart,OccupyOaklandimmediatelyrejectedcooperationwithcitygovernment
officials,wildlyflexiblestateandmediadefinitionsof“violence,”andanowlargely
discreditedargumentsthatthepolicearepartof“the99%.”Afterthecoordinated
raidsonOccupyencampmentsacrossthecountry,theinnumerableincidentsof
policeviolence,andslowlyemergingdetailsabouttheinvolvementoftheDepart-
mentofHomelandSecurityanditsinformation“fusion”centers,thesupportersof
collaborationwiththepolicehavefallensilent.

Thepressreleasesofthecitygovernment,OaklandPoliceDepartment,andbusi-
nessassociationsliketheOaklandChamberofCommercecontinuallyrepeatthat
theOccupyOaklandencampment,feedingnearlyathousandmostlydesperately
poorpeopleaday,wascomposedprimarilyofnon-Oaklandresident“whiteout-
siders”intentondestroyingthecity.Foranyonewhospentanylengthoftimeat
theencampment,OccupyOaklandwasclearlyoneofthemostraciallyandethni-
callydiverseOccupyencampmentsinthecountry—composedofpeopleofcolor
fromallwalksoflife,fromlocalbusinessownerstofiredOaklandschoolteachers,
fromcollegestudentstothehomelessandseriouslymentallyill.Unfortunately,so-
cialjusticeactivists,clergy,andcommunitygroupsmimickedthecity’serasureof
peopleofcolorintheiranalysisofOccupy,whentheywerenotnegotiatingwith
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b.PoliticiansandPoliceWhoAre“JustLikeUs”
InCaliforniasomeofthemostracistpoliciesand“reforms”inrecenthistoryhave
beenadvancedbypoliticiansofcolor.Wearenotinterestedinincreasingracial,
gender,andsexualdiversitywithinexistinghierarchiesofpower–withingovern-
ment,policeforces,orintheboardroomsofcorporateAmerica.Whenpolicede-
partmentsandmunicipalgovernmentscanboastoftheirdiversityandmulticultural
credentials,weknowthatthereneedstobearadicalalternativetothispoliticsof
“inclusion.”Oaklandisperhapsoneofthemostglaringexamplesofhowpeopleof
colorhavenotjustparticipatedinbutinmanyinstancesled–asmayors,police
chiefs,andcitycouncilmembers–theassaultonpoorandworkingclassblackand
brownpopulations.OaklandMayorJeanQuanspeaksthelanguageofsocialjustice
activismandcivilrightsbutherpoliticalcareerincitygovernmentclearlydepends
uponsatisfyingright-wingdowntownbusinessinterests,corruptrealestatespecu-
lators,andabloatedandnotoriouslybrutalpoliceforce.

Thereisnomoredepressingcautionarytaleofthefateof1960s-erapoliticsof
“changingthestatefromwithin”thanthecareerofOaklandMayorQuan.Quan
foughtforthecreationofanEthnicStudiesprogramatUCBerkeleyin1969,andin
2011pennedalettertoOccupyOaklandlistinganarrayofstate-approvedsocialjus-
ticenonprofitsinordertojustifymassarrestsandapolicecrackdownonprotesters
attemptingtoestablishacommunitycenterandfreeclinicinalongabandonedcity
ownedproperty.1Inresponsetoaseasonofstrikes,anti-policebrutalitymarches,
andrepeatedportshutdownsinresponsetopoliceassaults,thestateofferedtwo
choices:eitherthenonprofits,orthepolice.

Quanandothermunicipalpoliticiansarepartofastateapparatusthatisrapidly
increasingitsrelianceuponmilitarizedpolicingtocontrolanunrulypopulation,es-
peciallypoorpeopleofcolorinurbanareas.Policingisfastbecomingtheparadigm
forgovernmentingeneral.Awhitesupremacistdecades-long“warondrugs”has
culminatedina21stcenturyimperial“waronterror.”Theequipmentandtacticsof
“urbanpacification”arenowbeingturnedonAmericancitiesandonthecitizens
andnon-citizenswhoaretargetedbyausteritymeasureswhichhavefordecades
beenappliedtotheGlobalSouth.

ThisisasmuchthecaseintheliberalBayAreaasitisanywhereelse.Recently
“UrbanShield2011,”aseriesofurbanmilitarytrainingexercisesforBayAreapo-
liceforces,washeldonthecampusofUCBerkeleyinanticipationofraidsonthe
OccupyOaklandencampmentandotherlocaloccupiedpublicparks.IsraeliBor-
derPoliceandmilitarypolicefromBahrain,freshfromsuppressinganArabSpring
uprisingintheirowncountry,tookpartintheseexercisesbesideAlamedaCounty
SheriffsandOaklandPoliceDepartmentofficers.

WeseeclearlythatinaneraofdeepeningbudgetcutsandAmerica’sglobal
1http://www2.oaklandnet.com/oakca/groups/cityadministrator/documents/pressrelease/oak033073.pdf
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Mayor Quan surveys the aftermath of City Hall vandalism on January 28 Move-In
Day.

decline, the white liberal consensus about racial inclusion is quickly becoming eco-
nomically unaffordable, and in its place we see increasingly widespread public sup-
port for mainstream, openly white supremacist social movements. Armed paramili-
tary white nationalist organizations like theMinutemen patrol the US border, white
supremacist media figures spout genocidal fantasies on the radio and television, and
police killings of young black men and women have become so frequent that even
the mainstream media has begun to report on it. At the same time, policing is fast
becoming the paradigm for government in general.

As Jared Sexton and Steve Martinot argue, “Under conventional definitions of
the government, we seem to be restricted to calling upon it for protection from its
own agents. But what are we doing when we demonstrate against police brutality,
and find ourselves tacitly calling upon the government to help us do so? These
notions of the state as the arbiter of justice and the police as the unaccountable
arbiters of lethal violence are two sides of the same coin. Narrow understandings
of mere racism are proving themselves impoverished because they cannot see this
fundamental relationship. What is needed is the development of a radical critique
of the structure of the coin.

[The police] prowl, categorising and profiling, often turning those profiles into
murderous violence without (serious) fear of being called to account, all the while
claiming impunity. What jars the imagination is not the fact of impunity itself, but
the realisation that they are simply people working a job, a job they secured by
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Oakland police preventing the reoccupation of a property in the process of foreclo-
sure. 90% of Oakland’s foreclosures are concentrated in 3 largely black and brown
zip codes, 94621, 94603, 94605.
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rhetoricofeconomicimprovementorreform,weseetheabolitionofthesystem
ofcapitalasnotperipheralbutfundamentaltoanymaterialprojectofending
oppression.

RecentstatisticsgiveasnapshotofworseningracialinequalityintheUStoday:
themedianwealthofwhitehouseholdsis20timesthatofblackhouseholdsand
18timesthatofHispanichouseholds,thegreatestwealthdisparitiesin25years.
Over1in4NativeAmericansandNativeAlaskansliveinpoverty,withanearly
40%povertyrateforreservations.From2005to2009,Latin@s’householdmedian
wealthfellby66%,blackhouseholdwealthby53%,butonly16%amongwhitehouse-
holds.Theaverageblackhouseholdin2009possessed$5,677inwealth;Latin@
households$6,325;andtheaveragewhitehouseholdhad$113,149.

Toaddressthesedeterioratingmaterialconditionsandimaginesolutionsin
termsofprivilegeistotacitlysupportthecontinualstateandeconomicreproduc-
tionofracialandgenderhierarchies,andrenewracistandpatriarchalviolencein
the21stcentury.

c.OnNonprofitCertified“WhiteAllies”andPrivilegeTheory
Communitiesofcolorarenotasingle,homogenousblocwithidenticalpolitical
opinions.Thereisnosingleunifiedantiracist,feminist,andqueerpoliticalpro-
gramwhichwhiteliberalscansomehowbecome“allies”of,despitethefactthat
someindividualsorgroupsofcolormayclaimthattheyareinpossessionofsucha
program.Thisparticularbrandofwhiteallyshipbothflattenspoliticaldifferences
betweenwhitesandhomogenizesthepopulationstheyclaimtospeakonbehalf
of.Webelievethatthispoliticsremainsfundamentallyconservative,silencing,and
coercive,especiallyforpeopleofcolorwhorejecttheanalysisandfieldofaction
offeredbyprivilegetheory.

InoneparticularlystarkexampleofthisproblemfromaDecember42011Oc-
cupyOaklandgeneralassembly,“whiteallies”fromalocalsocialjusticenonprofit
called“TheCatalystProject”arrivedwithanarrayofothergroupsandindividu-
alstoOscarGrant/FrankOgawaPlaza,ordertospeakinfavorofaproposalto
renameOccupyOaklandto“Decolonize/LiberateOakland.”Addressingtheaudi-
enceasthoughitwerehomogeneouslywhite,eachwhite“ally”whoaddressedthe
generalassemblyexplainedthatrenouncingtheirownwhiteprivilegemeantsup-
portingtherenamingproposal.Andyetinthepublicresponsestotheproposalit
becameclearthatasubstantialnumberofpeopleofcolorintheaudience,includ-
ingthefoundingmembersofoneofOccupyOakland’smostactiveandeffective
autonomousgroups,whichisalsomajoritypeopleofcolor,the“TacticalAction
Committee,”deeplyopposedthemeasure.

Whatwasatstakewasapoliticaldisagreement,onethatwasnotclearlydi-
videdalongraciallines.However,thefailureoftherenamingproposalwassubse-
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makinganapplicationatthepersonneloffice.Ineventssuchastheshootingof
AmadouDiallo,thetrueexcessivenessisnotinthemassivenessoftheshooting,
butinthefactthatthesecopswerethereonthestreetlookingforthiseventin
thefirstplace,asamatterofroutinebusiness.Thisspectacularevilisencasedina
moreinarticulableevilofbanality,namely,thatthestateassignscertainindividuals
to(well-paying)jobsashuntersofhumanbeings,afurtiveprotocolforwhichthis
shootingissimplytheeffect.”

c.CapitalismandtheMaterialReproductionof“Race”and
“Gender”
Establishingcommunitymutualaidandself-defenseagainsttheviolenceofemer-
gentmainstreamracistmovements,againstthesystematicrapeandexploitationof
women,andagainstthesystematicmurderand/oreconomicostracizationoftrans-
gender,transsexual,andgender-nonconformingpeople;attackingICEandpolice-
enforcedausteritypolicieswhichhavehistoricallytargetedcommunitiesofcolor,
namingandresistingtherollbacksofreproductiverightsandaccesstohealthcare
asthepatriarchal,racistattacksthattheytrulyare;thesearesomeofthemajorchal-
lengesfacingallofuswhounderstandthatoppressionisinextricablefromglobal
capitalistcrisis.Wecannotseparatewhat’shappeninginOaklandfromaglobal
waveofanti-austerityandanti-policebrutalitygeneralstrikes,occupations,andri-
otsacrosstheglobe–fromBarcelonatoTottenham,fromTahrirtoMali,andfrom
BhopaltoJohannesburg.

Wedonotbelievethatautonomousgroupswillbeabletosustainthemselves
withoutcreatingnon-statebasedsupportnetworksandwithoutrecognizingthe
mutualimplicationofwhitesupremacywithcapitalismandpatriarchy.Undocu-
mentedimmigrantsconfrontavicious,coordinated,andentirelymainstreamICE,
police,andcivilianassaultwhichis,tobeabsolutelyclear,anativistanti-Latin@
movementcommittedtopatrollingthebordersofanationunderstoodasfundamen-
tallywhite.Intensifyinganti-immigrantracismisnotunrelatedtocapitalism,and
justanationalbutaninternationalphenomenon,fueledbythesuccessofcapitalist
globalization,bytheprofitswhichcouldberealizedthroughdebtandstructuralad-
justmentprograms,USagribusinesssubsidies,“freetrade”agreementslikeNAFTA
andCAFTA,andthroughmultinationalindustriesinevitablysearchingforlower
laborcoststhroughthefragmentationofglobalsupplychains.Austeritymeans
women,andparticularlypoorblackandbrownwomen,arebeingforcedbythe
stateandtheirhusbands,boyfriends,andfatherstomakeupforthecutsinservices
andwagesthroughadditionaldomesticandreproductivelabortheyhavealways
performed.

AsarecentW.A.T.C.H.communiquefromBaltimoreputsit,“Weknowthat
economiccrisesmeanmoredomesticlabor,andmoredomesticlabormeansmore
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work for women. Dreams of a ‘mancession’ fade quickly when one realizes male-
dominated sectors are simply the first to feel a crisis – and the first to receive bailout
funds. The politics of crisis adds to the insult of scapegoating the injury of unem-
ployment and unwaged overwork. And the nightmare of fertility politics, the ugly
justification of welfare and social security ‘reforms.’ ‘Saving America’s families,’
the culture war rhetoric that clings to heteronormativity, to patriarchy, in the face
of economic meltdown. Crisis translates politically to putting women in their place,
while demanding queers and trans people pass or else. And the worse this crisis
gets, the more the crisis is excused by a fiction of scarcity, the more the family will
be used to promote white supremacy by assaulting women’s autonomy under the
guise of population control. The old Malthusian line: it’s not a crisis, there’s just
not enough – for them.”

Capitalism can neither be reduced to the “predatory practices of Wall Street
banks” nor is it something which “intersects” with race, gender, and sexual oppres-
sion. Capitalism is a system based on a gendered and racialized division of labor,
resources, and suffering. Violence and deprivation, premature death, and rape, are
structural aspects of an economic system which requires that some work and some
do not, some receive care and some do not, some survive, and some die. To say that
poor people of color, queers, or immigrants are not interested or not profoundly im-
pacted by the economy, and instead interested only in reaffirming their identities
within existing hierarchies of power, is to work within a rigged zero-sum game for
the liberation of a particular oppressed identity at the expense of all the others. In
the US in particular, the celebration of cultural diversity, the recognition of cultural
difference, the applauding of women and queers entering the workplace, and the
relative decline of overtly racist or sexist beliefs among younger generations, has
not improved but instead masked a dramatic deterioration of the material circum-
stances of racialized populations.

Massive accumulation through dispossession of native lands; racialized enslave-
ment, murder, and incarceration; constant, intimate, and intensive exploitation of
women’s unpaid labor, both in the home and as indentured domestic work, and al-
ways violently stratified according to race — all of these form the naturalized and
invisibilized underbelly of capital’s waged exploitation of workers. The cumulative
economic impact of centuries of enslavement, genocide, colonialism, patriarchy,
and racial segregation is not simply peripheral but integral and fundamental to the
nature of the global capitalist economy.

The US economy reproduces racial, gender, and sexual inequality at every level
of American society–in housing, healthcare, food sovereignty, education, policing,
and prison. And also endlessly recreated in these very same sites are the cate-
gories “man/woman,” “normal/abnormal,” “able/disabled,” “legitimate/illegitimate,”
“citizen/‘illegal,”’ and a series of stigmatized populations who always interfere with
the smooth functioning of the national economy. The natural, “harmonious” rela-
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People of color, women, and queers are constantly compared to children in
contemporary privilege discourse. Even children can have a more savvy and so-
phisticated analysis than privilege theorists often assume! “Communities of color”
have become in contemporary liberal anti-oppression discourse akin to endangered
species in need of management by sympathetic whites or “community representa-
tives” assigned to contain political conflict at all costs.

And of course it is extremely advantageous to the powers that be for the op-
pressed to be infantilized and deterred from potentially “unsafe” self-defense, re-
sistance, or attack. The absence of active mass resistance to racist policies and in-
stitutions in Oakland and in the US over the last forty years has meant that life
conditions have worsened for nearly everyone. The prisons, police, state, economy,
and borders perpetually reproduce racial inequality by categorizing, profiling, and
enforcing demographic identities and assigning them to positions in a hierarchy of
domination where marginalized groups can only gain power through the exploita-
tion and oppression of others. The budget cuts and healthcare rollbacks are leaving
poor queer and trans people without access to necessary medical resources like
Aids medication or hormones, and other austerity measures have dovetailed with
increasingly misogynist anti-reproductive-rights legislature which will surely re-
sult in an increasing and invisible number of deaths among women. As “diversity”
has increased in city and state governments, and in some sectors of the corporate
world, deepening economic stratification has rendered this form of representational
“equality” almost entirely symbolic.

We have been told that because the “Occupy” movement protests something
called “economic inequality” it is not a movement about or for people of color, de-
spite the fact that subprime targeting of Blacks and Latinos within the housing
market has led to losses between $164 billion and $213 billion, one of the greatest
transfers of wealth out of these populations in recent history. And despite the fact
that job losses are affecting women of color more than any other group.

We are told that because the “economy” has always targeted poor people of
color, that increasing resistance from a multiracial cohort of young people and stu-
dents, and from downwardly mobile members of the white working and middle
class, has nothing to do with people of color – but that somehow reclaiming and
recreating an idealized cultural heritage does. We are told that we are “tokens” or
“informants” if we remain critical of a return to essentialist traditional cultural iden-
tities which are beyond political discussion, and of the conservative political project
of rebuilding “the many systems of civilization—economics, government, politics,
spirituality, environmental sustainability, nutrition, medicine and understandings
of self, identity, gender and sexuality—that existed before colonization.”

We reject race and gender blind economic struggles and analysis, but we do not
reject struggles against what is, under capitalism, naturalized as the “economy.”
While the majority of Occupy general assemblies have adopted a neo-populist
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tionshipbetweencitizens,patriots,taxpayers,owners,workers,rich,andpoor,are
disruptedby“illegals,”welfarequeens,faggots,freaks,carelesspromiscuousteens,
andsoon.Thecategoryof“race”ismateriallyrecreatedandendlesslyrenewed
throughtheseinstitutionswhichorganizethelivesoftheundocumented,theim-
prisoned,theresidentsofagingghettoswhichincreasinglyfunctionasopen-air
prisons.

Speakingofcapitalismasthoughitweresomehowseparablefromracistex-
ploitation,genderedviolence,andthegamutofcomplexoppressionsfacingusin
thisworld,confinesantiracistandantipatriarchalstruggletothesphereofcul-
ture,consciousness,andindividualprivilege.Thecurrentdominantformofanti-
oppressionpoliticsinfactdiminishestheextenttowhichracializedandgendered
inequalitiesaredeepeningacrosssocietydespitethegeneralizationofpoliciespro-
motinglinguistic,cultural,gender,andsexualinclusivity.Withoutattackingthe
materialinfrastructurewhichagglomeratespowerinthehandsofsome(aprocess
whoseendresultisnowcalled“privilege”),theequalizationof“privilege”andthe
abolitionoftheseidentity-basedoppressionsinclasssocietyisaliberalfantasy.

MohawkwarriorBrad“FreddyKrueger”Larocque,aUniversityofSaskatchewan
economicsstudent,confrontsaCanadiansoldierduringtheOkacrisis,1990.

d.TheRacializationofRapeandtheErasureofSexualViolence
OverthelastyearinCalifornia,theracistspecterofpotentialrapehasbeenused
tobothdelegitimizespacesofmilitantaction–inparks,streets,homes,orcollege
campuses–andtoerasetheprevalenceofsexualviolencethroughoutsociety.The
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figure of the black rapist is routinely invoked to excuse police violence, retroactively
justifying the murders of countless black men like Kenneth Harding. The need to
preempt potential rape has been explicitly used to rationalize the widely publicized
pepper spraying of UC Davis students on November 18, 2011. We are tempted to
say this incident is more about the need for state bureaucracies to justify their own
existence than it does about epidemic of sexual violence in America, but the truth
is that the reality of rape and sexual violence along with rape’s deployment as an
ideological weapon are fundamental to the everyday functioning of the economy
and the state.

In recent interviews, UC Davis Chancellor Katehi and Vice Chancellor Meyer,
respectively, defend the police response to the Occupy UCDavis encampment by in-
vokingOccupyOakland and the implicit threat of sexual violence from the “outside.”
Katehi claimed, “We were worried especially about having very young girls and
other students with older people who come from the outside without any knowl-
edge of their record … if anything happens to any student while we’re in violation
of policy, it’s a very tough thing to overcome.” Chancellor Meyer was much more
specific about the hypothetical threats in question: “So my fear is a long-term oc-
cupation with a number of tents where we have an undergraduate student and a
non-affiliate and there is an incident. And then I’m reporting to a parent that a
non-affiliate has done this unthinkable act with your daughter, and how could we
let that happen.”2

These statements illuminate how gender and race are typically linked in public
discourse – here, Katehi, a woman in a position of power attempting to justify an
illegal police action, infantilizes women as permanent victims and posits a tacitly
racist specter of the criminal rapist, coming from the “outside” to the “inside” of the
campus community. After the hypothetical rape, the rape survivor disappears. The
rape is regrettable; this regret is not articulated in terms of the trauma of the rape
survivor, but through the fact that the incident will have to be reported to a parent.
To say rape is “unthinkable” is only possible from a position of privilege in which
sexual violence is not an everyday reality.

Considering the fact that rape occurs within every class and every possible
racial demographic, usually perpetrated by friends and family, it is utterly fantastic
to suggest that a large university campus like UC Davis is a place where rapes do
not occur and where rape culture doesn’t flourish. Rendering rape unthinkable is
absolutely essential to its structural use as a tool of gendered subordination and
exploitation, and also as an ideological tool of white supremacy. The pepper spray
incident reveals how the specter of rape appears in state andmedia narratives when
it’s politically useful, and functions as a tool of racialization and criminalization
(two processes which converge on poor black and brown populations) when in fact
rape and sexual violence affects every sector of society.

2http://reynosoreport.ucdavis.edu/reynoso-report.pdf, pages 27-28
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After marching more than 1000 miles, protesters with disabilities confront Bolivian
riot police in La Paz, February 2012

communitiesmust not defend themselves against racist attacks or confront the state,
including using illegal or “violent” means, they typically advocate instead the per-
formance of an image of legitimate victimhood for white middle class consumption.
The activities of marginalized groups are barely recognized unless they perform
the role of peaceful and quaint ethnics who by nature cannot confront power on
their own. Contemporary anti-oppression politics constantly reproduces stereo-
types about the passivity and powerlessness of these populations, when in fact it is
precisely people from these groups – poor women of color defending their right to
land and housing, trans* street workers fighting back against murder and violence,
black, brown, and Asian American militant struggles against white supremacist at-
tacks – who have waged the most powerful and successfully militant uprisings in
American history. We refuse a politics which infantilizes us and people who look
like us, and which continually paints nonwhite and/or nonmale demographics as
helpless, vulnerable, and incapable of fighting for our own liberation.

When activists argue that power “belongs in the hands of the most oppressed,”
it is clear that their primary audience for these appeals can only be liberal white ac-
tivists, and that they understand power as something which is granted or bestowed
by the powerful. Appeals to white benevolence to let people of color “lead political
struggles” assumes that white activists can somehow relinquish their privilege and
legitimacy to oppressed communities and that these communities cannot act and
take power for themselves.
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identitycategorieswithpoliticalbeliefs.
Timeandagainpoliticiansofcolorhavebetrayedtheverygroupstheyclaim

torepresentwhilebeingheldupasproofthatAmericaisindeeda“colorblind”or
“post-racial”society.Wealthyqueerssupportinitiativeswhichlockupandmurder
poorqueers,trans*people,andsexworkers.Womeninpositionsofpowercontinue
todefendandsometimesinitiatetheviciousassaultonabortionandreproductive
rights,andthenoffloadreproductivelaborontotheshouldersofcareworkerswho
arepredominantlywomenofcolor.

Butmorepertinentforourargumentisthephenomenonofanti-oppressionac-
tivists–whodoadvanceastructuralanalysisofoppressionandyetconsistently
alignthemselveswithapraxisthatreducesthehistoryofviolentandradicallyun-
safeantislavery,anticolonial,antipatriarchal,antihomophobic,andanticiscentric
freedomstrugglestostrugglesoverindividualprivilegeandstaterecognitionof
culturaldifference.Evenwhentheseactivistsinvokeahistoryofmilitantresis-
tanceandsacrifice,theyconsistentlyfallbackuponstrategiesofpetitioningthe
powerfultorenouncetheirprivilegeor“allow”marginalizedpopulationstolead
resistancestruggles.

Fortoolongtherehasbeennoalternativetothispoliticsofprivilegeandcul-
turalrecognition,andsorejectingthisliberalpoliticalframeworkhasbecomesyn-
onymouswitharefusaltoseriouslyaddressracism,sexism,andhomophobiain
general.Evenandespeciallywhenpeopleofcolor,women,andqueersimagine
andexecutealternativestothisliberalpoliticsofculturalinclusion,theyareper-
sistentlyattackedaswhite,male,andprivilegedbythecohortthatmaintainsand
perpetuatesthedominantpraxis.

b.ProtectingVulnerableCommunitiesofColorand“Our”Womenand
Children:TheEndangeredSpeciesTheoryofMinorityPopulationsandPa-
triarchalWhiteConservationism

Thedominantpraxisofcontemporaryanti-oppressionpoliticsrelinquishes
powertopoliticalrepresentativesandreinforcesstereotypesofindividually
“deserving”and“undeserving”victimsofracism,sexism,andhomophobia.Avast
nonprofitindustrialcomplex,andaclassofprofessional“communityspokespeo-
ple,”hasarisenoverthelastseveraldecadestodefinetheparametersofacceptable
politicalactionanddebate.Thispoliticsofsafetymustcontinuallyprojectan
imageofpowerlessnessandkeepcommunitiesofcolor,women,andqueers
“protected”andconfinedtospeechesandmassralliesratherthanactivedisruption.
Forthispoliticsofculturalaffirmation,sufferingislegitimateandrecognizable
onlywhenitconformstowhitemiddle-classcodesofbehavior,witheachgender
initsproperplace,andonlyifitspeaksalanguageofproductivity,patriotism,and
self-policingvictimhood.

Andyetthevastmajorityofusarenot“safe”simplygoingthroughourdaily
livesinOakland,orelsewhere.Whenactivistsclaimthatpoorblackandbrown
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Thelocationswhichwearetoldtofearrapeandsexualviolencechangede-
pendinguponwhatispoliticallyexpedient,andit’scrucialtonoticewhichsites
areemphasizedandwhen–rapehasoccurredinOccupyencampmentsacrossthe
country,butfar,farmorerapeshaveoccurredinAmericanhouseholds,andyet
mediareportsdonotdiscourageusfromheterosexualmarriageandco-habitation.
Whenisrapeignorable,andwhenisitunacceptable?Rapeoccursfrequentlyin
dormrooms,infraternitiesandsororities,incars,ondates,amongstpersonsof
likeage,ethnicity,andclass.Whentheexclusionofpolicefrompublicspacesis
representedbythemediaasaninvitationtorape,wearenotatthesametime
informedthatpolicethemselvesrape,sexuallyassault,andabusewomen,trans
people,queers,sexworkersandotherswithstomach-turningfrequency.

Whiletheseadministratorsmobilizethespecterofrapetodefendthepolice
responsetotheOccupyencampmentatUCDavis,theytakepartinanationwide
campusculturethatsanctionssexualviolence.Amajorstudyonthetopicfound
thatcollegesonlyexpelpersonsfoundresponsibleforsexualassaultin10-25%of
allreportedcases.Thesestudentswereoftensuspendedforasemesterorreceived
minoracademicpenalties.Halfofthestudentsinterviewedsaidthatstudentjudi-
cialservicesfoundtheirallegedassailantsnotresponsibleforsexualassault.3

Whensexualviolencemanifestsinpublicorganizingspaces,thesubjectisrou-
tinelylabeled“divisive”or“justpersonal”.Inadisturbingfeatofcapitulationtothe
state’sattack,‘radicals’willfrequentlysuspectthatallegationsofrapeandsexual
assaultareinfactinventionsofstateforcesattemptingtoinfiltratecommunitiesof
struggle.Manyradicalcommunitieshavecometoassociateafocusonaddressing
andattackingsexualviolencewithapoliticsofdemobilizationordistractionfrom
the“realissues.”Again,theresultisthattherealityofsexualviolence,notmerely
inonemonthencampments,butinpersonalspaces,amongstpersonsfromevery
racialandethnicdemographicwhoknowandtrustoneanother,ismethodically
erased.Thesilencearoundsexualviolencesanctionsit,justasthespectacularout-
rageatisolatedincidentsofracialviolence(e.g.TrayvonMartin)markstheevery-
daypolicemurderofblackandbrownindividualsasroutine.Therealityofsexual
violenceisthatitissilenced,evaded,andignored,empoweringprimarilycisgen-
deredmenateverylevelofsociety,andtransformingconversationsaboutsexual
violenceintofurtherjustificationforintensifiedracistsegregation,incarceration,
andpolicing.

3http://www.publicintegrity.org/investigations/campus_assault/articles/entry/1945/
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Young Chilean feminist: “Without god, without law, without husband: free, beau-
tiful, and crazy”
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III. The Limits of Contemporary Anti-Oppression
Theory and Practice

a. Identity is not Solidarity

Privilege theory and cultural essentialism have incapacitated antiracist, feminist,
and queer organizing in this country by confusing identity categories with solidar-
ity and reinforcing stereotypes about the political homogeneity and helplessness of
“communities of color.” The category of “communities of color” is itself a recently in-
vented identity category which obscures the central role that antiblack racism plays
in maintaining an American racial order and conceals emerging forms of nonwhite
interracial conflict. What living in a “post-racial era” really means is that race is
increasingly represented in government, media, and education as “culture” while
the nation as a whole has returned to levels of racial inequality, residential and ed-
ucational segregation, and violence unseen since the last “post-racial” moment in
American history – the mid-60s legal repeal of the apartheid system of Jim Crow.

Understanding racism as primarily a matter of individual racial privilege, and
the symbolic affirmation of marginalized cultural identities as the solution to
this basic lack of privilege, is the dominant and largely unquestioned form of
anti-oppression politics in the US today. According to this politics, whiteness
simply becomes one more “culture,” and white supremacy a psychological attitude,
instead of a structural position of dominance reinforced through institutions,
civilian and police violence, access to resources, and the economy.

Demographic categories are not coherent, homogeneous “communities” or “cul-
tures” which can be represented by individuals. Identity categories do not indicate
political unity or agreement. Identity is not solidarity. Gender, sexual, and eco-
nomic domination within racial identity categories have typically been described
through an additive concept, intersectionality, which continues to assume that po-
litical agreement is automatically generated through the proliferation of existing de-
mographic categories. Representing significant political differences as differences
in privilege or culture places politics beyond critique, debate, and discussion.

For too long individual racial privilege has been taken to be the problem, and
state, corporate, or nonprofit managed racial and ethnic “cultural diversity” within
existing hierarchies of power imagined to be the solution. It is a well-worn activist
formula to point out that “representatives” of different identity categories must be
placed “front and center” in struggles against racism, sexism, and homophobia. But
this is meaningless without also specifying the content of their politics. The US
Army is simultaneously one of the most racially integrated and oppressive institu-
tions in American society. “Diversity” alone is a meaningless political ideal which
reifies culture, defines agency as inclusion within oppressive systems, and equates


