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anything,itisaposition,astance,arisktobecomeasubjectofone’sownactivity;
untilthen,wearenothingbutobjectsofcapital,thingsmovedaroundtowork,
vote,andreproduce.Capitalispersonifiedinouractions(work,consume,repeat),
andthestateispersonifiedinourwords(rights,justice,freedom).Torefuseboth
personificationsmeanstodestroytheformofManwhichcapitalandstateneedfor
theirreality,thatformistheproletariatandthecitizen,theworkerandtheactivist,
theentrepreneurandthepoet.ThecompletenegationofManasheexistsunder
anyandeverycategorygrantedbyclasssocietyistheultimategoalofcommunism,
andthiscannotbedemanded.Itcanonlybeaccomplished.

Thedemandisatoolforself-organization.Itunifiesseparatedindividuals
againstacommonenemytowardacommongood.Itistheunificationofthe
exploitedbaseduponacommonenunciation,“WewantX”.Thedemandbecomes
aself-mediation,aself-constitutionoftheundifferentiatedmassesintoasingular
one,asubjectwhodemands.Demands,inotherswords,areprocessesofsubjecti-
fication.Individualsactasclass,andinthatclassactiontheybecomesubjectsand
nolongermerelyobjectsofcapital.

Theproblemisthattheclassofthoseexploitedbyacommonstructureofdom-
inationisunifiedontheverybasisofthatdomination,ontheverybasisofthecap-
italistrelation.Allthediverseappearancesofone’sfragmentedlifecoherearound
aunifiedessence–theidentityoftheexploitedasworker,asstudent,asoppressed.
Thisidentityiscraftedinstruggle,andbecomesthebasisforacommunity.The
communitycanoutlastthestruggleforaparticulardemand,ornot.Thedifference
anddiversityofthoselivingundercapitalisnottheissue,ratherit’stheessence
uponwhichthey’reunited.Ifthestruggleandthedemandfirstunifypeoplewho
aren’tunified,thenthenextstepistodestroythebasisofthatunityinawaythat
allowsforanewunityunpoisonedbythecentralityofthecapital-relation.Inother
words,onedestroyswhatthedemandunifies,ourabstractidentity,theunityofa
class,theunityofanidentity.“Theprocessofrevolutionisthatoftheabolitionof
whatisself-organisable.”(TheorieCommuniste).Theconditionsforarealunifica-
tionwillarisethroughtheovercomingofthisnegativeformofcommunity,aform
bornthroughthedemandstruggle,andcarriedbeyonditbythedemandlessone.

Communismoranarchyistheabolitionofrelationsofcapitalinlifethrough
therupturewiththerupturethatrevealsthem—thissecondruptureisdeterminate,
anewconfigurationofwhichwecanonlyspeakinthelanguageofpotentiality:
activitywithoutwork,lifewithoutvalue,peoplewithoutthings,timewithoutmea-
sure,socialwithoutsociety.“Fromstrugglesoverimmediatedemandstorevolution,
therecanonlybearupture,aqualitativeleap.Butthisruptureisn’tamiracle.”(TC)
Itisademanduponus.
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Idonotdemandanyright,thereforeIneed
notrecognizeanyeither.

M.Stirner

OnthenightofAugust8th,2009,hundredsofinmatesattheCaliforniaInsti-
tutionforMeninChinoriotedfor11hours,causing“significantandextensive”
damagetothemedium-securityprison.Twohundredandfiftyprisonerswerein-
jured,withfifty-fiveadmittedtothehospital.

OnMayday2009,threeblocksofSanFrancisco’sluxuryshoppingdistrictwere
wreckedbyarovingmob,leavingglassstrewnthroughoutthesidewalkforthe
shopkeepers,policeandjournaliststogawkatthenextmorning.

OntheearlymorningofApril10th,2009,nineteenindividualstookoverand
lockeddownanemptyuniversitybuildingthesizeofacity-blockon5thavenue
inManhattan,drapingbannersandreadingcommuniquésofftheroof.Policeand
universityofficialsrespondedbysendinghelicopters,swatteams,andhundredsof
officerstobreakinandarrestthemall.

AfterOscarGrant,anunarmedblackman,waskilledbytransitauthorityoffi-
cersinOakland,CaliforniaonNewYearsDay2009,amarchofabout250people
turnedwildwhenamulticulturalist’sdreamfocusgrouprampagedthroughdown-
town,causingover$200,000indamagewhilebreakingshopwindows,burningcars,
settingtrashbinsonfire,andthrowingbottlesatpoliceofficers.Policearrestedover
100.

FromDecember6th,2008toChristmas,arebellionsweptGreeceafterthepolice
shootingofa16yearoldboyinAthens.Hundredsofthousandsofpeopletook
part,collectivelyrippingupthestreets,firebombingpolicestations,lootingstores,
occupyinguniversitiesandunionbuildings,allthewhileconfrontingcopsona
dailybasiswithanintensityandcoordinationworthyofanarmy.

Afterthe“accidental”deathsoftwokidswhowerebeingchasedbypolicein
theParisiansuburbofClichy-sous-Bois,onOct27th,2005,youthsintheFrench
banlieuesburnedthousandsofcars,smashedhundredsofbuildings,anddestroyed
shopslargeandsmalleverydayforthreeweeksinresponse.8,973carsburnedall
overFrancethosenights,and2,888werearrested.

Whatunitesthesedisparateeventsofthelastfewyears?Neithertheracenor
classbackgroundsoftheparticipants,neithertheirpoliticalcontextsnorsocialcon-
ditions,neithertheirlocationsnortheirtargets.Rather,itisacertainabsencethat
unitesthem,agapinthecenterofalltheseconflicts:thelackofdemands.Looking
tounderstand,manage,orexplaintheaforementionedeventstoanalienatedpub-
lic,prisonofficialsclaimignorance,journalistsscavengefora“cause,”politicians
seeksomethingtonegotiate,whileliberalsimposetheirownideology.Thefearis
thattherereallyisnothingbeneaththeactions,nocomplaint,noreason,nocause,
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just a wild release of primal energy, as inexplicable and irrational as a sacrifice to
the gods themselves. At all costs, there must be meaning, they cry, some kind of
handle to grab onto, something, anything. What do they want? everyone asks, and
the reply is everywhere the same: Nothing.

From Chino to Paris, Australia to Athens, New York to San Francisco, these are
only a sample of revolts worldwide that have increasingly given up on the desire
to “demand something.” To the bourgeois press, the lack of demands is conceived
of as a symptom of irrationality, a certain madness or pathology that plagues the
disenfranchised. To the radical left, the absence of demands is seen as political
immaturity, a naïve rage that can only exhaust itself in short bursts. But to those
who’ve shared such deeds together, to those who’ve seen their demands become the
means of their own suffocation, such a trend is a welcome sign of things to come.

Perhaps it’s time we stop seeing these struggles as “lacking” something, but
rather as determinate acts of negation with their own particular force, meaning,
and history. To take seriously the content of struggles without demands, one must
see them not as isolated events, but as moments within a history of developing an-
tagonistic relations between capital and the life it subsumes. What are the forms
in which struggles without demands appear to us? As riots mostly, but also as
wild strikes, endless occupations, violent rebellions, popular uprisings and general
insurrections. Instead of seeing a riot as sociologists do, namely as any collective
act of violence which seeks to directly communicate its message without respect to
legal norms, we can see them as they appear to us: as developing forms of strug-
gle adequate to the conditions of exploitation at their particular time. Riots usually
start with some grievance, sometimes with a demand in sight. A riot can also start
with no demand, but end with one. Other times, riots begin with a particular de-
mand, but end without any care whatsoever for its accomplishment. Sometimes
demands are forced onto a collectivity of rioters by a self-appointed “representa-
tive” and other times demands are decided on by the collectivity themselves. Every
aforementioned case has occurred in American history, and it is the task of the in-
surrectionary scientist to uncover any possible logics to the historical development
of such relations in the dialectic between demand and destruction. As the condi-
tions of exploitation develop, so do the struggles against them, and with this the
meaning of the struggles themselves change, expressed not by demands but by the
content of the activity itself. It is this activity we investigate below.

Theory of the Demand

What is a demand? Etymologically, it is a giving of one’s hand, an order. In the
context here, the demand is a contract, the guaranteed expiration date of one’s
struggle, the conditions for its conclusion. “If x is achieved, action y will end” is
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’64, Watts ’65, Newark ’67, Detroit ’67, Buffalo ’67, everywhere ’68, Berkeley ’69,
Chicago ’69 and hundreds of others cities demand a change in the totality of
existing conditions, they are only theorizing the implications of the generalized
strikes and riots of proletarians in the last decades of the 19th century and the
first decades of the 20th. When rioters in LA ’92, St. Petersburg ’96, Seattle ’99,
Cincinnati ’01, Toledo ’03, Benton Harbor ’05, New Orleans ’05, St. Paul ’08 or
Oakland ’09 during the last two decades act with the intensity and coordination
of 60s rioters, but without the general national atmosphere of rebellion, and
without wanting anything at all from their targets and enemies, then they are
only conceptualizing in deed the concrete failure of every institutional attempt
to “change everything.” Against abstract demand, even the demand to end all
demands, they are acting on the basis of a concrete rejection of demands as such.
This practical shift relocates the power to make history from those who reconcile
conflicts to those who make them irreconcilable. The present comprehension of
history is enacted in the forms through which struggles take place today, and
those forms are dominated by a demandless consistency of social acts of violence
against capital in all its manifestations.

What are the ethics of demandless struggles? They are not based on a desired
object or end, they can’t be judged based on calculation or utilitarian value. Rather,
their strength comes from their basis in the act itself, the deed irrespective of cal-
culation, interest, or gain; it is the privileging of the activity over the product. The
danger with this anti-moralist ethic of pure action is that it can easily cross bound-
aries of disciplined violence, such as in the Draft Riot of 1863 when class revolt
turned to race war. So how can one overcome this danger? By maintaining princi-
ples of friendship and trust, to ground the anarchy of pure action in the commune of
shared needs. But what grounds the commune? Action, and its legacy. The history
of acts is the only “product” created – a narrative of a whole, directed, consistent
life.

A struggle without demands is a strike at the level of language. By refusing
the accepted form of presenting disagreements, the meaning and justification of
the action becomes internal to its presentation. But not as immediately “symbolic”
or “gestural”, rather it is mediated by all those things which make up alienated
life: commodities, property, police, money, labor. The critique of existing society
becomes not a verbal cry for a better world but a mute rejection of the entirety of
this one, only recognized by the cohesive movement and relation of acts of practical
negation of all those dominant mediations making up one’s nonlife. After a battle
in the social war subsides, only the ruins left behind can tell its story.

The refusal to demand allows for the abstraction of capital to reveal itself, no
longer covered up in the mysticism of word-games, i.e., we are fighting for right
x because of need y based on condition z. That structure will never challenge the
basis of the needs and conditions themselves. The undemanding struggle is not for
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capitalcanrecoverfromwhilethestatecanmakeexamplesoutofthoseitcaptures.
Asdemandsprogressedfromspecificissuestogeneralrefusal,riotingregressed

fromageneneralizedactivitytoaspecializedpractice.Sincethecivilwar,thena-
tureofdemandshastransformedfromlocalizedtototalwithinthecontentofpar-
ticularstrugglesthemselves.Revoltsoverwork—fromthemassiverailstrikeof
1877,throughthePullmanandHomesteadriotsofthe1880’sand90s,totheBat-
tleofBlairMountaininthe1920s—revoltsoverracialexploitation—fromthe
Harlemriotsof1935totheMLKJr.riotsof1968—andrevoltsoverwar—from
theFreeSpeechmovementof64throughtheDaysofRagein69—allendonthe
brinkofcivilwar.Oncethatpossibilityisbreached,demands—whetherrealor
not—arebroughtintoadjudicate,accommodateandpacifythepopulace.Itisno
coincidencethatanAmericansituationistgroupfromBerkeleyin1972called“For
Ourselves”couldwriteatheoreticalstatementwiththesubtitle,“OnthePractical
NecessityofDemandingEverything.”Thatframeworkwasfinallyshatteredinthe
LosAngelesrebellionof’92whenitwasrealizedthatthereisnolongeranyoneto
“demandeverything”from.As“ForOurselves”wastheorizingthecontentofthe
lastdecadeofrevoltsasthenecessityofdemandingeverythingwithoutregardto
anyspecificpractice,theClamshellalliancewastheorizingthecontentofthelast
decadesofcivildisobedienceasthenecessityofdemandingsomethingbymeansof
veryparticular“nonviolentdirectaction”techniques.

Besidesmodernrace-classriots,theanti-globalizationmovementhasinherited
thisduallegacy,leadingtothecontradictorymovementofthosewhodemandev-
erything(astheycontinuethelegacyoftheSit-downsofthe30’s)workingside-by-
sidewiththosewhodemandnothing(astheycontinuethelegacyofclassviolence
intheearly20thcenturyandtheghettoriotsofthe60’s).Thedifferenceisthat
suchgeneralizedviolenceisnowalsodonebyspecialists,blackblockanarchists,
andthespecializedtacticsofnon-violentdirectactionhavebecomemoreandmore
acceptedasthegeneralmeansforengaginginsocialconflict.Thegeneralizationof
demandsandthespecializationofpracticeleadsustotheimpasseofthepresent,
whichcannotbeovercomewithoutbreakingwiththeformsandcontentofrevolt
asweinheritthem,withandwithoutdemands.

DemandingSomething,Everything,Nothing

StruggleswithinsurrectionarycontentintheUnitedStateshaveprogressedfrom
demandingsomething(1880s-1940s),throughdemandingeverything(1960’s-
1970’s)todemandingnothing(1992-present).Eachnewphaseismarkedbythe
lastingcontradictionsofthepreviousone,insofarasnoperiodiscompletely“new,”
ratheritonlymakesseparateanddominantacertaintendencyhithertoindistinct
inthepreviousmodeofstruggle.WhenuprisingsinPhiladelphia’64,Rochester
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whatthedemandsays.Butthisisobviouslyatrick,foracontractassumestwoequal
sides,twoabstractindividualsorentitiesexchangingthedatesoftheirexpiration
ofhostilitiesbasedonamutualrecognitionofconditions.Ifthevoteisthepolitical
equivalenttomoney,thenthedemandisthepoliticalequivalenttocreditcards.It
isfaith,acontract,apasswordtogetsomethingwhenonehasnothing.Itcanbe
usedbyanyone,thievesandking,richandpoor,justandunjust;itsfunctionisthe
same,tolockoneindeepertothestructureofcapital.

Whydostruggleswithdemandstendtogetwilder,andstruggleswithoutthem
tendtoproliferate?Ontheonehand,theabilityofthestateorcapitaltosatisfymin-
imaldemandsisbeingeroded.Inahyperglobalizedeconomy,worker’sdon’tneed
tobeguaranteedtosociallyreproducethemselvesasworkerswheretheyare,for
allthatcapitalrequiresissomeworker,anywhere,todothejob.Wage-demands
anddemandstomaintainworkhitupagainstthebrickwallofthelawofvalue.
Proletariansrealizethisandrespond,nowthreateningtoblowuptheirfactory(at
NewFabrisinParis,forexample),kidnappingbosses(atScapainFrance),andstrik-
ingnotforimprovingconditions,betterwagesorevenkeepingtheirjobs,butfor
money,justmoremoneywhentheysellthefactory.Noillusionanymore,they
seemtobesayingwearenothing,wehavenothing,wedemandnothingexcept
somepaltrymeanstosoftenourfall.Thelimitsofdemandsrevealthelimitsofclass
struggle,whichcaneithermeantheopeningtoitsovercomingthroughbroadened
socialstruggle—insurrection,socialwar—,ortheclosureofstrugglealltogether.
Webetontheformer.

Althoughthepossibilitytosatisfydemandsisbecomingharder,demandsare
stillmade,perhapsoutofhabit,ordesperation.Thedemandisonlyabletore-
producecapital,sincewehavebeenemptiedofallcontentbesidesthecontentof
capital:whenweeat,drink,walk,kiss,fuck,fight,orlearnforourselves,itisnot
forourselvesbutforneedsanddesiressetbythelawsofeconomytoproducevalue.
Alientoourselves,weareathomeincapital.Wedon’tevenknowourneeds,and
yetwestillholdbannerscryingfortheirfulfillment.Ouronlygenuineneedcan
betoliberateneedfromitssubmissiontocapital.Untilthatoccurs,ourneedswill
continuetobenothingmorethanameansforthepurposeofreproducingwealth,
anddemandsaresimplytherespite,thehandleinwhichourneedscanbegrabbed,
reproduced,reconfigured,andreasserted.

Withoutaparticulardemand,nomediationcanbemadetopacifythem,no
politicsarepossibletomanagethedispute;“not”havingademandisnotalackof
anything,butacontradictoryassertionofone’spowerandone’sweakness.Too
weaktoeventryandgetsomethingfromthosewhodominateproletarianlife,and
simultaneouslystrongenoughtotryandaccomplishthedirectappropriationof
one’slife,time,andactivityapartfrommediation.Ademandlessstruggle,whether
wecallitriotorrebellion,insurrectionorcivilwar,revealsthetotalityoftheenemy
onefights(capital-as-society)andthetotalityofthosewhofightit(thepotentiality
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of non-alienated life). In such struggles, the proletariat “lays claims to no particular
right because the wrong it suffers is not a particular wrong but wrong in general.”
(Marx). This “general wrong” is the generalized structure of exploitation at the heart
of the capitalist system—the forced selling of one’s time and life activity to someone
else in return for a wage—which can never be overcome by any particular change,
only by a total one.

As particular demands transform themselves throughout American history—
from wage-demands to social demands to political demands to environmental
ones—the potential refusal of demands haunts the bourgeoisie. This is obvious
to anyone who takes the levels of class violence employed by the exploited as
rational forms of contending with an objective structure of domination. What is
not so obvious is the ways in which this refusal manifests itself in differing forms
of property destruction, expropriation, and arson. Only history can show this.

Sequences of Struggle

The New York City Draft Riots of 1863, the bloodiest riot in American history (120
killed at least, 2,000 injured, 50 buildings burned), contains all the contradictions
and elements that were to develop and separate out into their own forms through-
out the next century: political demands (no draft, no war), class attacks (property
destruction, arson, looting), and race war (physical assaults, killing). Between the
Draft Riots and the Oscar Grant riots, we notice three broad trends that emerge in
relation to the content of insurrectionary activity and the form it takes as “demand.”

Broadly speaking, we can separate three main historical periods of rioting in
relation to their issues or form, and two historical styles in relation to their methods
or content. The struggle between labor and capital between 1877 and 1934, the
conflicts over race between 1935 and 1968, and the student and anti-war actions
of the 60’s and 70’s are the three broad traditions that congealed into the modern
protest of our time. The women’s, gay liberation and anti-nuke actions of the 70’s
and 80’s and the revival of riots over race relations in Miami and New York City in
the ‘80s continued the dual legacy of 60’s style riots in its two different forms. It is
not until the Rodney King riots in LA (and elsewhere) of 1992 that a new phase of
revolt begins, one which we are still within today.

From 1877-1934, labor struggles in America took on levels of violence unseen
before or since. In that period, demandsweremade over wages, working conditions,
and the length of the working day, but once these basic demands were outlined in
the 1860’s, almost nothing new emerged. From then on the level of class struggle
escalated while the demands become less and less important. Rail strikes immedi-
ately turned into riots, spreading nationally along the railway, leaving thousand of
train cars destroyed, dead bodies on both sides, and thousands injured. Coal miners
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Tompkins Square Park Riots of ’88, the Chicago Bulls riots, not to mention all the
sports riots in Michigan, Milwaukee, and Pittsburgh? All of this goes to show that
the form of generalized rioting characteristic of “race riots” never disappeared, but
constantly reasserted itself from the 70’s-90’s, albeit in much more isolated, frag-
mented, and partial ways. It was not until Los Angeles of ’92 that generalized ri-
oting become cohesive again within a national and social atmosphere of refusal,
which allowed for the rebellion to transcend the previous limits of conflict, that is,
the limit of demands.

Mediation

Between 1877 and 1934, proletarians (mostly white and immigrant) sought to at-
tack capital directly (their boss, factory, means of production) but were constantly
mediated and blocked by different state sanctioned agencies of legitimate violence
(police, Pinkertons, national guard, army). In other words, workers wanting to de-
stroy capitalists fought police in their place. Between 1934 and 1968, a new situation
arises. Subproletarians and proletarians (mostly black), sought to attack the state
directly (as police) but were constantly mediated by capital (as property). In other
words, blacks wanting to fight police accomplished it by means of property destruc-
tion instead of direct confrontation (with exceptions). In the first case, the state
mediates the antagonistic relation between capital and labor; in the second case,
capital mediates the antagonistic relation between the state and labor. The student
and anti-war actions signify the attempt to attack the state and capital together, but
mediating it through the structure which prepares the transition to selling oneself
as labor: the University. In other words, the crucible of future labor becomes a site
of struggle, which is then further policed.

Now, from 1970-1992, the nonviolent direct action trend solidifies and isolated
race riots continue to occur. Both are mediated by their own limits: the first is that
their own bodies become the means by which they engage in conflict, and in the
second is that the conflict only emerges in relation to an act of racist violence from
police or others. From 1992 to the present, property destruction reemerges, but
differently than before. On the one hand as specialized (political riots) and on the
other as generalized (‘race riots’). But both of these tend to blur during the dotcom
and housing bubble eras of the 90’s and ’00s. In Miami, LA, Seattle, Cincinnati,
Michigan and Oakland, the target is once again capital, but now the attempt to
negate it is mediated by capital itself in one of its forms, property. To destroy capital
as such, capital as property is attacked (as opposed to capital as commodities, money,
or labor). The state mediates this when it can (defending summits, sending in the
National Guard), but it also retreats a bit, leaving capital to take care of itself. That is,
the bait of property destruction lures individuals into isolated illegal activity which
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“rights”to“express.”Thepeacefularrestwastheultimateendpoint,thelock-down
becamecentral,andpacifismdominatedtheethicalnorm.Bothgovernmentand
protestorsfinallyhadacommonlanguagetospeak,asharedframeworkwithrules
andboundariestoactwithin.EarthandAnimalLiberationmovementsofthe90’s
and00’stookthesamestructure–formalizedactions—yetinvertedtheelements:
frompublictoclandestine,lock-downtoescape,pacifismtoarson.

TheRodneyKingriotsof1992inLosAngeles(andSanDiego,SanFrancisco,
Oakland,Sacramento,SanBernardino,LasVegas,Atlanta,Chicago,Denver,De-
troit,Miami,NewYorkCity,Philadelphia,Phoenix,St.Louis,WashingtonDC,and
Toronto)explodesthislogicofseparation.Withoutspecialization,thesecontagious
eventsseemedtoheraldthereturnofthe“raceriot”,physicalassault,generalized
looting,arsonandmasspropertydestruction.Yetnoneoftheseformsreallyended
inthe60’s,theyjustbecamemoreandmoreseparatedfromgeneralsocialupheaval,
pushedinto“specialinterest”boxes.Thereweredozensofso-calledraceriotsfrom
1970-1992.Ontheonehand,thepre-civilrightsstyleracewarswereresurrectedby
KKK/neo-nazi/whiteracisttypesagainstblackandbrownfolks,especiallybetween
1976and1979intheSouth:BostonBussingattacksbetween1974-1976,KKKclashes
inColumbus,OhioandMobile,Alabamain’77,Neo-NazibattlesinSanJose,CA
andSt.Louis,MissouriinOctober1977andMarch1978respectively,andthein-
famousGreensboromassacreofNov3rd,1970whentheKlanandNeo-Naziparty
killed4protestorsintheCommunistWorkersPartyorganizedmarch.Ontheother
hand,theghettoriotofthe60’sresurfacednumeroustimes:Elizabeth,NewJer-
sey1975,Miami1980,’82,’84and’89,Howard’sBeach,Queens1986,Bensonhurst,
Brooklyn1989,WashingtonDC1991,Brooklyn1991,Manhattan1992.

Allhaveasimilarstory:apolicemanorwhiteracistshootssomeone–Black,
Cuban,PuertoRican,Dominican,Korean,Vietnamese–andtheethnicorracial
communitytowhichthatpersonbelongrespondsthroughimmediatearson,prop-
ertydestruction,andlooting.Afterfourpolicemenchargedwithshootinganun-
armedblackmanwereacquittedbyanallwhiteTampajury,Miamiwascovered
inbloodandsmokeforthreedaysfromMay17thto19th,1980.Threewhitefolks
werebeatentodeath,whilepoliceandNationalGuardsmenkilledelevenblack
folks.3600NationalGuardwerecalledintohelp,and1000blackswerearrested.
InJulyof1992,apolicemanshotanunarmedDominicanmaninNewYorkCity,
and1000peoplerespondedinforcebyoverturningcars,smashingwindows,lit-
teringthestreets,burningthreebuildingandblockingtrafficontheGWbridge.
TheHowardsBeach,BensonhurstandBrooklynriotsstartalittledifferently,with
whiteyouthintentionallykillingblackyouth,andaHasidicJewunintentionally
runningoveraWestIndianman.Inallcases,theracewarformofriotreemerged,
withdirectassaultsbetweenwhitesandblacks,HasidsandWestIndians,Koreans
andAfrican-Americans.

Andwhatabouttheblackoutriotsof’77inNYC,theDetroitdevilsnights,the
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blewuptheirownmines,andfactoryworkerskilledPinkertonsoutsidetheirgates.
Propertydestructionwaswidespread,butitsfocusandmeaningwerediffer-

entthentheyaretoday.Firstofall,thepropertyattackedbyworkers’wastheir
owntoolsandproductsoflabor,thatis,themeansofproductiontheywereusing
tocreatenewvaluefortheiremployer.Bydestroyingtheirowninstrumentsof
production–raillines,coalmines,factorymachines–theyweredestroyingthe
unityofthecapitalistproductionprocess,notmerelyitsappearanceascommodity
intherealmofcirculationandconsumption.Second,althoughthemachines,rails,
traincars,trolleys,mines,andfactoriesthatdifferentworkersdestroyedwereun-
derthelegalownershipofthecapitalistwhoemployedthem,theywereseenby
theworkersastheirownproperty.Thisisbecausethemachinesweretheprod-
uctandmeansoftheirlabor,theirphysicalandmentalexertion.Theattackonthis
propertywasnotmerelyanattackagainstcapitalists,butagainstthatwhichmakes
themproletarians:work,tools,value.Theself-abolitionoftheproletariatwasnot
expressedformallyinanyoneoftheirdemands,butposedmateriallyintheactions
andtargetsthemselves.

FromHarlem1935toWashingtonD.C.1968,classstrugglestooktheformof
appearanceof“racerelations”and“ghettoriots.”Qualitativelydifferentthanthe
JimCrowanti-black,andanti-immigrantriots,1thesestrugglesweredominatedby
proletarianandsubproletarianblackassaultsonthefoundationsofwhite,bourgeois
society:police,stores,banks,buildings,cars.Lootingandarsonweretheprinciple
methodsusedtocritiquesuchelements.ThelootingthatoccurredinHarlem’35,
’43,andtheninWatts,NewarkandDetroitofthemid-60’s,wasnotthelooting
ofpeople’shouses,suchasthelootingofcapitalisthousesduringtheDraftriots
of1863,butratheritwasthelootingofshopsandstores,theplacesatwhichthe
productspeoplemakearesoldbacktothemforpricestheycan’tafford.Inother
words,thelootingwassocial,notpersonal.Itwasthecritiqueofasocietywhich
dependsonpeopleaccumulatingshittheydon’tneedanddesiringshittheymake
butcan’thave.

ArsonisnothingnewinthehistoryofAmericanclassviolence(Englishlabor-
ersburnedmachinerythreateningtheirjobsinthe18thcentury),butitthoroughly
shockedthebourgeoisiewhenblacksstartedburningdowntheirownneighbor-
hoods.Why?Whatwassonewaboutthefirethistime?Perhapsitwasthechange
inthenatureofthispropertydestruction,achangemarkedlydifferentthanthat
ofthepreviouseraofriots.Yes,peoplewereburninganddestroyingalltheprop-
ertyaroundthem,butitwasn’ttheirproperty.Itwasownedbysomeoneoutside
theghetto.Asopposedtothepreviousrail,coal,streetcar,andfactoryworkers’
destructionofwhattheydeemedtheirownproperty(althoughtechnicallyitwas

1WiththeexceptionoftheDetroitriotofJune20-22,1943,thelastoftheclassicJimCrowriots,
whichwaspredominantlywhitesattackingblacks(killing25)andblacksdefendingthemselves(killing
9)
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owned by the capitalist), these folks knew it wasn’t their property, and were happy
to get rid of it. Even if it means sabotaging their own means of existence, such
as access to food, shelter, and transportation. For the practical rejection of capital
entails the abolition of one’s previous mode of life, and this self-negation always
appears as suicidal. But it is only suicidal from the standpoint of capital, not from
the perspective of human beings actively creating their lives for the first time.

Between June 1963 andMay 1968, there were 239 separate urban riots involving
at least 200,000 participants, which led to 8,000 injuries and 190 deaths. On April
4th 1968 alone, after MLK Jr’s death, 125 cities across 28 states rioted, leading to 47
deaths. In Washington D.C., riots broke out 10 blocks from the White House. In
the same period, at least 50,000 people were arrested. The riots in Watts, Newark,
and Detroit alone accounted for 1/6th of all the arrests. Although 190 deaths is still
a lot, it is nothing in comparison to the amount of deaths that occurred regularly
during the more formal battles between capital and labor. The killings were mostly
committed by the police and military, not rioters. In Watts, 28 out of 34 killed were
black; Newark, 24 out of 26 were black; Detroit, 36 out of 43 killed were black.

As ghetto-riots proliferated across urban America, another form of protest was
emerging, the student, youth, anti-war, left radical protest. The sites of struggle
shift to universities, draft centers, and political conventions. During these struggles,
demands rose and fell constantly, from ending the draft to “free love”, from peace
to “bring the war home.” What unites the separate, contradictory, even superficial
demands are the actions themselves of those who were demanding. These actions
included mostly sit-ins and occupations, some property destruction and arson, lots
of police confrontation, and little to no physical assaults on civilians. In Berkeley
’64, during the “free speech movement”, 1000 people occupied Sproul Hall for 32
hours, ending in the peaceful arrest of 773. In 1966, with the draft enacted, campuses
revolted en masse. Students occupied the University of Chicago administration for
4 days, and riots occurred at ROTC centers at University of Wisconsin, CCNY, and
Oberlin.

In Oct of 1967, a national month of protest was called, in which some occu-
pations, some symbolic acts, and some confrontations arose. On Oct 18th, about
1000 people fought police in Wisconsin with 70 students injured, and several build-
ings damaged. On Oct 19th, Brooklyn College’s Boylan Hall was occupied, and
in Chicago, 18 were arrested breaking into a draft induction center. On Oct 20th,
10,000 Berkeley and Oakland activists blocked the streets around a draft induction
center, slashing tires, dropping nails, writing graffiti, and fighting with about 1000
police for hours. On Oct 21st and 22nd, a mass, ritualized, “nonviolent” anti-war
rally took place in DC with 150,000 people. Some broke the rules and fought police,
ending with 681 protestors arrested, and 13 marshals, 10 soldiers, and 24 demon-
strators wounded.

After six days of an occupation at Columbia University, students fought police
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1937 involving 398,117 workers, and 52 in 1938 involving 28,749 workers. These
sit-downs were intentionally non-provocative, yet they would defend themselves if
attacked or prevented. This in fact occurred in Flint, Michigan, January 1937, when
guards stopped union men from delivering food to their striking comrades inside
the GM factory. In response, workers locked the guards in a washroom, police fired
tear gas at the workers, and workers sent the tear gas back. After 14 injuries, the
officers withdrew in what’s known joyfully as the “Battle of Running Bulls.”

In the 30’s, as capitalists and government accommodated labor’s minimal de-
mands, proletarian revolt shifted to specialized tactics, and capitalism began its turn
towards complete, regulated commodity production of all goods and activities con-
stituting daily life for not only the bourgeoisie, but the working-class as well. In
the 30’s, the separation of demand from destruction was enacted for the first time.
As specialization became the norm in the workplace, so it was in the struggle as
well. This separation set the stage for the forms of ritualized rebellion that carried
the civil rights movement from 1955-1965 with the lunch counter sit-ins, as well as
the student anti-war actions of 1964-1972 with their sit-ins, occupations and traffic
blockades. The refinement of such tactics developed rapidly in the ecological strug-
gles of the 70’s and 80’s over nuclear power, old growth forests, water, pollution,
and coal. Three main groups accomplished this: the Clamshell Alliance of New
England, the Abalone Alliance of the West Coast, and the Livermore Action Group.

In August 1976, the Clamshell Alliance occupied Seabrook nuclear construction
site, twice. The first ending in 18 arrests, the second with 180. After almost a
year of trainings and preparation, in April 1977, the Clamshell Alliance went back
with 2400 people, ending with 1400 being arrested. No violence was committed.
Inspired by the Clamshell Alliance, the Abalone Alliance on the West Coast tried
to occupy the Diablo plant in August of ’77. It didn’t work, but four years later in
1981 they returned, occupying the site for two weeks, blocking the plant, ending
with 1900 arrests. On Mother Day 1982, the Livermore Action Group shut down
the production of nuclear weapons at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory
outside San Francisco when women armed with teddy bears sat down in front of
traffic, as four women chained themselves to the gate. In March 1983, the group
hiked through backwoods to occupy Vanderberg Air Force Base before 777 of them
were arrested.

These three groups, along with the countless other environmental groups to
emerge in the 80’s, formalized the already specialized tactics of the 30’s labor sit-
downs, 50’s and 60’s civil rights sit-ins, and 70’s student occupations into a science,
with its own jargon, methods, principles, and values. Rebaptizing riots as “nonvio-
lent direct action”, mobs with grievances to avenge now became “protestors” with

3For example, on December 1st 1906, 250 masked men rode into Princeton, Kentucky, occupied the
town for two hours and dynamited two factories operated by Tobacco Trust, destroying 400,000 pounds
of tobacco.
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topassnewlaws(orrather,tomakelawsthatneverpass).WiththeOaklandriots
ofJanuary’09,ittookaweek.

Whenonefocusesonthepresenceorabsenceofdemandsasthecriteriafordis-
cerningrevolutionaryfromreformiststruggle,oneignorestherelationsandmean-
ingsinternaltotheactivitiesofthestrugglesthemselves.Demandsaregetting
accommodatedquicker,butrevolutionisinnowayclosernowthaneverbefore.

Methods

ThetwograndstylesofAmericancounter-violencearethegeneralizedriotand
thespecializedtactic.Thecoreelementsoftheformerarelooting,arson,property
damageandphysicalassault;itsparticipantsareproletariansandsubproletarians.
Theelementsofthelatterarepicketlines,marches,sit-insandtrafficblockades;its
participantsareusuallyaminoritygrouptrainedinsuchmeasures.

Priortothe1930’s,thesetwoformsofactivitywereindistinguishableinthe
mainconflictoftheera,thatbetweencapitalandlabor,inwhichstrikeswerealso
riots,marcheswerebattles,andsit-insandblockadeswerenothingbutthedefense
andcreationofbarricades.Aftersixtyyearsofintenseclasswar(1877-1934),in
whicheachstrikeleftbodiesonbothsides,changesinbothtacticsandstrategywere
adopted,changesthatreflectedshiftsintherelationbetweencapitalandproletariat,
andbetweenthestateanditssubjects.

In1934,theUnitedStateswasonthebrinkofanarchy.Wild,bloodystrikes
sweptthroughMinneapolis,Toledo,andSanFrancisco.OnMay21stand22nd,
Minneapolistruckersonstrikestoppedalldeliveries,andinresponse,policeanda
newlyformed“citizensalliance”attackedthem.Truckersbeatpoliceandthe“al-
liance”,wounding67.OnMay23rdand24th,sixthousandautoworkersonstrike
inToledofoughtpolice,thecompanysecurityandtheNationalGuard,eventually
forcingthemalltoretreat,butnotbeforetwostrikerswerekilled.OnMay9th,
longshoremenallalongtheWestCoastwentonamassivestrike,butitwasn’tuntil
July3rdinSanFranciscothatviolentconfrontationsbetweenpoliceandproletar-
iansemerged.Thegeneralizedstrikepeakedwhenpolicekilledtwoon“Bloody
Thursday,”wounding115aswell.

Withthedepressionraging,workersturningtomoreandmoredesperatemeth-
odsofdestruction,3andpolice,Pinkertons,andnationalguardsmenrackingup
casualtiesdaily,thestateaswellasmanylargercapitalistsbegantoconcede,al-
lowingtheformationofunionsincertainindustries,guaranteeinglesserhoursand
betterconditions,andevenaminimumwage.Atthesametime,workersmeth-
odsbegantomoveawayfromgeneralizedrampageandtowardstheSit-Down,the
modelactofsymbolicrevoltwhosecreationshiftedAmericanconflictfromriotto
ritual.In1936,therewere48factorysit-downsinvolving87,817workers,477in

9

onApril29th,1968,endingwith132students,4facultyand12policeinjuries.That
yearattheDNCinChicago,Yippiestriedtoinaugurateariot,andbetweenAug
25thandAug30th,theydid.192policeinjuries,81policevehiclesdamaged,24
windshieldssmashed,17carsdented,andnumerousshopwindowsbrokenaswell.
InMarchandAprilof1969,blackstudentsatSUNYBuffalo,Harvard,andCornell
occupiedcentralbuildings.InMay,studentswerekilledinpoliceconfrontations
inBerkeleyandGreensboro.InOctober,theWeathermenlaunchedtheir“Daysof
Rage”,inwhich300ofthemdestroyedpropertyandfoughtpolicetogether.Six
weathermenwereshot,mostwerebeaten,250arrested.InSantaBarbara,onFeb
25th,1970,UCSBstudentsburnedaBankofAmericabranchtotheground,and
onApril18th,1970,astudenttherewasslainbyastraybulletfrompolice.Butit
wasn’tuntilNationalGuardsmenkilled4studentsonMay4th,1970atKentState
Universitythatthecountryeruptedinrageagainstcasualtiesatprotests.

Thepatternofstudentandanti-wardemonstrationsfollowsthetrendsofits
time:limitedattacksonproperty,policeescalation,sit-insandoccupations.As
studentsandyouthbecamemoreandmoreindiscriminatewiththeirsiteofstrug-
gles,astheybecomemoreviolentintheirtacticsandlessaccommodatingintheir
resolve,theirgrievancesprogressedfromarejectionofwarandimperialismtoa
critiqueofeverydaylifeandcapitalism.Whatstartedwithastrategyofdemands
andescalationendedwitharejectionofanythinglessthanrevolution.

Issues

Thethreemaincontentionsofviolentstruggles–labor,race,andwar–allexhibited
someminimaldemands.Inthefirstcase,higherwages,betterworkingconditions,
andashorterworkingday.Inthesecond,equalpoliticalrights,treatment,and
benefitsinalleconomicandsocialspheres.Andinthethirdcase,anendtothe
WarinVietnamandastoppingoftheDraft.Withinsuchademandschema,it’s
easytoreduceallantagonisticphenomenaofthoseperiodstoacertainstructure:
exploitedgroupXdemandsYfrominstitutionZ.Forexample,onecanseetheRail
strikeof1877,theHarlemriotof1935,andtheuniversityrebellionsofMay1970as
equalformsofcollectivebargaining,whichdespitetheirillegalmeans,aregeared
towardslegalends.

Whatfallsoutinsuchanequationistheverycontentoftheactionsthemselves,
actionswhichgoagainsttheirveryends,inturnoverflowingtheirpoliticalforms
andbecomingsocial.Whatoccursintheseriots,howdotheybegin,andend?

Therailstrikeof1877isoneofthemostviolentinAmericanhistory.After
wageswerecutonJuly1st,railworkerswentonstrikeinBaltimore,Ohio,and
WestVirginia.OnJuly20,thearmyattackedthestrikers,endingwith10killed.The
strikespreadtoNewYork,Newark,andPittsburgh.ThePhiladelphiaarmyattacked
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the Pittsburgh strikers, and the strikers attacked back, leaving 24 dead. In the end,
5 million dollars of Pennsylvania Railroad property was destroyed, including 104
locomotives, and 2152 railroad cars. 3000 federal troops and thousands more militia
came to restore peace. Riots broke out in Altoona, Reading, Harrisburg, Scranton,
Philadelphia, before moving to Chicago, St. Louis, San Francisco, and Washington
D.C. Not organized by any union, the strike spread along the rail lines themselves,
with workers in various occupations joining in where they could. All that over a
wage increase?

The Harlem riot of 1935 prefigures the race riots of the 60’s. A black boy was
caught shoplifting by white cops, and a minor confrontation occurred. Rumors
spread that the police killed him (they didn’t), and Harlemites sought vengeance.
In two days of rioting, over 200 white owned stores were demolished, causing 2
million dollars in property damage. This pattern was to repeat itself over and over
and over again in the next 70 years. Can one really label the riots that happen in
response part of a demand for equal rights?

In May 1970, the wave of student anti-war actions in the 60’s culminated after
the shooting of 4 students at a Kent State University protest. In response, 1350
universities exploded in riots, including 4,350,000 participants. 400 schools shut
down. Police opened fire at Jackson State College on May 14th – killing 2 black
students – and again in Lawrence, Kansas on July, killing 2 youths, sparking a wave
of arson and property destruction in response. All that just to stop a war thousands
of miles away?

We think not. Rather, such demands are merely screens to interface between
worlds of rage and worlds of law, a force of the subjective discontent of life under
capital against a force of the objective necessity of capital subsuming life. Incom-
mensurable in their content, they are equalized and understood from the perspec-
tive of one side, that of law, as attempts to collectively express a will towards a
particular change in law. They are not understood from the side of the practices
themselves, perhaps not even by those committing them. As goals, demands do
not determine the type of struggles, actions, or events that we describe here. For
every demand mentioned above can also be sought after by legal means. What
makes these activities unique is the continually developing contradiction between
their form and content, the form as the demand to someone for something, and the
content as rejecting anyone’s attempt to accommodate anything.

Accommodation Acceleration

The pace in which institutions of state and capital accommodate the demands of
these struggles accelerates rapidly. When a struggle’s demand is accommodated,
the struggle quickly shifts from an external conflict between two opposed players
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to an internal conflict managed by one institution. The first major accommodation
of demands took sixty years of riots (1877-1934), when in the 1930’s government
and capitalists acquiesced to the assaults of proletarian violence by bettering work
conditions all around.

The second major accommodation took thirty years of riots (1935-1968), when,
after multiple cities were ravaged by minor insurrections of mostly black prole-
tarians, government in the late 60’s made new legislation to enforce equality in
schools, employment and public institutions. “Race riots”2 of course existed before
the Harlem uprising of 1935 (and continued after the massive riots following MLK
Jr.’s assassination in April ’68), but its modern character took form then, insofar as
the riots were initiated by black folks as a response to a particular act of police vio-
lence (usually an arrest, beating, murder, or rumor of murder), instead of initiated
by white folks as an attack on black and immigrant communities who then defend
themselves (the Atlanta Race Riot of 1906, for instance). Hence, targets in the mod-
ern race riot are property, police, and stores, and acts of physical assault between
white and black civilians and/or immigrants, such as occurred in the Jim Crow era
(1890-1914), are much less common, although still present.

Finally, the thirdmajor accommodation of demands took about ten years of riots
(1964-1972), after students, youth, and left radicals of all stripes occupied, smashed,
burned, and fought cops at thousands of Universities across the country. Shortly
after the national riots following the Kent State massacre on May 4th 1970, the
government began to incorporate anti-war dissidents into their debates, ultimately
conceding to their demands by abolishing the draft in 1973, and pulling out of Viet-
nam completely by 1975.

Since the anti-war protests of the 60’s, the women’s liberation, gay liberation,
Native American, anti-nuke, and anti-apartheidmovements have gone through sim-
ilar rapidly accelerating phases of riot—protest—accommodation—reorganization.
Some of these struggles never end, but once their particular demands are incorpo-
rated into a general institutional structure in some form or another, the movement
changes nature from one of opposition to one of competition. The pace has accel-
erated so much recently that the dialectic between destruction, demand, accommo-
dation and neutralization occurs within less and less time from after the first riot.
With the American wing of the anti-globalization movement kicking off in Seattle
’99, it took less than a decade, as the IMF, World Bank and WTO all but collapsed
or had to completely reorganize their language and agenda to integrate the force of
global assaults and physical critiques they received. With the immigrant protests
of May ’06, it took less than a year, as politicians quickly reorganized their agenda

2We put “race riot” in quotes because every race riot is a class riot, and we only label them “race riots”
to distinguish them from the earlier class riots of the century. For a practical analysis of a supposed “race
riot” where this is the case, see the article “LA ‘92: The Context of a Proletarian Uprising” in the first
issue of the journal Aufheben.


