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Abstract

In this article I analyze the political consequences of the utopian projects undertaken by contemporary protest movements. In particular I focus on the mobilization of a-historical imageries by the US Occupy Movement. The paper is divided in three parts. First I survey current alternative online sources, mostly from communities of color, to query the movement’s reading of history. I argue that by trying to combat contemporary material dispossession the movement effaces the material-racial structure that accounted for its prior privilege. Second I analyze this phenomenon in depth by utilizing Marx Horkheimer’s dialectical critique of the a-historicity of utopian movements. I particularly emphasize how decontexualized goodwill facilitates the creation of idealized futures and fictional pasts and ultimately reproduces the same system that is under critique. Finally, I conclude by posing questions to the actors involved in the process. 

1. You are History
“Around 8pm, on Wed. night [October 26, 2011], the 300 people who have been occupying the lawn of Los Angeles city hall for the past three weeks split themselves into two hostile groups” journalist and activist Natasha Vargas-Cooper reports. “On the one side there’s the hardcore politicos-get-shit done process freaks.” In other words, and in a slightly different language, the partisans of a “narrowly focused social movement bent on economic reform.” On the other side, Vargas-Cooper reports “there are people who think they are starting a new society.” A society that “not only rejects income inequality, but any sort of action that enables one group to repress any other.” To underscore this mutual antagonism, the reporter details a discussion regarding the camp’s code-of-conduct. The first group, headed by the “General Assembly,” attempted to impose limitations on smoking and drinking in the camp and started “policing” the common space. The second, informally called the “People’s Forum,” rejected any formulation of rules and called for a “new regime” to end the “disease of perfectionism.”

The debate itself is interesting. But both the narrative of the scene and the impression of many of the activists present in some of these debates, resulted in a tragicomic evocation of Monty Python’s The Life of Brian. In the 1979 film there is a scene in which the 4-member Popular Front of Judea (PFJ) shows its disdain for the “splitters” of the 1-member Judean People’s Front only to finish confusing themselves with nomenclature and unable to discern the actual organization to which each belongs. Subsequently, the PFJ encounters a third group, the Camping for Free Galilee, while trying to commit the same political kidnapping. Instead of collaborating they start killing each other before the bemused gaze of Roman soldiers.
 In the article Vargas-Cooper recalls “One man, standing at the center” who “yelled into the megaphone ‘You don’t represent us anymore!’ We are taking over! We are the People’s Forum!” A filmophile activist present at the event told me that she was glad that the original group was not the Forum of People but the General Assembly. Otherwise she would not have been able to contain her laughter. The inaction of the LA police, not necessarily known for its friendly behavior, should come as no surprise.
 As happened two millennia prior, they are probably astonished with the scene.

Mutatis mutandis, there is a fundamental contextual difference between The Life of Brian and Occupy LA. The first represents a 1st century ethnic struggle against a foreign occupier. The second, as I will here argue, is a hegemonic movement blind to its own history. The description of Vargas-Cooper and the pictures that are posted next to the article are redolent of the debate’s racial structure. We find “a beautiful Slavic faced” young woman and some “purposefully well dressed white men.” As a Latina, Vargas-Cooper does try to locate the “Chicano” presence. But it is hard to find either in the pictures or in the text a speaking Chicano/a voice. Both sources acknowledge the minority presence in one of the most heavily Latino/a populated cities of the US. But neither is able to identify any meaningful role they could assume within either the revolutionary or the reformist wings of the movement. Even in an article written by a Latina reporter who struggles to locate their presence, their voices appear to remain silent.
 
A good number of articles and blogs report and sometimes reproduce the same limitation. The New Yorker, for example, interviews seven occupiers in one of the most diverse cities of the world. Only one is a minority.
 An Afro-American activist, Greg Tate, formulates the “Top 10 reasons Why So Few Black Folk Appear Down to Occupy Wall Street.” Among the reasons, he clearly argues that the majority of the protesters are white individuals between 18-29 years-of-age. Revolting Afro-Americans cannot join the protests because they comprise almost half of America’s incarcerated individuals.
 The phenomenon of the absence of minority voices in large occupy movements can be heard from the West (L.A.), East (New York) and Midwest (Chicago). Natives, for example, propose to radically change the concept of occupation by initiating spin-offs like (Un)Occupation of Native Lands or De-Colonization.
 Others minorities have decided to denounce the movement, while some “white purists” are explicitly against the incorporation of “racial diversity,” which, they suggest, would “ruin” the Occupy movement.
 
The clear hegemony of young white protesters is only the tip of the iceberg. According to Afro-American activist Kenyon Farrow, the problem is not the movement’s overwhelmingly white presence. In his own words “it not about the diversity of the protests.” It is, on the contrary, “the rhetoric used…that makes OWS [i.e. Occupy Wall Street] unable to articulate, much less to achieve, a transformative racial justice agenda.” Farrel particularly focuses on the movement’s construction and utilization of imagery. He points out that the naïve use of minority symbolism is unable to understand the role of historical memory: “One of the first photos I saw from the Occupy Wall Street protests was of a white person carrying a flag that read “Debt=Slavery.”  He strongly rejects this comparison. Farrell argues that American society “exploits poor and working-class people” without a doubt. But this exploitation is not slavery. By making this comparison the protesters are, first, undermining the racial structure put in place after the Atlantic slave trade that is reproduced in contemporary American society; and second using the same cheap rhetoric of the “Right” speakers who, for example, assimilates the extension of “health care to slavery.”
 

Farrel protests for this misuse of minority imagery by both Right and Left but is particularly annoyed by those who are presumably representing the 99%. This misuse does not allow the protesters to understand that historically they have been beneficiaries and not victims of a racial system that is today used as propagandistic anathema. By using this imagery, Farrel argues, the white population is unable to trace its own privilege in the structural construction. While the socio-economical reading of Farrel needs further development and is sometimes muted by the superficiality of the blogosphere, the political implication of his claim need to be considered. One of the main reasons for the lack of minority presence may be the reaction to the misuse of minority history. This misuse obscures the deep historical connection between, for example, slavery and structural development and renders a proportion of the population unable to acknowledge the privilege inherent in the historically racialized system they are acknowledging.
The debate underway between the reformers (General Assembly-type) and the revolutionaries (Forum’s People-type) seems to dimly understand the weight of material- racial constructions. Both factions ignore the political implications of history. I ask my reader whether the party affiliation of the person (presumably a man) carrying the sign drawing an equivalency between debt and slavery makes any difference whatsoever. We can think once, we can think twice and even a third time and there is no significant difference between the realist reformer and the radical revolutionary. This is beyond political correctness and it is about falling into a false dichotomy in the struggle for what is presented as a just word. Otherwise stated, in its attempt to put forward a catch-all call (a movement that goes beyond differences, this time racial) the current debate ignores the historically racial structure in the US. In this way the movement makes palpable Edward Said’s protest against Marxian criticism, which appeared the same year as Monty Python’s political satire. Said opens his iconic book Orientalism by citing and critiquing Karl Marx’s “18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” thus: “they can’t represent themselves, they must be represented.” The use of historical memory in the context of the absence of minority voices can be seen as a new stage in the same representational project.
 
This proposal, therefore, is not new in contemporary cultural theory. But scholarship has been not only critical, but also celebratory of the new movement. New-age Marxists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have insisted on the dislocation of the universal class into a new agent for change: the multitude. Let us take a look at both the definition and the objective of this new class. The post-post-structuralist authors try to avoid a clear definition of this trans-class, trans-race, trans-gender, trans-trans phenomenon. But a few traces can be found throughout their work. They claim that the multitude is being forced to engage in a “universal nomadism” trying to find jobs well beyond their immediate social, economical and geographical contexts. This displacement, perhaps counterintuitively, offers the possibility of breaking barriers and, ultimately, creates the necessary class consciousness needed to defeat their creators, the Empire. Hardt’ and Negri’s mandate is clearer than the definition. The objective is to achieve a “global citizenship” that effaces any difference in the interests of a social movement for the universal common good or the 99%. It will be an ideal space of justice and truth that will overcome, as the People’s Forum proposes, all oppressive class, gender, and racial hierarchies once and for all. The imagery they use should be resonant to any reader of Farrell. Hardt and Negri praise “the multitude’s resistance to bondage –the struggle against slavery of belonging to a nation, an identity, a people.” Again, the minority struggle becomes universalized by the descendent of the perpetrators and not the oppressed.

What the two-sides of the Occupy Movements and Hardt and Negri are missing is the weight of history in the creation of these differences and the depth of historical imagery of the oppressed in the construction of social alternatives. In other words, by focusing on current material dispossession (that no doubt currently exists) they are unable to see the sources of the wealth which precede their dispossession.  There are two possibilities of reading the white man (which I safely assume him to be) carrying the sign. A Gramscian reading would indicate that a group of hegemonic actors require the cooptation of alternative histories into a catch-all movement. This movement sanitizes all alternative thinking since, in the best of the left-wing Hegelian contexts, the alternative always arises from within the system. But there is an alternative reading I will call decolonial which goes hand-in-hand with the alternative movements named above. In goes beyond the totalitarian conception of the Hegelian philosophy of history and recognizes that alternatives can emanate from outside the system. The adoption of symbology does not obey the logic of cooptation. It rather shows that for the first time, at this scale, populations that conceived of themselves as structurally “entitled” (let’s say, for example, white college graduates) are harmed by the same system that has limited access to racialzed populations for centuries.  And these groups are orphans of historical models that can help them to think in alternative ways.
 
The problem in the US, however, is not the “orphanity” of a historical reading that can be useful to working- and middle-class whites including the General Assembly, the People’s Forum, and the Multitude. It is the inexperience of historical reading itself. Said discerns a lack of interest in American consumer society in reading history and learning its memory, weight, and lessons. This is epitomized for him by the American phrase “you’re history.” For the Palestinian intellectual it means that the worst insult for an American individual, who is always looking for the last gadget, is to be classed as sublated, overcome, outdated. In other words, being history.
 In this way “memory and its historical past are effaced.”
 From a Saidian perspective, the Occupy movement’s problem is not only the co-optation of minority imagery and the “orphanity” of related histories. It is that the former hegemonic strata of American society is just too inexperienced to understand memory and history in such a way that can be meaningful for the movement. In other words, they mobilize imagery of minority communities and create an a-historical movement that is blind to the historical structure of oppression. The movement is critiquing current material dispossession without understanding the racial-material structure that rendered its members previously privileged. In this way they fall into the trap of what critical theorist Max Horkheimer calls utopian thinking. 
2. Dialectics of Utopianism
There is a genre critique that is all too often overlooked. It is the trans-national interconnection of minority groups in different parts of the world that are able to crudely witness the reality of a society and its limitations. They are far from being a universal class as portrayed by classical Marxism. But since they suffer in their bodies the extreme manifestation of given systems, they are able to understand the limitations of the proposals that supposedly articulate the common good (i.e., the 99%).
  For the last 30 years in the US this includes a long line of minorities such as Afro-Caribbean Aime Cesaire in the inter-/post-war, Afro-Caribbean/Algerian Frantz Fanon in the process of political decolonization, and Palestinean Edward Said. Right now those voices emerge in Afro-American blogs and articles like those of Farrell and Tate. Just prior to the Holocaust, Jews were the European minority engaged in the same critique.
 Among the latter, one of the most interesting cases is Frankfurt school theorist Max Horkheimer. In his pre-Holocaust article “Beginnings of the Bourgeoisie Philosophy of History” Horkheimer presents a clear understanding of the dangerous nature of utopian projects. Let me point out the basic structure of his critique and later show how the US Occupy Movement falls into de-historiorizing utopia that carries the opposite consequences that the actors of the movement seek to affect.

Horkheimer describes utopian models as the nostalgic “expression of the desperate classes that bear the cost of transition between one economic form to another.” They are the “displaced classes” that were once privileged and now resist their demotion from what they consider their natural, self-entitlement, place of privilege.  The examples Horkheimer discusses are the “great Catholic Utopias” of the 16th century, especially Thomas More and Tomasso de Campanella. They belonged to a time in which the Church ruled and the vassals or artisans were supported by a combination of guild corporations, Lord’s protection, and Church’s charity. But their displacement by the new mode of production rendered the vassals ‘liberated’ and “the fate of the migrating, plundering hordes of hungry farmers was horrendous.”

The authority of the Church, displaced by the “bourgeois class,” was unable to attend the social welfare demands and rapidly, in comparison to the political stability of Medieval Times, declined in power. It is not a surprise, therefore, that the utopians “realized that profit was becoming the driving force of history” and “reacted to these new conditions with the cry: private property is at fault!... and suddenly [came] to regard private property as the devil.” In the words of Thomas More that Horkheimer cites: “Everything gets resolved into that subtle and dangerous element: the desire to posses.” This critique is by no means restricted to theological circles. Catholic utopians, Horkheimer argues, are the historical forerunners of liberal humanists, some of them paradoxically anti-clerical. One of them is the celebrated Jean-Jacques Rousseau who inspired diverse revolutionary movements. Rousseau ironically claims: “The first man, who, having enclosed a piece of land, thought of saying, ‘This is mine.’ And found people simple enough to believe him, was the true funder of civil society.”
 The objective of the utopians, ecclesiastical first but humanistic later, was clear (i.e. “to achieve a holy [or democratic?] community on earth that would replace the laws of free competition).”
  The central indicators of utopian thinking in Horkheimer are alarmingly similar to the Occupy process analyzed above: economic displacement, forced migration, lost of welfare-centered institutions, protest for the changing social representation, understanding of profit and private property as evil, corporate egotism and finally the possibility of a trans-class movement that rejects the values of a new stage of the mode of production.
Let us start by reflecting on some of these combined factors in general and the reaction of both representative and grassroots actors in the 16th (Catholic Utopias) and 21st centuries (Occupy Utopias) in particular. The representation of the now-displaced was undertaken by institutions whose responsibility was the general welfare: the Church in the 16th, the State in the 21st. Thomas More cries for the suffering of the displaced. The sympathy of President Barak Obama or former president Bill Clinton for the movement is not reducible to political opportunism. On the contrary, it proceeds from an acknowledgment of the institutional failure of welfare in taking care of the displaced. The struggle for a health plan in the administration of both can be seen as a proof of this concern.
 The cry in the 16th century comes from the hierarchy of the Church and in the 21st from the hierarchy of the State. Both of them have lost the possibility of creating social peace through welfare and, in this context, have lost legitimacy. 
Something similar has occurred with the grassroots actors. In the 16th century the displaced actors were the servants (as opposed to non-European slaves or colonized natives, absent in the account of the utopians) who were once ‘protected’ by the lord, guild and/or church. But the transition made them migrate to the cities as free labor forces and caused a humanitarian calamity detailed by More. In the 21st century the displaced are what Ferrel calls the “white working and middle classes” (as opposed to minorities including the descendents of slaves and the colonized whose voices are absent from the major movement). They also suffer the displacement made by the new stage of capital and, as Hardt and Negri explained-above, forced migration. In the 16th century, More critiques the sinful nature of profit and capital by conceiving of a new perfect society called utopia. In the 21th century the most revolutionary forces intend to create a new perfect society that escapes the sin of the current one that was created out of the sinful ethos of unlimited greed.
 
This ideal construction is what prompts Horkheimer to elaborate an analytical distinction. On the one hand he analyzes “the critique of what is” and on the other “the representation of what should be.”
 We explored above the limitations of the critique. Let us do the same with the project. Horkheimer argues that utopians are people of goodwill who, once displaced, confront injustice by de-contextualizing their own history. In this way they mobilize unrealizable models that not only act as a consolation but also serve to strengthen the status-quo. Furthermore, they put forward those repressive elements in society that are not completely developed since they are presented as the only viable option. In other words, their inability to read history leads them to misunderstand, accept, and reproduce an unjust system. These projects, in Horkheimer’s words, are elaborated “without consideration of historical circumstances.” The utopians think that it is possible to “establish a new society simply on the grounds of free, rational, human resolution.” However, these projects are a “dreamland of historically bound fantasy.”
 The project is not located in the future but actually in an “idealization of the past” and its struggles. Horkheimer cleverly points out that that More and Campanella portray the “hell of the Medieval Ages” as a “heaven” of ante-capitalism. The utopians are unable to identify, however, the “pre-modern seeds” that created the system they try to destroy. By being unable to build a viable alternative they leave the system, as broken as can be, as the only viable alternative.

So let us return to the Occupy movement. There have been different explanations as to why the movement does not present a comprehensive alternative project. Some activists, anxious about the lack of a project, work out their fears by using black humor that almost make a parody of the movement.
 But the desire for a new society on the part of either the reformers or especially the revolutionaries seems to be the norm across the board.
  This society, however, is being built in association with an idealization of a particular past replicating the limitation of 16th century utopians. This past in the 21st century is struggles such as is the abolitionist and the civil right movements that transpired in the 1860s and 1960s. The problem, however, is not only that they base their future on a problematic reading of the past. The struggle is not abolitionist because they are fighting for themselves (“white working and middle classes”) and not for others (African slaves). It is not a civil right struggle either because, as Ferrel has shown, the association of debt and slavery is a fallacy.
 Furthermore, their project is premised on models that reproduced suffering after the struggle. African slaves were ‘liberated’ but continued to be segregated after the 1860s. Afro-Americans were ‘liberated’ but are overrepresented by 300% among the incarcerated population after the 1960s. In other words, paraphrasing Horkheimer, they have transformed the ‘post-60s’ (post-1860s and post-1960s) hell into their heaven. This idealization of other people’s misery only reinforces the blindness they have to the source of their own privilege prior to being dispossessed. These may be the 11th and 12th reasons “why So Few Black Folk Appear Down to Occupy Wall Street.” 
To now go beyond Horkheimer but retain his rhetoric, the Occupiers present the current model as the only viable one by basing their project on a “dreamland of historically bound fantasy.” They create a project out of their “rational and free choice” of a historical reading that is extremely problematic and as a consequence they actually re-displace instead of incorporating the same communities they supposedly represent. Incorporation into an already developed system could be problematic but there is not even an attempt of doing more than representing these populations that, today, comprise at least half of the American population. The “white working and middle classes,” Farrell would say, confuse their history. They do not evaluate their similarity to the European displacement of the 16th century but they read their own parochial history by presenting themselves more as African slaves than as white Europeans displaced by a fundamental change in the mode of production. In this way they not only limit their acceptance beyond the Euro-American communities by offending minority memory, but also misunderstand the location of their history. 

The historical issue at stake is not a need for the inclusion of difference into the system, as was the case in the abolitionist or civil right movements. By making the abolitionist and civil rights movement struggle the heaven of the protesters without understanding the material conditions that lead to them, they are alienating the same social groups that were, presumably, liberated in the 1860s and (again?) in the 1960s.  This is, without a doubt, no heaven for the presumably liberated. Perhaps it is a heaven for those individuals of the hegemonic structure who felt relieved from guilt. But it is not for the presumably liberated whose history is being subsumed and the roots of their suffering erased. Again Said is right when he says that American hegemonic discourse is afraid of understanding history.
 
3. Thinking Beyond
The critique to the American Occupy Movement is in no way a critique of the protests underway throughout the Middle East, Latin America, East Asia and Europe itself. It is merely a caution about the utopian nature of local movements that fall into dead-ends due to their inability to relate to history. In no way, however, do I intend to argue that the suffering of the white displaced populations in the US is not real. I am just making the case that they are blind to their privilege and reproduce the same racial-material critique they are formally denouncing. There may be some possibility of alternatives to the current system that emerge on American soil. The analysis of the utopian character of these movements makes me suggest, however, this is not one of them.
 
The movement will inevitably follow its course and, fairly or not, will take center stage in the revolting movements across the world. In this context I would like to conclude my paper by asking two collective actors the following questions. First, to the Occupiers: Is it possible to engage in a struggle by renouncing the historical representation of the racially dispossessed? How would the movement change if there is an acknowledgment of the racial pre-determination of material suffering? Would the movement be ready to accept the aforementioned radical change or is still hopeful that the minorities will join and legitimize a movement that is mostly foreign to them? Second, I would like to also acknowledge, as we have seen above, that there are minority movements in this context that are engaging in a very original struggle that goes beyond the limits that I presented above. These are, for the lack of a better term, the Decolonial Un-occupy movements. For these movements I would also like to ask a few questions: what is the role of tran-class and trans-race alliances in the construction of an alternative? Should you find in the Occupy movements a resource or, given the limitations raised here and elsewhere, would it be interesting to create trans-national alliances with groups in the Global South and Global East? 
Unfortunately the author of this article has no ability to answer any of these questions. He is just reflecting on a history that is not being engaged by American hegemonic discourse. Reflecting in the 16th and 21st century utopian projects, one could perhaps agree with Marx’s philosophy of history when he announces that history “repeats itself twice…the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.”
 Perhaps we are living in a Monty Pythonesque world, witnessing act two. So conceived, the farce is not the material suffering but its utopian reaction.
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� It is important to make the following distinction. In the 16th century only the representative (Church) was in power and it used the idea of displacement of the vassals (that, in the Middle Ages were not existing in optimal conditions but were still not the slaves or natives) to put forward their project. In the 21st both the representatives (State) and grassroots (white middle classes) were in power and later on displaced. As an outcome in the 16th the utopian project came from the hierarchies and in the 21st from the grassroots movements. But the critique and proposal turns out to be the same.   


� Horkheimer, “Beginnings of the Bourgeoisie Philosophy of History,” 245/371. Horkheimer is more generous than I with respect to the the possible utilization of the critique. But we both agree on the need of making a clear critique of utopian projects. 
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� Ibid., 243-244/368-369.


� Alexandra Petri, “A Modest Proposal for the Occupy Movement” in Washingtonpost.com <� HYPERLINK "http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/compost/post/a-modest-proposal-for-the-occupy-movement/2011/11/07/gIQAvIVD0M_blog.html" �http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/compost/post/a-modest-proposal-for-the-occupy-movement/2011/11/07/gIQAvIVD0M_blog.html�> (November, 2011)


� The affinity in the slogan with the 1968 movement of students/workers in Paris is striking. Both of them seem to be calling to “L'imagination prend le pouvoir.” The connection, however has not been widely explored. There are two reasons to account for this. First, 1968 was a diverse movement including post-Holocaust stateless Jews and decolonizing Magrhebi students and workers. Second, the US movements seem to ignore past movements and the lessons of history. An excellent analysis of the movement and the events in translation can be found in Alain Schnapp and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, The French Uprising, November 1967-June 1968. An Analytical Record (New York: Beacon Press, 1971).   


� The 1968 movement and its critique have much to offer the US movement. The critique against the universalization of particular minority suffering by a hegemonic group is not novel. Emmanuel Levinas has made an excellent case against the 1968 French protestor slogan: “We are all Jews.” See Emmanuel Levinas, “Judaism and Revolution” in Nine Talmudic Readings (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 94-120.


� Said, Orientalism, xxi


� A new phenomenon is slowly emerging. Despite the fact that the Arab Spring and other manifestations anteceded the Occupy movement, the US media is trying to use local vocabulary to understand all the movements worldwide. See Nate Rowling: Who Should be TIME ‘s Person of the Year 2001? The 99%”   <http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2098471_2098472_2098498,00.html>


� Karl Marx, “The Eighteen of Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” in The Portable Karl Marx (New York: Penguin, 1983), 287.


� It is important to notice that recently some very provocative scholars, well versed in critical theory have re-evaluated the conception of utopia as a possibility beyond the a-historical interpretation. I still insist on the need to go beyond this limit but for those readers still interested in salvaging the concept, please see Nestor Miguez, Joerg Reiger and Jung Mo Sung, “Humanizing Transcendence: The Human Condition and the Other in Beyond the Spirit of Empire (London: SCM Press, 2009), 100-136.    
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