OCCUPATION: LIBERATION—

Reflections by the anti-imperialist collective Resistance in Brooklyn (RnB)

It is not our differences which separate [us], but our
reluctance to recognize those differences and to deal
effectively with the distortions which have resulted
from the ignoring and misnaming of those differences.

- Audre Lorde, 1984 (“Age, Race, Class, and Sex” in
Sister Outsider)

| felt like something important had just happened, that
we had just pushed a movement a little bit closer to the
movement | would like to see—one that takes into
account historical and current inequalities, oppressions,
racisms, relations of power, one that doesn’t just
recreate liberal white privilege but confronts it head on.
And if | have to fight to make that happen | will...Later
that night | biked home over the Brooklyn Bridge and |
somehow felt like the world was, just maybe, at least in
that moment, mine, as well as everyone dear to me and
everyone who needed and wanted more from the world.
| somehow felt like maybe the world could be all of ours.

-Manissa McCleave Maharawal, 2011 (So Real It Hurts:
Notes on Occupy Wall Street) www.leftturn.org/so-real-
it-hurts-notes-occupy-wall-street, describing the
successful push by what she calls “our amazing,
impromptu, radical South Asian contingent” to strike the
words about “being one race, the human race, formerly
divided by race, class...” from the Declaration of the
Occupation, and the intense educational discussions
that followed.

Resistance in Brooklyn (RnB), a twenty-year-

old anti-racist, anti-imperialist collective rooted
in the 1970s/80s movements in solidarity with
struggles of communities and nations of color,
is awed by the creativity, tenacity, and
commitment of the burgeoning Occupy
movement. However long it lasts, and in what

form, is not the point. The main thing in our view is
that the young people who have led the way have
thrown down a gauntlet for 21st-century political
action in the Global North that offers the
possibility—if it takes on a broad enough solidarity
agenda—to set the stage for overcoming the
systems of oppression that shackle the majority of
the earth’s people, animals, and land. Thus it is
critical for ever-widening groups of people to
support, join, and pick up on OWS with an eye
toward helping it forge solidarity-based alliances
with struggles of communities of color here and
throughout the Global South. No successful,
progressive social change movement in the U.S.
has ever been successful without a diverse base of
support; we must not let racism divide “the 99%.”

Much ink has been spilled and many words have
been written about the Occupy phenomenon. We
are especially grateful to our comrades in #OWS
Anti-Racism Allies, who have written articulately on
tips for white allies of People of Color who are
struggling both within and without OWS. These tips
(infrontandcenter.wordpress.com/tools-strategies/5-
tips-for-white-allies-in-the-occupy-movement)
include the need to pay attention to who is talking;
to listen from love; to share information and
resources; to make it clear when there is a risk of
arrest; and to support People of Color-created
events. We are also indebted to the flyer that
articulates the principle that talking about racism is
NOT divisive; it is racism that has been used for
centuries to divide us. What we are doing now is
working hard to help #OWS become a genuinely
anti-racist movement that can play a role in building
an organized, mobilized, and unified force for
radical change. We are most indebted to all the
individuals and organizations in the Black, Latina,
Native, and Asian movements which have taught
and continue to teach us so much; the major social
change movements of our millennia have all grown
out of mass organizing efforts from these peoples.

RnB therefore humbly adds the following ideas into
the mix, in an effort to contribute our experiences in
dealing with racism, alliance-building, collectivity,
and long-term resistance.
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1. Racism is just one manifestation of White
Supremacy: We must first understand that racism
is not just an individual thing, but a dynamic that
takes hold of every institution in a society based
upon the premise of white supremacy. Prejudice—
pre-judging and assuming things about people
based on race, gender, sexual orientation, class,
physical ability, and other conditions—is a problem
that many people from all walks of life can sadly
succumb to. But RACISM = PREJUDICE +
POWER. Institutional power in a country founded
on white skin privilege still affects people despite
the election of a president of African descent. White
supremacy is that bedrock principle that white is the
“baseline” reality that defines what it means to be
‘normal,” “American,” “the center of things,”
“culture,” etc.

2. Anti-racism means solidarity with, and
respect for, self-determination, autonomy, and
freedom by people, communities, and nations of
color: Solidarity must be a two-way street, not a
condescending “gift” of material aid from well-
intentioned white philanthropists. Self-determination
must mean that organizations and movements from
oppressed nationalities and communities get to call
the shots about the work in their own
neighborhoods and struggles. And in cross-
community/cross-national movements for radical
change like #OWS, those same forces should be
supported in having a major voice, stepping forward
to offer direction, and being public spokespeople.
Some groupings may want to build independent of
any assistance or intervention from people of
European descent; respect for autonomy means
being clear that this is not only OK, but supported.

3. There is no Great White Hope: Too often, in a
society so influenced by racism, even progressive
and deeply anti-racist people and organizations put
themselves forward in some solidarity activities in a
way that suggests that they are the “true” anti-
racists, while other activists are not advanced
enough to play a leading role. In fact, all white folks
must continue to grapple with our deeply rooted
racist upbringings all of our lives, while also not
operating out of guilt or defensive reaction. As we
struggle against racism and white skin privilege, we
must also struggle against the special privileges
granted to some “special” white folks who
monopolize interactions and conduct closed
relationships with leaders from communities of

color. We must struggle for collective liberation of all
people. Conversely, we should not foster the notion
that solidarity with oppressed communities and
nations is a “specialty” area of activism that only
certain “‘well-versed,” “‘well-connected,” or
“particularly interested” white people need to or can
engage in. In our efforts to overcome both our own
racism and the limitations of our social change
movements, one great challenge is to struggle with
other white folks, without becoming elitist or
sectarian.

4. “Color-blindness” is a myth: While it is true
that the very concept of “race” is a biological myth
from a DNA standpoint, and we understand that all
people have some shades of “color,” we also
recognize that race has a particular history in the
U.S. That history cannot be wished away by either
individuals or entire movements that want to “see
beyond” race. As long as institutional racism and
denial of self-determination for oppressed peoples
continue to characterize U.S. society (not just back
in those “bad old days before civil rights” or “before
Obama”), white activists will have the responsibility
not only to “see” these issues, but also to educate
themselves and other whites to grasp them and to
support struggles to overturn those unjust systems.
(Courtesy of Favianna Rodriguez)

5. We must
fight not only
racism, but
also
colonialism
and
imperialism:
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CAPITALISM iS THE CRISIS { on justice for
all, we must not
only move beyond whiteness as a social category,
with all the injustices it creates, but also beyond
colonialism, neo-colonialism, and imperialism. For
example, our work against capitalism and racism
must include an understanding that Wall Street has
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been occupied indigenous land since 1645, and
must be de-colonized. It must include a call for the
freedom and independence of the last major U.S.
colony—we must call for the Un-
Occupation/Decolonization of Puerto Rico. It must
include freedom for the scores of U.S. political
prisoners—activists held because of their beliefs
and actions toward freedom and justice—and an
end to the prison-industrial complex that
incarcerates based upon racial injustice. Our fight
for economic justice, while understanding that so
many of us have been exploited by “the 1%”, must
also understand that Blacks in the south (New
Afrikans), Mexicans and Latina immigrants, Native
Americans, Asians and other Third World peoples
have been super-exploited through theft of land,
labor, culture, and history. We must therefore join in
the call—raised by Native Nations, New Afrikans,
radical environmentalists, and others—to “Free the
Land!”

DECOLONIZE,
WALLSTREET

DECOLONIZE THE 99%

(Courtesy of Nadine and unsettlingamerica.wordpress.com)

6. Struggles against institutionalized oppression
are interconnected: As we work together for
liberation and revolution, not only do we struggle
against white skin privilege, but also we seek to end
all the divisions of people justified by false

assumptions and prejudice. That means it is crucial
that we actively learn about and support the
struggles in society, and within Occupy Wall Street,
against patriarchy, sexism, heterosexism,
homophobia, trans-phobia, able-ism, ageism, anti-
Semitism, Islamophobia, militarism, and all forms of
oppression. Many of the same principles outlined
here about solidarity, autonomy, and self-
determination apply similarly to relationships
between activists from the group accorded relative
privilege by society (for example, men) and the
group that is oppressed (in this case, women).

7. Anti-racist trainings can only take us so far:
Trainings that help white activists understand the
historical and current injustices facing people of
color, and the harmful dynamics often practiced by
even well-intentioned white people, are valuable
tools for strengthening our movement. But the only
way to fully actualize the principles taught in those
trainings is to engage in the active work of alliance-
building solidarity, educating other white people
about the key issues of white supremacy, and
organizing against the empire. Furthermore, doing
this hard work collectively (not just in one-on-one or
small-group relationships) is necessary in order to
develop as an anti-racist white person. No amount
of training—or, for that matter, of activist
experience—can prevent us from making mistakes.
Our honest, self-critical, loving reflections upon
those mistakes are the only way we can grow—as
individuals and as a community.

As always, we encourage comments, ideas,
additions, modifications, disagreements, debates,
edits, suggestions, and the sharing of your own
passions and experiences. We look forward to
building dialogue and community with anyone who
has read this far.

Contact RnB/Resistance in Brooklyn at:
resistanceinbrooklyn.ows@gmail.com
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