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THERE ARE DECADES WHEN NOTHING 
HAPPENS AND THERE ARE WEEKS 
WHEN DECADES HAPPEN.

WE DO NOT GROW ABSOLUTELY, 
CHRONOLOGICALLY. WE GROW 
SOMETIMES IN ONE DIMENSION, 
AND NOT IN ANOTHER, UNEVENLY...  
THE PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE 
MINGLE AND PULL US BACKWARD, 
FORWAR D,  OR FI X US IN THE 
PRESENT. WE ARE MADE UP OF 
LAYERS, CELLS, CONSTELLATIONS. 

SHIT IS FUCKED UP AND BULLSHIT.
 — sign seen at Occupy Wall Street

— Anaïs Nin

— Vladimir Lenin



Mass protests make us electrons — 
colliding in unexpected and unexplained ways, we reconfigure 
ourselves outside of traditional trajectories of change and 
constellations of relationships, and reorganize ourselves 

to resemble the future.

By LJ Amsterdam
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C h ang e is l ess continu ou s t h an w e p r etend: th er e 
are jumps, fluctuations, sudden reorganizations. 

I nc rem entalism , as a theory  of  c hange and an organiz ing 
orientation, c annot m ov e as f ast as we need to win. 

V er y of ten w i l d and u nw iel dy,  a m ov em ent 
u p su r g e is a w or m h ol e —  a sh or tcu t f or  a l ong  
j ou r ney —  w h er e you  enter  w it h ou t k now ing  
precisely where you’ll plop out. These movement 
moments reveal a topography that defies any 
suggestion of a smooth, linear direction. 

B ase- b u ilding —  deep politic al edu c ation, long- term  
leadership dev elopm ent, and b u ilding c oalitions —  is 
the real deal:  a tru e art and a tim e- tested disc ipline f or 
c reating du rab le power ov er tim e. Mov em ent u psu rges 
—  high v olu m es of  protest, dram atiz ing right and wrong, 
and ac c elerating politic al tim e —  are ou r lab oratories 
f or ex perim enting with how c hange happens. 

ORGANIZING INORGANIZING IN
R/EVOLUTIONARY
FLUXFLUX

“ I t c an  b e s tartlin g  to  “ I t c an  b e s tartlin g  to  
s ee s o m eo n e’ s  b reath ,  s ee s o m eo n e’ s  b reath ,  
let alo n e th e b reath in g  let alo n e th e b reath in g  
o f  a c ro w d .  Y o u  u s u ally o f  a c ro w d .  Y o u  u s u ally 
d o n ’ t b elieve th at peo ple d o n ’ t b elieve th at peo ple 
ex ten d  th at f ar. ”ex ten d  th at f ar. ”
–  J en n y H o l z erJ en n y H o l z er

“ T h e o ld  w o rld  is  d yin g  “ T h e o ld  w o rld  is  d yin g  
an d  th e n ew  w o rld  an d  th e n ew  w o rld  
s tru g g les  to  b e b o rn .  s tru g g les  to  b e b o rn .  
N o w  is  th e tim eN o w  is  th e tim e
o f  m o n s ters . ”o f  m o n s ters . ”
–  A n to n io  G ram s c iA n to n io  G ram s c i

INTRO



NOW IS THE TIME OF 
HOPEFUL MONSTERS
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Du rin g  u ps u rg es ,  th in g s  th at 
w ere previo u s ly u n im ag in ab le 
q u ic k ly b ec o m e im ag in ab le,  
po s s ib ly even  po s s ib le.

M o vem en t u ps u rg es  are 
o u r h o pef u l m o n s ters  —  
rapid  tran s f o rm atio n s  o f  
peo ple,  po litic s ,  an d  po w er.  

A n d  th ey c an  h elp u s  an s w er 
q u es tio n s  ab o u t h o w  w e 
relate to  th e c atas tro ph e o f  
n eo lib eralis m ,  th e d ec lin e 
o f  d em o c rac y,  th e c ris is  o f  
o rg an iz in g ,  th e ex pan s io n  o f  
s o lid arity,  an d  h o w  w e w in .  

I n the early  19 7 0s, Marx ist paleontologist S tephen J ay  G ou ld 
and his c ollab orator N iles E ldredge disru pted 100 y ears 
of  ac c epted sc ientif ic  sense. T heir theory  of  pu n c t u ated  
eq u ilib riu m  proposed that b iologic al c hange is in f ac t 
not an inc rem ental proc ess ( as Charles Darwin c laim ed) , 
b u t rather an episodic  one. Change occurs in fits and 
sp u r ts,  of ten in r esp onse to a dr am atic ch ang e in 
the external conditions. R apid b u rsts of  dev elopm ent 
are interspac ed with long periods of  stasis.¹  S pec ies, lik e 
the soc ieties we liv e in, don’ t need dec ades to u ndergo 
m etam orphosis. S om etim es, they  need only  week s. 

Mov em ent m om ents —  what we are c alling “ u psu rges”  
—  also pu nc t u re stasis. Freq u ently  c ataly z ed b y  “ trigger 
ev ents”  —  wars, ec onom ic  c ollapses, polic e b r u talit y , f ossil 
f u el ex pansions —  u psu rges driv e a wedge into pu b lic  
opinion and ram p u p the u rgenc y  to ac t. T hese “ m om ents 
of  the whirlwind”  disru pt linear organiz ing traj ec tories.²
T hey  are eru ptions of  energy  that c an ru ptu re the statu s 
q u o. P ower m ay  su ddenly  b e rev ealed, reorganiz ed, or u p 
f or grab s —  in u nex pec ted plac es and spac es and tim es. 

I c onoc last genetic ist R ic hard G oldsc hm idt pu t f orward 
another hy pothesis of  rapid transf orm ation:  one spec ies 
ev olv es into a dif f erent spec ies throu gh a radic al ov erhau l 
of  its root DN A, rather than b y  gradu ally  ac q u iring 
additional atom istic  c hanges. T his ov erhau l c an b e so 
c om plete and so q u ic k  that it potentially  inc ites single-
step spec iation.³  G oldsc hm idt du b b ed the c reatu res that 
em erge f rom  this m etam orphosis “ h o pef u l m o n s ters . ”

A new spec ies, the produ c t of  a single- generation rev olu tion. 
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T ogether, Fu t u re Cu rrents’  Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  and 
S trengthening O rganiz ing P roj ec t ask ed hu ndreds of  organiz ers 
to identif y  the b iggest politic al m om ents in their work  ov er 
the past 15  y ears. O v erwhelm ingly , organiz ers —  regardless of  
issu e, lineage, or region —  nam ed m aj or m ov em ent m om ents 
( inc lu ding the m u rder of  T ray v on Martin, the f ight against 
S .B . 107 0, the m ob iliz ation arou nd T r u m p’ s Mu slim  B an)  ov er 
their organiz ations’  f lagship c am paigns or polic y  wins. 

PURPOSE

https://sites.google.com/sejleaders.org/strengthening-organizing/home?authuser=0
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Organizers agree that upsurges define our 
political work and we need them to win. P rotest 
is one of  ou r m ost potent and plastic  tools, so why  
do we, as organiz ers, so regu larly  resent it?  Why  do 
we b ore ou rselv es b y  c ontinu ing to approac h it in the 
sam e way ?  Why  are we u nseriou s ab ou t u nderstanding 
the relationship b etween u psu rges and winning?  

Organizers also agree that we urgently need to 
find ways for structure-based organizing and 
mass protest moments to coexist. T here are m i x ed 
opinions ab ou t whether u psu rges only  oc c u r spontaneou sly  
or whether they  c an b e engineered, b u t ev en thou gh we 
m ay  not k now when the u psu rges are c om ing, we k now 
they  are c o m in g .  And b ec au se they  repeatedly  c atc h u s 
b y  su rprise, the way  we reac t and relate to eac h other in 
those m om ents is c harac teriz ed b y  panic  or paraly sis. 

This report is a call to reckon with our wild 
and u nw iel dy “ h op ef u l  m onster s”  r ath er  
t h an see th ese m om ents of  m ass dissent 
as a disruption to “real organizing.”

For all of  u s to really  roc k  together in these m om ents, 
organiz ations m u st lean into play ing dif f erent roles, 
em b rac e spec ializ ation, and c hoose b eing f u n c tio n al ov er 
b eing at th e f ro n t. U psu rges are som etim es c ollisions, 
b u t they  c an instead b e c onv ergenc es:  spac es where 
dif f erent grou ps are ex posed to sim ilar c onditions, 
ev olv ing sim ilar traits, b u t rem aining distinc t.

A m ov em ent u psu rge is a stress test f or the 
ec osy stem , and we need to ac e it.

“ H opef u l Monsters”  widens the apertu re on u psu rges. 
H ow c an u psu rges ev olv e u s toward winning?  What c an we 
learn f rom  m ass protest that we c an apply  to organiz ing 
b ey ond m om ents of  the whirlwind?  And it c onsiders 
the ongoing im portanc e of  em b rac ing and lev eraging 
dissent, ev en when it f eels f r u strating or f u tile. 

We offer four recommendations for organizing 
dissent for greater effect and impact:

T he ac c om pany ing c ase stu dies, c o- au thored with organiz ers, 
c onc retiz e these rec om m endations throu gh ac tions.

A  m o vem en t u ps u rg e 
is  a s tres s  tes t f o r th e 
ec o s ys tem ,  an d  w e 
n eed  to  ac e it.

OWN OUR NARRATIVE:
DEMONSTRATE MORAL CONSENSUS

MULTIPLY OUR SOLIDARITY:
TURN UP FOR EACH OTHER 

EXPAND OUR STRATEGY:
CHANGE THE VENUE 

MAXIMIZE OUR POWER:
BUILD OUR BENCH

↗

↗

↗

↗
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U p su r g es ar e p er iods of  action w h er e 
cr itical  m asses of  ev er yday p eop l e no l ong er  
passively accept the legitimacy of established 
systems and exert their collective power.

T hese m om ents are tu rb oc harged b y  m ass protest, ec onom ic  
disru ption, u nion driv es, and new c u lt u ral engines. Ac tions 
ripple ac ross spac e and tim e, of ten generated b y  people 
with no prev iou s ac tion organiz ing ex perienc e or ou tside 
the network  of  nonprof its. S trategist and f orm er E x ec u tiv e 
Direc tor of  Mom entu m  L issy  R om anow say s u psu rges are 
m om ents when “ traditional ‘ organiz er m ath’  no longer applies:  
f or ex am ple, hu ge swaths of  f olk s t u rn u p at protests withou t 
getting a tu rn ou t c all f rom  an organiz er, or large nu m b ers 
of  work ers show an af f init y  f or m ilitant tac tic s. These 
moments can lead to massive non-incremental growth 
in organizations, seismic shifts in public opinion, 
and substantial openings of legislative possibility.”⁴

“ P eo ple n eed  b read  
b u t th ey s eem  to  b e 
c lam o rin g  f o r ro s es . ”
–  S c o t N ak ag aw a

WHY
WE ARE 
UPSURGING

PART I:
ANALYSIS
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A ll in  w eek s ,  n o t d ec ad es .  

T he k ey stone theorist of  nonv iolent ac tion, G ene S harp, 
laid the f ou ndation f or a theory  of  power, stru ggle, and 
disru ption.⁵ I nstead of  c onc eptu aliz ing power as f lowing 
f rom  the top down, S harp posited that the power of  the 
state is u pheld b y  pillars ( f or ex am ple, gov ernm ent b odies, 
indu stries, religion)  withou t whic h the statu s q u o wou ld 
c ollapse. I f  these institu tions withdraw their su pport, the 
power stru c t u re c r u m b les and the sy stem  f alls. T he strongest 
strategies attac k  the pillars that are b oth m ost c ritic al f or 
u pholding the sy stem  and m ost v u lnerab le to y ou r im pac t. 

N onv iolent direc t ac tion, c iv il disob edienc e, 
and m ass nonc ooperation are essential tools f or 
k noc k ing pillars ou t f rom  u nder the statu s q u o.

Ac ross dec ades, the pillars of  su pport tool has helped 
organiz ers determ ine v iab le points of  inter v ention f or 
c am paigns and ac tions, adv anc ing a theory  of  c hange that 
adv oc ates f or m ass dissent and disru ption as essential to 
b reak ing down the sy stem . B u t som e pillars are prov ing to 
b e im m ov ab le or ev en u nrec ogniz ab le today . We c an f eel 
the su dden natu re of  the c hange, and the c risis it c reates. 

I n the early  19 7 0s, at the sam e tim e as G ou ld, E ldredge, 
and S harp were writing, m assiv e deregu lation and 
priv atiz ation pu nc t u ated a new era of  ec onom ic  c risis. As 
b oth sides of  the politic al aisle im plem ented neolib eral 
polic ies, dem ands f or soc ial needs were less lik ely  to resu lt 
in inc reased prov isions, work ers’  strik es were less lik ely  to 
b e m et with c onc essions, and protest m ov em ents were less 
lik ely  to b e answered with legal ref orm s. S oc ial m ov em ents 
intensif ied and in response, so did glob al repression. P olitic al 
philosopher Mic hael H ardt desc rib es this repression of  
popu lar will as a sy m ptom  of  the “ end of  m ediation.”

T hrou ghou t the early  and m id- 20th c entu r y , pillars 
of  gov ernm ental and ec onom ic  power m aintained a 
c aref u l b alanc e:  a rec eptiv e, interac tiv e f u nc tion that 
responded to dem ands and generated ref orm s on the 
one hand, with a gu iding f u nc tion that m aintained the 
ov erall arc hitec t u re of  power on the other. B u t the end of  
m ediation m eant that “ the m ec hanism s of  engagem ent, 
negotiation, and ref orm  that had prev iou sly  b een im portant 
c om ponents of  the relationship b etween power and 
resistanc e were now gradu ally  b eing withdrawn.” ⁶

Dec ayin g  in s titu tio n s  
o f  d em o c rac y an d  n ew  
c o n g lo m eratio n s  o f  c apital 
are f u s in g  in  s eem in g ly 
in c o m patib le,  w eird ,  an d  
d an g ero u s  w ays .

N eo lib eralis m  is  in  s u c h  f reak is h  
d is array th at th e trad itio n al 
pillars  o f  s u ppo rt h ave b ec o m e 
F ran k en s tein s .  I n  th eir 
c o n tin u al s h apes h if tin g ,  th es e 
m o n s ters  o f  au th o ritarian is m ,  
w ealth ,  an d  w h ite s u prem ac y 
o b f u s c ate o u r o ppo rtu n ities  
f o r s n atc h in g  po w er.

T h e L ef t is  u p ag ain s t an  
u n relen tin g  m u tatio n  o f  
d o m in atio n ,  a m u tatio n  m o vin g  
at s o n ic  s peed  an d  eas ily evad in g  
o u r g ras p.  W e are tryin g  to  s lay 
m o n s ters  w e c an  b arely d ec iph er.

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Pillars-of-Support-PDF-English.pdf
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Mediation — the membrane between institutional 
power and civil society — became a sheet of rubber, 
able to be stretched and contracted but never broken. 

Dr am atic incr eases in th e consol idation of  el ite 
power have resulted in fewer possibilities for 
dialogue, reform, and incremental change. 

It’s not just you. 

It is, in fact, harder than it used to be to enact change. 

So we upsurge.

Cou ntless organiz ers hav e told u s that they  perc eiv e 
the sy stem  to b e m ore rec alc itrant, the statu s q u o m ore 
static , and the gov ernm ent m ore u nresponsiv e to pu b lic  
dem ands –  no m atter how popu lar –  than ev er b ef ore.

Y et m etam orphic  leaps in c u lt u re, c om m on sense, ev er y day  
langu age, and som e state- lev el polic y  wins signal a shif t 
toward a m ore progressiv e b aseline. Maj orities of  Am eric ans 
su pport all the m eat- and- potato progressiv e issu es:  m inim u m  
wage inc reases, Medic are f or all, rent stab iliz ation, tu ition-
f ree c olleges, ac c ess to ab ortion, paid parental leav e, and 
inc reased ac tion on c lim ate c hange. T he m agnitu de of  people 
tu rning ou t to dem onstrate their politic al c om m it m ents in 
ac tion is greater than ev er b ef ore. E v en am ong those who 
don’ t tak e to the streets, there is a greater u nderstanding
of , and a deeper apprec iation f or, the pu rpose of  disru ptiv e 
ac tion. T oday ’ s soc ial m ov em ents hav e m ore resou rc es, 
inf rastru c t u re, and international presenc e than in any  
prev iou s generation.⁷ Millennials —  radic aliz ed b y  the G reat 
R ec ession and inc essantly  patroniz ing B oom ers —  c reated 
online organiz ing and nearly  c atapu lted B ernie S anders to the 
presidenc y . S ev enty  perc ent of  G en Z - ers say  they  are inv olv ed 
in a soc ial or politic al c au se, and one in three identif ies as 
“ regu larly  engaged in ac tiv ism  or soc ial j u stic e work .”

If power is in numbers, then we have the numbers.

But “the math isn’t mathing.”⁸

And organizers say we don’t have a plan 
that adds up to how we win.⁹

Maj orities are losing their ef f ic ac y  —  in the halls of  power 
and in the streets. T he c alc u lu s has m u tated. T he v iolenc e 
of  ou r opposition, law enf orc em ent’ s sy m pathies with 
white su prem ac ists, and tru m ped- u p c harges f or ac tiv ists 
hav e raised the stak es f or partic ipating in ac tions. T he 
rise in anti- protest legislation has u s ask ing whether the 
First Am endm ent is ev en a thing any m ore. Du ring the 
B iden adm inistration, pu b lic  of f ic ials went on rec ord as 

u nwilling to b e responsiv e to people’ s dem ands —  and as we 
prepare f or another T r u m p adm inistration, we c an ex pec t 
to hav e little inf lu enc e on the f ederal lev el. We’ re f ac ed 
with a gnawing predic am ent:  protest is one of  ou r m ost 
powerf u l tools, hu ge nu m b ers of  people natu rally  grav itate 
toward it, b u t it appears to hav e dim inishing retu rns.

Most of  ou r organiz ing traditions are not designed f or 
these c onditions. T here are m ore people willing to tak e 
ac tion than ev er b ef ore, b u t m ost of  ou r stru c t u res c annot 
ab sorb  them . Organizers agree that power is in flux 
in upsurge moments, but it’s difficult to analyze it.
S om e of  ou r theoretic al and popu lar edu c ation tools f or 
u nderstanding ac tion —  li k e the pillars of  su pport —  hav e lost 
their relev anc e, so when u psu rges hit, we’ re u nderprepared 
f or real strategy ¹⁰. Many  organiz ers are c onc erned we’ re 
transm itting tac tic s withou t analy tic al applic ation, b u t 
ev en if  we were to ex pand ou r training and preparation, 
we’ d lik ely  b e work ing with an ou tdated play b ook .¹ ¹

U psu rges are all ab ou t m otion. And m otion is an im perf ec t 
ac t u alit y . T hese m om ents c an b e m essy . B u t dissent —  m ass 
protest, nonc ooperation, disru ption —  c an hu rl u s f orward, 
side to side, and m ay b e ev en b ac k wards, toward winning. W e 
need to h ol d th e f u r y and to nu r t u r e sol idar ity,  in 
order to explore upsurges’ power-building potential.

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/03/27/majority-of-americans-support-progressive-policies-such-as-paid-maternity-leave-free-college.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/06/12/amid-protests-majorities-across-racial-and-ethnic-groups-express-support-for-the-black-lives-matter-movement/
https://www.edelman.com/insights/unleashing-power-gen-z
https://unitedwaynca.org/blog/gen-z-activism-survey/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/5/2/no-surprise-us-students-slam-bidens-comments-on-gaza-encampments
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I F  P O W E R  I S  I N 
NUMBERS, THEN WE 
HAVE THE NUMBERS. 
B U T  ” T H E  M AT H 
ISN’T MATHING.”
AND ORGANIZERS 
SAY WE DON’T HAVE 
A PLAN THAT ADDS 
UP TO HOW WE WIN.
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O ne f u ndam ental b enef it of  protest is that it c onnec ts 
indiv idu als to som ething larger than them selv es:  a c ollec tiv e 
f orm ation, a shared goal, a v ision f or the f u t u re. A 19 9 9  Frenc h 
anarc hist c om m u niq u e, the S ans T itres B u lletin, ex plained, 
“ Direc t ac tion is the ex pression of  the indiv idu al’ s readiness to 
f ight, to tak e c ontrol of  his [ s i c ]  lif e, and to tr y , direc tly , to ac t 
on the world that su rrou nds u s, to tak e responsib ilit y  f or one’ s 
ac tions and as well f or the ac hiev em ent of  the pu rsu ed aim s.”  

P eo ple f eel
th eir po w er.  

WHYWHY
MASSMASS
DISSENTDISSENT
MATTERS

https://www.ainfos.ca/99/nov/ainfos00282.html
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People feel their power. 

T here’ s deb ate ab ou t whether dissent is a power- b u ilding 
strategy  in and of  itself . S om e say  that u nless people 
are ab sorb ed into m em b ership of  an organiz ation, they  
rem ain u norganiz ed. H owev er, they  also say  that not 
only  are ou r organiz ations ill eq u ipped to ab sorb  people, 
m any  do not want to tak e on f olk s who don’ t already  f it 
sq u arely  into their m em b ership. M ass p r otest can and 
does f acil itate p eop l e com ing  into som eth ing  –  
belonging to something. Whic h is why  we need to get 
seriou s ab ou t its inef f ab le pu ll and its politic al pu rpose ev en 
when dissent does not alway s resu lt in m aterial gains.

H ere’ s  w h at m as s  d i s s en t d o es  w ell.  
A n d  w h y it ’ s  w o rth  evo lvin g .

DISSENT IS A LABORATORY 
FOR EXPLORING POWER

U psu rges are f its and starts —  trials and errors —  f igu ring 
ou t how to get u s to the f u t u re. W h en th e system  cr ack s 
op en,  p ow er  can l eap f r og  p ast w h at w as p r ev iou sl y 
accepted as the upper bound. We don’t know the 
limits unless we test them. And b ec au se of  the shif ting 
terrain of  neolib eralism  and rac ial c apitalism , ev en organiz ers 
who are deeply  grou nded in a politic al analy sis and a 
power m ap are stru ggling with how to pr y  open f issu res. 
Dissent is the adv anc e team :  sc ou ting the terrain, pok ing 
and prodding to see what reac ts, q u ic k  to rev eal what areas 
of  soc iet y  will respond with au thoritarian b ac k lash or 
drac onian legal m easu res. Dissent rev eals to u s where there 
are c ritic al v u lnerab ilities and c ritic al opportu nities.

DISSENT CASTS LIGHT ON INSTITUTIONAL 
FAILURES WHILE AFFIRMING OUR 
COMMITMENT TO DEMOCRACY

U psu rge m om ents are of ten triggered b y  the f ailu re of  
an institu tion, whic h in tu rn c asts dou b t not j u st on that 
institu tion, b u t the arc hitec t u re of  the state at large. P illars 
of  soc iet y  ( FE MA or the polic e, f or ex am ple)  rev eal how 
f lim sy  they  really  are when they  f ail to ser v e u s or sim ply  f ail 
ou tright. T hese m om ents inc ite a c risis of  legitim ac y , and 
when dem oc rac y  —  gov ernm ent of , f or, and b y  the people 
b eing gov erned —  b reak s down, the pu b lic  no longer tru sts 
that these institu tions will tak e c are of  them  or gov ern 
j u stly . P u b lic  dissent f eeds a hu nger to ex press popu lar 
will. Dissent al l ow s f or  a p r of ou nd p sych ic sh i f t 
in which “democracy” is no longer a concept, but 
a p r actice —  one th at th e el ite h av e f or g otten and 
the streets have remembered. Dissent is ac tiv it y  that 
sim u ltaneou sly  protec ts dem oc rac y  and reim agines it.
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DISSENT CHANNELS PEOPLE’S
AGENCY AND SPIRIT

Mov em ent u psu rges are ex pressions of  agenc y , thou gh not
nec essarily  of  power. I n m om ents lik e these, organiz er
Mary  H ook s said, “ spirit is c alled to attention: ” ¹ ²  the 
m etaphy sic al dim ension of  agenc y  is potent, whic h is why
ev en when f ac ed with seem ingly  im possib le odds of  c hanging
ou r c onditions, registering ou r dissent d o e s  s o m eth in g . At 
S tanding R oc k , K andi Mossett, an organiz er with I ndigenou s 
E nv ironm ental N etwork , ex plained the pu rpose of pray er:  
pray er is not a literal plea to stop the pipeline, b u t the ac t of  
pray ing c hanges u s. I t c hanges u s into people who are in right 
relationship with the land and with eac h other. P r otest is 
an inter v ention into iner tia: action is an antidote to 
ex istential  dr ead,  p ol itical  m el anch ol ia, and 
powerlessness. I n m edic al c rises, f irst responders of ten 
report less sec ondary  trau m a than b y standers. I n 
an em ergenc y , they  k now their roles and their lim itations,
and the ab ilit y  to d o  s o m eth in g  m itigates f eelings of
powerlessness at the c ore of  trau m a.¹ ³  N ot tak ing ac tion
is not only  disc ou raging u s, b u t m ay  b e trau m atiz ing u s.

DISSENT CUES UP
DISRUPTIVE POWER

While a lot of  dissent striv es f or ec onom ic  disru ption, of ten
the dent ou r ac tions are ac t u ally  m a k ing in the f low of
c apital is prett y  sm all. B u t protest whips people together in
a way  that sets them  u p f or solidaristic  ec onom ic  ac tions.
I f  we’ re going to f lex  ec onom ic  power, we need widespread
m ass nonc ooperation. P rotest lay s the grou ndwork .
Using upsurges as springboards into solidarity
organizing — union drives, debt jubilees, rent
strikes — transforms dissent into disruptive power.
While we don’ t alway s k now when the u psu rge will hit,
we c an hav e the inf rastru c t u re ready  on the f ront end so
m ass dissent tu rb oc harges f olk s into these ef f orts. O nc e
people are ou t in the streets, they ’ re ac tiv ated. Many  want
m ore than to pou nd the pav em ent. Dissent is a portal:
organiz ers c an c hannel f olk s into power- b u ilding proj ec ts
at a larger sc ale and a q u ic k er pac e. Dissent is a portal:
organiz ers c an c hannel f olk s into power- b u ilding proj ec ts
at a larger sc ale and a q u ic k er pac e, with the hope of
c reating a c asc ade of  inc reasingly  disru ptiv e u psu rges.
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DISSENT REDEFINES
“COMMON SENSE.”

Mov em ent m om ents are espec ially  good at delineating a 
c onf lic t in term s of  right and wrong, and ask ing people to 
c hoose a side. T hey  are inc redib ly  ef f ec tiv e at what Marx ist 
philosopher J ac q u es R anc iè re c alled “ the distrib u tion of  
the sensib le,”  dissem inating a new c om m on sense, and 
of ten doing it at sc ale.¹⁴ T he ec onom ic  elite are the “ 1% .”  
Migrants are not “ illegal,”  b u t rather people who do not 
hav e doc u m ents. We b eliev e wom en. Lissy R om anow  
says,  “ t h is new l y accep ted com m on sense w idens 
the chasm between what the people want and 
w h at t h e institu tions ar e w i l l ing  to concede,  
t h er ef or e incr easing  t h e p ol itical  tension in th e 
system.”¹⁵ H owev er, the c reation and distrib u tion of  a 
new c om m on sense is not the sam e as politic al edu c ation. 
U psu rge m om ents are essential f or radic aliz ation, b u t 
they  are not a su b stitu te f or ideologic al dev elopm ent.

DISSENT IS ESSENTIAL
TRAINING FOR A UNITED FRONT 
AGAINST AUTHORITARIANISM

U psu rges are generally  m om ents where the people —  
organiz ed or not —  are ex pressing v alu es, ideals, and 
desires, not su ggestions f or nu ts and b olts polic y  c hanges. 
I n their report on pro- dem oc rac y  strategies f or resisting 
au thoritarianism , researc hers E ric a Chenoweth and Z oe 
Mark s disc u ss the im portanc e of  ex erc ising c onsistent 
c ollec tiv e ac ts of  dissent, partic u larly  in the f ac e of  growing 
f asc ism  and au thoritarian gov ernm ents. I n c onv ersation with 
Chenoweth f or this report, they  talk ed ab ou t the power in the 
perf orm anc e of  organiz ed c ollec tiv e ac tion, lik e protest and 
v oting, ev en when it’ s u nc lear if  the ac t will hav e an ef f ec t on 
the state.¹⁶ These tactics are important to demonstrate 
the presence and persistence of pro-democracy 
forces, and historically have been one of the few 
w ays to f acil itate th e ty p e of  m ass noncoop er ation 
needed to h ol d th e l ine w h en p r ev iou sl y dem ocr atic 
countries slide into authoritarianism.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/pro-democracy-organizing-against-autocracy-united-states-strategic-assessment
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/pro-democracy-organizing-against-autocracy-united-states-strategic-assessment


18

PART II:
RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR ACTION
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“ W e d o n ’ t th in k  en o u g h
ab o u t w h at are th e
c o n d itio n s  f o r peo ple to
w in .  T h e w ay it ac tu ally
w o rk s  in  th e real w o rld  is :
w e d is s en t;  th ey res po n d ;  it
c h an g es  th e c o n d itio n s .  W e 
n eed  to  ad apt to  th at.  E very
ac tio n  h as  a reac tio n .  H o w
d o  w e b ro ad en  o u r an alys is
o f response in  s trateg iz in g
o u r ac tio n s ? ”
– A s h - L ee H en d ers o n

U psu rge m om ents and m ass protests ev olv e the
politic al landsc ape asy m m etric ally , of ten with
v iolent b ac k lash, and in way s that won’ t nec essarily
b e v isib le to u s u ntil the f u t u re is present.

We m ay  not k now when the su rges are c om ing,
b u t they  are c om ing. Can we b e nim b le, 
dex terou s, swif t- f ooted?  Welc om ing"

M a r y H ook s ask ed,  “ I n t h ese m om ents,  w e h av e
th e p eop l e;  h ow  v ain ar e w e to dim inish  t h em ? ” ¹⁷

I f  w e are g o in g  to  alc h em i z e pro tes t in to  po w er,  w e
n eed  to  g et b etter at o rg an i z in g  d i s s en t n o w .
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Dissent is b y  def inition an ex pression of  disagreem ent;  a 
protest is an ob j ec tion. B u t m any  organiz ers inter v iewed spok e 
ab ou t how the L ef t ’ s m u sc le m em or y  is disproportionately  
an ti- th i s  rather than b eing pro - th at. Dissenting  f r om  
w h at w e’ r e against w it h ou t decl ar ing  w h at w e’ r e for
leaves the vision of the future on the table for others 
to define. V alu es are galv aniz ing. And we c annot c ede 
essential v alu es su c h as f reedom  and f am ily  to the R ight.¹⁸
R e- engineering dissent to dem onstrate m oral c onsensu s is 
an opportu nit y  f or the L ef t to pu sh away  f rom  the postu re of  
generaliz ed dissent:  against ev er y thing at all tim es alway s, 
drowning in j argon b u t f ailing to s ay any thing. O u r strategies 
and tac tic s of  protest c an dem onstrate what we are f or, not 
j u st what we are against when we m arr y  dissent and assent.

What u psu rge m om ents and m ass protest do u niq u ely  well 
is dem onstrate m oral c onsensu s:  we, en m asse, share an 
ethos of  right and wrong, an ethos so f orm idab le and so 
f ou ndational to who we are that we will def end it. O u r f irst 
rec om m endation is that organiz ers harness the potenc y  of  
m oral c onsensu s b ey ond u psu rge m om ents to b ind people 
together, ev en m ore so when c onditions are c hallenging:  when 
the politic al landsc ape is espec ially  repressiv e, a u nif ied 
theory  of  c hange is elu siv e, or the L ef t is ideologic ally  div ided.

Moral c onsensu s is not “ alignm ent,”  “ m essaging,”  or talk ing 
points. I t is a distillation of  a worldv iew into an essential 
v alu e, withou t f lattening its c om plex it y  b u t also withou t 
attending to ev er y  atom i z ed detail. I t ’ s ak in to what c u lt u ral 
theorist and perf orm anc e stu dies sc holar Fred Moten c alls 
“ the ensem b le,” ¹⁹ an ex pression that rev erb erates at a greater 
v olu m e b ec au se it is the em anation of  m any :  singing in u nison 
b rings dif f erent registers of  v oic es together to produ c e a 
strong, c lear resonanc e. E ac h v oic e is in ser v ic e to the song. 

People are drawn to upsurges because they are asking 
spiritual questions, not seeking policy answers. 

I n 2016 , the world was roc k ed b y  a sm all grou p of  L a k ota water 
protec tors f rom  the S tanding R oc k  S iou x  N ation in N orth 
Dak ota with a m antra so c lear as to b e u ndeniab le:  “ Water is 
L i f e.”  T he L ak ota- led f ight against the Dak ota Ac c ess P ipeline 
( DAP L )  transf orm ed som ething so elem ental —  water —  into 
a rally ing c r y  that enc oded ideals ab ou t interc onnec tion, 
I ndigenou s sov ereignty , and a spiritu al im perativ e to protec t 

land. Cy  Wagoner ( Dine) , Creativ e R esistanc e Direc tor at N DN  
Collec tiv e, say s that the phrase “ water is lif e”  has long b een 
u sed in N ativ e c om m u nities;  its u se at S tanding R oc k  was 
c ertainly  not the produ c t of  a c om m u nic ation team ’ s strategy  
session.²⁰ Direc t ac tion trainer f or I ndigenou s P eoples 
P ower P roj ec t and T he R u c k u s S oc iet y  Martin Aranay do 
( Mv sk ok e, O ’ O dham , and P ilipino)  rem em b ers the phrase 
“ water is lif e”  b eing on a m agnet on his f ridge growing u p.² ¹
“ Water is L i f e”  is a c osm ology  in a c apsu le —  protec ting 
lif e- giv ing resou rc es f or sev en generations to c om e —  and 
the glob al em b rac e of  that c osm ology  dem onstrated people’ s 
willingness to f ollow I ndigenou s leaders into that f u t u re.

S i m ilar to “ Water is L i f e,”  the u nassailab le b rillianc e of  
the m antra “ B lac k  L iv es Matter”  is that it is f ac t. N ot a 
q u estion. N ot a req u est. N ot a negation of , or ref erenc e to, 
som ething else. T r u th. T he phraseology  of f ers people the 
m etaphy sic s of  a world they  want to liv e in, in the now and 
b ey ond;  as artist Alisha B . Worm sley  asserts, “ T here are 
B lac k  people in the f u t u re”  —  ev er y where in b oth spac e 
and tim e. For m any  of  u s, the m ost m ov ing m om ents in 
the m ass m arc hes of  su m m er 2020 were the c hants to 
“ say  her nam e”  or “ say  his nam e,”  and we did;  we said 
their nam es. We stood f or people —  not “ B lac k  people in 
general,”  b u t partic u lar people, partic u lar B lac k  liv es. 

https://ndncollective.org/
https://ndncollective.org/
https://ndncollective.org/
https://ndncollective.org/
https://ruckus.org/
https://www.alishabwormsley.com/tabpitf
https://www.alishabwormsley.com/tabpitf
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B u t siz e does not eq u al ef f ic ac y . While ou r inter v iewees 
c ontinu ally  ref erenc ed these two u psu rges as ex em plif y ing 
m oral c onsensu s, the m aterial dem ands at the c ore of  
eac h —  stopping the c onstru c tion of  the pipeline and 
shif ting resou rc es ou t of  polic e departm ents and into c are 
ser v ic es —  u ltim ately  went largely  u nm et, doom ed b y  
the asc endant T r u m p m ov em ent. B u t these ou tb u rsts of  
m oral c onsensu s did m ore than m ov e the O v erton window;  
they  f u ndam entally  ref ram ed issu es of  c lim ate c hange 
and polic ing b y  rooting them  in rac ial c apitalism . T hese 
m om ents estab lished c ore tru ths that m any  signed on to;  
ou r work  rem ains to translate that into politic al power. 

Values aren’t strategies, but how we approach an 
issue refracts what we prioritize. We c an adapt the 
spiritu al potenc y  of  soc ial m ov em ents f or polic y  c am paigns, 
c hoosing f ights that sim u ltaneou sly  rev eal the m oral 
b ank r u ptc y  of  ou r institu tions and the integrit y  of  ou r v alu es. 
For ex am ple, law prof essor J ohn Whitlow ex plains that 
c am paigns f or rent stab iliz ation in N ew Y ork  dem onstrate 
that “ rent is not j u st an ec onom ic  issu e. T he m oral dim ension 
to these c am paigns is who gets to liv e in the c it y .” ² ²  T he 
goal is not to ref ram e an issu e as ethic al, it’ s to ex pand 
an issu e into a nec essit y  —  b etter y et, an inev itab ilit y . 

Moral c onsensu s is also an inter v ention in the algorithm -
driv en terrain we liv e in, whic h req u ires u s to reev alu ate the 
tools we’ re u sing. J ohn S ellers, f ou nder of  T he O ther 9 8 % , 
whic h operates one of  the L ef t ’ s b iggest Fac eb ook  pages at 6  
m illion total f ollowers, say s, “ We’ re c aptiv es of  the algorithm . 
And the algorithm  v alu es rage.” ² ³  T his is a f eatu re, not a 
b u g, of  the m ediasc ape that c irc u m sc rib es ou r daily  lif e, 
b ec au se anger k eeps u s engaged —  in the im m ediate sense. 
B u t long- term , it’ s not going to work  f or u s to b e the party  of  
no. Many  organiz ers we’ v e spok en to are c onc erned that the 
reason people are not j oining ou r organiz ations is b ec au se 
they  are inac c essib le in rhetoric , prac tic es, or j u st the ov erall 
angry  or self - righteou s v ib e. Are we b ehav ing lik e algorithm s 
ou rselv es?  Anger m ay  b e m otiv ating, b u t the lac k  of  c larit y  
ab ou t what we’ re f o r m ay  b e k eeping u s in a reac tiv e postu re, 
rec y c ling the sam e langu age of  ‘ resist, def end, protec t.’  

T he u psu rge m om ents where the L ef t has held anger w ith
m oral c onsensu s hav e b een weather- c hanging. When T r u m p 
threatened a Mu slim  b an and people f loc k ed to airports, 
the ex pression was sim u ltaneou sly  ou traged and pro-
im m igrant. Cou ntless anti- Am az on c am paigns didn’ t m ov e 
the needle as m u c h as the f orm ation of  the Am az on u nion
did, as su pporters were not c au ght in a f eeling of  paraly sis 
against a c orporate b ehem oth b u t instead c aptiv ated b y  
ac tions that assert dignif ied lab or as an essential v alu e. 

S i m ilarly , the E ssential and E x c lu ded Work ers c am paign 
in N ew Y ork  du ring the CO V I D- 19  pandem ic  latc hed onto 
the notion of  “ essential work ers,”  opening u p the def inition 
of  “ essential”  —  and $ 2 b illion in f u nding —  to residents 
who were not eligib le f or u nem ploy m ent b enef its, su c h as 
day  lab orers, dom estic  work ers, and d eliveris tas . Moral 
c onsensu s doesn’ t hav e to b e earnest;  it c an b e su b v ersiv e 
and play f u l in rev ealing institu tional hy poc risy  and 
ab su rdit y . P rotest perf orm anc e grou p T hank  G od For 
Ab ortion hij ac k s the R ight’ s su pposed religiou s c onsensu s 
to em b arrass and downgrade their assu m ed su periorit y .

Assent approac hes c an help b u ild the b igger “ we”  b y  pu shing 
progressiv es to do som ething they  f req u ently  c laim  to want 
to do:  engage with people who do not think  ex ac tly  li k e u s. 
I n these m om ents, we’ re not j u st agreeing on an atom i z ed 
issu e or a polic y  point:  we are ac t u ally  aligned on a holistic  
v ision of  the f u t u re. P eople f looded Wall S treet in 2011 and 
G rand Central T erm inal in 2023  b ec au se they  were angry , 
an d  als o  b ec au se they  saw what was on the other side of  
that anger:  dignit y , j u stic e, peac e. L et’ s not u nderestim ate 
that, or m ore tragic ally , m iss the organiz ing opportu nit y .

https://www.amazonlaborunion.org
https://www.instagram.com/thankgodforabortion/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/thankgodforabortion/?hl=en
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Clim ate c atastrophes and CO V I D- 19  hav e pu shed m u t u al 
aid —  c ollec tiv e c horeography  to m eet eac h other’ s needs 
—  f rom  the anarc hist f ringe to m idwestern k itc hens. A 
prologu e to pu nc t u ated eq u ilib riu m  and a c lapb ac k  to 
soc ial Darwinism , P y otr K ropotk in’ s theory  of  m u t u al 
aid posited that c ooperation, not c om petition, has 
alway s b een the engine of  ou r spec ies’ s su r v iv al. M u t u al  
support evolves us beyond merely existing; it is an 
accelerant of our ethical expansion. If solidarity is 
our instinct, then collectivizing is our intuition. 

We don’t always have to pick a fight. We can pick 
each other up. R ec iproc it y  b u ilds power, a power 
that of f sets ou r despair. Collec tiv e self - determ ination 
wields that power throu gh approac hes and ac tions that 
tell eac h other:  we’ re what we’ v e got, and we got this. 

I n Miam i, where 5 2%  of  m u rder v ic tim s are B lac k , T he 
Dream  Def enders, an ab olitionist organiz ation f orged 
throu gh direc t ac tion, initiated the H ealing J u stic e Center, 
a c om m u nit y - b ased pu b lic  saf et y  proj ec t that inc lu des a 
m ental health c risis hotline, f ree c ou nseling, and trainings 
in lif e- sav ing sk ills. I ts goal:  to organiz e people away  
f rom  the c arc eral sy stem  and into c om m u nit y . As part of  
a larger inter v ention in the f ield to loosen the su pposed 
tension b etween prov iding ser v ic es and organiz ing, there 
is ex c item ent f or hy b rid dissenting and assenting ac tions.

S om e organiz ers are sk eptic al of  m u t u al aid- st y le ac tions 
b ec au se they  c laim  the approac h lac k s a rob u st power 
analy sis or “ real”  organiz ing. And it’ s tr u e that we don’ t 

want to j u st alway s c are f or eac h other;  we d o  want the state 
to c hange. T hese proj ec ts, f irst and f orem ost, dem onstrate 
that ou r shared c are and ab u ndanc e are a “ f u c k  y ou ”  to 
the state’ s au sterit y , and c an ser v e as an organiz ing engine 
that propels ou r neighb ors to pu t pressu re on the state. T he 
goal of  targeting eac h other is to c reate what philosopher 
O lú f é m i O . T á í wò  c alls c ollab orativ e sec u rit y . “ Y ou  can 
protect yourself by a) making it dangerous for 
others or b) harmonizing with the security of 
others. We can either protect our interests from 
oth er  p eop l e,  or  p r otect ou r  inter ests with oth er  
people’s interests.”²⁴ Mu tu al aid proj ec ts that m ay  
seem  sm all are proof  of  c onc ept f or a prof ou ndly  dif f erent 
way  of  b eing together;  proof  of  c onc ept f or solidarit y . 

N sé  U f ot desc rib ed these approac hes as “ strategies 
that sav e liv es, not win c am paigns.” ²⁵ T hese solidarit y  
strategies c enter som ething other than opposition to b r u te 
f orc e, and their ac c om pany ing tac tic s are c apsu les of  a 
worldv iew b ased on c are. And solidarit y  is not a word, 
it’ s a dem onstration:  when we are with y ou , we roll deep. 
H ow c an we ref rac t this v ision throu gh ou r ac tions?  

When the S u prem e Cou rt ov ertu rned R o e v.  W ad e in J u ne 
2022, there was an ou tpou ring of  m ass dem onstrations 
ac ross the c ou ntr y . More signif ic antly  howev er, there 
was a prolif eration of  u ndergrou nd network s of  wom en 
sharing m odels of  DI Y  ab ortion instru m ents. Du ring 
one of  DAI L ’ s v irtu al salons, we ask ed a grou p of  f em ale 
organiz ers in red states what k ind of  direc t ac tions they  
wanted to tak e in def ense of  ab ortion. U nanim ou sly  they  
agreed:  “ driv ing people and pills ac ross state lines.” ²⁶
I n the u rgenc y  of  that m om ent, people wanted to tak e 
c are of  eac h other f irst. What we’ re seeing is that people 
are prepared to tak e c aring, c landestine ac tions that 
entail real risk  —  and they  are ex c ited b y  the possib ilities 
these open u p. T hese are ac tions that inv igorate u s. 

P iv oting ou r tac tic s toward eac h other also allows u s to 
ab andon what has b ec om e the rote task  of  perf orm ing f or 
the m edia’ s attention, and instead prioritiz e what we want 
the m edia to c onv ey :  that risk . R isk  that inv ites others to 
rec onsider the ethic s of  their ac tions, or ev en j oin u s. 

MULTIPLY OUR SOLIDARITY:

.

https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/petr-kropotkin-mutual-aid-a-factor-of-evolution#toc10
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/petr-kropotkin-mutual-aid-a-factor-of-evolution#toc10
https://www.healingandjustice.com
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T he Civ il R ights Mov em ent’ s play b ook  c odif ied u sing high-
risk  ac tions in direc t relation to m ass m edia. S inc e then, risk  
has traditionally  b een m easu red in term s of  how lik ely  f olk s 
are to get hu rt or arrested, su pporting a theory  of  c hange 
that sac rif ic ial ac tions or v iolenc e against peac ef u l protests 
f ac ilitate sy m pathies with the u nderdogs, and that leads 
people to q u estion the au thorit y  of  the ov erdog.²⁷ B u t the 
pu b lic ’ s toleranc e f or v iolenc e has risen dram atic ally  ov er 
the y ears, and m edia attention is no longer a c onsistently  
reliab le strategy  f or b u ilding lev erage against a target 
b ec au se of  inc reasingly  c onsolidated c orporate ownership, 
siloiz ation of  au dienc es, and the m addening realit y  that 
m any  of  ou r targets are sim ply  u nsc athed b y  b ad c ov erage. 

Many  organiz ers we spok e to said perf orm ing resistanc e 
f or m edia ou tlets is ex hau sting and inef f ec tiv e. P rotesters 
in S eattle in 19 9 9  c oined the c hant “ the whole world is 
watc hing,”  and at the tim e, the im plic it signif ic anc e was 
that that m eant the whole world c ared, whic h in tu rn m eant 
things wou ld hav e to c hange. I n today ’ s m ediasc ape, any  
k ind of  c au sal link  b etween glob al attention and tangib le 
c hange has b een c om pletely  sev ered. Changing the v enu e of  
power div erts energy  away  f rom  m ediagenic  pu b lic  ou tc r y  
and into m eaningf u l personal c onnec tions. S olidarit y  with 
people y ou  k now, rather than attention f rom  those y ou  don’ t. 

T he Far R ight inc reasingly  em b rac es a b ase- b u ilding 
approac h that plu gs the state’ s holes. Capitaliz ing on the 
prof ou ndly  b leak  c om b ination of  the ex istential c risis 
am ong white m en and the f inanc ial c risis of  c orporate 
ab andonm ent, m ilitia grou ps in the P ac i f ic  N orthwest 
hav e gained trac tion b y  prov iding ser v ic es slashed ou t of  
state b u dgets. T he O ath K eepers in O regon won hearts and 
m inds b y  b u ilding wheelc hair ram ps f or elderly  residents 
at pu b lic  lib raries;  in Wy om ing, the L aram ie c hapter of  
Mom s f or L ib ert y  b ou ght su pplies f or teac hers and raised 

ov er $ 3 ,000 to c lear stu dents’  lu nc h deb t, garnering 
widespread m edia attention and som e c om m u nit y  goodwill. 
We c an do this b etter. S traddling m u t u al aid and direc t 
ac tion, T he Deb t Collec tiv e, a u nion of  deb tors, r u n state- lev el 
c am paigns to c anc el stu dent deb t, ab olish b ail deb t, and b u ild 
tenant u nions in order to strik e rent deb t. T heir sister 5 01( c ) ( 4)  
proj ec t, the R olling J u b ilee, has organiz ed people to c ontrib u te 
m oney  into a f u nd to pay  of f  eac h other’ s deb t, ab olishing $ 3 2 
m illion in deb t sinc e their inc eption in 2012. T heir approac h 
to the hou sing c risis in Calif ornia c om b ines ev ic tion def ense, 
k now- y ou r- rights trainings, and organiz ing tenant u nions as a 
c ollec tiv e f orc e to tak e on state polic ies arou nd rent and deb t. 

I f  we lean into b road solidarit y  tac tic s, they  b ec om e part of  the 
f ab ric  of  ou r c om m u nities. And they  b ring u s c loser to b u ilding 
institu tions of  c ollab orativ e sec u rit y  with b road soc ial 
protec tion. T á í wò ’ s tou c hstone ex am ple:  teac hers u nions’  
“ b argaining f or the c om m on good”  strategy , where c om m u nit y  
and u nion m em b ers team  u p to tak e on sy m b iotic  stru c t u ral 
ref orm s. O r c onsider a v er y  hu m b le ex am ple of  work er-
c onsu m er solidarit y :  when b u s driv ers in O k ay am a, J apan 
went on strik e to dem and greater j ob  sec u rit y , they  didn’ t stop 
driv ing:  rather, they  c ov ered the tic k et m ac hines, ref u sed f ares 
f rom  passengers, and won the su pport of  the pu b lic  —  and 
stronger c ontrac ts. Another b old ex am ple of  work er- c onsu m er 
solidarit y  is the U nited Au to Work ers’  plan f or a general strik e 
in 2028 . Alan H anson of  the U AW ex plained that althou gh 
the strategy  of  the general strik e is to align u nion c ontrac ts 
so they  ex pire on the sam e day  ( April 3 0, 2028 ) , the larger 
strategy  is ab ou t lev eraging m assiv e ec onom ic  disru ption to 
dem and a b enef it m u c h b igger than u nion c ontrac ts, a dem and 
that b enef its all work ers.

E v er y thing f or ev er y one. 

https://www.hcn.org/issues/48-2/showdown-at-sugar-pine-mine/
https://www.wyomingnews.com/news/local_news/local-moms-for-liberty-chapter-raises-3k-to-pay-school-lunch-balances/article_e756a3b0-710d-11ed-b153-230c5a26cc41.html
https://www.wyomingnews.com/news/local_news/local-moms-for-liberty-chapter-raises-3k-to-pay-school-lunch-balances/article_e756a3b0-710d-11ed-b153-230c5a26cc41.html
https://debtcollective.org/what-we-do/debt-abolition/#:~:text=Investors%20buy%20and%20sell%20debt,it%20purchases%2C%20it%20erases%20them.
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/they-need-us-more-than-we-need-them-the-power-of-debtor-organizing/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/they-need-us-more-than-we-need-them-the-power-of-debtor-organizing/
https://www.bargainingforthecommongood.org
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/may/11/no-ticket-to-ride-japanese-bus-drivers-strike-by-giving-free-rides-okayama
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/may/11/no-ticket-to-ride-japanese-bus-drivers-strike-by-giving-free-rides-okayama
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T wo m onths into the war in G az a, O lú f é m i O . T á í wò
addressed a sm all room  of  listeners desperately  seek ing relief  
to their despondenc y . “ W h y did th e B l ack  P anth er s h av e 
the breakfast program? They were doing that [local 
action] in a moment of great global work. They did 
that to find a target within the sphere of power they’ve 
already built.” H is organiz ing adv ic e:  “There’s been an 
overreaction away from local action. Don’t live in the 
p ol itical  w or l d w h er e w e can’ t do anyth ing ,  l iv e in th e 
political arena where we can act and make an impact.”
When power is ou t of  range, c hange the v enu e. When dec isions 
are m ade withou t y ou , b ec om e the dec ision- m ak ers. 

R egardless of  who sits in the White H ou se, ou r 
ab ilit y  to c hange ou r liv es throu gh politic al c hannels 
is c ontrac ting. H ow do we f ind targets that are 
within the sphere of  power that we c an af f ec t?  

Change the v enu e. 

Mu c h of  ou r organiz ing and soc ial m ov em ent strategies 
and c u lt u re rely  u pon the assu m ption that the m em b rane 
b etween the state and the people is still perm eab le, that 
the sy stem  is still set u p to respond to u s, whic h is why  
so m any  b ase- b u ilding organiz ations hav e f oc u sed on 
b u ilding elec toral power. Many  organiz ers we’ v e spok en 
to sim u ltaneou sly  assu m e ex plic itly , or m ore f req u ently  
im plic itly , that the state will b e responsiv e to their 
dem ands, and also q u estion the v alidit y  of  b u ilding 
elec toral power when national politic s f eel im penetrab le. 

O n a strategic  lev el, this theory  of  c hange neglec ts the realit y  
that we’ re u p against a pu b lic - priv ate allianc e of  elite power, 
inc reasingly  in the hands of  an au thoritarian f ac tion that 
is not only  u nac c ou ntab le to organiz ed grou ps of  people, 
b u t is holding dem oc rac y  itself  hostage. S om e pillars of  
su pport, we’ re learning, are deadb olted into the grou nd. 
While c it y -  and state- lev el wins prov ide proof  of  c onc ept 
f or progressiv e adv anc es, ou r gov ernm ent in its c u rrent 
c onf igu ration is argu ab ly  u n- petitionab le at the national 
lev el. For m any  organiz ations, espec ially  those c om m itted to 
b u ilding elec toral power, this raises som e gnarly  q u estions. 

O n a tac tic al lev el, the assu m ption that m ediation is 
still possib le leads m any  organiz ers to pu sh as f ast and 

hard as possib le at the onset of  an u psu rge. I t ’ s easy  to 
ov eru se a tac tic  or go ov erk ill on a target, whic h inspires 
a sense of  f u tilit y  and leads partic ipation to dwindle. 

What plac es and spac es, not c u rrently  on ou r 
organiz ing m ap, are ripe f or disru ptiv e power?  

S oc ial m ov em ents lau nc hing ac tions and c am paigns against, 
say , elec ted of f ic ials and m egalithic  m ilitar y  c ontrac tors, 
or f ederal b odies and f ossil f u el titans, are u ltim ately  
direc ting their energy  toward a v er y  sm all grou p of  people 
who m ov e easily  throu gh the rev olv ing door b etween 
pu b lic  and priv ate institu tions. Form er U nited We Dream  
E x ec u tiv e Direc tor Cristina J i m enez  identif ies the need 
f or new rob u st researc h on ec onom ic  power that wou ld 
allow the L ef t to really  u nloc k  the potential f or m assiv e 
disru ptiv e power. We need better power mapping. 
Many organizers we spoke to agreed. But we also 
need a m or e ex p ansiv e p r actice of  car tog r ap h y. 

T he sy stem  is c u rrently  intransigent. We c an c ontinu e 
tr y ing to pu nc t u re the ru b b er or we c an look  f or c ritic al 
v u lnerab ilities and c ritic al opportu nities in u nlik ely  plac es. 
We m ay  b e ignoring c r u c ial lev ers and u nex pec ted targets. 

I n what u nex pec ted plac es and spac es are wealth and 
power c onsolidated?  Where are platf orm s prov ided?

O ne ex am ple we lov ed is P.A.I.N. ( P resc ription Addic tion 
I nter v ention N ow) , a grou p f ou nded b y  artist N an G oldin 
that targeted the S ac k ler Fam ily , peddlers of  O x y Contin and 
arc hitec ts of  a glob al health c alam it y  that earned them  $ 3 5  
b illion. P .A.I .N .’ s dem and was that the S ac k lers f u nd opioid 
addic tion treatm ent program s, b u t their point of  inter v ention 
was not the b oard room  or the FDA;  it was S ac k ler- f u nded 
wings in m aj or art m u seu m s. I n addition to the u niq u eness 
of  pic k ing m u seu m s as a c reativ e point of  inter v ention, 
P .A.I .N .’ s strategy  also m ade the f ight personal:  rather than 
go gangb u sters on P u rdu e P harm a, a nam eless, f ac eless 
c orporation, they  targeted the S ac k ler f am ily  and their v er y  
personal c ritic al v u lnerab ilit y . When the f irst generation 
of  S ac k ler im m igrants arriv ed in N Y C, they  were rej ec ted 
f rom  c olleges and j ob s on ac c ou nt of  b eing J ewish, and ev en 
af ter they  had am assed wealth, anti- sem itism  k ept them  
alienated f rom  high soc iet y . What the S ac k ler f am ily  wanted 

.

https://gallatin.nyu.edu/utilities/events/2023/12/dismantling-racial-capitalism-with-olufemi-taiwo.html
https://www.instagram.com/sacklerpain/?hl=en
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/09/arts/protesters-guggenheim-sackler.html
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m ore than f ortu ne was prestige, whic h was ac hiev ed b y  
the glistening nam eplates in m u seu m s ac ross the world.²⁸
T he pu rpose of  the S ac k lers’  philanthropy  was twof old:  to 
estab lish them selv es as elites and to “ art wash”  their pu b lic  
i m age. T o register dissent against a c risis of  that sc ale, 
P .A.I .N . c irc u m v ented the c orporate dim ension of  the issu e 
and instead gav e the entire epidem ic  a u nited enem y , b u ilding 
m om entu m  f or legal ac tion that led to the S u prem e Cou rt 
ov ertu rning a P u rdu e P harm a b ank r u ptc y  settlem ent that 
wou ld hav e shielded the S ac k lers f rom  additional lawsu its. 

While the P rogressiv e L ef t is ex ploring large- sc ale strategies 
f or c ou ntering au thoritarianism , ou r inter v iewees were 
interested in sm aller- sc ale ac tions that inter v ene against 
paraly sis and inertia, su c h as deplatf orm ing Far R ight ac tors. 
T o illu strate ou r rec om m endation of  c hanging the v enu e, 
we c onsidered how, instead of  organiz ing dissent f o r m edia 
attention, we c ou ld dissent to d i s r u pt the m edia’ s attention.

H ou ston, T ex as. May  2016 . R am on Mej ia, a m em b er of  
Ab ou t Fac e:  V eterans Against the War and an organiz er at 
G rassroots G lob al J u stic e, and a c rew of  ac tiv ists j oined 
a rally  in solidarit y  with the loc al Mu slim  c om m u nit y  
against the Ary an R enaissanc e S oc iet y , who had b een 
holding open- c arr y  protests u sing these rallies to c reate 
a portf olio of  photo and v ideo assets f or rec r u it m ent.

Many  ac tion organiz ers we spok e to said that they  learned 
du ring T r u m p’ s f irst adm inistration that hu m iliation is the 
Far R ight’ s k r y ptonite. As R am on tells it, “ a resident liv ing in 
an apartm ent ab ov e the rally  pu lled ou t their c hild’ s b u b b le 
toy  and started raining b u b b les down on them . Com m u nit y  
m em b ers lau ghed, pok ed f u n at them , and c hanted lou der. 
I t shif ted the energy  in ou r f av or. T he White L iv es Matter 
grou p was drowning in b u b b les. I t c om pletely  def lated 
their energy , and then their c am era person stopped tak ing 
photos. With def eated f ac es, it wasn’ t long b ef ore they  
pac k ed u p.” ²⁹ T he resu lting photos —  of  angry  white m en 

su rrou nded b y  glistening b u b b les —  are ab su rd, and u seless
f or their rec r u it m ent pu rposes. T he R ight needs attention
to grow their rank s, and we c an deny  them  that attention.
Ac tions that organiz ers and their m em b ers c an do tom orrow,
su c h as interru pting rightwing m edia —  institu tional or
inf orm al —  register ou r ob j ec tion to au thoritarianism
when au thoritarianism  at large f eels im penetrab le.

I n a b rilliant dem onstration of  c hanging the v enu e on a
large sc ale, the U nc om m itted m ov em ent reim agined the
v enu e of  the b allot b ox , hij ac k ing its f u nc tion to transf orm
the 2024 prim ar y  elec tion into a direc t ac tion. Du ring the
2024 Dem oc ratic  prim ar y , m any  wanted to register their
dissent against the party ’ s inac tion on I srael’ s war on G az a.
B y  selec ting “ u nc om m itted”  or “ no pref erenc e”  in selec t
prim aries, v oters v isib iliz ed the elec toral power of  the people
c alling f or the U . S . to protec t P alestinian lif e. U nc om m itted
ex plains that they  “ shif ted what onc e f elt lik e a powerless
m om ent to a c lear and u nif ied v oic e politic ally  engaging
with this adm inistration who b etray ed their tru st.”

I n one of  ou r v irtu al salons, we talk ed to organiz ers ab ou t
online organiz ing to im agine ou t- of - the- b ox  c onf rontational
digital ac tions in v enu es other than the u su al ones ( e.g. online
petitions) , m any  of  whic h are b eing organiz ed b y  ou t- of - the-
m ov em ent c om m u nities.³⁰ R eddit u sers initiated a short
sq u eez e of  G am eS top stoc k  that c au sed an ec onom ic  c risis f or
hedge f u nds. Y ou ng T i k T ok  teens and K - P op f ans registered
f or thou sands of  tic k ets to a T r u m p rally  in T u lsa, loc k ing ou t 
MAG A su pporters. More inspiration f rom  the y ou th:  at the
b eginning of  CO V I D- 19  loc k downs, stu dents in China learned
that the Apple App S tore took  down apps with less than a
two- star rating, so they  organiz ed their f riends to all rate their
hom ework  app as one star. T he app store took  the app down.

When we u nm oor ou rselv es f rom  the sam e-
old, sam e- old of  online petitions and Z oom  panel
disc u ssions, we c an readj u st ou r v ision to the plac es
and spac es online that hav e potential to pop of f .

Y ears ago, ac tion j oc k  J ohn S ellers told m e that G reenpeac e
U S A led with a strategy  he desc rib ed as “ pic k ing a f ight with
the b iggest gu y  in the b ar so ev ery one else in the b ar k nows not 
to f u c k  with y ou .� We’ v e b een targeting the b ig gu y s —  in the 
halls of  power and in the b oardroom s —  and they  c an see u s
c om ing. L et’ s f ind the organiz ing eq u iv alent of  an u nattended
loading doc k . L et’ s ex plore targets b ey ond state and c orporate
institu tions to ex pand the landsc ape of  dissent. Field test
dissent on c it y  and state lev els, u nex pec ted c onsolidations
of  wealth, and other arenas of  power. T ell u s what y ou  f ind.

https://www.uncommittedmovement.com/
https://www.uncommittedmovement.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/jan/28/gamestop-how-reddits-amateurs-tripped-wall-streets-short-sellers
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/jan/28/gamestop-how-reddits-amateurs-tripped-wall-streets-short-sellers
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/21/style/tiktok-trump-rally-tulsa.html
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26

While digesting the c u rrent m ov em ent f or P alestine at 
ou r Mov em ent U psu rge retreat in J u ly  2023 , Ahm ad 
Ab u z naid, E x ec u tiv e Direc tor of  the U . S . Cam paign f or 
P alestinian R ights, said, “ R ight now, the P alestinian 
organiz ations are doing ev er y thing they  c an, the 
J ewish organiz ations are doing all they  c an, the Mu slim  
organiz ations are doing all they  c an, b u t we c u rrently  hav e 
no sec u lar organiz ation that c an ab sorb  the m illions of  
people who are anti- war. What do we do with them ? ” ³ ¹

Massive influxes of people make an upsurge surge, 
but panic, ambivalence, and overwhelm is getting 
in the way of organizers knowing how to actually 
organize them. T he Mom entu m  m odel, whic h spawned 
f irec rac k er y ou th- powered m ov em ents lik e S u nrise and 
I f N ot N ow, b ridges stru c t u re- b ased organiz ing and m ass 
protest organiz ing traditions, training organiz ers in 
dev eloping m ov em ent “ DN A”  ( v alu es, stanc es, sy m b ols)  so 
they  c an giv e away  the c u lt u re of  a m ov em ent to thou sands of  
people, f ac ilitating b elonging en m asse. B u t m any  stru c t u re-
b ased organiz ations are not designed to “ giv e away ”  their 
“ DN A”  in this way . B ase- b u ilders hav e told u s that their 
organiz ations are stru c t u rally  u nprepared f or spontaneou s 
eru ptions, and theref ore stru ggle with b u ilding onram ps f or 
ab sorption. Com b ined with the c asu al assu m ption that the 
m aj orit y  of  people partic ipating in u psu rges are white, m iddle-
c lass L ib erals —  and theref ore not a priorit y  to organiz e 
b ec au se they  don’ t hav e real sk in in the gam e —  m eans, that as 
a f ield, we lac k  a rob u st theory  and prac tic e of  how dif f erent 
t y pes of  organiz ations shou ld lead in m om ents of  m ass protest. 

U nderneath all of  this is the tension b etween “ organiz ing”  and 
“ ac tiv ism ,”  the su periorit y  of  c raf t v s. the c haos of  spontaneit y , 
a f alse and u nnec essar y  dic hotom y  that m ight m ask  som e 
real anx iet y  —  politic al and personal —  of  b eing lef t b ehind, 
f orgotten, or c onsidered irrelev ant. L ongtim e ‘ Free R adic al’  
and N ew Y ork  Cit y  Cou nc il Mem b er S andy  N u rse, spok e ab ou t 
this tension:  “ At the b eginning of  O c c u py , all these longtim e 
grassroots organiz ations showed u p to Z u c c otti P ark  and said, 
‘ H ey !  We’ v e b een doing this work  f or a long tim e!  Y ou  gu y s 
didn’ t inv ent it! ’  And y eah, they  had b een, we ac k nowledged 
that, b u t th i s  right now, this is a m om ent, there is som ething 
els e happening here. I t doesn’ t detrac t f rom  or dim inish y ou r 
work , b u t y ou  also don’ t get to own it j u st b ec au se y ou  were 

doing good work  b ef orehand. T his is som ething that is b igger 
than that.” ³ ²  I f  ev er y one who tu rned u p at a protest was ask ed, 
“ where the hell were y ou  b ef o re th i s ? ”  where wou ld we b e now?  

Failing to see m ass protesters as als o  gig ec onom y  work ers, 
single parents, tenants, or holders of  m assiv e stu dent deb t 
ref lec ts the self - c ensorship of  ou r organiz ing im agination. 
And c reating a dy nam ic  where the only  options av ailab le 
f or new f olk s who want to b elong to a soc ial m ov em ent is 
either ‘ m em b er in a nonprof it organiz ation’  or ‘ rando in 
the street’  doesn’ t speak  highly  of  ou r c reativ it y  either. 

R at h er  t h an l am ent th at p eop l e w er en’ t 
here before, we can welcome them now. 

Ac tion not only  b rings people in, it also b rings them  u p. 
R ac hel S c hragis, m ov em ent artist and c o- f ou nder of  L ook  
L ou d, say s, “Nothing is more effective for leadership 
dev el op m ent th an sending  new  f ol k s ou t in a sm al l  
crew to do a banner drop. E v en if  it’ s j u st ov er the side of  a 
highway  ov erpass. At f irst it seem s really  sc ar y  and they  hav e 
to f igu re it ou t, b u t then they  go and do it and they  realiz e, 
‘ Wow we j u st did a thing! ’  T hey  did som ething that was sc ar y  
and they  hav e instantly  lev eled u p in their politic al selv es.” ³ ³

https://uscpr.org
https://uscpr.org
https://www.momentumcommunity.org/
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P eople are seek ing b elonging. Marc hes and petitions 
only  go so f ar. I f  w e r estr u ct u r e dissent into an 
offensive practice, we can build our bench.

Can u psu rges b u ild a “ b ase”  withou t an 
organiz ation to hold them  in?

T hey  m ight, if  we c an let go of  the k nee- j erk  reac tion that 
they  m u st b e ab sorb ed into a c ertain k ind of  organiz ation. 
W e can ch annel  p r otest ener g y into m or e p r oactiv e 
formations of action, if we experiment. N ot ev er y one 
is going to c lim b  the ladder to b eing a m em b er leader, b u t 
m any  want som ething m ore than j u st getting an em ail b last 
to tu rn ou t f or the m ass m arc h. Upsurges are begging 
u s to ex p and ou r  i m ag ination and ex p l or e m or e 
fluid formations, b oth tem porar y  ( c learinghou ses, 
spok esc ou nc ils)  and m ore lasting ( network s, f ederations) . 
What are the other stru c t u res that we c an u se to tak e 
people f rom  u prising to organiz ed c om m u nit y ?  Mu t u al aid 
proj ec ts, u nions, c ooperativ es, c ollec tiv es, c u lt u ral hu b s... 

All these f orm s need to liv e together. T o b u ild ou r b enc h, we 
need to b u ild ou t a real ec osy stem . An ec osy stem  is essential 
to hac k ing how to translate u psu rge m om ents into du rab le 
power. T o get to power, we need strategy . T o get to strategy , 
we need an ec osy stem . An ec osy stem  that isn’ t def ined b y  
sec tor or c om posed solely  of  grou ps with the sam e sk illset. 
An ec osy stem  req u ires div ersit y  of  f u nc tion, f orm , and 
spec ializ ation. N ot ev er y one has to m ov e ev er y  tim e. 

Dancers train their bodies so that some 
m u scl es stay anch or ed w h i l e oth er  m u scl es 
release. Sustain and release. Knowing when 
to hold and when to move, that’s solidarity. 
We hav en’ t y et hac k ed how to roc k  together in these 
u psu rges, b u t we need to f igu re ou t how to translate these 
m om ents into du rab le power. O b v iou sly  this req u ires 
politic al strategy . But we also need to get a lot better 
at th e mechanics of  u p su r g es,  so w e don’ t r el y 
on m u scl e m em or y and l i m it ou r sel v es to m ass 
marches and monotonous Zoom calls. H ere are 
som e princ iples that the Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  
think s will help u s im prov e the m ec hanic s of  u psu rges:

Form  f ollows f u nc tion:  an ec osy stem  
is b ased on shared pu rpose;
K now y ou r role:  div ersit y  of  spec ializ ation 
am ong grou ps and organiz ations;
S y m b iosis:  politic al leadership and 
tac tic al leadership aren’ t the sam e;
T i m elines:  who’ s doing rapid response now, 
who’ s u p when the su rge dies down;  
Centraliz e c horeography :  m ore c oordination, 
less c oalition;
K eep it m ov ing:  m eet m inim u m  c onditions 
of  satisf ac tion, not total “ alignm ent; ”  
Flu x :  k now when to m ov e, when to hold;
Direc t:  c hannel f olk s’  energy  into plac es and spac es 
b ey ond sim ply  organiz ational m em b ership;  
S olidarit y . Alway s.
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DEMONSTRATING MORAL CONSENSUS:

Allows u s , not ou r opponents, to def ine the 
f u t u re toward whic h we are work ing.
Driv es u s to get b etter at translating widespread m oral 
ethos into c onc rete su pport f or platf orm s or polic ies. 
S hapes c am paigns to sim u ltaneou sly  rev eal the m oral 
b ank r u ptc y  of  ou r institu tions and the integrit y  of  ou r v alu es.
P rov ides an entr y  point and a c entrif u gal f orc e 
of  c onnec tion when the politic al landsc ape is 
repressiv e or the L ef t is ideologic ally  div ided.

TURNING UP FOR EACH OTHER:

I nv ites u s to c hoose eac h other —  rather than a 
f ight —  as the f irst step in organiz ing. 
R eorients ou r work  to c are, showing u p, and b elonging;  
in lieu  of  b eing ab le to enac t legislation, we enac t 
c om m u nit y  and c ollec tiv e self - determ ination. 
Dev elops strategies f or how we c an m eet ou r m aterial needs while 
also highlighting the inab ilit y  of  institu tions to do ex ac tly  that. 
B u ilds c ollab orativ e sec u rit y :  c reating saf et y  throu gh harm ony  and 
protec ting ou r interests w ith  ( not against)  other people’ s interests.

CHANGING THE VENUE:

U rges u s to liv e in the politic al arena where 
we c an ac t and m ak e an im pac t.
R e- orients u s to work  and proj ec ts that enab le u s to af f ec t c hange, 
instead of  b eing dem ob iliz ed b y  elite power c onsolidation.
R eq u ires u s to get real ab ou t ou r ov errelianc e on c ertain 
politic al strategies and pu shes u s to look  f or new c ritic al 
v u lnerab ilities and power- b u ilding possib ilities.
R ev eals organiz ed b ases ou tside of  the nonprof it landsc ape.

BUILDING OUR BENCH:

B egs u s to ex pand ou r ingenu it y :  ou r im agination 
is b igger than ou r f orm s of  organiz ation. 
L oosens the grip on “ ab sorption”  and f u nnels people into proj ec ts 
and plac es that don’ t req u ire intensiv e ov ersight f rom  organiz ers.
U ses ac tion as a leadership dev elopm ent m ec hanism  
and c hannels energy  into esc alated disru ption. 
R eq u ires we get seriou s ab ou t work ing in a m ov em ent ec osy stem , 
one that v alu es div ersit y  of  f u nc tion, f orm , spec ializ ation, and tru st.
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Mov em ent m ov em ents are tim es when ru les of ten go ou t the 
window and m any  of  u s rely  on m u sc le m em or y , instinc ts, and 
im prov isation. G iv en the m ind- b ending, tim e- trav eling q u alit y  
of  m ov em ent m om ents, it’ s easy  f or lessons to go u ndigested 
and u ndertheoriz ed. “ H opef u l Monsters”  is a c all f or u s to m ak e 
the spac e and m ak e the tim e to u npac k  what happened, what 
we did, and why  we did it in these weather- c hanging m om ents. 

H ere, we hav e of f ered the lessons f rom  these lab oratories, 
ou r histor y , and earlier stu dents of  direc t ac tion to b egin 
rev erse- engineering a play b ook , to ex am ine what is work ing 
in direc t ac tion, dem onstration, and disru ption —  to sc af f old 
u p larger strategies f or tou gher disru ptiv e power, deeper 
solidarit y  power, and tighter m ov em ent c horeography . 

T he f ollowing f ou r c ase stu dies dem onstrate what these 
f ou r rec om m endations —  dem onstrate m oral c onsensu s, 
t u rn u p f or eac h other, c hange the v enu e, and b u ild 
ou r b enc h —  ac t u ally  look  lik e in the real world.

W e m ay not k now  w h en th e u p su r g es ar e 
coming, but we know they are coming.

Our job is to develop the mental elasticity 
to work hard and with creativity, but also to 
welcome the newbie hopeful monsters who 
m ig h t h av e str ang e,  u nk now n,  and p r ev iou sl y 
unimagined (by us, anyway) ways of winning.

CONCLUSION
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S trategy  is the b lu eprint of  soc ial m ov em ents. T ac tic s 
are its b ric k  and m ortar. S it- ins, shu tdowns, and strik es 
are indic es of  long and c om plex  arc s of  stru ggle. T hey  
are also em b lem s:  ac tions are what we rem em b er 
when we rem em b er how we c hanged the world. 

The case studies included here are from actions the 
Direct Action Incubation Lab supported. Because 
of the time-traveling energy of upsurges, too often 
we wrap up our actions with a quick go-around of 
p l u ses and del tas,  k eep  on k eep ing  on,  and cr oss 
our fingers that one day, when all of this (gestures 
wildly at everything) lets up, we’ll revisit these 
firestorm moments to dig deep into all their lessons. 

But movement life cycles are parabolas: ups, downs, 
and turns abound. It’s hard to process what we’re 
doing  w h en w e’ r e doing  it,  and of ten ev en h ar der  f or  
us to digest and document the moments that burned 
so hot and so fast after the flame has dampened.

O v er the last 18  m onths, the Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation 
L ab  partnered with grou ps on the grou nd and applied ou r 
hy potheses ac ross a div ersit y  of  dissent c ontex ts —  a m egawatt 
international u psu rge with high v oltage f lash points, an 
international delegation of  radic al rab b is, b rand new, tru e 
b lu e b ase- b u ilding, and a gu errilla, gangb u ster direc t ac tion 
ex perim ent. T hrou gh these ac tions, these hy potheses b ec am e 
ou r rec om m endations, and we’ v e inc lu ded f ou r c ase stu dies 
here to show y ou  how we got there. With a nod to Dav id 
G raeb er, who irrev erently  dec lared that theory  c om es and 
goes b u t ethnography  is f orev er, eac h c ase stu dy  c aptu res a 
tim e, plac e, and tac tic  to illu strate a princ iple f or applic ation.

I n t h e f ol l ow ing  case stu dies,  m u l tip l e v oices 
are woven together to reflect the collaborative 
spirit of these actions and reflections.

PART III:
CASE STUDIES
FROM THE FIELD
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L J  A m s terd am  in  c o n vers atio n  w ith  R ab b i A li s s a W i s e,  
F o u n d er an d  L ead  O rg an i z er o f  R ab b i s  f o r C eas ef ire,
f o r m er s taf f  lead er at J ew i s h  V o ic e f o r P eac e ( 2 0 1 1 - 2 0 2 1 ) .  
A li s s a i s  repres en ted  in  b ro w n  tex t.

Y ou  k now, I  alway s q u ote G rac e P aley :  “ the only  
rec ogniz ab le f eatu re of  hope is ac tion.”

I  was on the phone at 7 : 00 a.m . I t was ab ou t a week  af ter 
O c tob er 7 th and I  was c r y ing and I  j u st f elt lik e there 
was nothing to do, nothing to b e done, no way  to stop 
this. I  was in a despair spiral. And then I  thou ght, “ the 
only  thing to do wou ld b e to get hu ndreds of  people to 
show u p.”  I t was all one thou ght. I  went f rom  “ there’ s 
nothing to do”  to “ here’ s what we hav e to do.”  

The past year has taught me that grief is an 
experience of profound disorganization. G rief  
is dism antling:  it tak es y ou  apart piec e b y  piec e. T he 
ab ilit y  to organiz e people in m ou rning, one b y  one, while 
y ou  y ou rself  are also in m ou rning, is ex traordinary . 

For many Jews, the movement for a ceasefire 
in Gaza and for Palestinian freedom has 
harnessed grief into an organizing principle. 

O n O c tob er 18 , J ewish V oic e f or P eac e organiz ed 3 5 0 J ews 
and allies f or a c iv il disob edienc e in the Cannon R otu nda 
on Capitol H ill. E x plic itly  grou nded in J u daism , the ac tion 
b egan with the c all of  a shof ar, and people c onv erged 
on the R otu nda, singing and c lapping as they  c oalesc ed 
into a u nif ied sit- in. R ab b is at the c enter of  the hu ddle 
opened a portal to ou r spiritu al pu rpose:  in k eeping with 
ou r anc estral lineage, we are here to register ou r dissent 
to v iolenc e. S inging b ec am e sob b ing, sob b ing b ec am e 
c hanting, c hanting b ec am e c om m itting. H elplessness 
b ec am e hollering. A staf f er f or R epresentativ e S u m m er 
L ee ( P A- 12)  walk ed b y  and spontaneou sly  threw of f  his 
b adge, j oined the sit- in, and was hau led of f  to j ail. H av ing 

spent the last ten day s in a nev er- ending doom  sc roll, the 
c ollec tiv e v eloc it y  of  R otu nda whipped m e into another world. 
Withou t ev en k nowing it, m y  c heek s were wet with tears. 

While the R otu nda was not tec hnic ally  the f irst direc t 
ac tion dem anding a c easef ire ( I f  N ot N ow had b loc k aded 
the White H ou se entranc e a c ou ple day s b ef ore) , it was the 
f irst m ediagenic  m ass ex pression of  m oral ou trage to I srael’ s 
attac k  on G az a to garner widespread attention in the U S  sinc e 
O c tob er 7 th. T he goal was c lear:  we wanted to do som ething 
that was m assiv e, that showed the m ass ref u sal of  this 
v iolenc e b y  the J ewish c om m u nit y . T hat m ass ref u sal was 
depic ted b y  an ac ou stic al ex plosion, wild and f renetic ;  the 
v olu m e of  J ews protesting inside index ic al to the v olu m e of  
J ews ac ross the c ou ntr y  opposing the siege. I t was a “ shou ting 
into the wilderness”  m om ent. P ossib ly  ev en prophetic . 

T he straightf orwardness of  the tac tic  —  f looding an ic onic  
loc ation and ref u sing to leav e —  prov ed that sim ple tac tic s 
ex ec u ted with m etic u lou s v isu als ( b lac k  t- shirts reading 
“ N O T  I N  O U R  N AME ”  and u nc lu ttered b anners f rom  the 
b alc ony  c ontex t u aliz ed the ac tion happening on the f loor)  
and tec hnic al prec ision ( sm all af f init y  grou ps and staggered 
deploy m ents throu gh m u ltiple entranc es)  get the j ob  done. 
S inc e m ass dissent had not y et b een v isu aliz ed, we wanted 

DEMONSTRATE MORAL 
CONSENSUS

Action:
Led by:
Location:
Date:

Jews take over the Cannon Rotunda
Jewish Voice for Peace
Washington D.C. 
October 18, 2024

http://solidaritylovebook.org
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/oct/16/ifnotnow-jewish-voice-for-peace-protest-groups-white-house-biden
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/18/world/middleeast/protest-israel-hamas-ceasefire-congress.html?searchResultPosition=5
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a sc ale that wou ld m atc h the intensit y  of  the m om ent. I t 
wasn’ t j u st going to b e a pic k et ou tside. At the tim e, it was 
the b iggest instanc e of  J ewish m ass c iv il disob edienc e, and 
it set the tone f or what c am e nex t. T he rotu nda ac tion k ic k ed 
of f  a seq u enc e of  ic onic  m ass dem onstrations, inspiring a 
f eeling that the J ewish j u stic e m ov em ent was b eing reb orn.

7 2 hou rs of  planning. 

3 6  hou rs ou t. 
P lac e- b ased af f init y  grou ps share 
rec r u it m ent nu m b ers ov er Z oom . 

Monday  night c all, 8 : 00 p.m .:  U pdate f rom  
B oston:  “ We hav e a f ew c om m it m ents, b u t we’ v e 
hit u p a b u nc h of  f olk s, hoping to pu ll together 
a c rew to driv e down to Washington.”  

12 hou rs ou t. 
T u esday  night c all, 8 : 00 p.m .:  U pdate f rom  
B oston:  “ We’ v e got 25  people heading to D.C. 
in the m orning ready  to b e arrested.”

Ac ross the c ou ntr y , people said y es. 
Y es. Y es. Y es. Y es. Y es. Y es. Yes.

I ’ v e nev er b een in su c h a c onstant f low of  “ y es”  in m y  
organiz ing c areer. We pu t ou t ideas and people were lik e 
“ su re, y es, go.” E v er y  tim e Alissa and I  talk , we talk  ab ou t how 
b eing in m otion is the only  thing stav ing of f  people’ s despair. 

T he waterf all of  y eses was b oth a ref lec tion of  the m agnetism  
of  the m om ent and the f orm  of  J ewish V oic e f or P eac e’ s 
long- term  b ase- b u ilding work . Com plem enting the work  
of  dev eloping c hapters and ongoing c am paigns, J V P  has 
b u ilt u psu rge m om ents into their organiz ing inf rastru c t u re.
JVP’s growth can be mapped onto Israeli aggression. 
At th ose m om ents,  w h en som eth ing  h ap p ens w it h  
Israel, there is always a new cohort that comes off 
the sidelines, ready to jump into action and lead.
When a trigger ev ent happens, J V P  is ready  to welc om e 
people in the door and tu rn them  right ou t into ac tion. 
T heir ab ilit y  to antic ipate the c ontou rs of  a response to 
O c tob er 7 th, ev en if  they  c ou ld hav e nev er predic ted the 
ev ent itself , allowed J V P  to m ov e as q u ic k ly  as it did. 

Ac tions generally  aspire f or m edia c ov erage to b u ild lev erage 
against a target. Few ac tions su c c essf u lly  target the m edia’ s 
hom eb ase at prec isely  the right tim e to lau nc h a f u ll 
narrativ e inter v ention into the statu s q u o c ov erage. Cannon 
R otu nda was selec ted as a loc ation f or the ac tion in large 
part b ec au se it is where the m ainstream  m edia c am ps ou t. 
The result was not just coverage, but a catalyst for 
an entire counter-narrative. T he ac tion annou nc ed the 

arriv al of  m oral c onsensu s f or a c easef ire that wou ld now 
hau nt the dom inant narrativ e of  U . S . su pport f or I srael. 

Dem onstrating m oral c onsensu s f or a c easef ire was also 
a strategy  f or pu tting pressu re on elec ted of f ic ials. I t 
was c lear that m ost of  the Dem oc ratic  b ase su pported 
a c easef ire, b u t that su pport wasn’ t doing any thing to 
m ov e the Dem oc ratic  estab lishm ent. I  realiz e now that 
the ac tion was perm ission- giv ing, giv ing progressiv e 
elec ted of f ic ials perm ission to step ou t on a lim b , 
b ec au se we showed that the people were with them .

While the ac tion dem onstrated a c onsensu s in the J ewish 
c om m u nit y , it also rev ealed the f au lt line. T here isn’ t 
c onsensu s in the J ewish c om m u nit y  ab ou t I srael, b ec au se 
there is no single J ewish c om m u nit y . E v er y  tim e som ething 
happens b etween I srael and P alestine, we hav e to re- litigate 
that. We c an’ t rely  on whatev er gains we’ v e m ade in the 
past in term s of  b u ilding su pport f or P alestine, and say  “ the 
J ewish c om m u nit y  su pports P alestine.”  B u t we hav e b u ilt real 
su pport f or P alestine. O c tob er 7 th was su c h a gam e c hanger, 
so the q u estion was, wou ld that su pport still b e tru e?  With 
the rotu nda ac tion, we were lik e, “ Y es, it’ s still tr u e, there 
is still widespread su pport and there is also still a div ide.”
Many  J ewish ac tiv ists that I ’ v e spok en to, who were part 
of  the R otu nda or any  of  the J V P - led ac tions af terwards, 
hav e said that there isn’ t ev en m oral c onsensu s within 
their im m ediate f am ily , and that aligning them selv es with 
a dif f erent c onsensu s of ten c arries great c onseq u enc es. 

T he S tate of  I srael and its def enders hav e had to m anu f ac t u re 
a f eeling of  c onsensu s, b ec au se the realit y  is that f rom  
the v er y  inc eption of  Z ionism , there has nev er b een 
agreem ent am ongst J ews on its v alu e, pu rpose, or v alidit y . 
While I srael and m ilitar y  c ontrac tors hav e c aptu red elite 
c onsensu s, J V P  has c hanneled a c ou nter m oral c onsensu s 
throu gh su stained m ass dissent. T he gu iding ac tion logic  
f or J ewish dissent has b een a logic  of  sc ale:  elite c onsensu s 
m ay  b e stronger f or now, b u t ou r c onsensu s is b igger. 

I f  we were to hav e a c hanc e of  b u ilding a m ov em ent arou nd 
som ething so inc onc eiv ab ly  horrif ic , we needed an inf u sion 
of  c ollec tiv e possib ilit y . T he R otu nda ac tion was a handf u l 
of  sm elling salts that c au sed the L ef t to c om e to, and to 
tu rn ou t. I n the R otu nda, with the ac ou stic s of  it all, the 
J ewish tradition and the ritu al that was part of  it. I  f elt 
powerf u l in that m om ent, we all did. When I  got ou t af ter 
b eing arrested, I  learned that a c lose f riend’ s f am ily ’ s 
hom e had b een b om b ed in G az a and I  j u st f ell down on 
the sidewalk . T hat’ s what this whole ex perienc e has b een:  
f eeling into ou r power and then f eeling ou r im potenc e.
T his is the c r u x  of  this m ov em ent’ s u psu rge m om ent:  
b y  b eing in ac tion together we are b u ilding ou r power. 
O u r power is not y et sav ing liv es. B u t we k eep going. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/27/world/middleeast/grand-central-protest-nyc-israel-hamas-gaza.html
https://www.thenation.com/article/activism/jewish-voice-peace-protest-dc/
https://forgeorganizing.org/article/love-letter-all-who-march-0
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L J  A m s terd am  in  c o n vers atio n  w ith  F arh ad  E b rah im i,   
f o r m er P res id en t o f  th e C h o r u s  F o u n d atio n .  
F arh ad  i s  repres en ted  in  b lu e tex t.

For ov er a dec ade, the Choru s Fou ndation has attem pted 
to engage with philanthropic  and im pac t inv estm ent 
spac es in an agitational way . At the sam e tim e, the 
Fou ndation has regu larly  su pported their grantees to u se 
direc t ac tion as one of  their organiz ing tools. As part of  
ou r f inal, spend- down y ear, Choru s saw an opportu nit y  
to ex perim ent with apply ing that sam e tool, direc t 
ac tion, to ou r own f u nder organiz ing —  b oth within the 
philanthropic  sec tor and within high- net- worth spac es m ore 
b roadly . T his possib ilit y  had b een raised m u ltiple tim es 
b y  ou r grantees ov er the y ears, b u t they  ( u nderstandab ly )  
didn’ t f eel that they  were well- positioned to ex perim ent 
them selv es withou t endangering their own f u nding.

This is a case study of using direct action as an 
exploratory mission in a field that has almost 
no history of intervention. A new venue. 

A long- tim e direc t ac tion organiz er him self , Farhad 
really  wanted to ex perim ent with the possib ilit y  of  a 
direc t ac tion c am paign on philanthropy  —  a sec tor 
that is entirely  c om plic it in ec onom ic  ineq u alit y  y et 
has rem ained u ntou c hab le, a sec tor b ey ond state and 
c orporate entities. A new landsc ape f or ac tion. 

O v er sev en m onths, a sm all team  of  strategists prototy ped 
an ac tion- b ased c am paign that c ou ld inter v ene in 
philanthropic  and high- wealth spac es to agitate, edu c ate, 
and organiz e donors toward the f ollowing goals:

Ac c elerate spending down in f ou ndations;
I nc rease f u nding f or transf orm ativ e b u t traditionally  
“ u nf u ndab le”  proj ec ts lik e reparations, land 
b ac k , and new ec onom y  inf rastru c t u re;  and
Adv oc ate f or the c ontinu ed u se of  direc t ac tion as 
a strategy  that’ s relev ant to f u nder organiz ing and 
c hanging the shape of  the philanthropic  sec tor.

A lot of  direc t ac tion is ab ou t stopping —  prev enting harm , 
interru pting v iolenc e, shu tting the sy stem  down. We didn’ t 
want to “ shu t down”  philanthropy . O u r goal was to open it u p. 

B ec au se of  his work  c o- f ou nding S olidaire, Farhad 
k new that f u nders need to b e in c om m u nit y  with other 
f u nders to do the personal and politic al edu c ation 
req u ired to shed their wealth. S o the ac tions needed to 
b e m arried with a pathway  into their own ac tion.
T he organiz ing goal was to rec r u it f u nders f rom  m ainstream  
spac es and organiz e them  ( and their wealth)  into 
radic al f u nder spac es, spec if ic ally  R esou rc e G eneration
and S olidaire, to redirec t and inc rease their giv ing to 
transf orm ativ e grassroots organiz ing proj ec ts. 

B u t to get them  there, we needed an ac tion that 
inc ited a m aj or “ a- ha”  m om ent in f u nders’  m inds. 
We b egan to dev elop a theory  of  c hange to test:  

dir ect action → p sych ic r u p t u r e in f u nder s →
f u nder s j oin u s → funders break their piggy banks
=  incr eased $  f or  t h e g r assr oots → social  and 
econom ic tr ansf or m ation

Du ring ou r f irst design session, we did a power analy sis 
of  philanthropy ’ s landsc ape and a spec tr u m  of  allies, and 
u sed narrativ e strategy  tools to hone in on ou r au dienc e:  
c enter or c enter- lef t f u nders, with m ediu m - si z ed f am ily  
f ou ndations or ac c ess to f am ilial wealth. We f ou nd ou rselv es 
ex ploring a pillar of  power that lac k ed any  real direc t 
ac tion histor y . All plac es and spac es f elt u p f or grab s. 

I n the f irst design retreat, du ring the af ternoon slu m p 
session, we were prototy ping ideas with the Center f or 
S tor y - B ased S trategy ’ s c ard dec k , c reated b y  Felic ia P erez , 
whic h inv ites y ou  to c om e u p with a c reativ e ac tion idea 
with c onstraints arou nd f orm at:  a m ediu m , a point of  
inter v ention, and a f eeling to ev ok e. We pu lled a c ard:

Ceram ic  
P oint of  Assu m ption 
N ostalgia

TURN UP FOR EACH OTHER

Action:
Led by:
Location:
Date:

T h e P ig g y B an k  B reak ers  tak e N ex u s
T he P iggy  B ank  B reak ers
N ew Y ork  Cit y , N ew Y ork
J u ne 22- 23 , 2023

↗

↗

↗

↗

↗

↗

https://solidairenetwork.org
https://resourcegeneration.org
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When I  saw it, I  was lik e, c eram ic s and nostalgia?  O h f u c k , 
li k e, what, are we going to get a b u nc h of  f u nders to do a 
potter y  c lass?  And m ak e them  talk  ab ou t their c hildhoods?

B u t then one b eat later, Farhad and I  loc k ed ey es –  a piggy
b ank . B oom .

When y ou ’ re a k id, a piggy  b ank  is a tool f or teac hing y ou  
to sav e m oney  f or a spec if ic  goal. T he prem ise is ac t u ally  
that y ou ’ re sav ing s o  th at yo u  c o u ld  u ltim ately s pen d
the m oney . T hey ’ re m ade to b e b rok en. T his b ec am e the 
c entral prem ise of  the ac tion:  when y ou  b reak  y ou r piggy  
b ank  and spend the m oney , th at’ s  when y ou  get what y ou  

really  want —  c onnec tion with c om m u nit y  in ser v ic e 
of  j u stic e. T he im age enc apsu lates b oth the prob lem  
( hoarding wealth)  and the solu tion ( spending down) .

I  really  li k ed how we were f oc u sing on the ob stac le;  the m oney  
is ob v iou sly  c ritic al to the stor y  b u t it’ s not the interesting 
part of  the stor y . We all k now that ric h people are ric h. L i k e 
the im portant thing is lik e, why  is their wealth c onstrained, 
and how c an we b reak  the thing that c onstrains it. 

We talk ed a lot ab ou t tone in the design phase. We k new we 
needed a narrativ e strategy  that was less c onf rontational 
than a traditional direc t ac tion, one that c reated a sense 
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of  inc lu sion and u nderstanding, with a c ertain degree of  
good f aith toward f u nders. We wanted to b e b oth earnest 
and irrev erent:  earnest in the sense that we wanted to 
c om m u nic ate som ething lik e, “ we tak e y ou  at y ou r word 
that y ou  really  want to u se y ou r m oney  f or good,”  b u t 
irrev erent —  ev en agitational —  in how we said, “ well y ou ’ re 
not going to f ind that in the spac es y ou ’ re in right now.”  

We wanted the ac tion to say , “ B u t that plac e does 
already  ex ist, and y ou  c an b elong there.”

Y eah ,  t h e onl y th ing  stop p ing  you  
from joining us was you. 

We dec ided it wou ld b e gu errilla theater:  part stor y telling, 
part gam e show, part m u sic al. And m ost of  all, a ritu al. 
A rite of  passage that nam es, c eleb rates, and pledges 
su pport to a wealth holder ab ou t to m ak e a lib erator y  
“ b ig dec ision”  in their radic al philanthropic  j ou rney . 

B ec au se this ac tion was not j u st ab ou t disru ption, b u t 
ac t u ally  was ab ou t re- div erting f u nder energy , we were 
pic k y  ab ou t f inding the right v enu e. We did a lot of  researc h 
into philanthropic  spac es, ev entu ally  dec iding to test the 
ac tion at N ex u s G lob al, a $ 2,5 00/ tic k et c onf erenc e f or 
soc ial im pac t f u nders and inv estors. N ex u s is em b lem atic  
of  the k ind of  m ainstream  philanthropic  and/ or im pac t 
inv estm ent spac e that is v isib le, well- attended, and self -
c ongratu lator y  —  all while f u ndam entally  reinf orc ing 
the statu s q u o arou nd wealth and power. Despite these 
q u alities, there hav e alway s b een wealth holders at N ex u s 
who are open to —  or ev en ac tiv ely  look ing f or!  —  a tru ly  
transf orm ativ e c om m u nit y  to inf orm  their approac h to 
philanthropy  and/ or im pac t inv estm ent. T his was ou r 
prim ar y  au dienc e. T he goal of  this ac tion was rec r u it m ent, 
not ac c ou ntab ilit y  f or N ex u s staf f , speak ers, or partic ipants.

T he ac tion had a b eginning ( “ b readc r u m b s: ”  m iniatu re pigs 
or c hoc olate gold c oins c landestinely  plac ed throu ghou t 
the c onf erenc e) , a m iddle ( Chek hov ’ s gu n:  a f u ll siz ed piggy  
b ank  that Farhad c arried arou nd u nder his arm  and plac ed 
on the tab le du ring his panel) , and an end ( the ritu al:  the 
ten- m inu te gu errilla theater in a N ex u s plenary  session) . 

Du ring the c losing of  the f inal plenary , the P iggy  B ank  
B reak ers q u ic k ly  c laim ed the stage, ac c om panied b y  b oth 
m u sic  and singing, and inv ited people into the perf orm anc e. 

T he MC ( L J )  inv ited people to gather rou nd —  “ som ething 
v er y  spec ial, v er y  u nu su al is going to happen —  today  
we’ re j oined b y  the P iggy  B ank  B reak ers” … c u e b ac k u p 
singers and the P iggy  B ank  B reak ers them e song…

Farhad was ask ed sev en q u estions, all ab ou t hav ing a 

piggy  b ank  as a c hild and ab ou t his m u c h b igger “ piggy  
b ank ”  as an adu lt. T he arc  had Farhad realiz e that, j u st 
lik e when he b rok e his c hildhood piggy  b ank  to get a v ideo 
gam e to play  with his f riends, b reak ing his “ piggy  b ank ”  
now wou ld u nloc k  the c om m u nit y  good he tru ly  wants. 
I  handed Farhad a ham m er. T he c heering, c hanting, 
and singing b ec am e wild and f renetic . 

Farhad sm ashed the piggy  b ank .

And at that point we were phy sic ally  esc orted ou t of  N ex u s. 

While we had c onsc iou sly  dec ided n o t to interru pt the 
session, and instead j u m p in when the host was giv ing 
their c losing “ thank  y ou s,”  the c onf erenc e organiz ers were 
f u riou s. Many  of  N ex u s’  attendees were rapidly  u shered 
ou t so they  wou ldn’ t see, b u t m any  stay ed —  ev en when 
N ex u s t u rned the lights of f . I n f ac t, au dienc e m em b ers 
t u rn ed  th eir ph o n e f las h lig h t s  o n  to illu m inate u s. 

While ou r attendanc e f or Day  2 had b een rev ok ed, we still 
inter v ened du ring N ex u s’  c u l m ination:  a su nset c r u ise 
arou nd lower Manhattan. When all of  the c onf erenc e 
attendees arriv ed at the doc k , we were there —  with a 
3 0- f oot inf latab le piggy  b ank , play ing m u sic , danc ing,
and passing ou t inv ites to the Af ter- P art y  of  the Fu t u re,
a little get- together we were hav ing a b loc k  away .

T he af ter- part y  was an essential c om ponent of  the ac tion. 
We c ou ldn’ t j u st leav e say ing, “ hey , sign u p f or S olidaire’ s 
newsletter.”  I f  we wanted to really  pu ll people away  f rom  
spac es lik e N ex u s, we had to dem onstrate that there was 
som ething b etter. Com e to the b etter party . P lu s, the party  
also gav e u s a c onc rete m etric  in term s of  organiz ing su c c ess. 

Another m etric  of  su c c ess was N ex u s’  reac tion. I  think  the 
reason that it f elt su c c essf u l was b ec au se they  reac ted so ov er 
the top to it and that m ade people m ore interested, lik e these 
people m u st b e doing som ething interesting if  ev er y one’ s so 
m ad ab ou t it. T he ac tion pu lled b ac k  the c u rtain or b rok e a 
c ontainer, it c au sed som e dou b t. Again, we were not tr y ing to 
indic t the c ontainer, b u t I  think  we had to c au se disc ontent 
with the c ontainer f or people to b e lik e, wait a m inu te, how 
is this dif f erent?  What is ou t there that I  don’ t k now ab ou t?

What did we learn ab ou t the sec tor as a terrain f or ac tion?  
We ex posed a per v asiv e f au lt line within the philanthropic  
c om m u nit y , som e of  whom  c learly  are c onsc iou s of  
f issu res b etween intent and im pac t. E nc ou raging people 
to think  of  b u ilding disru ptiv e power in philanthropy  
inv ites people to c onsider their own c om plic it y  in that 
power. Changing the v enu e opened u p new possib ilities 
f or organiz ing where the operating princ iple is not 
to nam e and sham e, b u t to ref lec t and rec r u it. 
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L J  A m s terd am  in  c o n vers atio n  w ith  R ab b i A li s s a W i s e,  
F o u n d er an d  L ead  O rg an i z er o f  R ab b i s  f o r C eas ef ire,
f o r m er s taf f  lead er at J ew i s h  V o ic e f o r P eac e ( 2 0 1 1 - 2 0 2 1 ) .
A li s s a i s  repres en ted  in  o live tex t.

T i m e k eeps pu shing u s on as organiz ers —  where 
else, how else, who else, what else c an we do?  

I t ’ s April 2024. Ac tions f or P alestinian solidarit y  are 
eb b ing. I  hear people talk ing ab ou t “ atroc it y  f atigu e.”  

I srael was, and is, u sing star v ation as a weapon b y  restric ting 
entr y  of  aid. I n Dec em b er 2023 , the U . S . ab stained f rom  
a U N  resolu tion f or hu m anitarian aid to G az a. H ow do 
y ou  protest star v ation?  A q u estion whic h is a f rac tal of  the 
m ore hau nting q u estion:  how do y ou  protest a genoc ide?

T his ac tion c am e at the tim e when the f am ine and the 
f orc ed star v ation in G az a was c om ing to light. All the 
ac tions we’ v e done m ap onto what the politic al m om ent 
was ab ou t:  the U N  ac tion [ in J anu ar y  2024]  was 
b ec au se we had reac hed a stalem ate in the U . S . and the 
m ov em ent was organiz ing f or international isolation, 
then nex t it was ab ou t f orc ed star v ation, so ou r ac tion 
had to respond to that. And I  really  k ept c om ing b ac k  
to what y ou  said to u s:  where shou ld ou r b odies not b e?  
Well, they  don’ t want u s there in G az a. L et’ s go there.

We got on a c all with the rab b is f rom  the U N  ac tion and 
we had a whole m eeting ab ou t what we were going to do 
f or P assov er and at the end of  the hou r we had gotten 
nowhere, ev er y thing had b een done. I n the last f iv e m inu tes 
of  the c all, I  said, “ well m ay b e we shou ld go to G az a.”  I t 
seem ed ou trageou s. And then it was, “ y es y es y es y es y es 
y es y es.”  T he P assov er H aggadah opens with, “ all those 
who are hu ngr y , c om e and eat.”  The question of what 
to do for a Passover action answered itself.

T o re/ af f ir m  the im portant role that J ews play  in 
the m ov em ent f or P alestinian f reedom , there had 
to b e a f elt sense of  solidarit y  and sac rif ic e.

3 0 m em b ers of  R ab b is f or Ceasef ire attem pted to c ross 
the b order into G az a with a pic k u p tru c k  c arr y ing half  a 
ton of  ric e and f lou r. T heir goal was to inter v ene against 
star v ation. T hey  were arrested less than half  a m ile 
b ef ore they  reac hed the b order. S u pplies were redirec ted 
to P alestinians in the I sraeli- oc c u pied West B ank .

When the state denies persec u ted people all f orm s of  
self - determ ination, those people, politic al prisoners f or 
ex am ple, som etim es organiz e or partic ipate in hu nger 
strik es, as one’ s own b ody  is the last sov ereign territor y  
b ey ond the state’ s c ontrol. T his was the anti- hu nger 
strik e. Feeding one another b oth addresses im m inent 
m aterial needs an d  illu m inates the state’ s u nwillingness 
or inab ilit y  to do so. We tu rn u p f or eac h other. 

T his tac tic  is m ost c om m on on the loc al lev el, b u t there 
is prec edent f or ex pressions of  international solidarit y  
that ex pand c onv entional u nderstandings of  k inship and 
relationalit y . I n 18 47 , less than two dec ades af ter the Choc taw 
had them selv es b een f orc ib ly  reloc ated f rom  11 m illion ac res 
of  anc estral lands in Mississippi to O k lahom a, they  c ollec ted 
a donation of  $ 17 0, eq u iv alent to $ 5 ,000 today , f or the people 
of  Midleton, Cou nt y  Cork , I reland du ring the height of  the 
G reat H u nger. T hey  also sent seeds. T he b ond b etween the 
Choc taw and I rish as b oth c oloniz ed and displac ed peoples 
was c om pou nded, and c om plex if ied, b y  the f ac t that so 
m any  H u nger- era I rish ref u gees sou ght ref u ge in N orth 
Am eric a, b ec om ing c onsc ripted into settler c olonialism . 
At the ou tb reak  of  CO V I D- 19 , the I rish rec iproc ated the 
Choc taw’ s solidarit y  a hu ndredf old:  the trib e’ s G oFu ndMe 
page went v iral in I reland and they  rec eiv ed ov er $ 5 00,000 
in donations. S haring f ood —  whether it b e throu gh ser v ing 

CHANGE THE VENUE

Action:
Led by:
Location:
Date:

R ab b i s  F o r C eas ef ire travel to  G a z a
R ab b is f or Ceasef ire
G az a
April 2024

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/26/world/middleeast/ceasefire-rabbis-arrested-gaza-israel.html
https://www.choctawnation.com/about/history/irish-connection/
https://www.choctawnation.com/about/history/irish-connection/


37

b reak f ast, sharing seeds, or deliv ering tru c k loads of  staple 
grains —  is a lif e- giv ing ac t, whic h c oalesc es into politic al 
resistanc e when su pposed antagonists ac t as k in. 

T he ac tion tou c hes on b ig thorny  q u estions ab ou t how to show 
u p when y ou  are lev eraging the priv ileges y ou  are af f orded 
b y  an oppressiv e power. As J ews, and as R ab b is, there was 
a strategic  lev eraging of  priv ilege, inc lu ding resou rc es, 
arrestab ilit y , and c onnec tions. I  was on the phone with the 
head of  the U N  in G az a, ask ing c an we ac t u ally  b ring y ou  
f ood?  Can we go to y ou r warehou se in I srael and b ring y ou  
f ood?  I t was def initely  a m edia stu nt, b u t we genu inely  tried 
to m ak e it real. When we were speak ing to m y  U N  c ontac ts 
in E ast J eru salem  and G az a, they  b oth were lik e, y ou  c an 
tr y , we c an tr y , b u t it’ s ac t u ally  hu gely  signif ic ant ev en if  y ou  
don’ t ac t u ally  b ring f ood. We wanted to really  b ring f ood, 
and they  were lik e ev en if  it doesn’ t ac t u ally  work , it will 
b e sy m b olic . And that m eans som ething. H ow do y ou  b e in 
solidarit y  with people who are star v ing or wait 12 hou rs in a 
c hec k point? Y ou  need a phy sic al sac rif ic e, one that won’ t b e 
c om m ensu rate, b u t one that nonetheless say s, “ I  am  here.”  

T he ac tion tim eline had to b e pu shed b ac k  b ec au se I ran was 
b om b ing I srael and the f lights were c anc eled, b u t ev er y one 
in the ac tion k ept reb ook ing their tic k ets. P eople wanted to 
show u p. As predic ted, ev en thou gh the f ood didn’ t c ross 
into G az a, the ac t rev erb erated in P alestine, in I srael, and in 
the m edia. I  lov ed that we rec eiv ed a N ew Y ork  T i m es pu sh 
notif ic ation —  “ P olic e arrest rab b is near G az a- I srael b order 
at a rally  to highlight star v ation”  —  whic h at the v er y  least 
m eant that people were f orc ed to look  at the f orc ed star v ation, 
ev en if  they  had c u rated their algorithm s to b loc k  it ou t. 

R egardless of  how we wou ld c ategoriz e this ac tion —  m edia 
stu nt, politic al theater, sy m b olic  inter v ention —  it told a stor y  
ab ou t som ething elem ental:  hu nger, f ood, of f ering. What I  
tak e away  f rom  this ac tion is the politic al ex pression of  ef f ort. 
T r y ing, ou t of  despair, as an ac t of  c om m it m ent. S olidarit y  and 
showing u p. J ews def y ing b orders to b ring f ood to P alestinians 
in G az a c alls a new world of  j u stic e into b eing b y  pref igu ring 
that world in this u nj u st world. I t p oints to a com ing  
future, even while trying to make that a reality now.

Wanting lif e f or P alestinians is a tru e c om m it m ent that 
has b een b u ilt ov er dec ades in the J ewish c om m u nit y . And 
we dem onstrated that. B u t I  hav e a b ig regret that I  didn’ t 
prioritiz e, to the lev el that I  shou ld hav e, relationship- b u ilding 
and u nit y  with J ewish I sraelis on the L ef t. T hey  were already  
v er y  sm all and they  took  a hu ge hu ge hit af ter O c tob er 7 . What 
if  we had prioritiz ed international m ov em ent b u ilding?  T he 
J ewish I sraeli L ef t are som e of  the m ost c om m itted ac tiv ists 
I  hav e enc ou ntered, and u nder im possib le c onditions. U nlik e 
in the U . S ., there aren’ t neighb orhoods or c ities to m ov e to 

where y ou  c an liv e in a b u b b le with lik e- m inded c om rades. 
T he I sraelis we took  ac tion with at the G az a b order hav e 
b een in and ou t of  j ail f or y ears —  one had j u st rec ently  spent 
8  day s in j ail f or ref u sing to agree to stay  away  f rom  the 
P alestinian v illage she was def ending when she got arrested. 

I think we do the movement a disservice by not 
thinking internationally. E v en as m any  think  nostalgic ally  
ab ou t internationalism  of  the past, we hav e f ailed to apply  
those sam e lessons to ou r m ov em ents of  today . All soc ieties, 
ev en the m ost repressiv e, hav e poc k ets of  those who j oin 
arm s f or lib eration and f reedom  f or all. I  f eel I  f ell short of  m y  
responsib ilities to link  arm s and to ensu re there is a strong lef t 
in I srael to prev ent rising f asc ism , to c o- resist apartheid with 
P alestinians, and to hav e enou gh politic al power to sav e liv es.

As J u dith B u tler told O c c u py  Wall S treet, “ I t m atters 
that as b odies we arriv e together in pu b lic . As b odies 
we su f f er, we req u ire f ood and shelter, and as b odies 
we req u ire one another in dependenc y  and desire. S o 
this is a politic s of  the pu b lic  b ody , the req u irem ents 
of  the b ody , its m ov em ent and its v oic e.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/26/world/middleeast/ceasefire-rabbis-arrested-gaza-israel.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/26/world/middleeast/ceasefire-rabbis-arrested-gaza-israel.html
https://www.autostraddle.com/and-then-judith-butler-showed-up-at-occupy-wall-street-in-solidarity-117911/
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L J  A m s terd am  in  c o n vers atio n  w ith  K atie H o ller
an d  B rig id  F lah erty,  o rg an i z ers  at M o th er F o r w ard .
K atie is  repres en ted  in  o ran g e tex t;  B rig id  i s  in  pin k .

Ac tions b ec om e a proof  of  c onc ept. We as m om s hav e these 
b ig ideas, we k now what the solu tions are, and the ac tions 
b ec om e a way  to dem onstrate, “ I  c an do som ething to 
show that.”  I t f eels so sim ple. B u t it’ s so m ov ing. Y ou  c an 
m ak e phone c alls, y ou  c an f ill ou t em ail petitions. B u t 
u ntil  som eone g iv es you  an op p or t u nity to do,  it’ s 
all just a concept. Then you act, and it’s proof. 

O rganiz er and m other of  three B rigid Flaherty , u nder her 
u sernam e T ripleT hreatMam a, wrote a R eddit post ab ou t how 
she was f ed u p with pay ing so m u c h f or c hildc are. T he post 
went v iral. Mothers responded, and in J anu ar y  2023 , B rigid 
hosted a one- hou r Z oom  m eeting. A c ou ple Z oom s later, they  
were c alling them selv es Cam paign f or Childc are, ev en thou gh 
m any  had nev er b een part of  a c am paign. “ I ’ v e nev er done 
any thing lik e this”  was a f req u ent ref rain. T hrou gh 1: 1s and 
b i- week ly  grou p m eetings af ter b edtim e, B rigid b egan to b u ild 
a b ase of  m om s who were hu ngr y  to tak e ac tion. T he grou p, 
whic h of f ic ially  b ec am e Mother Forward in J u ly  2024, b rou ght 
new m em b ers in and im m ediately  ac tiv ated them  as leaders 
b y  giv ing them  c ontrol to design and im plem ent their ac tions. 

My  approac h to b u ilding leaders within Mother Forward has 
alway s b een to genu inely  let the m om s driv e the design of  
the ac tions and the langu age we u se. My  theory  is that all 
too of ten, paid staf f  c om e u p with the ac tion and m essaging, 
and then we organiz e ou r b ase into doing it withou t a lot of  
disc u ssion arou nd their ideas. T here’ s a higher lev el of  energy , 
b u y - in, ex c item ent and c reativ it y  that c om es when y ou  let 
m em b ers c hoose f or them selv es what they  want to do. As an 
organiz er, I  m ay  k now the date of  a hearing or a b ill that’ s 
c om ing u p f or a v ote and m y  role is to share that piec e of  inf o, 
b u t then see if  and how they  want to engage in it. I n a lot of  
priv ate c onv ersations, organiz ers u su ally  say  the m em b ers 
are ahead of  staf f  in term s of  what lev el of  ac tion or response 
they  want to do, and I  tend to agree. I  tr u st the m om s k now 

what ac tions and m essaging resonate f or them  and it is m y  role 
as an organiz er to u nleash their power, test their ideas, and 
together we c an ev alu ate f or the nex t tim e. Let leaders lead.

Du ring ou r f irst training session, 15  m em b ers 
learned new narrativ e strategy  tools and princ iples 
of  ac tion design, then u sed those tools to dev elop a 
stor y , a strategy , and m ak e tac tic al dec isions ab ou t 
their f irst ac tion —  all in less than 3 0 m inu tes. 

ACTION 1: STORYTIME
AND PETITION DROP
WASHINGTON, D.C. - MAY 31, 2023

T he f irst ac tion was f riendly :  a doz en m om s —  k iddos in 
tow —  went to Washington, D.C. to drop a petition c alling 
f or the S enate to v ote on legislation:  the Child Care f or E v er y  
Com m u nit y  Ac t and the Child Care Work f orc e and Fac ilities 
Ac t. As we deliv ered part of  the petition to B ernie S anders, we 
had his c hief  of  staf f  read a b ook  to all the k ids so we m ade 
this stor y tim e ac tion happen in the of f ic e. B u t som e of  u s 
still had all this energy , lik e we j u st did this really  c ool thing, 
let’ s see what else c an happen. S o we took  ou r petition b ox es 
arou nd to v isit som e of  ou r S enators and I  walk ed in and told 
m y  S enator, J D V anc e, that I  wanted a sit- down. Just being 
th er e —  standing  in f r ont of  m y S enator ,  sh ar ing  m y 
lived experience — I felt power for the first time.

Af ter the gu errilla sit- down, when K atie handed ov er one b ox  
of  petition signatories to V anc e, she said, “ I  want y ou  to k now 
that there are m ore people f rom  O hio who hav e signed this 
petition than in any  other state.”  V anc e’ s response —  “ O h, 
that’ s great”  —  prov ed he was c lu eless, and K atie seem ed 
u nsu re of  what to do, so I  stepped in. “ Y ou  m isu nderstood. 
T he f ac t that there are m ore signatories f rom  O hio on this 
petition m eans that there are m ore parents in O hio than in 
any  other state who are in u rgent need of  c hildc are. O hio is 
f ailing them .”  I ’ v e talk ed with other m om s b ef ore ab ou t what 
a dif f erenc e it m ak es to hav e som eone there who has done 
it b ef ore, who k new how to b e m ore c onf rontational. I t set 
a new tone f or m e, I  didn’ t k now  t h at I  cou l d g o th er e 
before. I learned how to break the “be nice” rule. 

BUILD OUR BENCH

Actions:
Led by:
Location:
Date:

P etitio n  Delivery
Mother Forward
Washington D.C. 
May  3 1, 2023

“ Do m in o  E f f ec t ”
Mother Forward
Mu ltiple Cities 
O c tob er 9 - 13 , 2023

Dirty Diaper Delivery
Mother Forward
Washington D.C.
April 10, 2024
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ACTION 2: THE “DOMINO EFFECT”
MULTIPLE CITIES
OCTOBER 9-13, 2023

Mom s went to v isit f ederal lawm ak ers’  of f ic es shortly  af ter 
the “ f isc al c lif f ”  to ex press their anger ov er the dec ision to 
ab andon f u nding f or c hildc are and to dem and stab iliz ing 
m oney  to k eep prov iders open, k ids in c are, and parents in the 
work f orc e. Af ter another rapid- f ire training, the m om s c am e 
u p with an ac tion c alled “ the Dom ino E f f ec t.”  T he narrativ e:  
ending f u nding f or c hildc are c reates a dom ino ef f ec t that’ s 
b ad f or f am ilies, c om m u nities, and the ec onom y  at large. 
L awm ak ers who ref u se to tak e ac tion to protec t c hildc are 
f u nding are responsib le f or setting that c hain reac tion into 
m otion. I n short, withou t c hildc are, all the dom inoes f all. 
Mom s in a doz en c ities dropped in on their reps to tell their 
own stor y  of  how the rising c ost of  c hildc are is c reating a 
“ dom ino ef f ec t ”  in their own liv es. Mom s all m ade c u stom i z ed 
dom ino sets:  a c ou ple m om s got their reps to ac t u ally  “ play ”  
dom inoes b y  setting them  u p and watc hing them  f all ( get 
it? ! )  and other m om s lef t the dom inoes with their reps so 
that they  wou ld b e rem inded of  the c onseq u enc es of  their 
dec isions. S ev eral m om s went with their k ids, withou t 
any b ody  else, b ec au se they  f elt su pported b y  the grou p. 
Lots of  m om s said,  “ I  didn’ t k now  t h at I  cou l d j u st 
show up at my rep’s office, I didn’t know that I could 
just go and do something.” I t was gam e c hanging. 

ACTION 3: POOPY DIAPERS
WASHINGTON D.C. - APRIL 10, 2024

R atc heting u p the risk  lev el and tone of  ac tions, the m om s 
went again to D.C. si x  m onths later. T his was ou r f irst really  
agitational m om ent. We were really  gonna b reak  the nic e 
r u le. And it was a su rprise v isit to S peak er of  the H ou se 
Mik e J ohnson ab ou t his shitt y  rec ord on c hild c are. L i k e 
the dom ino ac tion, we wanted to hav e som ething phy sic al 
that we c ou ld leav e with him . T his tim e, it was dirt y  
diapers. T he narrativ e was c lear:  “ We hav e a m essage f or 
y ou :  the way  y ou ’ re f ailing Am eric an f am ilies is c rappier 
than these diapers. We’ re here to tell y ou  what stink s ab ou t 
the c hildc are sy stem  and dem and that y ou  c hange it.”  T he 
m om s had all written their own m essage on a diaper —  
“ What’ s shittier than this diaper?  P ennsy lv ania’ s rec ord on 
c hildc are,”  “ What stink s ab ou t c hildc are is m y  b ill,”  “ Doo 
doo b etter.”  T he diapers were f illed with H ershey ’ s sy r u p, 
not ac t u al f ec es, b u t as eac h m om  handed their diaper ov er, 
they  f elt loaded. With shit, with m eaning, with power. 

What we all c an learn f rom  m om s:  

R eal  action l og ic
comes from real life.

We hav e b rou ght the k ids with u s to all ou r ac tions;  they  
are alway s a part of  it. Many  of  u s don’ t hav e a c hoic e. 
T he k ids are attac hed to u s. I t ’ s easier to b ring m y  son 
with m e than leav e him  b ehind, b u t also it adds to the 
ac tion:  these c hildren are why  we are doing this. T h ey are 
w h y w e are d o in g  th i s . When you bring your kids to 
protest child care because you don’t have access 
to ch i l dcar e —  w el l ,  t h at p r etty m u ch  su m s it u p ,  
there’s your action logic. P lu s, it’ s harder to say  “ no”  
to an inf ant than to an adu lt, so we also u sed that to ou r 
adv antage. And on a personal lev el, it’ s so em powering 
to b ring y ou r c hild to som ething that m atters to y ou . 

FLUIDITY KEEPS
THE CREW TOGETHER. 

Many  organiz ations striv e f or a c onsistent u pward traj ec tor y  
of  leadership dev elopm ent, a traj ec tor y  that is of ten 
inc ongru ent with the realit y  of  people’ s liv es. B ec au se real 
people hav e real liv es, their partic ipation in organiz ing work  
eb b s and f lows, b u t organiz ers don’ t alway s k now how to 
ac c ou nt f or people c om ing in and ou t. With m om s, ev er y one 
already  k nows people will b e c om ing in and ou t;  it’ s part of  the 
DN A of  the grou p. S i m ilarly , the grou p’ s organiz ing ac tiv it y  
ac c ou nts f or tim es when c hildc are is less av ailab le, lik e du ring 
su m m er when k ids are ou t of  sc hool. Our organizational 
structures and practices can be fluid, allowing people 
to step  in and ou t w h en th ey can,  rather than insist they  
dem onstrate a c onsistenc y  inc om patib le with their liv es. 
P lanning and partic ipating in ac tions c reate b onds that last 
a lot longer than relationships b u ilt throu gh ic eb reak ers, 
so tru st that f olk s will stay  c onnec ted with the grou p. 

ACTION BUILDS
LEADERS.

P oet J u ne J ordan said, “ I f  y ou  lov e m e, y ou  c an tru st that 
I  c an handle it.”  T r u st that people c an handle it. For the 
dom ino drops, m om s with z ero prior ex perienc e and ev en 
v er y  little partic ipation in the grou p ( attendanc e at one 
or two Z oom  m eetings)  took  on m ak ing their own ac tions 
happen. They didn’t need to be micromanaged or 
“ dev el op ed, ”  t h ey needed som eone to p u t t h eir  
h ands on th eir  sh ou l der s,  p oint th em  in th e r ig h t 
direction, and say “go.” Dev eloping m em b ers doesn’ t 
m ean dec iding when they ’ re ready  f or ac tion, it m eans 
su pporting them  to tak e the ac tion that f eels right f or 
them . T he stak es are high. T he risk s c an b e too. 

From  the j u m p, Mother Forward has sc af f olded their m em b ers’  
dev elopm ent direc tly  onto ac tions. I  j u st talk ed with a m om  
in Wisc onsin and now she’ s r u nning a town hall all b y  herself . 
We’ re seeing the dom ino ef f ec t of  ou r f olk s getting deeper into 
tak ing ac tion. Mom s:  c hanging the world b ef ore b edtim e.
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STABLE 
DEFINITIONS 
FOR STATES 
OF CHANGE

DISSENT: T he c ollec tiv e ex pression of  disagreem ent 
with dom inant institu tions, elites, or “ of f ic ial v iews.”  
T he pu b lic  q u estioning of  tr u th, m eaning, and au thorit y . 
While dissent c an b e ex pressed on an indiv idu al lev el, 
dissent is m ost powerf u l when word and deed align 
c ollec tiv ely  and in pu b lic .³⁴ We u se this term  to ref er to 
the m u ltiplic it y  of  f orm s of  opposition to the statu s q u o. 

DISRUPTION: I n “ P rac tic al R adic als,”  Deepak  B hargav a 
and S tephanie L u c e def ine disru ptiv e power as “ T he ab ilit y  to 
stop those in power f rom  doing what they  want to do and to 
b reak  u p the statu s q u o —  in short, the ‘ power to wou nd’ .” ³⁵
Disru ption entails interru pting the f u nc tioning of  oppressiv e 
institu tions, ec onom ic  relationships, and dom inant narrativ es.

DIRECT ACTION: A toolb ox  of  tac tic s u sed f or politic al 
and c u lt u ral inter v ention:  to stop im m ediate harm , 
interru pt the f low of  c apital, im plem ent a solu tion, or 
c reate lev erage to ac c elerate dec ision m ak ing. Direc t 
ac tion is direc t b ec au se one c onsiders the prob lem  in 
f ront of  them , tak es responsib ilit y  f or the solu tion, and 
—  m otiv ated b y  c onv ic tion and c onsc iou sness —  m ov es 
withou t seek ing perm ission or m ediation. Direc t ac tion 
inc lu des c iv il disob edienc e, a tac tic  in whic h partic ipants 
b reak  the law to highlight inj u stic e. While direc t ac tion is 
a set of  tac tic s, it im plies a strategy :  that b y  registering ou r 
dissent, we pu t pressu re on the sy stem  to respond to u s.

H opef u l Monsters is the resu lt of  researc h, f ield 
testing, and solidaristic  partnerships. We hosted 
salons, one- on- one c onv ersations, and spac es f or 
anony m ou s real talk  with organiz ers, trainers, 
artists, ac tion j oc k s, and u naf f iliated “ f ree radic als.”  

The core commitment of this project was to offer 
ourselves to groups. T he Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation 
L ab  prov ided leadership in ac tion strategy  and u psu rge 
c oordination, training in ac tion design and narrativ e 
dev elopm ent, and su pport with the tac tic al nitt y - gritties. 
We were in the room  f or ev er y thing f rom  m aj or m ov em ent 
strategy  c onv ersations to late- night b anner- m a k ing 
sessions —  that range of  partic ipation was essential 
f or getting grou nded assessm ents f rom  the f ield. 

Additionally , we team ed u p with ou r Fu t u re Cu rrents sib ling 
proj ec t, the S trengthening O rganiz ing P roj ec t, to f ac ilitate 
two retreats in whic h organiz ers f rom  ac ross the c ou ntr y  c am e 
together to prototy pe inter v entions to b olster b ase- b u ilding. 
We took  the lead on a j oint third retreat whic h was ex plic itly  
f oc u sed on digesting and u nderstanding m ov em ent u psu rges.

B ased on what we heard f rom  organiz ers and what we 
learned f rom  em b edding ou rselv es in organiz ations and 
m ob iliz ations, we dev eloped a set of  hy potheses. We 
k ic k ed the tires on these with ou r c ollab orators, then 
partnered with grou ps on ac tions to test them . T hese 
hy potheses ev olv ed into ou r rec om m endations, and y ou  
c an read ab ou t som e of  the ac tions in the c ase stu dies. 
I n the nex t phase of  this proj ec t, we hope to pilot som e 
innov ations in u psu rge c horeography  and inf rastru c t u re.

METHODOLOGY 
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T he Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  is a k inetic  c om b ination of  
researc h, ex perim entation, and applic ation. We b egan in 2022 
to ex am ine the ef f ic ac y  and inef f ab ilit y  of  dissent, espec ially  
in m ov em ent m om ents, and how we c an u se protest to b u ild 
power. We analy z e direc t ac tion —  som etim es c onsidered the 
b lac k  sheep of  organiz ing —  as a prac tic e that isn’ t j u st a tool of  
strategy , b u t a portal into not y et k nown strategies. S o we ask  
q u estions, get ou r hands dirt y , telesc ope ou twards to see the 
b ig pic t u re, and z oom  in to f ind c onc rete ideas f or im m ediate 
u se. I n a m om ent when m any  are rightly  tak ing stoc k  of  ou r 
organiz ing c apac ities, ou r lab  is of f ering approac hes to tu rn u p 
the v olu m e on ou r ac tions to pu sh u s to b igger, lou der wins.

THE DIRECT 
ACTION
INCUBATION 
LAB

LJ 
AMSTERDAM

Fu tu re Cu rrents c reates the spac es f or m ov em ent 
organiz ations to b u ild resilient relationships, tac k le pressing 
c hallenges, prepare f or possib le c onditions, and m ap ou r way  
to the f u t u re we deser v e. We f oc u s on the k nott y , c hronic , 
sy stem ic , and of ten sc ar y  ob stac les in ou r daily  liv es, inc lu ding 
au thoritarian threats to ou r dem oc rac y , the shif ting ec onom ic  
paradigm , and the ef f ort within m ov em ents to retool and 
reshape to m eet c hanging c onditions. O u r m i x  of  c reativ e 
m ethods are k ey  to spark ing new u nderstandings, analy ses, 
and strategies that open u p the potential f or long- term  c hange.

FUTURE 
CURRENTS
SPACE TO IMAGINE. STRATEGIES FOR ACTION.

L J  is a soc ial m ov em ent strategist and u psu rge organiz er 
f rom  N ew Y ork  Cit y . S inc e O c c u py  Wall S treet, L J  has 
trained c lose to 15 ,000 people to tak e ac tion. S he is a 
S enior Fellow at Fu t u re Cu rrents, where she leads the 
Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  and is also a m em b er 
of  the S trengthening O rganiz ing P roj ec t team . 

A danc er and f orm er DJ , L J  was a Co- Direc tor of  the 
sem inal grassroots direc t ac tion training organiz ation T he 
R u c k u s S oc iet y , whic h led hu ndreds of  trainings in piv otal 
m ov em ent m om ents. B ef ore that, she was a y ou th organiz er. 
S he holds a B .A. and an M.A. f rom  the I nstitu te of  R esearc h 
in Af ric an- Am eric an S t u dies at Colu m b ia U niv ersit y .
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20 Cy  Wagoner, personal c om m u nic ation, S eptem b er 8 , 2024.

21 Mart y  Aranay do, H e S apa Ac tion Cam p, May  23 , 2023 .
22 J ohn Whitlow, L aw and P olitic al E c onom y  P roj ec t 

R ou nd T ab le, T he N ew S c hool, O c tob er 21, 2023 .
23  I nter v iew with J ohn S ellers, J u l y  14, 2022. 

24 O lú f é m i O . T á í wò , Dism antling R ac ial Capitalism  
Disc u ssion, N ew Y ork  U niv ersit y , Dec em b er 4, 2023 .

25  N sé  U f ot, S trengthening O rganiz ing P roj ec t -  G etting 
R eal Ab ou t P ower, Dec em b er 5 , 2023 .

26  Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  S alon, May  2, 2022.
27  I n P rac tic al R ad ic al s , Deepak  B hargav a and S tephanie L u c e u se 
the u nderdog and the ov erdog to f ram e the c ontestation f or power.

28  K eef e, P atric k  R adden. E m pire of  P ain:  T he S ec ret H istor y  of  the 
S ac k ler Dy nast y . N ew Y ork :  P engu in R andom  H ou se, 2021.

29  I nter v iew with R am on Mej ia, O c tob er 6 , 2024. 
3 0 Direc t Ac tion I nc u b ation L ab  S alon, Marc h 3 1, 2023 .

3 1 Ahm ad Ab u z naid, Mov em ent U psu rge R etreat, J u l y  3 0, 2024.
3 2 I nter v iew with S andy  N u rse, J u l y  18 , 2024. 

3 3  I nter v iew with R ac hel S c hragis, Marc h 24, 2024.
3 4 I nspired b y  Arendt, H annah. T he H u m an Condition. 

Chic ago:  T he U niv ersit y  of  Chic ago P ress, 19 5 8 .
3 5  B hargav a, Deepak  and L u c e, S tephanie. P rac tic al 

R adic als. N ew Y ork :  T he N ew P ress, 2023 .
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