
        W
HY W

E 
       DON’T 
    M

AKE 
  DEM

ANDS
Perhaps, how

ever, the m
oral of the story 

(and the hope of the w
orld) lies in w

hat one 
dem

ands, not of others, but of oneself.
    –Jam

es Baldw
in

    N
o N

am
e in the Street
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From
 O

ccupy to Ferguson
, w

hen
ever a n

ew
 grassroots m

ove-
m

ent arises, pundits charge that it lacks clear dem
ands. W

hy w
on’t pro-

testers sum
m

arize their goals as a coherent program
? W

hy aren’t there 
representatives w

ho can negotiate w
ith the authorities to advance a 

concrete agenda through institutional channels? W
hy can’t these m

ove-
m

ents express them
selves in fam

iliar language, w
ith proper etiquette?

O
ften, this is sim

ply disingenuous rhetoric from
 those w

ho prefer for 
m

ovem
ents to lim

it them
selves to w

ell-behaved appeals. W
hen w

e pur-
sue an agenda they’d rather not acknow

ledge, they charge that w
e are 

irrational or incoherent. Com
pare the People’s Clim

ate M
arch of 2014, 

w
hich united 400,000 people behind a sim

ple m
essage w

hile doing so 
little to protest that it w

as unnecessary for the authorities to m
ake even 

a single arrest, 1 w
ith the Baltim

ore uprising of A
pril 2015. M

any praised 
the Clim

ate M
arch w

hile deriding the rioting in Baltim
ore as irrational, 

unconscionable, and ine1
ective; yet the Clim

ate M
arch had little con-

crete im
pact, w

hile the Baltim
ore riots com

pelled the chief prosecutor 
to bring alm

ost unprecedented charges against police o2
cers. You can 

bet if 400,000 people responded to clim
ate change the w

ay a couple 
thousand responded to the m

urder of Freddie Gray, the politicians 
w

ould change their priorities.
Even those w

ho dem
and dem

ands out of the best intentions usually 
m

isunderstand dem
andlessness as an om

ission rather than a strategic 
choice. Yet today’s dem

andless m
ovem

ents are not an expression of po-
litical im

m
aturity—they are a pragm

atic response to the im
passe that 

characterizes the entire political system
.

1 
W

hen w
as the last tim

e 400,000 people w
ere anyw

here in N
ew

 York w
ithout 

the police arresting anyone? That w
as protest not just as pressure valve, but 

as active pacifi
cation—

as a w
ay of dim

inishing the friction betw
een protest-

ers and the order they oppose.



If it w
ere so easy for the authorities to grant protesters’ dem

ands, 
you’d think w

e’d see m
ore of it. In fact, from

 O
bam

a to Syriza, not even 
the m

ost idealistic politicians have been able to follow
 through on the 

prom
ises of reform

 that got them
 elected. The fact that charges w

ere 
pressed against Freddie Gray’s killers after the riots in Baltim

ore sug-
gests that the only w

ay to m
ake any headw

ay is to break o1
 petitioning 

entirely.
So the problem

 is not that today’s m
ovem

ents lack dem
ands; the 

problem
 is the politics of dem

ands itself. If w
e seek structural change, 

w
e need to set our agenda outside the discourse of those w

ho hold pow
-

er, outside the fram
ew

ork of w
hat their institutions can do. W

e need to 
stop presenting dem

ands and start setting objectives. H
ere’s w

hy.

M
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K
IN
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Even
 if your in

ten
tion

 is sim
ply to n

egotiate, you put yourself in
 

a w
eaker bargaining position by spelling out from

 the beginning the 
least it w

ould take to appease you. N
o shrew

d negotiator begins by 
m

aking concessions. It’s sm
arter to appear im

placable: So you w
ant to 

com
e to term

s? M
ake us an o!

er. In the m
eantim

e, w
e’ll be here blocking 

the freew
ay and setting things on fire.

There is no m
ore pow

erful bargaining chip than being able to im
-

plem
ent the changes w

e desire ourselves, bypassing the o2
cial insti-

tutions—the true m
eaning of direct action. W

henever w
e are able to do 

this, the authorities scram
ble to o1

er us everything w
e had previously 

requested in vain. For exam
ple, the R

oe vs. W
ade decision that m

ade 
abortion legal occurred only after groups like the Jane Collective set up 
self-organized netw

orks that provided a1
ordable abortions to tens of 

thousands of w
om

en.
O

f course, those w
ho can im

plem
ent the changes they desire directly 

don’t need to m
ake dem

ands of anyone—
and the sooner they recognize 

this, the better. R
em

em
ber how

 people in Bosnia burned dow
n govern-

m
ent buildings in February 2014, then convened plenum

s to form
ulate 

identify w
here it m

akes sense to cooperate, and w
here it doesn’t—

a 
kind of clarity that does not result from

 lining up behind a low
est-com

-
m

on-denom
inator dem

and.
From

 this vantage point, w
e can see that choosing not to m

ake de-
m

ands is not necessarily a sign of political im
m

aturity. O
n the contrary, 

it can be a savvy refusal to fall into the traps that disabled the previous 
generation. Let’s learn our ow

n strength, outside the cages and queues 
of representational politics—

beyond the politics of dem
ands.
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dem
ands to present to the governm

ent. A
 year later, they’d received 

nothing for their pains but crim
inal charges, and the governm

ent w
as 

once again as stable and corrupt as ever.

LIM
ITIN

G A
 M

O
VEM

EN
T TO

 SPECIFIC 
D

EM
A

N
D

S STIFLES D
IVER

SITY, 
SETTIN

G IT U
P FO

R
 FA

ILU
R

E.

Th
e con

ven
tion

al w
isdom

 is that m
ovem

en
ts n

eed dem
an

ds to 
cohere around: w

ithout dem
ands, they w

ill be di1
use, ephem

eral, 
ine1

ectual.

But people w
ho have di1

erent dem
ands, or no dem

ands at all, can 
still build collective pow

er together. If w
e understand m

ovem
ents as 

spaces of dialogue, coordination, and action, it is easy to im
agine how

 

w
ho are im

patient for real change w
ill be all the m

ore likely to run into 
the arm

s of nationalists and fascists, as the only ones openly seek-
ing to challenge the status quo. W

e need to be explicit about w
hat w

e 
w

ant and how
 w

e intend to go about getting it. N
ot in order to force our 

m
ethodology on everyone, as authoritarian organizers do, but to o1

er 
an opportunity and exam

ple to everyone else w
ho is looking for a w

ay 
forw

ard. N
ot to present a dem

and, but because this is the opposite of 
a dem

and: w
e w

ant self-determ
ination, som

ething no one can give us.

IF N
O

T D
EM

A
N

D
S, TH

EN
 W

H
AT?

The w
ay w

e an
alyze, the w

ay w
e organ

ize, the w
ay w

e figh
t—

these should speak for them
selves. They should serve as an invitation 

to join us in a di1
erent w

ay of doing politics, based in direct action 
rather than petitioning. The people in Ferguson and Baltim

ore w
ho re-

sponded to the m
urders of M

ichael Brow
n and Freddie Gray by physically 

confronting the police did m
ore to force the issue of police violence than 

decades of pleading for com
m

unity oversight. Seizing spaces and redis-
tributing resources, w

e sidestep the senselessly circuitous m
achinery of 

representation. If w
e m

ust send a m
essage to the authorities, let it be 

this single, sim
ple dem

and: Don’t m
ess w

ith us.
Instead of m

aking dem
ands, let’s start setting objectives. The dif-

ference is that w
e set objectives on our ow

n term
s, at our ow

n pace, 
as opportunities arise. They need not be fram

ed w
ithin the logic of the 

ruling pow
ers, and their realization does not depend upon the goodw

ill 
of the authorities. The essence of reform

ism
 is that even w

hen you w
in 

som
ething, you don’t retain control over it. W

e should be developing the 
pow

er to act on our ow
n term

s, independent of the institutions w
e are 

taking on. This is a long-term
 project, and an urgent one.

In pursuing and achieving objectives, w
e develop the capacity to seek 

m
ore and m

ore am
bitious goals. This stands in stark contrast to the w

ay 
reform

ist m
ovem

ents tend to collapse w
hen their dem

ands are realized 
or show

n to be unrealistic. O
ur m

ovem
ents w

ill be stronger if they can 
accom

m
odate a variety of objectives, so long as those do not openly 

confl
ict. W

hen w
e understand each other’s objectives, it is possible to 
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a single m
ovem

ent m
ight advance a variety of agendas. The m

ore hori-
zontally structured it is, the m

ore capable it should be of accom
m

odat-
ing diverse goals.

The truth is that practically all m
ovem

ents are w
racked by internal 

confl
icts over how

 to structure them
selves and how

 to prioritize their 
goals. The dem

and for dem
ands usually arises as a pow

er play by the 
factions w

ithin a m
ovem

ent that are m
ost invested in the prevailing 

institutions, as a m
eans of delegitim

izing those w
ho w

ant to build up 
pow

er autonom
ously rather than sim

ply petitioning the authorities. 
This m

isrepresents real political di1
erences as m

ere disorganiza-
tion, and real opposition to the structures of governance as political 
naïveté.

Forcing a diverse m
ovem

ent to reduce its agenda to a few
 specific 

dem
ands inevitably consolidates pow

er in the hands of a m
inority. For 

w
ho decides w

hich dem
ands to pri-

oritize? U
sually, it is the sam

e sort 
of people w

ho hold disproportion-
ate pow

er elsew
here in our society: 

w
ealthy, predom

inantly w
hite pro-

fessionals w
ell versed in the w

orkings of institutional pow
er and the cor-

porate m
edia. The m

arginalized are m
arginalized again w

ithin their ow
n 

m
ovem

ents, in the nam
e of e2

cacy.
Yet this rarely serves to m

ake a m
ovem

ent m
ore e1

ective. A
 m

ove-
m

ent w
ith space for di1

erence can grow
; a m

ovem
ent prem

ised on 
unanim

ity contracts. A
 m

ovem
ent that includes a variety of agendas 

is fl
exible, unpredictable; it is di2

cult to buy it o1
, di2

cult to trick 
the participants into relinquishing their autonom

y in return for a few
 

concessions. A
 m

ovem
ent that prizes reductive uniform

ity is bound to 
alienate one dem

ographic after another as it subordinates their needs 
and concerns.

A
 m

ovem
ent that incorporates a variety of perspectives and critiques 

can develop m
ore com

prehensive and m
ultifaceted strategies than a 

single-issue cam
paign. Forcing everyone to line up behind one set of 

dem
ands is bad strategy: even w

hen it w
orks, it doesn’t w

ork.

m
ore territory opens up. O

thers m
ay not im

m
ediately join you on the 

fringes, but know
ing that som

e people are w
illing to assert that agenda 

m
ay em

bolden them
 to act m

ore am
bitiously them

selves.
In purely pragm

atic term
s, those w

ho em
brace a diversity of tactics 

are stronger, even w
hen it com

es to achieving sm
all victories, than those 

w
ho try to lim

it them
selves and others and to exclude those w

ho re-
fuse to be lim

ited. O
n the other hand, from

 the perspective of long-term
 

strategy, the m
ost im

portant thing is not w
hether w

e achieve any par-
ticular im

m
ediate result, but how

 each engagem
ent positions us for the 

next round. If w
e endlessly defer the questions w

e really w
ant to ask, 

the right m
om

ent w
ill never arrive. W

e don’t just need to w
in conces-

sions; w
e need to develop capabilities.

D
O

IN
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U

R
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Perhaps th
e m

ost persuasive argum
en

t in
 favor of m

akin
g con

-
crete dem

ands is that if w
e don’t m

ake them
, others w

ill—
hijacking 

the m
om

entum
 of our organizing to advance their ow

n agendas. W
hat 

if, because w
e fail to present dem

ands, people end up consolidating 
around a liberal reform

ist platform
—

or, as in m
any parts of Europe to-

day, a right-w
ing nationalist agenda?

Certainly, this illustrates the danger of failing to express our visions 
of transform

ation to those w
ith w

hom
 w

e share the streets. It is a m
is-

take to escalate our tactics w
ithout com

m
unicating about our goals, as 

if all confrontation necessarily tended in the direction of liberation. In 
U

kraine, w
here the sam

e tensions and m
om

entum
 that had given rise 

to the A
rab Spring and O

ccupy produced a nationalist revolution and civ-
il w

ar, w
e see how

 even fascists can appropriate our organizational and 
tactical m

odels for their ow
n purposes.

But this is hardly an argum
ent to address dem

ands to the author-
ities. O

n the contrary, if w
e alw

ays conceal our radical desires w
ithin a 

com
m

on reform
ist front for fear of alienating the general public, those 

4
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R
eform

s that achieve short-
term

 gains often set the stage 
for long-term

 problem
s.
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N
ow

adays, as history m
oves faster an

d faster, dem
an

ds are of-
ten rendered obsolete before a cam

paign can even get o1
 the ground. 

In response to the m
urder of M

ichael Brow
n, reform

ists dem
anded that 

police w
ear body cam

eras—
but before this cam

paign could get fully 
underw

ay, a grand jury announced that the o2
cer w

ho m
urdered Eric 

Garner w
ould not be tried, either, 

even though Garner’s m
urder had 

been caught on cam
era.

M
ovem

ents prem
ised on spe-

cifi
c dem

ands w
ill collapse as soon 

as those dem
ands are outpaced by 

events, 
w

hile 
the 

problem
s 

that 
they set out to address persist. 
Even from

 a reform
ist perspective, 

W
hy did their cam

paign against the fare hike succeed? A
t the 

tim
e, Brazil w

as one of the few
 nations w

orldw
ide w

ith an ascendant 
econom

y; it had benefi
tted from

 the global econom
ic crisis by draw

-
ing investm

ent dollars aw
ay from

 the volatile N
orth A

m
erican m

arket. 
Elsew

here—
in Greece, Spain, and even the U

nited States—
governm

ents 
had their backs to the w

all no less than anti-austerity protesters, and 
could not have granted their dem

ands even if they w
ished to. It w

as 
not for w

ant of specifi
c dem

ands that no other m
ovem

ent w
as able to 

achieve such concessions.
Scarcely a year and a half later, w

hen the streets had em
ptied out 

and the police had reasserted their pow
er, the Brazilian governm

ent in-
troduced another series of fare hikes—

bigger ones this tim
e. The M

PL 
had to start all over again. It turns out you can’t overthrow

 capitalism
 

one reform
 at a tim

e.

IF YO
U

 W
A

N
T TO

 W
IN

 CO
N

CESSIO
N

S, 
A

IM
 BEYO

N
D

 TH
E TA

R
GET.

Even
 if all you w

an
t is to brin

g about a few
 m

in
or adjustm

en
ts 

in the status quo, it is still a w
iser strategy to set out to achieve struc-

tural change. O
ften, to accom

plish sm
all concrete objectives, w

e have 
to set our sights m

uch higher. Those w
ho refuse to com

prom
ise pres-

ent the authorities w
ith an undesirable alternative to treating w

ith re-
form

ists. Som
eone is alw

ays going to be w
illing to take the position of 

negotiator—
but the m

ore people refuse, the stronger the negotiator’s 
bargaining position w

ill be. The classic reference point here is the rela-
tion betw

een M
artin Luther King, Jr. and M

alcolm
 X: if not for the threat 

im
plied by M

alcolm
 X, the authorities w

ould not have had such an in-
centive to parley w

ith D
r. King.

For those of us w
ho w

ant a truly radical change, there is nothing to 
be gained by w

atering dow
n our desires for public consum

ption. The 
O

verton w
indow

—the range of possibilities considered politically viable—
is not determ

ined by those at the purported center of the political spec-
trum

, but by the outliers. The broader the distribution of options, the 

N
o corporate initiative is going 

to halt clim
ate change; no 

governm
ent agency is going to 

stop spying on the populace; no 
police force is going to abolish 

w
hite privilege.
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it m
akes m

ore sense to build m
ovem

ents around the issues they ad-
dress, rather than any particular solution.
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R
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A
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M
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.

“O
K, you have a lot of com

plain
ts—

w
ho doesn

’t? But tell us, 
w

hat solution do you propose?”
The dem

and for concrete particulars is understandable. There’s no 
use in sim

ply letting o1
 steam

; the point is to change the w
orld. But 

m
eaningful change w

ill take a lot m
ore than w

hatever m
inor adjust-

m
ents the authorities m

ight readily grant. W
hen w

e speak as though 
there are sim

ple solutions for the problem
s w

e face, hurrying to pres-
ent ourselves as no less “practical” than governm

ent policy experts, 
w

e set the stage for failure w
hether our dem

ands are granted or not. 
This w

ill give rise to disappointm
ent and apathy long before w

e have 
developed the collective capacity to get to the root of things.

Especially for those of us w
ho 

believe 
that 

the 
fundam

ental 
problem

 is the unequal distribu-
tion of pow

er and agency in our 
society, rather than the need for 
this or that policy adjustm

ent, it 
is a m

istake to prom
ise easy rem

-
edies in a vain attem

pt to legiti-
m

ize ourselves. It’s not our job 
to present ready-m

ade solutions 
that the m

asses can applaud from
 

the sidelines; leave that to dem
agogues. O

ur challenge, rather, is to 
create spaces w

here people can discuss and im
plem

ent solutions 

change does not take place. Granting sm
all dem

ands can serve to divide 
a pow

erful m
ovem

ent, persuading the less com
m

itted participants to 
go hom

e or turn a blind eye to the repression of those w
ho w

ill not com
-

prom
ise. Such sm

all victories are only granted because the authorities 
consider them

 the best w
ay to avoid bigger changes.

In tim
es of upheaval, w

hen everything is up for grabs, one w
ay to 

defuse a burgeoning revolt is to grant its dem
ands before it has tim

e to 
escalate. Som

etim
es this looks like a real victory—

as in Slovenia in 2013, 
w

hen tw
o m

onths of protest toppled the presiding governm
ent. This 

put an end to the unrest before it could address the system
ic problem

s 
that gave rise to it, w

hich ran m
uch deeper than w

hich politicians w
ere 

in o2
ce. A

nother governm
ent cam

e to pow
er w

hile the dem
onstrators 

w
ere still dazed at their ow

n success—
and business as usual resum

ed.
D

uring the buildup to the 2011 revolution in Egypt, M
ubarak repeat-

edly o1
ered w

hat the dem
onstrators had been dem

anding a couple days 
earlier; but as the situation on the streets intensifi

ed, the participants 
becam

e m
ore and m

ore im
placable. H

ad M
ubarak o1

ered m
ore, sooner, 

he m
ight still be in pow

er today. Indeed, the Egyptian revolution ulti-
m

ately failed not because it asked for too m
uch, but because it didn’t 

go far enough: in unseating the dictator but leaving the infrastructure 
of the arm

y and the “deep state” in place, revolutionaries left the door 
open for new

 despots to consolidate pow
er. For the revolution to suc-

ceed, they w
ould have had to dem

olish the architecture of the state it-
self w

hile everyone w
as still in the streets and the w

indow
 of possibility 

rem
ained open. “The people dem

and the fall of the regim
e” o1

ered a 
convenient platform

 for m
uch of Egypt to rally around, but did not pre-

pare them
 to take on the regim

es that follow
ed.

In Brazil in 2013, the M
PL (M

ovim
ento Passe Livre) helped cata-

lyze m
assive protests against an increase in the cost of public trans-

portation; this is one of the only recent exam
ples of a m

ovem
ent that 

succeeded in getting its dem
ands m

et. M
illions of people took to the 

streets, and the tw
enty-cent fare hike w

as canceled. Brazilian activ-
ists w

rote and lectured about the im
portance of setting concrete and 

achievable dem
ands, in order to build up m

om
entum

 by increm
ental 

victories. N
ext, they hoped to force the governm

ent to m
ake transpor-

tation free.

The sam
e court system

 that 
ruled for desegregation 
im

prisons a m
illion black people 

today; the sam
e N

ational Guard 
that oversaw

 integration in the 
South is m

obilized to repress 
dem

onstrators in Ferguson and 
Baltim

ore.

6
11



directly, on an ongoing and collective basis. R
ather than proposing 

quick fixes, w
e should be spreading new

 practices. W
e don’t need 

blueprints, but points of departure.

M
A

K
IN

G D
EM

A
N

D
S PR

ESU
M
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YO
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 W
A

N
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IN
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AT YO
U

R
 

A
DVER

SA
R

Y CA
N

 GR
A

N
T.

O
n

 the con
trary, it’s doubtful w

hether the prevailin
g in

stitu-
tions could grant m

ost of the things w
e w

ant even if our rulers had 
hearts of gold. N

o corporate initiative is going to halt clim
ate change; 

no governm
ent agency is going to stop spying on the populace; no police 

force is going to abolish w
hite privilege. O

nly N
GO

 organizers still cling 
to the illusion that these things are 
possible—

probably 
because 

their 
jobs depend on it.

A
 

strong 
enough 

m
ovem

ent 
could strike blow

s against industri-
al pollution, state surveillance, and 
institutionalized 

w
hite 

suprem
a-

cy, but only if it didn’t lim
it itself 

to m
ere petitioning. D

em
and-based politics lim

its the entire scope of 
change to reform

s that can be m
ade w

ithin the logic of the existing or-
der, sidelining us and deferring real change forever beyond the horizon.

There’s no use in asking the authorities for things they can’t grant 
and w

ouldn’t grant if they could. N
or should w

e give them
 an excuse 

to acquire even m
ore pow

er than they already have, on the pretext that 
they need it to be able to fulfi

ll our dem
ands.

w
hose uncom

prom
ising actions w

on the m
ovem

ent its leverage in the 
fi

rst place suddenly fi
nd career activists w

ho joined afterw
ards telling 

them
 w

hat to do—
or denying that they are part of the m

ovem
ent at all. 

This dram
a played out in Ferguson in A

ugust 2014, w
here the locals w

ho 
got the m

ovem
ent o1

 the ground by standing up to the police w
ere slan-

dered by politicians and public fi
gures as outsiders taking advantage of 

the m
ovem

ent to engage in crim
inal activity. The exact opposite w

as 
true: outsiders w

ere seeking to hijack a m
ovem

ent initiated by honor-
able illegal activity, in order to re-legitim

ize the institutions of authority.
In the long run, this sort of pacifi

cation can only contribute to a 
m

ovem
ent’s dem

ise. That explains the am
biguous relation m

ost lead-
ers have w

ith the m
ovem

ents they represent: to be of use to the au-
thorities, they have to be capable of subduing their com

rades, but their 
services w

ould not be required at all if the m
ovem

ent did not pose som
e 

kind of threat. H
ence the strange adm

ixture of m
ilitant rhetoric and 

practical obstruction that often characterizes such fi
gures: they m

ust 
ride the storm

, yet hold it at bay.

SO
M

ETIM
ES TH

E W
O

R
ST TH

IN
G 

TH
AT CA

N
 H

A
PPEN

 TO
 A

 M
O

VEM
EN

T 
IS FO

R
 ITS D

EM
A

N
D

S TO
 BE M

ET.

R
eform

 serves to stabilize an
d preserve th

e status quo, killin
g 

the m
om

entum
 of social m

ovem
ents, ensuring that m

ore thoroughgoing 

Even w
hen such institutions 

can be com
pelled to fulfi

ll 
specifi

c dem
ands, this only 

legitim
izes tools that are 

m
ore often used against us.
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M
A

K
IN

G D
EM

A
N

D
S O

F TH
E 

A
U

TH
O

R
ITIES LEGITIM

IZES TH
EIR

 
PO

W
ER

, CEN
TR

A
LIZIN

G A
GEN

CY IN
 

TH
EIR

 H
A

N
D

S.

It is a tim
e-hon

ored tradition
 for n

on
profit organ

ization
s an

d 
leftist coalitions to present dem

ands that they know
 w

ill never be 
granted: don’t invade Iraq, stop defunding education, bail out people 
not banks, m

ake the police stop killing black people. In return for brief 
audiences w

ith bureaucrats w
ho answ

er to m
uch shrew

der players, they 
w

ater dow
n their politics and try to get their less com

plaisant colleagues 
to behave them

selves. This is w
hat they call pragm

atism
.

Such e1
orts m

ay not achieve their express purpose, but they do ac-
com

plish som
ething: they fram

e a narrative in w
hich the existing insti-

tutions are the only conceivable protagonists of change. This, in turn, 
paves the w

ay for additional fruitless cam
paigns, additional electoral 

spectacles in w
hich new

 candidates for o2
ce hoodw

ink young idealists, 
additional years of paralysis in w

hich the average person can only im
ag-

ine accessing her ow
n pow

er through the m
ediation of som

e political 
party or organization. R

ew
ind the tape and play it again.

R
eal self-determ

ination is not som
ething that any authority can 

grant us. W
e have to develop it by acting on our ow

n strength, centering 
ourselves in the narrative as the protagonists of history.

M
A

K
IN

G D
EM

A
N

D
S TO

O
 EA

R
LY CA

N
 

LIM
IT TH

E SCO
PE O

F A
 M

O
VEM

EN
T 

IN
 A

DVA
N

CE, SH
U

TTIN
G D

O
W

N
 TH

E 
FIELD

 O
F PO

SSIBILITY.

At th
e begin

n
in

g of a m
ovem

en
t, w

hen
 the participan

ts have n
ot 

yet had a chance to get a sense of their collective pow
er, they m

ay not 

be able to recognize how
 thoroughgoing the changes they w

ant really 
are. To fram

e dem
ands at this point in the trajectory of a m

ovem
ent 

can stunt it, lim
iting the am

bitions and im
agination of the participants. 

Likew
ise, setting a precedent at the beginning for narrow

ing or w
atering 

dow
n its goals only increases the likelihood that this w

ill happen again 
and again.

Im
agine if the O

ccupy m
ovem

ent had agreed on concrete dem
ands 

at the very beginning—
w

ould it still have served as an open space in 
w

hich so m
any people could m

eet, develop their analysis, and becom
e 

radicalized? O
r w

ould it have ended up as a single protest encam
pm

ent 
concerned only w

ith corporate personhood, budget cuts, and perhaps 
the Federal R

eserve? It is better for the objectives of a m
ovem

ent to 
develop as the m

ovem
ent itself develops, in proportion to its capacity.

M
A

K
IN

G D
EM

A
N

D
S 

ESTA
BLISH

ES SO
M

E PEO
PLE 

A
S R

EPR
ESEN

TATIVES O
F TH

E 
M

O
VEM

EN
T, ESTA

BLISH
IN

G A
N

 
IN

TER
N

A
L H

IER
A

R
CH

Y A
N

D
 GIVIN

G 
TH

EM
 A

N
 IN

CEN
TIVE TO

 CO
N

TR
O

L 
TH

E O
TH

ER
 PA

R
TICIPA

N
TS.

In
 practice, un

ifyin
g a m

ovem
en

t beh
in

d specific dem
an

ds usual-
ly m

eans designating spokespeople to negotiate on its behalf. Even if 
these are chosen “dem

ocratically,” on the basis of their com
m

itm
ent 

and experience, they can’t help but develop di1
erent interests from

 the 
other participants as a consequence of playing this role.

In order to m
aintain credibility in their role as negotiators, spokes-

people m
ust be able to pacify or isolate anyone that is not w

illing to go 
along w

ith the bargains they strike. This gives aspiring leaders an incen-
tive to dem

onstrate that they can reign in in the m
ovem

ent, in hopes 
of earning a seat at the negotiating table. The sam

e courageous souls 
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